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Foreword





Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s Erinnerungen an Gustav Mahler were published in 1923, having been selected and edited after her death from a bulky collection of notes entitled Mahleriana. Truncated and fragmented as it was – often necessarily so, since the manuscript was a personal journal, unprepared for publication – the volume, which is here presented in translation for the first time, rapidly established itself as one of the most important of the early memoirs of the composer. While complemented by those of Ferdinand Pfohl, Bruno Walter and, of course, Alma Mahler, it remains indispensable.


The reason is that its author had an uncanny, if sometimes overzealous, instinct for history. She is consequently a godsend to the historian: the eye-witness who knew what she was witnessing and who had a rare knack for probing into Mahler’s creative, and recreative, notions – the record of which interests us now quite as much as the more anecdotal evocation of his life and times. Her accounts of his ideas about the performance of other people’s music, and of conversations about his Third and Fourth Symphonies while he was working on them, occupy some of the most extraordinary and absorbing pages of these Recollections.


Their author is an elusive figure, whose name will rarely be found in other contemporary accounts of this period of Mahler’s life. From the rather curious volume of Fragments (Fragmente, Vienna, 1907) that Natalie Bauer-Lechner devoted herself to after the end of her adoring friendship with Mahler, we discover a certain amount about her intellectual and spiritual preoccupations, many of which clearly owed much to the man she describes there as one of the ‘lords’ of her life. Of the details of that life we learn less. Born in 1858, the eldest child (of three) of a Viennese bookshop owner, she was educated by private tutors and much influenced by the cultured and genial atmosphere of her parents’ home. An inevitable attraction to books and reading was, from the start, supplemented by a strong love of music, that was inspired by her father’s piano-playing and her mother’s singing. Having studied at the Vienna Conservatory (where she subsequently met Mahler for the first time), she was to become the viola-player of the Soldat-Röger string quartet. In an English music-lexicon of the 1920s, Marie Soldat-Röger, a pupil of Joachim’s, is still recalled as the founder and leader of an ‘excellent ladies’ string quartette’.


For further details about Natalie Bauer-Lechner, we must turn to the work of Mahler’s biographer, M. Henry-Louis de La Grange. From him we learn that the crucial period of her relationship with Mahler began in 1890, when, after the break up of her marriage, she wrote to him, as an acquaintance of some years’ standing, wishing to take up an earlier, general invitation and escape from Vienna and her recent experience in a trip to Budapest, where he was at that time Director of the Royal Opera. The letter, and Mahler’s reply, are mentioned in the early pages of the Recollections, which then take up the story in their own way; or part of the story, that is.


For the rest, particularly in as much as it concerns Natalie Bauer-Lechner herself, we must turn back to M. de La Grange, who has been fortunate to discover the original manuscript of the Mahleriana and thus to have been able to make use of some of the more intimate passages omitted by J. Killian (almost certainly the husband of Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s niece, Friedericke Killian, née Drechsler), who was the editor of the Recollections. He has, moreover, been able to describe the curious condition of this manuscript. At the very end of the first volume of his biography of Mahler, M. de La Grange observes: ‘Most regrettably, various unknown hands have torn up numerous pages of her original manuscript, which doubtless contained a wealth of further information about the psychological atmosphere that prevailed in the Mahler family.’


I am myself indebted to some information supplied to the eminent Mahler scholar, Dr Donald Mitchell, by Professor E. H. Gombrich (whose mother, Professor Leonie Gombrich-Hock, had been a member of the Mahler circle in Vienna), for a measure of elucidation here. During the ten years or so of her close association with Mahler, Natalie Bauer-Lechner frequented the same circle of Viennese artists and intellectuals as he, but she could not always hold her own in this highly sophisticated atmosphere. Her rather too ingenuous, with Mahler too obviously worshipful, attitude was no doubt responsible for some general antipathy towards her, which expressed itself most clearly in disapproval of the Mahleriana manuscript, which she seems to have been quite ready to lend to friends and acquaintances. Professor Gombrich notes that his parents had it in their possession for some time, but found it too embarrassing to read in its entirety. Others who saw it seem generally to have felt that it touched rather too closely upon matters that often concerned themselves.


The flavour of such embarrassment can hardly now be recalled, while the value of what has remained, of the vivid picture painted in the following pages of one of the last great artists of a great tradition, adds a touch of the heroic to the tragic pathos that seems to shade the author’s features in the few photographs by which she is known to us. If things had been otherwise, if the world were not as it is, she might have become a devoted wife and assistant to Mahler and gained a quite different place in history. As it was, the rising of the star of the brilliant young Alma Schindler in Mahler’s universe inevitably entailed the final sinking of Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s below his horizon. She was to die in poverty in 1921.


*


It is, nevertheless, Mahler himself who dominates these pages, and on whose account they will be valued. In preparing the text of Dika Newlin’s translation for publication, my aim has been to still the desire to comment – a whole supplementary volume might have been written – and restrict myself largely to acting as a medium through which recent research into Mahler’s life and works might throw light onto its otherwise obscure or enigmatic corners. Wherever possible, I have, in the footnotes, directed the reader to the relevant sections of books referred to – M. de La Grange’s remarkable biography and Dr Donald Mitchell’s Gustav Mahler: the Wunderhorn Years inevitably being cited frequently. The most notable omission from the bibliography will be found to be Mahler’s Selected Letters. While constant reference to these will be essential for the serious student of Mahler’s life and works, I have allowed their recent availability in translation to absolve me from the space-consuming activity of providing systematic cross-reference here.


