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Mahler and Conducting
Mahler was much better known as
a Conductor than as a Composer
He started conducting in his teens:
Leipzig
Budapest
Hamburg
Vienna (Both the Staatsoper and the Philharmonic)
New York (Both the MET and the Philharmonic)

Mostly conducted Opera
1897: became Catholic to hold the most coveted leading/conducting
Job in Europe: Vienna State Opera (Wiener Staatsoper)

Mahler
and
Song

Das Knaben Wunderhorn
(The Youth’s Magic Horn)
A 3 volume collection of German folk poems
Collected between 1805 - 1808 by
Achim Von Arnim and Clemens Brentano
Bettina Brentano was the sister of Clemens. She was a young lady love of
Beethoven and later married to Von Arnim

Von Arnim and Brentano often modified text or wrote new poems
Many composers set some of the poems to music:
Weber, Mendelssohn, Schumann, Brahms and Zemlinsky
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But no one used the
Knaben Wunderhorn
to the extent that Mahler
did or as delightfully

with
The Life Cycle of Songs
Mahler’s
Songs

Songs with
Piano

Orchestra

Direct Use
in
Symphonies

Thematic
Material in
Symphonies

Vocal Compositions
Outside the 9 Symphonies + Adagio (10th)
Das Klagende Lied (Song of Lamentation)
Drei Lieder (3 songs for tenor and piano)
Lieder und Gesänge aus der Jugendzeit
Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen (Seafarer)
Lieder aus Des Knaben Wunderhorn
Two others from the Knaben Wunderhorn
Rückert Lieder
Kindertotenlieder
Das Lied von der Erde

1880
1880
1880 - 1890
1883 - 1885
1892 - 1896
1899 + 1901
1901 - 1902
1901 - 1904
1907 - 1909
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Vocal Movements in the 9 Symphonies
Symphony 1 (Titan)

No Song

Movement 1 adapts Ging Heut Morgens (Seafarer)
Movement 3 is a corny rendition of Bruder Martin or the German equivalent of Frère
Jacques (in a minor key)

Symphony 2 (Resurrection)

Song

Movement 3 adapts Knaben song:
St. Antony of Padua’s Sermon to the Fish
Movement 4 text from Knaben: Urlicht or Primal Light
Movement 5 Episode 8 - 10: chorus and soloists sing text from Klopstock’s
Resurrection Ode
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Mahler 3 - 4
Symphony 3

Song

Movement 2 adapts early song: Ablosung in Sommer
Movement 4 text from Nietzsche’s Zarathustra:
Ah Mensch (The Midnight Song)
Movement 5 the Bells Song: text = Bimm Bamm sung by boys to the background of a
song from the Wunderhorn: Es sungen drei Engel

Symphony 4

Song

Movement 1 adapts Knaben song:
Das Himmlische Leben
Movement 4 text from Knaben:
Das Himmlische Leben
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And . . . Mahler 5 - 9
Symphony 5
Symphony 6 (Tragic)
Symphony 7
Symphony 8 (Symphony of a 1000)

No Song
No Song
No Song
Song

Choral movements: start with: Veni Creator Spritus
Ends with text from Goethe’s Faust

Symphony 9

No Song
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What do we
look for in
Mahler?
Specifically,
in Mahler 4?

Mahler
and
Program
Music

What is Program Music? (Tone Poems)
It is music intended to evoke images or convey the impression of
events outside the music . . .
The composer would simply provide
The name of the piece
The name / description of the movements
Comments

Programs invite imaginative correlations with the music.
These remain subjective evaluations
In contrast, absolute music, has no reference to the outside world
Program music is for instrumental works and not for Opera or Song
Mahler 4 - - - 14 / 54

Examples of Program Music
(Early and Middle)
Vivaldi:
Beethoven:
Berlioz:
Richard Strauss:

