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According to the critical tradition, Gustav Mahler’s music is full of memories, 

memories portrayed most frequently as being Mahler’s recollections of his own childhood.  

My study interrogates this trope—that Mahler’s entire oeuvre is an autobiographical puzzle 

waiting to be solved—using each of his first four symphonies as a case study. To accomplish 

this, I offer interpretations of each symphony, which rely on an analysis of the musical 

substance of the piece, and also refer to Mahler’s programs, potential allusions to pre-

existing material, and critical reception. 

Chapter 1 lays the theoretical foundation for these analyses, which draws on cultural 

memory, nostalgia studies, and the hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur.  In Chapter 2, by 

proposing connections between the Third Symphony and both the antisemetic political 

climate in Vienna and Mahler’s hopes for a conducting career in the city, I suggest that 

interpretation can make recourse to the composer’s biography without focusing on his 

childhood.  Moreover, I use Mahler’s biography to suggest new avenues for approaching his 

music, rather than using his music to shed light on his life.  In Chapter 3, I move 
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interpretation away from details of the composer’s biography: I analyze his First Symphony 

with Freudian repression as a theoretical framework, but I focus on how repression might 

eludicate both the musical processes in the piece itself and the persistent recourse made to 

the suppressed program in reception of the piece, rather than attempting to explain Mahler’s 

own supposed neuroses. 

After proposing several ways in which music processes might resonate with 

forgetting in the form of repression, in Chapters 4 and 5, the Second and Fourth 

Symphonies are discussed in terms of mourning and nostalgia respectively, defined as two 

specfic types of remembrance.  Turning in the final chapter to the later Seventh Symphony, I 

unwind the implications of the standard image of Mahler as a figure obsessed with the past.  

Mahler’s music grants us no access to his memories, but it does allow us to remember him.  

Our memories are all that remains, and the Mahler that we hear has always been merely our 

own construction. 
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Chapter One 

 
Introduction 

 

In the summer of 1899, Gustav Mahler’s confidant, Natalie Bauer-Lechner, recorded 

a view of composition ostensibly offered by Mahler himself, in which the composer claimed: 

Composing is like playing with bricks, continually making new buildings from the 
same old stones.  But the stones have lain there since one’s youth, which is the only 
time for gathering and hoarding them.  They are all ready and shaped for use from 
that time.1 

Mahler’s brief statement succinctly encapsulates various facets of the way writers commonly 

view his compositional style. For critics, the metaphor of “playing with bricks” suggests that 

Mahler’s music is constructed out of discrete blocks of material, and that the seams between 

them are left exposed. Theodor Adorno highlights this aspect of Mahler’s style when he 

states: “Objectively Mahler’s music knows, and expresses the knowledge, that unity is 

attained not in spite of disjunction, but only through it.”2  Adorno bases his larger point 

regarding the possibility of unity on the assumption that Mahler’s music does indeed consist 

of disjunct material.  Raymond Knapp’s list of “the kind of discontinuities that mark 

Mahler’s symphonic music” underscores the same assumption, including among the markers 

of his musical style: “fragmentation, eclecticism, dramatic juxtaposition, and the difficulty of 

maintaining a sense of continuity across surface disjunctures.”3  

Likewise, Mahler’s statement that the bricks from which a composer constructs his 

music have “lain there since one’s youth” justifies the turn many writers make to the 

                                                
1 Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler, ed. Peter Franklin, trans. Dika Newlin (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1980), 131. 
2 Theodor Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 33. Originally published as Theodor Adorno, Mahler: Eine musikalische Physiognomik (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 1960). 
3 Raymond Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses: Subjectivity and Alienation in Mahler’s Re-Cycled Songs (Middletown, 
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), 11. 
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composer’s biography, particularly his childhood, in discussions of his music.  Deryck Cooke 

explicitly links Mahler’s own experience as an outsider—ostensibly because he was Jewish, 

Bohemian, from a family of limited means, or some combination of all three—to the 

disjointed nature of his music: “Mahler had to walk down so many streets, and felt at home 

in none of them; and this is the fundamental origin of the almost disruptive contrasts in his 

music.”4  Henri-Louis de La Grange goes even further, connecting various aspects of 

Mahler’s compositional style to a specific episode of the composer’s childhood.  According 

to Sigmund Freud, when he met Mahler in 1910, the composer told him that when he was 

young he fled his home to avoid witnessing his father abuse his mother, only to encounter a 

barrel organ playing a cheerful folk tune in the street right outside his house. Alluding to 

Mahler’s meeting in 1910 with Freud, La Grange claims: 

Mahler himself considered [this incident] to be one of the reasons why, when a 
moment of deep emotional creation carried him to the heights, a street song would 
suddenly make itself heard, almost against his will.  These intrusions, which so 
shocked his contemporaries, are now considered as one of the most striking and 
daring features of his art.  It is strange to think that such conscious or unconscious 
“quotations” sprang from a painful and almost forgotten childhood memory.5  

Like the other writers, La Grange also describes Mahler’s music as discontinuous, rent by 

“intrusions,” some of which are “quotations” of music that Mahler heard in his youth, or 

perhaps later in life.  For La Grange, the “street song” that Mahler heard upon fleeing his 

house was apparently one of the old stones that Mahler gathered in his childhood for later 

use in musical compositions.  On a more abstract level, Mahler’s supposedly discontinuous 

style of composition seems in La Grange’s analysis to be an artifact that resulted from a 

traumatic experience.  With this claim, La Grange implies that Mahler would have composed 

in an entirely different style had this specific event not occurred in his childhood. 

                                                
4 Deryck Cooke, Gustav Mahler: An Introduction to Music (London: Faber Music, 1980), 81. 
5 Henri-Louis de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973), 21.  Mahler’s consultation 
with Sigmund Freud is discussed at greater length in Chapter 3. 
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The view of Mahler’s compositional style as a piecing together of material 

encountered when he was young leads in turn to a near conflation of Mahler’s music and his 

biography.  Indeed, Cooke claims that Mahler’s First Symphony “actually opens his own 

spiritual autobiography,” and Knapp hears in Mahler’s early works a supposedly 

“autobiographical approach to the symphony.”6  As such an autobiography in sound, 

Mahler’s music is prized for its revelatory power, for its ability to tell us details of Mahler’s 

life that we might not otherwise glean from documentary sources. According to Bauer-

Lechner, Mahler himself encouraged listeners to hear his life in his works: “My two 

symphonies contain the inner aspect of my whole life,” claimed Mahler in 1893, “to 

understand these works properly would be to see my life transparently revealed in them.”7  

Mahler’s approval for this mode of interpretation has locked analysis of his music into a 

vicious circle with the nominal understanding of his biography: the composer’s works 

reinforce how we already think about his life, which in turn promotes similar biographical 

readings of his pieces.   

More generally, the view of Mahler as “playing with bricks” in his compositions 

participates in creating an image of the composer as a childlike artist focused almost 

exclusively on the past.  Donald Mitchell summarizes this stance when he writes:  

How hard it was, it seems, for Mahler to uncouple himself from the past, even as he 
advanced into the future. . . . The great debate with the past was built into the very 
fabric of Mahler’s symphonies and forms an inescapable part of his modernity.8 

The supposed difficulty with which Mahler attempts “to uncouple himself from the past”—

much like his inability to keep quoted material from appearing “almost against his will” in his 

music—suggests that the composer was not in full control of his artistic production.  

                                                
6 Cooke, Gustav Mahler, 33; Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 4. 
7 Bauer-Lechner, Recollection, 30. 
8 Donald Mitchell,  “The Modernity of Gustav Mahler,” in Neue Mahleriana: Essays in Honour of Henry-Louis de La 
Grange on His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Günther Weiß (Berne: Peter Lang, 1997), 187. 
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Moreover, if Mahler truly only reassembles sounds that he had encountered early in life, he 

does not really produce anything, so much as arrange pre-existing material.9 

In my view, a thorough inquiry into the relationship of Mahler’s music to the past—

based specifically on a reexamination of the language of temporality applied to his 

compositions—could lead to new ways of hearing the past, the present, and the future in 

Mahler’s symphonic works.  Attempting to free interpretation of the music from the implicit 

assumption that what we hear necessarily evokes the past, I propose to investigate how such 

temporal metaphors can work critically and hermeneutically, using each of Mahler’s first four 

symphonies as a case study. I have bounded my inquiry with the first four symphonies, 

because Mahler’s use of musical material borrowed from his own songs and the existence of 

programs for each provides interpretive windows into the pieces that are not available for 

the later symphonies. I do, however, intend to problematize the relationship between the 

symphonies and the songs or programs and the facile mapping of the subject of one onto 

the other.  My repertoire of focus coincides exactly with that in Knapp’s Symphonic 

Metamorphoses, but his study examines Mahler’s “re-cycled” songs in terms of the composer’s 

subjectivity rather than the temporal implications of such borrowing.  While I do not claim 

that the composer’s life and his music are completely separate, by considering the music’s 

construction of the past as an interpretive mode independent of the composer himself, I 

hope to release interpretation from the chains of biography.  Additionally, I have included a 

movement from a later work, the finale of Seventh Symphony, to suggest not only how a 

interpretive framework built around memory might handle a piece without the extensive 

self-borrowing found in the first four symphonies, but also the limits of that framework.  

                                                
9 The antisemitic implications of the Jewish composer cobbling together music written by others is discussed 
further in Chapter 6.  See also K. M. Knittel, Mahler and Antisemitism in Fin-de-siècle Vienna, unpublished 
typescript. 
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More broadly, my goal is to suggest what it means for music to be about the past and 

to discover the different ways in which music can actually speak of the past.  I consider 

memory to be the most fruitful of such relationships between the present—in the form of 

Mahler’s early symphonies—and the past of which such memory speaks.  Recent work on 

cultural memory and related discussions of music and memory provide the theoretical 

framework for my project.  As early as the 1920s, Maurice Halbwachs describes memory as 

an active relation between the past and the present, claiming that the laws of what he termed 

“collective memory” hold that memory “does not preserve the past but reconstructs it with 

the aid of the material traces, rites, texts, and traditions left behind by that past, and with the 

aid moreover of recent psychological and social data, that is to say, with the present.”10  

Moreover, Halbwachs contends that recollection can only occur within the patterns of 

thought possible within a given society: “there exists a collective memory and social 

frameworks for memory; it is to the degree that our individual thought places itself in these 

frameworks and participates in this memory that it is capable of the act of recollection.”11  In 

this view, recall of the past can only occur and take form within the vocabulary common to a 

society.  What is remembered and how that recollection is expressed, therefore, carries 

significant information about the conditions of possibility that define the relationship 

between the past and present for a particular society.   

In the musical sphere, Matthew Riley’s recent monograph, Edward Elgar and the 

Nostalgic Imagination, provides a useful model for writing a cultural history of nostalgia, which 

Mieke Bal terms one of many “specific colorings of memory.”12   In his study, Riley avoids 

collapsing the composer’s life into his works, instead drawing on Edwardian literature, 

                                                
10 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. and trans. Lewis A. Coser, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 119.  Originally published as Les Travaux de L'Année Sociologique (Paris: F. Alcan, 1925). 
11 Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, 38. 
12 Mieke Bal, “Introduction,” in Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present, ed. Mieke Bal, Jonathan Crewe and 
Leo Spitzer (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1999), xi. 
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reception of Elgar’s music, and literary representations of the composer himself.13  As Riley 

aptly demonstrates, hearing memory in musical works, such as those of Mahler and Elgar, 

depends in the first place on the ability of music to suggest the past.   

Alternatively, a set of essays on memory in Schubert’s instrumental music, published 

in Musical Quarterly, offer interpretive strategies and analytic insights into the means by which 

music without words might suggest the past.14  Walter Frisch’s claim that “recollection, 

retrospection, association, nostalgia . . . are some of the concepts that float through Schubert 

criticism” holds equally true for Mahler scholarship.15  Additionally, like the participants in 

that colloquium, I seek “to explore and develop in a more comprehensive fashion” the 

discussion of such concepts in Mahler’s instrumental music.16  Many of the musical 

procedures found in Schubert’s work—such as reference to earlier styles, the return of 

material in modified form, and use of lyrical themes imbued with a reminiscent quality—

have clear parallels in Mahler’s symphonic output. The gradual accretion of thematic 

material, modeling how a past event is gradually fleshed out in memory, could also be related 

to the process of recollection.  

Two recent dissertations also address the question of memory in music.  In “The 

Fin-de-siècle Metropolis, Memory, Modernity and the Music of Gustav Mahler,” Thomas 

                                                
13 Matthew Riley, Edward Elgar and the Nostalgic Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).  For 
another useful analysis of musical nostalgia, see Marjorie Hirsch, “The Spiral Journey Back Home: Brahms’s 
‘Heimweh’ Lieder,” The Journal of Musicology 22 (2005): 454-89. 
14 Walter Frisch, “Memory and Schubert’s Instrumental Music,” Musical Quarterly 84 (2000): 581; idem., “‘You 
Must Remember This’: Memory and Structure in Schubert’s String Quarter in G Major, D. 887,” 582-603; John 
Daverio, “‘One More Beautiful Memory of Schubert’: Schumann’s Critique of the Impromptus, D. 935,” 604-
18; John M. Gingerich “Remembrance and Consciousness in Schubert’s C-Major String Quartet, D. 956,” 619-
34; Charles Fink, “Schubert Recollects Himself: The Piano Sonata in C Minor, D. 958,” 635-54; Scott 
Burnham, “Schubert and the Sound of Memory,” 655-63. Other recent scholarship in music and memory 
includes Jann Pasler, “Postmodernism, Narrativity, and the Art of Memory,” in Writing through Music: Essays on 
Music, Culture, and Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 49-81; Berthold Hoeckner, “Schumann’s 
Distance,” in Programming the Absolute: Nineteenth-Century German Music and the Hermeneutics of the Moment 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 51-114; Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1995). 
15 Frisch, “Memory and Schubert’s Instrumental Music,” 581.  
16 Ibid. 
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Peattie discusses memory in the context of what he terms Mahler’s “broken pastoral,” 

linking the evocation of a rural landscape with memory.17  An additional approach is found 

in Michael Puri’s “Theorizing Memory in Maurice Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé,” which considers 

how the composer evokes memory during the scenes of the ballet that involve characters 

remembering the past.18  Puri provides a tentative outline for a general consideration of 

memory in music, applicable even to music without a specific correspondence to plot, which 

provides a starting point for my study.  Another useful model is Benedict Taylor’s recent 

essay on cultural memory in Samuel Barber’s Knoxville: Summer of 1915, in which Taylor 

analyzes the piece’s rondo form as an “attempted mastery of the inevitable parting” that 

prompts nostalgia.19 

Interpreting music in terms of memory provides a useful way of reframing the 

question of whether music can speak of the past, a question that has often fallen under the 

purview of musical narratology.  Carolyn Abbate has claimed that music does not narrate, 

but that sometimes a “narrating voice . . . marked by multiple disjunctions with the music 

surrounding it” can be heard.20  “Music,” Abbate famously argues, “seems not to ‘have a 

past tense.’”21  Considering music not as narrating past events, but instead as remembering, 

allows music to offer a version of the past that is constructed in the present moment.  In 

some senses, a narrative text operates in a manner that neutralizes the relation between the 

narrated past and the present of reading or listening by suggesting that the narration of the 

story can be “true” to the past event.  A text configured as memory lays bare the necessarily 

                                                
17 Thomas Peattie, “The Fin-de-siècle Metropolis, Memory, Modernity and the Music of Gustav Mahler” 
(Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 2002). 
18 Michael Puri, “Theorizing Memory in Maurice Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 2004). 
19 Benedict Taylor, “Nostalgia and Cultural Memory in Barber’s Knoxville: Summer of 1915,” Journal of Musicology 
25 (2008): 217. 
20 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 19; italics original. 
21 Ibid., 52. 
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contigent relationship between the past and present, that the faculty of memory is 

responsible for recreating or constructing the past. 

When Mieke Bal claims “memory is active and it is situated in the present” in her 

introduction to a collection of essays on cultural memory, she makes explicit the living 

connection between past and present.22  Indeed, every instance of remembrance cannot help 

but be colored by the present moment in which recollection occurs: the ways in which the 

past is remembered tells us as much, if not more, about the present than about the past 

itself.  By considering Mahler’s compositions in terms of memory as an activity that takes 

place in the present, we can shift the focus away from the discrete materials Mahler 

supposedly took from the past toward an understanding of how that past is constructed 

through memory in his early symphonies.  Additionally, if Mahler exists in our own 

memories—if only indirectly—we ourselves construct the past as we remember him: the 

image we create of the composer also suggests more about our interests and priorities than 

his own.23 

With my title, “Remembering Mahler,” I hope to suggest the layered nature of 

recollection: even as we imagine Mahler as a composer who constructs the past by 

remembering it, we construct him as we remember him through his works.  As the word 

suggests, when we re-member, we actively put the pieces back together, and by remembering 

Mahler we might move past the conception of his music as a loose amalgamation of 

disparate parts.  Interpreting music—in terms of memory or otherwise—requires, in the 

words of Carolyn Abbate, “a terrible and unsafe leap between object and exegesis, from 

                                                
22 Bal, “Introduction,” viii.  Andreas Huyssen’s work in cultural memory, although his focus is on more recent 
history, is founded on a similar definition of memory: Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a 
Culture of Amnesia (New York: Routledge, 1995); idem., Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003). 
23 Lydia Goehr discusses the relation of this survival of musical pieces beyond the lifetimes of their composers 
to the “Work-Concept.”  See Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of 
Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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sound that seems to signify nothing (and is nonetheless splendid) to words that claim 

discursive sense but are, by comparison, modest and often unlovely.”24  In the pages that 

follow, I call upon Marcel Proust’s À la récherche du temps perdu—a novel that takes as one of 

its major themes the intersection of memory and artistic creation—in order to ease the 

transition between musical text and interpretation.  Although they lived in different societies 

and wrote in different media, several common threads run through the lives of Mahler and 

Proust: both men were born to Jewish parents (Proust’s mother was Jewish, his father 

Catholic); both lived in cities with large Catholic majorities and pervasive antisemitism; both 

converted to Catholicism, but seemed to remain ambivalent toward organized religion.  Yet, 

rather than implying congruence between France and Austria, Paris and Vienna, or literature 

and music, I turn to Proust for his suggestive observations regarding human perception, 

including memory. Proust’s insights about memory do not explain Mahler’s musical style, 

but offer powerful examples of the role remembrance plays in writing—or composition.  

As recent work in cultural memory demonstrates, interpreting texts—literary or 

musical—in terms of remembrance poses more questions than it answers, questions often 

left unasked in the literature on Mahler.  By what means does the music seem to remember 

the past?  How does a musical passage bring the past in relation to the present?  What type 

of past is constructed by the memory and what is the specific emotional coloring of the 

recollection?  Rather than searching for such impossible certainties, in each chapter I use a 

different theory relating to memory in order to explore the relationship between the past and 

the present suggested by the music and to investigate possible implications of that 

relationship on our understanding of Mahler’s oeuvre and of fin-de-siècle Austro-Hungarian 

society.   

                                                
24 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), xv. 
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Within the frameworks offered by each paradigm of memory, described below in 

relation to the pertinent chapter, I rely on formal and harmonic analysis in crafting 

interpretations of each piece.  I also draw on reception of Mahler’s music—both by his 

contemporaries and in more recent scholarship—to illuminate avenues of interpretation.25  

Mahler’s programs for the symphonies and allusions to pre-existing material, especially from 

his own songs, will function much the same way as other contemporary documents, as 

hermeneutic windows into the pieces that give only a narrow view of their interior richness, 

and as only one of many viable readings.   

My method is grounded in the hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur, who suggests “the 

primary concern of hermeneutics is not to discover an intention hidden behind the text but 

to unfold a world in front of it.”26  In unfolding that world, I will consider Mahler’s 

descriptive programs for his symphonies to be texts that are themselves subject to 

interpretation, rather than documentation of his intentions in composing the pieces.  Ricoeur 

goes on to characterize interpretation as a type of appropriation of the text: 

Ultimately, what I appropriate is a proposed world.  The latter is not behind the text, 
as a hidden intention would be, but in front of it, as that which the work unfolds, 
discovers, reveals.  Henceforth, to understand is to understand oneself in front of the text.  
It is not a question of imposing upon the text our finite capacity of understanding, 
but of exposing ourselves to the text and receiving from it an enlarged self, which 
would be the proposed existence corresponding in the most suitable way to the 
world proposed.27 

By exposing ourselves to the world that unfolds in front of the text as we read it, what we 

really understand is ourselves, rather than the text.  Indeed, the value of any text relies 

primarily in this capacity to catalyze an increased self-knowledge. According to Ricoeur, his 

                                                
25 A clear model for this aspect of the project is Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1995). 
26 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981), 94. 
27 Ibid., 143. 
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“characterization of interpretation as appropriation is meant to underline the ‘present’ 

character of interpretation.”28   

As an activity situated in the present that impinges on our self-understanding more 

than on our understanding of a text from the past, Ricoeur’s hermeneutics bears a striking 

resemblance to memory as it is defined in the field of cultural memory.  Interpretation and 

recollection remain entangled with the concerns of the present moment even as they look to 

the world of the text or of the past.  Instead of viewing that entanglement as an impediment 

to a full understanding of the text, Ricoeur suggests that we should reconfigure the goal of 

our interpretation, because “the interpretation of a text culminates in the self-interpretation 

of a subject who thenceforth understands himself better, understands himself differently, or 

simply begins to understand himself.”29  In that light, I hope the interpretations that I offer 

of Mahler’s symphonies offer a new understanding of the audiences that continue listening 

to his music. 

 

! 

Chapter 2 considers Mahler’s Third Symphony in the context of two summer 

vacations taken by the composer in 1895 and 1896.  At the end of the opera season, Mahler 

left his obligations as an opera conductor in Hamburg behind and traveled to Steinbach, 

where he composed his Third Symphony.  Both summers Mahler took a detour through 

Vienna.  By the mid-1890s, the composer would have had a complex relationship to the city 

of Vienna: while he had enjoyed musical training at Vienna Conservatory in his youth and he 

hoped to return to the city in the near future should he obtain a position at the Hofoper, the 

antisemitic political climate was far from welcoming.  Even as Mahler campaigned to earn a 

highly prestigious position in the cultural life of the city, the antisemitic Christian Social party 

                                                
28 Ibid., 159. 
29 Ibid., 158. 
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was gaining control of city government, relying heavily on mass politics.  We seem almost to 

hear the sounds of such mobs taking to the streets of Vienna in the first movement of 

Mahler’s Third, especially near the close of the development section where Mahler penned 

the programmatic indication “das Gesindel” (the rabble) in the fair autograph copy of the 

score. 

If the Third Symphony does speak on some level to the frightening political reality in 

Vienna, Mahler’s original program for the piece, which he eventually retracted, makes no 

reference to it, calling instead on imagery drawn largely from nature.  Perhaps the program, 

like Mahler’s summer journeys to the Austrian countryside, represents an attempted escape 

from the pressing reality of the present.  By using Mahler’s trips to Steinbach in the 1890s, 

rather than his childhood experiences, as the interpretive frame, I show both that the past is 

not the only possible refuge from the present, and that a composer’s biography can be used 

in interpretation without conflating it with the piece. 

Chapter 3 suggests that forgetting is often implicated in memory itself, and often 

structures relationships with the past.  Using Freud’s concept of repression as a theoretical 

lens to examine the symphony, I explore repression as a recurrent trope in the reception of 

the First Symphony.  For example, critics often figure Mahler’s own withdrawal of the 

program for the symphony as a type of repression.  As with the Third Symphony’s program, 

which seems to reinforce the desire to escape from the disturbing present heard in the piece, 

Mahler’s program for the First Symphony, when perceived as something that the composer 

wished to repress, might echo musical processes in the piece itself.  Viewed in such a way, 

the program and the texts of the “Wayfarer” songs that are quoted in the piece enter into a 

dialogue with the symphonies, rather than bearing the responsibility for explaining their 

meaning. 
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Instead of truly remembering the past, the subject who represses a memory instead 

acts out the past, repeating in a new form exactly what he is attempting to forget.  Mahler’s 

First Symphony, when considered with an ear toward such processes of repression, seems to 

manifest behaviors and symptoms that Freud associates with that psychological 

phenomenon, such as repetition compulsion and the uncanny as a return of the repressed.30  

Reading Mahler’s First Symphony through the interpretive frame of forgetting and acting 

out the past illustrates the ways in which remembering and forgetting are mutually 

implicated. 

The composer’s decision to link a program with a piece of music—regardless of 

whether he later renounces that link—puts those linguistic and musical texts into relation 

with each other.  When interpreting the music or the program or both, we must choose, 

explicitly or implicitly, how to configure that relationship.  In each chapter, I suggest a 

different method for situating the connection between Mahler’s symphonies and the 

programs that he wrote for them.  In Chapter 2, I hear the Third Symphony giving voice to 

issues about which the program itself remained silent, such as the antisemitic political climate 

in Vienna and Mahler’s hopes for his career.  Instead of focusing on the content of the 

program, I take the program to resonate with a possible function of the symphony as an 

escape from daily life for both Mahler and those listening to the piece.  The symphony itself, 

however, seems to include the very realities about which the program remains mute.  I offer 

another possible reconfiguration in Chapter 3, reading the First Symphony in terms of the 

treatment of the program—by both Mahler and his critics—as something repressed which 

almost involuntarily recurs.  Although my focus is on the way the program is treated rather 

than on what it says, my interpretation nevertheless reinforces Mahler’s programmatic 

                                                
30 Musical signification of the uncanny is explored in Michael L. Klein, Intertextuality in Western Art Music 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 77-107 and Richard Cohn, “Uncanny Resemblances: Tonal 
Signification in the Freudian Age,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 57 (2004): 285-323, among others. 
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statement that the First Symphony describes its hero having “succeeded in creating his own 

inner world”—the unconscious is such an “inner world” created by repression.31 

I propose a method in Chapter 4 with the Second Symphony that comes closer to 

the standard procedure of interpreting the musical content of a piece in relation to the 

linguistic content of a program.  Instead of reading the symphony in terms of the program, 

which has the effect of allowing the program not only to frame the interpretation but also to 

control its details, I propose unfolding a single world in front of both texts.  According to 

Ricoeur, “each text is free to enter into relation with all the other texts which come to take 

the place of the circumstantial reality referred to by living speech.”32  In this view, the 

relationship between a symphony and its program is not, or does not have to be, privileged.  

As with any group of written texts, a symphony and its program both fill out the “quasi-

world” engendered by the other and by their relationship.  By virtue of being a more 

concrete, linguistic text, the program threatens to control the interpretive discourse when a 

musical text is brought into relation with it.   

Rather than imagining the Second Symphony and its program to be two celestial 

objects in an orbit defined primarily by the stronger gravitational pull generated by the 

concrete ideas offered in the program, I would like to picture the two texts as independent 

images projected onto a single screen.  The world that is unfolded—or following my 

metaphor, projected—in front of both texts simultaneously will necessarily be different than 

the worlds that separate interpretations would unfold in front of either of the texts 

singularly.  That difference must not, however, be used as evidence in the argument that a 

reading of the symphony in relation to its program produces a better or more complete 

interpretation of the piece.  While I fully acknowledge that my interpretation of Mahler’s 

Second Symphony draws on the program, the difference between the reading that I offer 

                                                
31 Quoted in de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 746. 
32 Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, 149. 
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and one independent of the program is the result of my decision to draw the program—one 

of an unlimited number of possible texts, none objectively better or worse, empirically more 

or less relevant—into the reading. 

Mahler actually wrote three separate programs for his Second Symphony.  The subtle 

yet substantive differences between Mahler’s programs for the symphony, all of which were 

written after the piece was completed, prevent any one program from controlling the 

interpretation of the symphony.  With four separate texts—one symphony and three 

programs—being projected simultaneously, at some points the images will indeed 

synchronize, reinforcing each other; sometimes one image will fill a gap left by the other; 

and, perhaps most strikingly, the images may also overlap in confusing and contradictory 

ways.  Each of the three programs reinforce various musical and textual characteristics of the 

piece that mark the piece as a work concerned with death, such as the dotted rhythms and 

minor mode associated with funeral marches in the first movement and the last movement’s 

text on resurrection after death.  At the same time, however, the moments of friction 

between the various texts prevents any one program being mapped directly onto the music 

itself. 

Taking the distinction that Freud draws between two responses to loss, mourning 

and melancholia, as a theoretical frame for my interpretation, I interpret Mahler’s Second as 

an attempt to come to terms with the death of a loved one.   As in repression, a melancholic 

subject cannot truly cope with the traumatic experience, and instead reenacts it.  In contrast, 

someone who mourns truly remembers the loss and thus commemorates the dead, allowing 

them to live on, if only in memory.  The Second Symphony, and especially the text Mahler 

adapted from a chorale by Friedrich Klopstock on the resurrection of the dead, encourages 

those who hear it to remember the deceased.  As we listen to a piece that prompts us to 

remember the dead, Mahler himself becomes involved in the process of mourning: we 
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cannot help but acknowledge Mahler’s own death as we simultaneously allow him to live on 

in our memory by bringing his music to life once more.  Indeed, Mahler’s Second Symphony 

fosters a sense that the composer is resurrected through the performance of his work.  In 

that sense, Mahler’s music does not tell us the story of his life, but of our own power to keep 

him alive by mourning him—by remembering him through his music. 

If mourning is a way to remember a traumatic loss and cope with it, nostalgia is a 

mode of memory that constructs a past more pleasant than the present, to which one would 

likely return should it be possible to do so.  In Chapter 5, I analyze the first movement of 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony in terms of nostalgia, drawing on the musical references to a 

classical style, such as regular phrasing and ornamental gestures.  In the movement’s opening 

measures, we hear a version of late eighteenth-century classicism that becomes gradually 

obscured by musical gestures more commonly associated with nineteenth-century 

compositions, including dense contrapuntal writing and increased chromaticism.   

As the melody that originally evoked the past becomes gradually obscured by 

gestures derived from present musical practices, the first movement seems to speak 

poignantly of the impossibility of returning to the past or of even remembering it as it was.  

For the last movement of the Fourth Symphony, Mahler draws on a text from Des Knaben 

Wunderhorn that portrays a child’s version of heavenly bliss.  Set as a lullaby, the movement 

seems to suggest that nostalgic memories of an idealized childhood come closest to 

representing heaven. 

In Chapter 6, I use the finale of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony to demonstrate the 

limits inherent to an interpretive scheme dependent on memory.  Most analyses of the 

movement draw attention to numerous allusions Mahler supposedly makes to pre-existing 

material, including Richard Wagner’s Prelude to Die Meistersinger, Franz Léhar’s Die lustige 

Witwe, and Wolfgang Mozart’s Entführung aus dem Serail.  By focusing on alleged references to 



 17

the past, many writers begin to hear the piece as ironic rather than celebratory.  

Interpretation itself has the effect of drawing our attention to the musical work as a fixed 

text to be understood and parsed rather than a living performance to be experienced in the 

moment.  Although on one level interpretation is a requisite part of discussing a piece of 

music, only by suspending the critical distance necessary for the act of interpretation do we 

experience music as an act—however inarticulate—in the present. 

The connection between interpretation and memory suggests that as we choose to 

interpret Mahler’s music in certain ways, we construct our own version of Mahler, as we 

would in memory.  Although we can never recover Mahler, the way we remember him has 

an impact not only on our understanding of his music, but also on our image of the 

composer himself.  Only when we recognize our own complictity in constructing his image 

we will begin to realize that we hear own obsession with the past in his music our far more 

clearly than we hear his own memories.  What kind of Mahler, then, do I remember?  I 

would like to suggest a Mahler who remains fully aware of the past, but does not become 

obsessed with it.  He sees in the past the means of both ameliorating the present and 

creating the future.  By remembering Mahler in this way, Mahler is strong enough to face the 

past without becoming overwhelmed by it and, perhaps more crucially, also provides us with 

a model for remembering our own past, including his music.   
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Chapter Two 

 
Summer Journeys through Vienna to Steinbach: 

Biography, History & Memory in Mahler’s Third Symphony 

 

On 31 May 1895, immediately following the end of the season at the Hamburg 

Opera where he held the position of first conductor, Mahler departed for Steinbach am 

Attersee.1  The Häuschen Mahler had built in Steinbach, intended to provide him some degree 

of isolation while he was composing, had been completed in time for his stay during the 

summer of 1894.2  Filled as they were with compositional work, Mahler seemed to view his 

summer vacations as escapes from the drudgery of the months he spent as an operatic 

conductor.  In a letter to Anna von Mildenburg written the following summer of 1896, 

Mahler noted, “This time I really dread returning to Hamburg.”3 

Mahler’s trips in 1895 and 1896 from Hamburg to Steinbach continue a pattern that 

he had first established during the 1890s: conducting during the operatic season and forcing 

his compositional efforts into the summers between seasons. William McGrath notes a 

“perhaps accidental parallel” between Mahler’s seasonal “creative rhythm” and the program 

for the first movement of the Third Symphony, composed during the summers of 1895 and 

1896.4  Regarding the first movement, which Mahler had provisionally titled “Der Sommer 

marchiert ein” (Summer Marches In), the composer told Bauer-Lechner, “Naturally, it 

doesn’t come off without a struggle with the opponent, Winter; he is easily dispatched, and 

Summer, in his strength and superior power, soon gains undisputed mastery.”5  In an August 

                                                
1 Henri-Louis de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973), 327. 
2 Ibid., 302. 
3 Gustav Mahler to Anna von Mildenburg, 21 July 1896, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, ed. Knud Martner, 
trans. Eithne Wilkins, Ernst Kaiser, & Bill Hopkins (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979), 191. 
4 William McGrath, Dionysian Art and Populist Politics in Austria (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 130. 
5 Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler, ed. Peter Franklin, trans. Dika Newlin (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1980), 41. 



 19

1895 letter to a confidant, Friedrich Löhr, Mahler repeated the claim that in the movement, 

“Summer is conceived in the role of victor.”6 

Mahler’s striking decision to have summer, rather than spring, overthrow the barren 

emptiness of winter strengthens McGrath’s claim of congruence between the first 

movement of the Third Symphony and the composer’s creative life.  In addition to the two 

binaries that McGrath notes—conductor/composer and winter/summer—another is 

implicit in Mahler’s summer journey from the obligations in Hamburg that he dreaded to a 

compositional retreat in Steinbach: urban/rural.  Michael Kennedy bluntly reinforces the 

alignment of Mahler as composer, a rural setting, and by extension summer: 

The necessity for regular contact with the beauties of nature was as strong for 
Mahler as it was for Beethoven, and a powerful stimulus to composition, as is 
obvious from his music, in which birdsong and the sound of village festivities are 
frequent features.7 

Although Mahler’s journeys from Hamburg to Steinbach in early June 1895 and 1896 seem 

to model a yearly trek from conductor-winter-urban to composer-summer-rural, the two 

termini alone fail to account for the detours he took along the way to Berlin and, more 

notably, Vienna.  Listening for signs of this Viennese detour in Mahler’s Third Symphony 

should complicate the binaries that are often applied to this piece—and to his career. 

 

MAHLER’S VIENNA 

Mahler’s trip through the city in the summer of 1895 was hardly his first experience 

of Vienna.8  In 1875, at the age of fifteen, Mahler began studying at the Vienna 

Conservatory.  Mahler did return to his family’s home in Iglau for vacations, but Vienna was, 

at least in some sense, his home during his three years at the Conservatory and the following 

                                                
6 Mahler to Friedrich Löhr 29 August 1895, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, 165. 
7 Michael Kennedy, Mahler (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1974), 18. 
8 My account of Mahler’s relationship to Vienna relies primarily on the account provided in de La Grange, 
Mahler: Volume I. 
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two years spent composing and teaching piano before he accpted his first conducting post.  

Moreover, Mahler returned to Vienna between each of his early engagements: he returned in 

the autumn of 1880 after conducting at Hall; in April 1882, after Laibach; and in March 

1883, after Olmütz.  During this time he had no secure position in Vienna and earned a 

living mostly by teaching piano.  In the spring of 1883, he worked for little over a month as 

chorus master at the Carl-Theater.  Vienna had become essentially a second home to Mahler. 

Although his parents remained in Iglau until their deaths, Mahler’s siblings began 

settling in Vienna in the 1880s.  After her marriage in 1882 or 1883, Mahler’s sister 

Leopoldine, whom the family called “Poldi,” moved to Vienna with her husband, living 

there until her death in the summer of 1889.  Upon the death of his father in February 1889, 

Mahler arranged for his brother Otto to live with Poldi and to begin studying at the Vienna 

Conservatory. When his mother died eight months later, Mahler sent his youngest sister, 

Emma, to Vienna as well.  By August 1890, Justine or “Justi,” who had been living with 

Mahler in Budapest, moved to Vienna to care for her younger siblings, Otto and Emma.  If 

throughout the 1880s Vienna had become Mahler’s second home away from his family, by 

1890 it had also become the residence of a significantly large number of his surviving family 

members. 

By 1890, Mahler would have likely associated Vienna with his musical training, with 

his adolescence, and, eventually, with his family, but as he stopped momentarily in Vienna in 

the early summer of 1895, the Austrian capital would have meant a variety of contradictory 

things to Mahler. Although Vienna was neither his birthplace, nor the city in which he was 

raised, his visit must have felt like a homecoming of sorts.  Vienna and its Conservatory had 

provided Mahler not only with the training necessary to pursue a livelihood in music, but 

also his aspirations for a future career.   Having jobs conducting at increasingly prestigious 

musical institutions, Mahler visited Vienna in part to make inquiries regarding the possibility 
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of obtaining a position at the Hofoper in light of rumors regarding the possible retirement of 

the Hofoper’s director, William Jahn, and resignation of one of its conductors, Hans 

Richter.9   

Otto’s suicide in Vienna scarcely four months before Mahler’s visit, likely caused by 

his dispair over his unsuccessful attempts to pursue career in music would have made Mahler 

keenly aware of the city’s equal ability to frustrate such hopes.  Fifteen years earlier, Hans 

Rott, Mahler’s classmate at the Vienna Conservatory, went mad after Brahms suggested he 

had no future in music upon hearing the young composer’s music.  Mahler’s hopes during 

the summer of 1895 for an illustrious career as a musician in Vienna would in all likelihood 

have been tempered by his memory of the tragic ends that other young musicians met in the 

city. 

The potential complexity of Mahler’s relationship to Vienna makes the city a useful 

site for frustrating the sharp binary between the endpoints of his journey, Hamburg (as 

conductor-winter-urban) and Steinbach am Attersee (as composer-summer-rural).  Indeed, 

Vienna seems to serve as a type of middle space in Mahler’s life and career: the site of an 

extremely prestigious conducting position that would invariably frustrate his deeper desire to 

compose—a home of sorts, but never a true home.  Just as Otto’s recent tragic death 

highlighted the frightening aspect of Mahler’s second home, the political situation unfolding 

in Vienna during his visit was hardly destined to make him feel welcome.  

 

VIENNA’S KARL LUEGER 

In April 1895, the Christian Social Party achieved a major political victory and 

prevented the Liberals from winning more than small majority of seats on the Vienna city 

council.  According to John Boyer, the Christian Social party under the leadership of Karl 

                                                
9 Ibid., 327. 
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Lueger was “a coalition involving pseudo-clericalism, lower-Bürger economic protest, and 

political antisemitism” that “would entirely destroy the local Liberal tradition.”10  Carl 

Schorske indicates that in 1860, the year of Mahler’s birth, Austrian Liberals finally came to 

power in Vienna and “transformed the institutions of state in accordance with the principles 

of constitutionalism and the cultural values of the middle class.”11  Although believing 

strongly in the importance of individual self-determination, Austrian Liberals sought to 

restrict the political manifestation of that right—the franchise—to a narrow segment of the 

population based on wealth: as of 1873 only 5 percent of Vienna’s population could legally 

vote.12  In defense of the newfound political rights of the upper middle class, Austrian 

Liberals took a negative stance not only toward the aristocracy but also the power of the 

Catholic Church, which as the state religion of the empire was portrayed as invested in the 

maintenance of the status quo.  The paternalistic attitude of the middle-class Liberals toward 

the lower classes—the poor did not need to be enfranchised, because men of a certain 

income could better address the political needs of the poor than they themselves could—led, 

however, to increased discontent with Liberalism among Vienna’s lowest classes.13 

The Christian Social party achieved success as a potent anti-Liberal political force in 

the 1890s by linking lower-class protest against Liberal paternalism with an antisemitic 

depiction of the Liberal party as representing only the interests of bourgeois, Jewish 

capitalists.  By situating Liberalism not as a broad middle-class movement, but as a 

specifically Jewish phenomenon, the party leader, Karl Lueger, was able to build a coalition 

out of newly enfranchised lower class voters, supporters of the church, and members of the 

middle class—especially property owners—fearful of Jewish influence in government.  

                                                
10 John W. Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna: Origins of the Christian Social Movement 1848-1897 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 3. 
11 Carl S. Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage, 1981), 24. 
12 Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna, 26. 
13 My discussion of Vienna’s political parties relies primarily on Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna. 
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Lueger paired the political exploitation of Viennese antisemitism with politics in “the sharper 

key,” a politics, Shorske notes, “of the rowdy and the mob.”14 

Boyer indicates that the relationship between the middle classes and the lower-class 

mob—der Pöbel or das Gesindel—had been strained since the Revolution of 1848.15  By 1895 

Lueger and the Christian Social party were able to overcome that ambivalence by 

demonstrating that, as Christians, the property-owning middle class and the mob need not 

fear each other, but should unite against their common enemy, the capitalist, Liberal Jews.  

Although the Christian Socials were staunchly anti-Liberal in ideology, according to Boyer, 

prior to 1895 their political machinery resembled that of the Liberals, relying on “small 

district and ward clubs, established upon traditions of informal social gatherings and small-

group friendships” rather than “the mass, bureaucratized cadres of Austrian Social 

Democracy,” the socialist party.16 

The Christian Socials made substantial gains in the City Council elections held in 

Vienna in April 1895, which caused a subsequent crisis surrounding Lueger’s confirmation as 

mayor.   Using their new power on the Council to get Lueger elected vice-mayor on 14 May 

1895, the Christian Socials prompted the swift resignation of the Liberal mayor, Raimund 

Grübl.17  For two weeks, Lueger served as acting mayor until the Council officially elected 

him to the position on 29 May 1895.  When Lueger refused the post, unwilling to preside 

over a Council on which his party held a minority of seats, however sizeable, the Council 

was dissolved until new elections could be held in the fall.  Mahler arrived in Vienna only 

three or four days after Lueger’s election and the dissolution of the Council.  Starting in the 

                                                
14 Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, 133. 
15 Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna, 13. 
16 Ibid., xiii. 
17 Richter had already refused his own election as vice-mayor to signal his unwillingness to work closely with a 
Christian Social party that had enough influence to affect policy.  Grübl’s resignation was a response to 
escalating Christian Social power, indicated by the party’s ability to elect Lueger vice-mayor, even though the 
Christian Socials held only held a minority of seats on the council. 
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summer of 1895, the chronology of Mahler’s push to win a position at the Vienna Hofoper 

parallels Lueger’s continued campaign to be elected mayor of Vienna.  Table 2.1 provides an 

outline of the events in Lueger’s confirmation crisis and also includes details of Mahler’s 

trips to Vienna and any written correspondence related to securing a position at the 

Hofoper. 

Facing pressure to win an outright majority of seats on the City Council in the fall 

elections, the leadership of the Christian Social party began using methods associated with 

the mass politics of the Social Democrats.  Citing the 2 June 1895 issue of Deutsche Zeitung, 

Boyer notes that party leadership “instituted central scheduling and planning of district 

rallies.”18  Mahler’s brief stay in Vienna in early June 1895 coincides almost exactly with the 

Christian Social party’s turn to “the politics of the rowdy and the mob” in preparation for 

the fall elections. 

As a figurehead for the campaign, Lueger increasingly assumed the role of “rabble-

rouser,” encouraging raucous dissent with the Liberal status quo.19  Boyer indicates that 

Lueger “distrusted the uncontrolled politics of the street, although he was willing to use the 

streets occasionally to accomplish his larger policy ends.”20  Following the September 

elections, which earned the Christian Socials a substantial majority of seats on the City 

Council, Lueger was elected mayor of Vienna a second time, but Emperor Franz Josef 

refused to confirm the election due largely to what he perceived to be the divisive nature of 

Lueger’s political program, especially in terms of its overt reliance on antisemitism.  Within a 

week of Franz Josef’s refusal its members elected Lueger mayor again in protest, and the 

Council was dissolved for the second time in six months on 13 November 1895.  As Boyer 

reports, Lueger’s supporters quickly took to the streets in protest: 

                                                
18 Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna, 366. 
19 Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, 136. 
20 Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna, 410. 
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Table 2.1: Lueger’s Confirmation Crisis and Mahler’s Trips through Vienna 

1895 
     APRIL  Liberals win very narrow majority in Council elections21 
     14 MAY  Council narrowly elects A. Richter (L) vice-mayor, he refuses 
   Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) vice-mayor, he assumes the post 

Mayor Raimund Grübl (L) resigns over Lueger’s election 
Karl Lueger (CS) becomes acting mayor 

     29 MAY  Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) mayor [1], he refuses the post 
  Council dissolved, city administered by bipartisan Beirat 

     2-3 JUNE  Mahler visits Vienna on the way from Hamburg to Steinbach  
     SEPTEMBER  Christian Socials win substantial majority in Council elections 
     29 OCTOBER Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) mayor [2], he accepts the post 
     6 NOVEMBER Franz Josef refuses to confirm the election 
     13 NOVEMBER  Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) mayor [3] 

  Council dissolved, city administrated by Beirat 
1896 
     22 FEBRUARY Mahler writes to Rosa Papier regarding post at Vienna Hofoper 
     MARCH  Christian Socials win an increased majority in Council elections 
     17 MARCH  Mahler informed no position is available in Vienna 
     18 APRIL  Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) mayor [4], he accepts the post 
     27 APRIL  Karl Lueger meets with the Franz Josef, is encouraged to withdraw 
     28 APRIL  Karl Lueger withdraws from the race for mayor 
     6 MAY  Josef Strobach (CS) elected mayor, Lueger (CS) vice-mayor 
     16 MAY  Franz Josef confirms Joseph Strobach’s (CS) election 
     19 MAY  Josef Strobach (CS) sworn in as mayor 
     5-11 JUNE  Mahler visits Vienna on the way from Hamburg to Steinbach 
 
1897 
     MARCH  Christian Socials win new Viennese seats in national elections 
     25-28 MARCH Mahler visits Vienna 
     31 MARCH  Josef Strobach (CS) resigns as mayor 
     1-6 APRIL  Mahler visits Vienna, accepts one-year contract at Vienna Hofoper 
     8 APRIL   Council elects Karl Lueger (CS) mayor [5], he accepts the post 
     20 APRIL  Confirmed by Franz Josef, Karl Lueger (CS) sworn in as mayor 
     27 APRIL  Mahler assumes post as conductor of Vienna Hofoper 
     11 MAY  Mahler’s “trial” as conductor of Vienna Hofoper with Lohengrin 
     13 JULY  Mahler appointed deputy director to William Jahn 
     8 OCTOBER  Mahler appointed director of Vienna Hofoper 

                                                
21 Information compiled from Boyer, Political Radicalism in Late Imperial Vienna, 349-410; and de La Grange, 
Mahler: Volume I, 327-445.  In this table, information concerning Viennese politics is unhighlighted, information 
concerning Mahler is highlighted in grey, Karl Lueger’s elections are printed in boldface, and Mahler’s trips to 
Vienna are underlined. 
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Immediately after the announcement of the second dissolution on 13 November, 
angry crowds gathered in front of the Rathaus and the parliament and then surged 
through the streets, yelling . . . “Down with the Jews.”  Lueger and his closest 
advisors made no effort to encourage the crowds, and after a few hours the police 
brought the disturbances under control.22 

The Christian Social leadership did, however, organize a number of rallies for women—who 

were not yet enfranchised—partially with the aim of organizing a boycott of Jewish 

businesses “in retribution for the alleged influence of the Jewish community in preventing 

Lueger’s confirmation,” suggesting that Franz Joseph was beholden to an unseen but 

powerful Jewish influence.23  According to Boyer, “Several of the women’s rallies got out of 

hand, and angry women marched from the rallies in small groups screaming at passersby and 

local shopkeepers, some of them Jewish.”24 

 Mahler was not in Vienna during the disturbances in late 1895 leading to the Council 

elections in March 1896, but he was actively making inquiries to Viennese friends in early 

1896 regarding a position at the Vienna Hofoper.  When the Christian Socials won another 

substantial majority of seats on the Council, Lueger was elected mayor of Vienna for the 

fourth time in less than a year.  Emperor Franz Josef interceded again, meeting with Lueger 

and asking as a personal favor that he withdraw from the race.  Lueger complied, and by 19 

May 1896 Josef Strobach was sworn in as Vienna’s first Christian Social mayor.  A little over 

two weeks later, Mahler arrived in Vienna for a brief visit on another trip from Hamburg to 

Steinbach am Attersee. 

Not surprisingly Stefan Zweig, a younger contemporary of Mahler, noted that “the 

Jews trembled at the triumph of the anti-semitic party.”25 In Mahler’s surviving 

correspondence, however, the composer himself makes no reference to the political victories 

of the Christian Social party that he witnessed firsthand in the summers of 1895 and 1896, 
                                                
22 Ibid., 377. 
23 Ibid., 378. 
24 Ibid., 379. 
25 Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1964), 63. 
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nor does he comment on the prevailing antisemitism of the Viennese electorate that had 

propelled the party to power.  While he was seeking a position in Vienna subject to the 

emperor’s confirmation, Mahler would likely have avoided committing to writing any 

statement that could be considered libelous against the government.  Yet perhaps following 

those visits to Vienna, Mahler’s compositional retreat to Steinbach am Attersee and the 

symphony that resulted from two summers of work were an escape not only from his 

“hellish life” as an operatic conductor, but also from the terrifying political situation 

developing in the city that was once his home and that he hoped would be again. 

 

 “DIE FRÖHLICHE APOKALPYSE” 

According to Robert Musil’s novel, Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften (1930-42)—a portrait 

of the Austro-Hungarian empire in the final year before its collapse—“whenever their higher 

selves relaxed a bit, the Kakanians breathed a sigh of relief and, born consumers of food and 

drink as they were, looked with amazement upon their role as the tools of history.”26 

Although his novel is set in 1913, Musil’s description brings to light several aspects of fin-de-

siècle Viennese culture: a general passiveness of Austrians in the face of frightening historical 

and political trends—aptly summarized by the phrase “die fröhliche Apokalypse” or “the gay 

apocalypse”—as well as the use of entertainment, here food and drink are mentioned 

explicitly, as an escape from harsh realities.27  Carl Schorske pushes this last aspect further, 

                                                
26 Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, 2 vols., trans. Sophie Wilkins (New York: Vintage International, 
1995), 1:577.   “Jedesmal, wenn ihre höheren Ichs eine Pause machten, atmeten die Kakanier auf und fühlten 
sich als brave Eßwerkzeuge, zu denen sie gleich allen Menschen geschaffen waren, sehr erstaunt über ihre 
Erfahrungen als Werkzeuge der Geschichte.”  (Robert Musil, Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften, ed. Adolf Frisé 
[Hamburg: Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 2006], 530.)  Musil uses the derogatory moniker “Kakania” for 
Austria due to the proliferation of institutions and people in the empire that bear the labels k.k. (kaiserliech-
königlich) or k.u.k. (kaiserlich und königlich), or “imperial-royal” and “imperial and royal.” 
27 David S. Luft, Robert Musil and the Crisis of European Culture 1880-1942 (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1980), 12.  The phrase “die fröhliche Apokalypse” seems to have originated in Hermann Broch, Hugo 
Hofmannsthal und seine Zeit: eine Studie (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1974), 40. 
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claiming that the Viennese used what he calls the “temple of art” as a place of refuge from 

“the unpleasant world of increasingly threatening political activity.”28   

Most frequently, scholars point to the music of Franz Lehàr as an example of such 

escapist art.29  Perhaps Mahler’s Third Symphony is not—or is not only—an escape from 

threatening political activity or from a life in the theater, but is perhaps a working-through of 

those issues in music.  The suggestion that any art is empty or devoid of cultural significance 

should, of course, be treated warily.30  In order to escape from reality, one must first 

recognize, if even obliquely, the situation from which refuge is sought.  

Just as Mahler did not seem to discuss openly the Christian Social party’s political 

success in Vienna, the program of the Third Symphony, composed at the height of Lueger’s 

confirmation crisis, is concerned not with politics, but primarily with images drawn from 

nature.  That is, as a possible escape from contemporary politics Mahler’s symphony does 

not flaunt any connections to the political situation of the 1890s.  Indeed, the symphony 

presents a world that can be heard as entirely unrelated to the Viennese political situation if 

the listener chooses to hear it as such.  At the same time, however, one could argue that the 

music cannot help but to bear the traces of the context of its creation.  In attempting on one 

level to ignore the political situation in order to function as a refuge from it, Mahler’s Third 

Symphony cannot help but speak of it on another level. 

 

                                                
28 Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, 8. 
29 Hermann Broch, Hugo von Hofmannsthal and His Time: The European Imagination 1860-1920, ed. and trans. 
Michael P. Steinberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); Luft, Robert Musil. 
30 Camille Crittenden’s monograph on Johann Strauss demonstrates that even escapist, decorative art thought 
to provide refuge from social and political realities both reflect and influence the world around it. Camille 
Crittenden, Johann Strauss and Vienna: Operetta and the Politics of Popular Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000). 
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DAS GESINDEL MARSCHIERT EIN 

The most explicit return of the political repressed occurs during the section Mahler 

labeled “Das Gesindel” (“the rabble” or “the mob”) in the fair copy of the autograph score.  

This programmatic indication, like those Mahler associated with other parts of the 

movement and with the movement as a whole, was omitted in the published version.  