In conclusion, two points must be raised concerning the authenticity of the text here translated, and the general veracity and reliability of its subject-matter (touched upon both in Paul Stefan’s Introduction and J. Killian’s Afterword). With respect to the first, only when the original manuscript, now in M. de La Grange’s possession, becomes available for study will the extent of J. Killian’s editorial activities become clear. The only alternative readings of certain portions of the text otherwise accessible are in the form of extracts which appeared during Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s lifetime in the pages of two periodicals: Der Merker (April 1913) and the Musikblätter des Anbruch (April 1920). The latter offers a small amount of material that was not included in J. Killian’s published edition, although, in the main, the text of the selected passages is exactly as found there. They were in fact published as ‘Mahler-Ausspruche’ (‘sayings’ or ‘remarks’) ‘collected by Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Salzburg’, a footnote adding that they had been taken ‘from a work on Mahler currently in preparation’. Still more interesting, however, is the anonymous, five-page collection of extracts ‘From a Diary about Mahler’ printed in the March 1913 edition of Der Merker. While this material can mostly be located in the published Recollections, there are many textual variations, even on the level of word-choice and sentence-structure, and a good deal of additional matter is to be found in it. Natalie Bauer-Lechner may well have selected and re-written these passages for publication at this time, and was herself possibly responsible for the curious, and surely mistaken, attribution of the section dealing with the Andante of the Second Symphony (see here) to ‘June 1894’. Alternatively, we might imagine that they represent most truthfully her own, original text, before she handed the Mahleriana over to J. Killian, sometime before the appearance of the Anbruch extracts in 1920, for him to edit and possibly re-phrase in places after his own fashion.


Material to be found in both the Der Merker and Anbruch collections of extracts, which appears to have been omitted by J. Killian, is included in translation in a list of addenda in Appendix I at the end of the present volume. The reader is alerted to the presence of such additional material by asterisks at the relevant points in the main text. As I have been unable to consult the original in order to check their authenticity, minor variations and omissions have not been indicated.


Concerning the general reliability of the subject-matter of the Recollections, one of its most striking, if at the same time slightly disturbing features is, of course, Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s faith in her own ability to recall long stretches of conversation apparently verbatim. Nevertheless, the accuracy of the many details which can be verified from other sources can only lead one to consider the faithfulness of the rest as at least of the highest degree possible in such reporting, without the use of tape-recorder or on-the-spot shorthand notes. The volume of Fragmente, to which I have already referred, reveals Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s life-long penchant for writing in the open air and in such unlikely places as trains and buses. Recognising her privileged position as the unwittingly adopted ‘observer’ on Mahler’s working summer holidays with his sisters – his letters also picture ‘dear, merry old Natalie’ as a valued companion and the high-spirited instigator of long walks – she may well have devoted as much care and effort to the accuracy of her journal as Mahler to the creative work he had in hand.


It seems certain that her obvious attentions became irksome to him. She was specifically not invited to join the family party in the summer of 1894, and in a letter of 1897 (KBD p. 212) he was to describe her as ‘excessively worked up’ over the question of whether or not he should bring Anna von Mildenburg to Vienna. The complete sentence is interesting, however: ‘On this question [Frau Bauer] seems to be excessively worked up, which is quite unlike her.’ The final words (my italics) are as relevant as any that we have from Mahler’s own pen to the question of Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s reliability as a witness and chronicler. They must stand in the place of any more explicit testimonial.


P. R. F.  
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The Attersee, showing the Gasthaus used by Mahler in  the summers of 1893 to 1898
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The Wörther See, showing the position of the villa built by Mahler in 1899
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Introduction to the first edition





This book is one of the rare documents of Mahler’s youth; the testimony of one who experienced the sustained ardour of his nature at first hand.


The Recollections, which I briefly introduce here, have been well known to me for many years. Thirteen years ago, Natalie Bauer-Lechner gave them to me in their first draft as material for my biography of Mahler. There was often discussion of my helping the author to prepare her work for publication, but this did not come about during her lifetime.


I would first express my thanks to Natalie Bauer-Lechner for her friendship. But I feel that the ever-growing number of those who honour Mahler, the artist and the man, will be grateful to her for her Recollections. A precious past is mirrored in them.


Every word that this woman said and wrote betrayed her boundless ‘hero-worship’ [in English in the original]. While not concerned with biographical minutiae, she always managed to sense something of his true spirit.


True, Mahler – elemental as every genius – defies description. He is at once just as portrayed and yet quite different. Even the fidelity of an Eckermann obscures the features of a demonic Goethe behind the one we meet in the Conversations. Then, too, men and women evaluate differently. And – last but not least – Mahler was unusually impulsive, unusually shy.


