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            Foreword

         

         The Eighth Symphony was going to be different from anything Mahler had ever done before. He’d done with subjective tragedy, or so he told a friend and influential literary spokesman. The intensely personal dramas of his earlier symphonies were a thing of the past – or rather, they were now to be seen as preludes to this new, culminating symphonic statement: he was quite sure it was the greatest thing he had ever written. The first seven symphonies were all, in their very different ways, acts of private confession, the unburdening of a hypersensitive soul, struggling to make sense of its own existence and of the thrilling and terrifying world in which it found itself. The Eighth would speak in different tones, and of a different kind of experience. It would be a bringer of joy. Beethoven had held out the hope of joy in the choral finale of his Ninth Symphony, a hope to be realised when democracy dawned and ‘all men became brothers’. But for Mahler it was achievable now: his music would bring it about, perhaps only for as long as the performance lasted, but that in itself might leave a lasting image, an icon of possibility. It was to be his religious rite, his High Mass, but conceived and expressed in terms that were both mystical and humanist. Like a religious rite it was about collective experience, a sense of belonging to something higher than the self, something that both absorbed and transcended the personal. And that something was more than abstract – God, or the mysterious Ewig-Weibliche, the ‘Eternal Feminine’ hymned in the symphony’s oceanic final chorus. As to what that something higher might be, Mahler hinted at this when he said that the Eighth Symphony was also a gift, his gift to the nation, by which he clearly meant the German nation; though whether that meant the geographical German nation, forcibly unified into a Prussia-dominated state in 1871, or a notional Greater Germany, a spiritual unity drawing together all German-speaking peoples (including Jews like Mahler himself) and truly embodied in its greatest artistic and philosophical works, he did not specify.

         As it turned out, the Eighth Symphony’s premiere was itself very different from anything Mahler, or indeed the city of Munich, had ever experienced. Mahler had enjoyed many triumphs as a conductor, especially in the opera house, but even moderate success as a composer had been rare and fleeting, and usually some way from home. For many sophisticates, especially in his adopted city of Vienna, Mahler was known largely as a great conductor. His music was widely treated as an object of ridicule, or worse, of indifference, cherished only by a few questionable zealots. The Eighth Symphony’s first performance – or rather performances (the four-thousand-seat hall was sold out twice) – changed all that, sensationally. Thanks in part to a brilliant publicity campaign staged by the impresario Emil Gutmann, the anticipatory tremors soon built to a high pitch of excitement – so high that Mahler’s mere arrival on the stage at the start of the concert was enough to set the audience cheering wildly. But the performance itself – Mahler himself directing with the brilliance and theatrical flair of a master illusionist or a glam rock star – drew an almost frenzied response. The press, even those who dissented on musical grounds, agreed that Munich had seen nothing like it. As for the artistic experience itself, there were plenty of big names from the musical and intellectual worlds to testify that it had been life-changing. The novelist Thomas Mann was so stirred and challenged by what he heard, and saw, that he gave the tragic hero of his novel Death in Venice Mahler’s own physiognomy. His spiritual character too? That’s another question entirely, but if there was a definite moment of conception for Mann, it was surely at that heaven-storming premiere in Munich in September 1910.

         For Mahler’s staunch champions it was a vindication, but for Mahler himself too much had changed in the four years between the Eighth Symphony’s dazzlingly rapid composition in 1906 and its triumphant emergence onto the world stage. In 1907, the year of his strained departure from the Vienna Court Opera, he had discovered a weakness of the heart, which may or may not have posed a serious threat to his energetic public and private life, though his response to it was bafflingly inconsistent. Then there was the death, that same year, of his adored daughter Maria (‘Putzi’). For Alma, writing years later, those were the ‘three hammer-blows of fate’ that eventually felled Mahler; but how much truth is there in that account, and might Alma have had reasons of her own for wanting to present those events in such a light? Mahler’s next two works, the song-symphony Das Lied von der Erde (‘The Song of the Earth’) and the Ninth Symphony, are charged with images of death and loss, and haunted by a sense of the exquisite fragility of life. But whose life? Many at the time thought these works were eerily prophetic of Mahler’s own agonisingly premature death, less than a year after the Eighth Symphony’s premiere. But how much did hindsight come into play, and are we still guilty of misrepresenting – and at the same time underestimating – Mahler’s spiritual progress in those last four years? Had Mahler lived to complete his Tenth Symphony, fully sketched in 1910, would the Mahler legend, and even the story of classical music’s development in the twentieth century, look very different to us today? 

         Whilst working on the Tenth Symphony, during the summer of 1910, Mahler famously discovered that his wife Alma, his own Ewig-Weibliche, had been unfaithful to him. This precipitated what was probably the most agonising crisis of his life. Desperate to win her back, he showered her with love poetry, extravagant presents, soul-searing entreaties; he also broke the habit of a lifetime and offered her the dedication of the Eighth Symphony – he’d never inscribed a score to anyone before. By the time the long-planned Munich premiere came about, the need to re-conquer Alma’s heart had taken precedence over everything: the thunderous applause, the ecstatic reviews, the long-yearned-for acknowledgement that Mahler was a great composer, a great German composer, how much did all that mean now if even the faintest possibility remained that his mother-goddess might desert him? Did it in fact work – did Mahler win back Alma’s heart? The evidence is contradictory, but it makes for a fascinating story.

         But then the story of Mahler’s artistic and personal fate in 1910 is fascinating from so many angles. From both points of view this was perhaps the most extreme year of Mahler’s life, during which he swung repeatedly between ecstasy and triumph and the profoundest dread and depression. Is this perhaps a story of tragic reversal? Does the abyss opened out in the Tenth Symphony’s finale negate the Eighth’s thunderous affirmation? Were the harrowing events of 1907 and 1910 a punishment prepared by Nemesis for the heaven-storming Hubris that had driven Mahler to create the Eighth? Or is the Eighth Symphony in fact a much more complex, multi-faceted statement than many of its critics have been prepared to admit? Of all Mahler’s symphonies, this – the one he thought his supreme achievement – is the one that most divides audiences. How can that be: was Mahler simply mistaken? Or have most interpretations of the work been over-simplistic? Can a deeper understanding of the texts he set, of Mahler’s reasons for choosing them, and of how the music colours and even transforms their meaning, help the modern listener? It has certainly helped me. It is my hope in writing this book that the new understanding I have found might be helpful to others approaching this extraordinary symphony, either as performers or listeners. It still amazes me how many people who protest love or hatred for Mahler’s Eighth seem to have given very little consideration to the words, to what they mean, and above all what they meant for Mahler himself.

         For some time it has been a habit amongst commentators to look for answers in Mahler’s individual psychology. There is nothing wrong with that, in theory at least. Sigmund Freud’s famous encounter with Mahler, and his attempt to make sense of Mahler’s alleged obsessional neurosis by drawing out details of a reported traumatic childhood experience, has been examined at some length. So too has the suggestion by Professor Kay Redfield Jamison, the world’s leading expert on bipolar disorder, that Mahler himself suffered from this condition. I should at this stage point out that I have particular experience of, and personal interest in, this aspect of Mahler’s biography. As a member of the Musical Brain charitable trust I have worked with neurologists, clinical psychiatrists, psychologists, psychotherapists and interested musicians on the relationship between so-called mental disorder and creativity, especially musical creativity. I am also a sufferer from bipolar disorder, and have sometimes felt that the intense love – and sometimes the equally intense difficulty – I have experienced in my own relationship with Mahler might have some connection with this. There is a huge danger in over-identification with a subject, and I hope the reader will note my caution in jumping to categorical conclusions.

