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INTRODUCTION


Desperately Seeking Mahler









My search for Gustav Mahler began in 1974 in a London edifice where a Beatle got married and paparazzi hung out each morning in hope of another payday. Marylebone Town Hall and its adjoining Public Library embodied Victorian values of public order and enlightenment. The library stocked books in all disciplines, from trivial romances to nuclear science, and readers were encouraged to recommend new titles. I lived nearby in a dank basement flat, working unsocial hours in television news. Whatever leisure I had was spent reading, and practising the piano. My musical tastes were turning away from the confrontational sounds of my own generation to the challenging complexities of classical music. Sitting on backless choir benches at concerts in the Royal Festival Hall, I trained my eyes on conductors of many kinds in an effort to discover how gesture shaped sound. Subtler than rock, whose rhythm and dynamics contained little variation, orchestral music opened a door to a world of feeling and ideas – if only I could fathom how it worked.


The concert notes I read were not much use to a struggling autodidact, rattling on about tonics and dominants, and newspaper reviews worshipped each morning at a shrine of Great Composers whose sanctity was taken for granted. As a child of my time, I rejected established hierarchies. To find music that mattered to me I attacked the music section at Marylebone Library from top shelf to bottom, Alkan to Zelter, in pursuit of human affinities, relishing Charles Burney’s bird’s-eye view of the Handel Commemoration, Stendhal’s Life of Rossini and the wonderfully acrid diaries of Hector Berlioz. William Reed’s Elgar As I Knew Him, Marguerite Long on Ravel and Agatha Fassett’s observation of Bartók in exile added a flesh-and-blood dimension to the poignancy of their music.


My reading was advancing at a rate of six loans a week when two books stopped me in my tracks. Alma Mahler’s memoir of her marriage to a composer was so vivid, so incisive, so intrusively possessive that I was consumed by a need to understand a man who could inspire such passionate ambivalence. Published in 1940, when Mahler’s music was widely banned, there was a desperation to Alma’s tone, as if she feared his life and hers had been wasted. Mahler’s voice, crisp and assured, rang out in his letters. I ran back to the shelves, but there was nothing more to read until, weeks later, there arrived from the publisher Victor Gollancz the 980-page first instalment of a projected biography by a French baron, Henry-Louis de La Grange, who seemed to know what Mahler was doing practically every waking minute. The mountain of intimate detail in this first volume (of four) drew yelps of astonishment from me, reading on shift at the BBC’s Newsnight show, and prompting the presenter to ask if war had broken out.


What struck me in these accounts of Mahler’s life was my familiarity with his experience. There was not much I could relate to in the lives of Bach, Mozart and Beethoven: their loves were unfathomable, their routines dull, their diseases medieval and their fortunes dependent on patronage. Mahler was a self-made man, driven by ambition. He dealt with issues I could recognise: with racism, workplace chaos, social conflict, relationship breakdown, alienation, depression and the limitations of medical knowledge. ‘My time will come!’ he vowed, confident that his works would some day find a sympathetic audience. I took this also to mean that he was living outside his time frame, fast- forwarding to a future date. It struck me that the best way to approach Mahler was to treat him in the present continuous, as a man of my own time.


My search for Mahler would, I realised, need to cover every footstep of his odyssey from a land without a name to world fame in Vienna and New York, as well as every aspect of his personal conduct from the way he made love to how he knotted his tie (Arnold Schoenberg once said you could learn more about music from watching Mahler get dressed than from any conservatory lecture). I first went to Vienna in 1983 to write a feature for the Sunday Times and, after a rehearsal of Mahler’s Second Symphony in the Musikvereinsaal, walked twice around the Ring on a subzero winter’s night. I talked my way into Mahler’s apartment (where his bathtub was still in use), stroked Rodin’s cast of his head in the Opera foyer and placed a pebble on his grave in Grinzing. Broad-minded travel editors helped me to visit Mahler’s birthplace, the small towns where he made his career and the summerhouses where he composed. Reeling with vertigo, I scaled a mountain peak that inspired the Third Symphony. In Helsinki, I relived the crossroads encounter between Mahler and Sibelius. In the Czech Philharmonic archive in Prague, I studied symphonic scores with Mahler’s red and blue pencil marks. In the pin-quiet reading room of the Pierpoint Morgan Library in New York, I looked at manuscripts of his Second, Fifth and Ninth Symphonies side by side, charting the changes in his handwriting.


Along the route I found relics. A grungy bookshop in Amsterdam yielded a copy of Alfred Roller’s scarce iconography. A riffle through a Munich railway terminus store produced an uncatalogued photograph of Mahler on the podium. A chat at a drinks party disclosed unpublished letters. By 1987, I had acquired so much Mahleriana that, needing to clear the desk, I wrote Mahler Remembered, a portrait of Mahler through the eyes of those around him. The month that book came out, I moved into a flat in St John’s Wood, London, where, it turned out, the old lady on the top floor had attended Mahler’s wedding and had the invitation to prove it. Mahler, it seemed, was following me to my lair as much as I was pursuing him.


Down the years, the book I wanted to write changed from musical biography – there were several in existence by now – to one that would try to address the riddle of why Mahler had risen, from near oblivion, to displace Beethoven as the most popular and influential symphonist of our age:


Why Mahler? Why does his music affect us in the way it does? Are we hearing what he meant us to hear, or a figment of interpretation? Why does Mahler make us cry?


Who is Mahler? Using his own life as a template for his music, Mahler exposed dark, private traumas to public gaze in a bid to analyse and alleviate human misery. His was not a simple or a nuclear persona. Calling himself ‘three times homeless’, he claimed three identities: his Jewish roots, his German language and his ineluctable sense of not belonging anywhere in the world. That alienation, so prevalent in a culturally diverse twenty-first century, gives a vital clue to Mahler’s contemporary relevance. In an age when a half-African, part-Muslim orphan from Hawaii could rise to become President of the United States of America, Gustav Mahler is finally able to find a home in our lives.


But whose Mahler is it we are hearing? Mahler told conductors to perform his music as they saw fit, matching it to the acoustics of the hall and the mood of the moment. No composer had granted such licence before, nor does other music accommodate much flexibility. Richard Strauss’s Symphonia Domestica, or Jean Sibelius’s Third, will sound much the same from one night to the next; but two concerts of a Mahler symphony can vary in length by up to ten minutes and in mood from black to white. Mahler’s instructions often point in more than one direction; it is up to the conductor to decide how the work is resolved. This fluidity, a strikingly post-modern concept, makes each performance of a Mahler symphony an occasion without precedent, a potential world premiere. It also encourages the interpreter of Mahler’s life and work to look beyond explicit statements and literal texts, seeking the meaning of Mahler in the context of his ancestry, of his contemporaries and of our own preconceptions as to how symphonic music might affect us. Mahler, for the modern reader, is not always what he seems.


Where does that place Mahler in the pantheon of Great Composers? Not among the monoliths, that’s for sure. He is, rather, a composer for today, a maker of music that interacts with what musicians and listeners are feeling (see, for instance, pp. 3–4) in a fast-changing, often threatening world. In a quest that has taken up half my life, Mahler has been a warm and sympathetic companion. He never preaches or prescribes, neither gloats nor grumbles, but through a long lifespan he talks to us as a cognate, sensate, laughing, suffering fellow-member of the human species, always trying to work out the meaning of it all. Mahler lives. Here and now. This book is my attempt to understand how and why.


NORMAN LEBRECHT


St John’s Wood, London,


March 2010
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Why Mahler?






 



















1


Some Frequently Asked Questions






Can Mahler change your life?


In August 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev was meeting military officials at his holiday home in the Crimea when, resisting a demand for a return to totalitarian rule, he was placed under house arrest. The phones went dead and he was held incommunicado for three days. His wife, Raisa, collapsed with a hypertension attack. In Moscow, protesters massed in the streets and the president of the Russian republic, Boris Yeltsin, led an armed vigil outside parliament, televised live around the world. The coup crumbled and Gorbachev was restored to office, only to be deposed at the year’s end by the drunken and rapacious Yeltsin.


