The Compositional Signature of Anton Bruckner
I. (Joseph) Anton Bruckner
A. Basic info
1. Born: Sept. 4, 1824 in Ansfelden, Austria
2. Died: October 11, 1896 in Vienna
B. Music rooted in formal compositional traditions
1. Teachers introduced him to Beethoven, Schubert, Bach, Haydn, and Mozart
i. Also influenced by Wagnerian harmony and orchestration due to the popularity of that
style at this time
a. “…abandoned the tired ways of the post-Mendelssohnian age and in whose
works one instinctively felt a kind of dangerous affinity to the
achievements of the greatest and most hated of the innovators…”
1. Joseph Schalk
i. Pupil that revitalized interest in Bruckner after the Nazi interest
a. Promoted music abroad
C. Chorister at St. Florian’s Abbey
1. Source of spiritual stability and inspiration throughout his life
i. Wrote masses and other sacred works
a. Gradual settings very popular
ii. 1841-1868
a. Time in which Bruckner was devoted to church music
2. Influenced by Lotti, Assmayr, and Mozart during this time
i. Noted that when Bruckner was in periods of self-analysis, he tended to be more
influenced by Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert rather than Wagner
3. Not viewed as a contrapuntalist
i. Studied with Simon Sechter (1855-1861)
a. Specifically studied with Sechter to focus on contrapuntal writing because
Bruckner felt it was his weakness
1. Continued study with the Kitzler Studienbuch
i. Evidence of voice-leading errors
ii. Focus on form rather than contrapuntal accuracy
iii. Major influence on Bruckner’s adoration of Wagner
D. Compositional Style
1. Known for combining the neo-Baroque structure with the freedom of chromatic harmonies
i. “In one way or another all chords are naturally related to one another, as are all men.
Whether they make up a family, a nation, or a race is certainly not without
interest”
a. Arnold Schoenberg on the evolution of chromaticism in the late 19th century
2. Later works extend further back to the Palestrinian style, but still include chromaticism
i. Used enharmonic transformations to represent redemption
a. Te Deum (1881-1884)
1. “Neo-gothic” organum-like parallel octaves and 5ths
b. Psalm (1892)
c. Helgoland (1893)
3. Relationship between text and music is fundamental
4. Strongest element in compositional style was ability to compose outstanding climatic
statements
i. Melodic ascent is felt as an increase in tension
ii. Descent is the necessary relaxation
a. Tension and release is focus of phrase structure

b. Harmonic and rhythmic motives follow the same formula
iii. Not always complete release of tension in each phrase
a. Completion only achieved at the end of the entire part or movement
b. “Series of mountain peaks and valleys” (Howie, 555)
5. Melodic form is commonly motivic
i. Commonly influenced by Gregorian chant
a. Bruckner was known for his outstanding improvisation on plainchant
accompaniments
b. Most of Bruckner’s choral works have little relation to Gregorian or polyphonic
influences
1. Symphonic melodies
6. Cadences
i. Recognizable formula
ii. Well-established
a. Dramatic descent of 5th or octave common
iii. Suspensions common
7. Compositional characteristics of the choral works
i. Homophonic texture
a. Two types
1. Note-against-note
2. Rhythmically loose structure
i. Polyphonic elements interspersed
ii. Difference between true homophony and the free combination
of voices in a canonic/contrapuntal texture
3. Melody with homophonic accompaniment not common
ii. Drastic timbre shifts
a. Related to registration changes on the organ
b. Statements followed by grand pause
1. Imitative of need to change registration on organ
2. Locus iste
3. Example 1

c. Dynamic technique
1. Addition of voices
2. Extension of ranges
i. Ascending and descending
ii. Os Justi

iii. Example 2

iii. Arc-shaped motives common
iv. Modal
a. Phyrigian
1. Signature lowered 2nd
2. Pange Lingua
3. Example 3

b. Lydian
1. Os Justi (Graduale)

2. Example 4

v. Descending fifth common
a. Cadential signature of descending 5th or octave
b. Christus factus est (Graduale)
c. Example 5

vi. Psalmodic phrases common
a. Relation to plainchant

vii. Polychordal
a. Preferred to split four-part or eight-part choral groups into two independent
bodies
b. Ave Maria
c. Example 6

viii. Repetition of motive
a. Chromatically ascending or descending
b. Sequences common
1. Leading into climax
II. Overview of Sacred Choral Compositions
A. Wrote Masses, a Requiem, Magnificat, psalm settings, and a Cantate for Chorus and Orchestra
1. Completed seven Masses, including the Requiem
B. Prolific composer of small settings of sacred choral music
1. Many settings for the Proper and Ordinary of the Mass
2. Also a few settings of secular pieces
i. Written in the vernacular
ii. Totenlieder
iii. Dir, Herr, Dir will ich mich ergeben
C. Requiem in D minor
1. Regarded as his first notable choral composition
2. 1848-1849
3. Influenced by Mozart and Haydn
i. Opening theme closely related to Mozart’s Requiem
D. Early choral works (c. 1835-1855)
1. Pange Lingua in C Major (WAB 31)
i. Revised it 50 years later
2. Libera me in F (WAB 21)
3. Asperges me (three settings)
i. Two settings in Aeolian mode
ii. Example of plainsong influence, but with chromatic harmony and melodic interest
4. Tantum ergo (two settings)
i. All have “Schubert-like” qualities of harmony, but with Brucknerian cadential
signature
ii. All are unaccompanied