Mahler’s ambivalence toward programs has been well documented, and his decision to 

repress such indications for publication and performances of the Third Symphony does not 

deviate from his standard pattern.31   

Together, the evolution of the title of the first movement and the other 

programmatic indications that appear in the autograph provide evidence that Mahler’s 

conception of the movement was officially apolitical.   Table 2.2 includes the titles Mahler 

gave for the introduction as well as the first, third, and fifth movements of his Third 

Symphony in conversations or in correspondence.32  (The distinction between what he 

considered introduction and the first movement proper remains unclear in the published 

symphony as well as from his own comments on the piece.)  The titles share an emphasis on 

nature (the forest and the mountains), natural process (the entrance of summer), and 

sometimes the use of mythological figures (Pan, Bacchus, Dionysus) as representative of 

natural process.  Although never mentioned explicitly as a title, the mob does appear in a 

conversation Mahler had with his confidant Natalie Bauer-Lechner about the piece in June 

1895, early in its composition: 

“Summer draws in” will be the prelude.  Straight away, I need a regimental band to 
give the rough and crude effect of my martial comrade’s arrival.  It will be just like 
the military band on parade.  Such a mob [ein Gesindel] is milling [treibt sich] around, 
you never saw anything like it!33 

                                                
31 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 84; Peter Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), 19; de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 796. 
32 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 798-9. 
33 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 40. 
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Table 2.2: Programmatic Titles for Mahler’s Symphony No. 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A
ug

us
t 

18
96

 

P
an

 A
w

ak
en

s 

Su
m

m
er

 M
ar

ch
es

 I
n 

(M
ar

ch
 o

f 
B

ac
ch

us
) 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ni
m

al
s 

in
 

th
e 

F
or

es
t 

T
el

l M
e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ng
el

s 
 

T
el

l M
e 

Ju
ne

 1
89

6 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
M

ou
nt

ai
ns

 
T

el
l M

e 

Su
m

m
er

 M
ar

ch
es

 I
n 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ni
m

al
s 

in
 

th
e 

F
or

es
t 

T
el

l M
e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ng
el

s 
 T

el
l M

e 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
18

95
 

 T
ra

in
 o

f 
D

io
ny

su
s 

or
: 

Su
m

m
er

 M
ar

ch
es

 I
n 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ni
m

al
s 

in
 th

e 
F

or
es

t T
el

l M
e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
M

or
ni

ng
 B

el
ls

 
T

el
l M

e 

Ju
ly

 1
89

5 

 Su
m

m
er

 M
ar

ch
es

 I
n 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
A

ni
m

al
s 

in
 

th
e 

F
or

es
t 

T
el

l M
e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
M

or
ni

ng
 B

el
ls

 
T

el
l M

e 
 

(T
he

 A
ng

el
s)

 

Ju
ne

 1
89

5 

Su
m

m
er

 M
ar

ch
es

 
In

 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
Fo

re
st

 
T

el
ls

 M
e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
T

w
ili

gh
t 

T
el

ls
 M

e 

W
ha

t 
th

e 
C

uc
ko

o 
T

el
ls

 M
e 

 
(S

ch
er

zo
) 

 In
tr

o 

1st
  

M
vt

. 
 3rd

 
M

vt
. 

5th
 

M
vt

. 



 31

Even if Mahler’s experience with mob activity in Vienna mere days before his conversation 

with Bauer-Lechner in Steinbach influenced his use of the mob in his Third Symphony, the 

two mobs are not necessarily equivalent.  A parallel could be drawn here to Musil’s Der 

Verwirrung des Zöglings Törleß (1906): although the novel was apparently influenced by the 

author’s experiences at the Oberrealschule in Mährisch-Weisskirchen, the events that it relates 

are necessarily not equivalent to Musil’s own experience.34  Similiarly, Mahler must have 

encountered a mob in some form, if only in a written description, in order to depict one 

“milling around” in his music. 

As with the movement titles, the programmatic headings (shown in Table 2.335) that 

appear on the autograph score (dated 17 October 1896) make reference to nature (a south 

storm), metaphors for natural process (summer receives an awakening call and is heralded by 

bird calls), and Pan who also represents such processes.  Das Gesindel (and perhaps Die 

Schlacht beginnt! to a lesser degree) stands out for its explicit reference to the human world and 

its use of charged language. 

 

Table 2.3: Programmatic Headings in Mahler’s Symphony No. 3, I 

HEADING   TRANSLATION  MEASURE NUMBER 
Der Weckruf!   Awakening Call 1 
Pan schläft   Pan Sleeps  132 
Der Herold   The Herald  148 
Das Gesindel   The Mob  539 
Die Schlacht beginnt!  The Battle Begins 583 
Der Südsturm!   The South Storm 605 
 

Unlike the Volk, who are thought of to be the true source of Kultur, the Gesindel 

represents the most depraved portion of human society, most clearly the urban poor.36  In 

                                                
34 Robert Musil, The Confusions of Young Törless, trans. Shaun Whiteside (New York: Penguin Books, 2001). 
35 Morten Solvik Olsen, “Culture and the Creative Imagination: The Genesis of Mahler’s Third Symphony,” 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1992), 122. 
36 Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3, 87. 
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association with the other titles, however, the unnatural, urbanized mob is pressed into 

service depicting a natural process usually in the form of a narrative of the triumph of a life 

force, or summer, over some sort of inert matter, or winter.  Mahler’s programmatic titles 

and headings clearly support such interpretations, as does the music itself.  The section 

following the introductory Weckruf suggests the inertia of death (or dying) through references 

to the topic of the funeral march.  Moreover, the funeral march has no forward momentum.  

According to David Greene, “the forward thrust felt at the end of each section is so minimal 

that it cannot generate the next”—that is, the funeral march neither moves forward nor 

produces anything new.37  In contrast, however, the march sections representing the arrival 

of summer are lively and provide a strong sense of forward momentum. 

 As an aural version of a relatively abstract natural process, the first movement of 

Mahler’s Third Symphony works exactly as Schorske claimed the temple of art functioned 

for the Viennese, providing an escape from political realities.  In der Weckruf and das Gesindel, 

however, the repressed political situation can be heard lingering just beneath the surface.  

Most discussions of Mahler’s Third note the similarity between his opening Weckruf 

declaimed baldly in unison by all eight horns (Ex. 2.1) and the song “Wir hatten gebauet ein 

stattliches Haus” with text by August Binzer (Ex. 2.2).38  Binzer’s song was written in 

response to the 1819 suppression of democratic student fraternities throughout the German 

Confederation, and thus carries a significant political charge.39   

That Mahler would reference a political song with a Socialist connotations is not 

unreasonable; during his student years in Vienna in the late 1870s, Mahler was a member of 

a Socialist society, had frequent contact with Victor Adler who later founded the Austrian 

Social Democratic party, and therefore would have likely come into contact with songs such 

                                                
37 David B. Greene, Mahler: Consciousness and Temporality (New York: Gordon and Breach, 1984), 143. 
38 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 803. The song itself is reproduced in Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3, 82. 
39 Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3, 81. 
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as “Wir hatten gebauet ein stattliches Haus.”  Later in life, while director of the Vienna 

Hofoper, Mahler participated in a labor rally on 1 May 1905, which seems to indicate that his 

socialist leanings had not changed significantly by the turn of the century.40 

 

 

Example 2.1: Mahler, Symphony No. 3, I, mm. 1-13 

 

Example 2.2: “Wir hatten gebauet ein stattliches Haus” 

 

 William McGrath supports the link between Mahler’s Weckruf and Adler’s socialist 

politics, noting that the politician used the same word to describe the effect of the first 

Viennese May Day march in 1890: “For us, in Austria the May Day celebration was this 

waking call [Weckruf].”41  If Mahler’s Weckruf does indeed allude to a student song originally 

associated with the Liberal movement of the mid-century and eventually adopted by the 

Socialist movement near the end of the century, or at least to an urban march, the political 

                                                
40 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 69. 
41 Victor Adler, Aufsätze, Reden und Briefe, ed. Friedrich Adler, Michael Schacherl and Gustav Pollatschek, 11 
vols. (Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung: Vienna, 1922-1929), 6:191. Quoted in McGrath, Dionysian Art 
and Populist Politics in Austria, 139. 
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undercurrent of the apparently apolitical Third Symphony can be heard in the very first 

measures.  According to McGrath, who fully accepts the allusion: 

By opening his Third Symphony with a theme which echoed von Binzer’s song … 
Mahler began his work with a proud reaffirmation of his youthful beliefs, and he did 
so in the face of a political reality which had proved uncongenial to them.42 

McGrath hears in Mahler’s allusion to von Binzer’s song a strong yet somewhat hopeless 

stand against the new political situation through an assertion of specifically socialist beliefs.   

David Greene’s analysis of the Weckruf finds confirmation of this interpretation in its 

musical substance, claiming “the opening gesture is unmistakably future-directed at its 

beginning and is just as unmistakably futureless at its end.”43  Perhaps the political situation 

in the mid-1890s made the potential for a democratic, socialist future for Austria seem 

increasingly hopeless.  Vera Micznik also finds political resonance in the opening bars, 

hearing “a strong sense of the urban social environment gone slightly awry” and “an ironic, 

even grotesque commentary on mob demonstrations.”44 

 Even these analysts who hear traces of political meaning in the Weckruf glide over 

Mahler’s reference to das Gesindel and the music associated with it.  To my ear, the mob and 

the sound of mass politics enter the symphony even more explicitly with das Gesindel.  As 

shown in Example 2.3, eighteen measures before the Gesindel indication on the autograph 

score, the low brass and low strings rudely interrupt a prolonged Gb major chord with falling 

octaves and falling minor thirds, always landing on Bb.  Thoroughly in line with the image of 

the mob as the basest form of humanity, this irreverent, out-of-place insistence on a new 

key—with angular rhythmic figures that contrast both the smooth appreggios in the violin 

and harp as well as the expressive melody in the clarinet—ushers in a version of the first  

                                                
42 William J. McGrath, “Mahler and Freud: The Dream of the Stately House,” in Gustav Mahler Kolloquium 1979, 
ed. Rudolf Klein (Bärenreiter: Kassel, 1981), 47. 
43 Greene, Mahler: Consciousness and Temporality, 143. 
44 Vera Micznik, “‘Ways of Telling’ in Mahler’s Music: The Third Symphony as Narrative Text,” in Perspectives 
on Gustav Mahler, ed. Jeremy Barham (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005), 312-3, 314. 
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“summer” march figure, originally in F major but now in Bb minor.  Even as the Bbs displace 

an established key in favor of a new one, they simultaneously recall the brief tonicization of 

Bb minor from the preceeding measures.  In this insistence on something new that is also a 

refusal to relinquish what came before, a parallel could be drawn to the Christian Social 

party’s reliance on (supposedly) traditional Catholic values to undermine the existing political 

order.  After nine measures, at measure 539, the mob proper takes center stage with raucous 

music, characterized by loud dynamics and a significant amount of chromatic motion (Ex. 

2.4).  The trumpets call out the Weckruf in measure 574, surrounded by fragmentary 

references to the march figure in the winds and low strings, while in measure 583, the 

trombones shout the Weckruf in counterpoint with an extremely shrill statement of the 

march figure in the piercing timbre of four piccolos joined by two Eb!clarinets (Ex. 2.5). 

 In order to take the mob seriously, we should attempt to understand what precisely 

all of the shouting is about.  What, in short, can this moment mean?  To open one possible 

avenue, I would like to maintain the association of the Weckruf with socialist politics, and 

more specifically the belief that government should not only be elected, but that all men, 

regardless of income, should be granted suffrage.  The simplicity of the Weckruf and the fact 

that it is always stated in unison align neatly with the communal vision of society posited by 

socialists.   

In this scheme, the marches associated by most analysts with the arrival of summer 

would be cast as the Austrian Liberals.  The “summer” marches are progressive in numerous 

ways, including Greene’s sense of seeming to generate the sections that follow, but also in 

terms of tonality: the first march complex begins in F major but concludes solidly in D 

major, while the second insists on concluding the D-minor movement in F major.  Not only 

are these marches far more elaborate than the simple, communitarian sound of the Weckruf, 

but the progress they seem to imply might also be illusory.  According to Raymond Monelle,  



 37
       

E
xa

m
pl

e 
2.

4:
 M

ah
le

r, 
Sy

m
ph

on
y 

N
o.

 3
, I

, m
m

. 5
39

-5
44

 



 38
 

E
xa

m
pl

e 
2.

5:
 M

ah
le

r, 
Sy

m
ph

on
y 

N
o.

 3
, I

, m
m

. 5
83

-5
86

 



 39

because marches and dances are repetitive both melodically and harmonically, they are, “in 

spite of obvious appearances, nonprogressive.  Armies march in step because such a 

temporal state eliminates directionality, and so woos the soldier away from consciousness of 

his goal, which is the battlefield.”45  In contrast, the “progressive” tonality of both summer 

marches could also represent a doubling back: in the exposition, the march returns to the key 

of the first theme group rather than asserting its own tonal identity, whereas in the 

recapitulation it reaffirms the key with which it was originally associated, not the home key 

of the movement.  The summer marches might imply progress, but instead reinforce a tonal 

status quo defined earlier in the movement.  Such a tonal scheme perhaps echoes the 

Austrian Liberals’ ambivalence toward the enfranchisement of the lower classes—a policy 

that was appealing in theory but potentially dangerous when put in practice, therefore to be 

discussed, but deferred for as long as possible.  

If we accept these associations for a moment—the Weckruf as Austrian Democratic 

Socialism and the marches depicting the arrival of summer as Austrian Liberalism—we hear 

the mob begin with a more urgent version of the Liberal’s tune.  But as Schorske indicates, 

the Liberal march for progress backfired in Austria: “Far from rallying the masses against the 

old ruling class above . . . the liberals unwittingly summoned from the social deeps the forces 

of a general disintegration.”46  That disintegration is clearly audible in the chaotic din of das 

Gesindel: if we allow the march figure to represent the Liberal party, we can hear the Liberal 

marching tune call forth the chaos that eventually dooms it.  Drawing on Mahler’s use of 

mythological metaphors, Theodor Adorno’s links Mahler’s invocation of Pan to the collapse 

of order in his interpretation of the movement: 

The literary idea of the great god Pan has invaded the sense of form; form itself 
becomes something both fearful and monstrous, the objectification of chaos; 

                                                
45 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 91. 
46 Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, 118. 
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nothing else is the truth of the concept of nature, especially misused in relation to 
this movement.47 

For Adorno the truth of nature itself is not the arrival of summer, but the plunge into chaos.  

In my interpretation the role of Pan—as a figure both responsible for chaos and with the 

capacity to control it—is taken on by Karl Lueger. 

If the policies of the Liberals created the situation that Lueger exploited with his 

“politics of the rowdy and the mob,” the Social Democrats provided the Christian Socials 

with a model for true mass politics.48  Although the Christian Socials never reached the level 

of organization of the Social Democrats, Lueger’s party achieved far greater success by 

combining techniques of mass politics used by the socialists with a brand of liberalism 

turned specifically against the Liberals in the from of enacting Liberal political theory in 

order to displace the Liberals themselves.  The Gesindel in Mahler’s symphony, when heard 

this way, sounds very similar to Lueger’s mob: its more aggressive form of Liberalism 

represented by the minor-key march tune is contrapuntally fused with the mass politics taken 

from the Socialists as possibly represented by the Weckruf. 

Perhaps it is not too large a stretch to hear the aristocratic ruling class, against which 

the Liberals were struggling, in the funeral march sections of the movement.  As David 

Greene’s analysis indicates, the funeral march is musically static and inert, perhaps echoing 

the Hapsburg reign of Austria that had remained unchanged for nearly a thousand years.  

Moreover, by 1896 the current emperor, Franz Josef, had been on the throne for 48 years, 

and would have been the only monarch most of his subjects, including Mahler, had ever 

known.  The long duration of Franz Josef’s reign could also allow him to function as a 

symbol of fixity.  One possible musical representation of the millenial continuity of the 

                                                
47 Theodor W. Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996), 78. 
48 Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, 133. 
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imperial line could be the sound of the large state funerals that necessarily accompany the 

transfer of power from one emperor to the next, with only rare exceptions.  

The funeral march returns shortly after the mob is finally marched off stage.  In this 

moment, it seems that only the return to this opening material demanded by sonata form 

could truly quell the chaos, just as following the 1895 and 1896 elections only Franz Josef 

himself managed to keep Karl Lueger from becoming mayor by exercising the autocratic 

power still available to the Austro-Hungarian emperor.  The return of the opening Weckruf 

following the abatement of mob chaos, both in the tonic key and with nearly identical 

melodic material, aligns the piece strongly with the recapitulatory mandate of sonata form.  

Perhaps we can hear in this moment a resonance with the appeal to an age-old authority to 

keep the mob from spiraling out of control, the paradoxical moment in which the Liberal 

party was left “in the position of relying . . . on imperial dictate to prevent the will of the 

electorate from being fulfilled.”49 

 

ESCAPING TO NATURE 

A jarring temporal rupture occurs between the mob chaos and the return of the 

funeral march.  As the voices of the mob fade away, a side drum located in the far distance 

plays in tempo primo  “without regard to the cello and bass”: the strings and the drum are 

literally not in the same time.  Adorno goes so far as to claim that “the transition to the 

recapitulation by side drums alone appears absurd.”50  In a political interpretation of the 

movement, the absurdity of the retransition arises from the stark juxtaposition of the 

participatory mass politics of the Christian Social party in the mid-1890s and the century-old 

imperial order, tempered slightly by Liberal reform.  The opening and closing sections of the 

piece could reference a not-too-distant political past governed by an uneasy, often fraught 
                                                
49 Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna, 145. 
50 Adorno, Mahler, 78. 
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compromise between Liberal progress and monarchical conservatism.  By the mid 1890s, the 

possibility of the lower classes awakening to fight for a political voice—suggested in the 

symphony by a Weckruf perhaps aligned with Victor Adler’s socialist ideology—does not 

deliver on its promise.  

Instead the Christian Socials took cues from both the Liberals and the Social 

Democrats, using racism to build a party united not by the sense of communal unity we 

might hear in the Weckruf, but by a hatred of the Jewish Other (as well as other minority 

groups) and a desire to destroy the existing order that the Jews supposedly controlled.  As 

can be heard in its irreverent entrance, the present moment of mass politics arrives 

unexpectedly, unbidden, and unwelcome.  The temporal rupture, then, is between an 

acceptable, however imperfect political past and a dystopian political present that can only 

suppressed by the forces of the political past, represented sonically by the recapitulatory 

mandate of sonata form and the ceremonial status of the funeral march. 

Mahler’s Third Symphony, however, is officially not about politics, but instead seems 

to provide a refuge—as a typically Viennese temple of art—from an ugly political situation.  

The symphony seems to perform this role as refuge from the political present most actively 

in the moment of temporal rupture, both driving the mob out of earshot and then 

pretending it was never there in the first place.  In this scheme, even the moments with the 

clearest potential for political resonance—the Weckruf and the Gesindel—represent not a 

political awakening or a rally, but a rousing call directed at nature and the subsequent 

onslaught by the forces of summer. 

Hermann Danuser, without reinforcing Mahler’s program or relying on political 

analogies, hears what he calls Part II of the first movement (m. 369-643, of which the 

Gesindel is the concluding section) as existing in “another qualitative sphere of musical space 
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and musical time: that of dreams.”51  For Danuser, the absurdity of the retransition results 

from the intrusion of the reality of the snare drum into the spatially and temporally separate 

Traumsphäre (dream sphere) of the first movement’s middle section.52  Although Danuser’s 

psychological interpretation is suggestive and insightful, it could perhaps be reconfigured in 

terms of the world of the symphony itself, rather than the human psyche.  In such an 

interpretation, the outer sections would represent the reality of the Third Symphony as a 

musical text, while the middle section would possibly suggest the “real world,” of which 

symphonic discourse could only make partial sense.  Danuser indicates that the middle 

section of the first movement undermines symphonic logic, just as dreams defy the logic of 

reality, but I contend that the “real world” can resist the constraints of symphonic logic just 

as powerfully, if not more so. 

In each of these interpretations, the middle section culminating in mob chaos is 

something that must be escaped: antisemitic political ascendancy thwarted by imperial 

decree, a nightmare mercifully terminated by a wakening call, or the momentary intrusion of 

external realities into the musical world brushed aside by a firm reinstitution of symphonic 

logic through the mandate of recapitulation.53  Depending on the interpretation, the means 

of escape comes from different quarters—a withdrawal to the political past, a return to 

consciousness, a reliance on established musical forms—while the program might suggest 

that the chaos is abated by the marching in of summer.  The complex position Mahler’s 

“summer” occupies in the first movement frustrates any neat binary opposition (good/bad, 

positive/negative) that might be applied to the music.  

                                                
51 Hermann Danuser, Gustav Mahler und seine Zeit (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1991), 164.  “. . . eine qualitativ andere 
Sphäre musikalksichen Raums und musikalischer Zeit: jene des Traums . . .” 
52 Danuser, Gustav Mahler und seine Zeit, 169. 
53 Danuser himself does not call the middle section a nightmare, but I contend that by the end of his “Teil II” 
the dream has become ominous and disturbing. 
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Configuring the movement in spatial terms rather than along a seasonal/temporal 

trajectory, Adorno claims “the formal impulse [of the first movement] is the idea of a 

spatially moving source of music.  Like much recent music, the movement, in its inner 

structure, has a shifting, not a fixed, frame of reference.”54  Although he does not comment 

on it, Adorno lays out two distinct possibilities: either the source of the music moves or the 

frame of reference—the point of view of the observer—shifts.  If we imagine for a moment 

that the shifting frame of reference is Mahler’s own, the drawing in of summer could be 

configured as a spatial process, rather than a temporal one.  In this sense, the first movement 

enacts a journey from the stifling opera season in Hamburg toward the creative energy 

associated with Maher’s compositional activities in Steinbach.  The detour to Vienna, 

however, interrupts the journey and frustrates the Hamburg/Steinbach binary.  If we take 

the Gesindel as a reference to the Viennese political situation, the rabble distracts the traveler 

momentarily from his ultimate destination and allows the journey to take a disturbing turn.  

Rather than truly addressing or working through the ominous digression, however, the snare 

drum attempts in the retransition to ignore the mob and pretends that Vienna had never 

been on the itinerary. 

Micznik has cautioned that “privileging genetic information . . . has blinded us . . . to 

the discrepancies between the programmes or Mahler’s statements and what we hear in the 

music,” noting that the programmatic indications dealing with nature fail to account fully for 

the meaning of the music.55  Taking Micznik’s claim a step further, perhaps the program 

actively functions to distract us from what we hear in the music, casting nature as a refuge 

from an unpleasant reality.56  If the program does steer the topic of conversation away from 

                                                
54 Adorno, Mahler, 79. 
55 Micznik defines “genetic” information as “sketches, words in letters, confessions and so on,” which tends to 
privileged over “the ‘softer’ information provided by critical, allegedly subjective, perceptions or hermeneutic 
interpretations of the music”; Micznik, “The Third Symphony as Narrative Text,” 296-7, 313. 
56 I make a similar claim about the role of nature as a refuge in the context of Mahler’s Lieder eines fahrenden 
Gesellen; see chapter 3. 
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a relatively frank political discussion (“How long do you think the emperor can keep Lueger 

out of office?”) to small talk about the weather (“Summer sure arrived early this year . . .”), it 

provides yet another means of escape from the Viennese mob.   

Although the first movement in some ways resembles the journey from Hamburg to 

Steinbach in its entirety through the inclusion of the Viennese detour, the retransition and 

Mahler’s program for the movement both participate in disavowing the place of Vienna in 

the piece.  With its continuing references to nature, Mahler’s program would have us believe 

that by the second and third movements we have arrived in the countryside to overhear the 

flowers of the meadow and the animals of the forest.  By extension, we have also arrived 

finally in Steinbach, leaving both the suffocating Hamburg opera and frightening Viennese 

politics behind.  Listening closely, especially to what the birds tell us in the third movement, 

we might realize that neither city is as far away as it might have seemed. 

 

WAS MIR DER KUCKUCK ERZÄHLT 

 In his drafts of programmatic titles for the movements of the Third Symphony that 

date from early summer 1895, Mahler includes titles for two scherzo movements: the third 

movement was to be called “What Twilight Tells Me” and the fifth “What the Cuckoo Tells 

Me” (see Table 2.2).  Donald Mitchell suggests that Mahler might “have had two ‘character’ 

movements in mind, the ‘cuckoo’ Scherzo which came to be written (based on the early 

Wunderhorn ‘cuckoo’ song, ‘Ablösung im Sommer’) and a ‘twilight’ Scherzo (‘strings only’!) 

which did not.”57  If Mitchell’s conjecture is correct, by 1895 the cuckoo scherzo had 

become the third movement with a new title, “What the Animals in the Forest Tell Me.” 

 The third movement is, as Mitchell notes, based on the song “Ablösung im 

Sommer,” which was likely composed between 1887 and 1890 and published in 1892 in the 

                                                
57 Donald Mitchell, Gustav Mahler: The Wunderhorn Years (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press, 2005), 190. 
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third volume of Mahler’s Lieder und Gesänge.  Mahler adapted his text from the poem 

“Ablösung” that appears in Des Knaben Wunderhorn.  Mahler’s adaptations consist mostly of 

text repetition and descriptive elaboration of the imagery in the Wunderhorn poem. The 

concluding four lines of “Ablösung im Sommer,” however, were newly written by Mahler.58   

Kuckuck hat sich zu Tode gefallen  Cuckoo has fallen to his death, 
An einer grüner Weiden!   on a green willow tree! 
Kuckuck ist todt!    Cuckoo is dead! 
Wer soll uns denn den Sommer lang  Who should pass the time for us 
Die Zeit und Weil’ vertreiben?   the whole summer long? 
 
Ei! Das soll tun Frau Nachtigall!  Hey! Mrs. Nightingale should do it! 
Die sitzt auf grünem Zweige!   She sits on green branches! 
Die kleine, feine Nachtigall,   The small, delicate nightingale, 
Die liebe, süsse Nachtigall!   the lovely, sweet nightingale! 
Sie singt und springt, ist all’zeit froh,  She sings and hops, is always happy, 
wenn andre Vögel schweigen!   when other birds remain silent! 
 
Wir warten auf Frau Nachtigall;  We are waiting on Mrs. Nightingale, 
Die wohnt im grünem Hage,   who lives in the green grove, 
Und wenn der Kuckuck zu Ende ist,  and when the cuckoo is finished, 
dann fängt sie an zu schlagen!   then she begins to sing! 

Mahler’s initial decision to title the scherzo “Was mir der Kuckuck erzählt” seems a 

strange one in light of the cuckoo’s early death in the text of the song on which it is based.  

The title that he eventually chose, “Was mir die Tiere im Walde erzählen,” avoids the 

problem by speaking of animals in general.  Nevertheless, we might learn something, if not 

from the cuckoo itself, at least from its tale. 

In the Wunderhorn poem on which Mahler based his song, a cuckoo dies and Mrs. 

Nightingale is quickly recommended as a replacement to help pass time during the summer 

months.  The cuckoo’s death does not seem to come as a surprise to the poetic speaker, 

who, rather than treating it as a cause for mourning, sees it as a problem that must be solved.  

                                                
58 For a through discussion of Mahler’s adaptation of the text, see Raymond Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses: 
Subjectivity and Alienation in Mahler’s Re-Cycled Songs (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), 124-131.  
Mahler’s additions to the text are underlined here. 
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Unlike “Frau Nachtigall” who is always given the courtesy of an honorific, the cuckoo is 

addressed by what appears to be his given name, “Kuckuck,” or by his species as “der 

Kuckuck.”  Frau Nachtigall’s title seems to imply that she is indeed more qualified for the 

job once performed by the cuckoo.  While the cuckoo carries some positive associations in 

European cultures—as “an icon of Nature and of the pastoral” according to Byron Almén—

the nightingale tends to occupy a more privileged position.59  Raymond Knapp claims the 

nightingale earned such privilege from the romantics through its association with 

nighttime.60  Even if the nightingale deserves the recently open position, the casual manner 

in which the speaker discusses replacing the deceased cuckoo feels heartless.  

In the context of “Ablösung im Sommer,” the cuckoo’s song functions as a form of 

entertainment for the poetic speaker and the group for whom she speaks.  The cuckoo sings 

not for his own enjoyment, but for the pleasure of an audience, helping “to pass the time.”  

“Ablösung im Sommer” is premised on the idea that the cuckoo serves the forest as an 

entertainer; when he can no longer fulfill his obligations, someone must be found to 

continue the tasks associated with position.  The song’s gentle humor arises from the subtle 

anthropomorphization of the birds, who sing not because song is in their natures, but 

instead for the amusement of others—a human reason for singing.  If the cuckoo’s song 

itself were the central concern, only another member of his own species could replace him.  

The choice of a nightingale as his replacement, however, suggests that the entertainment 

provided by the singing is a function of a job performed by an individual bird of any species.  

By extension, the song of that specific bird designated as the entertainer accrues a marked 

status as a commodity enjoyed throughout the forest. 

                                                
59 Byron Almén, “The Sacrificed Hero: Creative Mythopoesis in Mahler’s Wunderhorn Symphonies,” in 
Approaches to Meaning in Music, ed. Byron Almén and Edward Pearsall (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2006), 141.  
60 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 131. 
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As framed by “Ablösung im Sommer,” the cuckoo and the nightingale are no longer 

mere birds, but singers employed by the forest.  Heard in these terms, the second stanza of 

the song begins to sound like the deliberations of a hiring committee, listing qualifications of 

an applicant—including her physical attributes, the quality of her voice, and her 

disposition—following an audition for the role.  Musical life in the forest is understood in 

specifically human terms, which bear striking resemblance to the concerns of people 

involved in operatic productions. 

In the summer of 1895, during which Mahler had reworked “Ablösung im Sommer” 

into material for the third movement of his Third Symphony, the soprano Katharina Klafsky 

broke her contract with the Hamburg Opera.  Before Mahler returned to Hamburg in 

August, Bernhard Pollini, the Director of the Hamburg Opera, had already auditioned and 

hired a dramatic soprano from Vienna, Anna von Mildenburg, to replace Klafsky.61   

Because Klafsky’s departure and the hiring of her replacement is not mentioned in any of 

Mahler’s surviving correspondence from the summer of 1895, it is entirely possible that he 

remained unaware of the situation until he returned to Hamburg in August.  The case of 

Klafsky and von Mildenburg, though, is only the most synchronous example of the constant 

need to replace singers who were no longer available due to attrition, illness, and even death. 

Perhaps we hear in “Ablösung im Sommer,” and by extention the reworked version 

in the Third Symphony, neither “the idyllic life of the animals of the forest”62 nor “the 

composer’s own perspective on the simultaneous charm and hostility embodied in the 

animal world,”63 but a trenchant commentary on the business of opera as a sort of musical 

factory that treats singers as replaceable parts rather than as unique artists.  Adorno makes a 

similar claim regarding the Third Symphony’s Scherzo:  

                                                
61 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 332-3. 
62 Ibid., 805.  
63 Solvik, “The Genesis of Mahler’s Third Symphony,” 216. 



 49

Through animals humanity becomes aware of itself as impeded nature and of its 
activity as deluded natural history; for this reason Mahler meditates on them.  For 
him, as in Kafka’s fables, the animal realm is the human world as it would appear 
from the standpoint of redemption.64   

The focus on singing in “Ablösung im Sommer” seems to indicate that the human self-

awareness of which Adorno speaks relates to artistic production and consumption.   

Indeed, in discussions Mahler had with Natalie Bauer-Lechner in the summer of 

1893, he consistently used metaphors related to animals when referring to his frustrations 

with his work in Hamburg: 

I prepare my performances in the minutest detail, and with the utmost exertion of all 
my powers, until everything really works and is all of a piece.  And for whom do I 
take all this trouble?  For this flock of sheep who listen mindlessly and pointlessly – 
everything going in one ear and out of the other, just like the sermon of St. Anthony 
of Padua to the fishes!65 

For Mahler, the Hamburg audience understands art at a level similar similar flock of sheep, 

St. Anthony’s fishes, or the forest hiring committee in “Ablösung im Sommer” who chose to 

replace a cuckoo summarily with a nightingale.  Mahler indicted the Hamburg musicians 

under his direction in similar terms: 

Do you really thing these people are interested in learning and making progress?  For 
them, art is only the cow which they milk so as to live their everyday lives 
undisturbed, as comfortably and pleasantly as possible.66 

In nature, the cow produces milk to provide sustenance and life-giving nourishment her 

calves, but the human world has commodified her milk, taking notice only of its exchange 

value, not its use value.   

Just as Mahler indicts not the cow (or the sheep or the fish) with these comments, 

his targets in “Ablösung im Sommer,” and by extension the Third Symphony’s Scherzo, are 

not birds, but the musicians and audiences who unthinkingly turn art into a commodity.  For 

                                                
64 Adorno, Mahler, 9.  My thanks to Vera Micznik for first suggesting to me the similarity of the story in 
“Ablösung im Sommer” to fable. 
65 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 34. 
66 Ibid., 35. 
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all the promise Mahler’s summer vacations to the countryside seem to hold as respite, the 

cuckoo and the nightingale represent a failure for those trips to provide an escape from the 

frustrations Mahler encountered in Hamburg.  Instead, the birds echo those annoyances 

right back at him as a fable.  

 

BIRDS AND THE WAR ON NOISE 

During his summer vacations, bird song figured as a problem for Mahler not only 

metaphorically, such as in “Ablösung im Sommer,” but also literally in the form of singing 

he could hear as he tried to compose.  Writing during her visit to Steinbach in 1893, Bauer-

Lechner reported that Mahler “suffers so much from noise and disturbance even in the 

country.”67  In terms of distractions, Mahler’s summer retreats to rural Steinbach are not 

fundamentally different from his experience in Hamburg during the season.  For Mahler, 

composition required silence and isolation, which were threatened in Hamburg by 

obligations to the opera and in Steinbach by a practically inescapable barrage of noise. 

During his retreat to Steinbach in 1894, Mahler exclaimed, “My hut (in the meadow) 

just built, an ideal place for me!  Not a sound for miles around!  Surrounded by flowers and 

birds (which I do not hear, but only see).”68  Mahler’s Häuschen, then, was ideal, not because 

it placed him in close contact with country noises—such as the “birdsong and the sound of 

village festivities” that Michael Kennedy claimed were each “a powerful stimulus to 

composition”—but because it shielded him from those audible distractions.69  Moreover, the 

Steinbach Häuschen was itself insufficient protection, requiring a supplemental “war on the 

disturbers of the peace” to provide Mahler with the silence he required.70   
                                                
67 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 36. 
68 Mahler in a postcard to Arnold Berliner, Mahler: His Life, Work, & World, ed. Kurt Blaukopf and Herta 
Blaukopf (London: Thames & Hudson, 1992), 104. 
69 Kennedy, Mahler, 18. 
70 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 56.  Bauer-Lechner’s description of Mahler’s need for silence while composing 
stands in stark contrast to the depiction in Ken Russell’s biopic, in which Mahler can only compose with direct 



 51

In the summer of 1896, Bauer-Lechner wrote that Mahler possessed a “greater 

tolerance towards the outside world” than he had in the past, such as the previous year 

during which he composed the Scherzo of the Third Symphony.  Bauer-Lechner’s account 

of the war on noise is worth quoting at length: 

In earlier summers, he was engaged in a real life-and-death struggle with [the outside 
word].  Anything that moved or made the slightest sound was chased away from the 
vicinity of the little house.  We had thought out a whole system intended to keep the 
village children at a distance and quiet.  They were not only forbidden to set foot on 
Mahler’s meadow, or play and bathe in the lake, but they dared not so much as 
whisper in their houses or on the streets.  We achieved this with pleas, promises, 
sweets and presents of toys.  If an organ-grinder or any other wandering musician 
came that way, we would rush out so promptly with money to move him on, that he 
would stop playing in the middle of a note.  But even the animals, the dogs, cats, 
chickens and geese, couldn’t enjoy life in our neighborhood.  They were driven away 
and penned in, or, if they refused to be quiet, they were bought and eaten.  Anything 
to get rid of their voices!  A real war was waged with the ravens, who besieged and 
encircled Mahler’s peninsula.  We offered a reward of a guilder to have their nests 
taken down and removed.  Near the “Schnützelputz-Häusel,” one dead raven was 
hung as a warning to ward off the crowing flock.  Such were the drastic measures to 
which Mahler was forced by his need for peace.71 

As she describes the various disturbers of the peace, Bauer-Lechner roughly echoes the 

“hierarchy of organisms” found in the order of the movements of Mahler’s Third 

Symphony, albeit in reverse.72  Bauer-Lechner lists children (VII. “Was mir das Kind 

erzählt”), an organ-grinder (IV. “Was mir der Mensch erzählt”), domesticated animals such 

as “dogs, cats, chickens and geese” (who would seemingly reside between human beings and 

wild animals in the hierarchy), and finally undomesticated animals in the form of ravens (III. 

“Was mir die Tiere im Walde erzählen”).73  Paradoxically, all of the voices to which Mahler is 

                                                                                                                                            
stimulus from outside sources. Mahler, VHS, directed by Ken Russell (1974; Chicago: Home Vision Cinema, 
1998).  Russell’s version of Mahler’s compositional process suggests something akin to direct transcription of 
sound, whereas Bauer-Lechner indicates that the sound must be silenced before it can be composed. 
71 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 56-7. 
72 Mahler to Friedrich Löhr, 29 August 1895, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, 164. 
73 Although Mahler eventually deleted the final movement, “Was mir das Kind erzählt,” from the Third 
Symphony, that change does not appear to have taken place until late June 1896, which postdates Bauer-
Lechner’s account of the “war on the disturbers of the peace;” see de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 798-9. 
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apparently listening in the Third Symphony must first be silenced before he can capture each 

of them in music. 

 More generally, Bauer-Lechner’s account provides another example of the extent to 

which Mahler conceived of nature as a source of plentiful distractions, akin to his 

conception of life as a theater conductor.  Although even the flock of wild ravens is a 

nuisance, civilization also intrudes on Mahler’s rural isolation to a striking extent.  Human 

voices intrude on the silence and from such apparent proximity that the children “dared not 

so much as whisper in their houses or on the streets.”  The reference to streets already 

conjures up an urban space, but the possibility disturbing the neighbors by whispering within 

one’s own home suggests even more concretely urban housing, such as apartments with 

adjoining walls.   

Implicit in Bauer-Lechner’s war on noise is a struggle against the encroachment of 

urban civilization, which had previously been held at a distance, onto rural nature.  

According to Stephen Kern, such ever-shortening distances characterized modernity itself: 

The modern period had a new sense of distance, created by technology and mediated 
by urbanism and imperialism.  Lines of communication and transportation were 
extended over unprecedented distances, spreading out and at the same time bringing 
people into closer proximity than ever before.74 

Indeed the relative speed with which Mahler was able to travel from Hamburg near the 

North Sea to Steinbach in the Austrian Alps was afforded by such technology in the form of 

railroads, which, in Kern’s view, “ended the sanctuary of remoteness.”75  As shown in figure 

2.1, railroads had made nearly every area of Europe accessible by 1910.  Mahler’s own trip by 

rail to the countryside therefore participated in the weakening of the sanctuary he so vitally 

needed to compose and for which he fought so strenuously against any distraction during 

the summer.  

                                                
74 Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983), 240. 
75 Ibid., 213. 
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The war on disturbers of the peace is, of course, not the only example of the 

collapsed distance between Hamburg and Steinbach dating from Mahler’s life in the 1890s.  

We could also hear the blurring of the line between urban and rural in “Ablösung im 

Sommer,” when the cuckoo and nightingale were treated more like singers on an operatic 

stage than birds in a forest.  The posthorn calls heard throughout the Scherzo of the Third  

Symphony, however, are another iconic representation in sound of civilization’s ability to 

impinge on nature. 

 

DAS POSTHORN 

Approximately five minutes into the Scherzo, the nearly perpetual motion of the 

opening section based on “Ablösung im Sommer” gradually slows to a halt as a posthorn 

begins to play (Ex. 2.6). Mahler specifies that the solo should sound “as from the far 

distance” (Wie aus weiter Ferne) and be played “in the manner of a posthorn” (Wie die Weise 

eines Posthorns).  In addition to the drastically reduced texture and the new key that coincide 

with the entrance of the posthorn, these indications help to differentiate the solo even more 

from the preceding music. All of this, along with Mahler’s placement of the soloist off-

stage—literally “in the distance”—and the triadic fanfare reminiscent of a true posthorn call 

come together as a passage marked for critical inquiry.  

Scholarly discussions of this movement often interpret the contrast between the 

constituent sections as representing the temporal distance between the present moment and 

the past of a nostalgic memory.  Henri-Louis de La Grange links the posthorn solo, “utterly 

bewitching in its nostalgic simplicity,” to “memories of Vlassim park.”76  Likewise, Michael 

Kennedy uses the concept of memory to interpret the posthorn, hearing the fanfare suggest 

                                                
76 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 805. 
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perhaps “a bugle in childhood.”77  Such readings of the posthorn solo as recollection often 

call on Ernst Decsey’s analysis of the passage in terms of Nikolaus Lenau’s poem “Der 

Postillion,” which describes a postillion stopping at a cemetery to play songs in memory of a 

dead colleague.78  When Mahler read Decsey’s interpretation, he supposedly exclaimed, 

“That’s exactly what I had thought! The same poem and the same mood—how did you 

know this?”79  Mahler’s alleged confirmation of Decsey’s reading has authorized the link 

between Lenau’s poem and the posthorn solo in his Third Symphony, allowing the 

connection to dominate scholarly discussion of the passage.  

 

Example 2.6: Mahler, Symphony No. 3, III, mm. 256-287 

 

Nevertheless, what if the opening, fanfare-like measures of Mahler’s posthorn solo 

do not represent the postillion’s grief, but the sound of a real posthorn call announcing the 

                                                
77 Michael Kennedy, Mahler (London: Dent and Sons, 1974), 104.  
78 This anecdote is related in Constantin Floros, Gustav Mahler: The Symphonies, trans. Vernon Wicker (Portland, 
OR: Amadeus Press, 1985), 102; Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3, 63; Solvik, “Genesis of Gustav Mahler’s 
Third Symphony,” 210; Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 132-3; as well as in other sources.   
79 As far as I can tell, the account originated with Decsey himself and is not witnessed elsewhere or confirmed 
in Mahler’s extant writings or any other contemporaneous writings.  



 56

approach of the mailcoach?80  Taking the function of the posthorn seriously, its call signals 

postal operations at the most basic level, specifically the delivery of mail.  In the first eight 

measures, the posthorn sounds a routine call, similar to, though of course not duplicating, 

the Austro-Hungarian posthorn signals provided in Example 2.7.81  The diatonic 

arpeggiation and the compound meter featured in Mahler’s solo are common to such 

posthorn calls.   David Greene pushes the relation further, connecting the instrument to a 

specific geography: “The posthorn is associated with people who live in the woods and hills, 

as it signals the arrival of the mailcoach down the lane, around the bend, over the hill where 

the coach cannot be seen.”82  The association of posthorns with rural society, however, is 

only one of many possible ways the instrument could carry meaning. 

A Prussian postal ordinance from 1712 made playing a posthorn by coachmen or 

travelers who were not delivering the post punishable by a fine and possibly corporal 

punishment.83  The stringency of the law was due largely to the extraordinary rights granted 

to postal carriages, whose presence was made known by posthorn signals, such as clearing 

roads of all other traffic or entering city gates after sundown.84  As the audible sign of the 

privileges granted by the state to carriages bearing the post, the posthorn would represent 

the power of the government to those who came in contact with its sound.  Even the 

delivery of the mail itself demonstrates the full extent of the state’s ability to provide services 

throughout the land encompassed by its borders.85  In a rural corner of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, such as Steinbach, the posthorn would be heard as a voice emanating 

                                                
80 Regarding a similar fanfare in the trumpets two measures before R 17, Hermann Danuser notes the similarity 
to the “Abblasen” signal of the Austro-Hungarian army; Hermann Danuser, Gustav Mahler und Seine Zeit, 95. 
81 Albert Hiller, “Posthornsignale aus Österreich-Ungarn, 1844,” in Das große Buch vom Posthorn (Wilhelmshaven, 
Germany: Heinrichshofen’s Verlag, 1985), 92. 
82 Greene, Mahler: Consciousness and Temporality, 189. 
83 Hiller, Das große Buch vom Posthorn, 12. 
84 Ibid., 13. 
85 Kevin Costner’s 1997 film about post-apocalyptic America, The Postman, is based on a similar premise: that 
the return of postal service would help rebuild civilization. 
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from civilization and perhaps even Vienna itself, the city that housed the imperial 

government and the apparatus of state. 

 

Example 2.7: Posthorn Signals from Austria-Hungary, 1844 

 

By the end of the nineteenth century, when Mahler was composing his Third 

Symphony, railways had begun to displace horse-drawn carriages as the primary mechanism 

not only for travel, but also for the delivery of mail.  As people began to travel less 

frequently via mail coaches, postilions had less reason to perfect their playing abilities, no 

longer able to earn large tips from passengers who admired their skill.86  Such changes meant 

that although there were still 4,400 postilions in the German empire in 1904, the posthorn 

                                                
86 Hiller, Das große Buch vom Posthorn, 59. 
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was heard less frequently.87  While the sound of the posthorn might suggest a tradition that 

was fading into obscurity, postilions remained active in Austria until 1933.88 

According to Theodor Adorno, during Mahler’s posthorn solo, “Fanfare and song 

intermingle: the entry of the song proper ensues with the dominant chord [m. 264], as if, 

inaudibly, a part of the melody had preceded it.”89 Adorno’s analysis suggests that an 

emotional response to the posthorn call grows out of the sound itself.  In its everyday use, 

the posthorn would produce such a response not in the postilion playing it, as implied by 

interpretations based on Lenau’s poem, but in those hearing the call.  Someone hearing its 

fanfare from a distance could indeed transform its practical signal into the hope of 

communication with a parent, a dear friend, or a distant beloved.  If the posthorn fanfare 

heard in Mahler’s Third Symphony is a recollection, the more emotional, song-like extension 

that it engenders could be a memory specifically of hope or expectation.   

 

THE POST AND “DIE BERUFUNG ZUM GOTT DER SÜDLICHEN ZONEN” 

If the posthorn would indeed represent the expectation of communication from 

civilization to someone residing in the country, perhaps we hear Mahler’s own hope of news 

regarding a conducting post in Vienna in the posthorn fanfare and song.  During a visit to 

Hamburg in September 1896, just after Mahler had returned from Steinbach, Bauer-Lechner 

refers to his anticipation of specific news arriving by mail: 

The arrival of the post plays a great part in the day’s events; for Mahler never tires of 
expecting what he jokingly terms “the call to the God of the Southern Climes” [die 
Berufung zum Gott der südlichen Zonen].  In other words, he longs for a call from 
anyone to go anywhere – just as long as it’s away from Hamburg.  This is all too 
indicative of his considerable dissatisfaction with his present position.90 

                                                
87 Ibid., 61. 
88 Ibid., 63. 
89 Adorno, Mahler, 36. 
90 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 74. 
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According to Bauer-Lechner, Mahler greeted the arrival of the mail with expectation of a 

future away from Hamburg, rather than with recollections of his past.  Moreover, he 

envisioned his future in “südlichen Zonen,” a region which would have certainly included 

Vienna.  

 Obtaining a position at the Vienna Hofoper required Mahler to overcome numerous 

obstacles, including the requisite conversion in February 1897 from Judaism—which would 

have precluded him from holding a court position in the Austro-Hungarian Empire—to 

Catholicism.  The most obvious impediment to Mahler’s employment in Vienna, however, 

was the lack of an open position at the opera.  Indeed, according to La Grange, Mahler was 

acutely aware that any opportunity to becoming a conductor at the Vienna Hofoper 

depended on one of the current conductors vacating his post.  Regarding Mahler’s trip from 

Hamburg to Steinbach in June 1895, La Grange writes: 

On the way he stopped . . . in Vienna to call on the intendant of the opera, Josef 
Freiherr con Bezecny.  He had heard a rumor that the aging director [Wilhelm] Jahn 
was ill and about to be replaced, and that the famous conductor Hans Richter was 
going to resign, since his time was increasingly taken up with concert tours.  From 
then on, to leave Hamburg for Vienna was Mahler’s dream, for his patience was 
exhausted and his nerves on edge.91 

 Following Mahler’s eventual appointment as conductor at the Vienna Hofoper in 

April 1897, the continued advancement of his career at the opera was linked explicitly to 

Jahn’s failing health.  Bezency’s decision to promote Mahler to deputy director was due, at 

least officially, to Jahn’s illness.  In a letter to the director, Bezency wrote, “I have decided, 

for the period of your sick-leave, or rather for as long as you are prevented from directing 

the Opera in person, to entrust your functions to the Conductor, Herr Mahler, as your 

deputy.”92  Although gradually taking on the responsibilities of a dying man made Mahler 

somewhat uncomfortable, he also acknowledged that the situation was unavoidable: 

                                                
91 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 327. 
92 Josef Bezecny to Wilhelm Jahn, 13 July 1897, in Mahler: His Life, Work & World, 130. 
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I must admit that I almost felt guilty at the thought that my appointment will shorten 
and embitter the little time that [Jahn] still has left to live. . . . from a purely humane 
point of view, I feel terribly sorry for him.  But such feelings are of no importance, 
for if I do not replace him, someone else will, and I naturally prefer to be the chosen 
one.93 

Regardless of his personal feelings, Mahler knew that Jahn must be replaced, in the same way 

that Mrs. Nightingale had to step in for the cuckoo upon his death in “Ablösung im 

Sommer.” 

 At first any connection between Jahn’s inability to fulfill his duties as director of the 

Vienna Hofoper and the birds in Mahler’s song might seem insensitive to human suffering.  

That very insensitivity, however, is at the core of “Ablösung im Sommer.”  Mahler had just 

arrived in Steinbach from Vienna, where he had met with Bezency to discuss the possibility 

of replacing the ailing Jahn, when he began to rework “Ablösung im Sommer” into the 

Scherzo of his Third Symphony.  As noted earlier, Mahler himself wrote new text that 

appears as the final stanza of his song in the late 1880s.  Raymond Knapp notes that the 

implication in the concluding stanza that cuckoo has not yet finished singing “reawaken[s] 

the possibility that the cuckoo is, after all, not yet dead, and that the entire song has been a 

rehearsal of what might transpire if it should die.”94 

 Following his meeting with Bezency in Vienna, Mahler must have been rehearsing 

the possibilities if Wilhelm Jahn should die.  In Mahler’s imagination, it seems, the death of 

Jahn would precipitate the “Berufung zum Gott der südlichen Zonen” he was expecting 

daily to arrive in the mail.  In the Third Symphony’s third movement, after we hear 

twittering over the sudden death of the cuckoo and the need to find a suitable replacement, 

the sound of the posthorn carries to us from a distance, as if to let us know that a letter has 

been dispatched, inviting someone—be it Frau Nightingale or Herr Mahler—to take up the 

position in his place. 
                                                
93 Mahler to Rosa Papier, 30 July 1897, in Mahler: Volume I, 439. 
94 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 129. 
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 In this light the poem by Lenau, often linked to the posthorn episodes of the 

Scherzo, which details the graveside mourning by a postilion for a dead colleague takes on a 

different sort of meaning.  Perhaps in the context of both the movement and Mahler’s 

career, the contrast between the texts of two possible hermeneutic windows into the piece—

“Ablösung im Sommer” and “Der Postillion”—does not offer “diametrically opposing views 

on death” held by “the coachman and creatures.”95  Instead, the opposition seems to echo 

Mahler’s own conflicted emotions regarding Jahn’s illness, between feeling “truly sorry for 

him” and knowing that someone must replace him.  Like Lenau’s postilion, Mahler 

acknowledged that each of us has time to pause only momentarily to mourn those who have 

died before the journey must continue. 

 

VIENNA, PAST AND FUTURE 

Following the final posthorn episode of the movement, material drawn from 

“Ablösung im Sommer” returns once again, now in “a state of panic” or “ripe for hysteria,” 

as if, I would argue, the time it took to mourn allowed the worldly obligations that had been 

momentarily ignored to become overwhelming.96   In measure 542, the movement shudders 

with the force of what Adorno terms “a panic epiphany” (Ex. 2.8).97  Mahler remarked to 

Natalie Bauer-Lechner that this moment referred back to the subject and musical material of 

the first movement: 

Only at the end of the “animal” movement, does there fall once more the heavy 
shadow of lifeless Nature, of as yet uncrystallized, inorganic matter.  But here, it 
represents a relapse into the lower forms of animal creation before the mighty leap 
toward consciousness in the highest early creature, Man.98 

                                                
95 Solvik, “The Genesis of Mahler’s Third Symphony,” 214. 
96 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 154; Franklin, Mahler: Symphony No. 3, 65. 
97 Adorno, Mahler, 9. 
98 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 59; according to Mahler this moment is the only exception to the rule that in the 
Third Symphony, “each movement stands alone.”  David Greene wants to confirm the connection analytically, 
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Example 2.8: Mahler, Symphony No. 3, III, mm. 542-557 

 

 
                                                                                                                                            
noting similarities between gestures and motives found at m. 542 in the third movement and those found at m. 
362 in the first movement; see Greene, Mahler: Consciousness and Temporality, 189.  
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Example 2.8 (cont’d): Mahler, Symphony No. 3, III, mm. 542-557 
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According to Mahler we can hear in these measures a regression that is simultaneously a 

prelude to progress.  In the interpretive scheme I have suggested, the recurrence of material 

from the opening “Vienna” movement would indicate that the inviting “Berufung zum Gott 

der südlichen Zonen” would represent both a return to Mahler’s Viennese past and a step 

toward a new Viennese future. 