In his Afterword, the editor warns against seeking exact dates and quotations in these memoirs. For example, the negative comments on Johann Strauss are inconsistent with Mahler’s often-expressed admiration for this composer. Quotations and dates – these do not constitute the true content and value of these Recollections. They give us perhaps less, certainly more.


The ground covered by the Recollections is quickly sketched. They accompany Mahler to the creative crisis which is expressed in the change of direction between the Wunderhorn Symphonies and the Fifth Symphony. The son of simple people, who yet recognize and carefully cherish his great gifts, is brought to the Vienna Conservatory. Fortunately, he comes into contact with Bruckner; German culture at its best influences him. The musician fights his way through; even working in a provincial theatre cannot drag him down. And so we follow the conductor’s triumphal progress from Budapest, via Hamburg to Vienna. At the same time, we catch a glimpse of the simple and peaceful domestic life of a quiet man, faithfully cared for by his sister Justi (subsequently Justine Rosé).1 We see the conquest of the great Court Opera by a man of thirty-seven; the hostile forces are not yet at work.


The Recollections follow the fate of Mahler the composer with equally lively sympathy. They accompany the Second and Third Symphonies from the little house on the Attersee, where they were written, to the hostile concert halls of Berlin. The songs lead to the Fourth Symphony, and the problems of the Fifth are already hinted at. Mahler would probably have expressed himself differently to a composer or a conductor. Yet he spoke to a woman who was herself a practising musician, to whom music was a calling, not merely a living.


The period immediately following these Recollections was to see a profound transformation in the man and his fortunes. In Alma Maria Schindler, Mahler won both a wife and the partner in a lofty spiritual relationship. His Viennese theatre, which he led towards a new ‘Golden Age’ [klassischer Zeit], brought him into contact with Alfred Roller. His mode of expression grew purer, more spiritual. He became the creator of the later orchestral symphonies; of the triumphant Eighth, and the eternal ‘Farewell’.2


Roller’s words of reminiscence, in his introduction to Die Bildnisse von Gustav Mahler,3 picture the man and artist of those last ten years. His letters, selected and edited by Frau Alma, will provide additional documentation.4


And all such evidence will make still more vivid our impression of that [image: ] [‘intensity’ or ‘forcefulness’] which was the essence of Mahler. To be sure, he lived among us men in a particular time, a certain city – yet today he is already the stuff of legend. No words do him justice; no picture, not even his own creative work, gives quite the measure of him.





Paul Stefan5                


Whit Sunday, 1923.   







Notes


1. In 1902 she married Arnold Rosé who was leader of the Philharmonic and Court Opera Orchestra throughout Mahler’s time in Vienna.


2. ‘des ewigen Abschieds’: Stefan refers, of course, to the final movement of Das Lied von der Erde, ‘Der Abschied’.


3. The Portraits of Gustav Mahler, Leipzig, 1922. Roller (1864–1935) had been brought into the Vienna Opera by Mahler as a stage designer in 1903.


4. A collection of them was published the following year (Gustav Mahler: Briefe, 1879–1911, ed. Alma Mahler, Berlin-Vienna-Leipzig, 1924). They are now available in English: Selected Letters of Gustav Mahler, ed. Knud Martner, London, 1979.


5. Stefan (1879–1943) was an important early supporter of Mahler. Following his Gustav Mahlers Erbe (Munich, 1908) and Gustav Mahler: Ein Bild in Widmungen (Munich, 1910), his revised Gustav Mahler: eine Studie über Persönlichkeit und Werk (Munich, 1920) is one of the most valuable of the early biographies of the composer.

























Early history of my friendship with Gustav Mahler





My first recollection of Gustav Mahler dates back to his Conservatory years,1 when my sister Ellen and I, having completed our violin studies early, would go and sit in on Hellmesberger’s2 orchestral rehearsals.


It was just before the composition contest; a symphony of Mahler’s was to be played. Since he could not pay a copyist, he had worked for days and nights copying the parts for all the instruments and, here and there, some mistakes had crept in. Hellmesberger became furious, flung down the score at Mahler’s feet, and cried out in his peevish way: ‘Your parts are full of mistakes; do you think that I’ll conduct something like that?’ Even after the parts were corrected, he could not be persuaded to perform Mahler’s work. So, at the last moment Mahler had to compose a Piano Suite instead. As he told me later: ‘Since it was a much weaker and more superficial work, it won a prize, while my good things were all rejected by the worthy judges.’3


This scene made an indelible impression on me. Even today, I can see the young man – so far above his so-called ‘superior’ – forced to tolerate such shameful treatment. In a flash I realized into what hands the genius of this young man had been placed, and what he would have to suffer in the course of his life.


At the Pichlers’, the family of a Conservatory class-mate, where we were all received cordially and spent such happy, carefree hours as are known only in early youth, I later briefly met Mahler again. Once I spent more time with him in a gathering at Kralik’s.4 Asked to play the Meistersinger Prelude, he did so in such a grandiose style that a whole orchestra seemed to resound under his hands. Otherwise, as always in ‘elegant’ company, he behaved rather like an ‘unlicked bear-cub’, and seemed to feel ill at ease. But when we sat together at supper, he relaxed completely, and we became absorbed in a fascinating conversation about Wilhelm Meister.