         The really important point however is that Mahler was not a disconnected ‘psyche’, floating freely and independently amid the cultural and political currents of his time. He was very much a man of his time and place, however complex his relationship to time and place might have been. Indeed he could justly be categorised among that creative type, identified by his philosophical hero Friedrich Nietzsche, that bears the imprint of his time like an open wound. This is where I hope this book will be most illuminating – not perhaps for specialists, but for those listeners who love Mahler but remain baffled by certain aspects of his towering yet sometimes seemingly contradictory achievement. Placing Mahler within his world – in particular the German-speaking world – in 1910, re-assessing his thoughts in the context of the prevailing thought of his age, has been fascinating for me, full of the kind of experiences modern Germans call Aha Erlebnisse – ‘aha moments’. These have come not only in relation to the artistic and intellectual movements of the time, but through consideration of political climate and historical background, and on into science, medicine, technology, mass entertainment, and even the development of modern PR. The broader currents will all be considered, especially those leading to two world wars, the ending of the Habsburg Imperial dynasty and the transformation beyond all recognition of Mahler’s world; many of the elements of that future world were emerging even in 1910, and Mahler might have been well placed to embrace some of them had he lived just a little longer. But other ‘aha moments’ have come through the examination of apparently trivial, everyday details of Mahler’s world. In an age of e-communication, and in which something as simple as the addressing of an envelope is far less formal, less socially stratified, might Mahler have remained ignorant of Alma’s affair?

         In the end, for me, came the realisation that Mahler’s Eighth and Tenth symphonies are part of a story, not only of an awe-inspiringly original mind and its creations, but also of the times that gave birth to him and them. Far from narrowing down the interpretative options, this realisation flings them even wider, showing (I hope) how pointless and limiting it is to attempt one definitive reading of either of these works. Literary and philosophical critics have long accepted that this is the case for the masterpieces of Mahler’s idols, Dostoyevsky and Nietzsche; why should it not be true of Mahler too? A more recent philosopher, Bertrand Russell, said that while philosophy cannot provide any answers, it can at least help us ask better questions. Researching and writing this book has definitely done that for me, and it is my sincere hope that it might do the same for others. And even if it doesn’t, the story of Gustav Mahler’s fortunes in 1910 is a very compelling one. If I have related it half as well as it deserves, the reader’s time will not be completely wasted.

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction:

            The Arrival of the Queen of Heaven

         

         On the evening of 6 September 1910, Alma Mahler arrived with her mother, Anna Moll, at the Hotel Continental, Munich, and was shown to the suite of rooms her husband Gustav had booked for them. Given the tone of Gustav Mahler’s communications to her over the previous few days, Alma was no doubt preparing herself – perhaps even bracing herself – for some kind of lavish symbolic welcome. Only the previous day, Mahler had somehow found time amid his busy rehearsal schedule to send her two telegrams and three long letters, including at least one freshly composed love poem. Even so, what Alma found when she entered her suite must have made her pause in her tracks. Every room was filled with roses. On her dressing table, Alma found a copy of the newly printed score of the Eighth Symphony, with its dedicatory inscription on proud display: Meiner lieben Frau Alma Maria – ‘To my beloved wife Alma Maria’. There was more to come: Anna Moll then found on her bedside table a copy of the piano score of the Eighth Symphony with a somewhat longer inscription, ‘To our dear mother, who has been everything to us and who gave me Alma – from Gustav in undying gratitude’.1

         All of this would have been remarkable enough if Alma and Gustav Mahler had been a couple of excited young newlyweds. But they’d already been married for eight years: eight very testing years, especially for Alma, an intellectually lively, highly creative woman who, despite her husband’s obvious devotion to her, had largely found herself forced into the position of the classic ‘work widow’. Sidelined by Mahler’s demanding workload as conductor, first in Vienna, later in New York, she was on the whole expected to preserve a discreet distance during their shared summer holidays as Mahler worked energetically on the sketch of his latest composition, or in the spare moments during work periods he usually devoted to filling out and elaborating the full score. Motherhood had brought only limited consolations, and when the Mahlers’ elder daughter, Maria, had died of scarlet fever and diphtheria in July 1907, Alma’s feelings of grief had been, by her own admission, more complicated than those of her husband. Up till now Mahler seems to have been more or less oblivious to the effect all this was having on Alma. His state of being when absorbed in his own creative process is probably best reflected in the words of the poem by Friedrich Rückert he’d set in his exquisite song ‘Ich bin der Welt abhanden gekommen’ (I am lost to the world): ‘I live alone, in my heaven, in my love, in my song.’ And there he might have remained if a bizarre accidental discovery hadn’t awoken him to the perilous truth during the Mahlers’ most recent holiday, in the Alpine village of Toblach, in the summer of 1910. The shock precipitated the greatest emotional crisis of Mahler’s life. Was it really possible he might be about to lose his adored ‘Almschi’ – his habitual pet name for her – his irreplaceable ‘Saitenspiel’, his ‘lyre’? ‘Almschili,’ he wrote to her in one of those long letters of 5 September, ‘if you had left me at the time, I would simply have been snuffed out, like a candle starved of air.’ Without doubt, he meant it.

         When Alma arrived at Munich’s Central Station that same September evening, Gustav was there to meet her, ‘looking ill and run down’, as she noted later in her memoirs, Memories and Letters. As well he might: the rehearsal schedule for the world premiere of the Eighth Symphony, six days later, had been hugely demanding, and others had noticed that, while Mahler had thrown himself into directing rehearsals with all his usual volcanic energy, the strain was beginning to tell physically. But it wasn’t just the effort involved in co-ordinating and urging on the massive vocal and orchestral forces demanded by the Eighth Symphony that was draining his physical and emotional resources. Behind it all was a desperate desire that Alma herself should understand and love the work he had explicitly dedicated to her, and to whom he had ‘addressed every note’ of the score – as he had told her in one of those effusive letters of 5 September. None of Mahler’s earlier symphonies had carried personal dedications, and there had been no talk of one when the sketch score of the Eighth had been completed back in 1906. But soon after the crisis had broken at Toblach, Alma experienced a sudden dramatic visitation. Like most prosperous married couples at that time, Alma and Gustav Mahler slept in separate bedrooms. But one night, Alma tells us, she awoke to find Mahler standing, ghostlike, by her bed, in the darkness. Would it give her any pleasure, he asked, if he dedicated the Eighth Symphony to her? For reasons that aren’t clear in her narrative, she begged him not to, pointing out that he had never dedicated anything to anyone before. He might regret it, she warned him. It was too late, Mahler replied: he had already written to his publisher, Emil Hertzka – ‘by the light of dawn’.2

         It was Hertzka whom Mahler had entrusted with bringing out the score of the Eighth Symphony in time for the premiere. Mahler’s letter to him is relatively businesslike, but the sense of urgency still shines through: 

         
            Dear Herr Director!

            May I kindly ask you to print a separate sheet with just these words: ‘To my dear wife Alma Maria’. Please send me a proof of this as quickly as possible. It is most important to me that this sheet is included in the copies [of the score] when they become available for sale in Munich.3

         

         In other words, the world must see these words and, presumably, Alma must know that the world sees them. One can imagine Mahler scribbling it, ‘by the light of dawn’ as he says, in a frantic effort to save both his marriage and his sanity: the writing is barely legible in places, but Mahler has clearly made an effort to steady his hand when it comes to the words of the dedication. Alma’s response to Mahler’s surprise nocturnal revelation had been to tell him that he might come to regret it. Was that a warning, or an expression of compassion – or possibly a form of self-protection? All three are possible. It is also possible that Alma recalled what Mahler had written to her after completing this colossal symphony: his talk of Plato and Jesus Christ, of Socrates and of that philosopher’s imaginary conversation with the priestess Diotima, of Goethe’s ‘eternal feminine’, of the ‘sublimation’ of the sexual urge in creativity and of the role of Eros in the creation of the world – all rather abstract, otherworldly, compared to what he was telling her now: that the Eighth Symphony was addressed to her, the real flesh-and-blood woman, and to her alone. Mahler had never shrunk from expressing his feelings for Alma in his private communications to her, but recently the heat had been turned up several degrees. In one of those long letters written on 5 September, the first day of rehearsals for the symphony’s first performance, Mahler had written to Alma to tell her how, every time he broke off during the morning session, he had scanned the empty auditorium – how wonderful it would be if his goddess were sitting in the hall, drinking it all in! A mere sight of her dear little face, he insists, would make everything – all the effort, all the complicated logistics – utterly worthwhile.