 In those sixteen measures, the orchestra comes to rest in Eb minor, which sounds 

quite otherworldly in juxtaposition to the preceding F major/minor material.  Both the 

harmonic stasis and the triadic figures in the brass recall the “grosser Appel” section of final 

movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony, perhaps suggesting imminent transcendence to 

another plane of existence.99  The promise of that shining Utopia is short-lived, however, as 

the movement concludes instead with a fusion of “Ablösung im Sommer” and the 

posthorn.100  In a similar fashion, Mahler’s hopes for the position at the Vienna Hofoper 

were quickly frustrated when he began to encounter the same annoyances he had 

experienced in Hamburg.  Less than a year after he obtained in the position in Vienna, 

Mahler expressed to Bauer-Lechner his desire to escape “this whole degrading career in 

Opera,” but feeling himself “condemned for good to this hellish life in the theater.” 101 

 Therefore, in addition to representing Mahler’s “purely humane” grief over Jahn’s 

condition and his anticipation of a fulfilling position in Vienna, the sound of the posthorn is 

also complicit in the collapse of those hopes as it merges with the singing of the birds from 

“Ablösung im Sommer,” who view art as mere entertainment.  Just as nature provided no 

true refuge from Vienna, Vienna did not allow Mahler to escape from Hamburg in the way 

he envisioned it might.  We can only hear a faint whisper of Utopia in the infinitesimally 

                                                
99 The “grosser Appel” is discussed in relation to the Second Symphony in chapter 4. 
100 Greene, Mahler: Consciousness and Temporality, 190. 
101 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 116. 
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short moment of breakthrough, when the perfect dream for the future becomes reality, but 

before reality truly sets in.  Adorno’s formulation of this problematic is prescient: 

For the image corresponding to breakthrough is damaged because the breakthrough 
has failed, like the Messiah, to come into the world.  To realize it musically would be 
at the same time to attest to its failure in reality.  It is in music’s nature to overreach 
itself.  Utopia finds refuge in its no man’s land.102 

For sixteen measures, Mahler’s Third Symphony overreaches itself, allowing us to hear the 

promise of Vienna fulfilled, however momentarily, in a transcendent splendor that reality 

could never match. 

 According to Paul Ricoeur, “the power of the text to open a dimension of reality 

implies in principle a recourse against any given reality and thereby the possibility of the 

critique of the real.”103  In opening a reality other than that to which Mahler was 

“condemned,” his summer vacations in Steinbach, his hopes for a career in Vienna, and his 

Third Symphony could be heard to construct (strikingly imperfect) places of escape, 

providing not a permanent refuge, but a temporary haven in which he has the necessary 

distance to critique the world and the necessary strength to return to it.

                                                
102 Adorno, Mahler, 6. 
103 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981), 93. 
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Chapter Three 

 
Remembering to Forget: Repression in Mahler’s First Symphony 

 

On the evening of Monday 16 March 1896 in the Saal der Philharmonie, Gustav 

Mahler conducted premiere performances of his own Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen and 

Symphony in D major with the Berlin Philharmonic.1  Although audiences in Budapest, 

Hamburg, and Weimar had already heard the music contained in the symphony, the piece 

had not borne the designation of “symphony” until that evening in Berlin.  As shown in 

Table 3.1, the generic designations applied to the piece in its previous incarnations include 

“Symphonic Poem” and “Tone Poem in Symphony Form.”2 By the time of the 1896 

performance, Mahler had stripped away any indication that the music harbored 

programmatic meaning, including not only the title of the piece as a whole but also the 

descriptive titles of individual movements that had been provided for performances in 

Hamburg and Weimar. 

Rather than either setting the program completely aside or accepting fully the 

interpretation it suggests, we could instead allow it to occupy a liminal position between 

those two poles, as a palimpsest that remains only barely visible.  Reading the program as a 

mere trace will perhaps allow it to function more like a “map of the heavens”—the 

metaphor Mahler applied to his programmatic indications in a letter to Max Marschalk—

rather than as prescriptive instructions for divining meaning in the music.3  The treatment of 

the program in criticism and scholarship, however, tends to overlook Mahler’s suggestion 

                                                
1 The program for the concert is reproduced in Henri-Louis de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1973), plate 50. 
2 Information in Table 3.1 taken from Donald Mitchell, Gustav Mahler: The Wunderhorn Years (Woodbridge, 
UK: Boydell Press, 2005), 158-9. 
3 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, ed. Knud Martin, trans. Eithne 
Wilkins, Ernst Kaiser, & Bill Hopkins (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979), 180. 
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and attempts to reimpose the program onto the piece, often drawing on the performance 

history of the piece to justify that move. 

 

Table 3.1: Early Performances of Mahler's First Symphony (1889-1900) 

Place Date Work Title Mvt. Titles Orchestra 
Budapest 20 Nov 1889 Symphonic Poem Tempo 

markings 
Budapest Philharmonic 

Hamburg 27 Oct 1893 “Titan”: A Tone Poem 
in Symphony Form 

Descriptive 
titles 

Laube Orchestra 

Weimar 3 Jun 1894 “Titan”: A Tone Poem 
in Symphony Form 

Descriptive 
titles 

Under the auspices of the 
Allgemeiner Deutscher 
Musikverein 

Berlin 16 Mar 1896 Symphony in D Major Tempo 
markings 

Berlin Philharmonic 
 

Vienna 18 Nov 1900 Symphony in D Major Tempo 
markings 

Vienna Philharmonic 

 

THE PROGRAM FROM SYMPHONIC POEM TO SYMPHONY 

Mahler began work on what was eventually to become his First Symphony shortly 

after the premiere of his arrangement of Carl Maria von Weber’s Die Drei Pintos in Leipzig on 

20 January 1888.  He likely completed the main part of the composition by March of the 

same year.4  At its premiere in Budapest on 20 November 1889, however, the piece was not 

called a “symphony,” but “Symphonic Poem in Two Parts” (Symphoniai költemény két részben).5  

Symphonic poems as a genre predominantly consist of a single movement and are usually 

accompanied by some sort of program, but the five-movement “Symphonic Poem” 

                                                
4 Constantin Floros, Gustav Mahler: The Symphonies, trans. Vernon Wicker (Portland, Oregon: Amadeus Press, 
1993), 26. 
5 The program for the concert is reproduced in de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, plate 32. 
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premiered by Mahler in Budapest violated both of these expectations.6  The five movements 

were divided into two parts and labeled primarily with Italian tempo markings:7 
 

Part I 
1. Introduction and Allegro comodo 
2. Andante 
3. Scherzo 

 
Part II 

4. A la pompes funèbres; attaca  
5. Molto appassionato 

According to Henri-Louis de La Grange, although Mahler did not provide a printed program 

for the Budapest performance, he seemed to have discussed the meaning of the piece with 

the Hungarian journalist Kornel Ábrányi.8  In an article that appeared in Pester Lloyd before 

the performance, Ábrányi wrote that the first movement contained “spring sounds” and that 

the Finale depicted 

the victory of the hero who has been beaten to the ground, but who rises anew and  
triumphs because he has succeeded in creating his own inner world, which neither 
life nor death can take away from him. . . . In the course of this transfiguration, the 
memory of lost illusions, contained in the previous themes, returns, as if the sun 
were suddenly emerging after a stormy night.9 

The disparity between the absence of a program at the Budapest premiere and the presence 

of “hermeneutic explanations” published by journalists is striking.10  Both La Grange and 

Floros take the proximity of the explanations published in Pester Lloyd to the program 

provided by Mahler at later performances as an indication that Mahler provided a 

                                                
6 Symphonic Poems or Tone Poems can, however, encapsulate the equivalent to all four symphonic 
movements in a fast-slow-moderate-fast single-movement schematic; such as in Franz Liszt’s Les Préludes.  
Mahler’s “Symphonic Poem,” however, includes five separately delineated movements. 
7 Mitchell, The Wunderhorn Years,150; de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 746; Floros, The Symphonies, 29. 
8 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 746. 
9 Quoted in Ibid. 
10 Floros, The Symphonies, 31.  Floros also notes that August Beer, for example, “said that a ‘true spring 
atmosphere’ spread over the first movement, which he apostrophized as ‘a poetically perceived forest idyll.’” 
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programmatic explanation of his symphony as early as 1889.  La Grange interprets this 

evidence to imply that “all these ideas were suggested to Ábrányi by Mahler himself.”11 

In his 20 March 1896 letter to Marschalk, Mahler claimed that he added titles in 

order “to make the D major easier to understand.”12  Indeed, the inability of audiences to 

comprehend Mahler’s First Symphony figures largely in its early reception.  Constantin 

Floros quotes Fritz Löhr stating that “a considerable part of the [Budapest] audience, in its 

usual heartless way, had no understanding of anything formally new, particularly the dynamic 

vehemence of tragic expression that was raging here.”13  La Grange notes that Zenelap, a 

Hungarian paper generally hostile toward Mahler,14 “reproached Mahler for not having 

helped the public toward an understanding of his work by providing a commentary” and 

that the critic Alexander Jemnitz mentioned the “public’s narrow limits of taste and 

knowledge” in order “to explain the total lack of comprehension that the First Symphony 

met.”15 

A cartoon published in 24 November 1889 in Bolond Istòk amplifies the issue of 

audience bewilderment by the Mahler’s Symphonic Poem in a comedic fashion (Figure 3.1). 

The title, “A Malér-Szyfónia” plays on the similarity between Mahler’s name and “malér,” 

meaning “mess.”  This Mess-Symphony consists of Mahler conducting while blowing a giant 

horn out of which a diverse assortment of animals flies.  Here nature is rendered unnatural 

and cacophonous—the donkey, alligator, rooster and cat (being bitten on the tail by a pig) all 

cry out.  Meanwhile, rabbits and foxes dance, seemingly unaware of the ruckus in their 

vicinity.  According to Zoltan Roman, Mahler’s assistants in this cartoon performance are  

                                                
11 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 203. 
12 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 20 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 177. 
13 Quoted in Floros, The Symphonies, 27. 
14 The general attitude of the paper toward Mahler, whether positive or hostile, is less at issue here than the 
ways in which critics discuss Mahler’s music and the themes that reappear in criticism. 
15 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 206. 
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Source: Gilbert Kaplan, ed., The Mahler Album (New York: The Kaplan Foundation, 1995), plate 302. 

Figure 3.1: “A Malér-Szyfónia” 

János Kössler, professor at the Budapest Conservatory, playing the drum of “Publicity” and 

Ödön von Mihalovich, Directory of the Academy of Music, playing the cat.16  Both men 

were members of Mahler’s circle during his time in Budapest.17  Kössler and Mihalovich 

present striking, dignified figures who play their parts stoically, while a diminutive, very 

young Mahler has bulging eyes and puffed out cheeks caused by his musical exertion on the 

large horn.  The composer-conductor exists entirely in the shadow of the publicity drum, 

while the audience reacts in horror and anger to the “Effect!” (Hatás!) of his composition.18  

Hearing the mess coming out of Mahler’s horn, escape seems the only viable option. 

                                                
16 Zoltan Roman, Gustav Mahler and Hungary (Budapest: Akadémai Kiadó, 1991), illustration 27. 
17 Ibid., 56. 
18 K. M. Knittel discusses the relationship between Wagnerian “Effects without Causes” and fin-de-siècle 
antisemitism in Mahler and Antisemitism in Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, unpublished typescript. 
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Mahler’s eventual decision to provide a program for the piece is frequently attributed to such 

incomprehension following the Budapest premiere of the work. 19 

Mahler first published a program in conjunction with the second performance that 

he conducted of the piece, in Hamburg on the evening of Friday, 27 October 1893.  

Between 1889 and 1893—primarily between January and August 1893—Mahler revised the 

instrumentation of the work significantly, in addition to changing the title of the piece and 

providing the movements with descriptive titles:20 
  
 
TITAN, eine Tondichtung in Symphonieform 
   I. TEIL 
 “Aus den Tagen der Jugend,” Blumen-, Frucht-, und Dornstücke. 

I. “Frühling und keine Ende” (Einleitung und Allegro Comodo).  Die Einleitung stellt das 
Erwachen der Natur aus langem Winterschlafe dar. 

II. “Blumine” (Andante) 
III. “Mit vollen Segeln” (Scherzo) 

II. TEIL 
 “Commedia humana” 

IV. “Gestrandet!” (ein Todtenmarsch in “Callots Manier.” Zur Erklärung dieses Satzes 
diene Folgendes: Die äussere Anregung zu diesem Musikstück erhielt der Autor durch das 
in Österreich allen Kindern wohlbekannte parodistische Bild: “Des Jägers 
Leichenbegängniss,” aus einem alten Kindermärchenbuch: Die Thiere des Waldes geleiten 
den Sarg des gestorbenen Jägers zu Grabe; Hasen tragen das Fähnlein, voran eine Kapelle 
von böhmischen Musikanten, begleitet von musicirenden Katzen, Unken, Krähen, etc., und 
Hirsche, Rehe, Füsche und andere vierbeinige und gefiederte Thiere des Waldes geleiten in 
possirlichen Stellungen den Zug.  An dieser Stelle ist dieses Stück als Ausdruck einer bald 
ironisch lustigen, bald unheimlich brütenden Stimmung gedacht, auf welche dann 
sogleich… 

V. “Dall’ Inferno” (Allegro Furioso) folgt, als der plötzliche Ausbruch der Verzweiflung 
eines im Tiefsten verwundeten Herzens. 

 
 
 
 

                                                
19 John Williamson, for example, claims that “Mahler’s programmatic explanations of the 1890s reflect the lack 
of understanding with which the symphony was greeted in Budapest; to clarify his expressive intentions he fell 
back on the language of literary Romanticism.”  John Williamson, “The Earliest Completed Works: A Voyage 
towards the First Symphony,” in The Mahler Companion, ed. Donald Mitchell and Andrew Nicholson (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 56. 
20 Floros, The Symphonies, 27. 
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TITAN, A tone poem in the form of a symphony 
  1st Part 
“From the days of youth,” flower, fruit, and thorn pieces 
I. “Spring and no End” (Introduction and Allegro Comodo).  The Introduction 

depicts the awakening of Nature from its long winter sleep. 
II. “Blumine” (Andante) 
III. “Under full sail” (Scherzo) 

2nd Part 
 “Commedia humana” 

IV. “Stranded!”  (a death march in “Callots Manier.”  For this movement, the 
following explanation will help: the basic inspiration for it was found by the 
author in a humorous engraving, well known to all Austrian children: “The 
Huntsman’s Funeral,” from an old book of fairy tales.  The forest animals 
accompany the dead hunter’s coffin to the grave.  Hares carry the banner, in 
front of them march a group of Bohemian musicians, accompanied by 
singing cats, toads, crows, etc.  Stags, deer, foxes, and other four-legged and 
feathered animals follow the funeral procession in all kinds of farcical 
positions.  The mood expressed is sometimes ironic and merry, sometimes 
gloomy and uncanny, then suddenly . . . 

V. “Dall’ Inferno” (Allegro Furioso) follows, like the last despairing cry of a 
wounded heart.21 

Regardless whether it was written specifically to prevent audience incomprehension, it goes 

without saying that Mahler’s 1893 program attempts to provide a greater level of explanation 

than his 1889 titles.  Even the new designation of the work’s genre situates it far more 

specifically than “Symphonic Poem” had in the past.  Therefore, once a program had been 

applied to the piece for the 1893 performance in Hamburg, the lack of titles in 1889 

suggested to critics a denial by the composer of the essentially programmatic nature of the 

piece.   

Following a relatively successful performance of Titan in Hamburg, the piece was 

performed in Weimar on 3 June 1894 with much the same program.22  The reception of the 

work in Weimar was more mixed—Mahler stated, “My symphony was received partly with 

furious opposition and partly with unbounded admiration.”23  Constantin Floros focuses on 
                                                
21 Quoted in de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 747-8. 
22 The minor revisions to the program are detailed in Floros, The Symphonies, 30;  Mitchell, The Wunderhorn Years, 
158. 
23 Quoted in de la Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 300. 
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the criticism expressed by Ernst Otto Nodnagel, who wrote for the Berliner Tageblatt and the 

Magazin für Literatur.  Nodnagel “condemned” Mahler’s symphony, “because it appeared 

under the guise of program music,” considered “the printed program . . . as ‘in itself 

confused and unintelligible,’” and “could not recognize any relation between the program 

and the music.”24  Nodnagel seemingly felt that Mahler was trying to deceive the Weimar 

audience into believing that his explanatory program had any relevance to the music.   

Perhaps the unusual attitude expressed by Nodnagel in Weimar—that Mahler was 

attempting to pass off absolute music as program music—could be related to Richard 

Strauss’s long tenure as conductor in the city.  In Weimar, Strauss’s Aus Italien was first 

performed in 1888, Don Juan in 1889, Macbeth in 1890, and Tod und Verklärung in 1891.25  

Nodnagel’s response to Mahler’s Titan as absolute music in the guise of a tone poem likely 

comes as a consequence of Strauss’ earlier successes in Weimar with more explicitly 

programmatic compositions.  The press in Weimar would likely favor the compositional 

approach taken by a composer who had established local connections in the city over that of 

an unknown composer from Austria-Hungary. 

According to Floros, “Mahler must have taken Nodnagel’s objections to heart 

because . . . Mahler hastened to retract [the program], an action that seemed to be a 

denial.”26  Here Floros refers to the Berlin performance on the evening 16 March 1896 with 

which we began. The piece was presented to audiences in 1896 in Berlin in nearly the same 

way it had appeared in 1889 in Budapest, only with one fewer movement and with the title 

of “Symphony”: 
 
 
 
 

                                                
24 Floros, The Symphonies, 28. 
25 Willi Schuh, Richard Strauss: A Chronicle of the Early Years, trans. Mary Whittall (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976), 184, 235, 237. 
26 Floros, The Symphonies, 28-30. 
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Symphonie in D-dur für grosses Orchester. 
  No. 1.  Einleitung und Allegro Comodo. 
  No. 2.  Scherzo. 
  No. 3.  Alla Marcia funebre; hierauf sogleich  
  No. 4.  Allegro furioso.27 

In his 1896 letter to Marschalk, Mahler dismisses the earlier change in his position by 

blaming his circle of friends: “at the time my friends persuaded me to write some sort of 

programme notes.”28  A similar shifting of responsibility away from Mahler himself occurs in 

Ferdinand Pfohl’s account of the piece’s title: Mahler was supposedly looking for a striking 

title in 1893, but the specific title of Titan, commonly linked to the novel by Jean Paul, was 

first suggested by one of his friends.29  In any event, when writing to Marschalk, Mahler 

admits involvement in the collaborative creation of the programmatic explanations but 

refuses to bear full responsibility for the finished product.  Even though he distances himself 

from the explanatory titles, the composer refrains from disowning them completely: “So it is 

on the whole just as well if in the early stages, as long as my way of doing things is felt to be 

disconcerting, the listener is provided with signposts and milestones on his journey—or 

rather, with a map of the heavens, so that he can get a picture of the night sky with all its 

luminous worlds.”30  Mahler’s ambivalence toward the program likely contributed to his 

decision to withdraw it in 1896. 

Indeed, beginning in 1896, Mahler chose to omit the program of the First Symphony 

for all subsequent performances of the piece.  As Mahler’s letter to Marschalk regarding the 

Berlin performance indicates, however, the question of the relationship between the 

program and the music remained open. The composer was still discussing the program itself 

                                                
27 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, plate 50. 
28 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 20 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 177. 
29 Ferdinand Pfohl, Gustav Mahler: Eindrücke und Erinnerungen aus den Hamburger Jahren, ed. Knud Martner 
(Hamburg: Verlag der Musikalienhandlung K. D. Wagner, 1973), 17.   
30 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 20 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 179-80. 
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with Marschalk in his 26 March 1896 letter, even as he distanced himself from it.31  Mahler’s 

persistence in returning to the program even after suppressing its use for public 

performances demonstrates his ambivalence toward its usefulness as an interpretive guide.   

Mahler’s own conception of the relationship of the program to the music of the First 

Symphony is in many senses unrecoverable.  His desire for the public acceptance of his 

works, his receptiveness or resistance to criticism and suggestion by his friends and others, 

and even his urge to discuss his music with any interested party, these possibilities all inflect 

any of his comments about the origin and purpose of the program.32  Any attempt, 

therefore, to excavate and reify Mahler’s interpretation of the piece, a practice that he 

implicitly condemns, is both misguided and futile.  Nevertheless, many critics, including 

those reviewing the Viennese premiere of the First Symphony, forcibly bring the program 

back into view, attempting to use it as a guide to a difficult and perhaps even nonsensical 

piece of music and also portraying Mahler as somehow deceptive for having withdrawn it in 

the first place. 

 

RECEPTION OF THE PROGRAM AT THE VIENNESE PREMIERE 

Mahler conducted his First Symphony in Vienna during his third season as the 

director of the Vienna Philarmonic on 18 November 1900. The critical reception of the Firs 

Symphony’s November 1900 Viennese premiere often responds directly the presence or 

absence of a program at the 1889, 1893, 1894 and 1896 performances. Critics frequently 

mention that although the piece was performed without a program in Vienna, past 

performances had often included explanatory titles.  In his 25 November 1900 review in the 

Neue Musikalische Presse, Hans Geisler commented: 
                                                
31 Mahler writes that “the symphony begins at a point beyond the love-affair; it forms the basis, i.e. it dates from 
earlier in the composer’s emotional life.” (Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 178.) 
32 The presentation of Mahler as a composer overly influenced by “helpful” friends should be more closely 
scrutinized, especially with reference to the similar way in which Bruckner is often presented. 
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Once it was called “Titan” and borrowed titles of Jean Paul, for the first movement 
“From the days of the youth, flower-, fruit- and thorn-pieces,” the third movement 
was called “The huntsman’s funeral” and the last “Dall’ inferno al paradiso.”  Later 
Mahler deletes all this that could make the opinions of the composer halfway 
comprehensible to the listener, he wanted the listener to approach it absolutely 
musically and left the pitiable [listeners] to stand perplexed and helpless. 33 

 

For Geisler, Mahler’s deletion of the “borrowed” titles only hinders the listeners’ capacity to 

understand the “opinions of the composer.”  Geisler claims that only a program could 

illuminate Mahler’s opinions, but then states, “Certainly a program would have not been able 

to move the listener to follow willingly the unprecedented instrumental forced musical 

remarks”—Mahler’s symphony is unintelligible as absolute music and remains unconvincing 

even when a program is applied to it. 34 

Eduard Hanslick’s reaction to Mahler’s suppression of the program follows a similar 

trajectory: 

I therefore sadly admit that the new symphony belongs to that genre of music which 
for me does not exist.  Perhaps I would have developed a closer relationship (if 
hardly one of love) to the piece had its origin and meaning not remained secret.  At 
its premiere in Weimar, the symphony was called “Titan” and had a detailed 
program.  Critics found these “abstruse”; and, as a result, the composer removed the 
titles as explanations.  Generally such poetic user manuals are partly annoying and 
partly suspect.  Our symphonic masters, from Haydn and Mozart to Brahms and 
Dvorák, have let us into their heaven without admission tickets.  Mahler’s symphony 
would have hardly pleased us with a program than without.  But we would not be 
uninterested to learn what a clever man like Mahler imagined for each of these 
movements and how he would have explained their puzzling coherence to us.35 

                                                
33 Hans Geisler, “Concerte,” Neue Musikalische Presse, 25 November 1900, 351-2. Unless otherwise noted, 
translations of reviews regarding the 1900 Vienna performance are by K. M. Knittel in Mahler and Antisemitism 
in Fin-de-siècle Vienna, unpublished typescript. “Einst nannte sie sich ‘Titan’ und entlehnte Ueberschriften von 
Jean Paul, für den ersten Satz ‘Aus den Tagen der Jugend, Blumen-, Frucht- und Dornenstücke,’ der dritte Satz 
hiess ‘Des Jägers Leichenbegägnis’ und der letzte ‘Dall’ inferno al paradiso.’  Später löscht Mahler alles weg, 
was dem Zuhörer die Meinung des Componisten halbwegs fasslich machen konnte, er wollte ihm absolut 
musikalisch kommen und liess den Bedauernswerthen rath- und hilflos dastehen.”   
34 Ibid.  “Doch auch ein Programm hätte den Zuhörer nicht bewegen können, den unerhörten, den 
Instrumenten aufgenöthigten musikalischen Aeusserungen willig zu folgen.” 
35 Eduard Hanslick, “Theater and Art Reviews: Second Philharmonic Concert,” Neue Freie Presse, 20 November 
1900, 7-8.  “… und so gestehe ich denn betrübt, daß die neue Symphonie zu jener Gattung Musik gehört, die 
für mich keine ist.  Vielleicht hätte ich doch ein näheres Verhältniß (wenn auch kein Liebesverhältniß) zu ihr 
gewonnen, ware uns ihre Herkunst und Bedeutung nicht verheimlichst worden.  Bei ihrer ersten Aufführung in 
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Mahler’s silence on the “origin and meaning” of the symphony prevents Hanslick from 

reaching his desired level of understanding of the piece.  As evidence that his call for an 

explanation of the piece from the composer is not without merit, Hanslick points to the 

Weimar performance (mistakenly called the premiere), which did include a program.  

According to Hanslick, Mahler’s decision to remove the program was due to negative critical 

response to the program itself, not to the composer’s own opinion on the matter.  Hanslick 

agrees with Geisler’s claim that a program would not make the symphony any more pleasing, 

but he would like to know how Mahler would have explained the “puzzling coherence” of 

the symphony.  For both critics, Mahler composes music that requires supplemental 

explanation, but the explanations he does provide somehow never give the answers that 

listeners seek.  

In reviews of the Vienna performance, Mahler is often denied the power to write 

comprehensible music or to explain the incomprehensible music that he does write.  

Theodor Helm portrays Mahler as a composer who does not even understand his own 

music: 

Since [the 1894 Weimar performance] Mr. Mahler himself has backed away from this 
incomprehensible, supremely spotty program and wants his First Symphony, from 
which he deleted all titles and otherwise explanatory marks, to be understood simply 
as absolute music.  That is however not quite right . . . the curious thing really calls 
out for a program.36 

                                                                                                                                            
Weimar hieß die Symphonie ‘Titan’ und war von einem ausführlichen Programm begleitet.  Die Kritiker fanden 
es ‘abstrus,’ und so tilgte der Componist sowol den Titel als die Erklärung.  Im Allgemeinen sind dergleichen 
poetische Gebrauschsanweisungen theils lästig, theils verdächtig.  Unsere symphonischen Meister von Haydn 
und Mozart bis auf Brahms und Dvorak nehmen uns ohne Entrée-Billet in ihnen Himmel auf.  Schwerlich 
hätte auch Mahler’s Symphonieuns mehr erfreut mit einem Programm, als ohne solches.  Aber gleichgiltig war 
es uns nicht, zu erfahren, was ein geistreicher Mann wie Mahler sich bei jedem dieser Sätze vorgestellt und wie 
er ihren uns räthselhaften Zusammenhang erklärt hätte.” 
36 Theodor Helm, “Theater, Kunst und Literatur: Zweites Philharmonisches Concert,” Deutsche Zeitung, 20 
November 1900, 7.  “Seither scheint Herr Mahler selbst von diesem unbegreiflichen, höchst buntscheckigen 
Programm zurückgekommen und will seine erste Symphonie, aus welcher er alle Überschriften und sonst 
erklarenden Bemerkungen wegstrich, einfach als absolute Musik aufgefaßt wissen.  Das geht aber erst recht 
nicht . . . schreit das curiose Ding geradezu nach einem Programm.” 
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According to Helm, Mahler does not understand that his symphony does not work as 

absolute music. However, he goes on to state that “Mahler’s ‘First’ appeared to fail 

completely as a whole yesterday, as a stylistic absurdity, whether one accepts the matter as 

program or as absolute music.”37  Even if Mahler did understand that his symphony required 

a program, no explanation could redeem the “absurdity” that he composed.   

In another review, Helm indicates that Mahler misjudges both Viennese audiences 

and the essential difference between absolute and program music: 

No notated examples, no thematic explanations!  Mahler wanted this completely 
unknown Opus to appeal to the Viennese public only as absolute music, and he 
supposed the impression would develop much more directly and more considerably 
through simply hearing alone, without any help for the critically examining eye.  In 
this regard, however, the clever composer has decidedly overestimated the receptivity 
of the majority of the visitors to the Philharmonic Concerts.  He also forgot that 
what originally was thought of as program music can never become fully satisfying 
absolute music, in any case loses poetic charm through the simple cancellation of the 
programmatic explanation.38 

For the Viennese reviewers, Mahler seems not to grasp what is obvious to them: his 

symphony is program music and cannot be understood without a program.  For Helm, 

Mahler annuls any “poetic charm” the piece might have accrued as program music by 

removing its program.  According to the various critics surveyed so far, Mahler’s symphony 

is a piece of program music with a missing program that fails as absolute music, fails as 

program music with a hidden program, and would fail as program music even with the 

program reinstated. 

                                                
37 Ibid.  “Mit persönlich erschien Mahlers ‘Erste’ gestern als Ganzes völlig mißrathen, als ein stilistisches 
Undig, ob man die Sache nun als Programm oder als absolute Musik hinnehme.” 
38 Theodor Helm, “Fortsetzung,” Musikalisches Wochenblatt, 4 April 1901, 204. “Nichts von Notenbeispielen, 
Nichts von thematischen Erklärungen!  Mahler wollte, das dem Wiener Publicum gänzlich unbekannte Opus 
solle auf dasselbe nur als absolute Musik wirken, und er vermeinte, der Eindruck würde sich durch das blosse 
Hören allein, ohne jede Nachhilfe für das kritisch prüfended Auge, viel unmittelbarer und bedeutender gestatet.  
In dieser Hinsicht hat aber der geistreiche Componist die Aufnahmsfähigkeit der Mehrzahl der Besucher der 
Philharmonischen Concerte entschieden überschätzt.  Auch vergass er dass, was ursprünglich als 
Programmmusik gedacht, nimmer mehr vollbefriedigende absolute Musik werden kann, jedenfalls durch 
einfaches Wegstreichen der programmatischen Erläuterung an poetischem Reiz sehr verliert.” 
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Max Kalbeck’s review of the Vienna Philharmonic’s performance of the First 

Symphony, which he termed Mahler’s “Sinfonia ironica,” provides another variation on 

these general themes:39 

Mahler was not intelligently advised, as he abandoned an institution which has 
become a habit to the public for the particular case and forbade program book’s 
[technical] analysis.  What Schumann and Beethoven could not provide, the skillful 
analysis of the score with few introducing words and a couple notated examples 
would have been accomplished quickly, and the composer would not have given 
himself away, if he thereby had been his own advocate.  But the symphony should 
explain itself by itself; Mahler believed it could be put to the test.  The work did not 
pass this dangerous test, could not pass it, because it urgently needs, more than 
others of its kind, the explanatory program.  As rumor has it, the symphony had one 
once, and of course it should have mediated and opened sections from Jean Paul’s 
“Titan” for the understanding of the listener.  Without a doubt the symphony “Jean 
Paulicizes” [jeanpaulisirt] in high degree, and this alone already proves that it is the 
work of a boy. . . . That his youthful work still pleases him today does not astonish 
us, for it pleases us quite exceptionally in many of its details if we do not permit 
ourselves to consider it as a masterpiece of absolute music.40 

For Kalbeck, as for Geisler, Hanslick, and Helm, Mahler’s symphony clearly fits into the 

category of program music.  The symphony cannot escape the association with Jean Paul’s 

novel, Titan, suggested by the title it bore in Hamburg and Weimar.  Kalbeck claims that the 

dependence of Mahler’s symphony on Jean Paul for its effect proves the work is a youthful 

                                                
39 In calling the symphony “ironica,” Kalbeck seems to provide a version of the antisemetic trope that irony is 
the typical (and perhaps only) mode of Jewish humor; K. M. Knittel, Seeing Mahler, Hearing Mahler, unpublished 
typescript.  On irony in Mahler’s music, see also Walter Frisch, “Ironic Germans,” in German Modernism: Music 
and the Arts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 186-213; André Castagné, Michel Chalon and 
Patrick Florençon, eds., Gustav Mahler et l'ironie dans la culture viennoise au tournant du siècle: Actes du colloque de 
Montpellier, 16-18 juillet 1996 (Castelnau-le-Lez, France: Climats, 2001). 
40 Max Kalbeck, “Gustav Mahler’s Sinfonia ironica,” Wiener Tagblatt, 20 November 1900, 1. “Mahler ist nicht klug 
berathen gewesen, als er eine der Publicum zur Gewohnheit gewordene Einrichtung für den besonderen Fall 
aufhob und sich die Analyse des Programmbuches verbat.  Was Schumann und Beethoven nicht vermochten, 
hätte der kundige Zergliederer der Partitur mit wenigen einleitenden Worten und ein paar Notenbeispielen 
schnell erreicht, und der Componist hätte sich gewiß nichts vergeben, wenn er dabei sein eigener Sachwalter 
gewesen ware.  Aber die Symphonie sollte sich selbst erklären, Mahler glaubte sie auf die Probe stellen zu 
können. Das Werk bestand diese gefährilche Probe nicht, konnte sie nicht bestehen, weil es, mehr als ein 
anderes seiner Art, des erläuternden Programms drigend bedarf.  Wie die Sage meldet, besass die Symphonie 
ein solches auch einmal, und zwar sollen Stellen aus Jean Pauls ‘Titan’ das Verständniß des Zuhörers vermittelt 
und erschlossen haben.  Ohne Zweifel jeanpaulisirt die Symphonie in hohem Grade, und dies allein schon 
beweist, daß sie das Werk eines Jünglings ist. … Daß ihm sein Jugendwerk heute noch gefällt, wundert uns 
nicht; denn uns gefällt es in vielen seiner Einzelheiten ganz ausnehmend, wenn wir uns auch erlauben, es für 
kein Meisterstück der absoluten Musik zu halten.” 
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one.  Although Mahler is still powerless to write wholly effective music, Kalbeck blames 

Mahler’s youth at the time of its composition for the flaws in the piece.  In contradiction 

with Mahler’s decision to remove the explanatory titles, Kalbeck believes the piece can only 

be pleasing if it is not considered absolute music—if it is understood to be program music 

that is connected to Jean Paul’s novel.  Though Mahler deleted it, “the suppressed program 

whispers in our ear,” claims Kalbeck.41  The program, however, has already been robbed of 

its ability to speak of the symphony: no matter how closely the critics listen, the only tale it 

ever tells is the story of its own suppression.  Somehow the program becomes trapped 

between forgetting and remembering: while the critics are unable to forget that the program 

existed, they also seem unable truly to remember—either on their own or aided by the 

memories of others—what First Symphony sounded like with its program in place.  Even 

having been forgotten to some extent, the program continues to “whisper” both of Jean 

Paul and of its withdrawal by Mahler. 

 

THE PROGRAM IN RECENT SCHOLARSHIP 

 Recent scholarship on Mahler frequently attempts to save the First Symphony from 

the failure to which early critics frequently condemned it, but also returns to the problem of 

the withdrawn program.  La Grange, for example, questions Mahler’s denial of the strong 

connection between his Titan and Jean Paul’s: 

Mahler’s claim that the work’s former title had nothing to do with Jean Paul is not 
entirely convincing, because he must have remembered the title of one of his favorite 
novels when applying it to a musical work.  Nevertheless, there is little or no 
connection between Jean Paul’s plot, and 1893 “program” and the symphony itself.  
In one movement only can one find something of Jean Paul’s spirit: in the famous 
“Funeral March.” . . . Jean Paul’s fascinating mind and tormented humor have left 
more obvious traces in the . . . “program.”42 

                                                
41 Ibid, 2.  “Das unterschlagene Programm flüstert uns in Ohr.” 
42 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 750. 
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La Grange repeats the claim that Mahler has something to hide, that the composer is not 

being completely honest or forthcoming about the connection between the symphony and 

the novel.  Even so, according to La Grange, the novel does not explain the program or the 

connection between the program and the symphony; he insists on the connection between 

Jean Paul and Mahler’s title, but denies that the novel would explain much about the music.  

Once again Mahler is not telling everything, but even if he did, his listeners would not learn 

very much. 

Constantin Floros repeats a different charge, that Mahler’s music can clearly not be 

considered absolute music: 

In spite of a categorical refusal to interpret his symphonies programmatically, Mahler 
offered important hermeneutical directions in conversations with his wife, friends, 
and confidants.  Yet more significant is that in Mahler’s numerous manuscript 
sources (sketches, portions of manuscripts, drafts of full scores, clean copies, and 
proof sheets), notes, cues, and entries with hermeneutical meaning are frequently 
found.  They impressively document that this entire symphonic writing must not 
under any circumstances be classified as absolute music, but must be perceived as 
music that expresses things personal, biographical, literary, and philosophical.43 

While Floros points to the possibility that Mahler’s public stance on the nature of his music 

could differ largely from his private statements on the matter, he does not investigate what 

might motivate that difference.  Instead he privileges private statements in order to question 

the truthfulness of Mahler’s “categorical refusal to interpret his symphonies 

programmatically.”    

Floros also conflates “hermeneutic directions” and programmatic composition 

without specifying what either means to him or what they might have meant to Mahler.  For 

Floros they are the same—the only correct interpretation is the one that matches Mahler’s 

intended program: 

Mahler’s conflicting relationship to program music (on the one hand an unshakable 
faith in the “inner” programs, on the other a hesitation to make the programs 

                                                
43 Floros, The Symphonies, 16. 
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known) had and still has implications on the esthetics of reception.  Since he has 
been branded as the absolute musician in many places, his works were received 
mostly without regard to his early programs.  His symphonic writing is commonly 
accepted as pure music.  Some scholars insist with all sincerity that the authentic 
programs of Mahler are incidental to the reception of his work.  One may ask, 
however, whether the message Mahler addressed to humanity was understood 
correctly.44 

Floros first claims, with no evidential support, that Mahler’s music is primarily considered 

absolute music.  According to Floros’ own view, however, Mahler imbued his music with a 

message that can somehow be “understood correctly,” leaving open the possibility for 

incorrect understandings.  The sole task of the analyst—who is inevitably someone 

privileged with inside information not available to the general listener—is to use the available 

resources, either in Mahler’s writing or in his music, to excavate that meaning.  Extracting 

that “message” involves a process of selectively silencing the composer in order to hear his 

works speak what the composer really intended them to say.  

Floros refers to an “inner” program to justify listening to the “hermeneutical 

directions” Mahler left regarding his symphonies while ignoring the composer’s plea that the 

works should not be interpreted programmatically.  “All of Mahler’s music,” claims Floros, 

“makes a statement—one that is based on an inner program that is kept secret.”45  Mahler’s 

public, “outer” statements regarding his music are therefore not valuable themselves, but 

only for the insight they might provide to the inner program.    

Hermann Danuser agrees with Floros that Mahler’s music is clearly programmatic, 

arguing that “The question is therefore not whether the program is at all relevant or not as a 

principle for Mahlerian music, but rather how to determine the difference between inner and 

outer programs and to elucidate the relationship of the inner program, the existence of 

                                                
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 141. 
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which Mahler leaves no doubt, to the work itself.”46  After making clear that the “inner 

program is ontologically separate from the outer,” Danuser situates Mahler’s ambivalence 

toward programmatic explanations in terms of inner and outer programs: 

Mahler’s relationship to the program in the music, i.e. his evaluation of the 
ontological difference between inner and outer program, rather than to program 
music itself, changed in the course of the nineties.  What he later felt to be an 
unbridgeable gap, he believed at first could be alleviated by means of an outer 
program that he hoped would put the listener on the trail of the inner program, 
allowing him to join into the essential spheres of expression of his music through the 
steps of a verbal preparatory course.47 

By splitting the program of the First Symphony into “inner” and “outer,” Danuser fully 

accepts Mahler’s withdrawal of the (outer) program from the piece while simultaneously 

allowing the (inner) program to remain in force.  According to Danuser’s view, Mahler could 

not express the inner program verbally, but the composer believed early in his career that 

outer programs might lead listeners to surmise adequately the content of the inner program.  

Mahler’s statement to Marschalk, “As long as I am able to express an experience in words, I 

should never try to put into music” seems to buttress Danuser’s claim.48 

 Danuser’s scheme, however, requires the inner program to be unspeakable and the 

outer program to be supremely unreliable, and therefore equally flawed.  Floros, who also 

gestures toward a “secret” inner program, nevertheless conflates it and the “hermeneutic 

directions” that Mahler gave, smuggling the outer program that the composer had dismissed 

                                                
46 Hermann Danuser, Gustav Mahler und seine Zeit (Laaber: Laaber Verlag, 1991), 139.  “Die Frage ist demnach 
nicht, ob das Programm als Prinzip für die Mahlersche Musik überhaupt relevant sei oder nicht, sondern wie 
der Unterschied zwischen innerem und äußerem Programm zu bestimmen und das Verhältnis des inneren 
Programms, an dessen Existenz Mahler keinen Zweifel läßt, zum Werk selbst zu erklären seien.” 
47 Ibid. “Vom äußeren ist das innere Programm ontologisch verscheiden. … Nicht Mahlers Verhältnis zur 
Programmusik, sondern eher zum Programm in der Musik, d. h. seine Beurteilung der ontologischen Differenz 
zwischen innerem und äußerem Programm hat sich im Lauf der neunziger Jahre gewandelt.  Was er später als 
unüberbrückbare Kluft empfand, glaubte er anfangs dadurch mildern zu können, daß er mittels eines äußeren 
Programms den Hörer auf die Spur des inneren zu bringen, ihn in die wesentlichsten Ausdruckssphären seiner 
Musik durch Maßnahmen verbaler Propädeutik einzustimmen hoffte.” 
48 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 20 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 177. 
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as “not even accurate or relevant” back into his interpretations.  We are not obligated, 

however, to pose the “inner” and the “outer” as an oppositional binary.  

 

REPRESSION AND MAHLER’S CONSULTATION WITH SIGMUND FREUD 

Conceived instead as a dialectic pair, the relationship between “inner” and “outer” 

resonates with Sigmund Freud’s concept of repression, defined as “turning something away, and 

keeping it at a distance, from the conscious.”49  In the context of Freudian repression, a painful 

thought that was once conscious—or “outer”—is pushed into the unconscious and 

becomes, to some extent, “inner.”  The psychological mechanism of repression is never 

completely successful, however: its failure results in the outward return of the supposedly 

repressed thought, usually in a different form.  Viewed in this way, the conscious and 

unconscious—the outer and the inner—are not truly opposed, but are instead inextricably 

linked through psychological processes such as repression.  Indeed, even the compulsive 

return to the program by both Mahler and the critics—a more concrete version of the return 

of the repressed—seems symptomatic of repression. 

Discussions of repression in scholarship on Mahler, however, often operate on a 

literal rather than a metaphorical level, focusing on the insight into his style produced as a 

result of the composer’s consultation near the end of his life with Sigmund Freud.  Taking 

place in Leiden, Holland in late August 1910, the meeting was first made widely known with 

the publication of Alma Mahler-Werfel’s Gustav Mahler, Erinnerungen und Briefe in the 1940s.50  

In her version of the story, Alma focuses on Mahler’s mother fixation: “You loved your 

                                                
49 Sigmund Freud, “Repression,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. 
and trans. James Strachey with Anna Freud, Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson, 24 vols. (London: The Hogarth 
Press and the Institute for Psycho-Analysis, 1957), 14:147. Emphasis in the original. 
50 Theodor Reik fixes the date to either August 26 or 27, 1910.  Theodor Reik, The Haunting Melody: 
Psychoanalytic Experiences in Life and Music (New York: Da Capo Press, 1983), 343. 
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mother,” Alma reports Freud to have said, “and you look for her in every woman.”51  

Although Alma claims “Freud’s diagnosis composed Mahler’s mind,” she goes on to note 

that the composer “refused to acknowledge his fixation on his mother.”  Alma’s discussion 

of the consultation does not bear directly on the question of repression, but it brought the 

matter to light and led to further investigation into the content of the Mahler’s meeting with 

Freud. 

 During research for the second volume of his biography on Freud published in 1955, 

Ernest Jones uncovered material concerning Mahler’s consultation with Freud in an entry in 

the diary of Marie Bonaparte, a confidante and one-time patient of Freud’s.   Bonaparte 

records a conversation that she had with Freud in 1927 regarding his meeting with Mahler 

seventeen years previously.  Relying on Bonaparte’s diary, Jones recounts Freud’s diagnosis 

of Mahler’s mother fixation, but also relates the now well-known anecdote of Mahler and 

the organ grinder: 

In the course of the talk Mahler suddenly said that now he understood why his music 
had always been prevented from achieving the highest rank and noblest passages, 
those inspired by the most profound emotions, being spoiled by the intrusion of 
some commonplace melody.  His father, apparently a brutal person, treated his wife 
very badly, and when Mahler was a young boy there was a specially painful scene 
between them. It became quite unbearable to the boy, who rushed away from the 
house.  At that moment, however, a hurdy-gurdy in the street was grinding out the 
popular Viennese air “Ach, Du lieber Augustin.”  In Mahler’s opinion the conjunction 
of high tragedy and light amusement was from then on inextricably fixed in his mind, 
and the one mood inevitably brought the other with it.52 

As reported through multiple filters—Jones presents Bonaparte’s version of Freud’s memory 

of a story Mahler had recounted to him—Mahler’s anecdote implies that the juxtaposition of 

“high tragedy and light amusement” in his music was a return of repressed memories of the 

                                                
51 Alma Mahler, Gustav Mahler: Erinnerungen und Briefe (Amsterdam: Allert de Lange, 1940); translated as Alma 
Mahler, Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, ed. Donald Mitchell, trans. Basil Creighton (New York: Viking 
Press, 1969), 175. 
52 Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, vol. 2, Years of Maturity, 1901-1919 (New York: Basic Books, 
1955), 80. 
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violence with which the composer’s father treated his mother.  When heard this way, 

Mahler’s music speaks only of the composer’s life, fostering interpretations that attempt to 

excavate the composer from his work. 

 Likewise, in his treatment of Mahler’s early years, La Grange suggests “the wish to 

suppress certain painful memories” motivated the composer’s silence later in life regarding 

the abuse his mother had suffered.53  La Grange casts the story of Mahler’s encounter with 

the barrel organ in much the same way as Jones: 

This incident has far more than psychological importance.  Mahler himself 
considered it to be one of the reasons why, when a moment of deep emotional 
creation carried him to the heights, a street song would suddenly make itself heard, 
almost against his will. . . . It is strange to think that such conscious or unconscious 
“quotations” sprang from a painful and almost forgotten childhood memory.54 

Although La Grange leaves open the question of whether the “quotations” were or were not 

intentional, he fully accepts Mahler’s style as a return of the “painful memories” he had 

repressed of his childhood.  In La Grange’s version, Mahler’s compulsion to repeat “almost 

against his will” the painful experience of his youth in his compositions allows his audiences 

to hear the workings of the composer’s psyche in his music. 

 Although Jones and La Grange both relate Mahler’s anecdote to a contrast between 

“profound” or “deep” emotions and a trivial song, the version in Marie Bonaparte’s diary 

contradicts both subtly, but significantly.  In the fourth volume of his Mahler biography, La 

Grange reproduces the record of Bonaparte’s conversation with Freud found in her diary: 

But I want to come to it.  Suddenly Mahler called out.  “Now I understand 
something about my music.  People have often accused me that my music has 
sudden transitional fissures between the noblest to an ordinary, banal melody …” 
And he told me the following: His father was a very abnormal man, who tormented 
his mother with his pathological, baseless jealousy.  The young Mahler always had to 
hear the scenes.  One day, while he sat in his room, he heard the father making an 
violent scene toward the mother.  There he listened, hearing through the door, and 

                                                
53 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 21. 
54 Ibid. 
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then he could no longer endure it and ran out into the street.  There was a barrel 
organ that played a very common melody: 

 Ach, du lieber Augustin, Augustin, Augustin, etc. 
  (and Freud hummed the song rather poorly) 

an old Viennese melody.  He heard that and his entire life he reproduced in his music 
this contrast following the dramatic scene of the father toward the mother.  He 
copied the father and organ music! . . .55 

When reporting Mahler’s speech directly, albeit from a remove of over fifteen years, Freud 

juxtaposes nobility and banality, but in his own analysis he comments that the contrast is 

between violence and commonness.  Freud’s strange slip from nobility to violence speaks 

directly to the split and somewhat contradictory functions of the anecdote.  As an 

explanation of Mahler’s musical style, the story must account for the juxtaposition of 

contrasting material supposedly characteristic of his output.  For example, in his discussion 

of Mahler and Freud, Donald Mitchell attempts “to show how frequently in his music . . . 

[Mahler] re-enacted his traumatic childhood experience,” through the “simultaneous 

expression of seeming opposites.”56  In order for the anecdote to apply to the music, the 

difference must be figured as the type of emotional contrasts heard in the music.  The 

juxtaposition of “the noblest melody” with the “banal” might address an aspect of Mahler’s 

compositional style, but Freud’s slip indicates that he believes the psychological import of 

the story resides in the contrast between “violence” (or perhaps “intensity”) and the 

“common.”  Under close scrutiny the original version of the anecdote breaks into two halves 

                                                
55 Quoted in Henri-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler, vol. 4, A New Life Cut Short (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 1656.  “Aber dazu will ich kommen.  Plötzlich rief Mahler aus.  ‘Ich verstehe jetzt etwas an meiner 
Musik!  Man hat mir oft vorgeworfen dass meine Musik plötzliche Wechselsprünge hat, von dem edelsten zu 
einer gewöhnlichen, banalen Melodie . . .’  Und er erzählte mir folgendes: Sein Vater war ein sehr abnormer 
Mensch, der die Mutter plagte mit seiner krankhaften Eifersucht ohne Grund.  Der junge Mahler musste immer 
die Szenen hören.  Eines Tages, als er im Zimmer sass, hörte er im nächsten Zimmer den Vater eine heftige 
Szene an die Mutter machen.  Da lauschte er, hörte durch die Tür, und dann konnte er es nicht mehr aushalten 
und lief zur Strasse hinaus.  Da war ein Drehorgel der eine sehr gewöhnliche Melodie spielte: Ach, du lieber 
Augustin, Augustin, Augustin, etc. (et Freud fredonne assez faux l’air) eine alte Wiener Melodie.  Das hörte er 
und dieser Kontrast nach dem dramatischen der Szene des Vaters an der Mutter, hat er sein ganzes Lebenslang 
in seiner Musik reproduziert.  Der Vater ahmte er nach, und die Orgelmusik! . . .” 
56 Mitchell, The Wunderhorn Years, 74-5. 
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only tenuously related to each other—integrating them would require considering Bernhard 

Mahler’s abuse of his wife “noble” or finding examples in Mahler’s music that juxtapose 

violence and banality. 

Freud’s willingness to accept Mahler’s attempt at psychoanalyzing himself provides 

as much evidence for Freud’s lack of sensitivity to music as to his belief in Mahler’s grasp of 

psychoanalysis.57  Indeed, Marie Bonaparte claims that Freud thought Mahler “demonstrated 

an intuitive understanding of analysis.  He didn’t know much about [Freud] and had not had 

analysis before, but right away he was in his element.”58  Although Mahler might have 

overestimated the effects on his musical style of the childhood experience of parental abuse, 

Freud’s comment regarding the composer’s understanding of psychoanalysis should not be 

taken lightly.   

If Mahler did have some facility with psychological ideas, his music might 

demonstrate that understanding rather than merely manifesting his neuroses.  As an analytic 

framework, repression could provide insight into the musical processes in Mahler’s First 

Symphony as well as into its reception.  Michael Billig defines repression in general as “a 

form of changing the subject . . . a way of saying to oneself ‘talk, or think, of this, not 

that.’”59  Mahler’s withdrawal of the program of the First Symphony, for example, could be 

considered a form of such changing the subject, encouraging audiences to hear the music 

differently than they had previously.  According to Freud, a compulsion to repeat the 

repressed memory in a somewhat altered but still recognizable form accompanies cases of 

failed repression, such as the inability of audiences to accept Mahler’s withdrawal of his 

                                                
57 On the absence of music from Freud’s writings, see Stuart Feder, The Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael 
Kelly (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), s.v. “Freud, Sigmund: Freud and Music.” 
58 Quoted Stuart Feder, Gustav Mahler: A Life in Crisis (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 229.  The 
same claim appears in a 1935 letter from Freud to Theodor Reik: “I had plenty of opportunity to admire the 
capability for psychological understanding of this man of genius,” quoted in Reik The Haunting Melody, 343. 
59 Michael Billig, Freudian Repression: Conversation Creating the Unconscious (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 54. 
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program for the First Symphony.60  Natalie Bauer-Lechner, for instance, feels compelled to 

repeat the program of the First Symphony even as she attempts to change the subject away 

from it: 

Originally, Mahler had called his First Symphony “Titan.”  But he has long ago 
eradicated this title, and all other superscriptions of his works, because he found that 
people misinterpreted them as indications of a programme.  For instance, they had 
connected his “Titan” with Jean Paul’s.  But all he had in mind was a powerfully 
heroic individual, his life and suffering, struggles and defeat at the hands of fate. 61 

She goes on to quote Mahler that in the first movement, “My hero bursts into a roar of 

laughter and runs away” and in the second “the young man is getting around in the world 

much more vigorously, sturdily and competently.”62  Immediately after mentioning that 

Mahler withdrew verbal explanations of the symphony, insisting that symphony is not 

programmatic, Bauer-Lechner repeats just such a program.  Although neither Mahler nor 

Bauer-Lecher comments on it directly, perhaps the compulsion to repeat the repressed 

program found throughout writing on the First Symphony is a response to certain ways of 

hearing the musical processes in the piece.  