When I met Mahler again, years later, his Leipzig period was behind him. He looked miserable, was physically very run-down and – as always when he had no position – was oppressed by the darkest misgivings, as if he would never find employment again.


A few more years passed and, at the age of twenty-eight, Mahler had become Director of the Opera in Budapest.5 One day, he came to Vienna to visit his sister and brother: Poldi,6  who died not long afterwards, and Otto,7 whom Mahler had liberated from his father’s business a year before and – since he showed a profound, characteristically Mahlerian gift for music – had sent to the Conservatory in Vienna at his own expense. These two, and myself, were invited one evening to the Löhrs’, whose son Fritz,8 a splendid man and scholar, was Mahler’s dearest friend for many years. Mahler, who had always had a strong need for home ties, felt at his best there, among family and friends. He was in the liveliest of moods, and singled me out for special attention – as he always threw himself vehemently into a friendship whenever he felt especially attracted to a person. He invited us all to visit him in Budapest.




Notes


1. Natalie graduated from the Conservatory in 1872, but apparently continued to use its facilities while her sister was a student. Mahler was there from 1875–8. (See Geschichte der K. K. Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Wien, by Richard von Perger and Robert Hirschfeld, Vienna, 1912, vol. 1, p. 332.)


2. The violinist Joseph Hellmesberger (1829–93) was Director of the Vienna Conservatory from 1851 until his death. His son, the composer and conductor of the same name (1855–1907), was to succeed Mahler as conductor of the Philharmonic Concerts in Vienna in 1902.


3. It is known that Mahler won prizes for piano quintet movements in July 1876 (a first movement) and July 1878 (a scherzo). (See HLG, p. 706.) For a full discussion of Mahler’s early works see the new edition of Gustav Mahler: the Early Years by Donald Mitchell (London, 1980).


4. The Bohemian writer Richard von Kralik (strictly, Richard Kralik von Meyerswalden) had joined the circle of young aesthetes surrounding the poet Siegfried Lipiner (see here) at about the same time as Mahler, in 1878. With Mahler and Lipiner he founded a somewhat short-lived, Wagnerian-romantic ‘Saga Society’ in 1881. It would appear to have been at a meeting of the Saga Society that this incident took place (see WMG, p. 101ff).


5. October 1888 to March 1891.


6. Leopoldine Mahler, subsequently Quittner (1863–89).


7. Born in 1873, Otto Mahler committed suicide in 1895.


8. The archaeologist Friedrich Löhr (1859–1924).

























PART I


Mahler abroad




























Visit to Budapest





A year or a year-and-a-half after Mahler’s visit to Vienna I wrote to him, explaining that I planned to visit him in Budapest. He answered immediately and cordially, saying that the prospect of seeing me there put him in the pleasantest of moods, and that I should keep my promise as soon as possible. ‘I’m almost curious’ he added ‘to see whether we’ll talk to each other or be silent.’


Mahler led a very lonely life in Budapest. ‘Except in my distasteful profession, I’ve practically forgotten how to talk’ he said. ‘I don’t get around to composing either, or even to playing the piano; for what I’m doing here is mere drudgery, and that’s incompatible with things closer to my heart.’


He had turned his little apartment over to me for the duration of my stay, having moved into a hotel on my behalf.


Along with the general problems of living in a foreign country, his artistic position in Budapest was irritating and unbearable. He was limited first of all by the foreign language, which had no outstanding musical literature of its own and into which by no means all operas had been translated. Mahler himself was the first to have a translation of the Ring Cycle made; this caused him a great deal of trouble, as he did not know Hungarian. He had difficulty finding singers, too, since only a very few of the good ones knew Hungarian, and these were the only ones he would consider. In order to get rid of the dreadful abuse of having a single opera sung, during the course of one evening, in Hungarian, Italian and often French or German as well, he had established the artistic principle that a work must be sung throughout in one language, namely Hungarian. This ‘Magyarization’ of art, however, was a personal torture for him. ‘Oh, to hear a single word sung in German once more! You wouldn’t believe how unbearably I long for that!’ he exclaimed when we were in the theatre together.


Mahler performed miracles for the people of Budapest. Not only did he present model performances for them, but he dragged the hopelessly swamped operatic cart out of the mire, and turned its considerable deficit into a large surplus. For all this, they were anything but grateful to him; in fact, they attacked him from all sides. This was especially true of the operatic personnel, whom he had forced to unaccustomed and increased labours. Under the pretext of affronted patriotism, a few of the chorus members even went so far as to challenge him to a duel. However, Mahler published in the principal Budapest paper1 an open letter which gave his precise reasons for opposing duels in general and this one in particular. This simply redoubled the rage of his opponents, so that he went in fear of his life.


On the street you could hardly walk five steps with him without everyone stopping and craning their necks to get a look – so well known was he. This made him so furious that he would stamp his foot and yell: ‘Am I a wild animal then, that everyone can stop and stare at me as in a menagerie?’


Mahler used to recover from these ordeals on the excursions which he made alone (or, at this time, with me) into the surrounding countryside.