         Only the day before Alma had received this outpouring, veering precariously between faith and desperation. She was always the light and the central point of his life and work, he insists, and now what torment and what pain it is to him that she can no longer return his love:

         
            But as surely as love must wake to love, and faith find faith again, and so long as Eros is the ruler of men and gods, so surely will I make a fresh conquest of all, of the heart which once was mine and can only in unison with mine find its way to God and blessedness.4

         

         ‘Jungfrau, Mutter, Königin, Göttin, bleibe gnädig!’ (Virgin, Mother, Queen, Goddess, be merciful!), implores the tenor in the final solo section of the Eighth Symphony’s culminating Part II. A Catholic by upbringing, Alma may well have initially presumed – as many apparently still do on encountering this symphony for the first time – that the personage being entreated here with such surging fervour is the Virgin Mary, Mother of Jesus Christ, the Queen of Heaven. Did she understand that Goethe’s conception of Heaven, as portrayed in the final scene of his great verse drama Faust Part II, was some way removed from any kind of orthodox Christian version? Mahler had been at great pains to tell her so in the letters to her about the Eighth Symphony, before the crisis of 1910 had called the foundations of their marriage into question; but following even an edited selection of Mahler’s ecstatic outpourings to Alma on this subject can leave the reader feeling spiritually punch-drunk. If she did sense that she herself was being addressed in those words, can anyone blame her for drawing back? ‘You might regret it’ – so might any male who enthrones his lover as a ‘goddess’. Woody Allen once quipped that he had always tended to put his wives under a pedestal. Did Alma feel elevated by all this devotion, or crushed by it? Reading Memories and Letters carefully one can intuit that her feelings were mixed, to say the least.

         On one level, Alma clearly enjoyed her status, as the wife of the famous composer-conductor, and as the dedicatee of what was already being heralded as his magnum opus. She also seems to have sensed the power Mahler’s anguished neediness gave her. Now, she tells us with evident pride, ‘he was ready to take offence at the slightest sign that I was not being paid enough honour or not received with enough warmth’. At this stage in Memories and Letters there are ugly hints that Alma was working to distance her husband from his family, and from at least some of his closer allies. Mahler, she tells us, was understandably eager to hear what his friends thought of the Eighth Symphony, the work he was convinced was the greatest thing he had ever composed. Instead, he found himself alone, neglected by even trusted confidantes, who were now revealed as heartless self-seekers, interested only in the reflected glory of being intimate with a great artist. Alma reserves special scorn for Mahler’s sister Justine (‘Justi’) who, she tells us with barely concealed satisfaction, was driven away with the words ‘Alma has no time for you’.5 Justine Mahler was a sensitive, sympathetic woman to whom her brother clearly felt very close. The suggestion that her attachment to him was little more than parasitic rings decidedly hollow. Note too that reported ‘Alma has no time for you’ – not ‘I have no time for you’. One of the things that makes Memories and Letters such fascinating reading is that in moments like this Alma is sometimes more candid than she apparently realises. As for those other friends, keeping silent, leaving Mahler alone, it is hardly possible that Mahler’s feelings were simply of no account to them; on the contrary it is much more likely that, painfully aware of what was taking place, they were exercising an extreme form of delicacy. At least some of them would have known what had occurred during the summer of 1910, and one can hardly blame them if they felt unsure of how best to help their friend.

         In any case, even the best informed of them was probably unaware of one salient fact: in a room in a nearby hotel, the Regina Palast, Alma’s handsome young lover, the architect Walter Gropius, was eagerly awaiting her next communication.

         
            
Notes

            1 Alma Mahler, Gustav Mahler: Memories and Letters, place/date of publication, p. 178.

            2 Ibid., p. 178.

            3 The original of this letter is in the possession of the author’s piano teacher, Graham Lloyd, and his partner, the composer Ian Venables. It is reproduced with their permission.

            4 Alma Mahler, op. cit., p. 335.

            5 Ibid., p. 179.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            Setting the Stage

         

         The forces required for the Eighth Symphony are huge – bigger than for any other work by Mahler. Apart from the eight vocal soloists, the two large mixed choirs and boys’ choir, the score demands twenty-two woodwinds, seventeen brass, plus an offstage brass band of four trumpets and three trombones (so twenty-four brass in total), nine percussion instruments, celeste, piano, harmonium and organ, two harps, mandolin and a full string section – which for reasons of sheer practicality would need to be significantly bigger than the kind of string section normally employed in, say, a Brahms or a Tchaikovsky symphony, where the total number of woodwinds stipulated would never be more than nine, or the brass more than ten. However Mahler also recommends that there should be several players per part on harps and mandolin, and adds a note stipulating that ‘when large choirs of voices and strings are used’ (and it’s hard to imagine a performance without them), ‘doubling of the principal woodwind parts is recommended’. Mahler was an immensely practical musician, a professional conductor with three decades’ experience of orchestras of very different sizes and abilities, and what may look on paper like musical megalomania often makes excellent sense when it comes to realising the kind of sounds and textures he had in mind.

         One of Mahler’s reasons for choosing Munich, rather than his previously adopted home city of Vienna, as the location for the Eighth Symphony’s premiere was that the city had recently erected a magnificent new Musik Festhalle (Music Festival Hall), with 3,200 seats and a large stage. Space was a vital consideration, not just to accommodate the players and the anticipated large audience, but for acoustic reasons too. I still remember vividly how, when hearing Klaus Tennstedt’s magnificent 1991 performance of the Eighth in London’s Royal Festival Hall (hardly a small venue), the effect when the offstage brass entered at the ending of each part was rather like sitting between two huge distorting loudspeakers – and that was in a good seat in the stalls. Even so, it was still thrilling.

         The logistics involved were formidable. Extra singers and players had to be brought in from various parts of the German-speaking world, and then there was the need to assemble a first-class team of eight soloists, who would need to be there for almost the entire rehearsal schedule. Unlike Beethoven’s ‘Choral’ Symphony, no. 9, and unlike Mahler’s two previous choral symphonies, nos. 2 and 3, the Eighth Symphony requires all the singers, solo* and choral, to be present throughout the work’s eighty-minute time-span, and to be active for long stretches of each of the two parts. Accordingly Mahler and his impresario Emil Gutmann arranged an awe-inspiring rehearsal timetable covering an entire week, from Monday 5 September to Sunday 11 September. The soloists, most of whom one imagines had demanding work schedules of their own, were expected to be present from the afternoon of day two right through to the two performances booked for 12 and 13 September. Gutmann had gambled on the PR stir he had created being effective enough to fill the Musik Festhalle twice over – and the gamble paid off. Total and energetic commitment was therefore required from the entire army of performers for a full eight days (nine for the orchestral musicians). One has to remember that at this time the long-established system of ‘deputies’ was causing nightmares for conductors all over Europe. In London, for instance, the conductor Henry Wood (who would give the British premiere of the Eighth Symphony in 1930) had only just begun to win his hard-fought battle against the deputy system: up till then orchestral players were able, if offered more lucrative work somewhere else, to send a substitute to a rehearsal for which they had been booked, or even for the concert itself. According to the treasurer of London’s Royal Philharmonic Society at this time, the substitution process became so extended and complicated that a conductor could regularly expect to see as many as three different musicians in the same seat during the rehearsal process, and yet another musician in the same place for the concert. 

         Mahler would have none of that, and in his years conducting orchestras and directing opera houses in Budapest, Hamburg and Vienna he had developed the firm resolution and political skill necessary to ensure full and committed attendance from his musical troops. ‘Those who saw iron discipline exercised down to the smallest detail at the [Vienna] Opera House under Gustav Mahler, and energy combined with meticulous accuracy taken for granted by the Philharmonic, can rarely be entirely satisfied with theatrical or musical performances today,’ remembered the novelist Stefan Zweig three decades later.1 ‘He was by far and away the finest conductor I ever knew,’ recalled the English composer Ethel Smyth, but working with him ‘was like handling a bomb cased in razor-edges’ (and Smyth could be pretty robust when it came to dealing with powerful men).2 Nevertheless there was one decidedly awkward moment that nearly destroyed the esprit de corps. For some time Mahler had had reservations about the competence of the leader of the Munich orchestra, the Konzertverein, and he wrote to Gutmann in June 1910 offering a solution: he would ask Arnold Rosé, much-admired leader of the Vienna Philharmonic (and coincidentally also Mahler’s brother-in-law), to step in and remedy the situation. Unfortunately Gutmann doesn’t appear to have communicated this to the orchestra, and an embarrassing incident occurred during the first full rehearsal. According to Alma, Mahler had asked Gutmann to made his decision known to the musicians, but for some reason Gutmann was nervous about doing so – which sounds unlikely, given what one knows of this normally bold and resourceful man. Mahler however telegraphed to Rosé, who promptly came over to Munich from Vienna. On the morning of the first full rehearsal the two men entered the hall together and Rosé went to take his place at the head of the orchestra – at which, Alma tells us, the entire orchestra rose up and walked off the platform, to Mahler’s utter astonishment and dismay. For his part Rosé got up slowly and, after gallantly trying to comfort Mahler, left the platform, violin tucked under his arm, and made his way solemnly to the back of the hall.

