
 Hans Knappertsbusch (1888-1965)

 Hans Knappertsbusch was one of the most renowned and 
beloved conductors of the middle twentieth century. Although 
he grew up playing and loving music, his parents objected to 
the notion of a musical career. Thus Knappertsbusch studied 
philosophy at Bonn University. In 1908, however, he entered 
the Cologne Conservatory and took conducting courses with 
Fritz Steinbach. Knappertsbusch began his career as a staff 
conductor at the Mülheim-Ruhr Theater (1910-12) and then as 
opera director in his home town of Elberfeld. Equally important 
to his development were his forays into the music of Wagner. 
He spent several summers as an assistant to director Siegfried 

Wagner and conductor Hans Richter at the Bayreuth Festival. During the Nazi years 
he refused several demands made by the Nazis and was fired from his lifetime post in 
1936. He conducted a memorable Salome in Covent Garden in 1936 and 1937, and 
made some guest appearances elsewhere in Germany, but was content to maintain a 
low profile during the Nazi regime. Knappertsbusch gained a reputation for broad, 
magisteral performances, and became famous for his unhurried readings of Wagner's 
scores. He was famous for disliking rehearsals, often cutting them short. When the 
Bayreuth Festival reopened in 1951, Knappertsbusch worked closely with Wieland 
Wagner on orchestral matters (though the conductor was known to dislike the 
director's spare, revolutionary stage productions). Perhaps Knappertsbusch's most 
notable recording is his stereo account of Parsifal from the Bayreuth stage..



  Bruckner never heard his Fifth Symphony. He attended the premieres of all his other 
completed symphonies, conducting the first three himself, but by the time the Fifth was finally 
performed in 1894, Bruckner was too ill to make the journey to Graz, and so he left it in the 
hands of his disciple, Franz Schalk. It was just as well that Bruckner stayed home, for, as he 
had recently begun to suspect, Schalk was a traitor as well as a disciple. The score Schalk 
introduced to the world that April in Graz was a travesty of Bruckner's original—it was 
extensively cut (some 222 measures were omitted from the finale alone) and virtually every 
measure that Schalk retained he altered in some small, but damaging way.
  But by the 1890s, Bruckner began to see that serious damage had been done to his work. 
In 1892 or 1893, he packed all his manuscripts away in a trunk; the will he drew up the next 
year entrusted their safekeeping to the Vienna Court Library. According to the German 
conductor Carl Muck, Bruckner gave him a manuscript of his unfinished Ninth Symphony 
shortly before his death, asking him to take it out of Vienna, "so that nothing may happen to 
it." There were other signs of a silent rebellion: when it came time to authorize the edition of 
the Fourth Symphony that Schalk and Ferdinand Löwe had prepared for publication, Bruckner 
simply refused to sign the printer's copy.
  Bruckner's triumph, ultimately, was a posthumous one, for it is only recently that scholar-
ship and justice have joined forces and we are able to hear Bruckner's symphonies more or 
less in their definitive forms. It is not misleading to view October 20, 1935, as the first 
performance of Bruckner's Fifth Symphony, for on that date—nearly sixty years after the 
score was completed and some forty years after the premiere in Graz—Bruckner's score was 
heard for the first time in its original form.
  Ironically, this symphony is one of the few Bruckner never revised extensively himself. In 
fact, he was still fussing with his Third and Fourth symphonies long after the Fifth was done. 
The Fifth Symphony was started early in 1875 and completed by mid-May 1876. Bruckner 
then took time to revise some other scores and to make a trip to Bayreuth in August to 
attend the first performances of Wagner's Ring cycle. He made some relatively minor 
corrections in 1877 and the final work was done by January 4, 1878. Apparently, once he 
signed the copyist's final score, in November 1878, he never touched the symphony again. 
The manuscript lay with Bruckner's papers until Franz Schalk picked it up and began his own 
work on it fifteen years later.
  Those critics who claim all Bruckner's symphonies begin in the same way have forgotten 
the Fifth, for it alone opens with a slow introduction. These fifty measures set the stage for 
the next 450 measures in the same way a few slow bars at the start of a Haydn symphony 
prepare us for the music that follows. But Haydn worked to a different clock; traversing a 
typical Haydn first movement takes little more than five minutes. Bruckner's takes closer to 
twenty minutes, and so his introduction must tell us more. Clearly and methodically, Bruckner 
introduces us to important materials that we should recognize later on: first, quiet, slowly 
unfolding string music in B-flat (over the pizzicato pacing of the cellos and basses); then, 
after a pause, a fierce unison outburst from the entire orchestra (in G-flat); and then, after 
another brief pause, a majestic brass chorale in A major. It is a Bruckner symphony in 
miniature (an oxymoron to be sure), spanning seemingly unrelated keys and moving from 
quiet repose to hair-raising furor.
  But this is only the beginning, and from here Bruckner moves imperceptibly into the Allegro 