Notes


1. The incident occurred in October 1890. Mahler’s letter, declining the challenge to duel, was published in the Pester Lloyd (see HLG, pp. 217–18).

























Steinbach am Attersee


July and August 1893






The Andante of the Second Symphony



‘Here are two marvellous themes’ said Mahler ‘that I picked up today from the sketch for the Andante of my Second Symphony. With God’s help, I hope to finish both it and the Scherzo while I’m here.’ When he has just been composing, he often seems, for a while, as if he were still in another world; and he confronts his own works as if they were completely foreign to him. ‘I was always disturbed by those two little pieces of paper on which I had noted the themes – it was in Leipzig, when I conducted the Pintos1 there.* I see now that they might well have bothered me. For the melody pours forth here in a full, broad stream;* one idea is interwoven with the other, constantly branching out in an inexhaustible wealth of variations. And how choice and delicate the end-product of this process of self-generation – if you could follow its course right through, what a joy it would be to you!


‘And that’s the only way to create: in one grand sweep. It’s no use playing around with some poor little scrap of a theme, varying it and writing fugues on it – anything to make it last out a movement! I can’t stand the economical way of going about things [das Sparsystem]; everything must be overflowing, gushing forth continually, if the work is to amount to anything.’*


*


Mahler finished his Andante in seven days; and says himself that he has good reason to be pleased with it.



The significance of Beethoven



During a conversation about Beethoven, Mahler said:


‘In order to understand and appreciate Beethoven fully, we should not only accept him for what he means to us today, but must realize what a tremendous revolutionary advance he represents in comparison with his forerunners. Only when we understand what a difference there is between Mozart’s G minor Symphony and the Ninth can we properly evaluate Beethoven’s achievement. Of geniuses like Beethoven, of such a most sublime and most universal kind, there are only two or three among millions. Among poets and composers of more recent times we can, perhaps, name but three: Shakespeare, Beethoven and Wagner.’



The symphony and life



‘I have already thought a great deal,’ said Mahler, ‘about what I ought to call my symphony, so as to give some hint of its subject in its title, and, in a word at least, to comment on my purpose. But let it be called just a ‘Symphony’ and nothing more! For titles like ‘Symphonic Poem’ are already hackneyed and say nothing in particular; they make one think of Liszt’s compositions, in which, without any deeper underlying connection, each movement paints its own picture. My two symphonies contain the inner aspect of my whole life; I have written into them* everything that I have experienced and endured – Truth and Poetry2 in music. To understand these works properly would be to see my life transparently revealed in them. Creativity and experience are so intimately linked for me that, if my existence were simply to run on as peacefully as a meadow brook, I don’t think that I would ever again be able to write anything worth while.’



The mystical aspect of creation



‘Today’ Mahler told me ‘I went through the Scherzo of my Second Symphony, which I hadn’t looked at again since I wrote it, and was quite surprised by it. What a remarkable, awesomely great piece! I had not thought so while composing it.


‘The inception and creation of a work are mystical from beginning to end; unconsciously, as if in the grip of a command from outside oneself, one is compelled to create something whose origin one can scarcely comprehend afterwards. I often feel like the blind hen who managed to find a grain of corn!


‘But, even more strangely than in a whole movement or work, this unconscious, mysterious power manifests itself in individual passages, and precisely in the most difficult and significant ones. Usually, they are the ones which I don’t want to come to grips with, which I would like to get around, yet which continue to hold me up and finally force their way to expression.


‘This has just happened to me in the Scherzo, with a passage which I had already given up on and omitted, but which I then inserted on an additional page after all. And now I see that it is the most indispensable, most powerful part of the whole movement.


‘This experience was, perhaps, even more striking in the case of a transition in my First Symphony – one that gave me a lot of trouble.3 Again and again, the music had fallen from brief glimpses of light into the darkest depths of despair. Now, an enduring, triumphal victory had to be won. As I discovered after considerable vain groping, this could be achieved by modulating from one key to the key a whole tone above (from C major to D major, the principal key of the movement). Now, this could have been managed very easily by using the intervening semitone and rising from C to C sharp, then to D. But everyone would have known that D would be the next step. My D chord, however, had to sound as though it had fallen from heaven, as though it had come from another world. Then I found my transition – the most unconventional and daring of modulations, which I hesitated to accept for a long time and to which I finally surrendered much against my will. And if there is anything great in the whole symphony, it is this very passage, which – I can safely say it – has yet to meet its match.


‘Something similar occurs in works for orchestra, when the idiosyncracies and inadequacies of the various instruments force you to resort to padding and patching. Those very patches which conceal a flaw become an additional beauty and adornment when skilfully applied, while a bungler will simply stick them on wretchedly for the sake of expediency. 


‘Das irdische Leben’ and the ‘Fischpredigt’


I asked Mahler how the ‘Fischpredigt’4 came to grow into the mighty Scherzo of the Second, without his having intended it or wanted it to. He replied: ‘It’s a strange process! Without knowing at first where it’s leading, you find yourself pushed further and further beyond the bounds of the original form, whose potentialities lay hidden within it like the plant within the seed. In connection with this, it seems to me that only with difficulty could I conform to the limitations imposed by an opera libretto (unless I had written it myself), or even by composing an overture to somebody else’s work.


