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Preface

Composed: 1825/1826 in Vienna

First performance: 21 March 1839 in a Leipzig Gewandhaus concert,
conducted by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy

First publication: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1840, full score 1849
Otrchestration: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons — 2 horns,

2 trumpets, 3 trombones — timpani — strings

Duration: ca. 56 minutes

Although Schubert’s C major Symphony is known as the ‘Great’, to distinguish it from a less-
er predecessor in the same key, its nickname also refers to its artistic stature, as well as to what
Schumann admiringly called its ‘heavenly length’. Recent research has placed the compo-
sition of this masterpiece in the year 1825, whereas it was formerly thought to date from 1828,
the last year of the composer’s life. The reasoning behind the mistaken assumption of its
being a late work is based upon its extraordinary confidence and emotional convictions, but
in any case ‘early’ or ‘late’ are surely questionable attributions when an artist dies at the age of
31, with a working career of less than 20 years duration behind him.

The story of Schubert’s life has been thoroughly romanticised, and an image — which has
persisted almost unto the present day — of a totally instinctive creator doing what he did
while scarcely knowing how or why is, of course, a serious distortion of the reality. Schubert
was a man of strong character who dominated his artistic circle of writers and painters, and
his music with its immense range of emotional nuance, shows him to have been an unique
mixture of subtlety and forcefulness. His undoubted fluency in improvisation gave rise to that
legend of untutored spontaneity beloved of romantic mythmakers which persisted through-
out the 19 century and deceived even so astute a musician as Busoni, who never played
Schubert in public, dismissing him as a ‘rustic composer’.

As always in such cases, the truth lies between the extremes of such judgements as would
make him out to be a careless creator hardly aware of the implications of his work, or the poet
of a dark sensibility whose production is replete with an anguish which reflects the painful
circumstances under which it came into being. There is, of course, a truth of a kind in both
such views of Schubert. He seems for the most part to have been a composer whose talent
permitted him to realise his music with far less overt reflection, revision or indeed preliminary
sketching than, for example, his great contemporary Beethoven. For the most part his first
thoughts were allowed to stand, and this insistence upon the inspiration of the moment led
to an unusually large number of pieces being left incomplete, often for no obvious reason.
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This strongly suggests that Schubert, unlike most other masters of his stature, really was a
“first-time’ composer, in a similar way to painters like Hals or Sargent, renowned for their
ability to create ‘2 premier coup’.

The benefit of this approach can, in all three cases, be perceived in terms of an extraordinary
vitality, and such indeed is the hallmark of Schubert’s music whatever its mood, however
much difficulty we might have in accepting the idea that it was never produced as the result
of preliminary reflection and experiment.

The ‘Great’ C major Symphony was preceded by no less than three incomplete symphonies,
one of which, always known as the ‘Unfinished’, is almost his best-known work. The ‘Great’
is at the opposite pole of expression to his sombrely reflective B minor Symphony. It is ebul-
lient, confident, almost grandiose in manner, a tremendous celebration of the life-force itself.
At first its vast scale and unusually repetitive style caused problems for its earliest performers,
but, like the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven, which Schubert almost certainly heard the year
before at its premiere, it sets a new standard for an expansion of musical expression which
continued throughout the 19% century and well into the 20%.

Despite its optimistic and at times almost manic vitality, there are, as there must be in any
work of genuine achievement, a whole range of expressive options. Even the opening, a mys-
terious and emotionally ambiguous introduction, half heroic, half melancholic, and leading
imperceptibly into a vigorous Allegro, already suggests a whole new vision of musical reality.
Such transformations, where the familiar is constantly modified to yield new experiences, are
achieved by a subtle integration of melodic elements; one of Schubert’s most significant con-
tributions to Western musical language lies in his fascination with the re-appearance of
melodic fragments in new contexts. In a sense, this is a kind of long-term variation technique,
and accounts in part for the greatly expanded time-scale of Schubert’s mature works. The
19% century made great use of this discovery, and Liszt, himself a pioneer of the technique of
thematic transformation, made a special study of Schubert’s music culminating in his tran-
scription of the Wanderer-Fantasy for piano and orchestra.

The ‘Great’ C major Symphony remained unperformed in public until Mendelssohn con-
ducted its first complete performance in 1839; the music caused serious problems, both tech-
nical and conceptual, to its earliest players. Full acceptance of the work by the public was
delayed until the latter part of the 19% century, by which time music on such a similarly
expansive scale was beginning to seem more acceptable. Its influence on composers was,
however, much more immediate and complete: almost the only element shared by the Leipzig
school of Mendelssohn and Schumann with their firm opponents, the New German move-
ment of Wagner and Liszt, was their conviction of Schubert’s artistic stature and historical
importance. Bruckner too, whose own music had its roots in an earlier classicism, was deeply
influenced by the ‘Great’ C major; its expanded form and elevated diction matching his own
enthusiasm for a music of philosophical reflection and monumental structure.

Although it is difficult to imagine Schubert’s having been able to achieve the ‘Great’ C major
without the example of Beethoven’s Ninth before him — and indeed he himself advertised
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the connection by direct quotation in the Finale ~ nevertheless the only real element they
share is a vastly expanded sense of scale: their expressive concerns are entirely different.
Where Beethoven explores the ideal of the brotherhood of man, Schubert celebrates the
power of nature, man’s place in the natural world, and its influence on his psychological and
spiritual development. The ‘Great’ C major Symphony, in its power and amplitude, repre-
sents the fullest statement of Schubert’s philosophical position: a view of nature as a myste-
rious force, independent of man, but with which he finds it imperative to engage, in order to
know himself more fully.

Justin Connolly

Our numbering of the Schubert symphonies follows that of the New Schubert Edition
(Franz Schubert: Neue Ausgabe simtlicher Werke) and the Deutsch Schubert Catalogue (Franz
Schubert: Thematisches Verzeichnis seiner Werke, von Otto Erich Deutsch). The ‘Unfinished’
Symphony (D759), formerly listed as No. 8, is therefore renumbered No. 7; the ‘Great’
(D944), formerly listed as No. 9, is therefore renumbered as No. 8.
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