On one of his last nights in office that December, Gorbachev and his wife went to see Claudio Abbado conduct Gustav Mahler’s Fifth Symphony, music they had not heard before. It affected them deeply. ‘I had the feeling’, wrote Gorbachev, ‘that Mahler’s music somehow touched our situation, about the period of perestroika [reconstruction] with all its passions and struggles.’ Raisa said: ‘I’ve been shaken by this music. It left me with a feeling of despondency, a feeling that there is no way out.’ Abbado assured her that this was not Mahler’s intention, nor his own, but she was not reassured. The second most powerful couple in the world had been unsettled by something in the music that felt personal to them. ‘In life,’ reflected Gorbachev in his memoirs, ‘there is always conflict and contradiction, but without those – there is no life. Mahler was able to capture that aspect of the human condition.’1


Conflict and contradiction – not a bad piece of music analysis from a world leader – are the essence of Mahler’s art, but they do not account for its instantaneous impact on a politician hardened by quotidian confrontation. Something in the music had pierced his public carapace and attacked the individual unconscious. Something else was going on, and I think I know what it was. What the Gorbachevs failed to recognise was that they had been listening to Mahler unawares all their lives. Through decades of mass murder, hot and cold wars, state larceny and comic inefficiency, Communism had imposed a mould of conformity on Soviet arts, sending poets and writers to exile and death if ever they deviated from the fixed party line. Music in the Soviet Union amounted to an official, upbeat soundtrack to everyday life.


Musicians, however, had a way of bending the line. Dmitri Shostakovich, in fifteen symphonies and fifteen string quartets, charted life under Stalin in ways his audience could understand and commissars could not prosecute. Alfred Schnittke described the start of Soviet disintegration without getting sent to the salt mines. Both employed a device they borrowed from Gustav Mahler – the application of irony in a musical score.


Irony, in Samuel Johnson’s definition, is ‘a mode of speech in which the meaning is contrary to the words’, a way of saying one thing and meaning another. Music, before Mahler, had a lexicon of simple emotions: joy, sorrow, love, hate, uplift, downcast, beauty, ugliness, and so on. Mahler in his First Symphony (see pp. 58–60) introduced the possibility of parallel meanings: a child’s funeral broken by a delirious orgy, an apparent lament that turns absurd without losing its tragedy. Using the same duality, composers were able to buck and mock the Soviet system, liberating a part of themselves from its manacles. Shostakovich, outwardly a timid man, applied Mahlerian irony (among other hidden codes) in many of his works, most daringly in the Eleventh Symphony, where a Communist revolutionary ode is tauntingly laced with snippets from Mahler’s ‘Resurrection’. Alfred Schnittke developed ‘polystylism’ out of the flurry of mixed messages in Mahler’s First Symphony.2 Mahler, through the ingenuity of Soviet musicians, became a subversive undercurrent, scarcely performed by state orchestras but pervasive as vodka in the national bloodstream. The Fifth Symphony sounded to the Gorbachevs like everyday music, but with an ominous twist.


Even as he was infusing Russia with dissident freedoms, Mahler, on the far side of the Cold War, was feeding two tracks of the American mind as the official sound of public mourning and the commercial backdrop to popular amusement. A week after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Leonard Bernstein conducted Mahler’s Second Symphony in memoriam; at the funeral of his brother Robert, he performed the Adagietto from the Fifth Symphony. After the terror attacks of 11 September 2001, many US orchestras and radio stations switched to Mahler. ‘The songs and symphonies of Gustav Mahler prophetically mourn the victims of twentieth-century catastrophes,’3 noted one American composer. Along with Samuel Barber’s Adagio, itself a Mahlerian imitation, Mahler’s Second, Fifth and Ninth Symphonies were America’s music of lamentation.


The same music, at the same time, was also its engine of mass entertainment. In Hollywood, composers Erich Wolfgang Korngold, Max Steiner, Franz Waxman and Alfred Newman found in Mahler a sonic underpinning for epic movies, a dialect that extends from Korngold’s Errol Flynn swashbucklers to John Williams’s score for Star Wars. When Harry Potter mounts his broomstick, the lift-off takes its thrust from Mahler’s ‘Resurrection’. Of twenty-five ‘greatest’ film scores listed by the American Film Institute, more than half are by Mahler-influenced composers.4 Mahler can be heard in the rock music of the Grateful Dead, Pink Floyd, King Crimson, Blue Nile and John Zorn. His music crosses all cultural and ideological barriers.


This universality is not easily explained. Mahler is accused of emotional indulgence, yet his music affects dark-suited audiences in Japan as much as open-shirted Mediterranean crowds. He can sound derivative, yet he is extensively imitated. Schoenberg and Stravinsky may have been bolder, Strauss and Puccini more melodic, but Mahler is the most widely performed. None of his symphonies is short or simple. He took the form to extremes of gloom (Sixth), size (Eighth) and quietude (Ninth), and his meaning is often wilfully perverse. ‘Whatever quality is perceptible and definable in Mahler’s music,’ said Bernstein, ‘the diametrically opposite is equally so.’5 The Adagietto of the Fifth Symphony, played at funerals, was written as a love letter – another instance of Mahler writing music that points in opposite ways.


The paradoxes pile up. He expressed intimate, furtive, even shameful feelings in pages that were written for a hundred players and an audience of thousands. This contrast of message and medium is innate: it may also lead us towards the secret of Mahler’s intensive appeal. Mass society overwhelms the individual in us with the encroachments of ephemeral fashion. Mahler turns that formula on its head, using orchestral mass to liberate the individual unconscious. Among three thousand people in a concert hall you are always alone when Mahler is played.


Did Mahler invent the modern world?


The last five years of the nineteenth century and the first ten of the twentieth changed the world as we know it. Few of our ancestors alive at the time realised that Picasso, turning blue in 1901, was taking art away from recognisable portraiture into abstract forms that hinted, rather than specified, a meaning. James Joyce, in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1904), led linear narrative towards the meandering, interior monologue of Ulysses. Albert Einstein apologised each morning to Isaac Newton’s picture on his wall for altering his order of the universe by adding a fifth dimension of time. Sigmund Freud in 1899 explored the unconscious mind in The Interpretation of Dreams, moving on to discover the sexual origins of neurosis and the talking cure that he called psychoanalysis.


Among these breakthroughs, Mahler’s contribution might seem conservative and of comparative insignificance. Mahler wrote in a mould that dated back to Haydn and for an audience composed, in the main, of the complacent middle classes. He was not, by concurrent estimations, a pathbreaker. Nevertheless, each of Mahler’s innovations echoed or anticipated the epoch’s advances. Mahler departed from the pastoral canvas of Beethoven, Brahms and Bruckner (a depiction continued by Richard Strauss in An Alpine Symphony) for a work that hinted at multiple meanings, mostly subconscious. The fragmented, angular faces of Picasso’s breakaway work (Portrait of Kahnweiler, 1910) are the mirror image of Mahler’s multiple layers of optional connotation.


Like Franz Kafka, Mahler conjoined autobiography, auto- analysis and social criticism with daring, dreary mundanity. Like Joyce, he described the world in its untidiness. His language is not astringent, novel or surreal like Schoenberg’s or Apollinaire’s. It is, rather, an everyday vernacular made new by flashbacks and fast-forwards, stray colloquialisms, misplaced consonants and forbidden thoughts. For this, o dearly beloved, is the genuine Christine, body and soul and blood and ouns. Slow music, please. Shut your eyes, gents. One moment. A little trouble about those white corpuscles. Silence all. Joyce or Mahler? Your call.


Einstein, in 1905, wrote five transformational papers, culminating in a theory of special relativity and an equation, e = mc2, which discovered energies in the atom that could destroy the world. Mahler knew Einstein’s theories from a mutual friend, the Hamburg physicist Arnold Berliner. He discussed ‘atomic energy’6 with Bruno Walter and grew very excited in 1907 about an article titled ‘Matter, Ether and Electricity’. Mahler understood that ‘laws of nature may change; for instance, the law of gravity may no longer hold; doesn’t Helmholtz, even now, assume that gravity may not apply to infinitely small distances?’7 He was not just aware of Einstein but closely attuned to his reconfiguration of the universe.