         It all sounds acutely embarrassing. An anonymous contemporary report, however, gives a slightly different take on the event. According to the author of Anekdoten zu den Proben zur Uraufführung der VIII. Symph. in München (‘Anecdotes from the rehearsal for the premiere of the Eighth Symphony in Munich’), rather than walking off the stage, the musicians began to hiss as soon as Rosé appeared on the platform, and the gentleman who had thought he was to lead the orchestra got up and delivered an impromptu speech, in which he made clear his anger at finding himself supplanted in such a cavalier manner. Mahler listened in dignified silence, then told the speaker that his manner was better suited to a pontificating privy counsellor than an artist. On this point however it seems Mahler was forced to yield and accept the resident Munich leader. Who does one believe? Either way, it makes what Mahler achieved in those rehearsals, and in the subsequent public performances, still more impressive. Several eyewitnesses noted, as Alma had on meeting her husband at the station on 6 September, that initially Mahler looked drawn and pale. But as soon as he got to work it was as though he was suddenly plugged into a hidden energy supply. The Neues Wiener Journal reported that Mahler had an armchair placed in front of the music stand, and that he sometimes remained seated even after beginning to beat time – but not for long: soon he was on his feet, directing every bar with typical precision. Mahler’s biographer Paul Stefan noted how often the visibly ailing composer seemed worn out both by the rehearsal process and by his own intense commitment to the music; and yet, almost miraculously, he still managed to carry everyone along with him, so that one could gradually see the whole artistic edifice come into being. How much these accounts of Mahler’s personal struggle were influenced by hindsight – by knowledge of what was to happen in the months following the Eighth Symphony’s premiere – is hard to tell, but clearly Mahler was able to rise magnificently to the occasion.

         As the rehearsals proceeded, more and more people assembled to hear and watch. Some, like the Dutch composer Alphons Diepenbrock, came with serious doubts about the whole thing, only to find themselves converted. Diepenbrock had received an advance copy of the vocal score, and on first inspection he had come to the conclusion that the whole thing was a disaster: the treatment of Goethe’s text in Part II was hopeless, he wrote to a friend, while the melodic writing suggested to him that Mahler’s powers of invention were on the wane. For such an impassioned admirer of Mahler it was all dreadfully disappointing. But after hearing one rehearsal Diepenbrock reported delightedly to his wife that he’d been utterly wrong about it all. In fact hearing the music live reduced him to tears. That same day Diepenbrock fired off a postcard to another friend back in Amsterdam: the whole thing was a fabulous miracle – it was nothing less than divine! Meanwhile anecdotes began to circulate rapidly about Mahler’s colourful behaviour and comments during these rehearsals. He may not have intended to provide Gutmann with publicity material, but when it came to stoking up curiosity, all such accounts – genuine, exaggerated or simply fabricated – were invaluable. There was Mahler’s response to a recalcitrant trumpeter: ‘You, my dear sir, are an excellent trumpeter. You shall have the last note, but I shall have the last word.’ The first harpist tried a different approach, responding to Mahler’s every remark with oily deference. ‘Flattery!’ cried Mahler. ‘You’re from Vienna, and you don’t know how to flatter properly!’ Several commentators noted how much he seemed to enjoy working with the children. (Despite the instruction in the score, it seems girls were also included in the ‘boys’ choir’.) ‘If you succeed in giving more than you have, then you will be richer than before,’ he apparently told them – a remark that does sound authentically Mahlerian. In one particularly complicated passage in Part II the children were having difficulty in making themselves heard distinctly enough: Mahler told them to sing so loudly that ‘the angels in heaven’ could hear them. Mahler was so moved by the result, we are told, that a moment or two later he had to take out his pocket handkerchief to wipe away the tears of happiness and gratitude that streamed down his cheeks. Another observer nicknamed him Ewiger Wonnebrand (‘eternal flame of joy’), from the baritone’s first words in Part II. 

         It wasn’t quite everlasting joy and good humour. In his days at the Vienna Opera Mahler had perfected the art of the caustic put-down. To the orchestra: ‘Gentlemen, are you playing at all? It’s the rests you’re best at.’ To the organist, clearly having trouble finding the right colour combinations: ‘It’s no better than a fairground organ, I’ve never heard anything so appalling in all my life. It would do for a beer festival …’ To the ladies of the chorus, who insisted on talking when they should have been listening: ‘This symphony is meant to be sung. My next one will include spoken parts. If you insist on talking, kindly go to Australia’ – in other words, the obscure nether regions of the world. But there were also times when the imagery was wonderfully memorable: ‘Here I want my orchestra to be nothing but a large guitar!’; ‘My children’s choir must enter here like a knife through butter’; ‘Children, you must imagine that your G will deliver a slap!’; and to the choral basses, in the hushed first section of Part II: ‘No music without soul … Not so characterless, gentlemen, imagine you’re playing the cello.’3

         The young conductor Otto Klemperer, however, took away a rather different impression: less colourful perhaps, but of more enduring significance. Until then, despite working as Mahler’s right-hand man on several occasions, he had apparently remained doubtful about, or at least underwhelmed by, certain aspects of his music. Hearing the Eighth Symphony in rehearsal (Klemperer was unable to stay for the public performances) changed all that. It was not until then, Klemperer confessed later, that he really began to understand Mahler’s music and to grasp what a great composer he was. One of Mahler’s remarks remained with him for life. Klemperer noted how the composer always wanted more clarity, more depth and power of sound, and more dynamic contrast. At one point in the rehearsals Mahler turned to Klemperer and his fellow assistant conductor Bruno Walter and said, ‘If, after my death, something doesn’t sound right, then change it. You have not only a right but a duty to do so.’4 I once saw the autograph score of the Fourth Symphony which Mahler had used when conducting some of its earlier performances. It shows how he put his own principle into practice: strengthening a line here, thinning out another there, perhaps even adding a new instrumental colour. Should conductors do the same when performing Mahler’s works today? Leopold Stokowski, who directed the Eighth Symphony’s sensational American premiere in 1916, certainly did. But fascinatingly, Klemperer – on whom Mahler’s remark made such a lasting impression – remained largely faithful to the letter of his scores. Clearly for Klemperer, Mahler’s scores – like those of Beethoven and Bach – were too close to holy writ to be tinkered with lightly.

         By all accounts, the final rehearsal went exceptionally well, but then it must have seemed that all Munich was willing it to succeed. Even the drivers of the city’s trams had been instructed to slow down as they passed the hall, and on no account to ring their bells. The critic Julius Korngold, father of the dazzling young composer prodigy Erich Wolfgang Korngold, was there representing Vienna’s influential Neue Freie Presse. Korngold had been one of the very few Viennese critics who had consistently championed Mahler as a composer, often going very much against the grain of received opinion. For most of his career Mahler was, for the majority of musical Viennese, a great conductor who also composed – unfortunately, a good many of them would have added. One of those was Alma’s own stepfather, the painter Carl Moll, who bluntly restated the received opinion that Mahler’s music wasn’t worth taking seriously. But Korngold, reporting back to a still largely disbelieving Vienna, was magisterially defiant. If only his detractors could see him on the podium at Munich – they would be forced to swallow their own words raw. Even from the moment Mahler began tuning the orchestra one could see how the force and magnetism of his personality worked upon everyone present. And the moment he began conducting it was as though flames could be seen leaping from his tiny frame as he steered his thousand-strong forces in any direction he willed, throwing up huge waves of sound one moment, then subsiding into incredible delicacy, focusing on the minutest details, the next. And how gloriously melodic it all was! Even the audience’s reaction had something altogether extraordinary about it. After the symphony’s gigantic closing crescendo had reached its peak, applause erupted from every part of the huge auditorium. It was like a roaring tidal wave of sound, welling up again and again, drawing Mahler back time after time to the podium to acknowledge this intense, almost religious adulation. Reading Korngold’s enthralled reaction, it’s easy to forget that what he is describing was just the final rehearsal. Was it possible that the official first public performance could reach still greater heights?