Four Seasons
Symphony No 6 in F (Pastoral)
Symphonie Fantastique
Don Quixote, Till Eulenspiegel,
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Don Juan
Liszt:
13 Tone Poems: Mazeppa, Orpheus,
Prometheus, Tasso, Les Preludes
Other composers: Rachmaninoff, Mussorgsky, Saint - Saëns, Sibelius,
Smetana, Dvořák, Tchaikovsky and Franck.
After Strauss, the genre declined
New works with explicitly narrative content are rare
The genre continues to exert an influence on film music
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Mahler and Program Music
Mahler was highly influenced by Berlioz
Strauss was a close friend (also a great conductor)
For symphonies 1, 2 and 3, Mahler provided such descriptions
and often regretted it
“It gave critics and listeners the chance to misinterpret the music
and often judge it based on the program”
With the Wiener Staatsoper (1898), he had enough power to drop
the descriptions from program notes
Mahler 4 came without program notes
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I know the most wonderful names for the
movements but I will not betray them to the
rabble of critics and listeners so that they can
subject them to banal misunderstandings and
distortions.
G. Mahler

In Mahler 4, We Find . . . .
Movements are all part of an overall flow
The first 3 movements have musical references to the Last
All have contrast between highly lyrical and tense music
All end on lyrical peace
Direct Reference? Freund Hein (more later), the death dance
Direct Reference? Look forward to the Trumpet solo from the Funeral March
of Mahler 5
Direct Reference? Movement 4 is a song (text) about a Child’s Vision of
Heaven
Direct Reference? Natural sounds like bird calls, sheep bleating and the Ox
being butchered . . .
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Is that enough to give us the right
to claim that Mahler’s 4th “describes”
a child’s journey to and vision of heaven?

Not enough
evidence
Your Honor!

How do we Deal with Mahler 4’s Dual
Expressions: Musical and Literal?
Is Mahler 4 a set of Symbols representing external items?
Mahler does not compose saying:
This flute melody represents bird song?
This violin represents a child in anguish?

All movements have titles but these indicate the “mood” and not a program
Is Debussy’s La Mer “about” the sea?
Is Beethoven’s Pastoral “about” rustic nature?
Where does it say them except in passing references?
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Our Conclusion is . . .
In reality, there is a disconnection between “The Pure Musicness” in the
Symphony and the “Real Heavenly”
Therefore, the similes, metaphors, symbols and allegories do not relate to
objects or emotions outside the score
They relate to processes within the music
Mahler develops musical processes (devices or machines) that are similar to
those in the journey
The music is not “about” the journey
The musical components express an internal language, a musical language
that provides the listener with a narrative, internal references and maybe
some pointers to the outside world
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Mahler
and
Color

Color in Music
We often speak about color in music as the use of different
instruments - this is not what is meant.
There is no correspondence between optical or visual color
(red, blue, green, etc.) and sound.
ONLY that both vary in (physically different) frequency
On a piano, keep playing one note: say Middle C (DO)
At the same time, play other different notes: D, E, F, G
Watch how the first note (C) changes “color” as its neighbors
change
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Conclusion . . . . Our Brain is at Work
A sound (or a color) will be modified by the brain to “sound” or “look” different
based on its environment
Composers use this facility to change the “musical color” of phrases
Example: a Beatle Song: I’LL BE BACK AGAIN
Mahler does this ALL THE TIME . . . .
He assigns melodies to different instruments
He assigns a melody to a high or low notes
He places several instruments in one phrase
Choral (same beat different pitches or tones)
Counterpoint (different melodies played at the same time)
Changes in harmonies (Look forward to the minor/major change in Movement 3)

Mahler 4 - - - 25 / 54

Mahler and Expressionism

Expressionism and Mahler?
A movement that started by end 19th century, mostly in painting
Later, it expanded into literature, music, dance and cinema
The main objective was to produce an artist’s own sensibility to the
world’s representation . . . .
Children’s perception of heaven . . . in Mahler 4

This is achieved by distortion, exaggeration, primitivism and fantasy
Also through the vivid, jarring, violent or dynamic application of
formal elements.
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Examples
Literature:
Kafka, Rilke, Strindberg, Werfel, Eugene O’Neil, etc.