Einstein, a dedicated violinist, defined science as ‘what was seen and experienced, portrayed in the language of logic’ and art as ‘forms whose connections are not perceptible to the conscious mind’.8 Mahler, grasping the importance of that distinction, shied away from revealing such ‘connections’. In his Third and Seventh symphonies he hinted at a future ecological disaster; in the Sixth he warned of imminent world war. Like Einstein, he reordered perceptions of musical time by avoiding the metronome in all but the earliest of his works. Einstein found that time slows down in higher gravitational fields and is perceived differently by moving and static objects. Mahler understood time as a dimension varied by the mood of a given moment.


Mahler’s closest affinity with a maker of the modern world was with Sigmund Freud, four years his senior and from a similar Czech-Jewish provincial background. Both built works out of incidents in their early lives. Freud predicated the Oedipus Theory on memories of urinating in his parents’ bedroom, being his mother’s favourite and seeing his father racially humiliated. Mahler, a boy who saw five of his brothers carried in coffins from the family tavern where the singing never stopped, composed a child’s funeral in his First Symphony with a drunken jig.


Both men observed their world from the outside. Personal experience, for Freud, was a sourcebook for psychoanalysis; for Mahler, it yielded a parallel track of music and commentary, involved and detached, a Bible text equipped with exegesis. Both men, intellectually Jewish, could sustain discrete lines of thought within a single argument. Freud’s free association is modelled on Talmudic discourse where rabbinic opinions from various places and centuries preclude a straight logical line. Mahler’s interpolation of stray horns and folk-songs reveals the same methodology.


Both used their Jewishness as a shield and a sword. ‘Because I was a Jew I found myself free from many prejudices which limited others in the employment of their intellects,’ said Freud, ‘and as a Jew I was prepared to go into opposition and to do without the agreement of the “compact majority”.’9 Being Jewish, said Mahler, was like being born with a short arm, having to swim twice as hard. Being ‘three times homeless’, he could ignore fixed rules. Both men felt a sense of mission to improve the world, under taking a tikkun olam to assist and complete God’s work of creation.


When Mahler told Jean Sibelius in 1907 that ‘the symphony is like the world, it must encompass everything,’10 he was stating that music had a duty to reflect the whole universe, and repair it. Sibelius countered with a blinkered argument for textural purity. It is, perhaps, no coincidence that the Finn spent the last third of his life in silence while Mahler composed, in anguish, to the end of his last summer.


Music, in Mahler’s view, did not exist for pleasure. It had the potential for a ‘world-shaking effect’11 in politics and public ethics. His First Symphony tackled child mortality. His Second denied Church dogma on the afterlife; the Third addressed ecological damage and the Fourth proclaimed racial equality. No symphony had done such things before. Mahler, said a disciple, was ‘a Redeemer in his profession’12 (‘I don’t know what I’m supposed to be redeemed from,’ snorted Richard Strauss13). Mahler never made his meanings explicit. ‘What is best in music’, he hinted, ‘is not to be found in the notes.’ It was up to musicians and listeners to interpret the meaning behind them. Some of the Einsteinian ‘connections’ I have just drawn are open to debate. The opposite, as so often in Mahler, may also be true.


What cannot be disputed is that Mahler is received by many in modern times as a source of spiritual revelation. On the Mahler- List, an internet chat-site, one fan describes ‘an identifiable moment of conversion’,14 another his ‘road to Damascus’.15 In the aftershock of 11 September 2001, a schoolteacher posts: ‘Only music, and Mahler’s music particularly, can bring me such a deep sense of the human connection that makes it possible to bear the unbearable.’16 An orchestral musician, after playing Mahler, feels ‘proud to be a human being’.17 In a TV documentary, A Wayfarer’s Journey, a paediatric oncologist, Dr Richard J. O’Reilly, speaks of Mahler’s ‘healing power’. At a Mahler festival in Boulder, Colorado, a Jesuit priest, John Pennington, reports playing Mahler to the dying: ‘The music’s ultimate optimism makes it valuable to those caring for people as well as the patients.’18


Vast and irresponsible claims are made for a supposed Mozart Effect that improves the intelligence of newborns by playing them Eine kleine Nachtmusik in the womb. The Mahler Effect, far from being a panacea for all human woes, is more of a dormant presence in our collective unconscious, available when needed and touching even those who actively reject his music. The neurologist Oliver Sacks, musically aware but indifferent to Mahler, was disturbed by a ‘hateful, hallucinatory music’ during an unhappy dream. ‘Have you abandoned young patients, or destroyed some of your literary children?’ asked a colleague.


‘Both,’ admitted Sacks. ‘Yesterday I resigned from the children’s unit at the hospital and I burned a book of essays I had just written.’


‘Your mind is playing Kindertotenlieder, Mahler’s Songs of the Death of Children,’ was the diagnosis.19


Mahler’s music has a peculiar capacity for catching us unawares, unsettling heads of state and harassed professionals, unlocking repression, colouring dreams and inducing a state of awareness that leads to self-content. ‘He does not exactly propose a therapeutic solution,’ writes the Chicago philosopher Martha Craven Nussbaum. ‘He just expresses the thought that one may simply overcome primitive shame and stand forth in one’s own being, without disgust, without envy.’20 Mahler, like Freud, tells us that it is all right to be who we are; it might even be admirable. His music stands for the resilience of our individuality in a pressure-cooker society. The most we can expect from art is to help us live in peace with ourselves. This, at best, is Mahler’s contribution to the modern world.


Did Gustav Mahler ski?


Living his life as a resource for art, Mahler held that nothing he did was insignificant. ‘You want to know what I have been doing?’ he demanded at eighteen. ‘I have eaten and drunk, I have been awake and I have slept, I have wept and laughed, I have stood (on) mountains, where the breath of God bloweth and where it listeth, I have been on the heath, and the tinkling of cow-bells has lulled me into dreams. Yet I have not escaped my destiny.’21


He made his sisters keep his letters and encouraged friends to write down his sayings. An infatuated viola player, Natalie Bauer- Lechner, recorded ‘the great power naturally radiated by a being of genius in his daily life’.22 Mahler’s wife, Alma, wrote fervent diaries and false memoirs. His stage designer Alfred Roller wrote a precise description of the man, stark naked:




The most beautifully developed part of him, quite an outstanding sight because it was so well delineated was the musculature of his back. I could never set eyes on this superbly modelled sun-tanned back without being reminded of a racehorse in peak condition. His hands were real workman’s hands, short and broad and with unmanicured fingers ending as if they had been chopped off.23





A Swiss fan and his Slovak lover kept diaries. Two would-be biographers hovered, pens in hand.24 Nothing Mahler did passed unnoticed. In Vienna, he magnetised café attention:




Someone shouted: ‘There he is!’ Everyone got up and rushed to the window. They stood there, pressed up against each other, peering out. On the other side of the Wallfischgasse, Mahler was walking along with his wife. He was swinging his hat back and forth in his right hand and stamping with his left foot as if he were trying to pacify the ground. He laughed, partly devil-may-care and partly with the ease and innocence of a child … Everyone stared at this bareheaded little man and then, of an instant, all awoke from their staring and looked at each other. They smiled, perhaps trying to diminish the fact that this ‘bungler’, this ‘so-and-so’ … was able to make such an impression.25





More eyewitness accounts exist of Mahler than of any composer except Richard Wagner. There are descriptions of his funny walk, his vocal register (baritone when relaxed, tenor when agitated), and his unaccented High German speech, with rolled ‘r’s. We know that he stood one metre sixty in socks and that he liked a glass of beer on a summer’s night. Hardly any aspect of his being is undocumented. Mahler, working like Freud from small observations to grand human theories, welcomed the scrutiny. He would have agreed with James Boswell who, in his Life of Johnson, quotes a twelfth-century rabbi, David Kimhi (on the verse ‘his leaf also shall not wither’, Psalm 1:3) to demonstrate that ‘even the idle talk of a good man ought to be regarded’.26 Every aspect of Mahler’s life matters intensely to someone and, in a life that was turned into art, none can be overlooked. Even if it has no apparent bearing on the music, the fact may be of urgent personal concern, as people keep reminding me.