         
            *

         

         One person working determinedly to make sure that it would was Mahler’s impresario, Emil Gutmann. Gutmann was one of the leading concert organisers and artists’ representatives in the German-speaking world, with offices in Munich and Berlin. A contemporary flyer listing just his best-known clients makes impressive reading: the list of pianists alone includes Wilhelm Backhaus, Ferruccio Busoni, Harold Bauer, Alfred Cortot, Marie Dubois, Ignaz Friedman, Wanda Landowska, Moritz Rosenthal and Artur Schnabel – to take only the most stellar names. It was Gutmann who had organised an orchestral tour for Mahler in 1908, during which he’d given several performances of his recently premiered Seventh Symphony, and Mahler was evidently impressed enough by Gutmann’s efforts to engage him for the work he now considered his magnum opus, the Eighth.

         Gutmann threw himself into the task of attracting the largest possible audience for the Eighth Symphony’s two Munich performances. Of course this wasn’t simply a high-minded demonstration of faith in a grand artistic project; it was also driven by sheer financial necessity – the cost of mounting and co-ordinating the performances and rehearsals had been greater than even the practical Gutmann had anticipated. What Gutmann contrived looks more like a modern PR exercise than anything even Mahler had previously experienced in his own field. Gutmann’s approach in Munich alone was close to saturation bombing. Mahler’s colleague from his Vienna days, the painter and graphic- and set-designer Alfred Roller, created two arresting posters: the larger of the two was crowned by Mahler’s initials, ‘G. M.’, and the number ‘VIII’ transformed into a version of one of Mahler’s most characteristic conducting poses – the head low, the arms widely outstretched; the smaller one contains text alone, but in dramatic Jugendstil Gothic type, crossed by parallel lines that seem barely able to contain the words. Gutmann had the larger posters plastered over every street kiosk and advertising hoarding he could find, while the smaller ones filled the city’s trams and trains. Shop windows displayed portraits of Mahler, photographs or copies of the bust of the composer by Auguste Rodin, along with engravings, silhouettes – anything with Mahler’s face or profile on it. Bookshops were filled with copies of Paul Stefan’s new biography of Mahler and other smaller published tributes, and with copies of the newly published ‘pocket score’ – though given the amount of information condensed into those minutely crammed pages, one would have needed capacious pockets to contain it. (The number of staves on the final page of Part I is just short of forty, nearly double the number required for the ending of Beethoven’s Ninth.) Copies of the score were also discreetly ‘left’ in strategically chosen public places: for example, the tables of cafés where musical connoisseurs and critics were known to congregate.

         Meanwhile Gutmann had charmed, strong-armed, possibly even bribed, an impressive number of newspapers and music journals right across Germany into previewing the premiere, publishing analyses of the music alongside, of course, plenty of sensational gossip about this colossal new work and the various dramas involved in putting it on. How truthful some of these stories were, at least in details, is hard to gauge, but at the very least they are symptomatic, and offer insights into wider thoughts and feelings. For example, a newspaper in Bremen – nearly five hundred miles from Munich – gleefully reported an incident on a train headed for the Bavarian capital, in which a fight had broken out between two Frenchmen, a Berliner and a Viennese when the Frenchmen had impertinently questioned Mahler’s artistic worth. Even if it isn’t true, the fact that this was published at all tells us something about Franco-German artistic and political relations in 1910, and the sensitive nerves that were touched by news of Mahler’s symphony.

         As is usual when a powerful and sophisticated hype engine goes into overdrive, there were reactions against all this. And every now and again the kind of antisemitic prejudice (more often implied than directly stated) that had plagued Mahler in Vienna reared its head again, as it did, bizarrely, in a largely complimentary article about Mahler by the Swiss critic, William Ritter. Ritter had started out as a confirmed anti-Mahlerian, but was in the process of changing his mind – the experience of hearing the Eighth Symphony was evidently crucial. He later became a determined and influential Mahler champion. But the person who seems to have been most horrified by it all was Mahler himself. Arriving in Munich for the rehearsals, he was stunned by the sheer quantity of publicity material – it seemed there was nowhere he could turn without encountering his own face staring back at him. The Viennese journalist Julius Stern, writing two decades later, recalled one cringe-inducing moment just after Mahler had set out for the Musik Festhalle. Stern was with Mahler as he drove to the Exhibition Hall, along with Alma and Mahler’s young friend and protegé, the conductor Bruno Walter. Suddenly Mahler noticed the posters advertising the performance on the city’s trams, with his own name proudly emblazoned in huge letters. A vainer man might have found it all deliciously self-affirming. Mahler’s reaction, however, was to shrink back in his seat, bury his head in his hands and groan with shame.

         But there was worse to come. Looking at CD covers or concert billings today, you will often find Mahler’s Eighth Symphony furnished with a supplementary title: ‘Symphony of a Thousand’. There have certainly been performances where the total number of singers and instrumentalists has been close to a thousand, and given what the composer himself recommends in the score one can imagine him nodding approval. But as a rule Mahler didn’t like to give his symphonies titles: the name ‘Titan’, under which the First Symphony made its debut, was soon withdrawn; its successor, Symphony no. 2, was never officially the ‘Resurrection’ Symphony, though that is the name of the ode by Friedrich Klopstock that Mahler sets in the closing stages of the finale. Thoughts of calling the Third Symphony ‘Pan’, or ‘The Joyful Science’ (after one of Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophical works), were discarded when the music was still in sketch. But those at least had something to say about the nature of the music and its message. It was Gutmann who came up with the nickname ‘Symphony of a Thousand’ (Symfonie der Tausend), quite without Mahler’s permission. The first time Mahler saw the name in print he was horrified. This was about sensation, not about art. The whole thing, he moaned, was turning into ‘a catastrophic Barnum and Bailey show’.5

         Mahler knew better than most Europeans at that time what the names Barnum and Bailey signified. The hugely successful travelling circus company had been particularly active on America’s east coast during Mahler’s recent stay in New York, where he conducted the city’s Metropolitan Opera and Philharmonic Orchestras. He would have seen their posters, loudly trumpeting ‘The Greatest Show on Earth’ – wasn’t what Gutmann was doing horribly similar? Mahler must have winced at some of Barnum and Bailey’s imagery, which so often seemed to feature a conductor-like figure (classical music references were far more common in popular culture then than they are now), perhaps dressed in clown’s hat, baton in hand, urging on ‘Wonderful Performing Geese and Roosters and Musical Donkey’, or (worse still) in full evening dress, directing a ‘Troupe of Very Remarkable Trained Pigs’, each equipped with its own xylophone, ‘Performing Numerous Difficult, Clever and Wonderful Tricks & Animals Showing Almost Human Intelligence and Reason’. For Mahler the ironist, the mordant self-satirist – the composer who had included a black, sardonic funeral march for woodland animals in his own First Symphony – the ouch-factor must have been acute. 

         But it wasn’t just the potential loss of dignity that hurt: that was a side issue. What bothered Mahler most, or so Bruno Walter tells us, was that people would come for him, for the sensation, and not for the music itself. Separating the composer, as a living human being, from the music he created is harder with Mahler than it is with most other composers. Even so there is a difference, one of which Mahler was well aware, however much he struggled to make sense of it. Writing about his First Symphony to his friend Max Marschalk in March 1896, Mahler admitted that the painful ending of a love affair had left a deep imprint on the music. Even so, he continued, the symphony’s significance as a work of art went way beyond autobiography. The affair may have stimulated Mahler to write the symphony, and may well have influenced its character, but it was not the explanation of the music. The real meaning, he wrote, was in some other world, the more mysterious world of music, in which considerations of time and space were irrelevant. Inventing a literary programme to fit a completed work was, he insisted, a sterile, pointless activity.

