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		  PROGRAMME 
 

Brussels Philharmonic · Kazushi Ono, conductor

Gustav Mahler			 

	 Symphony No. 5 in C-sharp minor (1904)

	 I. Trauermarsch 

	 II. Stürmisch bewegt 

	 III. Scherzo: Kräftig, nicht zu schnell 

	 IV. Adagietto 

	 V. Rondo - Finale 
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“FOR ME, MAHLER IS A VERY 
IMPORTANT KEY COMPOSER. 
HIS COMPOSITIONS ARE SO 
WELL CONSTRUCTED AND 
WELL BALANCED - USING 
ELEMENTS FROM CLASSICAL 
MUSIC LIKE MOZART’S.”
KAZUSHI ONO
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WELCOME 
 

Gustav Mahler’s symphonies are 

one of the cornerstones of 20th-

century symphonic music. Magnificent 

architectural structures, fearless and 

pioneering forms with deep, personal 

and sometimes raw emotions. 

For anyone not yet familiar with 

Mahler’s music, his epic 5th Symphony 

makes an ideal ‘first date’. In this 

work, the composer was finally read 

to leave behind his quest for answers 

to the big life questions, and to focus 

with all his might and optimism on 

life. The result is intense music that 

reflects both the force of nature of the 

Austrian mountains and his love for his 

wife Alma - in a moving Adagietto that 

has become world-famous thanks to 

Visconti’s film Death in Venice.

Mahler’s great friend Natalie Bauer-

Lechner described it as follows: 

‘Every note is full of vitality and spins 

around as if in a whirlwind. There is 

nothing romantic or mystical in it: it is 

simply an expression of unbelievable 

energy and unparalleled strength. It 

is humanity in the clear light of day, at 

the apex of his life.’

PROGRAMME NOTES 
 

A SYMPHONY LIKE LIFE
Mahler had a lifelong romance with 

death: on the one hand, it was a 

synonym for fear and temporality 

– Mahler lost eight brothers and 

sisters, both his parents and later 

his eldest daughter as well – and on 

the other hand, eternal life looms in 

the hereafter. The theme runs like a 

golden thread through his orchestral 

works. His Fifth Symphony contains 

all the extremes of life; from a funeral 

march, the sound of time ticking by, to 

a yearning Adagietto for his beloved 

Alma. But most of all, the work 

celebrates the triumph of humanity 

over grief and death.

Mahler composed the work in 1901, 

mostly during his summer spent in 

Maiernigg, a village on the shores 

of the Wörthersee in Austria. It was 

a tumultuous year: in the spring, 

he had recovered from a serious 

illness, but the period was followed 

by a productive summer and autumn, 

both for his career and his personal 

life. Mahler met the charming and 

intelligent Alma Schindler, the daughter 

of the landscape painter Jakob Emil 

Schindler, at a gathering at the home 

of mutual friends. He fell in love at 

first sight, and married her just four 

months later. 

Initially, Mahler had been planning a 

symphony in four movements, but 

during their honeymoon in August 

1902, he changed his mind and 

added the now famous Adagietto. 

The symphony opens with a funeral 

march, which is gradually transformed 

into a plaintive melody about death. 

A passionate climax leads into the 

second movement, which harks back 

to the funeral march. Halfway through, 

there a moment of triumph appears to 

break through, but the blissful feeling 

quickly gives way to sombre tones. 

After a rest, an exuberant Scherzo is 

heard: an extensive succession of folk 

and Viennese dances in which the first 

horn leads the dance. In the Adagietto, 

calm returns. The sugary-sweet 

melodies in the strings are nothing less 

than a declaration of love to Mahler’s 

‘beloved Almscherl’, to whom he 

dedicated the symphony. They were 

apparently inspired by a poem that 

he had written for Alma: “How much 

I love you, my sunbeam, I cannot tell 

you with words. Only my longing, my 

love, and my bliss can I with anguish 

declare.” The final movement follows 

without a pause; in it the themes 

from the previous movements are 

interwoven in an impressive interplay 

with each other into a magnificent, 

sun-drenched closing celebration.

On 24 August 1902, Mahler announced 

the completion of the symphony in a 

letter to two friends, but the ultimate 

version would come only in 1903 – 

as was his custom, Mahler made 

many more changes to the score. He 

apparently continued until the end 

of his life to work on perfecting and 

refining the orchestration: his last 

revisions date from 1910.

Commentary by Aurélie Walschaert
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KAZUSHI ONO,  
MUSIC DIRECTOR  
www.kazushiono.com

Kazushi Ono’s musical personality was 

formed by the cultures of both Japan, 

where he was born, and Europe, where 

he studied, and his work has reflected 

both influences ever since.

He trained in Europe under Wolfgang 

Sawallisch and came to public 

attention winning first prize in the 

1987 Toscanini Competition. He went 

on to hold appointments including 

Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra, 

Karlsruhe Opera, La Monnaie, Opéra 

National de Lyon and Barcelona 

Symphony Orchestra, and from this 

season, Brussels Philharmonic. As a 

keen gourmet, he has savoured the 

different regional foods as much as the 

music during his visits to renowned 

orchestras all over the world. 