Cinema:
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Metropolis, The Golem

Painting:
Kokoshka, Klimmt, Kandinsky, Munch, Klee, Schiele, Franz Marc, August
Macke

Music:
Schonberg, Berg, Webern, etc.
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Mahler and Musical Sources
Mahler was not “influenced” as such
He used any material that helped him create his “expression”
Viennese Waltzes: 15 years younger than J. Strauss II
Landler: Austrian village dance
Klezmer: Yiddish (mid - European Jewish) folk music
KLEZMER = KLI ZEME = Instrument of Song

Marches: said to be imprinted during childhood because he grew up near
army barracks
Rural Music: horn calls, shepherd’s flutes, animal sounds
Lyricism: as in Schubert, Beethoven and Brahms

What about Form?
In Mahler 1, 2 and 3, Mahler did not follow Classical Forms
“religiously”
He used Classical Form in Mahler 4
From 5 onwards, his reliance on Classical Forms decreased
significantly
Mahler used form as a “sketch” or a “prop”
There is some kind of relationship with Sonata Allegro, Scherzos,
Theme and Variations, Rondos
BUT these are simply “high level” structures
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Think of High Level Structures as Clotheslines

Unusual Instruments / Writing
Scordatura: Mahler 4 Movement 2 tunes the Violin one tone up
Instead of G D A E . . . He requires A E B F#

Sticks and other odds (not in Mahler 4)
Sleigh Bells in movement 1 (copied on other instruments throughout)
Glockenspiel: musical bells in Movement 4 (and other unusual instruments)
Collineo: using the wooden part of the violin bow to produce percussive
notes
Mutes: very often used (you can sometimes see players placing the mute on
the bridge to soften the sound)
Glissando: an old technique of sliding from one note to another rather than
hitting each one on its own . . . Often done in Movement 2
Orchestral Sections: Mahler broke up sections that plays together into
different parts (In Movement 2 we have 10 violin sections instead of 2)

Other Creative Devices . . . (In 4 and others)
Using instruments at the end of their range
Use the high part of a cello rather than a viola

Use instruments outside the concert hall
In 4, he reduced the “heaviness” by removing the Trombones and Tubas
The texture is lighter than in other symphonies
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Beginnings of
Mahler 4

Mahler Planned these Movements
for his Third Symphony
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Summer Marches in
What the Meadow Flowers tell me
What the Creatures of the Forest Tell Me
What Night Tells Me
What the Morning Bells Tell Me
What God Tells Me
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He Projected the 7th Movement as . . . .
A song called: Das Himmlische Leben (The Heavenly Life) from
the Knaben Wunderhorn
The 7th movement would have been called
“What the Child Tells Me”
He changed his mind and left Mahler 3 with 6 movements
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Instead . . .
Mahler used the Song as the Last (4th) Movement of Mahler 4
He then wrote the first 3 movements
In the summer houses of 1899 and 1900

Each one of them looks forward to the 4th and Last Movement
Mahler 4 was therefore written backwards
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The Narrative Flow of Mahler 4
Movement 1: The Eternal Present
Movement 2: Freund Hein, the Pied Piper who leads us to Heaven (death?)
Movement 3: Ultimate Peace: but interleaved with “Klagend” or Lament . . .
Movement 4: Description of Heaven
Is this mundane?
Did we never leave earth?
Check the Text

We should hear these as musical processes and not as literary or social
interpretations
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The Heavenly Life
(from Des Knaben Wunderhorn)
We enjoy heavenly pleasures
and therefore avoid earthly ones.
No worldly tumult
is to be heard in heaven.
All live in greatest peace.
We lead angelic lives,
yet have a merry time of it besides.
We dance and we spring,
We skip and we sing.
Saint Peter in heaven looks on.
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Verse 2
John lets the lambkin out,
and Herod the Butcher lies in wait for it.
We lead a patient,
an innocent, patient,
dear little lamb to its death.
Saint Luke slaughters the ox
without any thought or concern.
Wine doesn't cost a penny
in the heavenly cellars;
The angels bake the bread.
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Verse 3
Good greens of every sort
grow in the heavenly vegetable patch,
good asparagus, string beans,
and whatever we want.
Whole dishfuls are set for us!
Good apples, good pears and good grapes,
and gardeners who allow everything!
If you want roebuck or hare,
on the public streets
they come running right up.
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Bridge
Should a fast day come along,
all the fishes at once come swimming with joy.
There goes Saint Peter running
with his net and his bait
to the heavenly pond.
Saint Martha must be the cook.
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Verse 4
There is just no music on earth
that can compare to ours.
Even the eleven thousand virgins
venture to dance,
and Saint Ursula herself has to laugh.
There is just no music on earth
that can compare to ours.
Cecilia and all her relations
make excellent court musicians.
The angelic voices gladden our senses,
so that all awaken for joy.
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From “Songs of Innocence”
by William Blake
Piping down the valleys wild,
Piping songs of pleasant glee,
On a cloud I saw a child,
And he laughing said to me . . . .
“Pipe a song about a lamb:”
So I piped with merry cheer.
“Piper, pipe that song again:”
So I piped: he wept to hear.