         As we shall see, this is all highly relevant to the Eighth Symphony. One thing was quite clear to Mahler, however: if literary programmes were useless when it came to opening up the true meaning of a piece of music, the putatively scientific approach of musical analysis had nothing better to offer. When Mahler’s publisher Hertzka proposed printing an analytical programme note for the premiere of the Eighth Symphony, Mahler reacted in horror. It was, he insisted (in a letter full of underlinings), his firm conviction, born of long experience as a composer and a conductor, that they were of no artistic or practical value for anyone. Describing a musical work in terms of themes and developments was like trying to describe a living human being by describing his or her internal organs or cell-structures. It was nothing short of vivisection! In the most emphatic terms, Mahler forbade Hertzka to allow any such thing for the Eighth Symphony’s world premiere. What mattered above all else was that the listener, having enjoyed the music directly, without any kind of intellectual or emotional supervision, should be able to intuit in some way the real ‘inspiration or basis’ behind its composition. So what then was the nature of the ‘real meaning’ Mahler felt he had drawn from the Eighth Symphony’s original inspiration? When we have looked at that, at the Eighth Symphony itself, and at the effect it had at its sensational world premiere, we must consider what message, or messages, the world then heard in it – in Munich in 1910, and afterwards.
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            1 Stefan Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern (‘The World of Yesterday’), Stockholm, 1942, author’s translation.
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            ‘Arise, Light of the Senses’

         

         Mahler usually composed quickly, sometimes staggeringly so. But in the case of the Eighth Symphony the speed at which he got his ideas down on paper defies credibility. By all accounts (and there are several), the sketch score was completed in just eight weeks. Mahler’s summer holidays – the only time in the year he was normally able to devote to uninterrupted composition – usually lasted around ten weeks. According to Alma, the first two weeks of their stay in the Alpine resort of Maiernigg, above the shore of the beautiful lake Wörthersee, actually saw almost no musical work. There was nothing unusual in this, Alma tells us: as often before, Mahler fretted about failing inspiration until, suddenly, the light went on. In this case, however, the sudden flood of ideas was like an Alpine deluge: ‘superhuman energy’ was how Alma described it. It seems from Alma’s account that Mahler didn’t even know in advance which text he was going to set in the symphony’s first part, and hadn’t brought a copy with him. But that was only a minor impediment. It happened one morning, just as Mahler had stepped over the threshold of his composing hut up in the wood above the house. The desire of his heart, for inspiration, suddenly found words, ‘Veni, creator spiritus’, and with them the music flooded into being. In no time at all the opening chorus was written down. But then came the problem: ‘… music and words did not fit – the music had overlapped the text. In a fever of excitement he telegraphed back to Vienna and had the whole of the ancient Latin hymn telegraphed back. The complete text fitted the music exactly. Intuitively he had composed the music for the full strophes.’1

         It sounds too good to be true – and what on earth would have been the cost of telegraphing the entire eight-verse text of the Latin hymn to Mahler at a time when post offices charged by the word? But the story is not simply the creation or elaboration of Alma’s lively mind. The critic Ernst Decsey, writing just after Mahler’s death in 1911, remembered the composer telling him the same story – more or less: Decsey gives the location as Altschluderbach, but it was only the later compositions, the Ninth and Tenth Symphonies and Das Lied von der Erde, that were written there. Decsey tells us that Mahler did have a text of the medieval Latin hymn Veni, creator spiritus to hand, but in this version some of the original words were missing. Decsey tells us vaguely that the music Mahler had envisaged was in some way too substantial for the text. Whether, like Alma, he means that ‘words and music did not fit’, or whether something structural in the larger sense is indicated, is impossible to tell. (Mahler did in fact cut some of the words of the medieval hymn in his setting.) Nevertheless Decsey too tells us that Mahler soon realised he had to see the original text, and that he contacted Karl Luze, director of the Vienna Court Orchestra, asking him to send him a copy of the complete text. When this arrived, says Decsey, Mahler was astonished and thrilled to discover that the music he had composed fitted the hymn’s verse structure – or was it the individual words and phrases? – precisely.

         One can argue about the details, but somewhere between those two accounts is, one strongly suspects, a real, extraordinary creative event – so extraordinary that to onlookers it appeared almost supernatural. It also gives the lie to any suggestion that Mahler set out on composing his Eighth Symphony with any specific ‘meaning’ in mind. For Mahler’s younger friend, Arnold Schoenberg, there was nothing at all remarkable in that. The creator, said Schoenberg, is merely the slave of higher providence. Composing is for him not a blissful, fully conscious response to some kind of divine inspiration, but more akin to a kind of trance state. According to Schoenberg’s recollection, the Eighth Symphony had spilled out onto the paper rapidly and half-unconsciously – ‘as though it had been dictated to me’, as Mahler once told him.2 For all the apparent extravagance of the language, it does make sense: surely Mahler would have had to create the Eighth ‘half-unconsciously’. Given the speed at which the ideas were pouring out onto the paper he would hardly have had time to assess them consciously, let alone pause to consider what they might signify.

         But by June 1910, as Mahler was looking forward eagerly to the Eighth Symphony’s premiere three months later, the question of the music’s ‘real meaning’ had crystallised in his mind. The notion of setting the concluding scene of Part II of Goethe’s verse drama Faust had, it appears, been germinating for some time. Mahler was an enthusiastic reader, and his knowledge of the classics of German literature was extensive. Faust – a work with similar iconic status for German-speakers as Shakespeare’s Hamlet holds for the English – would have been essential reading in any case, but as Ernst Decsey recalled, Mahler’s passion for Goethe bordered on identification – with the work, and even with the man himself. Decsey remembered his impressions on first entering Mahler’s living room: there were books everywhere, not only on the shelves but piled high on tables, furniture, even on the floor. Apart from the wide range of literary fiction there was a huge zoological encyclopaedia, and a copious supply of philosophical works. None of this, Decsey felt, was there for display. Mahler was a voracious reader, and in the evenings he liked nothing better than to stretch out comfortably and have a friend read aloud to him from a favourite book. The author Decsey remembered Mahler asking for most often was Goethe, and in particular Part II of Faust. Even though it was clear Mahler knew huge chunks of the work by heart, he loved to savour special passages, to discover them anew by hearing them read by someone else. On one particularly memorable occasion, after Decsey had been reading to him for over an hour, he seemed to undergo a remarkable transformation, and for a moment at least Decsey was convinced that he was looking, not at Mahler, but at Goethe himself: ‘his face was ennobled by contemplation, his nose became more pronounced. I gazed at him for a long time and the impression was confirmed: like Goethe.’3

         It is precisely the kind of half-intoxicated, dream-like descriptive writing modern commentators delight in debunking; and yet, look at Rodin’s famous bust of Mahler – the one dominating shop windows all over Munich in September 1910 – and it would appear that the French sculptor saw something similar. And one thing from Decsey’s account remains essentially unchallengeable: Mahler knew his Goethe, and particularly Faust Part II, from the inside out. The words had been brewing away in his imagination long before that fantastically productive summer of 1906. By the time he picked up his pen, the music had more or less fallen into place in his unconscious mind. No wonder it was so ready to come flooding out onto the manuscript paper.

         Mahler was by no means the first composer to tackle the final scene of Goethe’s Faust Part II. It forms both the culmination and the focal point of Robert Schumann’s strangely hybrid choral-orchestral Scenes from Faust (1844–53), and – some might say rather less successfully – it provides a relatively brief choral finale for Franz Liszt’s programmatic A Faust Symphony (1854–7). Clearly Mahler loved the poetry, the sounds, rhythms and melodic contours of the words, and sometimes that’s all a composer needs to set his or her imagination working. But by 1910 it was clear that Mahler felt that in some vitally significant way Goethe’s message to the world was also his own – and that this chimed in beautifully with the meaning he found in the old Latin hymn, Veni, creator spiritus (‘Come, creator spirit’), whose musical potential had revealed itself to him in a thunderbolt of inspiration. A hymn to the Holy Spirit, followed by a depiction of the arrival of a redeemed soul in Heaven and his presentation to the Mother of Christ – unsurprisingly some people coming to the Eighth Symphony for the first time presume that this is pure Roman Catholicism, or at the very least some form of Christianity, orthodox or otherwise. Even Michael Kennedy, one of Mahler’s most insightful biographers, summarised the philosophical plan of Mahler’s Eighth Symphony as at least partly an affirmation of Christian belief, fused with Goethe’s ‘symbolic’ vision of the redemption of humankind through love, as represented by Goethe’s Ewig-Weibliche – the ‘Eternal Feminine’. Was he wrong to do so?