‘It is rather different with songs, but only because you can express so much more in the music than the words directly say. The text is actually a mere indication of the deeper significance to be extracted from it, of hidden treasure within.


‘In this way, I feel that human life (in the poem to which I give the interpretative title “Das irdische Leben” [“Earthly Life”])5 is symbolized by the child’s crying for bread and the answer of the mother, consoling it with promises again and again. In life, everything that one most needs for the growth of spirit and body is withheld – as with the dead child – until it is too late. And I believe that this is characteristically and frighteningly expressed in the uncanny notes of the accompaniment, which bluster past as in a storm; in the child’s anguished cry of fear, and the slow, monotonous responses of the mother – of Fate, which is in no particular hurry to satisfy our cries for bread. In the “Fischpredigt”, on the other hand, the prevailing mood – as in “Das himmlische Leben”6 – is one of rather bittersweet humour. St Anthony preaches to the fishes; his words are immediately translated into their thoroughly tipsy-sounding language (in the clarinet), and they all come swimming up to him – a glittering shoal of them: eels and carp, and the pike with their pointed heads. I swear, while I was composing I really kept imagining that I saw them sticking their stiff immovable necks out from the water, and gazing up at St Anthony with their stupid faces – I had to laugh out loud! And look at the congregation swimming away as soon as the sermon’s over:








Die Predigt hat g’fallen,


Sie bleiben wie alle.


[They liked the sermon,


But remain unchanged]














‘Not one of them is one iota the wiser for it, even though the Saint has performed for them! But only a few people will understand my satire on mankind.’


In connection with this, Mahler said: ‘The Bohemian music of my childhood home7 has found its way into many of my compositions. I’ve noticed it especially in the “Fischpredigt”. The underlying national element there can be heard, in its most crude and basic form, in the tootling of the Bohemian pipers [aus dem Gedudel der böhmischen Musikanten].’



The Rheinlegendchen



To Mahler’s exasperation, I wanted to know nothing less than how music is composed. ‘My God, Natalie, how can anybody ask such a thing? Do you know how to make a trumpet? You take a hole and wrap tin around it; that’s more or less what you do when you compose. But in all seriousness, how is one to describe the process? It happens in a hundred different ways. One minute it is the poem that is the inspiration, the next it is the melody, I often begin in the middle, often at the beginning, sometimes even at the end, and the rest of it gradually falls into place until it develops into a complete whole.


‘Today, for instance, I had a theme in mind; I was leafing through a book, and soon came upon the lines of a charming song that would fit my rhythm. I call the piece “Tanzreime”,’8  (he later called it ‘Rheinlegendchen’) ‘although I could christen it along with a group of other songs, or perhaps with “Um schlimme Kinder artig zu machen” [“To make bad children good”].9 But this is quite different in type from the earlier songs that I wrote for Frau Weber’s children.10 It is much more direct, but whimsically childlike [kindlich-schalkhaft] and tender in a way that you have never heard before. Even the orchestration is sweet and sunny – nothing but butterfly colours. But, in spite of all its simplicity and folklike quality, the whole thing is extremely original, especially in its harmonization, so that people will not know what to make of it, and will call it mannered. And yet it is the most natural thing in the world; it is simply what the melody demanded.’



The work and its effect



‘How much I lose through not being able to try out my things in live performance! How much I could learn from that! It would be so important for me, as my way of treating the orchestra is particularly individual. For example, when scoring I perhaps over-emphasize certain things for fear that they might become lost, or sound too weak.


‘I am deprived of all living interaction between the external world and my inner world, between the work and the ultimate effect of this work. You can’t imagine how that paralyses me!’11



A conductor’s tribulations



Mahler said of his conducting in Hamburg:12 ‘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!


‘Sometimes I can bring off an exemplary performance in this way, putting all of myself, and all I know, into it – like the Wagner cycle last spring,13 when even that audience sat evening after evening in complete silence, often for five hours at a stretch. The singers have to take curtain-call after curtain-call; but I go off all alone, without anyone to talk it over with or to calm me down after the excitement and the tension, and devour my ham sandwich alone in the café. I’d really be beside myself frequently over the futility and thanklessness of such work as mine if I didn’t keep remembering that perhaps, after all, there will be a few on whom the seeds of my labours will fall – to grow and sometime, somewhere, to bear fruit. And that in itself is enough.’*


*


I told Mahler that I could not understand how his Hamburg orchestra players could be hostile towards him. ‘For I’ve always found’ I said ‘even with people of no particular ability or seriousness, that they become most warmly and gratefully attached to the person who helps them along, lifts them out of themselves, and compels them to surpass themselves. In fact, they’d go through fire for him.’


‘There you’re quite wrong! Do you really think 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. And yet, there are some amongst them who are more willing and better than the rest; one ought to have more patience with them than I am able to manage. For if one of them doesn’t immediately give me what is on the page, I could kill him on the spot; I come down on him, and upset him so much that he really hates me. In this way I often demand more of them than they are capable of actually giving; no wonder they don’t forgive me for it!