 

REPRESSION AND THE WAYFARER’S BELOVED 

On the most concrete level, Mahler’s First Symphony contains extended quotations 

of a song cycle, his own Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, which details the attempts of its 

protagonist to repress painful memories caused by unrequited love.  Just as the concept of 

repression remains tied to Mahler’s psyche in interpretations of his style, the composer’s 

biography also plays a large role in discussions of this song cycle.  According to Mahler, the 

cycle, composed in 1884 for piano and voice, was dedicated to Johanna Richter, a singer at 

                                                
60 “…the compulsion to repeat must be ascribed to the unconscious repressed.”  Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle,” in The Standard Edition, 18:20. 
61 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler, trans. Dika Newlin, ed. Peter Franklin (London: Faber & Faber, 
1980), 157. 
62 Quoted in Ibid. 
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the theater in Kassel where the composer was Kapellmeister.63  The resonance of the cycle’s 

theme—a loss of love suffered by the titular wanderer—with Mahler’s own relationship at 

the time with Richter, combined with the fact that the composer wrote the texts for the 

songs himself, often leads to a conflation of poetic speaker and Mahler himself as the author 

of the poems.  According to Raymond Knapp, for instance, “Mahler takes obvious pains to 

project, as the narrating persona of the cycle, a version of his own subjective identity, 

drawing as fully as possible on his own sensibilities and life circumstances.”64  Michael 

Kennedy goes even further, baldly stating that “we know the wanderer is Mahler himself.”65   

Reading the identity of the author into the words of the speaker shifts the analytic 

focus away from the meaning of the poems to a study of how the work directly manifests 

the composer’s life.  Moments of the work that do not reflect Mahler’s biography must also 

be brushed aside: “Mahler seems never to have been close to the suicidal sentiments of the 

final song,” suggests Knapp, “nor to have faced the specific causes of the despair that he 

articulates.”66  As far as we know, Mahler did not consider suicide, but biographers can only 

offer conjectures to the composer’s state of mind based on the available sources.  Regardless 

of the closeness of a poetic text to the life of the author, conflation of the author and the 

poetic speaker presents a danger to be avoided.  In this interpretive mode, understanding of 

the work becomes trapped in a vicious circle, condemned to endlessly repeat details of the 

composer’s biography, but silenced when it begins to stray from that narrative.   

According to Hans-Georg Gadamer, when dealing with a written text, “we are 

moving in a dimension of meaning that is intelligible in itself and as such offers no reason 

                                                
63 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 120.  I have chosen to focus on the orchestral version rather than the 
version for piano and voice due not only to the easier comparison with the symphony, but also because the 
orchestral version was performed alongside the symphony at the 1896 Berlin performance.  On the question of 
chronology of the various versions of the song cycle, see Mitchell, The Wunderhorn Years, 91-112, 119-126, 246. 
64 Raymond Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses: Subjectivity and Alienation in Mahler’s Re-Cycled Songs (Middletown, 
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), 153. 
65 Michael Kennedy, Mahler (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1974), 90. 
66 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 154, 
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for going back to the subjectivity of the author.”67  Returning to Mahler’s subjectivity when 

interpreting the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen allows the songs to speak only of what we 

already know about the composer’s life.  Framing the interpretion in terms of repression, 

defined a general psychological phenomenon instead of as a trait specific to Mahler’s own 

psyche, avoids conflating the composer’s life and his work. 

Although Mahler wrote the poems of the cycle, the first song, “Wenn mein Schatz 

Hochzeit macht,” bears a striking resemblance to two poems from Des Knaben Wunderhorn, 

“Horch, was kommt draussen rein” and “Ach, Blümlein.”68  The texts of Mahler’s songs, 

however, include repetition of phrases and a singing bird absent from the Wunderhorn 

poems:69 

! Wenn mein schatz Hochzeit macht, ! When my darling weds, 
Fröhliche Hochzeit macht, !   Joyfully weds, 
Hab’ ich meinen traurigen Tag! !  I have my sad day! 
Geh’ ich in mein Kämmerlein,   I go into my small room, 
Dunkles Kämmerlein! !   small dark room! 
Weine, wein’ um meinen Schatz,  I weep, weep for my beloved, 
Um meinen lieben Schatz! !   for my beloved darling! 
Blümlein blau!  Blümlein blau!   Little blue flower! Little blue flower! 
Verdorre nicht!  Verdorre nicht!  Do not wither!  Do not wither! 
Vöglein süss!  Vöglein süss!   Sweet little bird!  Sweet little bird! 
Du singst auf grüner Heide!   You  s ing on the green heath! 
Ach!  wie ist die Welt so schön!  Ah!  How beautiful the world is! 
Zikuth!  Zikuth!    Zikuth!  Zikuth! 
Singet nicht!  Blühet nicht!   Do not sing!  Do not bloom! 
Lenz is ja vorbei!    Spring is over! 

                                                
67 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (London: 
Continuum, 2004), 292.  Here Gadamer claims only that the meaning of a text is independent of the 
subjectivity of its author, not that meaning is stable over time: “Every age has to understand a transmitted text 
in its own way, for the text belongs to the whole tradition whose content interests the age and in which it seeks 
to understand itself.  The real meaning of a text, as it speaks to the interpreter, does not depend on the 
contingencies of the author and his original audience” (Gadamer, 292).  For other critiques of drawing on the 
subjectivity of the author to understand the work, see Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” in Image-
Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978), 142-8; Michel Foucault, “What is an 
Author?” in Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, vol. 2, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, ed. James D. 
Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley and others (New York: New Press, 1998), 205-22. 
68 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 742. 
69 Mahler’s additions to the text of the Wunderhorn poems are underlined and alterations are printed in boldface. 
The “wedding music” interruptions are shown by the symbol !. 



 92

Alles singen ist nun aus! !   All singing is now over! 
Des Abends, wenn ich schlafen geh’  In the evenings, when I go to sleep 
Denk’ ich an mein Leide!   I think about my ppain ! 
An mein Leide! !    About my pain! 

Considering Mahler’s text to be a response to the Wunderhorn poems, a striking alteration 

occurs in the last line, which has been changed from “So denk’ ich an das Lieben” (I think 

about love) to “Denk ich an mein Leide!” (I think about my pain).  In contrast to the speaker 

in the Wunderhorn poem, Mahler’s speaker pushes aside all thought of his beloved and his 

love for her by the end of the text, focusing only on the pain caused by her absence.  The 

beloved herself, however, never appears in the text of any of the poems in the cycle; she is 

never present, left only in the past and in the memory of the speaker. 

Throughout the song, the music and the text both provide evidence of the speaker’s 

desire to escape oppressive, painful memories of his beloved.  When the singer repeats the 

buoyant opening phrase, reminiscent of a folk celebration, with its fast tempo and dance-like 

rhythms70—perhaps dancing at a wedding reception, given the subject of the song’s text—it 

becomes slower and weighted down with his pain.  At first he cannot escape the memory, or 

perhaps premonition, of his beloved’s marriage to another man, commenting “Wenn mein 

Schatz Hochzeit macht…Hab’ ich meinen traurigen Tag!” (When my beloved marries, I will 

have my sad day) while he hears the sounds of her wedding ring constantly in his ears.    

In the middle of the song, the speaker briefly escapes from the D minor / G minor 

trajectory associated with thoughts of his “Schatz” into conteplation of nature located in a 

sunny Bb major.  The joyous flower and bird reveal to him how beautiful the world is—“Wie 

ist die Welt so schön!”—and for a moment he is able to escape his pain and the music 

                                                
70 Henri-Louis de La Grange links the music of the first song specifically to the Bohemian Furiant, citing the 
“alternating binary and ternary rhythms of fast and slow tempos.”  Although the Furiant does feature hemiola, 
the alternation of fast and slow tempos found in Mahler’s song is not commonly associated with the dance; de 
La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 743. 
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associated with it.  Very soon, however, the opening motive and key return, as speaker 

proclaims that singing and blooming are no longer appropriate as spring is already past. 

Although the brief respite in nature does not offer a lasting escape from the 

speaker’s melancholy, it does seem to provide him a way of avoiding thoughts of his 

beloved.  In the concluding portion of the song he never mentions his beloved, whereas he 

had repeated “Schatz” three times in the opening section.  Likewise, he has pushed the 

sound of her wedding music out of his head to some extent—it appears only twice in the 

concluding portion of the song, far less frequently than the five interruptions in the first 

section.  The speaker’s ability to repress thoughts of his beloved, however, comes with a 

price: he is unable to cadence in G minor at the end of the song, stopping instead on the 

leading tone, F#.  In the equivalent phrase at the end of the opening section, the speaker 

sang the word “Schatz” on the now-omitted G (Ex. 3.1 and 3.2).  By pushing aside his 

thoughts of his beloved in favor of his pain, he can perhaps find momentary peace, but no 

true resolution. 

 In the second song of the cycle, “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld,” nature in the form 

of birds and flowers again allows the speaker to change the subject from the pain of his 

unrequited love to the joy he experience in nature: 

Ging heut morgen übers Feld,   I went this morning across the field, 
Tau noch auf den Gräsern hing;  Dew still hung on the grass; 
Sprach zu mir der lust'ge Fink:   The merry finch spoke to me: 
“Ei du! Gelt? Guten Morgen! Ei gelt? “Hey, you! Isn’t it? Good morning! Isn’t it? 
Du! Wird's nicht eine schöne Welt?  You! Isn’t it becoming a fine world? 
Zink! Zink! Schön und flink!   Zink!  Zink!  Fair and crisp! 
Wie mir doch die Welt gefällt!”  How the world pleases me!” 

Auch die Glockenblum' am Feld  Also the bluebells in the field 
Hat mir lustig, guter Ding',   merrily, cheerfully, rang to me 
Mit den Glöckchen, klinge, kling,  with bells, kling, kling, 
Ihren Morgengruß geschellt:   their morning greeting: 
“Wird's nicht eine schöne Welt?  “Isn’t it becoming a fine world? 
Kling, kling! Schönes Ding!   Kling, kling! Fine thing! 
Wie mir doch die Welt gefällt! Heia!”  How the world pleases me! Heia!”  



 94

 

Example 3.1: Mahler, Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, mm. 34-38 

 

 

Example 3.2: Mahler, Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, mm. 86-89 
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Und da fing im Sonnenschein   And there in the sunshine, 
Gleich die Welt zu funkeln an;   the world began to sparkle; 
Alles Ton und Farbe gewann   everything gained sound and color 
Im Sonnenschein!    in the sunshine! 
Blum' und Vogel, groß und Klein!  Flower and bird, large and small! 
“Guten Tag, ist's nicht eine schöne Welt? “Good day, isn’t it a fine world? 
Ei du, gelt? Schöne Welt!”   Hey you, isn’t it?  Fine world!” 

Nun fängt auch mein Glück wohl an?  Now does my happiness also begin? 
Nein, nein, das ich mein',   No, no, I think it can 
Mir nimmer blühen kann!   never bloom for me! 

Again, however, the peace is not to last, for at the end the speaker realizes that happiness 

will never bloom for him (“mir nimmer, nimmer blühen kann!”).  Having repressed the 

scorn he faced from his beloved by turning to nature, the speaker is compelled to repeat the 

displeasure associated with his experience.  The bird and the blue flower to which he turned 

in the first song as a means for coping with his pain are still not able to protect him.  Instead 

he repeats the scenario of the first song: he witnesses joy akin to that of his beloved on her 

wedding day from which he is once again excluded.  Indeed, the speaker’s use of the verb 

blühen, to bloom, in referring to his happiness demonstrates how fully he has turned to 

nature, however unsuccessfully, in order to repress thoughts of his beloved.  

Following the opening section of “Wenn mein Schatz Hochzeit macht,” the speaker 

rigorously avoids thinking about his beloved, dwelling only on his pain, until midway 

through “Ich hab’ ein glühend Messer,” the third song of Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen: 

Ich hab'ein glühend Messer,   I have a glowing knife, 
Ein Messer in meiner Brust,   a knife in my chest, 
O weh! Das schneid't so tief   Oh woe! that cuts so deep 
In jede Freud' und jede Lust.   into every joy and every desire! 
Ach, was ist das für ein böser Gast!  Ah!  What an evil guest! 
Nimmer hält er Ruh',    Never does it rest, 
nimmer hält er Rast,    never does it pause, 
Nicht bei Tag, noch bei Nacht,  Not in the day, nor at night, 
wenn ich schlief!    when I sleep! 
O weh!      Oh woe! 

 
 



 96

Wenn ich den Himmel seh',   When I look into the heavens, 
Seh' ich zwei blaue Augen stehn!  I see two blue eyes there! 
O weh!      Oh woe! 
Wenn ich im gelben Felde geh',  When I go into the yellow field, 
Seh'ich von fern das blonde Haar  I see from a distance her blonde 
Im Winde weh'n!    hair blowing in the wind! 
O weh!      Oh woe! 
Wenn ich aus dem Traum auffahr'  When I start out of the dream 
Und höre klingen ihr silbern Lachen,  and hear her silver laugh ringing, 
O weh!      Oh woe! 
 
Ich wollt', ich läg auf der   I wished that I was laying on the 
Schwarzen Bahr',    black bier, 
Könnt' nimmer die Augen aufmachen!  and could never open my eyes. 

Approximately halfway through the song the repressed image of the speaker’s beloved 

returns to haunt him from within nature, which he had used to shield himself from his pain: 

he sees her eyes in the blue heavens and her hair in a golden field blown by the wind.   

In this moment, the image of the beloved as omnipresent in nature takes on a 

frightening aspect characteristic of the Freudian “uncanny.”  In his 1919 essay, “Das 

Unheimliche,” Freud defines the uncanny:  

In the first place, if psycho-analytic theory is correct in maintaining that every affect 
belonging to an emotional impulse, whatever its kind, is transformed, if it is 
repressed, into anxiety, then among instances of frightening things there must be one 
class in which the frightening element can be shown to be something repressed 
which recurs.  This class of frightening things would then constitute the uncanny; and 
it must be a matter of indifference whether what is uncanny was itself originally 
frightening or whether it carried some other effect.71 

Originally the image of the speaker’s beloved was not frightening, but a cause of devotion 

and eventually pain.  When her image recurs as a part of nature, as a clear member of the 

“class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar,” nature, 

which had formerly been soothing, becomes uncanny.72 

                                                
71 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” in The Standard Edition, 16:241. 
72 Freud, “The Uncanny,” 16:220. 
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In many ways the music at this moment of “Ich hab’ ein glühend Messer” reinforces the 

uncanny mood that obtains in the text when the beloved appears in nature. During the 

strident opening in D minor featuring a host of diminished seventh chords, the speaker 

compares his pain to a glowing knife lodged deep in his chest.  Repeating the harmonic 

trajectory from D minor to G minor of the opening section of the first song, the speaker is, 

however, not afforded another respite in Bb major.  Instead, as shown in Example 3.3, the 

low strings, winds and brass articulate pedal points on G and D, while the high winds and 

strings exclaim a series of fully diminished seventh chords.  Although the chords at measures 

251-2, act as viio7 in G minor and reinforce the cadence from the previous measures, those 

that follow destabilize the harmony.  The chord at measure 253 by extension seems to 

tonicize F, but the G minor pedal in the low voices refuses to budge.  At measure 254 the 

first violins and violas state the third diminished seventh chord, which does not function as 

viio7 in F# as might be expected by the pattern established in the previous measures, but 

instead reaches only an Eb.  The open fifths in the bassoons, trombones, cellos, and basses 

expand to minor sixths as Eb replaces every D.  An Eb major chord in the high winds at 

measure 255 disrupts the unbroken series of diminished sevenths, which resume immediately 

at measure 256, now climaxing always on Eb.  The speaker himself enters on Eb at measure 

258 as the chord is stated six times in three measures before providing another viio7 – I 

cadence in G minor at measure 259. 

A number of the musical characteristics of this passage that leads to the return in the 

text of the repressed beloved have often been associated with the uncanny.  Based on an 

intertextual network that surrounds the concept, Michael Klein relates the uncanny in music 

to the eighteenth-century topic of ombra “with its familiar tremolos, chromatic lines, 

Neapolitans, and diminished seventh chords.”73 To these signs Klein adds “enharmonicism, 

                                                
73 Michael Klein, Intertextuality and Western Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 80.  Other 
recent musicological uses of Freud’s theory of the uncanny include: Richard Cohn, “Uncanny Resemblances: 
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strange uses of chromaticism, odd voice-leading, and mechanical repetitions of musical 

material” as possible musical signifiers of the uncanny.74 The uncanny return of the beloved 

in nature also participates in the intertextual web suggested by Klein and draws on a number 

of the musical characteristics he outlines, including several diminished-seventh chords and a 

brief, but striking tonicization of the flat submediant.75  In the following measures, strings 

and winds play extended tremolos and in measure 263 the flutes compulsively repeat the 

material with which they opened “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld” (Ex. 3.3).  Although none 

of these musical characteristics must necessarily refer only to the uncanny, the combination 

of diminished-seventh chords, the flat submediant, tremolos, and the eerie return of 

previous music in an entirely different context all reinforce the sense of the uncanny 

engendered by the return of the repressed beloved in the text of the song.  

 “Die zwei blauen Augen von meinem Schatz,” the concluding song of the cycle 

portrays the speaker’s banishment from the presence of his beloved and his subsequent 

lonely wandering across the heath in the dead of night accompanied only by love and pain: 

Die zwei blauen Augen   The two blue eyes 
von meinem Schatz,    of my darling, 
Die haben mich in die    which have sent me 
weite Welt geschickt.    into the wide world. 
Da mußt ich Abschied nehmen  I had to bid farewell 
vom allerliebsten Platz!    to the most beloved place! 
O Augen blau,     Oh blue eyes, 
warum habt ihr mich angeblickt?  Why did you look at me? 
Nun hab' ich ewig Leid und Grämen!  Now I ever have pain and grief! 

                                                                                                                                            
Tonal Signification in the Freudian Age,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 57 (2004): 285-323; Carlo 
Caballero, “Silence, Echo: A Response to ‘What the Sorcerer Said.’” 19th-Century Music 28 (2004): 160-82; 
Carolyn Abbate, “Outside Ravel’s Tomb,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 52 (1999): 465-530; Joseph 
Kerman, “Beethoven’s Op. 131 and the Uncanny,” 19th-Century Music 25 (2001-02): 155-64. 
74 Klein, Intertextuality in Western Music, 87. 
75 Although Klein does not discuss the flat submediant specifically, he does reference Schubert’s “Der 
Erlkönig” as an instance of the uncanny in music; the Erlking’s music is in the flat submediant.  For discussion 
of the “Der Erlkönig” as uncanny see Christopher Gibbs, “‘Komm, geh’ mit mir’: Schubert’s Uncanny 
‘Erlkönig.’” 19th-Century Music 19 (1995): 115-135.  For discussion of the flat submediant rendering the tonic 
uncanny, see Nicholas Marston, “Schubert’s Homecoming,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 125 (2000): 
248-70. 
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Example 3.3: Mahler, Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, mm. 251-263 
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Example 3.3 (cont’d): Mahler, Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, mm. 251-263 
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Ich bin ausgegangen    I went out 
in stiller Nacht     into the quiet night 
wohl über die dunkle Heide.   across the dark heath. 
Hat mir niemand Ade gesagt, Ade!   No one bade me farewell, farwell! 
Mein Gesell' war Lieb und Leide!  My companions were love and pain! 

 
Auf der Straße stand ein Lindenbaum,  On the road stood a lime tree, 
Da hab' ich zum ersten Mal   where for the first time, 
im Schlaf geruht!    I rested in sleep. 
Unter dem Lindenbaum,   Under the lime tree, 
Der hat seine Blüten    that snowed its blossoms 
über mich geschneit,    over me, 
Da wußt' ich nicht,     there I did not know, 
wie das Leben tut,    how life went,  
War alles, alles wieder gut!   all, all was good again! 
Alles! Alles, Lieb und Leid   All! all, love and pain 
Und Welt und Traum!    and world and dream! 

Wavering between C major and C minor, the modally instable central section of the song 

associated with the speaker’s wandering, gives way to a solid F major area as he discovers a 

linden tree on the road that provides a place for him to finally rest.  Susan Youens notes that 

the Lindenbaum long functioned “as the sport for lovers’ rendezvous and hence, by extension, 

a symbol of all that is gentle, sweet (lind) and good in nature.”76 Mahler’s speaker finds not 

his beloved, but a sweet spot of repose where he can forget her.   

Of the parallel moment by the Lindenbaum in Schubert’s Winterreise, Youens claims 

the wanderer realizes “that he will inevitably forget her when the pain she has caused him 

ends.  (This is an admission that Mahler’s wayfarer . . . never makes.)”77 Although the 

wayfarer never explicitly admits to the possibility of forgetting his beloved, he does attempt 

to escape his memories of her throughout the cycle, perhaps finding the most success under 

the linden tree.  Modal instability returns in Mahler’s song as the speaker exclaims “da wusst 

ich nicht, wie das Leben thut, war Alles wieder gut!  Alles!  Lieb’ und Leid!  Und Welt und 

                                                
76 Susan Youens, “Schubert, Mahler and the Weight of the Past: ‘Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen’ and 
‘Winterreise,’” Music & Letters 67 (1986): 263. 
77 Youens, “Schubert, Mahler and the Weight of the Past,” 264. 
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Traum!” (there I did not know how life went, everything was good again.  Everything!  Love 

and pain!  And world and dream!)  As the speaker attempts to repress the haunting image of 

his beloved’s eyes by succumbing to sleep or death, binaries dissolve—love and pain, reality 

and dreams, major and minor are no longer easily distinguished from one another. 

 In the concluding song, musical elements related to funeral marches, including 

dotted rhythms and a steady beat in the timpani, harp and bass, suggest that the speaker is 

journeying away from his beloved and toward his own death.  According to Freud, the death 

drive is “an urge inherent in all organic life to restore an earlier state of things.”78 Nicholas 

Royle pushes his idea further in his monograph on the Freudian uncanny, claiming that “the 

uncanny may be bound up with the most extreme nostalgia or ‘homesickness’, in other 

words a compulsion to return to an inorganic state, a desire (perhaps unconscious) to die, a 

death drive.”79  The speaker’s own desire to die initially appears in the third song, following 

the uncanny return of the beloved, as he exclaims, “Ich wollt’ ich läg’ auf der schwarzen 

Bahr’, könnt’ nimmer die Augen aufmachen” (I wish that I could lay on the black bier and 

could never open my eyes.)   

Although the speaker’s desire to die would make final his separation from the 

beloved, it could also be interpreted as a manifestation of his desire to return to her.  Freud 

himself makes a direct connection between the love and Heimweh in the context of the 

uncanny: 

It often happens that neurotic men declare that they feel there is something uncanny 
about the female genital organs.  This unheimlich place, however, is the entrance to the 
former Heim [home] of all human beings, to the place where each one of us lived 
once upon a time and in the beginning.  There is a joking saying that ‘Love is home-
sickness’; and whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and says to himself, 
while he is still dreaming: ‘this place is familiar to me, I’ve been here before’, we may 
interpret the place as being his mother’s genitals or her body.  In this case too, then, 

                                                
78 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 18:36. 
79 Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny (New York: Routledge, 2004), 2. 
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the unheimlich is what was once heimisch, familiar; the prefix ‘un’ is the token of 
repression.80 

For Freud, all love is implicated in a desire to return to the now uncanny home once 

provided by his mother’s womb.  Returning to the womb would involve reentering the non-

existence that precedes birth, which is, in a sense, indistinguishable from the non-existence 

follows death.  During sexual intercourse, men reenter the female genital organs and, in a 

very limited sense, return to the “former home of all human beings.”81  Theodor Reik 

pushes the link between love, homesickness, and death even further, claiming “the grave and 

the mother’s womb are identical in psychological analysis.  In homesickness, as in the desire 

for death, we return in our thoughts to where we came from.”82 

If love is a form of nostalgia for the non-existence of the womb, the death drive 

experienced by Mahler’s speaker could also reflect his desire to reunite with his beloved.  

Such a yearning for reunion would be entirely appropriate under the Lindenbaum, which 

provides an iconic location for lovers to be together.  At the conclusion of the song cycle, 

then, one can read Mahler’s speaker as dwelling in this Freudian nexus of love, death, and 

nostalgia, which in some sense have become indistinguishable from each other, in the same 

way that reality and dreaming have become fused.   

Modal instability and a weak cadence to the tonic in second inversion at the end of 

“Die zwei blauen Augen von meinem Schatz” also contribute to the sense of indeterminacy 

established in the text of the song.  The weak cadence also implies a lack of final resolution, 

suggesting that the speaker’s repression of his beloved has once again failed.  Compounding 

the weakness of that final cadence, the cycle ends in F major/minor rather than the D minor 

in which it opened; indeed each song ends in a different key from where it began.  Such 

                                                
80 Freud, “The Uncanny,” 16:247. 
81 On the relationship between sex, death, and return to the womb, see Sigmund Freud, “New Introductory 
Lectures to Psycho-analysis,” in The Standard Edition, 22:24,87. 
82 Reik, The Haunting Melody, 118. 
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tonal wandering—from D minor to G minor in the first song, from D major to F# major in 

the second, from D minor to Eb minor in the third, and from E minor to F minor in the 

fourth—echoes the wayfarer’s own journey and also demonstrates the extent to which he 

has not dealt with the emotional pain that necessitated his wandering.  

Perhaps he has only fallen asleep under the lime tree and what we hear is not his 

disintegration in death, but the dissolution of conscious thought as he enters 

unconsciousness.   Freud also includes sleep in the matrix of love, death, and nostalgia, 

indicating that “sleep is a return . . . to the womb.”83  When considered in the context of 

Freudian repression, the weakness of the final cadence and the refusal truly to work through 

the trauma by avoiding any return to it, either textually or harmonically, Mahler’s cycle 

practically requires a continuation to complete the psychological work that the songs began.  

Although by the end of the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, the speaker has succeeded again in 

pushing all thought of his beloved away into his unconscious, what is repressed almost 

always returns. 

 

BETWEEN REPEATING AND REMEMBERING 

The return of material from the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen in Mahler’s First 

Symphony might suggest that the symphony provides another attempt at grappling with the 

topic of repression.  Large segments of “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld” and “Die zwei 

blauen Augen von meinem Schatz” appear in the first and third movements respectively of 

Mahler’s First.  In the context of the songs, both of the moments borrowed from the cycle 

correspond to the repression of the beloved: into nature in “Ging heut’” and into the 

unconscious in “Die zwei blauen Augen.”  Perhaps Mahler’s obvious reuse in the First 

Symphony of material from that song cycle—material explicitly associated with repression—

                                                
83 Sigmund Freud, “An Outline of Psycho-analysis,” in The Standard Edition, 23:166. 
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indicates that the symphony might continue where the cycle ended, with the speaker’s 

unwillingness or inability to work through his trauma. 

Mahler’s decision to strip the First Symphony of its program for the 1896 

performance in Berlin also resonates with Freudian repression, as mentioned previously.  

The piece immediately preceding the First Symphony on that concert was Mahler’s Lieder 

eines fahrenden Gesellen, in its premiere performance.84  Although not the same in substance or 

content as Mahler’s program for the symphony, the song cycle could have provided a guide 

to the symphony for members of the Berlin audience who were able to hear the connections 

between it and the song cycle.  If Mahler’s repressed program did indeed return on the 1896 

concert in the form of the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, the nuanced relationship between the 

song cycle and the symphony could offer a hermeneutic window into the First Symphony. 

The strange uncertainty of the opening measures of Mahler’s First resonates quite 

strongly with the mood established in both the music and the text of the closing measures of 

the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen.  Nevertheless, the symphony does not open with material 

quoted from the songs, however.  Instead, the preliminary gestures in the piece frame and 

eventually seem to generate the melody from “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld.”  A sustained 

pedal on A in every register played by the string section begins the first movement and 

immediately establishes a strange and somewhat off-putting sound world (Ex. 3.4).  

Describing this moment using a complex of metaphors, including “thin curtain,” “pale gray 

cloud layer . . . painful to sensitive eyes,” and “unpleasant whistling sound like that emitted 

from old-fashioned steam engines,” Theodor Adorno addresses, without stating it as such, 

the distancing quality of the sonority.85  For Adorno, the discomfort caused by the high 

sound separates the listener from the music.  Adorno’s curtain (or cloud layer) can be read as  

                                                
84 Concert program reproduced in de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, plate 50. 
85 Theodor W. Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1992), 4. 
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Example 3.4: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 1-30 
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Example 3.4: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 1-30 (cont’d) 
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Example 3.4: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 1-30 (cont’d) 
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significant not only for the separation it implies, but also for its inherent blankness or 

freedom from content.  Like the wall of Plato’s cave, the curtain does not have meaning, but 

rather serves as a substrate onto which meaning can be projected.  Watching shadows move 

along the blank surface, in Plato’s allegory the man who has experienced the outside world 

knows that he sees only a representation, that the surface separates him from the thing 

itself.86 

Mahler’s opening sonority is equally blank, consisting of only one sustained pitch (in 

octave displacement). In the world of sound, sonority without content could be considered a 

form of silence—white noise signifies nothing and is perhaps therefore a form of sounding 

silence. Mahler’s harmonics function as another type of sounding silence, or perhaps more 

aptly, as a sonic representation of silence or a void.  Aleksandr Borodin’s V sredney Azii  (Ex. 

3.5), composed in 1880, opens with sustained high harmonics in the strings and provides an 

apt comparison to the first measures of Mahler’s First Symphony.  In his program for the 

piece (which he, unlike Mahler, never withdrew or repressed), Borodin makes clear the link 

between the opening harmonics and silence: “In the silence of the monotonous steppes of 

Central Asia is heard the unfamiliar sound of a peaceful Russian song.”87 Borodin uses high 

string sounds to provide a blank frame, the silence of the steppe, which resonates with 

Mahler’s use of a very similar sonority.  

The silent void obtains for only two measures in Mahler’s symphony before 

descending fourths begin appearing in the woodwinds in measure 3 (Ex. 3.4).  Sustained 

open harmonies and descending perfect intervals point suggestively to the first measures of 

                                                
86 Such separation could be figured in numerous other ways, including as the “sharp cleavage . . . between 
conscious and unconscious mental activity” required for repression to occur (Freud, “Repression,” 14:147).   
Focusing on the mediating function of the separating surface, it resonates with Bergson’s memory image, which 
mediates between the theoretical constructs of pure memory and pure perception (Henri Bergson, Matter and 
Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer [New York: Humanities Press, 1911], 170). 
87 Aleksandr Borodin, On the Steppes of Central Asia (London: Ernst Eulenburg Ltd.). 
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Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.88  Not present, however, are the sixteenth-note sextuplets or 

the fifth heard in Beethoven’s Ninth.  Beethoven’s rhythm gives the sonority an acoustic 

grain that is absent in the first measures of Mahler’s movement.  In a sense the opening of 

Mahler’s symphony could be heard as a memory of Beethoven’s symphony that emerges 

from the empty, weightless frame provided by the harmonics in the strings, which 

themselves are a bleaching back of Beethoven’s sonority.  Like all memories, the one at the 

beginning of Mahler’s symphony is not perfect: the elements from Beethoven that are 

absent—especially the rhythm of both the descending gesture and the sustained pedal—

suggest that what we hear is remembered. 

 

Example 3.5: Borodin, V sredney Azii, mm. 1-9 

 

 Just as the opening measures of Mahler’s First seem to present an altered version of 

the opening of Beethoven’s Ninth, the clarinet fanfare in measure 9 is a distorted version of 

the trumpet fanfare that follows in measures 22 through 26.  The distance that causes the 

distortion in the fanfare could be physical or temporal or both: we mishear the fanfare or 

                                                
88 Raymond Knapp and Henri-Louis de La Grange notice this invocation of Beethoven’s Ninth; Knapp, 
Symphonic Metamorphoses, 170-1; de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 751. 
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perhaps we remember incorrectly or only vaguely.  While the trumpet fanfare removes the 

timbral distortion, the trumpets are located in the far distance off-stage (marked In sehr weiter 

Entfernung aufgestellt).  That the trumpet fanfare is still distant, suggests an attempt to listen 

more closely or else a more concentrated focus on the memory of the fanfare.   

Another process of suggesting and then moving away from Beethoven’s Ninth 

appears in measure 25 when the descending fourth motive is given an incisive rhythmic 

profile—an eighth note followed by an eighth tied to a half note—more in line with 

Beethoven’s presentation of the descending intervals in his Ninth Symphony.  By measure 

30, however, Mahler labels the descending fourth as a cuckoo call (marked Der [sic] Ruf eines 

Kukuks nachzuahmen), an imitation of the natural world absent from Beethoven’s Ninth, 

though perhaps gesturing now toward his “Pastoral” Sixth as well.  

 Deleuze and Guattari, speaking of birdcalls as a primordial version of the refrain, 

claim that “the role of the refrain has often been emphasized: it is territorial, a territorial 

assemblage.  Bird songs: the bird sings to mark its territory.”89  In the first 30 measures of 

Mahler’s symphony, the cuckoo call and the fanfare both function as a Deleuzoguarratian 

refrain—each is a “rhythmic pattern that stakes out a territory.”90  The majority of the 

introduction to the first movement of Mahler’s symphony features a process of defining a 

territory and staking it out: the tonal expanse of the silent void is sounded out by descending 

fourths and the acoustic expanse of the territory is claimed both by trumpet fanfares and 

bird calls.  Only gradually does either come into range of hearing. 

  “Awakening,” rather than “sounding out,” however, is the metaphor most 

commonly attached to these early moments of the first movement.  Mahler himself claimed 

the “Awakening of Spring” should be a constant feature for the symphony’s program, 

                                                
89 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. by Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 312. 
90 Ronald Bogue, Deleuze on Music, Painting, and the Arts (New York: Routledge, 2003), 17. 
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whenever a program was provided for performances of the First.91  Although Mahler’s 

metaphor of “awakening” is only one of the many possible interpretations of the music it 

describes, the process of sounding out carried out by the orchestra could in fact be a 

particular form of awakening.  The explicit version of awakening by sounding out provided 

by Marcel Proust in the opening pages of À la recherche du temps perdu could be heard to 

resonate with the process heard in Mahler’s symphony: 

But for me it was enough if, in my own bed, my sleep was so heavy as completely to 
relax my consciousness; for then I lost all sense of the place in which I had gone to 
sleep, and when I awoke in the middle of the night, not knowing where I was, I 
could not even be sure at first who I was; I had only the most rudimentary sense of 
existence, such as may lurk and flicker in the depths of an animal’s consciousness; I 
was more destitute than the cave-dweller; but then the memory—not yet of the place 
in which I was, but of various other places where I had lived and might now very 
possibly be—would could like a rope down from heaven to draw me up out of the 
abyss of not-being, from which I could have never escaped by myself: in a flash I 
would traverse centuries of civilization, and out of a blurred glimpse of oil-lamps, 
then of shirts with turned-down collars, would gradually piece together the original 
components of my ego.92 

Proust’s narrator only escapes from the “abyss of not-being” through the process of 

remembering; the narrator gradually assesses where (and who) he is by comparing what he 

sees before him with what he remembers.  The process of reconstituting the self undertaken 

by the narrator when emerging from sleep is the reverse of the dissolution of self and of 

thought experienced by the speaker of the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen as he descends into 

sleep or the unconscious. 

                                                
91 de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 748. 
92 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 6 vols., trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised D. 
J. Enright (New York: The Modern Library, 1999), 1:4-5.  “Mais il suffisait que, dans mon lit meme, mon 
sommeil fût profound et détendît entièrement mon esprit; alors celui-ci lâchait le plan du lieu où je m’étais 
endormi, et quand je m’éveillais au milieu de la nuit, comme j’ignorais où je me trouvais, je ne savais meme pas 
au premier instant qui j’étais; j’avais seulement dans sa simplicité première, le sentiment de l’existence comme il 
peut frémir au fond d’un animal; j’étais plus dénué que l’homme des caverns; mais alors le souvenir – non 
encore du lieu où j’étais, mais de quelques-uns de ceux que j’avais habités et où j’aurais pu être – venait à moi 
comme un secours d’en haut pour me tirer du néant d’où je n’aurais pu sortir tout seul; je passais en une 
seconde par-dessus des siècles de civilisation, et l’image confusément entrevue de lampes à pétrole, puis 
chemises à col rabattu, recomposait peu à peu les traits originaux de mon moi.” (Marcel Proust, À la recherche du 
temps perdu [Paris: Editions Gallimards, 1999], 14-5.) 
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In Mahler’s First, fanfares and birdcalls sound at first muffled, like the “blurred 

glimpse” of items in the room, but are gradually perceived more clearly.  The narrator’s 

gradual reaquisition of perceptual clarity is perhaps also echoed by the rising figured played 

by the cellos and basses starting in measure 47, which, due to its gradual assent, seems to tell 

of something emerging into consciousness.  The winds, however, respond with numerous 

sequences of descending fourths, which seem to overpower the string section’s rising motive 

until it is totally stifled at measure 59. 

Seeming to push aside the rising theme in the low strings, the fourths in the winds, especially 

the clarinet, become more insistent and eventually lead directly into the statement of the 

main theme starting in measure 62 (Ex. 3.6).  Developing not out of the rising motive 

(which, through its contour and chromatic motion, points to the advent of something new) 

but from the descending fourths (which were linked to Beethoven and formed by a process 

akin to the Proustian awakening by perceiving the present only in combination with 

remembering the past), the emergence of the main theme is associated with the past-directed 

elements of the introduction. Morever, the main theme is literally from the past, having been 

borrowed from Mahler’s “Wayfarer” song “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld.”  On the most 

basic level, the main theme takes on the sheen of a memory by repeating something that has 

been (or could have been) already heard.   

As with the reference to Beethoven’s Ninth in the opening measures of the 

movement, Mahler’s treatment of the main theme first makes clear the association between 

theme and “Ging heut’” then gradually diverges the original.  The key of the main theme, D 

major, is also the key of the song.  In the symphony, however, the cello reaches an E in 

measure 71, which the harp and bassoon immediately resituate into context of A major / A 

minor (Ex. 3.6).  The absence in measure 71 of the C#, D major’s leading tone, followed by 

the clarinet’s immediate statement of the fourth motive now from A to E, rather than from  
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D to A, undermines the stability of the tonic key.  Even the cello line itself is not 

remembered perfectly: in both of the first two strophes of the original song, the equivalent 

to the cello’s A in measure 68 is held for a full measure and is followed by a full measure of 

rest. In the symphony, the cello instead continues, moving a step higher and repeating the 

small turn figure two more times, lands on E, the dominant of A, rather than on the 

dominant of D (Ex. 3.6).  The cello’s imperfect memory of the “Ging heut’” theme results in 

a full-fledged move away from the tonic key to the dominant in measure 74.  The harmonic 

instability of the song theme, moving toward the dominant after only eight measures in the 

tonic and with no cadential confirmation of the home key, also reinforces the memory-like 

quality of the theme: the melody of the original version is remembered only imperfectly and 

its harmony quickly drifts away from the tonal center of the song. 

The text of the song is another element that is not present in the symphony.  In the 

Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen, “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld” describes the speaker’s 

momentary ability forget his beloved, to repress her memory, by focusing on the beauty and 

joy of nature.  As it appears in the symphony, the song becomes a textless melody, which, in 

losing its text, has in a sense forgotten its own subject.  If the symphony is truly unable to 

recall the topic of the song, the process of repression has become more successful in the 

symphony than it had been in the song cycle.  The appearance of the material from the song 

in the symphony, however, provides clear evidence that the repressed memory returns in the 

First Symphony just as it did in the cycle.  Parts of the text do seem to be remembered 

vaguely, such as the jolly finch, which has been transformed into a cuckoo in the symphony.  

Not only has the wrong bird been remembered, the orchestra has also recalled the cuckoo 

call incorrectly: as Theodor Helm chastised, the clarinet sings at the fourth, instead of at the 

minor third that cuckoos sing in nature.93 

                                                
93 Helm, “Zweites Philharmonisches Concert,” 7.  It is less important whether cuckoos actually call at the 
minor third than whether Mahler’s contemporaries accepted that they did. 
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 The exposition remains centered around the key of A major, before repeat signs in 

measure 161 send the orchestra back to measure 63. Mahler’s belief that “each repetition is 

already a lie” calls attention to his exact repetition of the exposition, no matter how 

conventional that repeat might be for a sonata-form movement.94  Returning to the 

repressed programmatic title of the movement, “Frühling und kein Ende,” Raymond Knapp 

explains the repeated exposition as “the emergence of spring and the failure to move beyond 

it.”95  The “failure to move beyond” enacted by the repetition of the exposition takes on a 

different sort of meaning when considered in the context of the memories that the 

introduction and the exposition seem to enact.  Not only are the repeat signs a gesture to the 

century-old practice of repeating the exposition, that repetition also provides another 

example of recalling the past: we hear again what we have already heard, but this time 

verbatim.  It is the exactness of the repetition, of the memory, that makes it a lie.  Memory is 

never perfect and therefore no repetition, which is always a form of memory, can be exact.  

The question then arises, why does first movement contain that lie, the exact 

repetition of the exposition?  The combination of memory and repetition again resonates 

with Sigmund Freud’s work on repression.  According to Freud: 

We may say that the patient does not remember anything of what he has forgotten and 
repressed, but acts it out.  He reproduces it not as a memory, but as an action; he 
repeats it, without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it . . . he cannot escape 
from this compulsion to repeat; and in the end we understand that this is his way of 
remembering.96 

The versions of Beethoven, fanfares, birdcalls, and “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld” 

presented in the first movement of Mahler’s symphony could be considered a form of 

                                                
94 Bauer-Lecher, Recollections, 147.  This quote is drawn from a comments Mahler made on the music of Franz 
Schubert: “No elaboration, no artistically finished development of his original idea!  Instead, he repeats himself 
so much that you could cut out half the piece without doing it any harm.  For each repetition is already a lie.  A 
work of art must evolve perpetually, like life.  If it doesn’t, hypocrisy and theatricality set in.” 
95 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 167. 
96 Sigmund Freud, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,” in The Standard Edition, 12:150; emphasis 
in the original. 
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memory, but the repetition of the exposition might be an instance of Freudian acting-out: 

another unsuccessful attempt at repression resulting in a compulsion to repeat and the 

concomitant refusal to go forward.  In his work on psychological repression, Nicholas Royle 

notes, “Something comes back because in some sense it was never properly there in the first 

place.”97  I claim that, similarly, Mahler’s exposition must return because it was never truly 

there, having drifted away from its own tonic key after only eight measures. 

Following the repeat of the exposition, the sound world of the introduction returns, 

with high string harmonics punctuated by birdcalls.  The cello, however, begins generating a 

new theme in measure 167.  First playing a descending fifth, the cello rests for two measures 

before playing a stepwise ascent into descending major sixth followed by a stepwise descent 

into a descending fifth.  Unlike the descending motives heard previously, which focused 

exclusively on the fourth, in the new theme the cellos alternate between the perfect fifth and 

major sixth, as if trying to decide between them.  The insistent repetition of the two intervals 

in alternation over the course of thirty measures combined with the large stretches of time 

between each statement makes the cello sound as if it is contemplating something, trying to 

remember perhaps, or to understand.  Moreover, the cellos had played the same descending 

fifth and sixth on the same pitches as accompaniment to a melody in the first violins in the 

exposition (Ex. 3.7). Taking a motive that had been almost buried in the texture and 

elevating to the level of a new theme through the process of gradual accretion of material 

might also suggest an attempt to bring a formerly unconscious thought into the conscious 

mind.  Example 3.8 illustrates the gradual development of this new theme. 

Having gradutally created a new theme, in measure 201 the cellos nevertheless 

succumb to the pressure exerted by the omnipresent fourths heard throughout the previous 

material, finally capping the melody with that interval.  In his review of the Vienna  

                                                
97 Royle, The Uncanny, 85. 
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Example 3.7: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 117-123 

 

Philharmonic’s performance of the symphony in 1900, Robert Hirschfeld noted this almost 

overwhelming ubiquity of the fourth: 

[Mahler] allows the interval of a fourth to be heard during the introduction of his 
symphony.  The ingenious satirist industriously positions this leap of a fourth 
throughout the whole symphony, like buttons on a Swabian skirt.  Wherever a place 
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is free, in leaps the fourth; all instruments from the contrabass up to the piccolo 
make the effort to sprinkle the score with fourths. 98 

Although Hirschfeld derides Mahler for overuse of the fourth, he exaggerates only 

slightly the amount of its repetition.  The descending fourth is repeated with extreme 

frequency in the first movement of the symphony, and often in response to themes that 

seem to signify thoughtful contemplation, such as the rising motive from the introduction 

and the new cello theme from the development.  Through its compulsive repetition, the 

fourth could be heard as an agent of acting-out in Freud’s sense, and therefore also as a 

symptom of repression. 

In measure 220, the cellos finally state a complete version of the new theme that 

includes two statements of the descending fourth (Ex. 3.8). The harmony shifts from D 

major to A major by measure 229, repeating the harmonic shift in the exposition.  With little 

warning the key again shifts abruptly to C# / Db major in measure 243.  The sudden 

modulation by an enharmonic reinterpretation of G#! / Ab to a harmonically distant key 

sounds uncanny, especially when the new key is spelled Db, an altered version of the home 

key, D.99 Although every major key potentially sounds like home in itself, the rapidity of 

such a modulation to a distant key denatures the seeming familiarity of the new key.100 

After the unexpected modulation to Db major, the development modulates up a 

whole step to Eb major (m. 257) and again from Eb major to F major (m. 279).  In the F 

major section, a French horn states the new theme starting in measure 291, but concludes, 

not with the nominalized fourth, but with an octave (Ex. 3.8).  Responding in what sounds 

like desperation to close off the modified new theme, the clarinets state the first measures of  

                                                
98 Hirschfeld, “Gustv Mahlers D-dur Symphonie.” Translated by Karen Painter and Bettina Varwig in Mahler 
and His World, 297. 
99 According to Michael Klein, enharmonicism functions as one of the signs of the uncanny in music.  Klein, 
Intertextuality in Western Music, 87. 
100 Richard Cohn makes a similar point about the juxtaposition of what he terms “hexatonic poles,” such as E 
major and C minor chords; Cohn, “Uncanny Resemblances,” 285-323 
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Example 3.8: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, Development of New Theme 

 

the main theme, including the characteristic opening fourth.  By measure 299, however, the 

bassoon and cello state the new theme with a minor sixth, inflecting the key from F major to 

F minor.  The questioning power of the new theme, capped previously by the fourth, is 
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unleashed again, and the descending fifth and sixth motive spreads through the orchestra in 

a nearly fifty-measure intensification section.  Rather than being reduced to a fourth, the 

motive spreads ever wider, to an octave in measure 316, a tenth in measure 317, and a 

twelfth in measure 318. 

In measure 319 the specter of Db again passes over the music: time seems almost to 

freeze for three measures as the stepwise figure in the cello and contrabass fades from 

hearing and the violins and flutes sound their falling octave Fs over a Db! pedal in the 

contrabass, contrabassoon, and tuba (Ex. 3.9).  Threats from the intensification section, in 

the form of both two off-tonic keys, F minor and Db!major, are finally brushed aside with 

the arrival of A major in measure 352 and D major in measure 358.  To reinforce the victory, 

the horns and trombones repeat the fourth-laden call already heard at measure 209, the 

horns cry out an ascending triplet figure, and the trumpet sounds the new theme from the 

development, again capped with a fourth (Ex. 3.8).  The cello attempts another statement of 

the theme, but it is quickly subsumed. 

Seeming not to want the development theme to fly out of control again, the rest of 

the orchestra quickly responds with motives generated from the main theme.  The orchestra 

seems willing only to recapitulate the new theme within earshot of the main theme, not 

within its own thematic area—if the new theme does attempt to remember what the main 

theme has seemed to repress; the new theme could easily disturb the hard-won jubilance.  

Indeed, the final statement of the new theme is briefly inflected toward the minor with the 

inclusion of a Bb in the violin (Ex. 3.8).  Although the new theme ends safely on the 

appropriate descending fourth—D to A—the high winds take another six measures to blot 

out the minor inflection, playing B naturals three times before winding back to the 

descending fourth.  The new theme seems to demand such close supervision, lest it derail 

the ebullient close of the movement. 
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Example 3.9: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 319-325 
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Sweeping the listener along at a brisk pace and not providing anything particularly 

thematic for more than a few measures at a time (in a section that should be essentially 

thematic), the orchestra seems to protest despite itself that nothing has gone wrong.  The 

sheer force of the denial can be felt in the final measures of the movement when the 

orchestra can seem only to repeat compulsively the descending fourth and must struggle 

mightily—grand pauses crater the last measures—to come up with anything else to say (Ex. 

3.10).  The repressive fourth wins in the end, but its overly insistent protests only unmask its 

desperation. 

As a whole the first movement of Mahler’s symphony could be heard as a musical 

illustration of repression.  The main theme, generated by repetition of the descending fourth, 

seems to be a memory that is subsequently repeated verbatim.  Each moment of questioning 

rumination—such as the rising motives in the introduction and in the development, 

generally centered around the key of F minor—is silenced by the descending fourth and D 

major (as well as its dominant, A major).  Moments that originally seemed to be somehow 

related to memory become mere repetitions by the end of the movement.  Dominic LaCapra 

eloquently articulates the difference between true memory and such repetition or acting-out:  

In acting-out one has a mimetic relation to the past which is regenerated or relived as 
if it were fully present rather than represented in memory and inscription.  In 
psychoanalytic terms, the acted-out past is incorporated rather than introjected, and 
it returns as the repressed.101 

Although music, in a sense, has no choice but to be fully present, none of the musical 

passages that I am considering to be memories—marked as such by virtue of mishearing 

other music, for example—are truly remembered in the sense of being understood or 

contemplated.102  Musical moments in the first movement that might attempt to move  

                                                
101 Dominic LaCapra, History and Memory after Auschwitz (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1998), 45. 
102 Carolyn Abbate claims in a well-quoted assertion that “music seems not to ‘have a past tense;’” Carolyn 
Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century, (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1991), 52.  My claim is, whether or not music can operate in the narrative mode, that at the moment of 
its performance music will always be present (i.e. neither absent nor past).   
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Example 3.10: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, I, mm. 437-450 
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beyond acting-out, that sound as if attempting to understand the memory, as if truly trying to 

remember, are inevitably closed off by the descending fourth. 

The odd appearance of C#/Db! major in measure 243 and its even more chilling 

arrival at measure 321 resonate with certain aspects of the Freudian uncanny.  

Accompanying what could be heard as a moment of frozen time, the trumpets seem to react 

in horror in measure 323 to an otherwise relatively innocuous passage (Ex. 3.9).  Db!major 

(spelled as such) is the most distant key harmonically from the tonic D major, but it 

continues to appear throughout the course of the symphony; the frequent, seemingly out of 

place reappearances of Db throughout the movement, coupled with orchestra’s refusal to 

grant the power to speak as a solid thematic key area, suggests a connection to Freud’s 

return of the repressed.  In one sense, the symphony acts out the scenario of “Ging heut’ 

morgen übers Feld,” pushing aside anything that might suggest the pain experienced in the 

song cycle.  In the strange, unprepared modulations to Db and in the compulsion to repeat 

motives and entire formal sections, we can almost hear the return of the repressed, which—

if it is indeed what we hear—remains only barely submerged. 

 

REPRESSION AS THE WILL TO FORGET 

 If in the concluding measures of the first movement the orchestra puts on a 

jubiliantly brave—if somewhat desperate—face and acknowledges only implicitly the 

potential of the new theme to derail the celebratory mood, the opening measures of the 

second movement suggest that the orchestra has regained mastery of its material.  From the 

first measure the low strings obsessively call out the descending fourth: the figure shown in 

example 3.11 appears ten times in the first 31 measures of the movement.  The first section 

centers on A major and its dominant, E major and is then repeated verbatim, just as the 

exposition of the first movement was repeated.  After a brief tonicization of D major, the 
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harmony shifts down by half step in measure 60, and the key of the repressed, C# (Db) 

major, returns (Ex. 3.12). 

 

Example 3.11: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, II, mm. 1-2 

 

 In measures 61 through 67 the first and second violins sound the descending fourth, 

attempting to return to the previous musical discourse—they sound it in C# major, 

however, and only reinforce the key.  The repeated open fifths on C# and G# in the 

contrabass, stopped horns and muted trumpets also reinforce the key throughout the 57-

measure C# major section.  After the C# major section dies away in measure 107, the cellos 

and contrabass gradually modulate back to A major, playing an eighth note motive that 

slowly descends by half steps until the new key is achieved. The lower voices state the 

motive for another eight measures while the violins and winds return to the motives of the 

opening measures.  The obsessive repetition of the motive in the cello and bass sounds 

almost mantra-like, as if the instruments are muttering to themselves in an attempt to forget 

what just transpired.  The attempt to forget apparently succeeds: during the modified 

repetition of the Scherzo at the end of the movement, neither the frightening stopped horns 

nor the C# major section reappear.  Although repression seems again to succeed, the key of 

the repressed returns forcefully in the final movement. 

Unsurprisingly, the third movement of Mahler’s First Symphony opens with repeated 

fourths in the timpani. The tune of “Bruder Martin schläfst du noch,” like the tune of “Ging 

heut’ morgen übers Feld” in the first movement, seems to be remembered imperfectly: its  
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Example 3.12: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, II, mm. 61-67 
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words are missing and it is played in a minor mode.103   The concluding section of “Die zwei 

blauen Augen von meinem Schatz,” in which the speaker’s conscious thought dissolves into 

the unconsciousness of sleep or death also appears in the third movement.  The speaker 

attempts to escape back into the “abyss of not-being” out of which memory pulled him in 

the opening measures of the first movement.  Although Mahler’s Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen 

ends inconclusively with this attempted escape into unconsciousness, the symphony makes 

clear that the escape was not successful.  Instead, the First Symphony provides evidence of 

continued attempts to forget a trauma by changing the subject. 

The portions of the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen quoted in Mahler’s First Symphony, 

the first three strophes of “Ging heut’ morgen übers Feld” and the final strophe of “Die 

zwei blauen Augen von meinem Schatz,” studiously avoid the main topic of the song cycle, 

the speaker’s lost beloved.  The text of the quoted portions have not been remembered in 

the symphony itself, but the subject to which they refer has been repressed all together.  No 

trace is left of the beloved or of the speaker’s love for her, except perhaps in the uncanny 

appearances of C# / Db major throughout the symphony. 

 

REMEMBERING TO FORGET 

In the symphony’s most vehement return of the repressed, all of the high 

woodwinds scream Dbs at the beginning of the fourth movement.  Part of a German 

augmented sixth chord in F minor, the finale’s opening key, the Dbs appear unexpectedly 

and with much violence. The escape into ignorance and non-being attempted in “Die zwei 

blauen Augen von meinem Schatz” and acted out by the third movement is torn to shreds—

                                                
103 Francesca Draughon hears in this movement a juxtaposition of Catholic music in the form of “Bruder 
Martin” and Jewish music in the first Trio section; Draughon, “Mahler and the Music of Fin-de-siècle Identity,”  
Ph.D. diss. (University of California Los Angeles, 2002).  Mahler himself labeled the mood of the third 
movement “unheimlich.”  See de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 747-8. 
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in fact the sheer violence of the opening measures of the fourth movement seems to undo 

every attempt at repression undertaken by the symphony so far. 