         Before considering what Goethe meant, it might be more helpful to follow Mahler and begin with the Latin hymn Veni, creator spiritus. This is attributed to the Benedictine monk, and later Archbishop of Mainz, Rabanus (or Hrabanus) Maurus (?780–856), later celebrated as Praeceptor Germaniae, the ‘teacher of Germany’. Colourful legends have grown up around the origins of some of the Roman Catholic Church’s most famous texts, for instance the lovely but improbable story that the hymn Te Deum laudamus (‘We praise thee, O God’) was improvised antiphonally by the saints Ambrose and Augustine after the latter’s baptism in AD 387. But in the case of Veni, creator spiritus the attribution to Maurus is still widely accepted. Today the hymn is regularly performed at liturgical celebrations of the feast of Pentecost, seven weeks after Easter Sunday, commemorating the descent of the Holy Spirit on Christ’s twelve Apostles, Jesus’s mother Mary, and a number of other female and male disciples, in fulfilment of Christ’s own promise made before his ascent into Heaven. According to the narrative given in the second chapter of the Acts of the Apostles, the Holy Spirit descended on the disciples ‘like a rushing mighty wind’, accompanied by an apparition of ‘tongues of fire’, and those who received it were heard to speak ecstatically in many different languages. Some bystanders speculated that the disciples were merely drunk; others however instantly perceived something miraculous:

         
            And there were dwelling at Jerusalem Jews, devout men, out of every nation under Heaven. Now when this was noised abroad, the multitude came together, and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in their own language. And they were all amazed and marvelled, saying one to another, Behold, are not all these which speak Galileans? And how hear we every man in our own tongue, wherein we were born? … we do hear them speak in our tongues the wonderful works of God.4

         

         An experience like the sudden descent of a mighty wind, tongues of flame, ecstatic utterances – how like Mahler’s own experience of conceiving the music for his setting of Veni, creator spiritus, a setting that turned out, almost miraculously, to fit the words of the original text better than the imperfect version he remembered! Then there is that resounding endorsement in the biblical account of the universality of the Christian message – addressed to everyone, Jews like Mahler himself very much included. And what better language than music to declare ‘the wonderful works of God’, whatever their background and native tongue? In all likelihood Mahler also knew that Goethe himself had valued Veni, creator spiritus, to the extent of making his own translation – so here was a direct link to the creator of Faust. One aspect of the hymn that would have appealed equally to Goethe and to Mahler is that – apart from the conventional Trinitarian doxology in the final verse – there is very little in the text that makes it exclusively Christian: other religions invoke divine spirits and acknowledge heavenly fathers. Perhaps on top of all this there was a personal memory: Veni, creator spiritus is usually sung at the service of confirmation, and Mahler would almost certainly have heard it sung at his own reception into the Roman Catholic Church in Vienna on 23 February 1897 – perhaps to the beautiful medieval chant still sung in Catholic churches today.

         Might there be an indication here that there was, after all, more to Mahler’s conversion to Roman Catholicism than political pragmatism? To take up his post at the Vienna Court Opera, as he did later in 1897, Mahler had to be – as any significant Imperial Austrian court official had to be – a member of the Catholic Church. It is possible, but despite his respect for his friend and mentor Anton Bruckner’s intense Catholic faith, and despite his well attested love for country churches and their often touchingly simple devotional images, for plainsong and the smell of incense, there is no evidence that Mahler ever seriously considered himself an orthodox Catholic believer. Accounts of what he actually confessed to believing vary. The great soprano Anna von Mildenburg, who had an affair with Mahler in 1895, two years before his official ‘conversion’, recalled ‘his love of nature, his humility in his own art, his religiosity, his faith and his love of God’.5 But the composer’s friend and biographer Richard Specht felt that for Mahler, ‘God’ and ‘nature’ were more or less synonymous. Mahler was, Specht insisted, ‘a complete pantheist and a wholehearted believer in the doctrine of eternal reincarnation’; though Specht also remembered Mahler saying, ‘Only as a musician can I fully express my thoughts on this.’6 Otto Klemperer went even further: Mahler, he recollected in Meine Erinnerungen an Gustav Mahler (‘My Memories of Gustav Mahler’), was in essence a true child of the nineteenth century. For Klemperer, Mahler was first and foremost an adherent of the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, ecstatic proclaimer of the Death of God, and like Nietzsche completely irreligious. If he was in any way ‘pious’, it was not the kind of piety to be found in prayer books. In placing Mahler in his time, culturally speaking, Klemperer almost certainly meant to indicate what the historian Eric Hobsbawm called ‘the long nineteenth century’, that is, the period between the dawning of the French Revolution in 1789 and the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. It was a period of huge change and upheaval in ideas about God and religion, as the power of both Catholic and Protestant states to impose belief on their apparently willing citizens began to fail, and new ideas rushed to fill the resultant vacuum. Thus we have Maximilien Robespierre’s revolutionary ‘cult of the Supreme Being’, Immanuel Kant’s decidedly moral but personally remote deity, followed by the still more abstract, historically evolving, self-actualising ‘world spirit’ of Hegel. Then, having found a chink in the door, serious doubt began to prise its way in. David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (‘The Life of Christ’, 1836) sensationally applied new historical critical techniques to the Gospels and concluded that accounts of the miracles of Christ were later additions, and that Jesus himself could not have been divine. Five years later the philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach published Das Wesen des Christenthums (‘The Essence of Christianity’), arguing, from an openly atheist standpoint, that the heavens were, in effect, a giant screen onto which human beings projected their deepest, and sometimes darkest, desires, urges and aspirations: God did not create mankind; mankind created God, in his (it was usually ‘his’) own image. Feuerbach and Strauss’s works had a life-changing effect on their young English translator, Mary Anne Evans, later famous as the novelist George Eliot. Around the same time, Feuerbach and Hegel were formative influences on Karl Marx’s philosophy of history – evolutionary, like Hegel’s, but materialist, replacing spiritual agency with purely socio-economic forces.

         It has been argued, quite plausibly in some cases, that Goethe understood and/or foresaw all of this, and that the two parts of Faust, read together, are a symbolic record of the evolution of such ideas, not only during Goethe’s own long lifetime, but before and afterwards. For the scholar R. H. Stephenson, Faust is nothing less than a history of the life of the spirit as the West has understood it. But what would Goethe have made of the philosopher of whom, Otto Klemperer tells us, Mahler was effectively a disciple? It was Friedrich Nietzsche who famously proclaimed in his quasi-scriptural ‘philosophical novel’ Also sprach Zarathustra (‘Thus Spake Zarathustra’, 1883–5) that ‘God is dead’. But despite his occasionally manic self-celebratory tone, there is nothing smug about Nietzsche’s proclamation. God has died ‘from his pity for mankind’ – in other words the idea of a compassionate God is simply unsustainable in the face of the suffering human beings endure. And Nietzsche is painfully, agonisingly aware of the abysmal void created by the departure of God. At one point his prophet Zarathustra cries out, ‘Come back / With all your anguish / Oh come back / To the last of all hermits … Oh come back / My unknown God! My pain! My last – happiness!’ One can imagine Mahler himself writing those words in one of his own darker moments: in fact they read rather like some of the desperate comments Mahler scrawled on the sketches of the Tenth Symphony he was struggling to complete during the crisis of summer 1910.

         But while Nietzsche expressed brilliantly and powerfully the existential nightmare into which Godless mankind had fallen, his solutions to the problem – particularly his ecstatic proclamations of the imminent dawning of the ‘superman’ (Übermensch) and the attendant ‘revaluation of all values’ – have proved a great deal more controversial: ‘fanfares of despair’ was how the writer Erich Heller summed them up. Where was Mahler to turn for an answer? It came to him, he explained in a sequence of letters to Alma, from Goethe’s Faust Part II, and then, via Goethe, from a much older source: the thoughts of the Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates, as expressed in Plato’s dialogue The Symposium. Alma has been reading Faust, and her comments on its final lines, the enigmatic ‘Chorus Mysticus’, have excited him. The Eighth Symphony’s full text will follow in due course, but for the moment it would be helpful to give the stanza in full:
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                        	Ist nur ein Gleichnis;
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                        	Here it is done.