Movement 1: Bedächtig, nicht eilen
(Moderately, not rushed) (Sonata Form)
Loosely hanging on Classical Sonata Allegro Form
1. Exposition
2. Development
3. Recapitulation

There are 2 main and 3 or more other themes in the Exposition
Themes are also broken down into several sub-themes
You can think of this movement as an expressionist mosaic (Klee?)
You should notice that the BELLS rhythm is present all the time
Different instruments
Often borrowed by other themes
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It is best to run through
some of these themes
Theme 1 – Lovely violin lyrical melody
Dotted phrase – sometimes downwards, sometimes up, often counterpointed
3 Notes – sometimes at the end of a phrases, sometimes at the beginning
The Yodel – typical Austrian style of singing
The voice alternates between projecting and falsetto

Theme 2 – structured like AABA – starts on strings and then develops
Theme 3 – the picnic dance . . . . Wind instruments then Klezmer . . .
Mahler steals from this theme to introduce bits later

Theme 4 – Loud Banging Landler
Trumpet Solo from the 5th Symphony (The Funeral March)
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Movement 2: In gemächlicher Bewegung,
ohne Hast (Leisurely moving, without
haste) (Scherzo & Trio)
Mahler once wrote of this
movement:
Death strikes up the dance
for us. She scrapes her
fiddle bizarrely and leads us
up to heaven.

Freund Hein
Mahler introduced the figure of
Freund Hein
This was a German Bogey man
Alma said that Mahler got inspired
by Bocklin’s self portrait . . .
No direct reference to “death”
But the Pied Piper image leads and
guides children to heaven

Classical Structure
The Scherzo Structure has a double Trio: A – B – A – B - A
Before Beethoven, this was called a Minuet:
Minuet is part A
Trio is part B (we still call it that)
Minuet returns

But A is broken down further into many parts (shown in the video)
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Movement 3: Ruhevoll, Poco Adagio
(Peacefully, somewhat slowly)
Mahler was right to remark that this movement
Laughs and cries at one and the selfsame time
He considered it one of his best compositions
Mahler excelled in these slow movements
There are lots of them . . . Just remember the adagietto in the 5th . . .
A reference is made to the Aspiration Theme, which was used in Mahler 2
It symbolizes resurrection in Mahler 2
It exresses the “rise to heaven” in Mahler 4
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Structure of Movement 3
A1 – B1 – Var A2 – Var B2 – Var A3
Notice how closely it resembles Movement 2 in form: A – B – A – B - A
It is simply structured but hard to recognize because of development
Section A1 is in Major and is lyrical and most beautiful: RUHEVOHL
Section B1 is in Minor and is lamenting, klezmer like: KLAGEND
A2 varies A1 in mostly distant development
B2 does the same with B1
A3 is weird as it combines A1 themes with many new ideas
The Coda introduces exciting Key Changes . . . .
Notice that the 5 Note “under beat” can be compared with the Sleigh Bells
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Movement 4: Description of Heaven
Sehr behaglich (Very comfortably)
(Strophic or repeated verse structure)
He indicated that the soprano should adopt
A joyful, childlike expression completely devoid of parody
He indicated that Boys can be used when possible
For operational/commercial reasons, Mahler’s wish is not obeyed
Bernstein did and it was effective
Structure? Strophic, song with repeated verses
Some insist this is a Rondo because the Bells repeat . . . Maybe
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There is just no music on earth
that can compare to ours.

From Des Knaben Wunderhorn
“Das Himmlische Leben”
(4th Movement of Mahler 4)

Thank
You