In Japan, he was principal conductor 

of the Tokyo Philharmonic Orchestra 

early on in his career and now serves 

as Music Director of Tokyo Metropolitan 

Symphony Orchestra (TMSO) and 

Artistic Director of the New National 

Theatre Tokyo (NNTT). 

His passion and curiosity for repertoire 

also takes him in different directions 

– the standard classics but also to 

new music. He has commissioned 

several works, such as Mark-Anthony 

Turnage’s Hibiki, which won a Royal 

Philharmonic Society award, Asters 

by Akira Nishimura and Dai Fujikura’s 

A Dream of Armageddon. His 

programming at NNTT also includes 

Baroque, 20th-century and bel canto 

masterpieces. He spent much of 

lockdown in Tokyo at the piano singing 

Wagner operas.

Ono is a vocal advocate for the role of 

culture in all our lives. At TMSO he leads 

the special SaLaD Music Festival, which 

encourages young children and families 

into the concert hall. During the initial 

stages of the pandemic, he led ground-

breaking research into the transmission 

of particles and the use of ventilation 

that meant that orchestras could get 

back to playing safely. 

In 2017 he was awarded ‘Officier de 

l’ordre des Arts et des Lettres’ by 

French cultural minister Françoise 

Nyssen, adding to the prestigious 

Asahi Prize in January 2015, for his 

contribution to the development and 

progress of Japanese society.

 98

“MY GOAL AS A CONDUCTOR IS 
TO LIBERATE THE MUSICIANS 
AND LET THEM MAKE MUSIC. “ 
KAZUSHI ONO



to work themselves: from an amateur 

level at BOENK! Brussels Young 

Philharmonic (BOENK!) to the pre-

professional at the Youth Orchestra 

Flanders. 

The vision of our music director, 

Kazushi Ono, an experienced 

conductor whose reputation crosses 

continents, cultures and genres, 

overlaps in so many ways with that 

of the orchestra: the authenticity 

with which the great repertoire is 

kept alive, the permanent quest 

for innovation and evolution, the 

commitment to giving the music of 

today and tomorrow a central role, 

and the passion for sharing the love 

of symphonic music widely and 

generously.

That sharing takes place first and 

foremost in our home port at Flagey, 

where the orchestra rehearses, 

performs and throws open the doors 

to its activities, as well as on the major 

stages and at festivals in Flanders. The 

orchestra’s international reputation 

comes to the fore in its specialisation 

in recording soundtracks (including the 

Oscar-winning music for ‘The Artist’), 

the many successful recordings 

for labels such as Deutsche 

Grammophon, and the ambitious 

projects on prestigious stages around 

the world (Carnegie Hall, New York, 

Philharmonie de Paris, Musikverein 

Wien, Grosses Festspielhaus Salzburg, 

Cadogan Hall, London). 

Brussels Philharmonic is an institution 

of the Flemish Community. 
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BRUSSELS PHILHARMONIC 
www.brusselsphilharmonic.be 

“The world needs symphonic music. 

And symphonic music needs the world.”

That is the firm belief of the Brussels 

Philharmonic. As a symphony 

orchestra founded in 1935 under 

the auspices of the Belgian public 

broadcaster, unveiling the symphonic 

world as best we can is deep in our 

DNA. By innovating while maintaining 

full respect for the value of the past, 

we keep the symphonic music of the 

past, present and future relevant 

and inspiring – for ourselves and 

all of society. We do this from the 

historic Studio 4 at Flagey in Brussels, 

together with our music director 

Kazushi Ono: he shares our open and 

adventurous spirit and our rock-solid 

belief in the need for cross-fertilization 

between art, life and society.

With our activities firmly based in our 

home city of Brussels, the Brussels 

Philharmonic focuses resolutely on 

4 areas, each of which is intended 

to bring people together around 

symphonic music:

> Brussels Philharmonic Bucket List: 

our own distinctive selection of the 

great symphonic repertoire, with works 

that we think you must hear live in a 

concert hall at least once in your life. 

> Brussels Philharmonic Atelier: back to 

the source of symphonic music, the art 

of playing music in a smaller formation. 

We work carefully and in depth, with 

extra attention to delicate details.

> Brussels Philharmonic Lab: a place 

where contemporary music is given 

the leading role, researched and 

tested, and exposed to other arts 

or forms of performance. A radical 

decision to experiment and focus on 

the future, with guest conductor Ilan 

Volkov.

> film & festival: as a former broadcast 

orchestra, the Brussels Philharmonic 

has a deeply rooted love of film music. 

And we love to share our enthusiasm, 

knowledge and expertise with 

partners and festivals.

In, around and throughout the many 

concerts we offer, the golden thread 

is the theme of EXPLORE: a wide 

range of diverse, joined-up initiatives 

that invite audiences to discover, 

explore in greater depth, admire, 

share, and connect. By means of 

meetings, podcasts, chamber music, 

guided walks, educational materials 

and workshops, discussions after 

concerts, customized introductions, 

digital initiatives and much more, 

the Brussels Philharmonic comes to 

you. Thanks to the youth orchestra 

programme, young musicians also 

receive the opportunity to get down 
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