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Introduction:


Seeking Gustav Mahler





No composer has had greater influence on the music of the twentieth century than Gustav Mahler; none wrote more of himself into his music. These truths are as inseparable as they are becoming self-evident.


Mahler was the first composer to seek personal spiritual solutions in music. Where Beethoven addressed himself to universal suffering and Wagner to altering the values of art and society, Mahler from his earliest symphony delved into private experiences and traumas – domestic brutality, bereavement, alienation – searching within himself for remedies to the human condition.


This quest is the key to the remarkable resurrection of Mahler’s music half a century after his death. The first surge of acclamation in the 1960s owed much to the currents of self-awareness and introspection that fostered the Me Generation. But his creations penetrated the underlying culture more permanently than any of the decade’s crop of individualist cults.


A survey of orchestral concerts in London, where Mahler was played only sporadically before 1960, finds him entering the list of the ten most performed symphonists in 1962 and rising steadily every year thereafter. In 1986 he overtook the perennially popular Tchaikovsky to claim fifth place with more than twenty-six complete symphonic performances.1


The first cycle of Mahler symphonies on record was completed by Leonard Bernstein in autumn 1967. In the next twenty years, no fewer than eight conductors have recorded the entire works; several others are in mid-cycle, while Bernard Haitink and Bernstein himself are recording them a second time.2 The demand for Mahler discs seems insatiable.


The enthusiasm is most marked, and to many programmers most puzzling, among the under-twenties. Greeted by a sea of luminous punk hair-styles at Mahler’s Sixth Symphony at a London promenade concert, Klaus Tennstedt reflected: ‘Young people are searching for values that have been destroyed. Long after his death, Mahler fights on against a terrible world. He gives people back their sense of feeling, and fear, and outrage.’3 Perhaps’, suggests Claudio Abbado, ‘young people can find all the great matters of life and death in Mahler’.4


Like Sigmund Freud, Mahler examined himself less as a singular specimen than as a prototype of tormented humankind. ‘Every injustice done to me’, he declared, ‘is an injustice towards the whole universe and must hurt the almighty spirit.’5 ‘The whole world concerns me,’6 he thundered at a narrow-minded musician who, pondering his outburst, concluded that Mahler ‘pursued a constant search for the divine, both in the individual and in man as a whole.’7


Apostles regarded his sense of mission as Messianic, opponents as megalomanic. He and his music provoked extreme reactions because they encompassed unrestrained extremes of emotion and ambition. The richness and contradictions of his vast personality are inextricable from his music, and consequently from all music after him. For, through his own works and the trail of his followers Schoenberg, Webern and Berg, as well as through such diverse connections as Busoni, Varèse and Alfredo Casella, Mahler has influenced every dominant strand in twentieth-century composing apart from the Debussyist, the nationalist and the party-line Stalinist (see Fig. 1). Mahler, writes Pierre Boulez, is ‘indispensable to anyone reflecting today on the future of music.’8


Almost every composer after Mahler has adopted, knowingly or not, at least half of his utilitarian attitude to music: as a means of self-examination, or as a route to moral regeneration. None of his major contemporaries envisaged such aims for their art. Strauss was frankly bewildered when Mahler talked to him of seeking redemption in music. ‘I don’t know what am I supposed to be redeemed from,’ he complained.9 Debussy dined with Mahler, then walked out of his Second Symphony.


‘The symphony must be like the world,’ Mahler told Sibelius, ‘it must embrace everything!’10 His own symphonies invoke both the violent contrasts of the outer world and those of his volatile inner nature, a temperament that hovered on the brink of the clinical manic-depression that has afflicted many of the greatest artists.11
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Figure 1. Mahler and twentieth-century music 








The complexities of his character have intrigued psychiatrists,12 biographers and novelists13 alike. The present book is intended as a basic guide to Mahler’s personality, a half-explored continent with awesome topographic contours.


Images of Mahler


The prevailing profile of Mahler is founded on three primary documents: correspondence published by his widow in 1924,14 her own memoirs sixteen years later,15 and the notes of his adoring companion, Natalie Bauer-Lechner.16 Vital as they are, these volumes have inspired almost as much fantasy as fact. Many concert-goers firmly believe, for example, that the Mahler they are hearing is the hapless hero of Ken Russell’s movie, itself an imaginative distillation of Alma’s memoirs filtered through English landscapes and the director’s personal predilections.17


Any clearer understanding of Mahler can only be obtained by setting aside these overworked sources and seeking out further testimonies to corroborate, balance or refute existing conceptions. The more such materials I assembled, the more I became convinced that Mahler was best perceived directly through the eyes of his contemporaries.


Alma Mahler’s famous memoir appeared in Amsterdam in 1940, at a time when ‘Germany is deprived of his music and the memory of his life and compositions is carefully effaced.’18 Having written it ‘many years ago’19 from her diaries, she brought it smartly up to date in order to settle some burning scores: ‘I therefore have no scruple in saying openly what I know from experience of persons who live their lives and play their parts in the Third Reich.’ In particular: ‘All that I say of Richard Strauss is taken from the daily entries in my diary.’20


Her tales of Strauss, like much else in the memoir, are a subtle blend of truth and malicious gossip. Her original dislike of the composer and his wife was reinforced by anger at his acquiescence to Nazism and his refusal to release his correspondence with Mahler.


