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Symphony No. 8
Unfinished, maybe, but can anyone really 
claim their musical experience feels 
incomplete at the end of a performance of 
the two movements of Schubert’s B minor 
Symphony? That poses a pretty existential 
question: can a piece of music be ‘complete’ 
even if it’s supposedly ‘unfinished’, a torso, a 
fragment? Or is it rather that Schubert’s 
‘Unfinished’, like the Venus de Milo, possesses 
an artistic and expressive aura of the 
exquisite ruin that relies on its very quality of 
being a revenant – which wouldn’t be the 
case had Schubert decided to continue his 
sketch for a scherzo for this symphony (a 
handful of bars are extant) and a finale? 

I think all of this is in the ear of the beholder. 
We choose to make Schubert’s ‘Unfinished’ 
Symphony a complete experience in our 
imaginations because our non-Schubertian 
brains can’t think what could possibly come 
next, after two movements that are among 
the most shattering experiences in early 
19th-century orchestral music. In that sense, 
it’s our listening that finishes the ‘Unfinished’. 
And that’s also true of the way it’s often 
performed, in an atmosphere of fervent 
intensity that gives these movements even 
more expressive weight than they might 
have were they instead the first instalments 
of a four-movement structure. The same is 
true of Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony, when 
it’s played and heard as the three 
movements that Bruckner completed before 
his death, and it’s true in a different way for 
Mozart’s Requiem, which is a composite 
creation of Mozart and Franz Xaver 
Süssmayr in the version we usually hear. 
Complete in its incompleteness: that’s a 
striking metaphor for how our lives are lived, 

too – another, more subtle reason we might 
be so strongly attracted to these completely 
incomplete pieces. 

MAHLER

Symphony No. 10
Mind you, the opposite is also true: that 
unfinished works are exactly that – not 
complete, not finished, and they deserve to 
be completed by other hands so that they 
can heard in some version that their 
composer might have recognised. Mahler’s 
10th Symphony was much, much more than 
a sketch at the end of his life. Luminaries and 
friends of Mahler’s such as Arnold 
Schoenberg and Bruno Walter wouldn’t 
touch the drafts after his death but Deryck 
Cooke (and Berthold Goldschmidt and the 
Matthews brothers, David and Colin) did just 
that, bringing Mahler’s most radical symphonic 
conception thrillingly to life in their 
performing version of the piece – and the 
success of the 10th Symphony shows what 
riches they have given orchestras, conductors, 
and audiences. 

Yet the same is largely true of Bruckner’s 
Ninth (in complete contradiction to what I’ve 
just said above!) because, although it wasn’t 
finished when he died, the shape of the final 
movement, and most of the musical material, 
is right there on the page in Bruckner’s 
copious sketches and drafts. The gaps have 
recently been filled in by ambitious musician-
restorers such as Benjamin-Gunnar Cohrs 
and William Carragan, in versions which are 
becoming more common in concert thanks 
to the advocacy of conductors such as 
Sir Simon Rattle and Daniel Harding. And 
when you hear the whole four-movement 
piece in performance, you realise that 
conductors perform the piece completely 

differently when they know there’s more to 
come after the seraphic end of the Adagio 
that comes third and – usually – last. We 
might think of Bruckner’s Ninth as a 
‘complete’ experience in its three 
movements. But its composer certainly didn’t.
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