                     
            
                        
                        	Das Ewig-Weibliche
            
                        
                        	The Ever-Womanly


                     
            
                        
                        	Zieht uns hinan.
            
                        
                        	Draws us on.


                  
               

            

         

         After stressing that the interpretation of a work of art is ‘something out of the ordinary’, beyond the tools of rational analysis, Mahler observes that Faust is ‘quite a jumble, since it was written over the course of a long lifespan’. It was indeed: nearly fifty years separate Goethe’s first sketches for Faust from the completion of Part II in 1831. Naturally some of the content of the latter reflects the changes in Goethe’s own attitudes in the course of that half-century (he was no rigid dogmatist), and the range and diversity of its thinking and subject-matter has perplexed many commentators (including, privately, Goethe himself). ‘The essence’, Mahler explains to Alma, ‘lies in its artistic entity, which cannot be expressed in dry words.’ Nevertheless he feels inspired by Alma’s letter to try to make sense of his own conclusions. Everything in Goethe’s text at this point is ‘allegory’, a symbol, and thus inexpressible in rational language: ‘That which leads us forwards with mystical strength – which every creature, perhaps even every stone, knows with absolute certainty to be the centre of its existence, and which Goethe here calls Eternal Femininity … is the antithesis of eternal longing, striving, motion towards that goal – in a word, Eternal Masculinity …’ It is this ‘Eternal Femininity’, says Mahler, that carries us forward, not masculine striving. It brings us at last to the point that the restless male urge on its own can never know. We are finally at peace, fully in possession of what we on this transient earth can only desire, strive for: ‘Christians speak of “eternal bliss”, and for the sake of my allegory I have made use of this beautiful, sufficiently mythological concept.’7

         So like Goethe, Mahler too embraces Christian imagery, partly because it is ‘beautiful’ and ‘sufficiently mythological’, but also because it will be readily understood by the world to which he wishes to communicate his vision of the ‘centre of its existence’. In this his thinking almost exactly parallels that of Goethe himself. This is all the more striking when one considers that even some of the finest scholars of German literature have misread what Goethe was trying to say here. Eliza Butler, for instance, in her much-acclaimed study of the Faust legend, The Fortunes of Faust, can barely conceal her disappointment at the way Goethe ultimately dispatches Faust’s soul, cleansed and redeemed of everything that once made him distinctive, to a safely Roman Catholic heaven. In fact Goethe’s attitude to Christianity fluctuated throughout his long life, but certainly as an adult he was no orthodox Christian believer. He explained his choice of Christian symbolism in a letter to a friend as follows: ‘The concluding scene, where the redeemed soul goes aloft, was very difficult to bring about, and I could have easily lost my way amongst such metaphysical, hardly knowable things, if I had not been able to give my poetic ideas form and firmness through the sharply outlined figures and imagery of the Christian Church.’8 One can imagine Mahler saying ‘Amen’ to all of that. Nonetheless, it should be stressed that from a Christian point of view, there are several highly unorthodox aspects to Goethe’s view of Heaven: God the Father is hardly mentioned, and Jesus Christ is acknowledged as the Virgin Mary’s ‘divinely transfigured Son’, which could be taken to imply that, before that divine transfiguration, he was not divine in essence. Mary herself, the ‘Mater Gloriosa’, may only have two lines to sing, but she is clearly central, the focus of every adoring gaze. Earlier in the final scene, the angel chorus delivers this judgement, more humanist than conventionally Christian:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Wer immer strebend sich bemüht,
            
                        
                        	Whoever strives constantly,


                     
            
                        
                        	Den können wir erlösen!
            
                        
                        	Him we can redeem.


                  
               

            

         

         It is a thought that could have been addressed personally to Mahler.

         A year later, in June 1910, Mahler writes to Alma again on this subject, now tracing the roots of his thinking beyond Goethe to the Ancient Greek philosopher Plato’s dialogue The Symposium, which records a discussion between Plato’s teacher Socrates and a group of friends on the theme of what is often called ‘Platonic love’ – mistakenly, it turns out: Socrates is not talking of a kind of love which has no erotic dimension. In essence what he says is the same as Goethe’s assertion that all love has its roots in procreation, and in the higher creative urge. For Socrates and for Goethe procreation is an activity not only of the body but also of the soul, and both activities are fundamentally an expression of Eros, the ‘creator of the world’. So Eros, not the third person of the Christian Holy Trinity, is the ‘creator spirit’ on whom Mahler calls so magnificently at the opening of the Eighth Symphony!

         When the reader turns to The Symposium, says Mahler, he or she is initially captivated by the vitality and narrative drive. The characters are so remarkably alive, their exchanges so full of colour and feeling, that the element of philosophical contention can almost seem marginal: ‘Only later does one appreciate the diversity of opinions proffered, and only at the very end does one realise what this carefully planned rise in intensity is actually leading to: that wonderful dialogue between Socrates and Diotima, in which Plato outlines and summarises his entire world.’9 That comment about the ‘carefully planned rise in intensity’ will be crucial when we come to consider how the symphony’s second part evolves towards its concluding Chorus Mysticus. It also ties in beautifully with Socrates’ account of his discourse with Diotima, the speech that forms the climax of The Symposium. Love, says Plato’s priestess in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s majestic translation, is ‘universally all that earnest desire for the possession of happiness and that which is good’; it is ‘the desire in men that good should be for ever present to them’.

         
            ‘Love, then, O Socrates, is not as you imagine the love of the beautiful.’ – ‘What, then?’ – ‘Of generation and production in the beautiful.’ – ‘Why then of generation?’– ‘Generation is something eternal and immortal in mortality. It necessarily, from what has been confessed, follows, that we must desire immortality together with what is good, since Love is the desire that good be for ever present to us. Of necessity Love must also be the desire of immortality.’

         

         Desire itself can, if sublimated to this great quest, draw us towards the infinite. It is the ladder on which we climb from the physical to the spiritual:

         
            ‘He who has been disciplined to this point in Love, by contemplating beautiful objects gradually, and in their order, now arriving at the end of all that concerns Love, on a sudden beholds a beauty wonderful in its nature. This is it, O Socrates, for the sake of which all former labours were endured. It is eternal, unproduced, indestructible; neither subject to increase nor decay … All other things are beautiful through a participation of it, with this condition, that although they are subject to production and decay, it never becomes more or less, or endures any change. When any one, ascending from a correct system of Love, begins to contemplate this supreme beauty, he already touches the consummation of his labour.’ 10

         

         The same desire condemned by Christianity as the sin of lust can, if its true object is understood, draw us towards the infinite, to perfection. For Plato, as for Goethe, lust is simply desire that fails to recognise its real, otherworldly goal, as Goethe emphasises, provocatively, in the penultimate scene of Faust Part II: one of the reasons that Faust’s soul is able to elude the clutches of Mephistopheles at the last moment and slip into Heaven is that Mephistopheles is temporarily distracted by the angels’ pert bottoms! In opposition to this stands ‘Platonic love’ in its true sense. It is for this that the massed choirs invoke the ‘creator spiritus’ in the Eighth Symphony’s Part I:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Accende lumen sensibus,
            
                        
                        	Arise, light of the senses,


                     
            
                        
                        	Infunde amorem cordibus.
            
                        
                        	Pour love into our hearts.


                  
               

            

         

         The composer Anton Webern recalled Mahler talking to him excitedly about this passage not long before the Eighth Symphony’s premiere: this, he said, was the pivotal moment in Part I where, in response to the command ‘Accende’, the music rises up and anticipates the setting of the concluding scene from Faust in Part II. Here then is the true connection Mahler drew between Veni, creator spiritus and the concluding scene of Faust Part II. Written at a time when much Christian writing was fiercely ascetic, decrying the body as hopelessly corrupted by original sin, Rabanus Maurus’s hymn offered hope for the physical being as well, acknowledging the ‘light of the senses’. In the words of the ancient Latin hymn Mahler had read the message that had evidently struck Goethe too: fired by love, real erotic love rather than some disembodied ideal, we too can follow Socrates and scale the Heavens.
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