‘It’s worst of all towards the end of the season, when everybody is played-out and exhausted. A musician shows less attentiveness and capacity at such times. But as a result, although I’m just as tired as they are – probably more so – I have to test my own strength to the limit and make even greater demands on the orchestra, in order to achieve the kind of perfection which alone can satisfy me. Rather unedifying scenes often result. It’s true that I always keep the upper hand, but my anger nearly kills me!


‘In spite of all this, I’m quite gentle today compared with what I used to be. In the first years of my career as a conductor, when I didn’t yet quite know how to go about things and made people rehearse eight hours and more a day, matters once deteriorated in Cassel to such an extent that a real revolution threatened to break out in my orchestra.14 A friend warned me that all the orchestral players and choristers were intending to come to the rehearsal armed with sticks and cudgels in order to beat me soundly. My friend advised me to plead indisposition and stay at home. Naturally, I went straight to the rehearsal, and began it immediately, as sternly and severely as possible! I never took my eye off a single one of the gentlemen, and never left them a moment’s respite in which to collect their wits. As soon as the rehearsal was over, glaring around me furiously, I banged the grand piano lid shut – and without saying a word, or anyone having dared to approach me, let alone touch me, I left the hall.


‘Looking back, I’ve often felt sorry for the poor fellows who were my first victims, and whose last breath and last energies I mercilessly extorted in my rehearsals.’



The brutality of noise



Mahler, who suffers so much from noise and disturbance even in the country, tells me that when he was a child he used to wish that the good Lord had equipped human beings in such a way that, the minute they got too noisy, something like an internal ‘Jack-in-the-box’ [‘Knüppel aus dem Sack’] would pop out and, belabouring them vigorously, reduce them to silence. ‘I am certain’ he says in this connection ‘that in some future age the human race will be as sensitive to noise as it is now to smells, and that there will be the heaviest possible penalties and public measures to forbid offences to the hearing. Nowadays, everything possible and impossible is protected – apart from the thinking person, who alone is exposed to every assault, every crude disturbance of brute force, and all kinds of unpleasant row.15


‘Typical of this situation is the tale of Frederick the Great and the windmill, which has been made so much of in a furore about universal human and social justice.16 It’s all well and good that the peasant’s rights are protected in spite of the King, but there’s another side to the story. Let the miller and his mill be protected on their own ground – if only the millwheels didn’t clatter so, thereby overstepping their boundaries most shamelessly and creating immeasurable havoc in the territory of someone else’s mind!’*



Brahms and Bruckner



Gustav Mahler and his brother Otto were talking about Brahms and Bruckner. Otto insisted on ascribing greater importance to Bruckner; in his view, the content of Bruckner’s works unquestionably excelled that of Brahms’s, though Brahms did achieve greater perfection of form.


‘In order to judge a work’ said Mahler ‘you have to look at it as a whole. And in this respect, Brahms is indisputably the greater of the two, with his extraordinarily compact compositions which aren’t at all obvious, but reveal greater depth and richness of content the more you enter into them. And think of his immense productivity, which is also part of the total picture of an artist!17 With Bruckner, certainly, you are carried away by the magnificence and wealth of his inventiveness, but at the same time you are repeatedly disturbed by its fragmentary character, which breaks the spell. I can permit myself to say this, because you know how deeply I revere Bruckner in spite of it, and I shall always do whatever is in my power to have his works played and heard. That is what is so sad; that Bruckner never received his due in his lifetime, from his contemporaries. Now that he is just beginning to emerge from obscurity, he is over seventy;18 and posterity, which inherits only what is complete and perfect in itself, will love and understand him still less. Look at Jean Paul,19 who is, after all, such an extraordinary person, wittier and more extravagantly gifted than anyone else; yet who reads or even knows of him today?


‘No, it isn’t enough to judge a work of art by its content; we must consider its total image, in which content and form are indissolubly blended. It is this which determines its value, its power of survival, and its immortality.’



Evaluation of Liszt



Mahler told me that his opinion of Liszt is diametrically opposed to that of Strauss. ‘The last time we met, Strauss told me that he used to think as little of Liszt as I do, but that lately he had come to have an extremely high opinion of his works. I shall never come to that. The paucity of content and the shoddy workmanship of his compositions are as obvious, if one looks closely, as the threads of a badly woven garment, which all too soon make themselves felt.’



The greatness of Wagner



Mahler said: ‘Whenever my spirits are low, I have only to think of Wagner and my mood improves. How amazing that a light like his ever penetrated the world! What a firebrand! What a revolutionary and reformer of art such as had never existed before! But then he was born at the right moment, at the precise juncture of time when the world was waiting for what he had to say and to offer. And from this stems nearly half of the immense, world-shaking effect of such genius. “For the greatest power lies in the moment of birth and in the ray of light that greets the newly born”, as Hölderlin says. How many lofty spirits may there be who, coming into the world at the wrong moment, go their way unused and unrecognized and vanish without trace!


‘Those who are born after such great spirits as Beethoven and Wagner, the epigones, have no easy task. For the harvest is already gathered in, and there remain only a few solitary ears of corn to glean.’