Was Mahler circumcised? I am standing in the gangway of the Golders Green Beth Hamedrash, an ultra-orthodox London synagogue, on the day of Rejoicing the Law, and a thick-set man in a striped woollen prayer shawl is demanding an answer. His great-grandfather, born a day’s ride away from Mahler’s birthplace, went uncircumcised because his village had embraced Reform Judaism. He cannot accept circumstantial assumptions in respect of Mahler. So I go away and find proof (see p. 26). My friend is happy and so am I. We have emulated Mahler’s minute concern for trivial detail.


What’s that Ninth Symphony all about? It’s a bleak night in Liverpool and, after a dreary sponsors’ dinner, the conductor Libor Pesek and I are stumbling about in search of a nightcap. Entering a cellar club, we are barred by a king-sized bouncer who looks as if he can lift whole ships with one hand from the harbour. ‘Great concert, maestro,’ booms the giant, crushing Libor’s fingers to matchsticks, ‘but what was that Mahler’s Ninth Symphony all about?’ So we tell him. Mahler has brought us another seeker, forcing us to look at a hard man with different eyes.


Am I related to Mahler? The most frequent of FAQs, always to be expected at the end of a Mahler lecture. The family names Mahler, Hermann and Bondy (or Bondi) are prevalent among Czech Jews, and not alien to Gentiles. Among those who claim kinship to the composer are the Connecticut conductor Fritz Mahler (1901–73), the Vectograph inventor Joseph Mahler (1900–81), the Ukraine-born Israeli composer Menachem Avidom (Mahler-Kalkstein, 1925–95), and the American rhythm-and-blues singer, Beyoncé Knowles (who is said to be an eighth cousin, four times removed). You never know when, where and, most perplexingly, why it should matter to have Mahler in your bloodline. In Tel Aviv, my nephew Moshe introduces his parents-in-law, Gad and Vivi. Gad is from the Czech town of Aussig (Usti nad Labem). His maternal grandmother, Sofie (1850–1923) was the daughter of Joseph Mahler (1830–80) of Lipnice, an uncle of the composer. Does this make my great-nephew a Mahler? Let’s stop this right here.


Here are some other regular FAQs. Did Mahler smoke? Was he gay? Did he like jazz? What strength glasses did he wear, and what was his favourite dessert? Did he speak English? Was he good in bed? ‘Did Gustav Mahler Ski?’ is, it so happens, the title of a 1991 short story that opens in Toblach,27 where Mahler wrote his last symphonies. To Mahler seekers, the question seems perfectly reasonable. So did Mahler ski?


Evidently not: he went to the mountains in June, too late to slalom. In Toblach, the first thing he did was to buy an umbrella so he could walk out in all weathers to collect mail and order coffee at the grand hotel. At night, he ‘slept a lot better when he felt slightly chilly’.28 Many of his best ideas came, Alma noted, while he sat on the earth closet after breakfast, gazing out onto the slopes. The composer Alban Berg, a fervent admirer, kept a sheet of Toblach toilet paper, otherwise unused, on which Mahler sketched a theme from the Ninth Symphony. Do we really need to know this?


Was he a good man? When that question was put to Mahler, he replied, ‘There are no great men without some goodness.’29 Arnold Schoenberg proclaimed him ‘a martyr, a saint’;30 orchestral musicians saw menace and venom. He was, said a biographer, ‘at once just as portrayed, and yet quite different’.31 ‘Both genius and demon’ was Bruno Walter’s first impression.32 Finding the real Mahler is an expeditionary battle through a blizzard of contradictions. His life is a jigsaw with far too many pieces.


Was Mahler mad?


I am sitting in the London house where Alan Turing was born, meeting an authority on manic depression, or bipolarity in the current anodyne euphemism. Turing, the computer genius whose Enigma machine cracked Hitler’s army codes, killed himself in June 1954 by eating an apple laced with cyanide, a ceremonial act. Was Turing mad? Demonstrably not. He was being hounded by the secret services for homosexuality and, seeing no hope of relief, he made a calculated exit in a cryptic manner that was designed to protect his elderly mother from the taint of suicide. The maternity home where he was born in June 1912 is now a quiet hotel in Little Venice.


In the lobby, Kay Redfield Jamison is eager to discuss Mahler’s madness. A hyper-articulate, handsome woman with shoulder-length blonde hair and a glow of Californian well-being, Kay, herself bipolar, has made a specialist study of links between creativity and manic depression. She finds a high incidence in composers. Robert Schumann and Hugo Wolf both died in asylums. Hector Berlioz and Anton von Webern were wildly unstable, Bellini and Donizetti had their ups and downs and George Frideric Handel could turn in a trice from amiable to apoplectic. ‘If Handel enters your consulting room,’ Kay asks students, ‘would you prescribe lithium?’ If they say yes, she counters: ‘And risk losing Messiah?’ Through two conversations, in London and Washington DC, she makes a strong case for Handel, whose look, wrote Burney, ‘was somewhat heavy and sour, but when he did smile, it was his sire the Sun, bursting out of a black cloud.’33 Similar mood swings are found in Mahler: ‘If he is engaged in lively conversation with anyone, he grabs him by the hand or the lapels and forces him to stand where he is. Meanwhile, he himself, growing more and more excited, stamps the ground with his feet like a wild boar.’34 He has panic attacks, ‘scarcely able to breathe’,35 and is abnormally self-absorbed. Drinking coffee, he stirs the cup with his cigarette and, imagining he has inhaled a mouthful of smoke, blows a jet of black coffee into his hostess’s face.36 His wife fears for his sanity: ‘Gustav is crazy – still – and I am afraid he will remain so.’37 So was Mahler mad?


The document Kay brings as proof is from the beginning of his adult life, a letter he wrote, aged eighteen, to a school friend, Joseph Steiner, with whom he had been writing an opera. No longer: Mahler declares himself ‘a different person … the most intense and joyful vitality and the most consuming yearning for death rule my heart in turn, very often alternate hour by hour. One thing I know: I can’t go on like this much longer!’ The threat of suicide is explicit.




When the abominable tyranny of our modern hypocrisy and mendacity has driven me to the point of dishonouring myself, when the inextricable web of conditions in art and life has filled my heart with disgust for all that is sacred to me – art, love, religion – what way out is there but self-annihilation? Wildly, I wrench at the bonds that chain me to the loathsome, insipid swamp of this life, and with all the strength of despair I cling to sorrow, my only consolation. Then all at once the sun shines upon me and gone is the ice that encased my heart; again I see the blue sky and the flowers swaying in the wind, and my mocking laughter dissolves in tears of love. Then I needs must love this world with all its deceit and frivolity and its eternal laughter.38





The transition is so sudden, you have to read the letter twice for comprehension. In one sentence Mahler is ready to give up life, in the next the sun is shining and all is bright and beautiful. What is going on? In the third week of June 1879, Mahler has a summer job on a farm at Puszta Batta, outside Budapest, teaching music to three sons of Moritz Baumgarten. He is bored, lonely and upset that Baumgarten won’t give him a pay advance that could get him into town. He tells another friend that he is ‘filled with the most terrible yearning, I simply can’t stand it any longer,’39 but this means only that he wants out. The dishonouring he mentions may have been a sexual escapade with a farm girl and the hypocrisy a clash of values with his employer. He does not know what to do with himself in the long days and hot nights. So he pours out a stream of guilty consciousness to a friend from whom he is drifting apart.40


The next day he writes to Steiner ‘in a gentler mood’ and the day after ‘in merry mood’. He is out at six in the morning with Farkas the shepherd, who is playing his ‘shawm’, a reed instrument. ‘The flowers growing at his feet trembled in the dreamy glow of his dark eyes, and his brown hair fluttered around his suntanned cheeks. Ah, Steiner! You are still asleep in bed and I have seen the dew on the grasses!’41 cries the former would-be suicide. The Baumgartens are off to the seaside that day, leaving him ‘free as a finch’. He might even spend next summer with them.