If the veil that enshrouds the beginning of the symphony is heard as repression, the 

opening measure of the fourth movement is the (apparent) moment of its rending.  The 

symphony has escaped from the home key of D into the key of F minor, which I have been 

associating with moments of not just memory, but of contemplation or of remembering.  In 

Freudian terms, the F minor sections attempt to “work through” the resistances that occur 

due to repression: 

One must allow the patient time to become more conversant with this resistance 
[due to repression] with which he has now become acquainted, to work through it, to 
overcome it, by continuing, in defiance of it, the analytic work according to the 
fundamental rule of analysis.104 

Until the fourth movement, the attempt to work through the resistances caused by 

repression is thwarted, usually by the reappearance of descending fourths or of D major.105 

 Returning violently at the beginning of the fourth movement, the Db! aids in 

overthrowing D major, the tonic key of the symphony, and in carving out a tonal space for F 

minor, the key I am associating with working-through, to operate.  Throughout the fourth 

movement’s introduction, triplet motives descend ominously from F to Db, perhaps 

reinforcing the drive to remember what has been repressed that I am associating with 

material in F minor. 

The main theme of the final movement includes two primary gestures.  The first 

gesture is a rising figure emphasizing F and its dominant, C.  The second gesture features a 

                                                
104 Freud, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,” 12:155, emphasis in the original. 
105 In his analysis of Mahler’s First Symphony, Adorno hears a moment of “Breakthrough” (m. 352) in the 
retransition to the recapitulation in the first movement.   Listening closely to the musical processes of the first 
movement, however, the moment of Breakthrough does not truly overcome the intensification section that 
precedes it.  In the interpretive scheme that I have laid out here, that intensification, centered largely in F 
minor, attempts instead to rend the curtain of repression and Freudian “acting-out” enforced by D major and 
the ubiquitous fourths. I hear the exaggerated quality of Adorno’s Breakthrough to D major in the first 
movement as a sign of its desperation to reinstitute the veil being threatened by F minor, not of its desire to 
rend it. (Adorno, Mahler, 5). 
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falling sixth, alternatively minor and major, followed by a falling fifth, resembling very 

closely the new theme from the development of the first movement (Ex. 3.13 & Ex. 3.8).  In 

the first movement the theme is slowly generated by the cello, which might have suggested a 

tone of rumination or of working-through in its original context.  In the final movement, the 

alternation between the falling minor sixth and the falling major sixth plays out as another 

conflict between Db!and D natural. 

Finally acquiring a thematic space of its own, Db! is the key of the second theme of 

the fourth movement.  Marked “Sehr gesangvoll,” the second theme is perhaps a song 

without words that has not been heard previously, leaving us to guess at its subject.  One 

possibility is that it sings of the beloved herself who remains hidden, unrecoverable, behind 

the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen.  By moving beyond the failed repression of the song cycle, 

the symphony might attempt to address directly the topic that is the source of pain. 

Subsumed gradually into a Db!pedal, the second theme gives way to a brief developmental 

section.  James Buhler hears the material in measure 290 that wrenches the orchestra from 

music centered on Db/Ab! to G major as a musical model foreshadowing a larger 

“Breakthrough” to come.106  The oboe and clarinet attempt in measure 311 to change the 

subject away from Breakthrough to working-through by stating the falling sixth/falling fifth 

motive, although now in C minor, perhaps trying to continue the process of working-

through for which developmental sections are ideally suited. 

The material that Buhler labels “Breakthrough model” has changed the key 

insidiously, however, and all of the motives have moved to pitches appropriate to the new 

key.  The descending triplet figures (m. 348) move from C to Ab, instead of from F to Db.  

In measure 355 the high winds make an attempt at the falling sixth/falling fifth motive 

starting on Db, but instead of landing on F they stop on G, a tritone lower than the starting  

                                                
106 James Buhler, “‘Breakthrough’ as Critique of Form: The Finale of Mahler’s First Symphony,” 19th-Century 
Music 20 (1996): 137-8. 
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Example 3.13: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, IV, mm. 61-66 

  

pitch rather than the ubiquitous perfect fourth.  By changing the key, the breakthrough 

model seems to undermine the process of working-through, paving the way for the eventual 

breakthrough to D major, the tonic key of the symphony—perhaps also the key of 

repression—in measure 375 (Ex. 3.14).  The moment of arrival in D major is marked by  
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Example 3.14: Mahler, Symphony No. 1, IV, mm. 375-378 
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fourths hammered out by the timpani and a triplet motive emphasizing the fourth in the 

high winds.  A significant portion of the chorale that follows (mm. 388-395) is based on a 

chain of descending fourths that recalls the descending fourth motive with which the 

symphony opened.  After the process of working-through is undermined by the breakthough 

model and completely overthrown by the breakthrough itself, repression seems to return, in 

the form of D major and the descending fourths.  Numerous references to the first 

movement are made throughout measures 428 to 458 as the chains of the descending 

fourths, the birdcalls, and even the opening motive of the main theme return.  Notably 

absent, however, is any recollection of the falling fifth/falling sixth motive. 

 Db!is once again repressed and the music in F minor in many ways loses its power to 

work through any resistance.  In the recapitulation both themes are weakened almost to the 

point of no longer being thematic at all.  According to James Buhler: 

The inversion of the order of the themes in the recapitulation; the reworking of the 
second theme and its placement over a dominant C pedal; the recapitulation of the 
principal theme in fugato, a technique normatively reserved for development 
procedures rather than recapitulation; and the smooth transition from the 
recapitulation of the main theme into a recall of the intensification section taken 
from the development of the first movement—these four steps each help weaken 
the recapitulatory function of the F-minor reprise, making it less secure than it might 
have otherwise been.107 

Neither of the themes sounds strongly thematic in the recapitulation.  Instead the “less 

secure” F-minor reprise gives way almost imperceptibly to what Buhler terms “a recall of the 

intensification section taken from the development of the first movement.”108 

Measures 305 to 351 from the first movement do indeed reappear in an only slightly 

modified form as measures 574 to 622 in the fourth movement.  Details of orchestration are 

modified slightly, but the general tone of the passage remains consistent.  The horn motive 

following the uncanny Db!pedal is now a transposed version of the first gesture of the main 

                                                
107 Ibid., 141. 
108 Ibid. 
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theme of the finale, ending on a high Db.  Using a motive from the F-minor exposition to 

reach up to and call out the note so long repressed, the horn makes a last plea for working-

through.  It is of no use, however: the breakthrough to D major, the victorious fanfare of 

fourths, the fourths hammered out in the timpani, and the chorale built on a chain of 

descending fourths are all repeated compulsively. 

Buhler asks of this moment just before the final Breakthough: 

Why did Mahler choose to quote an extended passage from the first movement and 
one, moreover, with such subtle thematic connections that its status as quotation is 
hard to detect in casual listening?109 

In answer, Buhler points to the “functional parallelism” established by the use of the same 

material in both movements, which then articulates the return of the chorale as a “true” 

moment of recapitulation, saving it from the extraterritoriality of the Coda.110  The 

intensification, no matter how un-thematic, is recapitulated.  I contend that by recapitulating 

developmental material, music that is “process” and not “event,” Mahler reifies process, 

turns process into event, renders process a thing worthy of discussion.  This reified 

process—a process that brings about recall, that enables recapitulation itself—is the process 

of remembering, of working-through.  The sonic representation of the process of 

remembering is elevated to the level of theme through its recapitulation in the fourth 

movement, which highlights the importance of memory in the symphony as a whole.  As an 

almost exact repetition, however, the process of remembering heard in the intensification 

section becomes another form of acting out, another form of repression, another lie.   

In his work on Freudian repression, Michael Billig claims that “the moment one 

concentrates on accomplishing the forgetting, one is surely remembering the very thing 

which is to be forgotten.”111  Indeed, for Billig, repression itself “requires remembering and a 

                                                
109 Ibid., 142. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Billig, Freudian Repression, 41. 
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knowledge of memory-work, for, often, repressing involves the production of memory-

stories and the avoidance of further memory-work.”112  Perhaps the repetition of the 

intensification section—an instance of what seemed to be true memory turned into 

repression—does not attempt to recall the beloved, but is instead remembering to forget 

her. 

 When the process of remembering is reified through its recapitulation, the will to 

forget, the resistance to memory is paradoxically what is remembered.  Even if the final D 

major chorale seems to be the result of the process of working-through, it succeeds only in 

negating all of the forward motion generated by the recapitulated intensification section.  

Through its own recapitulation, seemingly as the result of the process of remembering, the 

D major chorale claims total mastery over the repressed.  Dominic LaCapra warns: 

Since working-through may never fully transcend acting-out, undo denial, or totally 
heal the wounds of a traumatic past, it should be distinguished from the phantasm of 
total mastery (evoked in the unfortunate term Vergangenheitsbewältigung).113 

The final measures of Mahler’s First Symphony want us to believe that the repressed topic 

has been overcome.  The total avoidance of C# (Db) in the final twenty measures of the 

symphony,114 however, makes the final triumph—unharmonized octaves on D—ring even 

more hollow.  Perhaps that empty triumph is the sound of Vergangenheitsbewältigung. 

What, however, could the repressed Db represent?  Perhaps, as stated earlier, it is the 

lost love that the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen only mourn but never directly address.  Maybe 

it is the influence of Beethoven that seems to hang over the symphony but is never brought 

clearly to the foreground in the manner of Brahms’s First Symphony.  Coming from the 

other direction, the constant return of the suppressed program in discussions of the 

symphony seems to reenact of the process of repression carried out in the symphony, linking 

                                                
112 Ibid., 168. 
113 LaCapra, History  and Memory in Auschwitz, 54. 
114 Additionally, only two C#s appear in the entire orchestral texture functioning as leading tones in the final 
cadence of the piece in measures 710 and 711. 
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the repressed Db to the missing program.  I prefer to think of the repressed Db as of all of 

these topics at once: unrecoverable in any sort of specificity, but highly suggestive in its 

unstable simultaneity. 

 

ANOTHER RETURN OF THE REPRESSED PROGRAM  

Even though I have attempted throughout my interpretation to maintain a safe 

distance from Mahler’s programmatic statements regarding the piece, his earliest program 

for the piece has insidiously returned.  At the time of the first performance of the piece as 

“Symphonic Poem” in Budapest, Mahler reportedly told Kornel Ábrányi that the Finale 

depicted “the victory of the hero who has been beaten to the ground, but who rises anew 

and triumphs because he has succeeded in creating his own inner world, which neither life 

nor death can take away from him.”115  In my reading of the piece, I have figured that inner 

world as the unconscious, which, according to Billig is created by the process of 

repression.116  Perhaps it matters less that Mahler’s symphony provides a nuanced musical 

depiction of repression—which would confirm Freud’s assessment of the composer’s 

understanding of psychoanalysis—than how interpretation of the piece tends to remain 

indebted to Mahler’s programmatic explanations.  Exploring new metaphoric worlds that 

resonate with the program and the piece allows for a more complex understanding of the 

types of meaning that music can generate while avoiding falling into the trap of positing a 

neat correspondence between linguistic interpretation and sonic events. 

Even after the repressed—be it Mahler’s program or the speaker’s memory of his 

beloved—has been pushed aside, it never completely disappears.  For that reason an 

interpretation framed by repression can succeed only in failure, bound to repeat that which it 

                                                
115 Quoted in de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I, 746. 
116 “Unless we do something – unless we repress or push aside thoughts – we won’t have an unconscious.” 
Billig, Freudian Repression, 17. 
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seeks to avoid.  The immediacy of Mahler’s musical language seems to promise that if we 

listen only a little more closely, we will be able to fully grasp what he means.  Mahler’s First 

Symphony demonstrates the impossibility of that quest: just as the wayfarer unsuccessfully 

tries to forget that he can never become one with his beloved, the symphony pushes its own 

meaning away from us into an unreachable “inner” world, at which interpretation grasps, but 

can never truly hold. 
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Chapter Four 

 
Mourning as Remembrance in Mahler’s Second Symphony 

 

Remembering Mahler’s burial in Grinzing Cemetary on 22 May 1911, Josef Bohuslav 

Förster noted that although Mahler had requested that no music be performed, nature 

intervened: 

Only somewhere in a tree a bird sang a disjointed springtime melody, and I was 
inevitably reminded of the final movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony.  There, 
above a world shaken to its very foundations by the horrors of the Last Judgment, a 
solitary bird soars aloft, as high as the clouds themselves, the last living creature, and 
its song, free of all terror and free of all sadness, fades away, quietly, ever so quietly, 
as, sobbing convulsively, its final note coincides with the entry of the trumpets that 
call both the quick and the dead to the judgment seat.1 

Förster hears nature providing the appropriate music to mourn Mahler’s passing, singing at 

his graveside a melody drawn from the composer’s own Second Symphony.  Henri-Louis de 

La Grange opted to give “the last word in this final act” of his four-volume biography of 

Mahler to Förster and his account of the burial.2  The melody sung by Mahler’s bird seems 

equally suited to commemorate a number of final moments: Mahler uses it to mark the end 

of time, Förster uses it to mark the end of Mahler’s life, and La Grange uses it to mark the 

end of his biography. 

 In his programs for the Second Symphony, as well as in the texts of the concluding 

vocal movements, Mahler specifies that the piece deals with the death of a loved one.  

Perhaps in its emphasis on coping with such a loss, Mahler’s symphony encourages listeners 

to mourn their own losses with its music.  Theodor Reik, for example, claims that he caught 

himself humming the melody of the chorale from the last movement as he reflected on 

                                                
1 Quoted in Henri-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler, vol. 4, A New Life Cut Short (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 1277.  Originally published as Josef Bohuslav Förster, Der Pilger (Prague: Artia, 1955), 705. 
2 de La Grange, A New Life Cut Short, 1277. 
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writing a eulogy for his recently deceased friend, Karl Abraham.3  The ease with which 

melodic strains from the Second Symphony appear unbidden to help men such as Förster 

and Reik to work through their grief speaks to the symphony’s successful depiction—or 

perhaps enactment—of the process of mourning.   

For Paul Ricoeur, mourning and remembrance are inextricably linked: “the work of 

mourning is the required path for the work of remembering.”4  To understand the power of 

the symphony to commemorate loss, demonstrated in the stories told by Förster and Reik, I 

listen for processes of mourning in the programs, texts, and music of the symphony.  As a 

type of remembrance, the mourning we hear in Mahler’s Second Symphony offers a point of 

entry into another set of musical constructions of both forgetting and memory. 

 

IN THE GRAVE AND AT THE GRAVESIDE 

The opening measures of the first movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony are 

scarred by frequent hiatuses (Ex. 4.1).  While constant tremolos in the upper strings provide 

a sense of simmering energy, the low strings begin by playing short, isolated motives.  

Between each motive, we do not hear silence, but feel a sense of palpable tension generated 

by the rhythmically active upper strings.  In asking directors to increase the tempo while the 

low strings play and to slow down again while they rest, Mahler’s “Anmerkung für den 

Dirigenten” at the opening of the piece heightens the effect of the “interruptions.”5 

 After gradually shortening the length of the interruptions that characterize the 

opening measures, the low strings, accompanied at certain moments by the bassoons,  

                                                
3 Theodor Reik, The Haunting Melody: Psychoanalytic Experiences in Life and Music (New York: Da Capo Press, 
1983), 221. 
4 Paul Ricoeur, History, Memory, Forgetting, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004), 77. 
5 Mahler’s opening comment reads: “Anmerkung für den Dirigenten: In den ersten Takten des Thema’s sind 
die Bassfiguren schnell in heftigem Ansturm ungefähr q = 144, die Pausen jedoch im Hauptzeitmass q = 84-92 
auszuführen.” 
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become immediately bogged down in material characterized by a repetitive rhythm and a 

monotonous melody.  The cellos and basses repeat the dotted figures in measure 7 into 

measure 8.  By the time the low strings break the monotony of five dotted figures in 

unrelieved sequence with a sixteenth-note figure, they begin to sound stuck, as if in their 

obsession over the dotted figure, they had forgotten what it was they were saying.  In 

measure 9, however, they reproduce the rhythm of measure 8, which, when coupled with 

lack of harmonic change, indicates the depth of the rut in which they have by now become 

stuck.  The falling figure at the opening of measure 10, reinforced by the bassoon and 

contrabassoon, is also repeated three more times before the low strings finally cadence in C 

minor in measure 16. 

By drawing on stylistic features common to funeral marches—including the use of a 

minor key, a slow tempo, duple meter, and dotted rhythms—the opening sixteen measures 

of Mahler’s Second Symphony reinforce the composer’s suggestion in the programs for the 

piece that the first movement refers to the burial of a loved one.  The halting nature of the 

material played by the low strings in the first four measures, however, undermines the sense 

of metric regularity necessary for march topics.  While repetition and dirge-like monotony 

often characterize funeral marches, the absence of both a steady march rhythm and any truly 

melodic material for sixteen measures varies from the standard musical presentation of a 

funeral march.  The combination of elements associated with funeral marches and those that 

cut against the expectations generated by the topic seem to indicate that what we hear in the 

first movement is not only a ceremony associated with death, but something more as well. 

Between 1896 and 1901, Mahler wrote three separate programmatic descriptions for 

his Second Symphony, suggesting explanations for the entire movements, but not offering 

insight into the potential meaning at the level of such topics (Table 4.1).  In a January 1896 

entry in her Recollections, Natalie Bauer-Lechner provides the earliest extant description  
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Table 4.1 (cont’d): Programmatic Descriptions of Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 
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Table 4.1 (cont’d): Programmatic Descriptions of Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 
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offered by Mahler of his Second Symphony’s first movement..6 Writing to Max Marschalk 

only two months later—in the same March 1896 letter that includes the description of a 

program ideally providing the listener with “a map of the heavens”—Mahler offered a 

slightly different interpretation of his Second Symphony.7  Instead of the struggle against 

death suggested in Bauer-Lechner’s version of the program, we hear the aftermath of death 

in the comments Mahler sent to Marschalk. 

 Mahler put forward yet another program for his Second Symphony, ostensibly 

intended for a performance in Dresden, which he also included in a letter sent to Alma 

Schindler in December 1901.  The composer’s language continues the focus on witnessing a 

funeral found in the March 1896 program, differentiating both from the January 1896 

version.8 The consistency of language in the later versions that span over five years stands in 

marked contrast to the substantive change that occurred within two months in 1896. 

In his investigation of the differences between Mahler’s programs for the Second 

Symphony, John Palmer repeatedly describes the changes as a process of “evolution,” 

implying that each new attempt somehow improves on previous versions.9  Theodor Reik 

also comments on the confusion among (and within) Mahler’s programs for the symphony.  

Reik, however, eventually brushes aside the discontinuities and instead turns to “biographical 

knowledge” to diagnose Mahler with obsessional neurosis on the basis of the “intellectual 

preoccupation with the death problem” manifested in the programs.10 

                                                
6 Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler, ed. Peter Franklin, trans. Dika Newlin (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1980), 43. 
7 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, ed. Knud Martner, trans. Eithne 
Wilkins, Ernst Kaiser, & Bill Hopkins (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979), 180. 
8 Mahler to Alma Schindler, 15 December 1901, in Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, ed. Alma Mahler and 
Donald Mitchell, trans. Basil Creighton (New York: Viking Press, 1969), 213. 
9 John Palmer, “Program and Process in the Second Symphony of Gustav Mahler” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
California Davis, 1996), 44, 61, 73.  For Palmer, the supposed tightening of the programs over time mirrors his 
larger claim that the finale, as the teleological goal of the piece, summarizes and gives meaning to the symphony 
as a whole through musical “processes of unification.” 
10 Reik, The Haunting Melody, 255-8. 
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 The discrepancies among the programs speak more to the complexity of Mahler’s 

understanding of his Second Symphony than to the composer’s own psychology. When 

Palmer asserts that the programs “vary enough in both essence and detail to raise doubt 

concerning whether Mahler knew exactly what he meant to say,” he assumes that one 

interpretation will suitably explain a work and that the composer would necessarily articulate 

that interpretation clearly the same way to different people.11  Not only would Mahler quite 

likely alter details of his explanations to suit the interests and capacities of his audience—be 

it Bauer-Lechner, Marschalk, Alma, or a concert audience—any moment of inarticulateness 

or friction among the versions also has the unique power of granting us insight to the 

constructive contradictions inherent to the text. 

 Among and within the programs, Mahler remains unclear as to whether the 

protagonist depicted in the Second Symphony is alive or dead—the composer informed 

Bauer-Lechner that we witness “a mighty being” struggle and eventual die, but in the 

versions provided to Marschalk and Alma Schindler, the hero has already passed away.  

Additionally, in the context of the second and third movements, even the later programs that 

tell of the dead hero do not seem to acknowledge that he is truly gone.  Writing to 

Marschalk, Mahler described the second movement as “a memory! A ray of sunlight, pure and 

cloudless, out of that hero’s life” (Table 4.1).12  If the memory is “out of that hero’s life,” the 

implication is that the hero must be remembering it (and therefore could not be dead), but 

Mahler clarifies the witness actually remembers a moment of “shared happiness”—a 

memory that would belong equally to the deceased and the one who survives. 

In the program he sent to Alma, Mahler uses similar language, calling the second 

movement, “a blissful moment in his life and a mournful memory of youth and lost 

                                                
11 Palmer, “Program and Process in the Second Symphony of Gustav Mahler,” 2. 
12 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 180. 
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innocence.”13  The omission of the witness, however, again confuses who exactly remembers 

the “blissful moment.”  Here the program is clearly no longer from the point of view of the 

witnesses—the “we” who “are standing beside the coffin” in Mahler’s description of the first 

movement—but from that of the hero, continuing the reflection on “his life” begun in the 

second movement.   

 Theodor Reik, before turning to his discussion of Mahler’s obsessional neurosis, 

effectively summarized the contradictions within and among the programs:  

The reader of the program cannot be sure whether the life of the deceased is directly 
pictured (after his death) or whether a friend of relative reflects on this life, whether 
the emotions and problems are the fallen hero’s or those of the survivor and 
observer.  There is a fusion and confusion, as well as an overlapping from the 
present, the past and the future.  All this makes little sense.  It seems as if the hero 
dies and then reflects on the meaning of life or broods about the solution of life’s 
great mysteries after having died.14 

By assigning the “confusion” to the “reader of the program” rather than to Mahler himself, 

Reik makes a compelling interpretive move, but seems unaware of its implications. In each 

of the programs, Mahler’s use of “you” and “we” assumes the reader’s complicity in the 

events that he describes, which, by extension, makes the reader complicit in the confusion 

about the death of the hero.  As “we are standing by the coffin”—the reader, too, is 

implicitly present at the graveside by virtue of hearing the symphony and reading the 

program—we, too, have difficulty making sense of his death, and in our grief “we” tend to 

forget that he is dead.  Our inability to come to terms with his passing—whomever we 

imagine ourselves to be mourning—causes us to attribute our own thoughts to the dead, 

who no longer has thoughts.  That is, we associate ourselves too closely with the deceased.  

                                                
13 Mahler to Alma Schindler, 15 December 1901, in Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, 213. 
14 Reik, The Haunting Melody, 255. 
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Such an “identification of the ego with the abandoned object” characterizes what Freud 

termed “melancholia.”15 

 

TRAUMA AND MELANCHOLIA 

In his 1917 essay, “Trauer und Melancholie,” Freud details the differences between 

two responses to loss, describing mourning as healthy and melancholy as potentially 

dangerous.  Freud defines mourning as “the reaction to the loss of a loved person or to the 

loss of some abstraction.”16  Loss also causes melancholia, but in that case Freud suggests 

the “object-loss . . . is withdrawn from the consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, 

in which there is nothing about the loss that is unconscious.”17  By receding from conscious 

view, the loss becomes more difficult even to identify, making the task of reconciling oneself 

to the unknown loss nearly impossible.    

Because the loss has been internalized and associated with the subject’s ego, Freud 

contends that the melancholy subject experiences a corresponding loss of self-respect.  

According to William Watkin, “when the [melancholy] subject loses the object it loses 

itself.”18 In the program he sent to Alma, Mahler asks in the context of the first movement, 

“Is it all an empty dream, or has this life of ours, and our death, a meaning?”19  Thus, one 

could say that the life and death we hear in the first movement are no longer only those of 

the “man beloved,” but also our own; in the course of losing him, we have also somehow 

lost ourselves.  Although Mahler’s programs contain no reference to a loss of self-esteem 

specifically on the part of the witness, they leave open to some extent the capacity of the 
                                                
15 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey with Anna Freud, Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson, 24 vols. (London: 
The Hogarth Press and the Institute for Psycho-Analysis, 1957), 14:249. Emphasis in the original. 
16 Ibid., 243. 
17 Ibid., “Mourning and Melancholia,” 245. 
18 William Watkin, On Mourning: Theories of Loss in Modern Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2004), 168. 
19 Mahler to Alma Schindler, 15 December 1901, in Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, 213. 
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witness to cope with the loss.   The pain of the loss is limited through a process of 

internalizing the deceased and attempting, however impossibly, to inhabit thoughts and 

memories of the deceased. 

The successful “work” of mourning, according to Freud, prevents a subject from 

such a regression into melancholia: for the mourning subject, “reality-testing has shown that 

the loved object no longer exists, and it proceeds to demand that all libido shall be 

withdrawn from its attachments to that object.”20  The pain of withdrawing desire, however, 

can be so intense that “a turning away from reality takes place and a clinging to the object 

through the medium of a hallucinatory wishful psychosis.”21  Such turning away from the 

reality of death to memory or to the belief that the deceased is still struggling also appears in 

Mahler’s programs for his Second Symphony.  Reading between the two explanations 

provided to Bauer-Lechner and to Marschalk, Mahler claims both that “the first movement 

depicts the titanic struggles of a mighty being still caught in the toils of the world” and also 

that “it is the hero of [his] D major symphony who is being borne to his grave.”  If both 

programs carry equal weight, it remains indeterminate whether the beloved man is struggling 

or is already dead, as if the listener is “turning away from reality” and “clinging” to the 

deceased after his death. 

Paul Ricoeur links melancholia and Freud’s essay “Remembering, Repeating and 

Working-Through” (discussed in Chapter 3), based on melancholy subject’s tendency to 

repeat details of the deceased’s life and of their attachment—the “long-forgotten hour of 

shared happiness” in Mahler’s program—rather than experiencing any true reconciliation 

with the loss: “instead of remembering, acting out; instead of mourning, melancholia.”22  

Neither Freud’s melancholy subject nor Mahler’s witness can consciously handle the 

                                                
20 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 14:244. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ricoeur, History, Memory, Forgetting, 72. 
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traumatic death of a loved one, and is forced instead to re-enact the trauma.  Coupled with a 

lack of self-esteem, such reenactments contribute to the “tendency to suicide,” which 

characterizes melancholia, according to Freud.23   

Gustav, the protagonist of Adam Mickiewicz’s Dziady—a play often associated with 

Mahler’s Second Symphony, because the first movement originally shared the title of 

Siegfried Lipiner’s German translation of the play, Todtenfeier—exhibits characteristic 

symptoms of melancholia.24  In the play, “Gustav” committed suicide out of despair of the 

loss of his beloved to another man.  His suicidal response to loss would be sufficient on its 

own to suggest that he suffered from melancholia, but when “Gustav” returns as a ghost to 

narrate his life to a stranger, he goes so far as to reenact his own suicide—his loss was so 

traumatic that one suicide was even insufficient to reflect it. 

For Cindy Caruth, melancholy subjects repeat a trauma, because their mind’s could 

not truly comprehend it the first time: “The shock of the mind’s relation to the threat of 

death is thus not the direct experience of the threat, but precisely the missing of this 

experience, the fact that, not being experienced in time, it has not yet been fully known.”25 

According to Caruth, “the repetition at the heart of catastrophe . . . emerges as the unwitting 

reenactment of an event that one cannot simply leave behind.”26  “Gustav’s” chilling 

reenactment of his own suicide is an extreme manifestation of this more general response to 

trauma, characterized by a repetition of the traumatic experience. 

                                                
23 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 14:252. 
24 On connections between Dziady and Mahler’s Second Symphony, see Stephen Hefling, “Mahler’s 
‘Todenfeier’ and the Problem of Program Music,” 19th-Century Music 12 (1988): 27-53; Carolyn Abbate, 
“Mahler’s Deafness: Opera and the Scene of Narration in Todtenfeier,” in Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical 
Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 119-55.  For an opposing view, 
see Edward R. Reilly, “Todtenfeier and the Second Symphony,” in The Mahler Companion, ed. Donald Mitchell and 
Andrew Nicholson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 84-125. 
25 Cindy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1996), 62. 
26 Ibid., 2. 
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“Gustav’s” loss of his beloved (as well as his suicide) and the death of the “man 

beloved” in Mahler’s program are, in much the same way, “not yet fully known.”  By not 

fully experiencing the traumatic loss, Mahler’s witness, like “Gustav,” is forced instead to 

experience it repeatedly, albeit in a diluted manner.  The questions posed in the first 

movement—“What did you live for?  Why did you suffer?  Is it all only a vast terrifying 

joke?”—force Mahler’s witness to revisit the death of the deceased, attempting to 

understand it, to make it somehow fully known.27  The questions in the program sent to 

Alma are similar: “What next? . . . What is life – and what is death?  Have we any continuing 

existence?  Is it all an empty dream, or has this life of ours, and our death, a meaning?”28 

The inability of the mind to grasp a loss at the moment it occurs and the 

concomitant need to work through the loss toward an understanding of it is linked to the 

nature of trauma itself, which Caruth characterizes as “a break in the mind’s experience of 

time.”29  Unable to comprehend the event as it occurs, the mind can no longer differentiate 

between past and present following a traumatic shock.  While the event clearly does not 

belong in the present—as it already occurred—it cannot be relegated to the past, because it 

was not truly experienced at the moment.  As Reik notes, Mahler’s programs feature a 

similar “overlapping from the present, the past and the future.”30  The temporal confusion in 

the programs, rather than representing an unsuccessful attempt at unity as Reik claims, might 

instead offer an analog to the symptoms of a melancholy response to trauma. 

 

                                                
27 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 180.  
28 Mahler to Alma Schindler, 15 December 1901, in Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, 213. 
29 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 61. 
30 Reik, The Haunting Melody, 255. 
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MELANCHOLY SPEECH 

Julia Kristeva echoes the idea of an unusual sense of time experienced by those 

suffering from melancholia: “As the time in which we live is the time of our discourse, the 

alien, retarded, or vanishing speech of melancholy people leads them to live within a skewed 

time sense.”31  If the discourse of melancholy subjects condemns them to understanding 

time in a “skewed” manner, the symptoms of melancholia in speech provide traces of the 

condition in discourse.  Kristeva expands on her description of “the speech of the 

depressed” as “repetitive and monotonous,” claiming: 

Faced with the impossibility of concatenating, they utter sentences that are 
interrupted, exhausted, come to a stand still.  Even phrases they cannot formulate.  A 
repetitive rhythm, a monotonous melody emerge and dominate the broken logical 
sequences, changing them into recurring obsessive litanies.32    

Watkin offers a similar description, noting “the literature of loss is that which is dominated 

by the semiotic,” which “appears in a text . . . [as] the hiatuses, repetitions and aphasia of 

dead speech.”33 

Although the “speech” of the low strings in the opening measures of the first 

movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony is not “retarded” in Kristeva’s sense, the lengthy 

pauses, which both separate each utterance and remain out of time with them, slow the 

discourse itself (Ex. 4.1).  As mentioned previously, the low strings become immediately 

bogged down in material that features both the “repetitive rhythm” and “monotonous 

melody” of melancholy speech.  

In addition to the interruptions and repetitions found particularly in the opening 

measures of the piece, divisions between major sections of the first movement could sound 

like Kristeva’s “vanishing speech” or “sentences that are exhausted, interrupted, come to a 

                                                
31 Julia Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1989), 60. 
32 Ibid., 33. 
33 Watkin, On Mourning, 147. 
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standstill.”  Between measures 235 and 243, for example, the melodic material gradually 

dissolves within the context of the securely established key of B major (Ex. 4.2).  The 

sudden, jarring return of the opening motive, now in Eb minor interrupts the previous 

material with such force that the timpani takes over two measures to adjust the B it had been 

playing to a more appropriate Bb.  By the end of measure 253, the melodic material has again 

been dissolved; the orchestra exhausts its speech, comes to a standstill twice within a little 

over ten measures.  Throughout the movement, the speech of the orchestra seems to vanish 

in this way, as in measures 109 through 118, as well as measures 380 through 385. 

 Other moments exhaust themselves not by gradually vanishing, but rather by driving 

forward into a catastrophic collapse.  Initiated by another brusque interruption labeled in 

capital letters by Mahler, “CÄSUR,” the retransition reaches a devastating climax, featuring 

strident dissonance and descending melodic contours.  As the sound of the climax fades, the 

opening material gradually comes back into earshot, almost as if the violas had never 

stopped playing the tremolos from the first measures of the movement.  The calamitous 

nature of the collapse, paired with the eerie sense of being right back at the beginning, 

echoes Caruth’s idea that “the repetition at the heart of catastrophe . . . emerges as the 

unwitting reenactment of an event that one cannot simply leave behind.”34  After the 

unrelenting struggle throughout the first movement of the orchestra to speak, if only in the 

“vanishing speech” that characterizes melancholia, it still cannot move beyond the initial 

trauma caused by the loss of the “man beloved.” 

Such an inability to move beyond the lost demonstrates that, as Freud claims, “the 

path is blocked for the work of melancholia, owing perhaps to a number of causes or a 

combination of them.”35  Often accompanying the melancholy subject’s paralyzing inability 

to cope with loss is a corresponding bout of mania.  According to Freud, “the content of 

                                                
34 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 2. 
35 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 14:257. 
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Example 4.2: Mahler, Symphony No. 2, I, 235-253 
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Example 4.2 (cont’d): Mahler, Symphony No. 2, I, 235-253 
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mania is no different from that of melancholia, that both disorders are wrestling with the 

whereas in mania it has mastered it or pushed it aside.”36 Among behaviors that “can partake 

of this manic activity,” Kristeva includes “aesthetic exultance.”37 

 Starting in measure 48, the violins play a long, arching melody that opens with a 

graceful ascent.  Although the melody, which most analysts consider the second theme of 

the movement, does not sound truly exultant, it does offer a telling contrast with the musical 

material that surrounds it (Ex. 4.3). The interrupted dotted figures that had pervaded the first 

forty measures of the piece are absent, and the melodic line carries through several measures, 

as opposed to the nearly breathless, motivic utterances that precede it.  After summarizing 

analytic assessments of this contrast, Carolyn Abbate describes the abrupt transition as “a 

huge sonic stagger from one sound to another” that “is replayed like an obsession through 

the movement.”38  Abbate goes on to interpret this moment as “a registral shift to musical 

discourse that signals a singer and a song.”39 Rather than figuring the shift as a move from 

symphonic discourse to the discourse of phenomenal song in opera, I would suggest that 

what we hear resonates with a shift from halting melancholy discourse to a fluency of speech 

far more characteristic of manic episodes. Perhaps not truly manic in the sense expressed by 

Freud and Kristeva, the contrasting theme does seem, however, to sound far more 

“normal,” a completely separate discursive space from the overwhelming grief heard in the 

majority of the movement. 

Our sense that the orchestra has temporarily “mastered” or “pushed aside” thoughts 

of the loss, suggested by the character of the contrasting theme’s melody and its use of the 

major mode, is compounded by its existence in a distant harmonic realm.  Rather than 

appearing in a related or expected key, like the relative major, Eb, the second theme is heard  

                                                
36 Ibid., 254. 
37 Kristeva, Black Sun, 50. 
38 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 150-1. 
39 Ibid., 151.  Emphasis in original. 
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in E major or !III of C minor.  Moreover, as a pitch, E remains antithetical to the world of 

C minor, wielding as it does the power to inflect the minor mode toward major. Following 

its initial statement in a distant key, the contrasting theme continues to resist integration into 

or reconciliation with the home key over the course of the movement.    At measure 117, 

when the first violins restate the contrasting theme in C major, the orchestra quickly 

modulates to E major by measure 127.  Having only appeared in C major for a brief ten 

measures, the contrasting theme reemerges in F major (m. 208 ff.) and again in in Cb/B 

major (m. 221 ff.).  With each iteration, the second theme does not come substantially closer 

to the home key. 

 When the violins finally recapitulate the contrasting theme starting in measure 362, it 

has returned to its original key, E major, rather than the home key of the movement, C 

minor.  The force of the resistance to the home key, still present in the three flats of the key 

signature, can be seen on the page in the form of the accidentals preceding almost every note 

for twenty-seven measures.  Even if the orchestra succeeds in pushing aside the sense of loss 

with a slew of accidentals, the respite is only temporary: by measure 384, the violins slide 

from E to Eb in preparation for the inevitable return to C minor and the accompanying 

melancholy grief. 

 One could convincingly argue that none of these musical characteristics—motivic 

construction, collapse, dissolution, long-breathed melodies, distant harmonic relationships, 

off-key recapitulations—is unique to the first movement of the Second Symphony among 

Mahler’s compositions.  Indeed, each characteristic alone is not and cannot be responsible 

for the expressive power of the movement or for the resonance it has with the symptoms of 

melancholia.  That resonance obtains in the music only in the specific combination deployed 

in the movement and, more importantly, only in the context of our knowledge that this 

music is about death.  Just as much as Mahler’s programs, if not more so, his use of musical 
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topics associated with funeral marches—Abbate points to “C minor tonality, march 

rhythms, scoring”—unambiguously informs us that what we hear concerns death.40  Within 

that frame of reference what we hear might begin to sound similar to grief characterized by 

melancholia, in alternation with quasi-manic episodes that seem to push the sense of loss 

away momentarily. 

 

“EINE ERINNERUNG!” 

According to Mahler’s programs, the second and third movements of his Second 

Symphony move away from the direct grief of the first movement, depicting instead 

memories from the life of the deceased.  Theodor Reik, as noted earlier, wondered how 

someone who has died could remember anything: “It seems as if the hero dies and then 

reflects on the meaning of life or broods about the solution of life’s great mysteries after 

having died.”41  For Freud, this confusion between which memories belong to the witness 

and which belong to the deceased—the identification of the witness with the deceased—is 

one of the causes of melancholia. 

According to Jacques Derrida, however, the discourse of mourning is characterized 

by the image of “an interiorization (an idealizing incorporation, introjection, consumption of 

the other . . .).”42  Upon death, the dead remain only “in us,” claims Derrida: 

What is only in us seems to be reducible to images, which might be memories or 
monuments, but which are reducible in any case to a memory that consists of visible 
scenes that are no longer anything but images, since the other of whom they are the 
images appears only as the one who has disappeared or passed away, as the one who, 
having passed away, leaves “in us” only images.  He is no more, he whom we see in 
images or in recollection.43 

                                                
40 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 139. 
41 Reik, The Haunting Melody, 255. 
42 Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning, ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 2001), 159. 
43 Ibid.  Emphasis in the original. 



 160

The “long-forgotten hour of shared happiness” of which Mahler wrote to Marschalk, then, 

is all that remains of the deceased.  If the dead can live on past death, as Reik suggested, it is 

only in memory that they do so.  As a memory of the dead, we can hear in the second 

movement (and to some extent the third movement as well) of Mahler’s Second Symphony 

some vestige of him that exists only “in us,” the witnesses standing at his graveside. 

 Critical response to the movement Mahler called “a memory!” often decries its 

stylistic deviation from the other movements.  This view seems to have originated with 

Mahler himself, who, according to Natalie Bauer-Lechner, remarked: 

One mistake in the C minor Symphony is the excessively sharp (hence inartistic) 
contrast between the Andante, with its cheerful dance rhythm, and the first 
movement.  It is because I originally planned both movements independently, 
without a thought of integrating them.44 

Taking up the strand initiated by Mahler, La Grange notes a “definite break in style,” 

Constantin Floros hears an “extremely strong contrast,” and Michael Kennedy claims that 

“the Andante moderato is too great a contrast.”45  John Palmer goes so far as to claim that “the 

Andante bears no resemblance to any movement of the symphony,” and “it would not be a 

great loss if [Mahler] elected to drop the movement entirely.”46 

 The sense of anxiety the second movement stirs with reference to its place in the 

symphony feels a bit out of scale with its apparent contrast with the rest of the piece.  

Perhaps, however, as a memory or image of the deceased that allows him to live only “in 

us,” the movement should feel alien.  According to Derrida: 

He looks at us.  In us.  This witness sees in us.  And from now on more than ever.  
And what would this indicate beyond a mere rhetorical commonplace?  It would 

                                                
44 Bauer-Lechner, Recollections, 127. 
45 Henri-Louis de La Grange, Mahler: Volume I (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973), 788; Constantin Floros, 
Mahler: The Symphonies, trans. Vernon and Jutta Wicker (Pompton Plains, NJ: Amadeus Press, 1993), 62; Michael 
Kennedy, Mahler (London: Dent and Sons, 1974), 100. 
46 Palmer, “Program and Process in the Second Symphony of Gustav Mahler,” 116, 120.  To cite him fairly, 
Palmer does insert a caveat that he hears a “similarity between its main theme and the bass and cello passage of 
the scherzo beginning in m. 190,” before noting that the second movement “bears no resemblance” to the rest 
of the piece.  
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indicate an absolute excess and dissymmetry in the space of what relates us to 
ourselves and constitutes the “being-in-us,” the “being-us,” in something completely 
other than a mere subjective interiority: in a place open to an infinite transcendence.  
The one who looks at us in us—and for whom we are—is no longer; he is completely 
other, infinitely other, as he always has been, and death has more than ever entrusted 
him, given him over, distanced him, in this infinite alterity.47 

Even if the dead exists only “in us,” and we possess (only) images of him, the witness that he 

bears “in us” is something that we can never possess, that remains “completely other.”  As 

an image “in us” of “shared happiness” with the deceased, what we hear in the second 

movement is both intimately our own and completely foreign.  The anxiety regarding the 

movement’s place in the symphony bears witness to the strain involved in the manner by 

which it represents the deceased as both inseparable and yet infinitely separated from us. 

 Marked “Sehr gemächlich” (very leisurely) by Mahler, the opening measures of the 

second movement bear no traces of anxiety.   The fluid and graceful quality of the strings’ 

melody, though, does stand in stark contrast to the harshly articulated motivic material that 

pervaded the first movement, as most discussions of the Andante note.  Starting in measure 

39, however, a cloud seems to pass over the movement, even though Mahler repeats the 

indication, “sehr gemächlich” (Ex. 4.4).  The sense of ease that had obtained at the 

beginning of the piece comes under strain as the strings begin to play an unrelenting stream 

of triplets that undermine the duple division of the beat carried over by the French horn 

from the first section.  Aided by the harps, the flute and clarinet attempt to pick up the 

strand from the horn in measure 44, offering a melody that also divides the beat into duplets.  

They can only manage a four-measure antecedent phrase, however, before falling silent in 

the face of the incessant triplets in the strings.  Once again, scarcely two minutes into the 

second movement, the orchestra finds itself at a loss, as the melody vanishes into the air, and 

the triplets hold forth for another sixteen measures before the clarinets mount another, more 

successful attempt to add a melody to their accompaniment. 
                                                
47 Derrida, The Work of Mourning, 161. Emphasis in the original. 
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 If the second movement is a memory of the deceased as Mahler claims, perhaps we 

hear in the winds’ struggle to continue speaking—or perhaps to continue remembering, to 

recall what they were saying—the inevitable separation of memory itself from the past.  

According to Andreas Huyssen, “The temporal status of any act of memory is always the 

present and not, as some naive epistemology might have it, the past itself, even though all 

memory in some ineradicable sense is dependent on some past event or experience.”48  By 

requiring a five-minute pause after the first movement, Mahler perhaps attempts the 

impossible, trying to convince us that we have somehow traveled back in time and that we 

are re-experiencing the past.  In the five minutes between the first and second movements, 

the audience has time to reflect and to process what they have just heard.  That reflection 

encourages the listener to think back on the past, to recall the previous movement in 

memory.  Although the opening of the second movement seems to confirm the impulse 

toward reminiscence, the hemiola between the melody and the accompaniment starting in 

measure 39 might reflect the impossibility of truly returning to the past.  We are no longer in 

the same time as our memory.  We are out of phase with our recollections. 

 The shock of this realization momentarily stuns the winds, who then require a full 

sixteen measures to regroup before starting another melodic line.  In the rupture caused by 

their silence, we become aware of the artificiality of the melody they had just played and, by 

extension, of the opening section as well.  Hearing the melody recede into silence after only 

its antecedent phrase, we cannot help but to begin noticing the seams in the construction of 

the music, which had been sewn in so smoothly at the beginning of the movement.  Memory 

does not merely appear to us from our past, it is constructed in the present—or, in the 

words of Mieke Bal, “recall is not merely something of which you happen to be a bearer but 

                                                
48 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (New York: Routledge, 1995), 3. 
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something that you actively perform.”49  The very real possibility that one of the musicians has 

missed an entrance as we wait sixteen measures without hearing a melody forces us to 

acknowledge the performative nature of what we hear. 

 Like memories, the music is recreated before our ears, not spontaneously, but in a 

deliberate fashion.  According to Richard Terdiman, the recreation can never be complete: 

“The past is never present.  It can never be brought back intact.”50  After those sixteen measures 

without a melody we are powerless to deny that the recollection is incomplete and that our 

memories of the “man beloved” are only a pale approximation of the past.  When the 

triplets themselves fade into silence and the melody from the opening of the movement 

returns in the violin an octave higher than before, the cellos add a new countermelody.  

Although melody in the violin is nearly identical to the earlier version, the violins are now 

muted and instructed to play quite softly at pianississimo, while the cellos play without mutes 

and more loudly at piano.  The memory is now cast in a different light, as a new aspect of it 

comes into earshot, pushing aside what we had heard before, demonstrating how contingent 

our understanding of the past is.51  

 Following another, more violent outburst pervaded by triplets, the opening melody 

returns once more in measure 217, now played by pizzicato strings.  In its new guise, the 

melody sounds more fragile and also more fleeting: the sound of the strings decays as 

immediately as they are plucked, reinforcing the ephemeral nature of the memory that it 

might suggest.  In measure 245, the winds take up the melody, accompanied by another new 

counterpoint in the violins.  Closely related to the version we first heard, each return of the 

                                                
49 Mieke Bal, “Introduction,” in Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present, ed. Mieke Bal, Jonathan Crewe, and 
Leo Spitzer (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1999), vii. 
50 Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 
21. 
51 I make a similar claim regarding the relationship of memory to the varied return of musical material in 
Chapter 5. 
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opening melody is, in Huyssen’s sense, “dependent on some past event or experience,” while 

also not identical with it.   

We should avoid, however, being seduced by the idea that we ever could hear the 

past directly in the first version of the melody.  In a similar fashion, Adorno contends that 

through Mahler’s use of the “variant,” the composer offers only versions of a theme that is 

never itself heard in the musical substance:    

The variant is . . . something unchanging like musical language and yet evolving 
through its deviation from this language.  The firm, identical core, which 
nevertheless exists, is difficult to pin down, as if it shunned mensural notation.  No 
theme is positively, unambiguously there, none is ever quite definitive; they submerge 
in and re-emerge from the time continuum, which is itself constituted equally by 
their indefinite nature and the rigor of their deviations.  They divest the theme of its 
identity.52 

The theme itself, which I am equating to the past event rather our memory of it, is absent 

from what we hear, because, like any Platonic form, it can be only imperfectly represented.  

In the course of the Andante of Mahler’s Second Symphony, if we hear memories of the 

past event, they are necessarily only a reconstructed version of it. 

 

MELANCHOLIA AND THE LOSS OF MEANING 

Following the second movement, in which we “almost forgot what had just taken 

place,” Mahler described the third movement to Marschalk as a return to reality following 

that momentary and incomplete escape (Table 4.1).53  Even if, as I have argued, present 

concerns in the second movement necessarily inform memories of the past, weighting them 

with sorrow, Mahler suggests that in the third movement, the orchestra can no longer find 

any refuge in the past.  Only a “melancholy dream,” the past is fundamentally unreal.  When 

                                                
52 Theodor Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 88. 
53 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 180.  Emphasis in the original. 
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we rouse ourselves out of it, however, we are confronted by a world in which there is no 

meaning. 

 Discussing the work by Freud and Lacan on a father’s dream about his dead son, 

Caruth notes that awakening itself can be traumatic.  In the dream, the son called out 

“Father, don’t you see I’m burning?”  When the father awoke, however, he discovered that 

the child had already died.  According to Caruth, “awakening . . . is itself the site of a trauma, the 

trauma of the necessity and impossibility of responding to another’s death.”54  With the 

startlingly abrupt timpani strokes at the opening of the third movement, Mahler’s witnesses 

seem also to awaken to this same impossible imperative to respond to a loved one’s death, 

even though any response would be pointless—nothing we do has any power to change the 

outcome.  Awakening from the dream of the past, those standing at the graveside face an 

impossible situation, but “to awaken is . . . to bear the imperative to survive.”55  If in the 

second movement we hear what it meant for our loved one to have lived, in the third 

movement we must face the responsibilities of surviving him.  One such responsibility is to 

remember the deceased, as we had in the second movement, even when our memories are 

painful. 

 The obligation to remember becomes even more difficult to follow when the loss of 

the deceased makes life itself seem meaningless, especially to those suffering with 

melancholia.  Max Pensky uses the metaphor of dance to describe the cycle in which the 

melancholy become trapped: 

In the dance of failed or jumbled meanings allegory represents the tension of 
melancholy itself.  It contains within its motion the incessant, stroboscopic 
alternation between the exaltation of meaning and the abjection of meaninglessness 
contained in the act of signification.56 

                                                
54 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 100.  Emphasis in the original. 
55 Ibid., 105. 
56 Max Pensky, Melancholy Dialectics: Walter Benjamin and the Play of Mourning (Amherst: University of 
Massachussetts Press, 1993), 28. 
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Pensky’s language resonates with Mahler’s description of the third movement as “a surge of 

life ceaselessly in motion, never resting, never comprehensible . . . like the billowing of 

dancing figures in a brightly lit ball-room that you gaze into from the outside in the dark—

and from a distance so great that you can no longer hear the music!”57  Mahler’s dance is both 

incomprehensible and inaudible, due to the separation between the witness and the 

ballroom. 

 According to Kristeva, such isolation is characteristic of people suffering from 

melancholia: 

Temporary sadness or mourning on the one hand, and melancholy stupor on the 
other are . . . supported by intolerance for object loss and the signifier’s failure to insure a 
compensating way out of the states of withdrawal in which the subject takes refuge 
to the point of inaction (pretending to be dead) or even suicide.58 

Language, that is, offers no aid in regaining the lost object, and, in turn, provides no 

motivation for the subject to end his isolation and rejoin society.  Similarly, in Mahler’s 

program the witness makes no attempt to get closer to the ballroom in order to make sense 

of what he sees.  Instead he becomes paralyzed by the meaningless motions he observes, 

leaving him able only to scream in disgust. Pensky traces the recognition of the melancholy 

subject’s symptomatic proclivity to isolation back even to Hippocratic physicians, who 

noticed that “unable to enjoy human company, the pathological melancholic launches on a 

self-imposed exile, on a solitary path toward insanity.”59  The vicious cycle becomes almost 

inescapable: the longer the melancholy subject remains isolated from other people, the more 

meaningless life itself becomes, driving him further into exile. 

For Mahler, the figures dancing to unheard music represent the incomprehensibility 

of life symptomatic of melancholia.   Abbate, in her reading of the Second Symphony, 

connects the inability to “hear the music” in Mahler’s program to that lack of meaning: 
                                                
57 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, 180. 
58 Kristeva, Black Sun, 10. 
59 Pensky, Melancholy Dialectics, 23. 
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Mahler conscripts . . . “meaninglessness” to a point about music itself, for in writing 
that one can sense rhythmic motion without hearing it, and in construing this as the 
tormenting inability to find “meaning,” Mahler finally construes this “deafness” as 
the impossibility of locating meaning within music.  Deafness is an inability to interpret 
the sounds that thrash the air, or the black notes that wind across the page of the 
score.  The text—Mahler’s (interpretation of) deafness—becomes a bleak vision of 
incomprehension.60  

We, like Mahler’s witnesses, become trapped vicious cycle.  Just as they must respond to the 

death knowing full well that any response is meaningless, we are confronted by music we 

should not be able to hear—music whose meaning might be meaninglessness itself.  

Assigning meaning to his music, even if the meaning is meaninglessness, does an injustice to 

supposedly radical incomprehensibility of what we hear, yet should not hear.   

How, then, do we interpret music that represents our inability to interpret?  Pensky 

argues that this problematic characterizes all writing about (and by extension, I would argue, 

composing about) melancholy: 

The irreducible paradox . . . inherent in writing “about” melancholia appears 
precisely at the point where the writing attempts to situate itself at the edge of the 
melancholy view of the world, where writing about melancholia would constitute 
some essential break from the narcissistic depths of subjective contemplation so 
characteristic of the melancholy view of things, and could thereby constitute the 
meaning of the abyssal meaninglessness that the melancholic experiences: the truth 
about melancholy, the “truth content” of melancholy literature.61 

For Pensky, a melancholy person trapped in meaninglessness could not write from the 

position, but must instead be “at the edge” of melancholia where writing becomes possible.  

One could argue that the dizzying play between meaning and meaninglessness implied in 

Mahler’s program and Abbate’s reading of it suggests that Mahler is composing “about” 

melancholia, in Pensky’s sense.  Indeed, both Mahler and Abbate intimate that in the third 

movement we hear the meaning of meaninglessness. 