Spiritual and physical birth



Mahler said that his works were always children of sorrow; of the most profound inner experience. ‘And I think this is true of most artists, except perhaps for the really great geniuses, who could be numbered on a fingernail. To me, however, the creation of a work of art resembles that of a pearl, which, born of the oyster’s terrible sufferings, bestows its treasure on the world.


‘In this way, spiritual conception is very like physical birth. What struggles, what agony, what terror accompany it – but what rejoicing when the child turns out to be fit and strong!’ Mahler becomes furious if he suspects that anyone is listening to him, or even near him, when he is composing. ‘Can’t you people understand how disturbing it is, how it makes creative work quite impossible? How indiscreet and immodest to expose to other people’s ears something that is still only in the process of becoming! It’s as if one would expose the child still in its mother’s womb.’




Notes


1. Die drei Pintos, the opera realized by Mahler from Weber’s sketches and first produced at Leipzig in January 1888 (see here). The Andante of the Second Symphony was completed on 26 July 1893.


2. ‘Wahrheit und Dichtung’. Mahler was almost certainly alluding here to the title of Goethe’s autobiography, Dichtung und Wahrheit.


3. It is clear from the following that Mahler refers to the finale. Donald Mitchell surely correctly identifies this transition as that preceding fig. 34 (see DMW, p. 21off). 


4. Literally ‘fish-sermon’ – referring to Mahler’s song (from Arnim and Brentano’s Des Knaben Wunderhorn) ‘Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt’ (‘St Anthony of Padua’s sermon to the fishes’), of which the Scherzo of the Second Symphony is an expanded orchestral version.


5. In Arnim and Brentano’s anthology, the poem is entitled ‘Verspätung’. Mahler set a slightly abridged version of it, as ‘Das irdische Leben’, sometime between April 1892 and the summer of 1893 (see DMW, pp. 140–1).


6. Mahler’s title for the Wunderhorn poem ‘Der Himmel hängt voll Geigen’, his 1892 setting of which was subsequently to become the finale of the Fourth Symphony.


7. Born in the Bohemian village of Kalischt (now Kališt), Mahler spent the main formative years of his childhood in nearby Iglau (Jihlava) in Moravia – now part of Czechoslovakia.


8. Literally ‘dancing rhymes’. As ‘Rheinlegendchen’ (‘Rhine-tale’), Mahler’s setting of the Wunderhorn poem ‘Rheinischer Bundesring’ was written in August 1893, and is throughout in a lilting waltz-tempo.


9. One of Mahler’s nine earlier Wunderhorn settings for voice and piano, published in 1892 as vols. 11 and 111 of the Lieder und Gesänge, and thought to have been written between 1887 and 1891.


10. Mahler’s friendship with Baron Karl von Weber (grandson of the composer) and his wife Marion, during his period in Leipzig (1886–8), developed largely as a result of Die drei Pintos (see here and see here). His fondness for the Webers’ three children was matched only by his love for their mother, with whom, it would appear, he on one occasion planned to run off (see HLG, pp. 172–3). The implication is that ‘Um schlimme Kinder artig zu machen’ was one of the songs written ‘for Frau Weber’s children’.


11. Prior to the Hamburg performance of the First Symphony in October 1893, the only significant performances that he had had were of three Lieder in Prague in 1886 and in Budapest in 1889, the first performance of the First Symphony in Budapest in 1889, and of two orchestral Wunderhorn songs (‘Der Schildwache Nachtlied’ and ‘Verlorne Müh’) in Berlin in 1892.


12. Mahler was first conductor of the Hamburg City Opera from 1891 until 1897.


13. Presumably the Hamburg cycle of May 1892 is referred to, although Mahler had conducted another in London during June and July, in the Wagner season organized by Sir Augustus Harris.


14. Mahler was Music and Choral Director at the Cassel Theatre from 1883 until 1885. A similar incident is related by Ferdinand Pfohl of Mahler’s period in Hamburg (see FPM, p. 34).


15. His sensitivity to noise can be matched only by that of the philosopher Schopenhauer, from whose Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung Mahler later liked to quote on the subject (see AMM p. 47).


16. The disturbing effect upon the king of the mill’s noise had been outweighed by its value to the miller as a rightful source of livelihood.


17. Mahler’s feelings about Brahms changed radically, however, (and more than once) during the course of his life. In a letter to his wife of 1904, Mahler was to call him ‘a puny little dwarf with a rather narrow chest’ (AMM, p. 239).


18. Born in 1824, Bruckner was in fact sixty-nine in 1893. He died in 1896.


19. The novelist Jean Paul, whose real name was Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763–1825), was an important precursor of the Romantic movement in German literature, and a favourite writer of Mahler’s. Although Mahler claimed that the original title of his First Symphony – ‘Titan’ – had nothing to do with Jean Paul’s novel of the same name, the subtitle of the first part of the Symphony in the original programme (Aus den Tagen der Jugend, Blumen-, Frucht- und Dornstücke) alludes directly to that of another novel by Jean Paul, Siebenkäs, or, to give it its full title, Blumen-, Frucht- und Dornenstücke oder Ehestand, Tod und Hochzeit des Armenadvokaten F. St. Siebenkäs.







* Asterisks refer to Appendix I, see Foreword.
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