This is not a lunatic on the loose but a young artist in search of a style. Mahler’s ‘joy in life and the desire for death’ is borrowed from the popular storyteller E.T.A. Hoffmann whose Fantasies in the Manner of Callot have left a lasting impression. The Fantasies carry a preface by a fellow Romantic writer, Jean Paul (Richter). Mahler’s First Symphony is named ‘Titan’, after a Jean Paul novel; its third movement is titled ‘a funeral march in the manner of Callot’. ‘What the flowers in the meadow tell me’ appears in the Third Symphony and ‘shawm-playing shepherds’ appear in the margins of the Eighth.42 The suicide letter, far from expressing a death wish, contains the birth pains of a new composer, the point at which young Gustav becomes mature Mahler. Seldom in the history of art is the transition from pupa to chrysalis so graphically revealed.


And there is more to the letter than raw materials for future works. ‘With all the strength of despair,’ writes Mahler, ‘I cling to sorrow, my only consolation.’ This is an extraordinary revelation. Most people shun sorrow; Mahler embraces it. Sorrow is his retreat, the place he calls home when he is Lost to the World. Rather than avoid pain, he seeks it as a creative incubus. Time and again in his life, exhausted and infertile, he drives himself to a state of lonely despair, as he does in this letter, and all of a sudden a dam breaks and he is in the full flood of a new symphony. The moment he mentions sorrow in this letter, ‘all at once the sun shines upon me and gone is the ice that encased my heart.’ The threat of self-harm is his route to self-repair. He has discovered that the way to mend his life is by making art.


Mahler never again considers killing himself, neither in bereavement nor in the most hurtful betrayal. From now on, he takes strength from adversity. When faced with mortal illness, his response is not to acquiesce to fate but to resist to his last breath. If grief can heal, death can be defeated. Mahler’s attitude to life is clinically sane. He addresses the most harrowing of personal tragedies, the death of a child, with heart-rending grief and creative resilience, extracting from his darkness a Song of the Earth that affirms the essence of human connection. He loves life, no matter how badly it treats him. He affirms. As he says in the ‘madness’ letter, needs must.


So why Mahler?


And why now? The two FAQs are joined at the hip. Why does a discarded composer displace Beethoven in twenty-first-century playlists, and what took him so long? Two popular misapprehensions, of suppression and overnight resurrection, require correction.


Except under Nazi rule, Mahler’s music was never fully silenced. From his death in 1911 until the Second World War, his works were performed 2,200 times worldwide (Germany nine hundred, Holland four hundred, Austria three hundred43), more than any twentieth-century composer except Sibelius and Strauss. He did, however, provoke intense antagonism. In the United States, Arturo Toscanini and Walter Damrosch damned his symphonies as tedious. Time magazine, under the headline ‘Wormy Mahler’, warned that ‘the brooding melancholy of his music gets many a listener down’.44 In Britain, his works were said to be ‘laboriously put together and lacking that vital spark of inspiration’.45


The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who met Mahler as a boy, wrote: ‘If it is true that Mahler’s music is worthless, as I believe to be the case, then the question is what I think he ought to have done with his talent. For quite obviously it took a set of very rare talents to produce this bad music.’46 A less doctrinaire thinker might have asked himself why, if the music was so bad, it elicited a violent response. Bad art does not require intelligent deprecation. Mahler kept getting under people’s skin during the years when he was least performed.


His revival came in three waves. Centennial cycles by the BBC in 1959–60 and the New York Philharmonic in 1961–5 were ‘a test of fashion’,47 sustained by Bernstein’s recordings and Luchino Visconti’s use of the Fifth Symphony Adagietto as the soundtrack for Death in Venice in 1971. In the 1980s, the vastly improved sound of compact discs rekindled demand for Mahler as a hi-fi experience. By 1995 there were 1,168 Mahler CDs; fifteen years later there were twice as many.


A third wave was powered by the internet, where every known thing became infinitely reusable. Mahler featured on more than twenty film tracks between 1990 and 2010 – mostly the Adagietto, but also the Ninth Symphony in Woody Allen’s Husbands and Wives (1992), ‘I am Lost to the World’ in Jim Jarmusch’s Coffee and Cigarettes (2004) and Songs on the Death of Children in Alfonso Cuarón’s disturbing Children of Men (2006).48 The ‘Drinking Song’ from Das Lied von der Erde (Song of the Earth) played in an episode of the US funeral-parlour comedy Six Feet Under. T-shirts with the slogan ‘I’ve Been Mahlered’ were sold on street corners. Newspaper editors no longer prefaced Mahler’s name with an explanatory noun. His time had come, and proof abounded.


One morning in October 2007, commuters in Toronto, Canada, awoke to foot-high ‘Gustav Mahler’ graffiti on the Queen Street Bridge and along Lake Shore Boulevard East. ‘Who is the mystery Mahler among us?’ demanded a web-reporter,49 but answer came there none. Mahler was just there, written on the sideway walls. Why Mahler, why now? Is it the music, or the man? Or is it, perhaps, the melting-pot of turn-of-the-century Vienna, a place and time like our own, where confidence and fragility were tantalisingly interwoven? The Vienna of Freud, Mahler, Mach, Wittgenstein, Schnitzler, Herzl, Trotsky and the young Adolf Hitler forged the world we know today. It was a meeting point of individualism and collectivism, egotism and idealism, the erotic and the ascetic, the elevated and the debased. At its centre whirled Gustav Mahler. A hero to some, to others a sick neurotic, the man and his music are central to our understanding of the course of civilisation and the nature of human relationships.


Art that is both high and low, original and derived, breathtaking and banal, Mahler’s music resists textbook analysis. It is an open- ended mind game of intellectual and ironic discourse, a voyage of discovery that combines self-revelation, consolation and renewal. Mahler’s remedy is there whenever we need it. Each symphony is a search engine for inner truths. To know Mahler is, ultimately, to know ourselves.
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Living in a Nowhere Land (1860–1875)





A place, a name, a faith, perhaps


The landscape in high summer is a wash of gold and green. The harvest is ready for reaping and the hillsides are in leaf, the forests thick and dark as a warrior’s beard. There are blue lakes in the glades and ruined castles, magical haunts for a solitary boy. Bird-calls in the pines above are punctuated with in-blown wafts of cowbells, coach horns and tavern bands. This is the land that gave birth to Mahler, the landscape that infuses his music, the view he will call to mind each summer as he sits down to compose. It is preserved unaltered when I first visit; and the next time it is gone.


Mahler needs a remembrance of boyhood sights and sounds before he can write a note. His first composing studio is beside a lake, the second deep in woods, the third on a mountain meadow. ‘Don’t look up there,’ he tells a visitor who admires the view, ‘I have already used it up and set it to music.’1 He mines topography and memory for musical stimulus. Once, walking in woods, he hears a distant fairground, the crackle of shooting galleries, puppet shows, a military band, a choir. ‘You hear that?’ he cries.




That’s polyphony, and this is where I get it from! Even as a small child in the Iglau woods, it used to affect and impress me strangely. It’s all the same – a racket like this, a thousand birds singing, the howling of a storm, the slap of waves or the crackle of a fire. Just like this – from different sides – the themes appear, different from each other in rhythm and melody … and the artist orders and unites them into a harmonious whole.2





Mahler wants us to know where he comes from and how he is formed.


His landscape has no name. It is neither Bohemia nor Moravia but an undrawn borderland where the River Iglawa divides one province from the other in an empire that covers half of Europe from Split on the Adriatic Sea to Czernowitz in the Ukraine. A garrison town, Iglau (now Jihlava), guards the road from Prague to Brno and beyond to the capital, Vienna. Iglau (population thirteen thousand3) is historically a German-speaking island (deutsche Sprachinsel) in a Slavonic sea of Czechs. It remains so until May 1945 when the Czechs expel the Germans after six years of Nazi misrule.


