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Bruckner Five

Aerial 
I. Done with the compass – Done with 

the chart!
II. Gone Dancing
Christopher Coletti, trumpet 
   
INTERMISSION

Symphony No. 5 in B-flat, WAB 105 
I. Adagio — Allegro
II. Sehr langsam 
III. Scherzo: Molto vivace
IV. Finale: Adagio — Allegro moderato 
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HK GRUBER
Aerial
Composer, conductor, symphonic and jazz bassist, 
erstwhile lounge singer—there just isn’t much that HK 
Gruber can’t do. A native of Vienna, Gruber was for several 
years a member of the world-famous Sängerknaben, the 
Vienna Boys Choir, before studying composition at the 
city’s Hochschüle für Musik and becoming Principal Bass of 
the Wiener Tonkünstler Orchestra. His work Frankenstein!! 
for chansonnier-style narrator and orchestra earned 
global accolades in the late 1970s; Gruber took it on tour, 
performing the singer’s role himself. His music is infused 
with open-minded, good-natured eclecticism in which 
cutting-edge composition techniques mingle with diverse 
influences ranging from the Viennese classics to Weimar-
era cabaret, to jazz, electronica, and beyond.  

Aerial, a concerto for trumpet and large orchestra, 
was composed in 1998-99 for the Swedish soloist Håkan 
Hardenberger and the BBC Symphony led by Neeme Järvi. 
It is cast in two movements, each representing an ‘aerial’ 
view of our planet. The first movement, entitled with a 
quotation from Emily Dickinson (“Done with the compass—
Done with the chart!”), bathes the airborne soloist in a 
sonic depiction of the ethereal Northern Lights. The soloist 
“breathes the concerto into being,” in Gruber’s own words, 
using extended techniques such as literally singing through 
the instrument. The cowhorn and the Baroque piccolo 
trumpet are enlisted as auxiliary instruments along the way. 

The more extensive second movement is described by the 
composer as an alien anthropologist’s aerial perspective 
over a future Earth devoid of life. Only a single sign, perhaps 
lit in neon, is visible on the surface below: GONE DANCING. 
The music begins in a 1940s style recalling Fred and Ginger, 
then proceeds to explore various sorts of dance music with 
the soloist gradually taking on the role of instigating leader. 

Though the demands on soloist and orchestra alike are 
considerable, Aerial is fundamentally lighthearted music, 
and an unforgettable celestial adventure for both the 
musicians and the audience.  
[ca. 23’]

BRUCKNER
Symphony No. 5 in B-flat, WAB 105 
Concertgoing audiences may know Bruckner primarily as 
a titanic Austrian symphonist influenced by Wagner and 
prefiguring the work of Mahler. But the composer was at 
heart and by vocation a church organist and choirmaster 
whose art is deeply colored by his faith, and whose catalog 
includes a large corpus of sacred music. Bruckner’s love 
of the organ and the cathedral is present in virtually all his 
symphonic works, which often seem to suggest cavernous, 
vaulted spaces and regularly include chorale-like themes 
and organ-inspired orchestrations.

One of the major interpretative issues posed by Bruckner’s 
Symphony No. 5 is that it is both a lengthy piece and 
a severely “end-weighted” one. The cathartic climax, 
a glorious brass chorale, refuses to emerge until the 
concluding moments. It is almost as if Bruckner has been 
waiting all the while to seat himself at the organ, pull out 
the stops, and exclaim the teleological purpose behind this 
beautiful yet cryptic work. 

The Fifth is indeed expansive. However, it is one of the 
more modest of Bruckner’s symphonies in terms of the 
orchestral forces employed; the ensemble is not much 
larger than a typical Beethoven orchestra. It has been 
given a number of unofficial nicknames, including the 
“Pizzicato” Symphony because of the abundance of 
plucking asked of the strings, as well as the “Tragic” 
Symphony, since it hails from a dark and tumultuous 
period in the composer’s life. By 1875, Bruckner had 
been living in Vienna and teaching at its conservatory 
for several years. He was no longer just an organist 
from Linz. But his finances were impossibly meager, 
his health was poor, and he faced considerable 
professional hostility from a city enthralled by the 
anti-Wagnerian aesthetics and rhetoric of Johannes 
Brahms. Bruckner’s previous two symphonies had gone 
unperformed, and by the time the orchestral premiere 
of the Fifth was given in 1894—nearly twenty years after 
its completion—Bruckner was far too sick to attend. He 
never heard it performed. 

It is the only one of Bruckner’s symphonies to begin with 
an extended slow introduction to herald the main material 
of the first movement. The second movement begins 
with a beautiful, fragile cantilena from the oboe, over 
an accompaniment of low strings plucking out triplet 
figures. The bass line heard here will return verbatim as the 
foundation of the scherzo movement which follows. The 
finale begins in a fashion which recalls the curious opening 
of the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth, quoting at length from 



earlier movements, juggling and tumbling these ideas 
as if in retrospective assessment of their faults and merits. 
But new themes soon arise, woven together in intricate 
fugal counterpoint and treated broadly in a sonata-
allegro scheme to prepare the way for the majestic finish. 

Bruckner’s Fifth Symphony is a hopeful work, despite its 
persistent pathos. Its drama is as vividly autobiographical as 
anything penned by this unassuming but grandly visionary 
and influential composer.
[ca. 76’]
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