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Bruckner shrugged it off when his contemporaries compared the D minor 
of his Ninth Symphony with Beethoven’s Ninth: “How could I help that the 
main theme occurred to me in D minor? After all, it’s my favorite key! 
The number nine weighed a bit more heavily on him: Beethoven is said 
to have rounded off his life with the Ninth, and Bruckner also bid farewell 
with his last symphony, choosing that word himself to describe the gently 
descending chorale that introduces the Adagio’s second thematic 
complex. In this work – whose completed movements are among the 
greatest of the 19th century – Bruckner consolidates the achievements of 
his previous symphonies. The Ninth is also marked by strong dynamic 
contrasts and an indulgence in the splendors of the full orchestra. The 
organ-like scoring in the work suggested Gothic cathedrals to the ear of 
Bruckner scholar Ernst Kurth. But its monumentality, harmony and 
handling of dissonance – a conflict between ecstatic vision and 
catastrophic collapse – foreshadowed Gustav Mahler.
Symphony No. 9 In D Minor

1. Feierlich, Misterioso

2. Scherzo - Bewegt, Lebhaft Trio - Schnell

2. Scherzo (Da Capo)

3. Adagio - Langsam, Feierlich

Bruckner worked on the Ninth Symphony from 1887 through 1894. During 
the two subsequent years until his death in 1896, he made some sketch-

es for a finale, one that almost certainly would have capped the Sympho-
ny with the kind of dynamic expansiveness that characterizes the closing 
movements of his other symphonies. But if his spirit was willing to make a 
finale, his flesh was not. When he realized the work would probably not 
be completed, he suggested that his Te Deum be played after the third 
movement, but his sense of the artistic imbalance thus created probably 
caused him at least subconsciously to abandon the notion and to accept 
that the Adagio would be the finale of his Ninth Symphony.
The mysticism of Bruckner’s religiosity is immediately apparent in the 
opening of the Ninth Symphony. As strings maintain a quiet tremolo on 
the keynote, D, for the first 18 measures, eight unison horns softly 
announce the main theme, a severe and solemn idea, unfolding in small 
motivic segments, that at last expands intervalically and harmonically. The 
aura of expectancy created by the opening is heightened by the following 
agitated but still quiet motif in violins, which is answered by the winds. 
Through the device of rising modulatory sequences, this material reaches 
an anxious and broad climax, during which a powerful idea, containing 
Bruckner’s favorite triplet rhythm, is declared by the full orchestra in 
unison. After a pause, an eerie passage of pizzicato strings under quiet, 
alternately ascending and descending cries throughout the winds leads to 
the warm, lyrical second theme. This is given by first violins, as second 
violins weave a counter-melody. Still other ideas are introduced, the most 
important one being a kind of martial theme (with a Brahmsian flavor), 
given by the strings. The remainder of the movement builds repeatedly to 
granite climaxes followed by mystical, sometimes chorale-like passages. 
The final full-orchestra measures bring the movement to a demonic close, 
with trumpets blazing dissonantly on a three-note descending figure taken 

from the main theme.
The Scherzo second movement, with its repeated-note idée fixe, is, for 
Bruckner, a daring piece of music, filled with dissonances, an aura of 
grotesquerie, and a steely rhythmic thrust prophetic of such 20th-century 
composers as Bartók and Prokofiev. A brief contrast to this tautness comes with 
a sprightly oboe melody, and an extended departure from it in a quicksilver trio in 
the Mendelssohn style.
The eloquent expressiveness of the lengthy Adagio is represented in the opening 
notes of the unaccompanied violins, as they reach up a ninth, then fall back. The 
element of chromatic yearning and reaching is almost a constant presence in the 
movement, so that the aura of Tristan und Isolde seems nearly tangible. A warm, 
rapturously beautiful melody in strings brings solace to music that moves from 
resignation to fierce anger and back again. At about the half-way point, a shattering 
climax grows out of a presentation of the warm melody, this time given in extended 
note values. To end his unfinished symphony, Bruckner introduces quotations from 
his two preceding symphonies, closing the work in touching, sighing serenity.
Zubin Mehta led the Vienna Philharmonic – his debut recording for the Decca label in 1965 - 
in a remarkably suave reading, tailored to that famed ensemble's smooth, blended sound. 
Mehta’s massive but deeply sensitive approach emphasizes magisterial power, with Mehta's 
fueled by volatile climaxes.
In a way, this was Zubin Mehta's debut recording for Decca and the mammoth work chosen 
reflects the adventurous style of this Indian conductor. Zubin Mehta brings an ardent 
profundity and reflective empathy to the score, which is suitably well served by Decca's 
awesome recording, a vintage Sofiensaal production. Mehta views this final Brucknerian 
testament as one of visionary magnificence and thus, takes his time in traversing the journey. 
The VPO make some magnificent sounds, especially in the ethereally beautiful Adagio that 
concludes the work in just the right fashion. 
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1 Feierlich, Misterioso 26:05
2 Scherzo: Bewegt, Lebhaft - Trio: Schnell 10:51
3 Adagio: Langsam, Feierlich 27:15
Total Time: 1:04:11  
  

Symphony No. 9 in D minor
Zubin Mehta conducts the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra

Bruckner

Producer: Erik Smith /  Engineer: Gordon Parry
Recorded at Sofiensaal, Vienna / May 3-7, 1965