and introduces his first theme—a vigorous, swinging melody in the low strings. The rest of the 
movement is full of the dramatic contrast, both in character and in tonality, that we remember 
from the introduction. As anticipated in those first fifty measures, the music now moves 
mysteriously through a number of remote keys; thematic material that echoes the first snatches 
of melody appears; the texture switches—sometimes abruptly—from delicate pizzicato or calm 
hymnlike chords to emphatic statements delivered in a blaze of brass. The introduction, now 
scaled down even further, reappears to launch an extended development section. A wealth of 
contrapuntal detail evolves as themes we first encountered independently now fit together 
hand-in-hand, as if they've always known each other.
  The broadly conceived Adagio begins with the quiet pizzicato tread of the strings, soon joined 
by a smooth melody in the oboes—a simple tune that sounds rhapsodic and unpredictable, 
largely because every two of its notes fall against three notes in the strings. Then follows one 
of Bruckner's noblest and most expansive melodies, set over rich low string chords. And from 
there, Bruckner is content to explore these two melodic sources, always finding new thoughts 
to develop, new directions to investigate. This music has an almost improvisational quality. The 
pace is leisurely, and the course of events freewheeling. But Bruckner is in complete control, 
and it's no accident that we eventually work our way back to the material that opened the 
movement.
  The unison string theme from the Adagio, now greatly accelerated, launches Bruckner's 
scherzo, immediately supporting a whirling theme in the winds. The same relentless strings 
also accompany a second, slower, landler-like melody. After a number of outbursts, colored by 
the brilliant sounds of the brass over the roll of the timpani, the music ends in a blaze of D 
major chords. Then, with no more than a single sustained note on the horn to make the 
connection, the trio begins in the key of G-flat major (unorthodox, but foreshadowed in the 
symphony's opening). Genial and pastoral in mood, the trio seldom rises above a pianissimo, 
making the return of the fiery scherzo all the more effective.
  Bruckner's brilliant finale borrows the general layout of the finale of Beethoven's Ninth 
Symphony, with an introduction that first submits themes of previous movements, and then 
proceeds with a fugue, saving a chorale for the big finish. What Bruckner's detractors failed to 
recognize was that only a man who is very sure of himself would dare to raise the comparison 
with the most famous finale ever written. And that only a man of certain genius could make 
something entirely his own under those circumstances.
  Bruckner begins with the same music that opened the symphony, then jumps to the main 
theme of the first movement and crosscuts to the opening of the Adagio—all of these 
reminiscences interspersed with emphatic comments from the clarinet, eager to steer the music 
toward the massive fugue which follows. The low strings now take up the clarinet idea, but 
don't get far with the fugue before it's interrupted by a flowing new theme that builds to its own 
climax. After the music dwindles to a whisper, the brass release a grand chorale theme that 
temporarily brings the movement to a standstill. Then, picking up the passage suggested by 
the brass, the entire orchestra begins a massive double fugue (the other subject is the one the 
clarinets introduced earlier in the movement) that carries us into the final stretch. At the climax, 
the main theme of the first movement joins the contrapuntal tour de force, fitting in so perfectly 
that one suspects Bruckner has had this up his sleeve all along. The movement ends with a 
final triumphant statement of the chorale theme, broadly riding the full force of the orchestra.
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BRUCKNER
SYMPHONY No. 5

Hans Knappertsbusch
Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra

Recorded by Decca June 3-6, 1956 at Sofiensaal, Vienna
Producer: Peter Andry     Engineer: James Brown

1) Introduction (Adagio) — Allegro. B-flat major 18:48
2) Adagio. Sehr langsam. D minor 13:24
3) Scherzo. Molto vivace D minor 9:34

4) Finale (Adagio) — Allegro moderato. B-flat major 18:50

   