                                                
60 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 125. 
61 Pensky, Melancholy Dialectics, 5. 
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Mahler’s dancing figures, however, refer explicitly only to incomprehensibility, 

whereas Pensky’s dance represents the movement between “alternation between the 

exaltation of meaning and the abjection of meaninglessness” only implicit in the program of 

the third movement.62  If the combination of the minor mode and “the perpetuum mobile 

rhythm that becomes a recurring sense of futility”63 aligns the opening scherzo section of the 

third movement with “the abjection of meaninglessness,” perhaps we can hear “the 

exaltation of meaning” in the contrasting trio sections.64  In measure 190 the constant stream 

of sixteenth notes stops, although only momentarily, and the mode brightens from C minor 

to C major.  Entering with jubilant fanfares, the trumpets and horns precipitate a modulation 

to D major in measure 211 and another to E major in measure 257.  Both times the 

orchestra modulates up a step to a higher, relatively distant key, producing a rousing, 

uplifting trajectory over the course of the trio, which contrasts the seemingly endless circling 

in the scherzo.   

In measure 272, the jubilant fanfares recede and the trumpets begin to play an 

expressive tune.  By measure 288 the trumpets have passed the melody to the high winds, 

which are accompanied by delicate trills in the second flute that sound almost like bird song.  

The sound of birds singing, similar in some ways to the sound of the brass fanfares that 

launched the earlier modulations, enters the symphony from the outside world.  As in the 

“Gesang” episodes in the first movement that Abbate connects to “phenomenal” song, we 

hear an “explosion of harp activity . . . as if the instrument is reclaiming its pagan meaning as 

lyre and accompaniment to epic singing.”65  If we do hear the bird song and the fanfares as 

such a “phenomenal” performance—in Abbate’s sense, “a musical . . . performance that 

                                                
62 Pensky, Melancholy Dialectics, 28. 
63 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 127. 
64 Pensky’s “exaltation of meaning” resonates, of course, with the manic episodes experienced in melancholia 
discussed earlier. 
65 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 151. 
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declares itself openly, singing that is heard by its singer”—our deafness has momentarily 

lifted.66  We are no longer hearing the meaningless music that should be inaudible, but songs 

sung by the orchestra and by an orchestral version of birds. 

Whether or not this moment is narrative and therefore related to the past, as Abbate 

argues regarding moments of phenomenal song in general, we have a strong sense of what 

this music means.  We understand the jubilance associated with brass fanfares and the 

tranquility linked with bird song.  For a brief moment in the trio, then, we exalt in meaning 

before veering back to the abject meaninglessness associated with the scherzo by measure 

348.  If the movement strictly adhered to conventional Scherzo-Trio form, the return of the 

scherzo would be the end of the story.  A second return of the trio in measure 441, however, 

suggests that the “alternation between the exaltation of meaning and the abjection of 

meaninglessness” as we are swung repeatedly from scherzo to trio and back might truly be 

“incessant.” 

The threat of perpetually careering from meaninglessness to meaning—or from 

melancholia to mania—provokes the crisis in measure 465 that Mahler called a “cry of 

disgust.”67  In the cry, we seem to hear not only a rejection of the meaninglessness of life, 

but also the false hope of meaning, and perhaps even a profound doubt as to the existence 

of God.  Mahler claimed as much regarding the third movement in the program that he sent 

to Alma: “He despairs of himself and of God.  The world and life become a witch’s brew; 

disgust of existence in every form strikes him with iron fist and drives him to an outburst of 

                                                
66 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 5.  Raymond Knapp also hears the trills as “birdlike,” but he claims the “four-part 
trumpet choir” is “reeking of nostalgia.” Raymond Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses: Subjectivity in Mahler’s Re-
Cycled Songs (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), 111-2.  I contend that any musical depiction of 
nostalgia must somehow acknowledge the impossibility of the return to the past for which it yearns.  The 
trumpet passage, while sentimental, is almost too easy-going to be considered “longing,” let alone aware of the 
impossibility of return.  See chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion of nostalgia and music. 
67 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, 180.  Emphasis in the original. 
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despair.”68  Such a loss of faith is symptomatic of melancholia for Kristeva, who claims that 

“the depressed person is a radical, sullen atheist.”69 

Even as a moment of extreme despair, however, the “cry of disgust” is a vital turning 

point: the witness standing at the graveside finally speaks.  According to Watkin, the 

melancholy subject can only be cured through a return to speech: “Melancholia takes the 

speaking subject out of meaning, and the challenge for the analyst is to get the subject to talk 

sense once more.”70  Although the “cry of disgust” is only a first step toward talking sense, it 

acknowledges the obligation to speak.  For Caruth, “the act of survival” beyond the death of 

a loved one “can be transformed into the imperative of speaking that awakens others.”71  

When that speaking takes the form of self-aware remembrance of the deceased loved one, 

we begin truly to mourn.  

 

FROM MELANCHOLIA TO MOURNING 

A cry of disgust at the opening of the fifth movement echoes the shriek we heard in 

measure 465 of the third movement.  Between the two outbursts, however, are over one 

hundred measures of the third movement as well as the entirety of the fourth movement.  

Following the first cry of disgust, the strings attempt to reassert a sense of normality by 

returning to the material of the trio in measure 480.  In sympathy with the gesture by the 

strings, in measure 482 the timpani recalls the startling motive with which it opened the 

movement.  The trio never gains traction, circling around repeated motives, and in measures 

520 through 527 the strings become dramatically unable to move beyond the opening 

                                                
68 Mahler to Alma Schindler, 15 December 1901, in Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, 213. 
69 Kristeva, Black Sun, 5. 
70 Watkin, On Mourning, 124. 
71 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 108. 
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gesture of the theme.  As soon as the theme seems to begin in earnest in 528, it quickly spins 

out, leading to a brief return of the scherzo.   

While the orchestra seems to protest following the cry of disgust that everything 

could be as it was, the difficulty it experiences in trying to state complete themes and the 

brevity of the thematic statements that it does finally accomplish demonstrates the extensive 

change that the cry wrought.  Indeed, in measures 496 through 521, the trumpet and horn 

foreshadow material yet to come in the fifth movement.  With that proleptic moment, the 

orchestra indicates a resolve to press on, no matter the despair caused by the loss of the 

“man beloved.” 

The text of the fourth movement, taken from Des Knaben Wunderhorn, reinforces the 

newfound determination heard following the cry of disgust to move only forward: 
 
O Röschen roth!    O little red rose! 
Der Mensch liegt in größter Noth!  Man lies in the greatest need! 
Der Mensch liegt in größter Pein!  Man lies in the greatest suffering! 
Je lieber möcht’ ich in Himmel sein!  How much would I rather be in Heaven! 
Da kam ich auf einen breiten Weg;   I came upon a broad road; 
Da kam ein Engelein und wollt’ mich   An angel came and wanted to send me away. 
     abweisen.                  
Ach nein!  Ich ließ mich nicht abweisen: Ah no!  I did not let myself be sent away: 
Ich bin von Gott und will wieder zu Gott! I am from God and want to return to God! 
Der liebe Gott wird mir ein Lichtchen, Dear God will give me a small light, 
     geben. 
Wird leuchten mir bis in das ewig selig  Will light my way to eternal blissful life! 
     Leben! 
     

Perhaps most strikingly, the text of the fourth movement affirms the faith in God that was 

doubted so profoundly in the previous movement.  The first four lines of the poem 

summarize the pain expressed in the scherzo, concluding with the statement that heaven is a 

far preferable place to earth.  In the remaining lines, the speaker meets an angel who 

attempts to turn her away.  She refuses to be turned away, however, expressing her desire to 

return to God. 
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 On one level, the speaker seems to refer to suicide, wishing to leave the pain of earth 

for heaven and refusing to be dissuaded from the trip to heaven even by an angel.72  As self-

murder, though, suicide is a mortal sin that would irrevocably prevent the speaker from 

entering heaven.  In Mahler’s setting, the music associated with the description of the “broad 

road” is in Bb minor, and the angel’s command to turn away is sung in A major—a key that 

is only a half-step away melodically, but quite distant harmonically—before a swing back to 

minor as the speaker refuses to be turned away.  The music seems to indicate that the road 

that the speaker must follow is a difficult one, whereas the angel, and by extention heaven, 

represent the seductive possibility of escape from those hardships.  Rather than accepting 

the false solace of dying before her time, the speaker insists on continuing on, confident that 

the path she has chosen will, with the help with a light from the divine, lead her back to 

God. 

 Forced by despair over the meaninglessness of life to cry out in disgust, the witness 

standing at the graveside could have succumbed to the “tendency to suicide” that 

characterizes melancholia.73  In the forecasts of the finale found in the scherzo and more 

clearly in the text of the fourth movement, though, we hear that the witness has instead 

chosen to carry on, even though the road forward will be difficult.  When the cry of disgust 

sounds again at the opening of the last movement, then, we know that the witness has 

refused to give up—that the cry is a refusal to be seduced away from the suffering of life by 

the promise of escape.  To climb out of the stupor of melancholy and to begin mourning, 

                                                
72 In his discussion of epiphany as a discursive strategy possible within the comic archetype of musical 
narrative, Byron Almén suggests that the speaker in “Urlicht” has already died and refuses to be barred from 
entering heaven.  While Almén’s interpretation is quite powerful, I feel that it does not sufficiently consider the 
proximity to human suffering expressed in the first four lines of the text and also casts the angel as a rather 
capricious gate keeper, who would seemingly deny resurrection to deserving believers such as the speaker.  
Byron Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 192. 
73 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 14:252. 
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the witness must talk sense by managing simultaneously to let go of the pain caused by the 

loss and to hold on to the deceased in memory.  

 

MOURNING AS REMEMBRANCE 

In the program that he discussed with Bauer-Lechner, as well as the one he sent to 

Alma, Mahler described the last movement of the Second Symphony as a musical depiction 

of the end of times (Table 4.1).  Mahler, while providing numerous details describing the 

scene represented in the fifth movement, also claims “everything is inward experience.”  

What we hear, then, is a personal vision of the end times rather than the actual end of the 

world itself. 

 Derrida shares the belief that every death of a loved one is, in its way, an end of the 

world: 

the world, the whole world, the world itself, for death takes from us not only some 
particular life within the world, some moment that belongs to us, but, each time, 
without limit, someone through whom the world, and first of all our own world, will 
have opened up in a both finite and infinite—mortally infinite—way.74 

In the text that he read at the funeral of Louis Althusser, Derrida expressed the sentiment in 

slightly different terms: 

What is coming to an end, what Louis is taking away with him, is not only something 
or other that we would have shared at some point or another, in one place or 
another, but the world itself, a certain origin in the world—his origin, no doubt, but 
also that of the world in which I lived, in which we lived a unique story. . . . It is a 
world that is for us the whole world, the only world, and it sinks into an abyss from 
which no memory—even if we keep the memory, and we will keep it—can save it.75 

After the death of the loved one, the unique world that we shared with him disappears 

forever and can only be preserved, though never recovered, by memory.  According to 

                                                
74 Derrida, The Work of Mourning, 107. 
75 Ibid., 115. 
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Mahler’s program, the final movement of his Second Symphony enacts the end of such a 

unique and profoundly personal world that we shared with the deceased. 

 The work of mourning involves simultaneously preserving the lost in memory and 

letting go of the world that we shared with him.  In the words of Freud: 

Each single one of the memories and situations of expectancy which demonstrate 
the libido’s attachment to the lost object is met with the verdict of reality that the 
object no longer exists; and the ego, confronted as it were by the question whether it 
shall share this fate, is persuaded by the sum of the narcissistic satisfactions it derives 
from being alive to sever its attachment to the object that has been abolished.76 

In conflict with reality, our memories of the deceased force us to feel the loss—“the libido’s 

attachment to the lost object”—and the selfish pleasure that we take in living allows us to 

overcome the pain of loss and to leave behind the world we shared with the dead.  Through 

the work of mourning, our loss is doubled.  We “must lose the lost beloved and then, in 

getting over the lost beloved, lose this loss also.”77  By attending a funeral for the deceased, 

we participate in a ritual that encourages us to both remember and to lose our loss.  Claiming 

that in the last movement of the Second Symphony we hear “no Last Judgment, no souls 

saved and none damned; no just man, no evil-doer, no judge,” Mahler contradicts the 

portrayal of the end of times in Christian dogma.  His program accurately reflects, however, 

the ritual function of a funeral: to both remember the world we shared with the deceased 

and to let it go, while refraining from judging the departed.  We are forbidden, especially in 

the context of a funeral, to speak or think ill of the dead. 

   At the same time, however, we are forced to recognize that the dead will never hear 

any judgment we offer of their life.  Summarizing Derrida’s thought, Pascale-Anne Brault 

and Michael Naas claim, “In mourning, we must recognize that the friend is now both only 

‘in us’ and already beyond us, in us but totally other, so that nothing we say of or to them 

                                                
76 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 14:255. 
77 Watkin, On Mourning, 55. 
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can touch them in their infinite alterity.”78  Due to their own alterity, I contend that the off-

stage trumpet fanfares starting in measure 343 of the final movement of Mahler’s Second 

Symphony resonate with the deceased as “in us” and beyond us (Ex 4.5).  According to 

Thomas Bauman, the key and meter of the passage “suggest . . . a heterogeneous, layered 

experience of time.”79  Indeed, the barely audible fanfares are both out of sync with what the 

rest of the orchestra plays on stage and are also an irrevocable part of the musical text being 

performed.     

Although the fanfares remain multiply unintegrated into the dominant musical 

discourse—they are in a different key, a different time, a different space—we still hear them 

as a part of the piece.  Their faintness, however, causes us to question our own ears.  

Perhaps we are not really hearing them, perhaps they are only in our heads, only “in us.”  In 

measure 380 as the orchestral horns take up the triplets that had characterized the off-stage 

fanfares, the music that had seemed to be only in us comes frighteningly closer.  In this 

moment, I hear a strong resonance between Mahler’s musical discourse and the claim made 

by Brault and Nass that in mourning generally, “the drama, it seems, is not so much that we 

lose the friend after death but that we can no longer lose them; they who were once so 

distant become all too close, too close because now only within us.”80  The brass enact that 

drama by first allowing us to think that maybe we are only hearing them in our heads and 

then moving clearly into the foreground. 

Both the offstage fanfares in measures 341 through 380 and what Mahler terms the 

“Bird of Death” and the “Last Trump” call attention to themselves as sonic events in the 

“großer Appel” section of the movement that follows.  As with the “Gesang” episodes in 

                                                
78 Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas, “To Reckon with the Dead: Jacques Derrida’s Politics of Mourning,” 
in The Work of Mourning, ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 11. 
79 Thomas Bauman, “Mahler in a New Key: Genre and the ‘Resurrection’ Finale,” Journal of Musicology 23 
(2006): 476. 
80 Brault and Nass, “To Reckon with the Dead,” 27. 
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Example 4.5: Mahler, Symphony No. 2, V, mm. 353-357 
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the first movement and the trumpet tune in the third movement, the material of the “großer 

Appel” section sounds like real-world, or “phenomenal,” music.  Mahler’s careful 

specification of the location of each sound—“Rechts aufgestellt,” “aus weiter Ferne,” 

“Etwas näher und stärker”—encourages the listener to hear the music as a “real” fanfare, 

rather than an orchestral recreation.   

The increasing “reality” of the fanfares, from the first practically inaudible traces in 

measure 341 through the calls of the “Last Trump,” aligns with and is caused by what I 

consider the work of mourning in the movement, remembrance.  Unlike the musical process 

in the second movement, in which our memories resist being pinned down and remain 

distanced from the present, in the last movement we realize simultaneously that the world 

we share with the deceased is completely lost and the deceased remains permanently with 

us—“in us”—through our memories.  According to Watkin:  

To remember means to give a permanent materiality to someone or something that 
has been lost.  This can be an externally inscribed materiality or . . . a cognitive and 
somatic materiality inscribed within the body.  The purpose of this is not only to 
preserve that lost, beloved thing, but also to lay the groundwork for our own survival 
beyond the grave.81   

In the “großer Appel,” as the orchestra enacts the end of our shared world, it also prompts 

us to recognize that our memories have given “materiality” to the lost, have made them real.  

Mahler’s orchestra, that is, helps us to mourn by encouraging us to preserve the lost through 

remembering and to lose the loss that causes us pain.  As mourners, we take it on ourselves 

“to remember the dead, to effectively introject the lost beloved so as to preserve for it some 

life on earth,” which also allows us to imagine others preserving for us some life on earth 

after our deaths.82 

                                                
81 Watkin, On Mourning, 9. 
82 Watkin, On Mourning, 188. 
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LETTING MAHLER HAVE THE LAST WORD 

In her monograph on Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, Kristeva claims 

that after her death “Albertine survives only as an art object—a sculpture, a landscape, a 

piece of music.  Yet whatever the object may be, it is ultimately unattainable, shifting 

relentlessly between past and present.”83  Proust’s narrator could not possess Albertine, who 

despite the narrator’s continued efforts remained essentially unknowable to him, until her 

death allows him to resurrect her in the novel that he will eventually write.  Similiarly, 

Mahler’s Second Symphony allows the “man beloved,” at whose graveside we stand, to 

survive beyond his death as an art object.  In that sense, the symphony is itself the 

resurrection of the dead, immortalizing his memory in music.   

At the same time, however, as an enactment of mourning, the piece helps assuage 

our grief over loss.  According to Kristeva, “the literary (and religious) representation 

possesses a real and imaginary effectiveness that comes closer to catharsis than to 

elaboration; it is a therapeutic device used in all societies throughout the ages.”84  Mahler’s 

Second Symphony encourages us to realize that the dead live only “in us,” maintaining a 

permanent materiality as inscribed in our memory and thus eases us in the direction of losing 

our loss.  If we remember the dead, preserving the memory, we can convince ourselves that 

we, too, will be preserved.  “The story of mourning,” for Waktin, “is a great one of 

overcoming adversity and of self-knowledge.”85  Through mourning, we remember to lose 

the loss of a loved one, we recognize the inevitability of our deaths, and we overcome our 

fear of death, realizing that we, too, will be mourned. 

By composing a symphony that enacts the mourning process—starting with the 

paralysis of melancholy, then moving to the realization that memories cannot bring back the 

                                                
83 Julia Kristeva, Time and Sense: Proust & the Experience of Literature, trans. Ross Guberman (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 82. 
84 Kristeva, Black Sun, 24. 
85 Watkin, On Mourning, 152. 
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past, then on to the meaninglessness that accompanies depression, and finally leading to the 

realization that memory, even if it cannot rescue the past, preserves the dead on earth—

Mahler himself also laid the groundwork for his own survival beyond the grave.  Although 

Mahler used two stanzas from Friedrich Klopstock’s chorale, “Aufersteh’n,” he wrote the 

remaining text himself (see below). Theodor Reik argues that the text Mahler added to 

Klopstock’s chorale made clear the composer’s own preparation for life beyond death.  In 

the passage “Mit Flügeln, die ich mich errungen / . . . / Werd’ ich entschweben / Zum 

Licht” (With wings that I won myself . . . I will mount to the light), Reik claims that Mahler 

“confesses his consuming ambition and vainglory, the conquest of his doubts and the 

overcoming of all fear in himself and all opposition to others, his final conviction that his 

work will live forever.”86   

Although Reik might go too far by reading Mahler’s desire for artistic immortality 

into his text, the use of the first person throughout the sung text of the finale, with the 

exception of apostrophes to “mein Staub” and “mein Herz,” does potentially confuse the 

identity of the speaker.  Do we hear the voice of the deceased, the voices of witnesses at his 

funeral, the voice of a generic “speaker,” or the voice of the composer himself?  This 

ambiguity, rather than diminishing the message of life after death found in the text, actually 

reinforces the universality of death as something that we all—including the deceased, the 

witness, and the composer—must face: 

 
Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du,  Arise, yes, you will arise, 
Mein Staub, nach kurzer Ruh!   My dust, after a short rest! 
Unsterblich Leben    Eternal life 
Wird der dich rief dir geben.   Will be given to you by Him who called you. 
 

Wieder aufzublüh’n wirst du gesät!  You are sown to bloom again. 
Der Herr der Ernte geht   The lord of the harvest goes 
Und sammelt Garben    And gathers the sheaves, 

                                                
86 Reik, Haunting Melody, 276. 
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Uns ein, die starben.    Us, who died. 
 

O glaube, mein Herz:    O believe, my heart: 
Es geht dir nichts verloren!   Nothing will be lost to you! 
Dein ist, was du gesehnt!   What you desired is yours. 
Dein, was du geliebt, was du gestritten! Yours, what you loved, what you fought for! 
Du warst nicht umsonst geboren!  You were not born in vain! 
Hast nicht umsonst gelebt, gelitten!  You have not lived, suffered in vain! 
 

Was entstanden ist, das muß vergehen! What was created must perish! 
Was vergangen, auferstehen!   What perished must rise again! 
Hör’ auf zu beben!    Stop trembling! 
Bereite dich zu leben!    Prepare yourself to live! 
 

O Schmerz! Du Alldurchdringer!  O Sorrow! You all-penetrating! 
Dir bin ich entrungen!    I was wrested from you! 
O Tod! Du Allbezwinger!   O Death! You all-conquering! 
Nun bist du bezwungen!   Now you are conquered! 
Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen  With wings that I won 
In heißem Liebesstreben   In the passionate strivings of love 
Werd’ ich entschweben   I will climb 
Zum Licht, zu dem kein Aug’ gedrungen! To the light, to which no eye has penetrated! 
Sterben werd’ ich, um zu leben!  I will die, so to live! 
 

Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du,  Arise, yes you will arise, 
Mein Herz, in einem Nu!   My heart, in an instant! 
Was du geschlagen,    What you have beaten 
Zu Gott wird es dich tragen!   Will carry you to God! 
 

The jubilation that we hear at the end of the symphony seems to tell us that death 

has truly been conquered.  In Kristeva’s comments about the fictionality of art, however, she 

warns us to pay closer attention to what we perceive: 

Aesthetic exultance, rising by means of ideal and artifice above ordinary 
constructions suitable to the standards of natural language and trivialized social code, 
can partake of . . . manic activity.  If it remains at that level the work will stand 
revealed in its falsity—ersatz, imitation, or carbon copy.  On the contrary, the work 
of art that insures the rebirth of its author and its reader or viewer is one that 
succeeds in integrating the artificial language it puts forward (new style, new 
composition, surprising imagination) and the unnamed agitations of an omnipotent 
self that ordinary social and linguistic usage always leave somewhat orphaned or 
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plunged into mourning.  Hence such a fiction, if it isn’t an antidepressant, is at least a 
survival, a resurrection.87 

Mahler’s Second Symphony seems to recognize and overcome the dangers of mania in the 

first three movements, which allows the final movement to be a true resurrection of the 

“man beloved,” of us as listeners, and of the composer himself. 

Throughout this reading, I have carefully avoiding specifying who might be the “man 

beloved” beside whose coffin we stand.  The Second Symphony remains so moving partially 

because it allows us to mourn whomever we choose as we listen.  Indeed, the program 

Mahler sent to Marschalk encourages us to make our own choice: “You must surely have 

had the experience of burying someone dear to you.”88  Our own experience is what 

Mahler’s program encourages us to hear.  At the same time, however, the person whose 

death we witness, whose life we remember, and whom we allow to live on by remembering 

him is always at least partially Mahler himself. 

Glancing at the dates “1860-1911”—printed for our information in program notes 

or liner notes—we are forced to acknowledge Mahler’s death, if we have not already, before 

we even begin to listen.  Although we likely remember those close to us whom we have lost 

as we listen to the piece, we cannot help but commemorate the dead composer at the same 

time.  The orchestra recreates his music for us, and we appreciate not only what they 

perform, but also what he had written before he, too, was buried. 

 Regarding the texts that Derrida wrote to mourn deceased friends, Brault and Naas 

claim:  

The interiorization of the friend in mourning, the reduction of that friend to signs 
and images “in us,” is thus paralleled, it seems, by Derrida’s use and incorporation of 
citation in these texts of mourning, as if, in a first moment, such citation would allow 
Derrida to let the friend speak, to give the one he is mourning the last word.89 

                                                
87 Kristeva, Black Sun, 50-1. 
88 Mahler to Max Marschalk, 26 March 1896, in Selected Letters, 180. 
89 Brault and Naas, “To Reckon with the Dead,” 22. 
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A performance of Mahler’s Second Symphony is not just a citation of its author, of course, 

but a recreation of his work.  As we listen, we recognize on some level that Mahler lives on 

in memory because we listen to his music.  The act of listening as well as the acts of 

interpretation in performance or in writing are themselve acts of remembrance through 

which we can—like Förster’s anecdote of the bird at Mahler’s burial, like La Grange’s use of 

Förster’s anecdote to close his biography—allow Mahler and his music to have the final 

word. 
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Chapter Five 
 

Falling Asleep to Joy: 
Childhood, Nostalgia, and Mahler’s Fourth Symphony 

 

LOOKING BACKWARD: CHILDHOOD AND QUOTATIONS  

Writing in 1960, the centennial of Mahler’s birth and almost a half century after the 

composer’s death, Theodor Adorno drew a connection between Mahler’s Fourth Symphony 

and childhood that has been recycled throughout the secondary literature on the piece: “Its 

image-world is that of childhood.”1 Adorno justifies his claim by implicitly equating 

childhood with a smaller orchestra: “the means are reduced, without heavy brass; horns and 

trumpets are more modest in number.  No father figures are admitted to its precincts.”  

Mahler does exclude trombones and tuba from the symphony, but the orchestra does not 

lack for low voices, including contrabasses and a contrabassoon, which begs the question of 

what makes the low brass sounds uniquely paternal. 

Adorno uses childhood as the controlling metaphor in his analysis of the first 

movement, linking several passages to youth in various ways. Mahler’s instrumentation 

brings children to mind for Adorno—the four flutes playing in unison starting in measure 

126 sound like “a dream ocarina” or “children’s instruments that no one ever heard.”2  

Percussive noises seem particularly evocative of children in Adorno’s analysis: “at the climax 

of the first movement an intentionally infantile, noisily cheerful field is presented” and “like 

the noise-field, children make a din when they batter pans and possibly break them.”  

Moreover, in other parts of the first movement Adorno claims “the sound of the great drum 

. . . is as drums once seemed before the age of seven,” and he also hears “children running 
                                                
1 Theodor Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 52.  Originally published as Theodor Adorno, Mahler: Eine musikalische Physiognomik (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 1960). 
2 Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, 53. 
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after the tinkling of the triangle and bell tree (Schellenbaum).”3 Adorno ties his comments on 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony back to “Haydn’s joke in the Toy Symphony,” which included 

toy instruments that Mahler uses, such as a triangle and drums, as well as others, including a 

rattle and various birdcalls.4  Mahler’s use of non-traditional instruments and combinations 

of instruments not commonly heard in a symphony could be considered simultaneously 

progressive and, as Adorno claims, a regression to childhood.   

Claiming that “the entire Fourth Symphony shuffles non-existent children’s songs 

together” and that “among the children’s images in Mahler’s music are vanishing snatches 

from musical processions,” Adorno hears childhood not only in Mahler’s orchestral 

presentation of his material, but also in the musical material itself.  In the Fourth Symphony, 

Mahler seems to be looking backward to both childhood, through his orchestration and his 

musical material, as well as to the composers who preceded him.  According to Adorno, “the 

main theme, which to the uninformed sounds like a quotation from Mozart or Haydn . . . is 

in fact from the consequent to the lyrical theme in the Allegro moderato of Schubert’s E-flat 

major sonata for piano, op. 122.”5  Mahler’s Fourth is apparently not for children, but for 

adults who would potentially have the capacity to hear and correctly identify quotations from 

other pieces. 

In a comment he made to Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Mahler himself seems to 

encourage the search for quotations in the first movement.  According to Bauer-Lechner, 

“While he was still working on the first movement, he told me that he was annoyed by two 

                                                
3 Ibid., 54, 55. 
4 Adorno, Mahler, 54.  The attribution of the Toy Symphony to Joseph Haydn has long been doubted.  Leopold 
Mozart, Michael Haydn, and P. Edmund Argerer have been suggested as possible composers.  See Robert 
Münster, “Wer is der Komponist der Kindersinfonie?” Acta Mozartiana 16 (1969): 76-82; Sonja Gerlach, 
“Textkritische Undersuchungen zur Autorschaft der Kindersinfonie Hoboken II: 47,” in Opera incerta: 
Echtheitsfragen als Problem musikwissenschaftlicher Gesamtausgaben, ed. Hanspeter Bennwitz et al (Stuttgart: Steiner, 
1991), 153-88; Hildegard Herrmann-Schneider, “Edmund Angerer OSB (1740-1794) aus Stift Fiecht/Tirol: 
Der Komponist der Kindersinfonie?” Mozart-Jahrbuch (1996): 23-38. 
5 Adorno, Mahler, 56. 
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reminiscences which had slipped into it and which he had noticed too late to remove.”6  

Without any reference to the specific passages Mahler had in mind, analysts seem 

determined to locate the two reminiscences definitively, rather than questioning what 

prompted him to make such a statement or why he might be worried about reminiscences in 

the first movement specifically.  Alma Mahler’s account of her first experience with the 

Fourth Symphony also reinforces the idea of the piece as backwards looking: 

He brought me the Fourth Symphony one day.  I did not, at that time, care for it.  
He played some of it to me and asked how I liked it.  I said frankly: “I feel Haydn 
has done that better.”  He laughed and said I would live to think differently about it.7 

In Alma’s account, not only does the Fourth Symphony refer to the past, but it also fails to 

live up to the standards set in the past. 

Discussions of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony continue to echo the emphasis in 

Adorno’s 1960 monograph on both the sounds of childhood and the presence of borrowed 

material in the piece.   In 1974, Michael Kennedy wrote, “One cannot speak of naïveté in 

connection with such a subtle and disciplined composition, but its mood is certainly childlike 

in the most felicitous way.”8  Kennedy’s reference to subtlety and discipline seems to relate 

to Mahler’s control of form, rather than the musical material itself: while the piece is 

“melodically profuse,” Kennedy claims “its texture and structure” are “an advance on 

anything that Mahler had hitherto composed.”9  For Kennedy, Mahler’s formal organization 

reins in the material, which, in its proliferation, threatens to overrun the discipline that the 

composer attempts to impose.  Like Adorno, Kennedy hears musical allusions creeping into 

Mahler’s score, but he hears “the lucidity and freshness of the material often recalling Haydn 

                                                
6 Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler, ed. Peter Franklin, trans. Dika Newlin (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1980), 153. 
7 Alma Mahler, Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, ed. Donald Mitchell, trans. Basil Creighton (New York: 
Viking Press, 1969), 24. 
8 Michael Kennedy, Mahler (London: Dent and Sons, 1974), 106. 
9 Ibid. 
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rather than Schubert.”10  Both analysts claim that Mahler’s music refers to the past, but they 

disagree as to whether the referent is Haydn or Schubert. 

Writing in 1980, Deryck Cooke notes that in the first movement of the Fourth 

Symphony, “early on in the development section, a high flute gives out a gay tune, like a boy 

whistling.”11  Continuing the connection between the symphony and childhood, Cooke does 

not specify how a listener would distinguish the sound of a boy whistling from that of an 

adult.  Although the simplicity and contentedness of the tune might suggest youthfulness, 

complicated or melancholy melodies are neither well suited for nor commonly associated 

with whistling.  Cooke also states: 

If the actual materials of the Fourth sometimes recall Haydn and Mozart (in the 
opening movement), Schubert (in the scherzo), and even the classical Beethoven (in 
the slow movement), they are developed in an entirely late-romantic way in the 
interest of expressing a personal vision.12 

Expanding the list of reminiscences beyond the composers mentioned by Adorno and 

Kennedy to include “the classical Beethoven,” Cooke also hears allusions to past music 

throughout Mahler’s symphony. 

 Similiarly, Constantin Floros finds the same composers as Cooke in Mahler’s Fourth, 

but Floros locates them all within the first movement: “When one hears the first movement 

of the Fourth Symphony for the first time (or again after a long time), some passages are 

strongly reminiscent of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert.”13  Floros seems to imply 

that repeated exposure to the symphony might cause listeners to think the music sounds like 

Mahler, forgetting the references to past composers that were supposedly so clear when they 

first heard the piece.  Only critical distance from the piece and wide exposure to musical 

repertoire allow us to hear the references that had been obscured once we fell under its 
                                                
10 Ibid. 
11 Deryck Cooke, Mahler: An Introduction to His Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 67. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Constantin Floros, Mahler: The Symphonies, trans. Vernon and Jutta Wicker (Pompton Plains, NJ: Amadeus 
Press, 1993), 117. 
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seductive thrall.  Like Adorno, Floros demonstrates his ability to resist the symphony by 

locating a specific quotation of an earlier piece: 

The classic quality of several themes appears not only in the Schubert-like sound of 
the remarkably short Theme I, noticed by Adorno, but also in a thus-far unnoticed 
similarity between Theme IV [mm. 37-41] and Beethoven’s piano sonata in E-flat 
major, Op. 27, No. 1 [mm. 8-12].14 

Discovering supposedly explicit references to pieces by Schubert and Beethoven gives 

Adorno and Floros some measure of control over Mahler’s symphony, calling attention to 

the composer’s weakness and lack of originality while simultaneously reinforcing their own 

status as experts who have mastery over the canon.   

Neither Adorno nor Floros offers a definite reason why Mahler would have chosen 

to quote those specific pieces, using the quotations instead as solid evidence that the Fourth 

Symphony refers to the past.  Floros also concurs with Adorno (and Kennedy and Cooke) 

that the first movement is associated with childhood: “The childlike character of the music 

(prevalent only in the exposition and recapitulation) was intentional.  Mahler envisioned 

‘unprecedented cheerfulness’ and ‘unearthly joy,’ and he meant to give it expression through 

such music.”15  Locating a “childlike character” in certain portions of the movement—the 

exposition and the recapitulation—Floros implies that the development is somehow un-

childlike.  Such a contrast between sections of the movement echoes Kennedy’s 

juxtaposition of a “childlike” mood within a “subtle and disciplined composition” and the 

disparity Cooke hears between material borrowed from classical composers and its 

development in “an entirely late-romantic way.”  Although each writer figures the contrast in 

different terms, all three locate a fundamental disparity in the movement. 

Henri-Louis de La Grange finds another disparity in the movement, while also 

noting Mahler’s debt to his predecessors:  

                                                
14 Ibid., 119. 
15 Ibid., 117. 
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The apparent simplicity of the overall structure is of course totally deceptive, for 
Mahler has pushed the motivic development techniques invented by the eighteenth-
century Viennese classical composers, and perfected by Beethoven, further than 
perhaps anyone before him.16 

Where Kennedy contrasted the simple, “childlike” mood with the subtly of the 

composition’s structure, La Grange locates the difference between the “apparent simplicity” 

of the form and its true complexity.   

La Grange claims that, in addition to borrowing and advancing the “motivic 

development techniques” of Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven, Mahler borrowed from 

Schubert’s E-flat Sonata in the first movement (as noted by Adorno) and from another 

Schubert sonata in the finale: 

There is a striking similarity between bars 32 and 33 of the Finale of Schubert’s D 
major Sonata, D. 850, and bar 128 of the E major theme from the coda of “Das 
himmlische Leben”—undoubtedly a subconscious reminiscence, Mahler being guilty 
for once of one of those “memory lapses” which he censored in composers such as 
Goldmark or Zemlinsky.17 

By claiming the allusion was “subconscious,” La Grange eliminates the need to suggest why 

Mahler might have quoted that particular sonata.  Moreover, La Grange suggests that Mahler 

has lost control of his own composition, allowing references to other composers to slip in 

without the composer himself noticing. 

 Unlike the other writers surveyed here, La Grange does not mention childhood in 

connection with the first movement of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony.  He does, however, 

reference childhood, but only in his discussion of the third movement: “Mahler then creates 

a state of static bliss that takes his listeners through the wide open gates of the only heaven 

accessible to humans, that of childhood.”18  For Mark Evan Bonds, though, childhood 

permeates the work.  Indeed, Bonds claims “childhood, innocence, faith . . . are the issues 

                                                
16 Henri-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler, vol. 2, Vienna: The Years of Challenge (1897-1904) (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 763. 
17 Ibid., 770. 
18 Ibid., 768. 
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that are central to Mahler’s Fourth Symphony.”19  Like Adorno, Bonds associates percussive 

instruments with childhood, but he finds bells particularly evocative of children, noting that 

the Fourth Symphony is “a work dominated by bells and bell-like sonorities,” but “the 

sleighbell in particular symbolizes the innocence and faith of childhood.”20  Bonds does not 

specify, however, why sleigh bells would be associated with children in 1900. 

 

SLEIGH BELLS AROUND 1900 

 Raymond Knapp repeats Bonds’s claim, indicating that sleigh bells are “regressive in 

their childish exuberance and in their general association with childhood” and that “sleigh 

bells are more a token of childhood than a threat to it.”21  To listeners in the 21st century, 

sleigh bells do suggest a bygone world that is celebrated yearly at Christmas, which is, in 

many respects, a holiday geared toward children.  Bonds opens his chapter on Mahler’s 

Fourth Symphony with a discussion of the central role played by a sleigh bell in Chris van 

Allsburg’s story for children, The Polar Express, written eighty-five years after the symphony.22  

In The Polar Express, the sleigh bell taken from Santa Claus’s sleigh does represent 

“childhood, innocence, faith.”23  Mapping that meaning onto a piece of music written nearly 

a century earlier, however, is quite problematic, unless the explicit goal is to examine how the 

piece sounds to those listening in the 21st century. 

 Noting Bonds’s “telling references to The Polar Express,” Knapp seems to accept not 

only the association of sleigh bells with childhood, but also the application of themes from a 

late 20th-century American children’s story to a late 19th-century Austro-German symphony.  

                                                
19 Mark Evan Bonds, After Beethoven: Imperatives of Originality in the Symphony (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1996), 173. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Raymond Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses: Subjectivity and Alienation in Mahler’s Re-Cycled Songs (Middletown, 
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), 41, 46. 
22 Bonds, After Beethoven, 175.  Chris van Allsburg, The Polar Express (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1985). 
23 Bonds, After Beethoven, 173. 
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Knapp himself also connects Mahler’s use of sleigh bells to Christmas celebrations by way of 

an allusion to the carol “Jingle Bells,” which functions for Knapp “independent[ly] of either 

composer intention or historical plausibility” based on what he calls “parallel motivic 

representations of sleigh bells” in the two pieces.24  

 James Pierpont’s song “The One Horse Open Sleigh” was originally published in 

Boston by Oliver Ditson in 1857.25  As Knapp observes, the American provenance of “The 

One Horse Open Sleigh” would make it “extremely unlikely” that Mahler would have been 

familiar with the song.  Relying on a motivic resemblance between the pieces, Knapp ignores 

the text of the song, instead allowing the strong connection between the “carol” and 

Christmas as a child-centric holiday to stand unchallenged.  Pierpont’s text, while clearly set 

in winter, has little to do with either Christmas or children: 
  
  Dashing thro’ the snow, 
  In a one horse open sleigh, 
  O’er the hills we go, 
  Laughing all the way; 
  Bells on bob tail ring, 
  Making spirits bright, 
  Oh what sport to ride and sing 
  A sleighing song to night. 
  
  A day or two ago, 
  I thought I’d take a ride 
  And soon Miss Fannie Bright 
  Was seated by my side, 
  The horse was lean and lank 
  Misfortune seem’d his lot. 
  He got into adrifted bank 
  And we—we got up sot. 
 
  A day or two ago, 

The story I must tell 
I went out on the snow 

                                                
24 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 227, 296-7. 
25 James Pierpont, “The One Horse Open Sleigh” (Boston: Oliver Ditson, 1857), 
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.music/sm1857.620520/ (accessed 5 October 2008).  
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And on my back I fell; 
A gent was riding by 
In a one horse open sleigh, 
He laughed as there I sprawling lie, 
But quickly drove away. 

 
Now the ground is white 
Go it while you’re young, 
Take the girls to night 
And sing this sleighing song; 
Just get a bob tailed bay 
Two forty as his speed 
Hitch him to an open sleigh 
And crack, you’ll take the lead. 

 
  Chorus 
  Jingle bells, Jingle bells,  

Jingle all the way; 
  Oh! what joy it is to ride  

In a one horse open sleigh. 

 Pierpont’s song consists of a series of vignettes detailing the exploits of the speaker 

as he rides in his sleigh, singing sleighing songs.  Aside from the wintry setting that would 

make a sleigh more practicable than a carriage with wheels, the text avoids any substantive 

reference to what could be considered “Christmas spirit.”  Indeed, in the third verse when 

the speaker is sprawled on his back following an accident, the “gent” who rides past offers 

no assistance to his fellow man, but laughs and continues on his way.   

If we take the text of “The One Horse Open Sleigh” seriously, the image painted of 

open-sleigh culture in 19th-century America is focused instead on speed, reckless behavior, 

and spending time with women.  According to the speaker, the open sleigh seems ideal for 

courting the opposite sex: the couple could ride unsupervised in wintry conditions that 

would encourage them to sit as closely as possible to one another.  The speaker is able to 

convince Miss Fannie Bright to accompany him on a ride in the second verse, and in the 

fourth verse he exhorts listeners to “take the girls to night” in their own sleighs.  Although 

the speaker tells his listeners to “go it while you’re young,” he is clearly speaking to young 
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adults—those who would be interested in solitary rides with women—rather than children.  

With its emphasis on courtship and direct reference to a fast horse capable of traveling 

briskly at over twenty miles per hour, “The One Horse Open Sleigh” sounds more like 

twentieth-century popular songs about cars and women than a Christmas Song.26 

For example, “Fun, Fun, Fun,” the 1964 song by the Beach Boys deals with many of 

the same themes.  Driving a T-Bird, the female protagonist drives so fast that “she makes 

the Indy 500 look like a Roman chariot race,” and her vehicle makes “a lotta guys try to 

catch her.”  Perhaps the sporty one horse open sleigh could be thought of as a nineteenth-

century equivalent to the T-Bird.  Indeed, Pierpont’s lyric “oh what sport to ride” is 

practically an advertising slogan.  Like Pierpont one hundred years earlier, Brian Wilson and 

Mike Love make clear through their lyrics that the protagonist of their song, having lied to 

her father to get the car, is not an innocent child.  Whereas Pierpont’s driver loses control of 

his vehicle quite frequently, the protagonist in “Fun, Fun, Fun” is able to avoid such 

accidents, because she “drives like an ace.” 

 Of course, an American song from the 1960s has little, if anything, to do with 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony.  The comparison of “Fun, Fun, Fun” and “The One Horse 

Open Sleigh” hopefully demonstrates, however, the extent to which Pierpont’s song, and by 

extension sleighing and sleigh bells, were not concerned with children, faith or innocence in 

the nineteenth century.  Reading Mahler’s Fourth in the terms suggested by “The One Horse 

Open Sleigh,” which was published almost fifty years earlier, would also be quite 

problematic.  We should be equally cautious, though, of accepting unsupported assertions 

that sleigh bells would have symbolized childhood in 1900, since they did no such thing in 

America in 1857. 

                                                
26 “Two forty as his speed” means the horse would cover one mile in two minutes and forty seconds. 
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 In his reminiscences of his childhood in Berlin around 1900, Walter Benjamin 

includes a brief mention of sleigh bells: 

When we then stepped out into the twilight, with the things under our arms all 
wrapped and tied up with string, with the cab waiting there at the front door, and the 
snow lying pristine on ledges and fences, more dully on the pavement, with the 
jingling of sleigh bells rising from the banks of the Lützow, and the gaslights coming 
on, one after another, to reveal the progress of the lamplighter, who, even on this 
sweet evening, had to shoulder his pole—then was the city wholly immersed in itself, 
like a sack that sagged, heavy with me and my happiness.27 

By the time Benjamin wrote Berliner Kindheit um Neunzehnhundert in the 1930s, sleigh bells 

would have belonged to his childhood far more than to the present moment in which he 

wrote.   From his perspective in 1900, however, the bells did not represent youth or 

innocence, but were an integral part of the Berlin’s wintry cityscape.  The sleigh bells that the 

young Benjamin heard in the distance, like the gas lamps that were gradually lit, signify his 

experience of the city and exposure to the world rather than his sheltered innocence. 

 Robert Hirschfeld, in his review of Vienna Philharmonic’s performance of the 

Fourth Symphony under Mahler’s direction on 12 January 1902, calls upon an urban scene 

similar to that described by Benjamin: 

I lack sympathetic feeling for Mahler’s affected folkishness, prepared naiveté, 
artificial childishness.  We think we see father Haydn bumping along in an 
automobile with a cloud of gas fumes.  The form of the first sleigh bell movement 
would be clear, but the development is tiring through an incessant use of wit.28 

Like more recent writers on the piece, Hirschfeld hears a fundamental disparity in the 

movement, which he figures as a contrast between artificiality and childishness.  Hirschfeld 

uses the anachronistic image of Haydn driving a motorcar as a visual analogue to the conflict 

                                                
27 Walter Benjamin, Berlin Childhood around 1900, trans. Howard Eiland (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2006), 92. 
28 Robert Hirschfeld, “Vierte Symphonie von Gustav Mahler,” Wiender Abendpost, 14 January 1902, 2.  “Für 
Mahler’s affectierte Volksthümlichkeit, zubrereitete Naivetät, künstliche Kindlichkeit felt mir die sympathische 
Empfindung.  Man meint Vater Haydn im Automobil mit brenzlichen Benzindämpfen vorüberholpern zu 
sehen.  Die Form des ersten Schellen satzes wäre klar, aber die Durchführung ermüdet durch unausgesetzte 
Anwendung von Witz.” 
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he hears in the first movement.  Although he refers both to “childishness” and to the sleigh 

bells, Hirschfeld does not relate them to each other.  Indeed, in a review of the same 

performance, another critic, Theodor Helm, hears Mahler’s melodies, not his 

instrumentation, as specifically “childlike.”29 

Traffic in urban areas such as Vienna or Berlin would have included both 

automobiles and horse-drawn vehicles in the years around 1900.  At the very beginning of 

the twentieth century, gasoline-powered motorcars would have been a novelty encountered 

far less frequently than horse-drawn vehicles.  The traffic on the Ringstaße in a photograph 

taken of the Vienna Hofoper around 1900 shows the continued use of horse-drawn (and 

man-drawn) vehicles at the time in Vienna (Fig. 5.1).  By placing Haydn in an automobile, 

Hirschfeld highlights the disturbing incongruity of Mahler’s instrumentation.  If we carefully 

parse Hirschfeld’s depiction of Haydn in an automobile, the venerable composer seems to 

represent Mahler’s use of supposedly Haydnesque melodies, while the automobile stands in 

for the modern way in which they are presented.  Mahler’s inclusion of non-traditional 

instruments in the orchestra, of which the sleigh bells are the most striking example, take 

part in this costuming of Haydn à la moderne.  The clear association of sleigh bells with a 

specific mode of transportation, the sleigh, might have been one of the reasons Hirschfeld 

chose to use another, more modern vehicle, the automobile, as his metaphor.  

 Based on Benjamin’s recollection and Hirschfeld’s review, sleigh bells seem to have 

more to do with a vibrant and somewhat chaotic cityscape than with children.  More 

generally, sleigh bells were used on both urban streets and rural roads to prevent harmful 

accidents involving sleighs from occurring.  Unlike carriages and carts with wheels that 

would make a lot of noise as they rolled over uneven streets, sleighs could glide over the 

                                                
29 Thedor Helm, Musikalisches Wochenblatt, 23 January 1902, 69. “Anscheinend hat er sich diesmal angelegen sein 
lassen, mit möglischt einfachen volksthümlichen (oder doch volksthümlich gemeinten), altväterischen, selbst 
kindlichen Melodien . . .” 
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snow almost silently.  Combined with the difficulties inherent to controlling a large, relatively 

fast vehicle on a nearly frictionless surface, the absence of noise made sleighs particularly 

dangerous to pedestrians.  Sleigh bells helped to mitigate the danger by drawing attention to 

an approaching sleigh with a sound that could be both easily heard and easily identified. 

 

 

 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-124999 

Figure 5.1: Hofoper, Ringstraße, Vienna (ca. 1900) 

 When considered in terms of their function as a sonic warning, the sleigh bells in 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony begin to sound far more like a threat to childhood than a token 

of it.  Heard in the context of their use in 1900, the sound of sleighbells would be quite 

arresting, encouraging those who hear them to pay more attention to their surroundings to 
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avoid the possibility of being injured.  As a means of grabbing the audience’s attention, 

perhaps Mahler uses sleigh bells to reinvent the premier coup d’archet at the beginning of a 

symphony, but instead of drawing on symphonic convention, he relies on a shared 

experience of traffic during the winter. 

 The opening sleigh bells sound even more arresting when followed immediately by 

the classical-sounding musical material that pervades the majority of the movement.  

According to Floros the “classicistic” impression of the movement is due to “the simplicity 

and treatment of themes, to the simple key relationships, to individual melodic turns (such as 

the chromatic suspensions), and to the ornamentation (occasional grace notes, written-out 

turns, and inverted mordents).”30  Although by figuring the sleigh bells as an attention-

grabbing gesture related to vehicular traffic that provides a stark contrast to the otherwise 

“classicistic” movement, I have avoided associating the bells specifically with children, I 

nevertheless have repeated the idea that the movement is organized around a fundamental 

disparity.  With my juxtaposition of the sleigh bells as modern (primarily as non-traditional 

instruments expanding the standard orchestra) and the “classical” sound of the movement as 

a whole, I have echoed various other pairs: Kennedy’s childlike mood and disciplined 

composition, Cooke’s classical material and late-romantic development, La Grange’s 

apparent simplicity and true complexity. 

 

NOSTALGIA AS A RELATION BETWEEN PAST AND PRESENT 

 Merely shifting the terms of such binaries can only reinforce the standard view of the 

symphony—and of Mahler’s style in general—as a play of stark contrasts.  Another 

approach would be to consider these binaries to be mutually implicated (or mutually 

reinforcing) in the processes of the movement rather than mutually exclusive. In the context 

                                                
30 Floros, The Symphonies, 119. 
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of nostalgia, for example, the relationship between the past and the present is nuanced in 

that way.  According to Stuart Tannock, nostalgia is dependent on a clear separation, or 

discontinuity, between the past and the present and works “as a periodizing emotion: that 

was then, and this now.”31  In order for the past to be irretrievable, it must be truly past and 

therefore absent in some way and inaccessible from the present.  Such periodization inherent 

to nostalgia, claims Tannock, is not imposed by the world on the nostalgic, but by the 

nostalgic on the world: “discontinuity, far from being simply experienced by the nostalgic 

subject, and far from being the engendering condition of nostalgia, is also and always at the 

same time a discontinuity posited by the nostalgic subject.”32  Peter Fritszche confirms this 

observation, noting that “nostalgia is … premised on a fundamental break with the past.”33  

In drawing the arbitrary line between the past and the present, it is the nostalgic who 

excludes the past from the present, imposing the very conditions that give rise to nostalgia in 

the first place.  

  Johannes Hofer coined the term “nostalgia” in 1688 to refer to an ailment that 

affected those, especially soldiers, who were far from home.34  As a medical condition, 

nostalgia was both curable—Hofer recommended “leeches, warm hypnotic emulsions, 

opium, and . . . purging the stomach”—and potentially fatal if left untreated in especially 

severe cases.35  Particularly vivid memories of home were apt to trigger bouts of nostalgia 

and were therefore to be avoided if possible.  Music was considered quite dangerous in its 

power to bring to mind a distant homeland.  In his 1710 dissertation, Theodor Zwinger 

notes that a “certain rustic cantilena, to which the Swiss drive their herds to pasture in the 

                                                
31 Stuart Tannock, “Nostalgia Critique,” Cultural Studies 9 (1995): 456. 
32 Tannock, “Nostalgia Critique,” 456. 
33 Peter Fritzsche, “How Nostalgia Narrates Modernity,” in The Work of Memory: New Directions in the Study of 
German Society and Culture, ed. Alon Confino and Peter Fritzsche (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 65. 
34 For a summary of the early history of nostalgia, see Svetlana Boym, “From Cured Soldiers to Incurable 
Romantics: Nostalgia and Progress,” in The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 3-18; Fred Davis, 
Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (London: Free Press, 1979), 1-4. 
35 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 4. 
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Alps” inevitably provoked a nostalgic reaction among Swiss soldiers deployed away from 

home.36 

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau reproduces the Swiss melody and discusses its relation to 

nostalgia in his Dictionary of Music: 

The above celebrated Air, called Ranz des Vaches, was so generally beloved among 
the Swiss, that it was forbidden to be play’d in their troops under pain of death, 
because it made them burst into tears, desert, or die, whoever heard it; so great a 
desire did it excite in them of returning to their country.  We shall seek in vain to 
find in this air any energic accents capable of producing such astonishing effects.  
These effects, which are void in regard to strangers, come alone form custom, 
reflections, and a thousand circumstances, which, retrac’d by those who hear them, 
and recalling the idea of their country, their former pleasures, their youth, and all 
their joys of life, excite in them a bitter sorrow for the loss of them.  The music does 
not in this case act precisely as music, but as a memorative sign.37 

For Rousseau, the ranz-des-vaches is not powerful in itself or even as music per se, but in its 

ability to conjure mental sounds and images of Switzerland for the Swiss soldiers.  The music 

helps retrieve not only the memory of a place, but of pleasures, youth, and joy, all of which 

have apparently been lost.  When hearing the ranz-des-vaches, the Swiss soldiers feel the 

absence of home, childhood, and happiness very powerfully. The song embodies those 

places and emotions, however momentarily, and makes them present. As Jean Starobinski 

indicates, the “associationist magic” of nostalgia that prompted such visions was “not simply 

a question of music; the bubbling of springs and the murmuring of streams [were] endowed 

with a similar power.”38  After the sound ceases, the distance from home becomes even 

more palpable, leading to the onset of the potentially fatal “bitter sorrow” associated with 

nostalgia.  