Czechs and Germans aside, the region has a third ethnic group, oppressed by the other two. Jews, who have lived here for centuries, are treated as aliens. They must report to the police on entering Iglau, pay a fifteen-Kreutzer fine and be gone by nightfall.4 Their freedom to trade, move home and travel is restricted. They have no sense of permanence. ‘I am three times without a Heimat,’ says Mahler, ‘as a Bohemian in Austria, an Austrian among Germans and as a Jew throughout the world – always an intruder, never welcomed.’5 Heimat is German for homeland, for roots and birthright. As a Jew, Mahler has no place to call home.


Mahlers have lived in this province since before they were called Mahler. The first to bear the name does so in 1787 when Emperor Joseph II forces Jews to take German surnames for administrative convenience. Some, for a bribe to the clerk, become beautiful mountain (Schoenberg), peace (Fried) or joy (Freud). Others, less fortunate, are given pejorative labels: short (Klein), crinkled (Kraus) or blue-head (Blaukopf). Many are defined by occupation: Schneider (tailor), Schnitzler (chopper), Lehrer (teacher). Abraham, son of Jacob, registers at Chmelna, near Humpolec, as Abraham Jacob Mahler; he is a seller of spices, a synagogue singer and a shochet, a kosher slaughterer. ‘Mahler’, a variant of Maler (artist) or Müller (miller), bears no relation to Abraham’s livelihood. It appears to be a clerk’s misspelling of mohler, which is a local Yiddish variant of the Hebrew mohel, a man who carries out the rite of circumcision on male infants. The shochet, trained in the precise use of lethal knives, often serves the community as a mohler.


Abraham, son of Jacob, the first Mahler, has seven sons; his eldest, Bernard (Bernhard), has six. Under an oppressive law, only one child in any Jewish family is allowed to register a marriage. Bernard’s son Simon (born 1793) lives out of wedlock with Maria, daughter of Abraham Bondy, kosher butcher of Lipnitz (Lipnice); his eight children are listed as bastards. Simon and Maria’s father jointly own a distillery in Kalischt (Kaliste, ‘muddy pond’ in Czech). They leave it in 1855 to Simon’s eldest son, Bernhard (born 1827).


Bernhard is a driven man. Riding from village to village selling his brandy, this Mahler of the fourth generation has a book on his knees – a French grammar, a work of science or history. Fellow pedlars call him ‘the cart-seat scholar’. He gives private lessons to children of rich families and, in 1857, he marries Marie Hermann from Ledec, a lame girl with an augmented dowry. Marie is twenty years old to Bernhard’s thirty, shy and devout where he is bluff and sceptical. ‘She did not love him, hardly knew him,’ says their son. ‘They belonged together like fire and water. He was all stubbornness, she gentleness itself.’6 The couple occupy the Kalischt alehouse. A son, Isidor, born in March 1858, dies in a domestic accident. The next, born on Saturday 7 July 1860, is Gustav Mahler.


The Hebrew date is the seventeenth day of the month of Tammuz, the Fast of the Fourth Month when Jews begin three weeks of mourning for the destruction of Jerusalem in the years 586 BC and 70 AD. The fast is a warning from history, an omen of homelessness. Gustav Mahler enters the world on a day of dispossession.


A week later, on 14 July 1860, in Dolni Kralovice near Ledec, he is brought ‘into the Covenant (bris) of our Father Abraham’ by the act of circumcision. The mohel is David Kraus from Ledec, and the godfathers (sandekim) who hold the child during the ceremony are Ignatz Weiner and Anton Kern;7 Weiner is Marie’s favourite uncle.8


Male circumcision is a religious and social imperative for committed Jews, a bonding with tradition and community. It is a quick procedure. The mohel takes a scalpel and severs the prepuce from the head of the penis, after which a blessing is recited over a cup of wine and the baby is given his Hebrew name. Gustav is medieval German, from the Swedish, meaning ‘God’s staff ’.


Sigmund Freud, at his bris, becomes Shlomo. Franz Kafka is Anshel, Theodor Herzl is Benjamin Ze’ev. For Gustav Mahler, no Jewish name has been traced, though he must have received one. Let’s try and work it out. Bible names beginning with ‘G’ are scarce – Gad, Gershom, Gedalia, Gideon, Gavriel. In Yiddish there is the diminutive Getzel, short for Gottfried or Gustav. Was he Getzel? Unlikely, when other Mahlers had proper Hebrew names. A Hebrew match for Gustav, with two phonetic affinities, might be Yaakov (Jacob). The end syllable is the same and, in regional dialects, the initial G softens to Y (Yustov). Jacob was the patronymic of the first Mahler, Abraham. It is a family name. So is Gustav also Yaakov? Gustav means God’s staff, awesome and unbending. This name, throughout life, is Mahler’s shield against intimacy. No one, apart from his wife, calls him anything but Gustav, never slurred or truncated.


Yaakov is Isaac’s sneaky son who deceives his father with mess of pottage, a very different character. Yet Jacob is Mahler’s hero, a ‘tremendous symbol of creativity’,9 quoted in rehearsal when musicians cannot fathom his intentions. Facing a bemused Viennese chorus in the ‘Resurrection’ Symphony, he calls for silence and summons his alter ego: ‘This is Jacob wrestling with the Angel, and Jacob’s cry: I will not let you go until you bless me!’10 The biblical Jacob has nothing to do with any narrative of resurrection, and the singers cannot have been much enlightened. But to Mahler, Jacob is an indomitable fellow-striver, a man who has to fight the angels to earn his rightful due. ‘God won’t give me a blessing,’ he grumbles, ‘I have to wrest it from him in my terrible struggles to realise my works.’11 Just like Jacob, he adds, the son who ‘struggles with God until he is blessed’. Mahler’s art, his whole life, is a fight for that blessing. Like Jacob, who dons goatskin to claim his birthright, Gustav ‘changes his coat’ on becoming a Catholic to gain power in Vienna.12 Everything he does, even in deceit, is a bid for God’s blessing. Dying, he scrawls on his last symphony: ‘Oh, God, God, why have You forsaken me?’ Gustav, also Jacob, will not let go until he receives that blessing.




 





Three months after he is born, the Mahlers move into town. The Emperor Franz Josef, easing some anti-minority laws, allows Jews to live in Iglau. On 22 October 1860 Bernhard Mahler rents a house on Pirnitzergasse, at the lower end of the town square, and opens a tavern on the ground floor. His brother David joins him in the bar. Business is brisk. The garrison yields bored conscripts and the market thirsty traders. At night, officers in uniform dance with girls in billowing skirts, vanishing with them into nearby fields. Bernhard rents the house next door and starts a vinegar factory and a bakery. He gets into trouble over unpaid licences, prostitutes in the pub, late taxes and insulting a police officer. He is a busy, blustery man, who cuts corners and grabs serving girls. At home, he is an educational paragon, with a set of classic and modern literature in a glass-fronted sideboard.13 While Bernhard is on the make, Marie suffers headaches and ‘a weak heart’.14 Every year or two she has another child, fourteen in all. There are two bedrooms. Eight infants die under the age of two. As the coffins leave by the rear, the singing continues in the bar out front.


Business aside, the family’s migration to Iglau is dictated by religious needs. Kalischt, ‘a scattering of huts’, has three Jewish families, insufficient for a prayer quorum. Iglau is building a synagogue and a cemetery. By 1869 the town has 1,090 Jews, making up 5.4 per cent of the population, and ‘anti-Jewish riots and disturbances’ are reported.15


Bernhard, friendly with the synagogue cantor, is elected chairman of the Jewish education board. Marie lights candles on Friday nights and keeps a kosher home. Judaism, however, is in a state of flux. From the east, Hasidism blows happy-clappy ecstasies into a scholastic faith. In the north, Moses Mendelssohn brings Jews into ethical dialogue with Christians. Reform rabbis relax the old rules, allowing mixed-sex seating in synagogues and one-day festivals; some even permit the eating of pork. A counter-Reformation is driven from Moravia by a university-educated German rabbi, Samson Raphael Hirsch, who preaches a coexistence of Torah and science. Iglau is in the thick of these controversies. Its rabbi, Jacob Joachim Unger, has a doctorate in philology from the University of Berlin.