5. Tantum Ergo (WAB 21)
6. Tantum Ergo in D Major (WAB 42)
7. Tantum Ergo in Bb Major (WAB 44)
i. All accompanied
ii. WAB 44 is more adventurous in melodic and harmonic content
E. The Linz works (1856-1868)
1. Afferentur regi (WAB 1)
i. Demonstration of Bruckner’s mastery of Sechter’s contrapuntal teaching
ii. No authenticated manuscript
a. Assumed that the setting is for chorus and three trombones
b. Archives of the monastery at Kremsmünster state it is an unaccompanied work
c. Two versions are possible
1. Common with Bruckner works
i. Used for church services
a. Reworked depending on forces and maturity of
compositional technique
iii. Sixth chord harmonies
iv. Closely associated with D minor Mass
2. Ave Maria (WAB 5)
i. SATB with cello and organ
ii. Example of contrapuntal focus in lessons with Sechter
3. Ave Maria (WAB 6)
i. Unaccompanied
ii. Seven-voice mixed choir
iii. End of his self-imposed hiatus from original compositions
a. Wanted to study and perfect compositional technique before writing again
iv. 7th and 9th chords used
v. Pedal tone
vi. Descending 6th
vii. Strong influences from Palestrina’s polyphonic style
a. Not strict following of polyphonic writing, but rather incorporation of style into
Bruckner’s gift for rich textural writing
1. Psalm 112
i. Representation of the mastery of this combining of old and new
techniques
4. Pange lingua (WAB 33)
i. 1868
ii. Phyrigian
iii. Thematic connections with E minor Mass
iv. Archaic elements
a. Unison opening
b. Restricted vocal ranges
c. Pure chord progressions
1. Little or no chromaticism
d. Modal cadences
1. 16th century style revisited
5. Inveni David (WAB 19)
i. Male voices
ii. Four trombones
a. Great demands on the voice
1. Extreme tessitura

2. Large leaps
i. Ascending and descending
b. Antiphonal effects
1. Stretto-type entrances between voices
2. Cantor and response, but at rhythmically short intervals
3. Example 7

6. Iam lucis ortosidere (WAB 18)
i. Hymn for mixed voices
ii. Unaccompanied
iii. Modally inspired strophic form
iv. Homophonic throughout
a. Return to simplicity to understand the complex
b. Necessary for number of singers
1. Written during the summer, when students were not as available to sing
F. Vienna Period (1869-1896)
1. Locus iste (1869)
i. C major gradual
ii. Relation to priests’ chorus from Mozart’s The Magic Flute (Watson, 95)
iii. ABA form
a. Homophonic – imitative – homophonic
2. Christus factus est (1873)
i. Eight-part mixed choir
ii. Three trombones and strings
a. Influenced by composing of Third Symphony at the same time
b. Wide variety of textures
1. Contrapuntal, pedal tone, word painting, use of suspensions
2. Shares thematic material with the Te Deum
iii. Used chromaticism to represent the pain of Christ’s crucifixion

a. Falling D-flat in mm. 14-19 is then raised on the word “Christ”
1. Enharmonic transformation on the word “risen” in mm. 38-40
3. Tota pulchra es Maria (1878)
i. Marian antiphon
ii. Tenor soloist, mixed choir, and organ
iii. Alternation between tenor plainchant and harmonized responses from the choir
a. Influenced by plainchant, but not restricted by modal outline or Cecilian ideas
b. Minor 6th is a central interval
4. Virga Jesse floruit (1885)
5. Vexilla Regis (1892)
i. Passiontide motet
a. Request for a hymn for the Good Friday liturgy
ii. Mixed voices, unaccompanied
iii. Strophic piece
iv. Mixture of old and new
a. Viewed as a summary of his life work
b. Old
1. Phyrigian modality
2. Plainsong-inspired melody
3. Foundation of cadential formula
c. New
1. Innovative signature motive
2. Enharmonic transformations
i. Death to life
6. Ecce sacerdos (1885)
i. With organ and trombones
ii. Plainchant statement of the Lesser Doxology
iii. Combination of his mastery at elements of composition
a. Homophonic choral writing
b. Contrapuntal mastery
c. Emphasis of text through brass accents
d. Plainsong material as basis for melodic motive
e. Daring use of unrelated chords in sequence
f. Ritornello style of central text
1. Responsory element of the liturgy
G. Resentment of chromaticism
1. Cecilian Movement
i. Founded by Franz Xaver Witt
a. Orchestra should not be part of the Roman Catholic Church
b. Simplistic, tonal works
2. Pange Lingua (1885)
i. Published by Witt
a. Witt “corrected” the dissonances in the work
1. Upset Bruckner
3. Os Justi (1879)
i. Dedicated to arch-Cecilianist Ignaz Traumihler
a. Bruckner stated, “I should be very pleased if you found please in the piece. It is
written without sharps and flats, without the chord of the seventh, without
six-hour chord and without chordal combinations of four and five
simultaneous notes” (Watson, 92)
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