                                                
36 Theodor Zwinger, “De Pothopatridalgia,” in Fasciculus dissertationum medicarum selectiorum (Basel, 1710).  
Quoted in Jean Starobinski, “The Idea of Nostalgia,” trans. William S. Kemp, Diogenes 54 (1966): 90. 
37 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Complete Dictionary of Music: Consisting of a Copious Explanation of All Words Necessary 
to a True Knowledge and Understanding of Music, trans. William Waring (London: Fielding and Walker, 1779), 266-7. 
38 Starobinski, “The Idea of Nostalgia,” 93. 
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 According to Vladimir Jankélévitch, the yearning for an absent place prevents the 

sufferer from being able to account for where he truly is: 

The nostalgic is at the same time here and there, neither here nor there, present and 
absent, doubly present and doubly absent; one can thus say at will that he is multi-
present, or that he is nowhere: here as he is physically present, but he feels absent in 
spirit from this place where he is present in body; there, in the inverse, he feels 
morally present, but he is in fact currently absent from these dear places that he 
previously left.39 

Although Jankélévitch focuses on the nostalgic’s disorientation in space, the “dear places” 

are not only located elsewhere spatially but also temporally.  The relation of nostalgia to the 

past was already implicated in Rousseau’s account of the ranz-des-vaches in the late eighteenth 

century, when he equated the distant homeland with the lost youth of the Swiss soldiers.  By 

the nineteenth century, nostalgia was no longer a treatable medical disorder, but an incurable 

emotional longing that is at its core “a reaction against the irreversible.”40  Boym pushes this 

idea further, claiming: 

At first glance, nostalgia is a longing for a place, but actually it is a yearning for a 
different time—the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams.  In a 
broader sense, nostalgia is a rebellion against the modern idea of time, the time of 
history and progress.  The nostalgic desires to . . . revisit time like space, refusing to 
surrender to the irreversibility of time that plagues the human condition.41 

For Boym, the modern conception of time as irreversible made the separation from one’s 

past more acute, because people in the modern world know that returning to the past—

returning home—is fundamentally impossible. 

 The knowledge of the impossibility of returning to the home of one’s youth means 

that “the return to the motherland believed to be the best remedy for nostalgia” in the 

                                                
39 Vladimir Jankélévitch, L’irréversible et la nostalgie (Paris: Flammarion, 1974), 281. “Le nostalgique est en même 
temps ici et là-bas, ni ici ni là, présent et absent, deux fois présent et deux fois absent; on peut donc dire à 
volonté qui’il est multi-présent, ou qu’il n’est nulle part: ici même il est physiquement présent, mais il se sent 
absent en esprit de ce lieu où il est présent par le corps; là-bas, à l’inverse, il se sent moralement présent, mais il 
est en fait et actuellement absent de ces lieux chers qui’il a autrefois quittés.” 
40 Ibid., 299. “La nostalgie est une reaction contre l’irréversible.”   
41 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, xv. 
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would no longer have any efficacy.42  If time is 

irreversible, the motherland as we knew it no longer exists.  Indeed, Jankélévitch notes that 

because “the true object of nostalgia is not absence in opposition to presence, but the past in 

relation to the present; the true cure for nostalgia is not the backwards return in space, but 

the regression toward the past in time.”43  Strikingly, for Jankélévitch absence and presence 

are “par opposition” (in opposition), whereas the past and the present are “par rapport” (in 

relation).  Considering the past and present to be in relation with one another—rather than 

in opposition to each other—in the context of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony should help to 

reconfigure the binaries that so many writers hear in the piece. 

 Even as the nostalgic subject creates the line of demarcation noted by Tannoch and 

Fritzsche between the past and the present, that subject simultaneously attempts to mitigate 

the separation by remembering the past.  Memories of the past, however, exist only in the 

present and cannot represent a true return to the past.  In the words of Janelle Wilson, 

“individuals decide—in the present—how to recall the past and, in this process, imbue the 

past with meaning, which has evolved over time and is relevant in the present.”44  Nostalgia, 

then, is both predicated on a clear division between the past and present and motivated by 

the desire to bring the past in relation to the present.  The meaning carried by the past is 

entirely dependent on the present circumstances of the person who remembers, who has the 

power to decide how to remember.  Through the process of bringing the past in relation 

with the present, the nostalgic subject inhabits, as Jankélévitch implies, the past and the 

present simultaneously while also remaining distanced from both.   

                                                
42 Ibid., 4. 
43 Jankélévitch, L’irréversible et la nostalgie, 299.  “La véritable objet de la nostalgie n’est pas l’absence par 
opposition à la presence mais le passé par rapport au présent; le vrai remède à la nostalgie n’est pas le retour en 
arrière dans l’espace, mais la rétrogradation vers le passé dans le temps.” 
44 Janelle L. Wilson, Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning (Lewisburg, MA: Bucknell University Press, 2005), 7. 
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Far from an either/or binary, past and present are mutually implicated: any 

understanding of the past must take place in the present and that understanding of past can 

be mobilized to change the present.  Boym claims that we are endowed with a “freedom to 

remember, to choose the narratives of the past and remake them.”45  By exercising that 

freedom through what Boym terms “reflective nostalgia,” she suggests that we “can foster a 

creative self” instead of merely attempting to relive the past: 

Creative nostalgia reveals the fantasies of the age, and it is in those fantasies and 
potentialiaties that the future is born.  One is not nostalgic for the past the way it 
was, but for the past the way it could have been.  It is this past that one strives to 
realize in the future.46 

In the context of “reflective nostalgia,” the past does not merely provide an escape from the 

present, but a tool for critiquing the present and imagining—or even creating—a different 

future. 

 If we accept the assertion that “expressing and experiencing nostalgia require active 

reconstruction of the past—active selection of what to remember and how to remember it,” 

then we can investigate the ways in which the past has be reconstructed in texts, including 

music, to gain insight into the way those who create nostalgic texts perceive the past and 

how the present inflects that perception.47  Wilson states this thesis quite succinctly: “What 

we are nostalgic for reveals what we value, what we deem worthwhile and important.”48  By 

actively reconstructing the past, a nostalgic text orients the past to speak to present concerns.  

Listening for the traces of that orientation should help us to understand how exactly the past 

has been brought into relation with—not put into opposition against—a present 

characterized by Boym’s fantasies and Wilson’s values.  Thus through Mahler’s particular 

                                                
45 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 354. 
46 Ibid., 351. 
47 Wilson, Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning, 25. 
48 Ibid., 26. 
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reconstruction of a “classicistic” sound in the first movement of the Fourth Symphony, we 

might hear his understanding of the past and his critique of the present. 

 

NOSTALGIA AND MAHLER 

Writers often draw on nostalgia to describe passages in Mahler’s music.  La Grange 

goes so far as to claim that nostalgia, along with irony and tragedy, is one of the “three 

moods” with which “one might attempt to sum up Mahler.”49  In the First Symphony, 

Deryke Cooke claims likewise that “romantic horn phrases voice nostalgia” in the first 

movement (the introduction of which also “returns nostalgically” in the finale) while Donald 

Mitchell notes the “nostalgic resurrection of the concluding song” in the third movement.50   

Cooke hears “nostalgic pastoral music” in the opening movement of Mahler’s Second; 

Raymond Monelle interprets its second movement as “the city-dweller’s nostalgic view of 

countryside innocence;” and Raymond Knapp draws attention to “a four-part trumpet choir 

reeking of nostalgia” in the third movement.51  Regarding the posthorn solo in the Third 

Symphony, Morten Solvik suggests “the tune evokes an unavoidable sense of nostalgia.”52  

Nostalgia appears with equal frequency in discussions of later symphonies and their 

reception: the scherzo of the Fifth “incongruously sets nostalgia down in the midst of 

frenzy;”53 the Sixth contains a “nostalgic slow movement;”54 “the dream of the ideal is 

                                                
49 Henri-Louis de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler: Reminiscences, Allusions, or Quotations?” in 
Mahler Studies, ed. Stephen Hefling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 148. 
50 Cooke, Gustav Mahler, 35, 36; Donald Mitchell, “Symphony No. 1: ‘The most spontaneous and daringly 
composed of my works,’” in Discovering Mahler: Writings on Mahler, 1955-2005, ed. Gastón Fournier-Facio 
(Woodbridge, England: Boydell, 2007), 121. 
51Cooke, Gustav Mahler, 57; Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), 178; Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 111. 
52 Morten Solvik, “Biography and Musical Meaning in the Posthorn Solo of Mahler’s Third Symphony,” in 
Neue Mahleriana: Essays in Honour of Henry-Louis de La Grange on His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Günther Weiß (Berne: 
Peter Lang, 1997), 340. 
53 David B. Greene, Mahler, Consciousness and Temporality (New York: Gordon and Breach, 1984), 38. 
54 Stephen E. Hefling, “Das Lied von der Erde,” in The Mahler Companion, ed. Donald Mitchell and Andrew 
Nicholson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 454. 
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increasingly manifested as mere nostalgia” in the Nachtmusik movements of the Seventh;55 

the Eighth “loomed large, almost nostalgically, for critics;”56 the singer longs “nostalgically 

for the warm summer sun of love” in “Der Einsame im Herbst” from Das Lied von der Erde;57 

and the slow Ländler in the second movement of the Ninth “nostalgically evokes the 

material of the first movement.”58  

 These examples can only begin to suggest the prevalence of nostalgia in analyses of 

Mahler’s music.  When used in relation to Mahler, nostalgia tends to be applied to 

sentimental sounding passages, often in a slow tempo, with simple melodies and harmonies.  

In the literature on Mahler, writers very rarely specify to what aspect of the past the 

composer is referring in a nostalgic passage or the ways in which such a passage constructs 

that past.  Monelle, for example, claims “the first movement of the Fourth Symphony is, 

perhaps, the best example of Classical affectation, a nostalgic neurotic return to the sweet 

melodiousness of the Biedermeier.”59  Although he implies that nostalgia is a neurosis, Monelle 

does specify the past to which he hears Mahler referring in the Fourth Symphony as a 

strange conflation of “Classical affectation” and “Biedermeier.” 

 Monelle notwithstanding, writers often claim that Mahler’s Fourth Symphony is not 

nostalgic.  Indeed, according to La Grange, “the neo-classicism avant la lettre of the Fourth is 

neither nostalgic for the past nor willful parody.”60  Raymond Knapp shares this view, 

claiming:  

Nostalgia might help to explain the substantial and often antagonistic tension in the 
symphony between childly images and musical sophistication, with the latter perhaps 

                                                
55 Peter Revers, “Return to the Idyll?” in Colloque International Gustav Mahler 1985 (Paris: Association Gustav 
Mahler, 1986), 42. 
56 Karen Painter, “The Aesthetics of Mass Culture: Mahler’s Eighth Symphony and Its Legacy,” in Gustav 
Mahler and His World, ed. Karen Painter (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 146. 
57 Hefling, “Das Lied von der Erde,” 452. 
58 Anthony Newcomb, “Narrative Archetypes and Mahler’s Ninth Symphony,” in Music and Text: Critical 
Inquiries, ed. Steven Paul Scher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 125. 
59 Monelle, The Sense of Music, 181. 
60 de La Grange, Vienna: The Years of Challenge, 771. 
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representing an adult perspective that demarcates the object of nostalgic 
contemplation as unattainably separate.  Ultimately, though, this approach is also 
unsatisfactory, since the symphony does not set childhood apart as an idealized, 
remembered past; quite the contrary it instead removes childhood altogether from 
the possibility of pure idealization. . . . surely, to locate the dominant voice of the 
symphony in nostalgia is to deny the importance within Mahler’s vision of the bleak 
underside to childhood innocence and vulnerability.61 

Knapp’s pre-emptive critique of interpreting Mahler’s Fourth Symphony in terms of 

nostalgia—he cites no extant interpretation, engaging only with the possibility of such a 

reading—depends both on his conception of nostalgia and on his assertion that the 

symphony is somehow about childhood.   

Contending that “the object of nostalgic contemplation” would be “unattainably 

separate” from an “adult perspective,” Knapp fails to recognize that such objects exist only 

in the consciousness that contemplates them.  Recollection, even recollection colored by 

nostalgia, takes place only in the present, and any object that is remembered is recreated in 

the present.  While the object as it was in the past is truly “unattainably separate” due to the 

irreversibility of time, we cannot remember the object as it was in the past: inevitably our 

present circumstances and our choices regarding how to remember and even what to 

remember will necessarily inflect our memory of the past. 

 Knapp’s interpretation of the Fourth Symphony as concerned with the vulnerability 

of childhood harkens back to Adorno’s claims and relies specifically on the relation between 

children and sleigh bells asserted by Bonds.  In the fourth movement, according to Knapp,  

the role played by the sleigh bells . . . may arguably be construed, with equal 
justification, as an emblem of childish exuberance, a nostalgic evocation of an 
idealized childhood (following some aspects of their use in the first movement), an 
intrusion signaling mortal danger, or even a mocking projection of such an 
intrusion.62 

                                                
61 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 210. 
62 Ibid., 67. 
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Like Bonds, Knapp offers no argument to support his contention that sleigh bells 

nostalgically evoke an idealized childhood.  Why, one might ask, childhood?  Why idealized?  

Why nostalgically? 

 Moreover, in arguing that the sleigh bells might be “a nostalgic evocation of an 

idealized childhood,” Knapp flatly contradicts his own claim that “Nostalgia . . . is also 

unsatisfactory [as an approach], since the symphony does not set childhood apart as an 

idealized, remembered past.”  Indeed, even as Knapp dismisses nostalgia as an interpretive 

framework, he repeatedly turns to nostalgia to describe individual passages: he hears the 

sleigh bells “produc[ing] a tone of nostalgia”63 and the violin melody in measure 3 is 

“nostalgically rendered,”64 through both its “nostalgic allusion to Schubert”65 and “the sense 

of nostalgia accompanying the shift to G major,” even though “nostalgia cannot be the crux 

of the matter, since a sense of nostalgia is one of the things that links the string theme to, 

rather than separates it from, the opening passage for sleigh bells.”66  Within the first four 

measures of the piece, Knapp finds nostalgia in the instrumentation, melodic material, and 

harmonic modulation, but goes on to reaffirm his claim that nostalgia explains nothing. 

 Knapp’s ambivalence toward nostalgia in his analysis of the Fourth Symphony 

reflects the problematic usage of nostalgia throughout the literature on Mahler.  If we hear 

nostalgia so frequently in Mahler’s music, everything begins to sound nostalgic, which means 

nothing will truly sound nostalgic.  In reference to locating moments of musical narration, 

Carolyn Abbate suggested that “we might well shun any method enables us to reach the 

conclusion that every piece at every moment is narrative: such a method will not bring 

delight.”67  The same holds for nostalgia.  As Knapp’s own analysis shows, we cannot delight 

                                                
63 Ibid., 217. 
64 Ibid., 222. 
65 Ibid., 224. 
66 Ibid., 225.  
67 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 28. 
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in a method that hears nostalgia everywhere, but must instead attempt to differentiate 

musical nostalgia from moments that are sentimental in other ways.  

 

CLASSICISM AND THE FIRST MOVEMENT 

 In her work on Brahms’s “Heimweh” Lieder, Marjorie Hirsch analyzes how the 

composer’s settings of poems by Klaus Groth reinforce musically the nostalgia found in the 

texts.  The poetic speaker in Groth’s poems expresses “an adult’s yearning for a simpler 

more natural existence—an imagined return to the golden age of childhood.”68  According 

to Hirsch, Brahms conveys nostalgia in his songs “by introducing the folklike traits of 

children’s song into art song”: 

By incorporating aspects of Kinderlieder into otherwise highly artful compositions, he 
conveys musically that the “Heimweh” songs are presented from the perspective of 
an adult who longs for the bygone days of youth.  The sounds of children’s music 
permeate the settings like ancient echoes.69 

By integrating two different musical discourses, children’s song and art song, that also 

maintain their own particularity to some extent, Brahms offers a musical analogy to the 

nostalgia heard in the texts he sets. 

 As texted music, the “Heimweh” Lieder offer compelling justification for connecting 

Brahms’s musical style to nostalgia.  Although the first movement of Mahler’s Fourth 

Symphony has no text, the juxtaposition of children’s song and art song that Hirsch hears in 

Brahms’s songs resonates with Michael Kennedy’s assertion regarding the Fourth that “one 

cannot speak of naïveté in connection with such a subtle and disciplined composition, but its 

mood is certainly childlike” and with the “tension” Kanpp hears “in the symphony between 

                                                
68 Marjorie Hirsch, “The Spiral Journey Back Home: Brahms’s ‘Heimweh’ Lieder,” The Journal of Musicology 22 
(2005): 455. 
69 Ibid., 470, 456. 
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childly images and musical sophistication.”70  In his monograph on nostalgia in the music of 

Edward Elgar as well as in its reception, Matthew Riley notes that the composer’s Wand of 

Youth suites “contrive to sound utterly spontaneous and innocent (Elgar himself called it 

‘naïf’), childlike yet never childish – a sign of considerable musical sophistication.”71  For 

Riley, Elgar’s music “was capable of laying bare the truth about the Romantic child”—who 

was thought by virtue of his proximity to nature to have the ability to perceive the world in 

ways adults no longer could—“that it does not ultimately revolve around children at all, 

literal or metaphorical, but is concerned with the staging of adult desires and 

dissatisfactions.”72  Adults choose to contemplate childhood and to remember it in specific 

ways that are useful and relevant in the present. 

 Although Hirsch and Riley powerfully articulate the connection between nostalgia 

and childhood, nostalgia need not refer specifically to childhood as a topic.  In the case of 

the first movement of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony, analysts seem to have conflated a 

“classical” sound and functional instruments such as sleigh bells with childhood, perhaps as 

a reaction to the nostalgia that they hear in the movement but have not identified as such.  If 

we assume, following Floros, that the movement does somehow sound “classicistic” due to 

“the simplicity and treatment of themes, to the simple key relationships, to individual 

melodic turns . . . and to the ornamentation,” we could perhaps hear nostalgia in moments 

that contradict those stylistic markers.73 

 Sleigh bells, the first sound in the symphony, immediately contradict the sound 

world expected from a classical symphony.  The addition of repeated open fifths in the flutes 

serves to make the sound of the sleigh bells even more piercing, while also contextualizing a 

                                                
70 Kennedy, Mahler, 106; Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 210.  Kennedy makes a similar claim regarding the 
third movement, noting that Mahler was able “to sustain moods of childlike bliss and adult devotion side by 
side and interlinked.” Mahler, 109. 
71 Matthew Riley, Edward Elgar and the Nostalgic Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 115.  
72 Riley, Edward Elgar and the Nostalgic Imagination, 117. 
73 Floros, The Symphonies, 119. 
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sound that is normally considered to be of indeterminate pitch within a specific key, B 

minor.  Combined with the additional stridence provided by the flutes, the minor key 

associated with the bells makes them sound somewhat ominous, perhaps announcing the 

rapid and potentially dangerous approach of a previously unheard sleigh.  As noted 

previously, the sleigh bells command our attention, as might be expected at the opening of a 

classical symphony, but they do so through completely modern means. 

 In a contrast with the introductory sleigh bells, the opening theme of the first 

movement seems to exemplify the characteristics of the classical style suggested by Floros: a 

relatively simple G-major melody in the first violins, ornamented with a written-out turn and 

grace notes, taking the form of a four-measure phrase, complete with a perfect authentic 

cadence at its close (Ex. 5.1).  The unobtrusive accompaniment, played pizzicato by the rest 

of the strings allows the melody to stand out prominently, a texture characteristic of classical 

compositions.  As a seemingly exemplary model of a classical phrase, the first theme 

simultaneously goes too far by cadencing solidly in the tonic after only four measures, 

leaving no room for a consequent phrase.  Indeed, over the course of the following eleven 

measures the orchestra suggests a number of ideas to complete the theme, none of which 

sound satisfactory, because what sounded like it was to be the antecedent phrase has already 

achieved closure. 

While the orchestra struggles unsuccessfully to find a convincing way to close off a 

theme that has closed prematurely, the French horns offer a version of the accompanimental 

eighth note figure decorated by written-out mordents.  Although the musical substance of 

the melodic idea—a simple melody decorated by an ornament—fits within Floros’s 

“classicistic” sound, a natural horn from the 18th century would stuggle mightily to play the 

figure as written.  What we hear, then, sounds both convincingly classical and completely 

foreign to the classical sound world.  The orchestra’s inability to deliver an appropriate 
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response, however “classical” the melodic ideas that it suggests might sound, also 

contributes to the sense that the music is somehow simultaneously classical and impossible 

for a classical piece. 

 

Example 5.1: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 3-7 

 

By measure 17, the orchestra’s attempt at an acceptable consequent phrase begins to 

sound more and more like an extended antecedent phrase, driving toward what could be 

interpreted as a half cadence to D major.  Before the ascending scale in the low strings can 

reach its final D, however, the violins enter preemptively with another statement of the 

opening phrase (Ex. 5.2).  The melody in the first violins and the accompaniment played by 

the second violins and violas remains practically unchanged, but the cellos add a 

counterpoint that imitates the melody and the clarinets and bassoons also suggest a new 

melodic idea in measure 20.  While the melody itself sounds nearly identical to its first 

iteration, it is colored in a completely different way.  The addition of a contrapuntal melody 

in the cellos and yet another motive in the winds renders the texture, which had previously 

been nearly translucent, a bit more opaque—the simple “classical” melody seems to maintain 

its identity while moving a little further out of earshot as it competes with other sounds. 
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Example 5.2: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 17-21 

 

With the concise phrase that follows in measures 21 through 25, the low strings offer 

a corrective both to the original sprawling eleven-measure response and to the complex 

texture of the second version of the theme by hewing close to a simple texture and 

maintaining a four-measure structure.  The extreme simplicity of the phrase—consisting 

almost exclusively of step-wise motion, including skips no larger than a third and featuring a 

steady stream of sixteenth notes—sounds conventional and empty when compared with the 

engaging melody that preceded it.  Once again, as if overcompensating, the low strings 

exemplify the “classicistic” sound almost to the point of caricature, reducing the style to a 

hollow-sounding formula.  As formulaic as the music in measures 21 through 25 might 

sound, it serves the necessary function of responding to the opening phrase, successfully 

leading to a transition to the secondary group rather than another relapse into the opening 

music.   
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Adhering to the strictures of classical style, the orchestra cadences in the dominant, 

D major, at the end of the transition and pauses briefly before beginning the second theme.  

Like the opening melody in the first violins, the theme in the cellos starting in measure 38 is 

“classicistic” in structure, consisting of four-measure phrases, albeit with a small amount of 

metric irregularity.  A stylistically distinct closing group follows in measure 58, which 

reaffirms, as is its function, the key of D major.  Even as the piece seems to have settled into 

a reassuringly classical idiom, as the bassoons, harp, and low strings prolong the new tonic 

key, the sleigh bells and the open fifths in the flutes than imply B minor reemerge, leading to 

a third statement of the opening melody starting in measure 76 (Ex. 5.3). 

 

Example 5.3: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 76-80 

 

This restatement of the opening melody in its original key, confounding expectations 

generated by the use of sonata form, again shatters the perhaps increasingly convincing 
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illusion that what we hear is classical in form or style.  The melody that the violins play is 

once more nearly indistinguishable from the two previous iterations, but the overall sound is 

completely different: the oboes, the clarinets and bassoon, and the cello all add new 

contrapuntal lines, rendering the texture even more dense.  Almost as soon as the familiar 

anacrusis signals the return of the melody, we lose track of it in a surprisingly complex 

polyphonic web. 

Sounding at first almost too classical, upon its return the opening melody is clothed 

in a contrapuntal texture that denatures the markers of a classical style that had once been so 

clear.  The stubborn identity of the theme in three different iterations is just as striking as the 

drastic changes that surround it.  As shown in example 5.4, the only differences among the 

three versions are alterations in articulation and dynamics.  In the exposition, the various 

iterations of the main theme seem to suggest that even if we have a solid sense of a past 

event—implied by the identical returns of the melody—we can never hear it as we once did.  

The further we are removed from the past, that is, the more our memory of it is colored by 

thoughts and ideas that had nothing to do with it at the time, that have only occurred to us 

in the interim.  Moreover, any recollection of the past colored by nostalgia is necessarily 

idealized, even if we try to strip our memory back to the essential facts of the event, just as 

Mahler’s main theme is so ideally classical that it fails as a classical theme.  If in the 

exposition the main theme suggests that our memories are idealized versions of the past as it 

never was, which are also simultaneously colored by the present, the versions that we hear 

later in the movement go even further in questioning the veracity of recollection. 

 

“A LONG BACKWARD LOOK” 

 Only five measures after the sleigh bells announce the beginning of the development, 

the oboes play a turn motive that is reminiscent of ornamental figures earlier in the piece 
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(Ex. 5.5).  La Grange suggests that turn motive is derived from the formulaic consequent to 

the main theme in measures 21 through 25.74  In its first appearance as a part of that 

conventional passage, the turn motive was completely unremarkable, becoming worthy of 

notice only when singled out as a motive per se starting in measure 107.  Indeed, the new turn 

motive is notable not for its striking difference to what has come before, but instead for its 

ability to insinuate itself almost seamlessly into the musical fabric: even the version of the 

main theme heard in measures 116 through 120 features the new turn rather than the thirty-

second-note turn found in the original version of the theme (Ex. 5.6). 

 

Example 5.4: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 3-7, 17-21, 76-80 

 

 

Not only does the new turn motive permanently inflect the main theme, but it also 

proliferates throughout the musical texture, often with an urgency that belies its status as 

mere convention, a written-out ornament.  In measure 161, for example, the clarinets—who 

are instructed to play with bells up—and the flutes exclaim the turn motive at fortissimo in 

the middle of an otherwise relatively quiet passage.  Similar outbursts occur in measures 164 

                                                
74 de La Grange, Vienna: The Years of Challenge, 762.  
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through 166 and in measures 173 and 174, by which point the motive is played by the low 

strings at fortississimo and marked “wild.” 

 

Example 5.5: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 106-107 

 

Example 5.6: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 116-120 

 

Perhaps as a consequence of its newfound ubiquity, the new turn motive again finds 

its way into each of the three versions of the main theme starting in measures 187, 191 and 

204 (Ex. 5.7).  All three iterations begin with an ascending anacrusis, but after the first three 

notes each differs in varying degrees from the original theme.  In measure 188, the first 

violins repeat the downward leap from the original version of the theme, but fall a major 

sixth rather than a minor sixth.  After playing the new turn motive at the end of the measure, 

however, the contour of the melody is the reverse of the original theme, descending where 

the original ascended and ascending where it descended.  By the end of measure 189 even 

the instrumentation has changed, as the violin drops out and the flutes, oboes, and clarinets 

take over.  In measure 192 the downward leap occurs one note later than it had previously 

and by measure 205 the rhythm has also been altered.  Moreover, a truncated version of the 

turn motive even concludes the theme, demonstrating the extent to which it has been 

absorbed into theme. 
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Example 5.7: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 187-191, 191-195, 204-208 

 

After capping off the main theme, the turn motive seems to lead directly into a 

jubilant passage in C major, and then continues to appear in the winds throughout the 

following measures.  Only twelve measures later, however, a piercing dissonance—consisting 

of sustained Db and Abs in the bassoons, horns, trumpet, and violas played over a G pedal in 

the contrabassoon, timpani, and low strings—rends the celebratory mood.  As the trumpet 

plays a fanfare figure associated with funeral marches, the turn motive cascades across the 

texture, passed from the winds to the strings (Ex. 5.8).   Although the turn motive itself 

seems to signify empty conventionality, its use in the earlier outbursts as well as in 

association with the funereal fanfare in the trumpet tie it, perhaps loosely, to the more 

ominous tone that obtains in those sections. 

 The tension gradually dissolves until measure 239, at which point the orchestra 

abruptly stops.   Regarding the recapitulation that follows, Deryck Cooke notes, “there is 

silence before the violins pick up the carefree main theme casually, as though nothing had 

happened at all.  This amazing moment [is] one of Mahler’s masterstrokes.”75  Indeed, by 

playing only the concluding measure of the original version of the main theme, the violins 

suggest beginning again far more palpably than they would have if the main theme  

                                                
75 Cooke, Mahler, 68. 
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reappeared fully.  As Cooke notes, by hearing the theme reemerge in medias res, without the 

opening anacrusis that signaled its earlier appearances, we are caught somewhat off-guard 

and are left wondering how exactly to interpret what we have just heard.  Perhaps we just 

imagined the horrifying collapse. 

 In the music that follows the return of the main theme, however, we hear the turn 

motive, which had been so unobtrusive in the exposition, in nearly every measure.  By 

measure 251 the turn motive has led to a passage that bears a striking resemblance to the 

jubilant section that eventually precipitated the collapse in measure 221.  Although the new 

passage is convincingly celebratory, managing to effectively transition to the secondary group 

without falling apart, its proximity to the shattering disintegration only thirty measures 

previously seems to call its truthfulness into question. The orchestra seems to put a good 

face on a painful situation. 

 As the orchestra relies increasingly on the new turn motive to make it through the 

recapitulation, the main theme fades into the background.  While the violins had played 

three nearly identical versions of the main theme in the exposition, we hear a complete 

statement only once in the recapitulation, starting in measure 340 (Ex. 5.9).  According to 

Adorno: 

The violin passage from the coda of the first movement, made famous by parodies, 
the three sehr zurückhaltend quarter notes before the last grazioso entry of the main 
theme, are like a long backward look that asks, Is all that then true?  To this the 
music shakes its head, and must therefore buy courage with the cariacaturing 
convention of the happy close of the pre-Beethovenian symphony and cancel itself 
out.76 

Adorno claims, without citing any examples, that the final statement of the main theme has 

been parodied and that the closing measures of the movement themselves parody a stylistic 

convention from the distant past.  Regardless of the relationship of the movement to earlier 

                                                
76 Adorno, Mahler, 57. 
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pieces, the violins do seem to look back across the movement with their statement of the 

main theme, perhaps wondering if what we have heard is indeed true.  At the same time, 

however, the theme that they play is no longer “true”—the downward leap only falls a fifth, 

no longer a sixth, and the new turn motive makes two full appearances, while at the outset it 

had made none. 

 

Example 5.9: Mahler, Symphony No. 4, I, mm. 340-344 

 

 The “long backward look” that we hear cannot repeat the original version of the 

theme, which had seemed so stable in the three nearly identical iterations offered in the 

exposition.  The original version is past, and perhaps it was never true in the first place.  

After all, the main theme was almost too “classical,” achieving closure after only four 

measures, making it unsatisfactory as an antecedent phrase.  If the music does indeed shake 

its head, the dishonesty of what preceded it is not the only reason: it shakes its head as well 

at its own dishonesty, the inherent dishonest of memory.   

Ralph Harper claims that “nostalgia is neither illusion nor repetition; it is a return to 

something we have never had.”77  As a nostalgic utterance, the final statement of the main 

theme could not merely repeat the past and must instead acknowledge its own distance from 

the past.  Adorno’s supposed “caricaturing convention of the happy close of the pre-

Beethovenian symphony” does not ignore this truth or cancel it out.  Instead we hear the 

                                                
77 Ralph Harper, Nostalgia: An Existential Exploration of Longing and Fulfillment in the Modern Age (Cleveland: Press 
of Case Western University, 1966), 26. 
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understanding that time is irreversible, that the past is irretrievable, but that fond memories 

of the past can still be useful in the present.  To decry the faultiness of recollection is to 

misunderstand completely the faculty of memory. 

 Similarly, according to Marcel Proust, the very distance of the past is what makes it 

seem so ideal from the point of view of the present: 

Yes: if, owing to the work of oblivion, the retuning memory can throw no bridge, 
form no connecting link between itself and the present minute, if it remains in the 
context of its own place and date, if it keeps its distance, its isolation in the hollow of 
a valley or upon the highest peak of a mountain summit, for this very reason it 
causes us suddenly to breathe a new air, an air which is new precisely because we 
have breathed it in the past, that purer air which the poets have vainly tried to situate 
in paradise and which could induce so profound a sensation of renewal only if it had 
been breathed before, since the true paradises are the paradises that we have lost.78 

Proust claims paradoxically that the air seems refreshingly new when it is air that we have 

already breathed in the past.  Thus after the violins take a moment to respire, looking back to 

the past, as they restate the main theme, the fresh air that they inhale from their vantage 

point allows the “convention of the happy close” to sound new and vibrant while 

simultaneously referencing the pre-Beethovenian symphony.  Even if paradise is truly lost, 

our only chance to glimpse it, following Proust, is by looking to our past. 

 

FALLING ASLEEP TO JOY 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony concludes with a text, “Das himmlische Leben,” about 

paradise described from a childlike point of view.  The tendency of critics to read the entire 

symphony in terms of children potentially derives from the naïve perspective of the finale’s 

                                                
78 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 6 vols., trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised D. 
J. Enright (New York: The Modern Library, 1999), 6:260.  “Oui, si le souvenir, grâce à l’oubli, n’a pu contracter 
aucun lien, jeter aucun chaînon entre lui et la minute présente, s’il est resté à sa place, à sa date, s’il a gardé ses 
distances, son isolement dans le creux d’une vallée ou à la pointe d’un sommet, il nous fait tout à coup respirer 
un air nouveau, précisément parce que c’est un air qu’on a respiré autrefois, cet air plus pur que les poètes ont 
vainement essayé de faire régner dans le paradis et qui ne pourrait donner cette sensation profonde de 
renouvellement que s’il avait été respiré déjà, car les vrais paradis sont les paradis qu’on a perdus.” (Marcel 
Proust, À la recherche du temps perdu [Paris: Editions Gallimards, 1999], 2265.) 
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text and from Mahler’s instruction that movement should be sung “mit kindlich heiterem 

Ausdruck.”  Although kindlich can be translated as “childlike,” it also means “innocent,” 

reflecting the depiction of heaven in simple, easily understood terms.  In the text, heaven 

contains a bountiful supply of food and is populated by biblical figures and saints who each 

seem to be employed in familiar trades: Herod butchers, Saint Peter fishes, and Saint Martha 

cooks.  Walter Frisch claims that this “image of heaven is very materialistic or hedonistic,” 

but perhaps the speaker in “Das himmlische Leben” merely attempts to make the concept of 

heaven seem more concrete and “earthly” by relying on such familiar topics and well known 

figures who undertake recognizable tasks.79 

Mark Evan Bonds states that by the end of the movement, “the music has taken on 

all the characteristics of a lullaby: a repeated gentle rocking motion in the bass, limited 

melodic range, and subdued dynamics that become increasingly softer.”80  The claim that the 

movement is—or perhaps becomes—a lullaby implies that the vision of heaven is not the 

child’s own, but one sung for a child by a parent, likely a mother given the gender of the 

singer.  Raymond Knapp directly states that if the movement is a lullaby, then “it is the adult 

who creates the fantasy of heavenly bounty, in order to lull the child to sleep.”81  For Knapp, 

however, “Das himmlische Leben” sounds more like a lullaby “as a stand-alone song” than 

as a symphonic movement when “its later associations have taught us to hear considerably 

more in it, and also because its favorite position as a finale . . . has encouraged us to probe 

deeper, to hear something we can take as more significant and more weighty than mere 

lullaby.”82 

 Far from being a “mere” lullaby, the last movement of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony 

draws on the traditional function of a lullaby—comforting a child to help her sleep—in the 

                                                
79 Walter Frisch, German Modernism: Music and the Arts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 206. 
80 Bonds, After Beethoven, 181. 
81 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 230. 
82 Ibid., 17. 
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context of a musical piece clearly intended for adults.  Even if hearing the fourth movement 

as a lullaby encourages us to return to our childhood in memory, the music wields emotional 

power to the extent that we experience its comforting tones as children. According to 

Deleuze and Guattari, of all the arts, “especially music . . . is traversed by a . . . becoming-

child, and not only on the level of themes and motifs.”83  Music, then, allows us not only to 

remember our childhood, but also to participate in a becoming-child: 

One may contrast a childhood block, or a becoming-child, with the childhood memory: ‘a’ 
molecular child is produced . . . ‘a’ child coexists with us, in a zone of proximity or a 
block of becoming, on a line of deterritorialization that carries us both off—as 
opposed to the child we once were, whom we remember or phantasize, the molar 
child whose future is the adult.84 

When listening to the fourth movement as lullaby, we need not specifically remember our 

own childhoods—our lives as the actual, “molar” children who grew into the adults that we 

are now—but we produce a “molecular” child through our becoming-children, as we enter 

the “zone of proximity” of the molecular child.  

Regarding the difference between “molar” and “molecular,” Deleuze and Guattari 

state:  

You become-animal only if, by whatever means or elements, you emit corpuscules 
that enter the relation of movement and rest of the animal particles, or what 
amounts to the same thing, that enter the zone of proximity of the animal molecule.  
You become animal only molecularly.  You do not become a barking molar dog, but 
by barking, if it is done with enough feeling, with enough intensity and composition, 
you emit a molecular dog.85 

Just as by barking we cannot become a molar dog, being comforted by a lullaby does not 

enable us to become molar children again.  The music, by encouraging us to emit molecular 

children as we are soothed by the lullaby—if we truly participate “with enough feeling, with 

                                                
83 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987), 272. 
84 Ibid., 294. 
85 Ibid., 294. 
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enough intensity”—forces us to acknowledge the irretrievability, even in memory, of the 

molar children that we once were.   

As much as the lullaby fosters in us a sense of being comforted, we can no longer 

completely trust the comfort that it offers.  If we adhere to the behavior expected of adults, 

either as parents singing lullabies or as members of a concert audience, we cannot fall asleep 

before the end of the lullaby, as a child would and seems to at the end of the fourth 

movement.  The world of the molar child is irrevocably lost to us.  Moreover, we begin to 

realize that the world we imagine never existed in the first place.  According to David Schiff: 

In setting the naïvely Christian poems, . . .  Mahler was, in one sense returning to a 
world that was never his—though in another sense he was creating an appropriate 
metaphor for his own childhood, or for anyone’s, a metaphor which reveals and 
conceals.  Here is the childhood everyone had and no one had.86 

A memory of a world that we never had characterizes nostalgia, and, as Suzanne Vromen 

notes, “sounds in particular were considered apt to trigger associations of former life and of 

irretrievable golden childhood.”87 

 In the finale of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony, if it is a lullaby, the sound of a mother’s 

comforting voice seems to trigger thoughts of childhood.  For Jankélévitch, nostalgia itself 

originates in a separation from the mother, claiming that “the profoundness of nostalgia is a 

biological profoundness and that this profoundness is called: rupture of the umbilical cord, 

separation of the newborn and the maternal organism, attachment to the mother.”88  From 

the moment we are born, then, we long for a unity that we feel we must have experienced, 

but which we can never remember.   

                                                
86 David Schiff, “Jewish and Musical Tradition in the Music of Mahler and Schoenberg,” Journal of the Arnold 
Schoenberg Institute 9 (1986): 217. 
87 Suzanne Vromen, “Maurice Halbwachs and the Concept of Nostalgia,” Knowledge and Society: Studies in the 
Sociology of Culture Past and Present 6 (1986): 60. 
88 Jankélévitch, L’irréversible et la nostalgie, 298.  “On peut certes dire que la profondeur de la nostalgie est une 
profondeur biologique, et que cette profondeur s’appelle: rupture du cordon ombilical, separation du nouveau-
né de l’organisme maternel, attachement à la mère.” 
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In Proust’s À la récherche du temps perdu, the narrator’s dread of separation from his 

mother is so powerful that he can access it voluntarily, not needing to rely on the more 

powerful faculty of involuntary memory.  The ritual of the goodnight kiss offered the young 

narrator respite from the pain of being separated from his mother: 

My sole consolation when I went upstairs for the night was that Mamma would 
come in and kiss me after I was in bed.  But this goodnight kiss lasted for so short a 
time, she went down again so soon, that the moment in which I heard her climb the 
stairs, and then caught the sound of her garden dress of blue muslin, from which 
hung little tassels of plaited straw, rustling along the double-doored corridor, was for 
me a moment of utmost pain; for it heralded the moment that was to follow it, when 
she would have left me and gone downstairs again.89 

In the end, the narrator’s “sole consolation” offers more pain than solace, as it invariably 

reminds him that his mother cannot stay with him and after an exceedingly brief moment 

must leave him alone again.  Even on the one night that his father allowed his mother to 

spend the night with him in his room, the narrator is still pained by the impermanence and 

unrepeatable nature of the moment:   

I knew that such a night could not be repeated; that the strongest desire I had in the 
world, namely, to keep my mother in my room through the sad hours of darkness, 
ran too much counter to general requirements and to the wishes of others for such a 
concession as had been granted me this evening to be anything but a rare and 
artificial exception.90 

Even as a child, even as his mother spent the night in his room, the narrator acknowledged 

the precious rarity of being alone together with her—reunited in a sense—for an entire 

night.  The separation from his mother becomes even more profound and irrevocable for 

                                                
89 Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 1:15.  “Ma seule consolation, quand je montais me coucher, était que maman 
viendrait m’embrasser quand je serais dans mon lit.  Mais ce bonsoir durait si peu de temps, elle redescendrait si 
vite, que le moment où je l’entendais monter, puis où passait dans le coulour à double porte le bruit léger de sa 
rode de jardin en mousseline bleue, à laquelle pendaient de petits cordons de paille tressée, était pour moi un 
moment douloureux.  Il annonçait celui qui allait le suivre, où elle m’aurait quitté, où elle serait redescendue.” 
(À la récherche du temps perdu, 20.)  
90 Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 1:57.  “Je savais que’une telle nuit ne pourrait se renoulever; que le plus grand 
désir que j’eusse au monde, garder ma mere dans ma chamber pendant ces tristes heures nocturnes, était trop 
en opposition avec les necessities de la vie et le voeu de tous, pour que l’accomplissement qu’on lui avait 
accordé ce soir pût être autre chose que factice et exceptionnel.”  (À la récherche du temps perdu, 43.) 
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the adult narrator, who writes of their night together, “Never again will such moments be 

possible for me.”91  As a child he knew the night would not be repeated, but by the time he 

became an adult such repetition was utterly impossible. 

  A large part of the wrenching power of the narrator’s yearning for a goodnight kiss 

derives from the understanding that we share with the narrator that the kiss has never 

worked and will never work: it never helps the narrator to fall asleep.  Instead he ruminates 

on the short duration of his time together with his mother.  At bedtime, the mother’s 

soothing voice should ideally ease the child to sleep, allowing the “sad hours of darkness” to 

pass completely unnoticed as he sleeps.  In Berlin Childhood around 1900, Walter Benjamin 

relates a similar story of a maternal goodnight kiss that achieves this goal: 

And when my mother—although she was staying at home this evening—came in 
haste to say goodnight to me, I felt more keenly than ever the gift she laid on my 
bedspread every evening at this time: the knowledge of the hours which the day still 
held in store for her, and which I, consoled, took with me into sleep, like the rag doll 
of old.92 

Although his mother left the young Benjamin before he fell asleep, her goodnight kiss 

successfully comforts him by allowing him to imagine what the day “still held in store for 

her” as if he was able to remain with her even after he had gone to bed. 

 The implied child for whom the lullaby is sung in the finale of Mahler’s Fourth 

Symphony seems also to have some trouble falling asleep.  Bonds notes “it is difficult to 

imagine a more serene passage than the opening of the finale; yet the recurring urgency of 

the instrumental interludes flatly contradicts the second line of the text,” which states that 

worldly tumult is not heard in heaven: “Kein weltlich’ Getümmel hört man nicht im 

Himmel!”93  If the finale is indeed a lullaby, the mother would in all likelihood be singing to 

assuage the child’s fears.  Her specific reference to the absence of “weltlich’ Getümmel” in 

                                                
91 Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 1:49.   
92 Benjamin, Berlin Childhood around 1900, 139. 
93 Bonds, After Beethoven, 181. 
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heaven would seem to indicate that the child is worried about just that: scary worldly noises.  

Each instrumental interlude is introduced by the sound of sleigh bells, which considering the 

bells’ function as a warning to everyone within earshot about an approaching sleigh—a silent 

and potentially dangerous vehicle—would quite possibly have been frightening to a child.  

Mahler’s indication that the interludes be played faster than the corresponding music in the 

first movement suggests that the memory of the sleigh might have become even more 

menacing than the original encounter had been.94 

 As the mother assures the child that heaven is a peaceful place with no danger of 

being run over by a terrifyingly fast sleigh, the sound of the sleigh bells continues to intrude, 

but gradually recedes into the distance.  The mother attempts to distract that child from his 

fear by describing how easy life is in heaven: food is readily available and vehicular traffic is 

conspicuously absent—only deer and hare use the roadways.95  Knapp argues that “we may 

… take the subsequent intrusions of sleigh bells as reality checks, disturbing the child’s 

slumber either directly or through nightmare.”96  In my reading, however, the child has not 

yet fallen asleep, meaning the intrusions are obstacles to falling asleep rather than 

interruptions of sleep. 

 Regardless, by measure 122 the sleigh bells have faded away for the last time as the 

music fully takes on the characteristics that Bonds associates with lullabies, “a repeated 

gentle rocking motion in the bass, limited melodic range, and subdued dynamics that 

become increasingly softer.”97  The text at his moment describes the music one hears in 

heaven: 
 

Kein Musik ist ja nicht auf Erden,   There is truly no music on earth 
die uns’rer verglichen kann weden.   with which ours can be compared. 

                                                
94 “Hier muss dieses Tempo bewegter genommen werden, als an den correspondierenden Stellen im ersten 
Satze.” 
95 “Willst Rehbock, willst Hasen auf offener Strassen / sie laufen herbei!” 
96 Knapp, Symphonic Metamorphoses, 230. 
97 Bonds, After Beethoven, 181. 
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Cäcilia mit ihren Verwandten    Cecilia and her relatives 
sind treffliche Hofmusikanten!    are excellent court musicians! 
Die englischen Stimmen ermuntern die Sinnen, The angelic voices enliven the senses, 
dass Alles für Freuden erwacht.   so that everyone awakes for joy.  

 

As the text tells of the unparalleled music in heaven, what we hear is the sound of the 

mother’s voice singing a lullaby, successfully lulling her child to sleep.  This moment 

powerfully suggests that the closest approximation that we have on earth for heavenly music 

is the soothing strains of a lullaby.  Awakening, the music seems to say, would only disturb 

the joy we found in falling asleep.  Paradise, then, lies not in our future but in our past, in the 

moment just as we fell asleep with our mother’s voice still sounding in our ears. 

 

PARADISE LOST (BUT REMEMBERED) 

 According to Adorno, the final movement of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony “paints 

paradise in rustic anthropomorphous colors to give notice that it does not exist.”98  Those 

colors tell us not only that utopia does not exist, but they also situate paradise in the 

irretrievable past of nostalgia.  Along these lines, Andreas Huyssen claims that “nostalgia 

itself, however, is not the opposite of utopia, but, as a form of memory, always implicated, 

even productive in it.”99  The past we, like everyone, never had, the paradise that is true only 

because we lost it before we ever had it, is a part of the utopia that we imagine.  Ralph 

Harper confirms this assessment, noting, “In lingering homesickness just as in short intense 

nostalgic flashes, paradise is, as it were regained.  One feels as if one were there, except—and 

this is the other side of nostalgia—one knows one is not there.”100  The text of  “Das 

himmlische Leben” paints heaven in rustic colors, which Mahler then swaddles in the 

                                                
98 Adorno, Mahler, 56. 
99 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (New York: Routledge, 1995), 89. 
100 Harper, Nostalgia, 28. 
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comforting tones of a lullaby, precisely because we glimpse paradise most palpably when 

remembering our idealized, non-existent past. 

 At its core, nostalgia does not fully separate past, present, and future as 

fundamentally disparate.  Instead, nostalgia periodizes time, but then uses memories of the 

past to address present concerns and to suggest a better future.  According to Stuart 

Tannock: 

We may consider the extent to which the nostalgic text is taken to be prescriptive for 
an historical future, as opposed to being descriptive of an historical past.  And we 
may also recognize the way in which the search for possibility has enabled the 
nostalgic author to read the past in new and productive ways, or has facilitated the 
recuperation of previously overlooked historical materials and practices.101 

Through his use of a supposedly “classicistic” sound, Mahler might indeed recuperate 

musical materials from the past, perhaps using them to both critique and to come to terms 

with a frightening, fast-paced modernity that rings in our ears with a stridency like that of 

sleigh bells.   

But, as Harper notes, “the homesick man . . . looks to the past not because he does 

not want the future, but because he wants a true present.”102  Moreover, Harper claims: 

No one wants the past.  It is the present and its presences that we want, and we need 
the past only to bring us to its presence which we extract from time and change.  No 
one wants the future either, because it has not come yet and therefore has no 
value.103 

When we listen to Mahler’s music, we seem to look to the past almost in the hope of giving 

him the present we think he deserved, including an attentive audience that appreciates his 

music.  The nostalgia writers hear in Mahler’s music is our own nostalgia for an impossible, 

non-existent time when Mahler was alive to hear the adulation that has been heaped on him 

since his death as much as it is Mahler’s nostalgia, if not more so.  By listening to the music 

                                                
101 Tannock, “Nostalgia Critique,” 457. 
102 Harper, Nostalgia, 26. 
103 Ibid., 100-1. 
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in this way, imagining an idealized past in which Mahler is also imagining an idealized past, 

we forget to enjoy the true present that we want and that could be offered by his music.  We, 

like all nostalgic subjects, have the power to prescribe a new future using material, such as 

Mahler’s Fourth Symphony, from the past. 
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Chapter Six 

 
Die Wel t  al s  ewige  J e tztze i t: The Finale of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony* 

 

DIE MEISTERSINGER (ET AL) IN MAHLER’S SEVENTH SYMPHONY 

In his review of the premiere of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony in Prague on 19 

September 1908, William Ritter noted the similarity of the theme of the final movement to 

material found in the Prelude to Act I of Richard Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg: 

With a calm nerve, and making no attempt at concealment, Mahler takes hold of the 
Meistersinger overture, makes it his own, does not quote it directly – oh! no – but 
recreates it from a new perspective, outdoing the original, extracts its framework, the 
continual da capo of its colossal Rondo, and from within this glorious, dazzling 
structure launches unrestrainedly the wild and passionate dances of his own devising, 
a radiant theme, now in Carinthian, now in pure Slovak mode.  It is an endless 
jubilation that spreads itself under the blooming arches of fanfares in Meistersinger 
style, continually reshaped in every detail, always bewitching, causing the heart to 
swell to the point we have all reached, the point at which we are faint with happiness, 
rediscovering the small child deep within us, unable to imagine any paradise better 
than this.1 

For Ritter, Mahler’s allusion to Die Meistersinger is both intentional and unmistakable: 

“making no attempt at concealment,” Mahler “takes hold” of Wagner’s music and “recreates 

it.”  While Mahler’s alterations to the material are sufficient to demonstrate a degree of 

independence from the original—he “makes it his own”—they do not go so far as to 

obscure the reference to Wagner. 

First mentioned by Ritter in his review of the premiere performance, Mahler’s 

reference to Die Meistersinger has been cited with remarkable consistency in critical reactions 

                                                
* “Die Welt als ewige Jetztzeit” was a programmatic title that Mahler applied to the first movement of his 
Fourth Symphony.  My misapplication of it to the fifth movement of the Seventh Symphony is intentional. 
1 Quoted in Steven Allen Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony, Modernism, and the Crisis of Austrian 
Liberalism,” (Ph.D. diss., University of California Los Angeles, 1998), 249.  Originally published as William 
Ritter, Courier Musical, 15 October 1908.   
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to and analyses of the Seventh Symphony during the hundred years since its premiere.   Felix 

Adler, reviewing the same performance in a Prague paper several weeks before Ritter’s 

review appeared in press, also seems to hear a reference to Wagner in Mahler’s symphony, 

claiming that “a Meistersinger-like merriment blows through this movement, and in his high 

spirits the composer risks the most difficult compositional problems.”2  Adler hears the 

jubilant tone of Die Meistersinger in Mahler’s movement, but unlike Ritter, does not claim that 

Mahler alludes specifically to the musical content or form of Wagner’s prelude.  The 

“Meistersinger-like merriment” that Mahler generates through his gesture toward Wagner, 

however, is not without its dangers.  Mahler, seemingly unaware that his unrestrained 

jubilance “risks the most difficult compositional problems,” comes perilously close to losing 

control of the music he composes.  Whereas for Ritter, Mahler “takes hold of the 

Meistersinger overture [and] makes it his own,” Adler portrays the composer risking being 

overrun by his own material. 

Reviews of performances of the Seventh Symphony under Mahler’s direction in The 

Hague and Amsterdam in early October 1909 also make reference to his use of Wagner.    

W. N. F. Sibmacher Zijnen indicates that “the last movement, the Rondo-Finale, filled with 

Meistersinger-like gaiety and impressive in its reckless treatment of its main theme, increase[s] 

our respect for Mahler’s art immensely,” and an unsigned critic for the Nieuwe Rotterdamse 

Courant writes that “nobody could fail to be stirred by the joyous brilliance of Die Meistersinger 

sparkling out at them from the last movement.”3  Although both critics mention Meistersinger, 

as with Ritter and Adler, they differ as to whether Mahler gestures toward the jubilant mood 

of the prelude or includes its musical material in the finale of his symphony.  Regardless of 

                                                
2 Quoted in Hermann Danuser, Gustav Mahler und Seine Zeit (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1991), 255.  Originally 
published as Felix Adler, Bohemia (Morgen-Ausgabe), 20 September 1908.  “Eine geradezu mesitersingerliche 
Heiterkeit durchweht diesen Teil und in seinem Übermut riskiert der Komponist die schwierigsten 
tonspielerischen Probleme.” 
3 Quoted in Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 252-3.  Originally published as W.N.F. Sibmacher Zijnen, 
Algemeen Handelsblad, October 1909; Nieuwe Rotterdamse Courant, October 1909. 
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the nature of the reference, however, for each of these critics the finale seems to be about 

Meistersinger in some way, perhaps even relying on Wagner’s prelude as the only way to 

communicate joy effectively to its listeners. 