The Judaism in which Gustav Mahler is raised is lukewarm, mainstream Orthodox with infusions of other trends. He encounters Hasidic melody from itinerant klezmer bands, their music shifting, with a nod of the head, from morbid to manic and back. Klezmer is a music that obeys no code of conduct, unlike the military bands that parade daily in Iglau’s town square. A collision of army discipline and smiley Jewish individualism is imprinted on the boy’s mind.


The first language he hears at home is Yiddish, a dialect made up of German, Hebrew, Aramaic and Slavonic terms with a syntax all its own. Known as mameloshn, mother’s tongue, Yiddish allows Jews to communicate in code. Double negatives are designed to confuse alien ears, along with a courtesy so elaborate that only by listening to tone and observing hand motions can anyone be sure whether a word is flattery or insult. Yiddish rings loud in Mahler’s adult response. ‘Am I a wild animal?’16 he shouts at celebrity gawkers, using a Yiddish term, vilde khaye, that conveys both feral danger and boyish mischief, terror and endearment in one useful obfuscation. ‘So many fingers and none to be stirred,’17 he yells at his sisters, when they keep him waiting. He teaches his gentile wife the word schlemiel (which she understands as ‘fool’ when he means clumsy), and he employs Unserer, a yiddishism denoting fellow Jews but signifying to Mahler any sympathetic soul.18 Crucially, Yiddish gives his music the possibility of sustaining two contrary meanings. Every innovation that Mahler makes derives from his tribal origins.


The synagogue is the scene for one of the earliest reported incidents in his life. The congregation is singing in unison one Sabbath morning when, ‘from his mother’s arms’, the three-year-old boy shouts ‘Be quiet! That’s horrible!’ and starts singing Eits a binkel Kasi (Hrasi), ‘one of his favourite songs’.19 Eits is a Czech pedlar’s ditty about a swaying knapsack. Sung in polka rhythm, it is a bawdy ballad, unsuited for a place of worship. Mahler relates the story as a token of his refusal to tolerate bad music. There is an element of myth-making involved in his narration. He is leaving false trails for future biographers like me, playing us along a line of no return.


Introduced by a funeral march


At his grandparents’ house in Ledec, the little boy disappears. He is found in the attic, on tiptoe, his fingers tapping a disused piano. Grandfather Hermann asks if he would like to have it as his own and delivers the instrument to Iglau by ox-cart. Gustav is four years old when he learns to play. At six, he writes a ‘Polka With An Introductory Funeral March’. His mother promises him a reward if he makes no blots on the page.


If he catches her listening at the door he stops playing, then castigates himself for depriving her of pleasure. When she suffers a headache, he stands behind her chair and begs God to make her better. There is a clinical term for small children who care for needy parents. Pathological nurturance, it is called, and it aptly describes Mahler as he protects his lame, child-ridden mother from his robust, frightening and uncontrollable father. Bernhard abuses his wife and has sex with servant girls. During a marital row, Gustav runs out of the house in a panic, into the path of an organ-grinder who is playing the old plague song, ‘Ach du lieber Augustin’. Dr Freud will find this most interesting, telling Mahler that it explains why his music mixes intense emotion with cliché and banality. What Freud cannot see is that Mahler is being conditioned by a clash of parental temperaments to fuse opposites in a single phrase.


Bernhard demands a composition to match the one he wrote for Marie. Gustav sets a poem by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing about Turks who chase girls but drink no wine. His first attempt at irony? He is surely too young and too scared to satirise his lustful, teetotal father. Bernhard, delighted, rewards the boy with the key to his bookcase. Gustav becomes a constant reader. Hurting his finger, he howls ‘for hours’ until he is given Don Quixote. Moments later he is roaring with laughter, all pain forgotten.20


To escape misery at home he hides in the forest all summer’s day until he is ‘overcome by a shudder of Panic dread’.21 He bursts into tears for no reason. He loses himself in music. Catching sight of a band on the way home from school, he is so absorbed by the sound that he forgets he needs the toilet and soils his pants.22 His brother Ernst, a year younger, is his happy acolyte, shining his shoes and doing his share of household chores in exchange for Gustav playing him tunes on the piano. Between one cot death and the next, a healthy sister, Leopoldine (Poldi) is born in 1863, followed by Louis (Alois, 1867) and Justine (Justi, 1868). Justi places candles around her bed, pretending to be dead. Ernst never fully recovers from an attack of rheumatic fever. A spectre of death hangs over the house.


The town choirmaster Heinrich Fischer, who lives next door, recruits Gustav to sing in his church. At school, Rabbi Unger marks him ‘Excellent’ in religion (Jewish). In other subjects he is barely ‘Adequate’. He goes swimming with Fischer’s son Theodore, and hears folk tales from his nursemaid. One is called ‘Das klagende Lied’, the song of lament. Mahler remembers that.


On 20 December 1869, the town crier announces in the square that a purse has been found with three gold coins and sixty-four and a half Kreutzer. It has been handed in at the police station by ‘the schoolboy Mahler’ who found it ‘under the snow on the corner of Pirniztergasse, near the sewer drain-cover’. It is a large sum, two weeks’ wages for a bricklayer.23 Picture ‘the schoolboy Mahler’, solitary and contemplative, scuffing snow in the gutter outside his house. He sees a purse and, with no thought of reward, relinquishes it to the authorities, an act of selfless renunciation.


The following year, on 13 October 1870, the boy commands public attention once again. A piano recital takes place at the Iglau theatre:




A nine year-old boy [sic], the son of a Jewish businessman here by name of Maler [sic], gave his first public performance on the piano before a large audience. The success that the future virtuoso achieved with his audience was great. It would have been greater still on an instrument of the same quality as his fine playing.24





Bernhard, delighted by his success, takes Gustav to Prague and enrols him at a Gymnasium, an advanced secondary school. He boards with a Jewish family in the leather trade, Grünfeld by name, two of whose sons are making musical careers. Alfred is a pianist and Heinrich a cellist. They are eight and five years older than Gustav, who later complains that they stole his shoes and clothes. It seems unlikely, given the disparity in age, but he is in all sorts of torment. One day he enters a room and sees a servant girl writhing on the floor beneath Alfred or Heinrich. In ‘shock and disgust’, he rushes to help her, only to get ‘soundly abused by both of them’.25 It is a brutal introduction to the act of love, inculcating a lifelong prudishness, but is it true? No such incident is mentioned in Heinrich Grünfeld’s memoirs,26 nor is there lasting rancour between him and the family. Mahler employs a third brother, Siegmund, as a coach at the Vienna Opera; Alfred attends Mahler’s funeral.27 Mahler is sowing false clues again, casting himself as Candide, an innocent among the depraved.


Bernhard, visiting Prague in February 1872, finds the boy bottom of his class, his pallor severe. He feeds him in a restaurant and whisks him home for three more years of mothering. In his months away, however, Gustav has acquired emotional distance. In letters home, he reports nothing of his inner life, only how he is sleeping, what he eats and excretes: ‘I upset my stomach in the train compartment and in the dining car on a steak and salad and, upon my arrival, I had to lie down after an extremely severe rash and a terrible headache.’28 He suffers from ‘damned haemorrhoids’,29 as well as migraines, ‘angina’30 and ‘stomach catarrh’. Even when feeling ‘excellent’, he adds – ‘as is seldom the case’.31 Marcel Proust, in letters to his Maman, indulges a similar hypochondria, a substitute for meaningful communication.


