Bruno Walter came only slowly to Bruckner. As he recounted both in his 1944 autobiography Theme and Variations
and in his 1956 recorded conversation with Arnold Michaelis, he had always loved Bruckner’s thematic substance,
but found his vast symphonic forms loquacious and structurally defective. Then, on a 1927 concert tour in America,
he contracted a life-threatening case of double pneumonia, and upon his return to Europe was confined to bed for
several weeks. The enforced repose, with lengthy periods for contemplation, provided Walter with his portal to
understanding Bruckner. Thereafter he became a champion of the composer, and would become a recipient of the
medal of the Bruckner Society of America. He recorded the Te Deum and the Fourth, Seventh, and Ninth
Symphonies in the studio; live broadcasts also survive for all of these works, plus the Eighth Symphony (from January
1941, in dim sound).

After recording the Bruckner Ninth (see Pristine Audio PASC 384) in November 1959, Walter turned to the Fourth in
February 1960, in what was only the work’s second stereo release (preceded by that of Heinrich Hollreiser from
October 1959). This is a reading of great equipoise and balanced proportions, resulting in a total organic unity. Its
tempos are moderate throughout; it is unhurried though never dragging or slack, and it manifests its power with
unruffled calm rather than anxious agitation. Throughout one marvels at how naturally, without affectation or
ostentation, Walter elicits manifold small instrumental details—a woodwind burble here or trumpet chirp here, a
supple horn line or undulating string figuration there—with absolute clarity in even the most contrapuntally and
harmonically dense passages. A continuous, seamless melodic flow sings serenely even when voicing passionate
ardor: every phrase and strand is perfectly dovetailed with its predecessor and successor, and climaxes are powerful
but not exaggerated. The finale often is criticized as being somewhat ramshackle in construction; Walter effortlessly
puts the lie to any such notion in a manner that might well be described at several points as a delightful romp,
though the closing pages are powerfully emphatic.

Walter’s recording of the Bruckner Seventh in March 1961 had three stereo predecessors: those of Hans Rosbaud
(December 1957), Franz Konwitschny (June 1958), and Otto Klemperer (November 1960). It was released
posthumously after Walter’s death on February 17, 1962, and quickly established itself as a phonograph classic.
Here the pacing is somewhat more varied: the first two movements and the other sections of the Scherzo are on the
brisker side, while the central trio section of the Scherzo and the finale are relaxed and given breadth. Everything is
suffused with a remarkable, genial lyricism. The opening Allegro moderato ascends and descends its peaks and
valleys as graded slopes rather than as sheer granitic mountain faces to be scaled; the ensuing Adagio is an elegiac
recollection of a long-departed loved one, not a tragic outpouring of grief. The Scherzo, as noted, surprises with the
energetic, light-footed spring of its outer sections, for which the intervening trio, as in the Fourth Symphony,
provides an idyll of repose in an Alpine meadow. The finale of this work sometimes is criticized as being too short
and lacking in requisite weightiness for what has preceded it. Walter refutes this view by giving it a measured tread
and endowing the pizzicato strings with unusual heft as a counterpoint to the brass interjections, culminating in the
work’s exultant close.

In Walter’s pithy but trenchant observation to Michaelis, “Mahler his whole life through was seeking God; Bruckner
had found God. That is the difference, and the connection.” Very few other great artists have bridged this span and
illuminated both sides of it equally well.

James A. Altena
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disc one (66:30)
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BRUCKNER Symphony No. 4 in E-flat major, WAB 104

1. 1st mvt. - Bewegt, nicht zu schnell (18:48)

2.2nd mvt. - Andante quasi allegretto (15:38)

3. 3rd mvt. - Scherzo. Bewegt; Trio. Nicht zu schnell. Keinesfalls schleppend (11:02)
4. 4th mvt. - Finale. Bewegt, doch nicht zu schnell (21:02)

disc two (65:00)

BRUCKNER Symphony No. 7 in E major, WAB 107

1. 1st mvt. - Allegro moderato (21:00)

2.2nd mvt. - Adagio. Sehr feierlich und sehr langsam (19:33)
3.3rd mvt. - Scherzo. Sehr schnell (10:27)

4. 4th mvt. - Finale. Bewegt, doch nicht schnell (14:00)

Columbia Symphony Orchestra
conducted by Bruno Walter

Stereo XR remastering by Andrew Rose

Cover artwork based on a photograph of Bruno Walter
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Recorded at the American Legion Hall, Hollywood
Symphony No. 4: 13, 15, 17, 25 February, 1960
Symphony No. 7: 11, 13, 19, 22, 27 March, 1961

WALTER, COLUMBIA SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

BRUCKNER SympHONIES Nos. 4 AND 7

Total duration: 2hr 11:30
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