The Seventh Symphony was not performed in Vienna until 3 November 1909, 

approximately one month after the performances in the Netherlands, but critics writing in 

the Viennese press also remarked on similarities between Mahler’s final movement and Die 

Meistersinger.4  In a feuilleton published in the Neue Freie Presse, Julius Korngold reiterates the 

connection: 

In the Finale, which is a rondo, the scene changes completely.  Here we have come 
to a single ecstasy of joy, a Meistersinger festival atmosphere, a burst of exultation and 
festive jubilation.  The movement displays a great deal of solid contrapuntal work 
and diligent detail; the main theme returns again and again, admirably fulfilling its 
rondo function, releasing new surges of joy.  The whole, however, roars too much, 
and runs the risk of fading out.5 

Like Adler and Zijnen, Korngold hears the “atmosphere” of Meistersinger in Mahler’s Finale, 

but does not claim outright that he has borrowed material from it.  Echoing Adler’s fear that 

in his “high spirits” Mahler “risks the most difficult compositional problems,” Korngold 

notes that although the music of the finale sounds truly joyful, it “runs the risk of fading 

out.”  Korngold’s language fosters an image somewhat akin to Mahler feverishly trying to 

keep a fire ablaze by piling on more and more wood—“the main theme returns again and 

again . . . releasing new surges of joy”—but, without realizing it, the composer comes very 

close to smothering instead of stoking the flames.  When composing joyful music, Mahler 

appears not to understand exactly what he is doing, running risks that he might otherwise 

avoid. 

                                                
4 The performance in Vienna was not conducted by Mahler, but by Ferdinand Löwe. 
5 Quoted and translated in Karen Painter and Bettina Varwig, ed. and trans., “Mahler’s German-Language 
Critics,” in Mahler and His World, ed. Karen Painter (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 331-2.  
Originally published as Julius Korngold, “Feuilleton: Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” Neue Freie Presse, 6 
November 1909.   
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 Robert Hirschfeld, reviewing the same Vienna performance, also heard a reference 

to Wagner in Mahler’s finale, labeling it a “frightful mockery of the overture to the 

Meistersinger, which infuriates even admirers of Mahler’s symphonies.”6  According to 

Hirschfeld, Mahler not only quotes from Wagner’s Meistersinger, but in doing so he also 

mocks it.  If Wagner’s prelude does represent the type of jubilation other critics hear in 

Mahler’s finale—a jubilation that in Mahler’s case comes perilously close to collapsing on 

itself—Hirschfeld contends that Mahler refrains from joining the celebration and instead 

pokes fun at the festivities from the outside.  For Hirschfeld, those listening to the 

symphony, even those who might otherwise admire Mahler, are also unable to experience 

joy, infuriated as they are by the composer’s treatment of Wagner.  Just as Adler and 

Korngold perceive Mahler’s attempt at expressing true joy hovering at the brink of collapse, 

Hirschfeld implies that Mahler cannot even succeed in generating light-hearted amusement 

at Wagner’s expense—the audience sides instead with Wagner.   

The sense in the reviews from 1908 and 1909 that Mahler struggles unsuccessfully to 

compose truly joyous music in his Seventh Symphony foreshadows Adorno’s comment in 

reference to the piece that “Mahler was a poor yea-sayer.”7  Indeed, Adorno’s assertion that 

“the Finale of the Seventh embarrasses even those who concede everything to Mahler” 

echoes with remarkable precision Hirschfeld’s claim that the movement “infuriates even 

admirers of Mahler’s symphonies.”8  Adorno picks up the thread running through criticism 

of Mahler’s Seventh dating back to reviews of the very first performances that the final 

movement is somehow about joy, but not quite joyous itself.   

                                                
6 Quoted in Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 253.  Originally published as Robert Hirschfeld, Wiener 
Abendpost, 5 November 1909. “Trotzdem ist dieser erste Satz ein Meisterstück im Vergleich mit dem trostlos 
zerfahrenen Finale, das als fürchterliche Verhöhung des Vorspiels zu den ‘Meistersingern’ wohl auch die 
Anbeter der Mahlerschen Sinfonien entsetzt.” 
7 Theodor Adorno, Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 137. 
8 Ibid., 136. 
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Although Adorno himself does not mention Meistersinger explicitly, Mahler’s 

supposed reference to Wagner’s prelude often plays a significant role in discussions 

following the composer’s death of the movement’s perhaps not truly jubilant mood.  

Richard Specht, in his 1913 book, Gustav Mahler, portrays Mahler as more successfully 

achieving a joyous tone in the finale through his reference to Meistersinger: 

But all of that opens itself up completely, spreads its wings when the timpani lets 
loose with a turbulent sense of humor, and a blissfully sunny, careless joyfulness is 
spoken by each tone of the roaring C major; country fair, Meistersinger 
cheerfulness,—even though they are less Nurembergers than good Austrian 
Meistersingers, who suddenly go drastically against the rules (Tabulatur) which they 
have internalized so well, that they still begin according to the rules when they sing a 
carefree, “Verkauft’s mei G’wand, ich fahr in’ Himmel,” however.9 

If Mahler’s Austrian Meistersinger are following the Tabulatur, the rules are specifically 

Austrian, as Specht implies, allowing them to offer a lighthearted Viennese song that jests in 

the face of death as a Meistergesang.  Johann Strauss, Jr. had included his own take on the 

song, “Geht’s und verkauft’s mei G’wand” in Wiener Blut, his 1899 operetta which inhabits 

an artistic realm far removed from Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürmberg.  Specht seems to 

hear a fundamental difference between the joyfulness of Wagner’s prelude and the somewhat 

parodistic cheerfulness found in carefree attitude toward death in “Verkauft’s mei G’wand”: 

the joy of Mahler’s Austrian Meistersinger- cum-Operettesinger pales in comparison to that of 

Wagner’s echt Meistersinger. 

 Like Specht, Hans Redlich also hears traces of Viennese operetta in the finale of 

Mahler’s Seventh Symphony: 

The rondo-finale repeats the processes of its forerunner in Symphony V with 
tremendous gusto, but with less inward conviction.  Its unbuttoned contrast group 

                                                
9 Richard Specht, Gustav Mahler (Berlin: Schuster and Loeffler, 1913), 251.  “Aber all das öffnet sich ganz in 
Weite, spannt die Flügel aus, wenn die Pauke in turbulenter Lustigkeit loslegt und eine frohe, sonnenselig 
leichtsinnige Freudigkeit aus jedem Ton diese brausenden C-Dur spricht; Kirmesjubel, 
Meistersingerfrohsinn,—wenn es auch weniger Nürnberger, als gut österreichische Meistersinger sind, die 
plötzlich rabiat gegen die Tabulatur losgehen und sie doch so gut im Leibe haben, daß sie es sogar der Regel 
anfangen, wenn sie ein sorgloses, ‘Verkauft’s mei G’wand, ich fahr’ in’ himmel’ singen.” 
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(cue 23), with its Slavonic lilt and primitive bass pedal, comes perilously close to 
Lehár’s Merry Widow waltz—the kind of light Viennese music for which Mahler 
entertained a furtive admiration.10 

Once again the movement seems jubilant without actually achieving true jubilance: its 

“tremendous gusto” lacks the “inward conviction” of even the Fifth Symphony’s finale.  

According to Redlich, Mahler’s failed attempt at expressing joy brings him “perilously close” 

to confessing in his music, however unintentionally, his “furtive admiration” for Viennese 

operetta.  Redlich, like Adler and Korngold, associates danger with the finale, specifically 

with the possibility that Mahler might lose control and confess his secrets. 

 Redlich’s concrete identification of material from Lehár’s Merry Widow in the finale of 

Mahler’s Seventh Symphony has often been taken up by those writing on the piece 

subsequently.  Michael Kennedy, for example, notes: 

The Rondo-Finale, in a Mahlerian version of variation-form, is the music of broad 
daylight, drums and trumpets suggesting a Meistersinger-like pageantry (perhaps a 
parody of the Masters’ theme is intentional, just as the later suggestion of the Merry 
Widow waltz is too witty not to be meant—a highly topical joke too in 1905, the year 
the Widow started her career).  Such parodies . . . have suggested to some that Mahler 
ran out of ideas in this finale and simply makes music, or not so simply.  It is a point 
of view.11 

Kennedy begins by linking the mood of Mahler’s movement to an atmosphere of 

“Meistersinger-like pageanty,” before suggesting that the composer’s use and “parody” of 

specific material from Wagner’s opera might indeed be intentional, just as the reference to 

the Merry Widow must have been intended by Mahler.  While Kennedy himself does not fully 

accept the idea that Mahler relied on borrowed material because he “ran out of ideas,” he 

does feel the need to address that possibility.  Without stating it explicitly, Kennedy 

comments on the way in which Mahler flirts with danger by exposing himself to the criticism 

that he relies on previously existing material, because he himself is unable to compose new 

                                                
10 Hans Redlich, Bruckner and Mahler (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1963), 204. 
11 Michael Kennedy, Mahler (London: Dent and Sons, 1974), 126. 
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music on his own.  Even if Mahler’s lack of new ideas is only “a point of view,” where Ritter 

experienced “endless jubilation” Kennedy hears what seems to be merely a witty joke. 

 In an article, “Souvenirs sur Gustav Mahler,” published in 1961, Ritter reaffirmed his 

observation, originally published over fifty years before, that “this glorious finale, that takes 

off with a burst of deranged timpani and immediately a reminder, a quotation of the first 

measure of the overture to Meistersinger.”12  Bernd Sponheuer cites Ritter’s 1961 article in 

support of his own claim regarding the proximity of material from Mahler’s finale to 

Wagner’s prelude: 

The first part of the main theme is already reminiscent of the tone of the 
Meistersinger prelude, so this association is considerably strengthened [in the second 
part] to an almost more quotation-like copy.  The recollection is anything but 
coincidental, but rather defines the musical-ideological sphere of influence, in which 
the entire finale and its main theme in particular are classified.13 

Sponheuer draws on Redlich as well when he asserts that “the first group of the closing 

theme . . . is reminiscent in a striking way of the melody of the waltz from Lehár’s Merry 

Widow.”14  By the time Sponheuer was writing in the late 1970s, the consistent treatment of 

Mahler’s use of pre-existing material in scholarly literature provided another piece of 

evidential support when identifying possible quotations. 

 Most discussions of the finale, however, take the obviousness of the allusion for 

granted.  Deryck Cooke, for example, mentions Die Meistersinger almost in passing: 

The “festive” C major finale opens with battering timpani, and wind and horn 
fanfares.  The main group comprises a major version of the first movement’s march 
theme, on trumpet; a majestic progression of brass chords too reminiscent of The 

                                                
12 William Ritter, “Souvenirs sur Gustav Mahler,” Revue musicale Suisse 101 (1961): 34.  “Ce glorieux finale, qui 
part sur un éclat de timbales forcené et aussitôt un rappel, une citation de la première mesure de l’ouverture des 
Meistersinger.” 
13 Bernd Sponheuer, Logik der Zerfalls: Untersuchungen zum Finalproblem in den Symphonien Gustav Mahlers (Tutzing: 
Hans Schneider, 1978), 366.  “Erinnert schon der erste Teil des Hauptthemas an den Ton des Meistersinger-
Vorspiels, so wird diese Assoziation hier noch erheblich, bis zu fast zitathafter Nachahmung, verstärkt.  Die 
Erinnerung ist keineswegs zufällig, sondern definiert den musikalisch-ideologischen Bannkreis, dem das 
gesamte Finale und insbesondere dessen Hauptthema zuzuordnen ist.” 
14 Sponheuer, Logik der Zerfalls, 368. “Dies gilt insbesondere für die erste Gruppe des Nachsatzes, die in 
frappanter Weise an die Melodie aus Léhars ‘Lustiger Witwe’ erinnert.” 
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Mastersingers; and a lively, jogging tune on wind and strings which follows too 
relentlessly the patter of one-note-up-and-two-down.15 

For Cooke, the reference to Wagner’s prelude is both obvious and embarrassing—Mahler 

has come too close to Die Meistersinger without intending to do so.  Whereas Sponheuer had 

argued that the allusion was “anything but coincidental,” Cooke seems to feel that Mahler 

lost control of his composition and allowed material with which he was quite familiar to slip 

in unnoticed.  Whether or not the allusion was intentional, Sponheuer and Cooke both seem 

to believe that Mahler refers in some way to Wagner’s prelude, as does Constantin Floros, 

who states baldly that “the third section (mm. 15-22) paraphrases Wagner’s Meistersinger 

prelude.”16 

 By 1990, Mozart’s Overture to Die Entführung aus dem Serail had begun to be included 

alongside Die Meistersinger and The Merry Widow as a possible allusion in the finale of Mahler’s 

Seventh.  According to Henri-Louis de La Grange:  

It is most astonishing that there were, in the years following the death of Mahler, 
some commentators such as Paul Bekker who regarded as a triumphal hymn a 
Rondo that takes such malicious pleasure in quoting as much as Die Meistersinger, The 
Merry Widow, the janissary music from Die Entführung aus dem Serail, accompanied by 
its cymbals, its triangles, and its bass drum.  Today this finale makes the effect of an 
enormous farce, a buffoonery, a thumbed nose, a satire of the festliche Ausklang, of 
this luminous conclusion that one awaited from a night symphony.17 

In La Grange’s view, the references are not only intentional, but also somewhat “malicious,” 

intended to mock the pieces that they quote.  Paul Bekker is mentioned as an example of an 

early critic—Ritter, Adler, and to some degree Specht could be included in this category as 

                                                
15 Deryck Cooke, Gustav Mahler: An Introduction to His Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 91. 
16 Constantin Floros, Gustav Mahler: The Symphonies, trans. Vernon and Jutta Wicker (Pompton Plains, NY: 
Amadeus Press, 1993), 209. 
17 Henri-Louis de La Grange, “L’Enigme de la Septième,” in The Seventh Symphony of Gustav Mahler: A Symposium, 
ed. James L. Zychowicz (Madison: A-R Editions, 1990), 22.  “Le plus étonnant est qu’il y ait eu, dans les années 
qui on suivi la mort de Mahler, des commentateurs comme Paul Bekker a consideré comme un hymne de 
triomphe un Rondo qui prend un plaisir si malicieux à citer autant Les Maîtres chanteurs et La Veuve joyeuse que les 
Musiques de janissaires de L’Enlèvement au serial, accompagnées de leurs cymbals, de leur triangle et de leurs 
grosses caisses.  Aujourd’hui, ce Finale fait l’effet d’une énorme farce, d’une bouffonneries, d’un pied de nez, 
d’une satire de ce festliche Ausklang, de cette conclusion lumineuse qu’on attendait d’une symphonie nocturne.” 
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well—who held to the naïve belief that the finale was truly joyous, rather than satirical take 

on the standard joyous finale. 

 Hermann Danuser, in his discussion of the reference to Wagner, also turns to the 

early critics, finding a “latent antisemitic layer” in Robert Hirschfeld’s claim that Mahler’s 

finale is “frightful mockery of the overture to the Meistersinger.”  According to Danuser:  

The latent antisemitic layer . . . articulates itself in the supposed opposition between 
the Wagnerian Meistersingers, the paradigm of German Kunstreligion par excellence, 
and that in Mahler’s finale realized as a blasphemous “mockery” of this paradigm.18 

Although Danuser repudiates the antisemitism implicit in Hirschfeld’s use of the Meistersinger 

quotation to attack Mahler, he does not disown the reference itself.  Instead, Danuser argues 

that Mahler’s distance from the source of his borrowed material is not mockery, but instead 

an incipient form of musical neo-classicism: 

Mahler in fact strikes the Meistersinger tone not to imitate it, but rather to concretize 
it from a compositional distance on the level of a symphonic final movement.  The 
finale of the Seventh, as music about music, can be understood in the pre-history of 
Stravinskian neo-classicism, where it is a music that raised a playful character, in the 
sense of an alienated or distanced relationship with musical material, to its law of 
form.19 

Unlike Sponheuer, who reads Mahler’s allusion to Meistersinger as a part of the composer’s 

failed attempt to restore the past with a conventional—and anachronistic—“cheerful closing 

Rondo” (heiteres Schlussrondo), Danuser hears Mahler’s distanced reference pointing forward to 

Stravinsky’s neo-classical style.  Differing as they do on the import of the quotation, 

Sponheuer and Danuser seem to agree that it is a throwback to music composed previously. 

                                                
18 Danuser, Gustav Mahler und Seine Zeit, 254.  “Die latent antisemitische Schicht, der wir bereits begegnet sind, 
artikuliert sich in der unterstellten Opposition zwischen den Wagnerschen Meistersingern, dem Paradigma 
deutscher Kunstreligion par exellence, und der in Gustav Mahlers Finalsatz realisierten blasphemischen 
'Verhöhung' diese Paradigmas.” 
19 Ibid., 255. “Mahler schlägt den Meistersinger-Ton in der Tat nicht an, um ihn zu imitieren, sondern um ihn 
auf der Ebene eines symphonischen Finalsatzes kompositorisch aus Distanz zu vergegenständlichen.  Das 
Finale der Siebenten kann, als Musik über Musik, in der Vorgeschichte des Strawinskyschen Neoklassizimus 
verstanden werden, da es eine Musik ist, die einen Spielcharakter im Sinne eines verfremdenden oder 
distanzierten Umgangs mit musikalischen Material zu ihrem Formgesetz erhoben hat.” 
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 Six years following the publication of Danuser’s monograph, La Grange also found 

the concept of “music about music” useful in discussing Mahler’s music.  After noting that 

Wagner’s self-quotation of Tristan und Isolde within Die Meistersinger could be considered a 

“novel form of neoclassicism,” La Grange turns to Mahler’s Seventh: 

Wagner’s attitude in reinventing the past is strangely similar to Mahler’s own 
alienation from his “models”; and it should be recalled in passing that Mahler would 
quote the Meistersinger Overture quite explicitly near the opening of the Finale in his 
Seventh Symphony (bars 15-23), which he thus placed, as it were, under the 
patronage of Die Meistersinger.20 

Ten years after the publication of his earlier essay on the Seventh, La Grange’s perception of 

the finale had shifted from an “enormous farce” to a type of neoclassicism that echoed 

Wagner’s own use of pre-existing material within Die Meistersinger.  Mahler’s finale no longer 

rebels against a tradition represented by Wagner’s Meistersinger prelude, but rather joins in by 

“reinventing the past” as Wagner himself had supposed done in that very opera.  After 

noting that the “quotation from Die Meistersinger . . . heard so early in the movement, 

immediately catches the ear,” La Grange claims that “the allusion is doubly ambiguous, 

because Wagner’s own procedures marked the beginning of a new ambiguity between 

‘scholarly’ and ‘comic.’”21  Even if the meaning of the allusion is ambiguous for La 

Grange—is it farce or neoclassicism? scholarly or comic?—the reference itself immediately 

catches the ears of all who are listening. 

 In full agreement with La Grange regarding the obviousness of the quotation, Steven 

Allen Gordon suggests that it carries a definite meaning, noting that “for all the talk of 

ambiguity, the overture of Die Meistersinger was associated, as was of course Wagner’s entire 

output, with German nationalism.”22  More often, however, writers are content to leave 

open the possible meanings of the reference.  Peter Revers, in his summary of the various 
                                                
20 Henri-Louis de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler: Reminiscences, Allusions, or Quotations?” in 
Mahler Studies, ed. Stephen Hefling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 130. 
21 Ibid., 148. 
22 Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 277. 
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ways the allusion has been treated in the literature, does not attempt to directly arbitrate 

between the various options: 

The affinity of the Rondo-Finale with Wagner’s Meistersinger Overture, for instance 
… suggests a play of striking tableaux. . . . some reviews of the first performance 
praised the movement for its Meistersinger-like serenity, and others condemned it as a 
demeaning mockery of Wagner’s opera.23 

Revers does eventually conclude, however, that the movement is not truly joyful, 

approximating Sponheuer’s interpretation of the finale as a failed restoration of the heitere 

Schlussrondo: 

The conventional elements in the Finale of the Seventh appear unfamiliar, dislocated, 
and therefore unsettling.  However, this seems to be the very intention of the 
movement, as if Mahler were saying: “The time of the traditional finale is over.”24 

Even if the conventions of the finale have become “unfamiliar,” they, like the quotation 

from Die Meistersinger, are sufficiently unchanged to remain recognizable on some level. 

 Indeed, most writers now accept Mahler’s supposed reference to Wagner—as well as 

the references to Lehár and Mozart—as more or less direct quotations from specific musical 

pieces rather than allusion to more general moods.  For example, Thomas Peattie claims: 

More striking are the numerous quotations, most famously from the Overture to 
Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg.  In addition there are more subtle allusions 
including echoes of the Janissary music from Mozart’s The Abduction from the Seraglio 
and the wordless duet from Franz Lehar’s The Merry Widow.25 

Stephen Hefling affirms the connection between Mahler’s references to earlier music and 

satire, noting that “many hyperbolic gestures, including gestures to Wagner’s Meistersinger 

overture (especially bars 15-22 ff.) and Mozart’s Seraglio Janissaries (figs. 234-2, 269), suggest 

                                                
23 Peter Revers, “The Seventh Symphony,” in The Mahler Companion, ed. Donald Mitchell and Andrew 
Nicholson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 377. 
24 Ibid., 384. 
25 Thomas Peattie, “The Fin-de-siècle Metropolis, Memory, Modernity and the Music of Gustav Mahler” (PhD 
diss., Harvard University, 2002), 167. 
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burlesque.”26  Walter Frisch also contends that Mahler’s use of pre-existing material casts the 

material in a satiric tone: 

The Seventh appears to make allusion to actual pieces, specifically the cymbal-
crashing, triangle-beating Janissary Music from act 3 of Mozart’s Abduction from the 
Seraglio (also in C major); Franz Lehar’s operetta The Merry Widow; and the main 
theme of Wagner’s Prelude to Die Meistersinger.  We thus enter the realm of ironic 
parody.27 

Like Mahler himself bore the weight of a storied symphonic tradition, those writing on 

Mahler’s Seventh also seem beholden to the critical tradition surrounding the piece, for as 

Martin Scherzinger notes, “although the [Meistersinger] quotation is not literal, the motivic 

correspondence has been noted since the earliest performances of the work.”28  Almost 

paradoxically, the scholarly literature’s consistency in treating Mahler’s theme as a quotation 

allows it to speak for itself as a quotation. 

 

MAHLER AS A “BACKWARD LOOKING POET” 

According to Peter Ruzicka, in the last movement of the seventh “there is hardly a 

page of the score that does not contain distinct ‘allusions.’”29  If Mahler did rely as heavily on 

pre-existent material in the finale of his Seventh Symphony as Ruzicka claims and as the 

consensus in the literature indicates, his use of specific pieces might provide insight into the 

composer’s relationship with the tradition from which he borrowed.  Both Gordon and 

Danuser, for example, connect Die Meistersinger to specifically German ideas: nationalism for 

Gordon and Kunstreligion for Danuser.  In the context of Die Meistersinger, a nationalistically 

                                                
26 Stephen E. Hefling, “Song and Symphony (II). From Wunderhorn to Rückert and the Middle-period 
Symphonies: Vocal and Instrumental Works for a New Century,” in The Cambridge Companion to Mahler, ed. 
Jeremy Barham (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 126. 
27 Walter Frisch, German Modernism: Music and the Arts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 211. 
28 Martin Scherzinger, “The Finale of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” Music Analysis 14 (1995): 79. 
29 Peter Ruzicka, “Befragung des Materials: Gustav Mahler aus der Sicht aktueller Kompositionästhetik,” in 
Mahler—eine Herausforderung, ed. Peter Ruzicka (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1977), 109.  “Kaum eine 
Partiturseite, die nicht spürbar ‘Allusionen’ enthielte.” 
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tinged Kunstreligion takes on an aspect of ancestor worship that is staged explicitly for 

audiences when the gathered citizens of Nuremberg laud the artistic achievements of the 

historic Meistersinger, Hans Sachs.  Wagner’s opera suggests not only the centrality of 

musical art within German culture, but also the tremendous importance associated with a 

specifically Germanic musical tradition.  By referring to Wagner’s Meistersinger, Mahler could 

therefore call doubly upon musical tradition, both in the form of Wagner himself and also 

through Wagner’s own operatic treatment of German music from the past. 

Mahler gestures toward Meistersinger almost immediately in the finale of the Seventh 

with the theme in measure 15 that “is an unmistakable allusion to Wagner’s overture.”30  

Already at “cue 23” (an apparent mistake by Redlich—there is no “cue 23” in the finale—

corrected by most writers to read “measure 23”) the music “comes perilously near to Lehár’s 

Merry Widow.”31  If Meistersinger represents the weight of the musical past, then perhaps The 

Merry Widow would suggest the musical present, especially considering that its composition 

was nearly contemporaneous with that of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony.  Lehár’s operetta is 

also set in contemporary Paris, rather than sixteenth-century Nuremberg.  The scenario, 

involving diplomatic negotiations between diplomats from France and an imagined Balkan 

state, was highly topical in the early 1900s.  Situated in this way, the contrast between the 

referential meanings of Wagner’s Die Meistersinger—as a canonic work about the musical 

canon—and Lehár’s Merry Widow—as a contemporary work about contemporary society—

could not be starker. 

By juxtaposing these two allusions so early in the movement, Mahler’s seems to 

question the possibility of composing new music that honors the past but does not succumb 

to it.  The Merry Widow might suggest that one could escape the overwhelming force of 

tradition by ignoring it and instead writing lighthearted new music about contemporary 

                                                
30 Frisch, German Modernism, 212. 
31 Redlich, Bruckner and Mahler, 204. 
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situations intended to amuse audiences.  For all of his “furtive admiration” for operetta, 

Mahler seems unconvinced by the solution offered by Lehár, especially since he has already 

grappled with tradition by quoting Wagner only a few measures earlier.  References to The 

Merry Widow pile up quickly, however, with Mahler alluding to the operetta’s finale in 

measure 31.32  At cue 230—Gordon corrects Redlich’s mistake differently, because “there is 

no doubt that when he referred to cue 23 in his book, he meant cue 230 (m. 56) and not m. 

23”—the music once again “comes perilously near to Lehár’s Merry Widow.”33 

The prevalence of references to the operetta almost seems to suggest that instead of 

succumbing to the past, Mahler has given in to the present and to the possibility of evading 

the oppressive weight of tradition.  By measure 79, however, the soothing tones of The Merry 

Widow have faded into silence, which is quickly followed by a return of the Meistersinger 

allusion.  Wagner holds sway for only eight measure before a “Mozart allusion (which is 

perhaps a more general reference to ‘Turkish’ music as represented by the classical 

composers)” appears in measure 87.34  In referring to the Janissary music from Die 

Entführung aus dem Serail, Mahler adds an ambiguous third term that frustrates the neat 

binaries—past/present and art/entertainment—established between Die Meistersinger and The 

Merry Widow. Pre-dating Die Meistersinger by almost one hundred years, Die Entführung might 

arguably have a stronger claim to represent the Austro-German musical tradition.  Although 

Die Entführung does not deal explicitly with Austro-German tradition or history, set as it is in 

an exotic, Eastern locale, the Singspiel does reflect an Austrian wariness of the Turkish East 

following the siege of Vienna in 1683.  Indeed, Die Entführung falls somewhere in between 

the type of light entertainment offered by Lehár’s operetta and the meditation on culture and 

tradition contained in Wagner’s music drama. 

                                                
32 de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler,” 166. 
33 Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 278; Redlich, Bruckner and Mahler, 204. 
34 Frisch, German Modernism, 286. 
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Perhaps Mozart’s Singspiel presents a solution to the compositional dilemma that 

Mahler had posed for himself with the opening juxtaposition of Die Meistersinger and The 

Merry Widow: the possibility of writing a canonic piece of music that is not so self-conscious 

of its status as canonic.  Armed with this new insight, Mahler attempts a fresh start at 

measure 120, returning to the opening key of C major and the material first heard starting in 

measure 7.  By measure 128, however, we hear not the Meistersinger reference that first 

followed this material at the opening of the movement, but instead material characterized by 

the gradually descending stream of eighth notes associated with the allusion to Die 

Entführung.  With Die Meistersinger effectively replaced by a reference to Mozart, the allusions 

to The Merry Widow starting in measure 136 begin to sound less foreign, as if they belong to 

the Austro-German tradition rather than standing in blissful ignorance of it. 

For nearly fifty measures, Mahler maintains the relatively lighthearted tone associated 

with Mozart and Lehár, before another reference to Die Meistersinger interrupts unexpectedly 

in measure 189.  Once again, however, the reference lasts only eight measures and is unable 

to cadence before being silenced by an allusion to Die Entführung, which sounds even more 

solid now that it is played by the low strings rather than the violins.  Following this last gasp, 

the Meistersinger quote is never heard again, as if finally dispatched by Mozart.  In this 

moment, Mahler seems to come down decisively on the side of somewhat trivial music 

unconcerned outwardly with its own place in the canon, but which can nevertheless earn a 

place there.  For the remainder of the movement, rather than treating the musical past as 

deserving the type of reverence accorded Hans Sachs in Die Meistersinger, Mahler seems to 

regard his heritage as a playground in which he can frolic with impunity, as he “insolently 

quotes” from it at will.35 

                                                
35 Henri-Louis de La Grange, Gustav Mahler, vol. 3, Vienna: Triumph and Disillusion (1904-1907) (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 878. 
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Indeed, Mahler slides back to references from The Merry Widow in measure 202 and 

again in measure 210.  Material reminiscent of a minuet appears in measure 220, perhaps, 

like Mozart, associated with Viennese classicism.  By measure 241, the material associated 

with the minuet in the winds has been combined with the reference to Die Entführung in the 

second violins.  The Singspiel allusion takes the foreground in measure 249, now featuring the 

bass drum long associated with Turkish bands.  In measure 291, Mahler combines the 

gesture in the timpani that opened the movement with an allusion to The Merry Widow in the 

trombones, demonstrating the extent to which he is able to integrate the material he quotes 

into the musical logic—however fractured—of a movement characterized by so many 

disjunctions.  Allusions to Lehár permeate the following measures before leading almost 

seamlessly into material that “as La Grange points out … bears a striking resemblance to a 

passage from the fourth movement of Schumann’s Second Symphony.”36  With the 

reference to Schumann in measure 336, Mahler expands his claim over the historic sweep of 

German music from the past, filling the gap between Mozart and Wagner.37  By alluding to 

music that dates from the time of Mozart to the time of Léhar—with Schumann and 

Wagner in between—Mahler demonstrates the extent to which he has effectively turned the 

musical canon into a repository of viable sources of material to borrow. 

In measure 368, the allusion to Die Entführung sounds closer to Mozart’s original 

version than it had earlier in the movement, primarily due to Mahler’s inclusion of both bass 

drum and cymbals.  By this point in the movement Mahler appears more confident in 

allowing his allusions to sound clearly for what they are—or perhaps he has lost control of 

his ability to mask the origin of his material.  A brief moment of crisis arises when Mahler 

makes reference to the main theme from the Seventh Symphony’s first movement, starting 

in measure 454.  Continued references to The Merry Widow and Die Entführung eventually 

                                                
36 Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 297-8; de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler,” 153. 
37 Frisch, German Modernism, 212; de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler,” 148. 
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transfigure the first movement’s theme from minor to major, as if Mahler has joyfully 

discovered that there is no problem that he cannot solve by quoting pre-existent material.  

The movement ends with the motive from the first movement clothed in a brilliant C major, 

as if Mahler himself, in the form of this self-quotation, finally claims as his own all of the 

allusions that came before.  By composing the finale of his Seventh Symphony through a 

process of stringing together quotations from and allusions to pre-existing material, Mahler 

seems to acknowledge that he cannot truly escape the past.   Faced with the impossibility of 

escape, perhaps in the finale of his Seventh Mahler chose to keep his ears attuned to the past 

in the form of all the music that he had ever heard.  Cobbling together all those bits of the 

past—even the sounds of the very recent past suggested by The Merry Widow—allowed him 

to immerse himself in the past without having to confront it. 

 

MUSICAL BORROWING AND THE WEIGHT OF THE CRITICAL TRADITION 

 Perhaps such a reading of the finale would be plausible if Mahler did, as the literature 

implies, construct the movement by stringing together quotations.  Yet what if all of the 

allusions were not really allusions at all?  How would the piece sound to us?  Walter Frisch, 

in a footnote, acknowledges that perhaps reference to The Merry Widow is not entirely 

convincing: “The Lehar allusion is shown (rather unpersuasively, to my mind) in Henri-

Louis de La Grange, ‘Music about Music in Mahler.’”38  Even if connection between 

Mahler’s music and Lehár’s does not ring true in Frisch’s ears, he does not disown the 

allusion, but merely adds a tentative caveat and shifts the weight of justifying the link to La 

Grange.  Elsewhere, however, in his own footnote, La Grange had also distanced himself 

from the same allusion:  

                                                
38 Frisch, German Modernism, 286. 
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However their chronology is faulty, for Mahler completed his Seventh Symphony at 
the end of the summer of 1905, and The Merry Widow was first performed in 
December of the same year, and only became a success after several weeks’ run. . . . 
When asked by me to identify the “Waltz” [reference], Sponheuer acknowledged that 
only the “Weiber Chanson” in the operetta’s second act could be compared with one 
of Mahler’s motifs.39 

Like Frisch, La Grange seems to doubt the association, but expresses his reservations only in 

a footnote, where he passes responsibility for depending its veracity to Sponheuer.  As 

mentioned previously, Sponheuer himself cites Redlich, who first connected Mahler’s finale 

to Lehár’s operetta in 1955. 

 Rather than using the music to justify their claims that the final movement of 

Mahler’s Seventh Symphony contains an allusion to The Merry Widow, each writer points 

instead to the critical literature, which eventually leads us back to Redlich.  Unfortunately, 

Redlich locates the moment when Mahler’s finale “comes perilously near to Lehár’s Merry 

Widow waltz” at the non-existent “cue 23.”40  Even Steven Gordon—who suggests that, 

contrary to the assumptions made by La Grange and Sponheuer, Redlich perhaps meant cue 

230 instead of measure 23—eventually backs away from the way he hears music.  Although 

he contends that “the musical connection that La Grange and others make is much more 

tenuous than the one Redlich draws,” Gordon then retreats, indicating that nevertheless 

“both can be heard as references to the Merry Widow.”41  Because Gordon does not fully 

undermine the connection between the Merry Widow and the material at measure 23, both 

allusions remain in force.  As a result, more and more of the movement begins to sound as if 

it were borrowed, leaving very little musical material attributable to Mahler himself. 

 By contrast, the Meistersinger reference seems to provoke little of the hesitancy stirred 

by Mahler’s allusion—or allusions—to Lehár’s operetta.  Even if writers seem far more 

                                                
39 de La Grange, Vienna: Triumph and Disillusion, 878. 
40 Redlich, Bruckner and Mahler, 204. 
41 Gordon, “Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 279-80. 
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confident about the status of the Meistersinger allusion as a “true” or “real” instance of 

borrowing, they often still rely on the long history of critics hearing the music as an allusion 

“since the earliest performances of the work” to support the fact that they hear the music in 

that way.42  While such consistency might indicate the utility of a particular paradigm in 

understanding the piece, it might also suggest that analysts continue to hear the Meistersinger 

allusion, because they have already been told to listen for it.  Perhaps Mahler’s finale sounds 

so much like Wagner, because nearly every discussion of the movement written over the past 

century claims that Mahler’s finale sounds like Wagner.   

 The steady repetition of the idea that Mahler has borrowed one of his main themes 

from Wagner has not only made it nearly impossible to hear the movement any other way, it 

also serves to naturalize the claim, making it seem like an observation of an objective musical 

fact rather than a subjective interpretation fraught with numerous extra-musical implications.  

In this vein, Hermann Danuser noted a “latent antisemitic layer” to Robert Hirschfeld’s 

claim that Mahler’s reference was a mockery (Verhöhnung) of Wagner’s prelude. 43  Perhaps an 

even more fundamental layer of latent antisemitism dating back to the earliest critical 

responses to the piece, however, is the underlying assumption that many of Mahler’s themes 

have been borrowed from other sources.  Exemplifying this type of antisemitic criticism, 

Richard Wagner claimed in his essay, Das Judentum in der Musik, that Jewish composers relied 

on pre-existing material when writing music: 

Just as words and constructions are hurled together in this jargon with wondrous 
inexpressiveness, so does the Jew musician hurl together the diverse forms and styles 
of every age and every master.  Packed side by side, we find the formal idiosyncracies 
of all the schools, in motleyest chaos.44 

                                                
42 Scherzinger, “The Finale of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony,” 79. 
43 Danuser, Gustav Mahler und Seine Zeit, 254.  
44 Richard Wagner, “Judaism in Music,” in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, trans. William Ashton Ellis, 8 vols. 
(New York: Brude Brothers, 1966), 3:92. 
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To some extent it does not matter whether the early critics’ perceptions that Mahler 

alluded to a theme by Wagner were inflected by the antisemitism that Wagner himself 

associated with such borrowing.  Wagner’s essay should, however, alert us to the racist 

ideology that could have easily been smuggled in under the guise of musical fact in 

discussions of musical borrowing.  Such awareness becomes particularly important in light of 

the difficulty inherent to proving that a particular theme is in fact not an allusion.  The only 

recourse left to those who find such a reference unconvincing is merely to state as much—

often only in footnotes, as we have seen—which has very little effect in truly undermining 

the original claim.  The habit, dating back to the first performances of his works, of listening 

for borrowed material in Mahler’s music has led us to think of him as the type of “backward 

looking poet” that Wagner thought all Jewish composers by their very natures must be.45  As 

a result, we perceive Mahler as a figure obsessed with the past, including both his own 

personal past and the musical past.   

By focusing on the relationship of Mahler’s music to the concept of memory, this 

project draws on and contributes to that image.  In Chapter 3, I hear resonances between 

musical processes in Mahler’s First Symphony and psychological processes that are 

symptomatic of Freudian repression.  Attempts to push aside painful memories, however, 

only result in their return in a different form as the subject acts out a past that is neither truly 

remembered nor truly forgotten.  By considering mourning to be a type of memory in the 

context of Mahler’s Second Symphony, I imply in Chapter 4 that an honest experience of the 

present—an experience that involves more than repeatedly acting out a repressed past—is 

necessarily contingent upon remembering the past.  Beyond the effect that remembering the 

past has on the present, in my discussion of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony in Chapter 5, I claim 

that the future—a vision of a heavenly paradise—is simultaneously a nostalgic memory for 

                                                
45 Wagner, “Judaism in Music,” 3:88. 
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the comfort provided by the mother’s voice in childhood.  Only in Chapter 2 do I suggest 

that a piece of Mahler’s music, specifically his Third Symphony, is fundamentally concerned 

with the present; the dystopian present that I hear in the Third seems to prompt a desire to 

escape from it—into nature or perhaps the past—rather than encouraging a full experience 

of it.  In each interpretation, the music seems to suggest varying orientations toward the 

past.  What might we hear if we let go of this familiar, backward looking Mahler? 

 

EXPERIENCING THE PRESENT 

Perhaps La Grange offers a place to start.  Regarding the finale of the Seventh, he 

suggests that “the various elements seem impossible to synthesize into a whole, unless one 

invokes the Joyceian notion of ‘stream of consciousness.’”46  Along this line, Thomas Peattie 

relates the fragmentation he hears in Mahler’s finale to narrative processes in Rainer Maria 

Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, wherein recollections of the narrator’s past emerge 

more and more frequently in his thoughts and eventually predominate.47  For Peattie, the 

“fragmentation . . . evident in the works of such writers as James Joyce, Marcel Proust, and 

Rainer Maria Rilke . . . can be accounted for by the way in which memory is employed as a 

narrative device in these works.”48  While a certain amount of fragmentation is characteristic 

of prose written as a stream of consciousness, that fragmentation derives from the modernist 

conception of mental processes and of perception in general as fragmentary. 

Using stream of consciousness as a theoretical frame in the analysis of Mahler’s 

music allows discussion of the fragmentation perceived in his composition, especially in the 

finale of his Seventh Symphony, to be separated from the idea of Mahler as an eclectic 

composer.  Eclecticism involves bringing together a variety of material, the heterogeneity of 

                                                
46 de La Grange, “Music about Music in Mahler,” 147. 
47 Peattie, “The Fin-de-siècle Metropolis, Memory, Modernity, and the Music of Gustav Mahler,” 156-62, 169-70. 
48 Ibid., 156-7. 
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which points to the multiple and diverse perspectives embodied in the collected scraps of 

music: the fragmentation heard in an eclectic composition is the sonic manifestation of the 

seams that inevitably result from stitching together bits of material created by artists from 

differing cultures and therefore with differing worldviews.  By bringing together pieces of 

pre-existing material, an eclectic work of art necessarily has its gaze directed toward the past.   

Stream of consciousness, as a mode of artistic expression, focuses instead on an 

individual’s perception at a given moment in time, regardless of the temporal orientation of 

the subject’s consciousness.  In certain instances, such as Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte Laurids 

Brigge, memory is central to stream of consciousness.  Quentin Compson’s section of William 

Faulkner’s 1929 novel, The Sound and the Fury, features a similar intrusion of recollection into 

the thoughts of the narrator, before his inability to escape the past drives him to commit 

suicide.  Just prior to ending his life, an earlier conversation with his father comes rushing 

back to Quentin: 

and i temporary it will be better for me for all of us and he every man is the arbiter 
of his own virtues but let no man prescribe for another mans wellbeing and i 
temporary and he was the saddest word of all there is nothing else in the world its 
not despair until time its not even time until it was49 

For Quentin’s father, and for Quentin himself, “was” becomes weighted with sadness, 

because for them only what is past has any real meaning, at which point it is already gone 

and unchangeable.  Regarding this obsession with the past, Jean-Paul Sartre observed that 

“Faulkner’s heroes . . . never look ahead.  They face backwards as the car carries them 

along.”50  Sartre’s depiction of Quentin facing backwards, only able to see what has already 

gone past, resonates quite strongly with the familiar image of Mahler. 

 In À la recherche du temps perdu, Marcel Proust offers an alterative way of perceiving the 

world from a fast-moving vehicle: 
                                                
49 William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, ed. David Minter (New York: Norton, 1994), 113. 
50 Jean-Paul Sartre, “On The Sound and the Fury: Time in the Work of Faulkner,” in The Sound and the Fury, ed. 
David Minter (New York: Norton, 1994), 269. 
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the sky turned to a glowing pink which I strove, glueing my eyes to the window, to 
see more clearly, for I felt that it was related somehow to the most intimate life of 
Nature, but, the course of the line altering, the train turned, the morning scene gave 
place in the frame of the window to a nocturnal village, its roofs still blue with 
moonlight, its pond encrusted with the opalescent sheen of night, beneath a 
firmament still spangled with all its stars, and I was lamenting the loss of my strip of 
pink sky when I caught sight of it anew, but red this time, in the opposite window 
which it left at a second bend in the line; so that I spent my time running from one 
window to the other to reassemble, to collect on a single canvas the intermittent, 
antipodean fragments of my fine, scarlet, ever-changing morning, and to obtain a 
comprehensive view and a continuous picture of it.51 

The fragmentation of the landscape experienced by Proust’s narrator is not directly related to 

the fact that he is remembering the journey by train to Balbec.  Nor does the fragmentation 

suggest that the narrator has somehow gathered together perceptions that are not his own, as 

would be in the case in an eclectic description of the sun rising.  Instead, the scene through 

which the train passes seems fragmented to him due to his limited ability to perceive the 

outside world.  In this case, his perception is limited artificially by the relative lack of 

windows in the train car, which allow him only to see what is to the sides of the train, but 

not what is in front of, behind, or above it.  Moreover, the motion of both the train along its 

track and the earth on its axis causes the scene to change constantly, compounding his 

inability to get a “comprehensive view” of the world around him.  By running from one side 

of the car to the other “to collect . . . antipodean fragments,” the narrator pushes the limits 

of perception and attempts to see everything all at once, to experience the present in its 

overwhelming fullness, impossible to comprehend. 

                                                
51 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised D. J. 
Enright, 6 vols. (New York: The Modern Library, 1998), 2:317.  “Elle s’aviva, le ciel devint d’un incarnat que je 
tâchais, en collant mes yeux à la vitre, de mieux voir car je le sentais en rapport avec l’existence profonde de la 
nature, mais la ligne du chemin de fer ayant changé de direction, le train tourna, la scène matinale fut remplacée 
dans le cadre de la fenêtre par un village nocturne aux toits bleus de clair de lune, avec un lavoir encrassé de la 
nacre opinale de la nuit, sous un ciel encore semé de toutes ses étoiles, et je me désolais d’avoir perdu ma bande 
de ciel rose quand je l’aperçus de nouveau, mais rouge cette fois, dans le fenêtre d’en face qu’elle abandonna à 
un deuxième coude de la voie ferrée; si bien que je passais mon temps à courir d’une fenêtre à l’autre pour 
rapprocher, pour rentoiler les fragments intermittents et opposites de mon beau matin éclarte et versatile et en 
avoir une vue totale et un tableau continu.” (Marcel Proust, À la recherche du temps perdu [Paris: Editions 
Gallimards, 1999], 520-1.) 
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 If we allow Mahler the freedom to run back and forth across the railway car, rather 

than imagining him sitting motionless, staring at the receding horizon from the rear of the 

train, the finale of his Seventh Symphony might begin to sound entirely different to us.  

Mahler accomplishes something similar to the effect that stream of consciousness generates 

in literature, not by stringing together fragments of music, but by forcing his listneres to 

approach the music differently, with more attention that usual focused on the minute-by-

minute unfolding of the material.  Listening with a different paradigm, the fanfares that 

pervade the movement—and so much of Mahler’s music—would remind us less of Wagner 

and Die Meistersinger and more of actual fanfares, designed to arrest the attention of an 

otherwise distracted audience.  Fanfares mark an occasion, calling out to everyone within 

earshot to observe the moment.  In the finale of the Seventh, Mahler’s fanfares seem not to 

point toward an event worthy of notice.  When such an event or moment of arrival fails to 

materialize, the fanfares start to sound as if they are heralding only themselves.  Taking on an 

increasingly deictic luster, the brass seem to shout “The time is now!” while reveling in the 

knowledge that every time they shout it, the claim will be no less true. 

 Proust’s image of the sunrise witnessed through the windows of the train is apropos 

to Mahler’s Seventh, partially because sunrise has long been associated with its finale.  

Mahler himself used the image in the concise description of the symphony that he offered to 

William Ritter: “Three night pieces; in the finale, broad daylight.  As a foundation of the 

whole, the first movement.”52  As Proust’s account of dawn on the train demonstrated, 

however, the sun does not rise all at once: shadows, such as recollection of the main theme 

from the first movement, pass over Mahler’s finale, much like the twists in the track cause 

the dawn to recede from the view of Proust’s narrator as he looks out the window of the 

train.  We perceive Mahler’s sunrise, like Proust’s, through fragmentary glimpses that 

                                                
52 Quoted in Hefling, “From Wunderhorn to Rückert and the Middle-Period Symphonies,” 126. 
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highlight the ever-changing hues of the sky, rather than experiencing the dawn in a manner 

that makes it seem like an isolated event that occurs at a specific point in time.  In this way, 

Mahler’s finale offers a marked contrast to the similar moment at the conclusion of 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.  According to Daniel Chua, in Beethoven’s Fifth: 

The finale arrives as parousia.  Indeed, the audiences in Paris heard this symphony as 
their revolution.  When C major strikes, “like a brilliant shaft of blinding sunlight,” it 
is the annunciation of the messianic “now,” forced by the Promethean powers of the 
human will in its struggle with history to redeem catastrophe as victory.53 

Far from messianic, the “now” we hear in the finale of Mahler’s Seventh is signficantly more 

ordinary.  Instead of a single apocalyptic “now,” Mahler’s finale seems to attempt, like 

Proust’s narrator, to experience and understand every fleeting moment before it recedes 

from earshot or passes out of sight.  At the same time, however, that experience of the 

present differs, too, from the type of light amusement critics like Hans Redlich associated 

with the finale by claming it alluded to Lehár’s The Merry Widow. 

 If the finale is not a parody or an ironic take on music of the past and present, then 

perhaps the fragmentation in the movement might instead suggest our imperfect ability to 

perceive the present moment in its entirety as time speeds past us.  Jonathan Kramer, based 

on his observation that arrivals in various musical parameters—including thematic return, 

tonic return, cadence—rarely coincide with each other in the finale, claims that the 

movement’s temporality is “multiple.”54  According to Kramer, even “when some elements 

cooperate, the result is not, as might be expected, a major structural downbeat, but rather 

just another contrast, another juncture, which happens to involve some coordinate among 

the elements.”55  Such a sense of time itself as multiple and without any definitive nodal 

points or moments of arrival also echoes the narrator’s experience of the sunrise on the 

                                                
53 Daniel K. L. Chua, Absolute Music and the Construction of Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 254. 
54 Johnathan D. Kramer, “Postmodern Concepts of Musical Time,” Indiana Theory Review 17 (1997): 48. 
55 Kramer, “Postmodern Concepts of Musical Time,” 39-43. 
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train.  Because the narrator is unable to see where the train is going or how the track will 

curve, each new vista in the window seems unexpected.  Similarly, by avoiding clear 

structural downbeats that would help delineate a musical form, the finale of Mahler’s 

Seventh prevents listeners from knowing where exactly in the movement they are.   

In addition to using fanfares that repeatedly draw our attention to the present 

moment, by frustrating any formal expectations Mahler also prevents us from being able to 

anticipate what is to come in the piece.  According to Scott Burnham, the ability to locate 

oneself within a movement’s formal scheme  

is like knowing what mile marker you have just passed on the highway, where you are 
on the map. . . . but does the ability to place yourself on the map, knowing how far 
you have come, how far you have left to go, does this type of knowledge take 
precedence over an awareness of your actual surroundings, of where you in fact 
are?56 

By thwarting the listeners’ ability to place themselves on the map with any accuracy, the 

finale of Mahler’s Seventh seems to encourage a deep awareness of one’s surroundings, 

much like that of Proust’s narrator, who tries desperately to become more aware than is 

humanly possible.  Like a passenger on a train with no line of sight to the approaching 

horizon, a listener without access to formal categories or expectations cannot anticipate any 

changes in course and must instead take everything in only as it passes by the side windows. 

Likewise, describing our experience of Mahler’s finale, or of any piece of music, in 

the present moment is fundamentally impossible.  While we should ask, in Burnham’s 

phrase, “how we are present in the experience of . . . music,” the question remains 

unanswerable, at least in conventional academic language.57  Attempting to speak during the 

experience itself creates a distance from it that undermines the listener’s ability to be truly 

present.  Carolyn Abbate, in her discussion of the contrast Vladimir Jankélévitch draws 

between drastic and gnostic experiences of music, notes that “while musicology’s business 
                                                
56 Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 164. 
57 Ibid., 167. 
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involves reflecting upon musical works, describing their configurations in either technical 

terms or as signs, this is . . . almost impossible and generally uninteresting as long as real 

music is present.”58  While Abbate goes on to say that “a taste for the drastic need not 

dictate silence,” once one steps outside of the experience of the performance into a space 

from which one can speak about that experience, one is no longer in the presence of the 

music.59  The time to gather words, to articulate a concrete impression, to offer what Proust 

called a “comprehensive view” is exactly what we lack while in the presence of music.  

Instead we take in what we can, undisturbed by our intuition that “the state engendered by 

real music, the drastic state is unintellectual and common.”60 

And embarrassing in print.  While I have never had the opportunity to hear Mahler’s 

Seventh Symphony performed, I laughed aloud when I first heard a recording of the finale at 

the age of seventeen.  The startling audaciousness of French horns’ attempt, complete with 

trills, to mimic the timpani in the opening measures immediately struck me as a powerful 

expression of uninhibited, unabashed happiness.  In hindsight, it seems that my first 

experience with the finale of the Seventh has remained so memorable, because the thrill I 

felt upon discovering such jubilant music aligned so neatly with what I now hear as the 

movement’s own breathless attempts at taking in all of the sights and sounds of the present 

moment.  At the time, though, the music’s unreserved, unashamed happiness merely made 

me happy.  For me, as common and unintellectual as it might be, that memory has accrued 

to the piece and is triggered every time I hear it.  I come back to the piece, because, to 

paraphrase Burnham, I am eager to be in the presence of that happiness again.61 

 

                                                
58 Carolyn Abbate, “Music—Drastic or Gnostic?” Critical Inquiry 30 (2004): 511 
59 Ibid., 513. 
60 Ibid., 534. 
61 “I believe we return because we hear nearly the same thing each time, because the music becomes for us a 
magical presence we are eager to experience again.”  Burnham, Beethoven Hero, 164. 
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REMEMBERING AND EXPERIENCING 

 While our experience of music is undeniably rooted in the present moment, our 

desire to return to pieces of music again and again is inextricably linked with our memory of 

them.  In a sense, our experience of music from the past—music that is generally the focus 

of music historians—is always already a memory, even if we have never heard the piece 

before.  We know, as we watch musicians read from the parts placed on stands in front of 

them, that what we hear is a necessarily imperfect re-creation.  We are unable to return to 

any sort of moment of origin, and so we must settle for performing the past in the present.  

According to Richard Terdiman, “the complex of practices and means by which the past 

invests the present is memory: memory is the present past.”62  As a form of the “present past,” 

performances of music by composers such as Mahler cannot help sounding like memory. 

 When hearing a musical performance of a piece composed over one hundred years 

before, listeners are often tempted, especially in the case of Mahler, to understand what they 

hear as the composer’s own memory.  We begin to think that we can hear what his 

childhood sounded like or what music he heard walking through Vienna or how he felt 

about the masterworks that he conducted.  What we hear though, is not Mahler’s memory, 

but our memory of Mahler, a memory that we ourselves have constructed and which only 

echoes our own concerns back to us, never uncovering Mahler’s.  While memory might be 

useful as an interpretive framework when considering musical pieces, we should also be 

careful to remember that it can also blind us to the power music has to engage us in the 

present.  Only after the sound has faded into silence do we have the distance necessary to 

recall the music in our own memories and to interpret what we have heard.  While listening 

to the music, however, we are able to experience the present moment in its exuberant 

fullness as if, having never before heard anything quite so joyous in our lives, we laugh aloud 

                                                
62 Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 8.  
Emphasis in the original. 
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and, running from one side of the train to the other, try, even while acknowledging the 

impossibility of the effort, to see and hear it all. 
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