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Preface

Composed: 1816 in Vienna

First performance: 17 October 1841 in Vienna

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1885
Instrumentation: Flute, 2 Oboes, 2 Bassoons — 2 Horns — Strings
Duration: ca. 27 minutes

Schubert’s formative years as a chorister at the Imperial Court Chapel in Vienna and his
subsequent education at the prestigious Stadtkonvikt [city seminary] brought him into direct
and almost daily contact with the Classical Viennese repertoire centred on the works of
Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. This repertoire was by no means limited to vocal music. In
his memoir of the composer published a few months after Schubert’s death, his lifelong
friend, Josef von Spaun, recalls in close and illuminating detail the young composer’s active
and daily participation in orchestral music at this time:

[...] the instrumental music at the Stadtkonvikt had, by diligent collaboration among the
pupils, been brought to a degree of perfection rarely to be found among such young ama-
teurs. Each evening was devoted to the performances of a complete symphony and several
overtures, and the young orchestra’s forces sufficed for the successful performance of
Haydn’s, Mozart’s and Beethoven’s masterpieces. Schubert, scarcely 12 years of age, played
second violin and later was placed as leader at the head of the orchestra [...] Above all the
glorious symphonies in G minor [No. 40, K550] by Mozart and in D major [No. 2] by
Beethoven made the profoundest impression on the young Schubert every time, and even
shortly before his death he still spoke of how greatly these compositions had moved and
touched his youthful soul.!

Spaun (who shared the orchestral second violin desk with Schubert) further informs us that
having lost his soprano voice and with it his place as a choirboy, Schubert ‘resolved to leave
the seminary and also to give up his studies, in order to follow his profession as composer

undividedly’

I Quotation from the ‘Osterreichisches Biigerblatt fiir Verstand, Herz und gute Laune’, Linz 27 and 30 March and
3 April 1829. Anonymous, but written by Josef von Spaun. Otto Erich Deutsch, Schubert : A Documentary Bio-
graphy, trans. Eric Blom (London, 1946), 865-79

2 Deutsch, ibid., 867
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But this was not to prove an easy endeavour. In 1814 at the age of 17 Schubert trained as
a primary schoolteacher and was subsequently employed as an assistant at his father’s
school, and a full-time career as a schoolmaster seemed likely for in April 1816 he made a
late application for the post of Musical Director at the German Normal School in Laibach
(now Ljubljana in Slovenia) accompanied by a testimonial from the Court Musical Director
Antonio Salieri. In early September, however, he learned that his application had failed.
During this ‘schoolmaster’ period Schubert composed a large number of works in all genres,
including opera, and it was during the latter part of this period, during the years 1815-16, that
Schubert wrote his symphonies Nos. 2-5.

The sound-world of the Fifth Symphony is determined by its modest instrumentation which
(as in Mozart’s Symphony No. 40) excludes clarinets, trumpets and drums a restriction that
lends the work a chamber music quality. The opening Allegro begins neither with a slow
introduction (which had been Schubert’s symphonic habit up till now) nor with the imme-
diate statement of the principal theme itself. Instead, Schubert prefaces the principal theme
with an elegantly-scored 4-bar chordal progression in the woodwinds with an extended
anacrusic scale figure in the violins, which is at once both simple in construction and complex
in its structural function. This prefatory chord progression has been compared to the drawing
back of a theatrical curtain before the play commences and it is indeed a useful analogy. The
structural significance of the 4-bar chordal preface is realized at the opening of the devel-
opment section (bars 118ff) where it forms the basis of a 4-fold modulatory sequence that sets
the development in motion. A modified version of the chordal preface heralds the recapitu-
lation (bars 171ff) which contains its own formal surprises. Instead of presenting an identical
repetition of the sonata exposition, Schubert presents the return of the principal theme in the
subdominant E flat instead of the orthodox tonic; only after an extended transition is the
tonic key restored with the entry of the second theme (bar 231).

The second movement Andante con moto reflects the Mozartian practice of adapting the
expressive operatic idiom of accompanied aria to orchestral usage. Schubert sets the con-
trasting wind and string dialogue within a wide-ranging, elaborate and technically assured
modulatory scheme.

In part because of their shared keys, Schubert’s Menuetto has often been compared with the
corresponding movement from Mozart’s 40" Symphony K550. The similarities, however,
remain superficial and Schubert’s Menuetto does not, for instance, attempt to emulate
Mozart’s subtle contrapuntal agility. The Trio section is of the pastoral Lindler type beginning
with a near-exact inversion of the minuet subject.

The sonata-form Finale feels closer to Haydn’s symphonic world, particularly with its extend-
ed piano opening balanced by the forte passage beginning at bar 27 and with the second
subject being preceded by a silent upbeat pause (bar 78). The development section (bars
153ff.) is based on the opening figure with characteristically adroit Schubertian exploratory
modulations. The sonata recapitulation (bars 237ff), in contrast to that of the opening move-
ment, reproduces the exposition — apart from the necessary changes to the transition — as
closely as possible and without the need for a concluding coda.



VI

The reception history of the Fifth Symphony during the 19"-century is extremely modest.
Schubert completed the symphony on 3 October 1816 and it was likely performed later that
month by an amateur orchestral society that met under the leadership of Otto Hatwig (of the
Burgtheater Orchestra) and in which the composer played the viola. The symphony was not
published during Schubert’s lifetime, and (as far as is known) remained unplayed for over a
quarter of a century when it was given first public performance on 17 October 1841 at the
Josefstadter-Theater in Vienna, under the direction of Michael Leitermayer. The first English
performance of the symphony took place at the Crystal Palace, London, on 1 February 1873
conducted by August Manns as part of an extended series of Schubert’s complete sym-
phonies, and was the direct result of the investigative efforts of George Grove (founding
editor of the famous dictionary) and the composer Arthur Sullivan who visited Vienna
together in the autumn of 1867 and located the autographs and MS copies of Symphonies
1-6 among other works. The symphony was first published as late as 1885 as part of the Crit-
ical Complete Edition/Kritische durchgesehene Gesamtausgabe, edited by Eusebius Mandy-
czewski and Johannes Brahms.

Richard Clarke
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