Gustav’s barmitzvah approaches. He is down to recite from the Torah on Saturday 12 July 1873, chanting verses from the portion of Balak (Numbers 22:2 to 25:9). Three months beforehand, ‘the young virtuoso Mahler’ takes part in synagogue events to honour the wedding of Archduchess Gisela; three weeks before his barmitzvah, Marie gives birth to a boy, Otto. Although there is no record of him singing his barmitzvah, it is inconceivable that a son of the chairman of education could have failed to pass this rite of passage. Mahler, after leaving Iglau, retains his respect for Jewish tradition and his affection for its synagogue. Years later, as head of the Vienna Opera, he meets a singer, Max Davidsohn, who once served as a synagogue cantor. Mahler takes Davidsohn to the music room of his hotel and demands to hear a Hebrew prayer. The singer intones ‘Do not forsake us in old age, when strength gives out,’ from the Yom Kippur liturgy. ‘Yes,’ sighs Mahler, ‘that is religious. That is how I heard it as a child, sung by the old cantor at our synagogue.’32 He sits at the keyboard, improvising on the tune, gripped by Sehnsucht, a longing for lost heritage. If his barmitzvah gets forgotten, that may be due to an unfolding tragedy in the family.


Ernst is dying, wasting away from congestive heart failure brought on by rheumatic fever. Gustav sits by his bed for months, spinning stories:33




I invented all sorts of gruesome fairy-tales for him: about giants and monsters in the most terrifying forms, with two heads and four arms, doing the most frightful things. When these monsters no longer made an impression, they were given more arms and ten, twenty, a hundred heads – until even that did not satisfy the fevered, wandering imagination of my charge and they had to have thousands and millions. Finally, instead of monsters, what appears on the scene but a normal person.34





Ernst is Gustav’s adoring fan, his confidence blanket. His death on 13 April 1875 is a devastating loss. Gustav mourns as never before (or again) and then, abruptly, he stops.


That summer he takes a job on a farm, copying music for its manager, Gustav Schwarz. At night, he writes an opera with Joseph Steiner, son of another employee. The opera Ernst, Duke of Swabia is based on a Ludwig Uhland play about Ernst’s love for his friend, Werner. Mahler is writing about his brother. Schwarz, hearing the boys sing arias from their opera, secures Gustav an audition with Julius Epstein, professor at the Vienna Conservatoire of Music. Bernhard refuses point-blank, fearing he will ‘be corrupted by bad company in Vienna’.35 Schwarz persuades him to let the boy go. In Vienna Epstein declares, ‘Herr Mahler, your son is a born musician.’ Bernhard says he wants Gustav to study commerce and run the distillery. ‘The young man has spirit,’ quips Epstein, ‘but not for the spirits trade.’ On 10 September 1875, Gustav Mahler registers as a full-time student in the Empire’s foremost music college.


Leaving home at fifteen is a defining act. I left at sixteen to study in another country, in a foreign language. A lone, bright youngster is a magnet for all types of adult ambitions, the object of more attention than he seeks or can always handle. But to be young and far from home is no bad thing. Others invent roles and opportunities for you to fulfil, or not. Like Mahler, I felt no homesickness, no regret at leaving tragedy and faith behind. Leaving home liberates the creative faculty to convert sorrow into art. Mahler is not yet a composer, but he is on the way to finding a destiny.
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Iglau (Jihlava) froze in time for the next century, fossilised like a pterodactyl at the onset of the Ice Age. On my first visit in the mid-1980s, little had changed since Mahler left. The town square, dating back to Good King Wenceslas, was unaltered apart from a grey concrete store at the far side and a flutter of red-banner slogans around the town hall. The vaulted stairwell of Mahler’s boyhood home on the Pirnitzergasse, now Malinovskeho, felt suitably spooky, the interior decayed. Balconies crumbled over the courtyard, their rails at crazy angles. Boiled cabbage and fresh sewage were the prevalent smells. A bronze plaque was affixed to an outer wall, but no mention of Mahler could be found in the town’s guidebook, printed in Czech, German, French, English and Russian. As a foreign journalist, I was ringed by government minders. A cloud of dogma and disinformation hung over the wretched town.


A visit had been arranged to the municipal archives. In the cellars of the town hall, by some state order that had never been revoked, all school registers and examination papers of the past century and a half had been kept on file. With a minimum of fuss, I could read the name of every boy who had sat in Mahler’s class and every essay he wrote. Rabbi Unger’s signature leaped off the foot of a Religious Studies paper. I asked if I could take photocopies. A curator confided in German that photocopiers were banned in the Workers’ Paradise. I transcribed a few quick lines of what seemed the most remarkable essay, ‘On the Influence of the Orient on German Literature’, which had been marked ‘Less than Adequate’.36 It was easy to see how an adolescent in this numb place might reach out to a distant East, a point of flight. Mahler felt very close to me at that moment.


I rode on to Kaliste, formerly Kalischt. Mahler’s birthplace, struck by lightning, had burned to the ground and been rebuilt to scale. ‘Such a miserable little house,’ he called it. ‘None of the windows even had glass. In front of the house was a little pond. The village, a few scattered huts, was nearby.’37 The house was still a tavern.


A quarter of a century later, it no longer was. After communism, the nowhere land glimpsed opportunity. In September 1998 a Mahler birthplace museum opened in the Kaliste inn, an official-looking edifice with safety notices and fire extinguishers. Invited to embed a message in a foundation capsule, I wrote a few words about Mahler being a man of modern times and, as I wrote, regretted the onset of sterile modernity in this static place.


Jihlava, too, was refurbishing the Mahler home at what was now Znojemska ulice 265/4. The archives were gone and a Hotel Gustav Mahler, thirty-seven en-suite rooms with satellite television, dominated the square. At the far side grinned Ronald McDonald, serving identi-meals in 119 countries, to 47 million customers daily.38 Mahler’s town was being progressively homogenised.


In search of Mahler, I walked out of town and into a forest where the composer David Matthews told me he could hear the opening of the First Symphony in ‘the wind whistling through the trees … a sound uncannily like that six-octave A on string harmonics’.39 It was a windless day. I sat on a fallen log like that dark-eyed boy called Gustav, all alone. Suddenly, a story came into my head.


The boy on a bicycle


One morning in July 1937, a boy heard bells ringing at the Humpolec fire station and followed the trucks on his bicycle to Kaliste, where the inn was ablaze. ‘Remember,’ said his mother that evening, ‘a famous musician was born there.’ Twenty months later, on 16 March 1939, the boy saw flames licking the sky at Jihlava. The Germans had torched the synagogue under orders from Gauleiter Arthur Seyss-Inquart, a local lout from Stannern (Stonarov). On 28 April, Seyss-Inquart organised a pogrom, evicting the town’s 1,200 Jews. ‘Remember,’ said Jiri’s mother, ‘the famous musician sang in that synagogue.’


And remember he did. Through half a century of Nazism and Communism, Jiri Rychetsky never forgot Gustav Mahler. He became a teacher in Humpolec, then headmaster, living under state terror and unable to speak his mind. ‘Even here,’ he told me at the dining table of his spartan apartment, ‘my wife and I could not talk to one another for fear the children might repeat something at school and we would all get into trouble. So we talked about Gustav Mahler, and the exhibition I was making.’


Mahler had ups and downs under Czech communism. The first culture minister Zdenek Nejedly had been a music critic, author of a Mahler biography, but his successors backed Czech-speaking composers. In July 1960, Jiri Rychetsky fixed a centennial plaque onto the Kaliste inn, ‘my first activity for Gustav Mahler’,40 and began to plan a permanent exhibition in Humpolec. When I visited, he took me to every ruined synagogue in the region. At Ledec I saw the loft where Mahler touched his first piano. At the defunct Jewish cemetery of Humpolec, I found his grandparents lying close to Kafka’s uncle. Jiri kept the graves tidy.


Mahler mattered greatly to the headmaster of Humpolec, keeping him sane and humane in a moral vacuum. Pupils told me how Jiri had talked of Mahler as a light in darkness, lux in tenebrae, their escape from the deadly conformity of state socialism. Mahler was their secret word for freedom, for imagining a life elsewhere. Mahler meant more, in this nowhere land, than anywhere I have been or seen. 
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