Strauss is one of many instances where Alma’s long-standing grievances outweighed any regard for historical accuracy. Much else in her book is prejudiced by personal animosity, a casual attitude to chronology and downright perjury designed to expiate guilt feelings and excuse her marital infidelities.


She portrays Mahler from the outset as prematurely old, in poor health and a confirmed virgin. He was, in point of fact, forty-one years old when they met, in unparalleled command of the world’s most problematic opera-house, approaching his prime as a composer, prodigiously athletic and a veteran of sexual experiences with several singers.


In her autobiography twenty years later,21 Alma admits that she became sick of Mahler and his music at different times; she often sent her small daughter to represent her at concerts.22 The scholarly consensus that Alma ‘is nearly always reliable where she speaks of aesthetic judgements or emotional reactions; it becomes risky to trust her in questions of fact or chronology’23 is no longer tenable. She deliberately misleads too often for her book, compulsively readable though it remains, to be used as the principal basis for considering Mahler’s character. ‘I had known much about Mahler,’ she reflected in a candid, late confession, ‘but ignored his essence.’24


Nor can Natalie Bauer-Lechner’s account, loyal though she was to Mahler, be taken as read. Mahler called certain of his friends ‘my dear Eckermann’, implying that he knew they were taking down his words, like Goethe’s acolyte, for future publication. Well before his thirtieth birthday, he displayed an awareness of his historical importance that in a lesser man would be deplored as mere vanity. In the presence of scribes, he plainly tailored some utterances to mould his image for posterity.


Natalie’s Erinnerungen circulated in Vienna for years in typed versions before her nephew ‘edited’ a truncated selection in 1923. An expanded edition lately issued by her family in West Germany is not nearly as revealing as the original typescripts owned by Baron Henry-Louis de La Grange, Mahler’s paramount biographer, who has generously allowed me to study and reproduce previously unquoted passages.25


The few other books about Mahler by close associates are in varying degrees unsatisfactory. Bruno Walter wrote a dry, uneasy profile in 1936; his own autobiography is notably more interesting, as are his private letters.26 But Walter’s most vivid account, written in a musical journal months after Mahler’s death, has never since been reprinted.27 The musicologist Guido Adler, Mahler’s lifelong friend and supporter, wrote a biography that analyses the music at some distance from the man; and two critics close to Mahler, Paul Stefan and Richard Specht, wrote early studies, one influenced by Adler, the other by Alma.


The most vivid descriptions of Mahler are mainly to be found in articles in pre-1921 Austrian and German periodicals. I have selected those memoirs where the memory is freshest, apart from a few instances – notably the autobiographies of J. B. Foerster and Ludwig Karpath – where prolonged reflection has produced a fuller portrait.


I have also gained access to a variety of eye-witness materials that have never previously been printed in any form. These include autobiographical manuscripts by Arnold Schoenberg, Carl Moll and Berta Zuckerkandl, and tape-recorded interviews with Anna Mahler and various individuals who knew and worked with him.


Mahler and his friends


People who have shared the privilege of friendship with a genius are notoriously prone to exaggerate the virtues and ameliorate the faults. Mahler’s circle, however, was so infected by his questioning mind and his dedication to absolute, unattainable truths that they wrote with an honesty that spared neither his sins nor inconsistencies. Others who described Mahler in paeans of unqualified praise are those who knew him least, and may usually be disregarded.28


In almost every aspect of his personality, the reliable evidence is contradictory to an astonishing degree. He was compassionate and callous, co-operative and tyrannical; a childlike innocence alternated with a machiavellian cunning, pantheism with a belief in the one God. Even physical descriptions of Mahler are conflicting. Many remember him as small, weak and ugly; Alfred Roller’s objective portrait of his naked frame shows him to have been powerfully built and supremely fit.29 From his photographs, most women find him sexually attractive; his own lovers seemed almost indifferent to his carnality – or so it appears from their reports of him.


He is repeatedly likened to Kapellmeister Kreisler, E. T. A. Hoffmann’s sardonic and extravagant caricature of a Romantic conductor.30 Yet some observers immediately retract this comparison when recalling Mahler’s asceticism and search for God. These antipodes of elation and sorrow, idealism and irony, are hallmarks of his works. ‘Whatever quality is perceptible and definable in his music, the diametrically opposite quality is equally so. Of what other composer can this be said?’ challenges Leonard Bernstein.31


Richard Specht and Paul Stefan, accomplished writers who knew Mahler for more than a decade, admitted defeat when it came to defining the essence of the man. Specht begins his book: ‘I do not think anyone really knew Mahler.32 Stefan declares that Mahler ‘defies description: he is at once just as portrayed and yet quite different.’33


Already as an immature, provincial musician, he attracted a stream of followers. He did not encourage sycophants: his disciples were rebels and reformers who scorned the trappings of high office yet could not resist his allure. Mahler, for his part, needed their reassurance that he belonged to a progressive trend. He required the combative stimulus of their disputiveness; his was an interactive nature that thrived upon animated exchanges and new ideas.


The ability to give and receive friendship was among his most endearing traits. Numerous reports tell of the moment when Mahler suddenly, as if in priestly blessing, ‘shone his countenance’ upon a lesser mortal and declared him his friend. Stefan found him ‘unusually shy’,34 but to close friends he exposed his innermost concerns. The Czech composer J. B. Foerster relates how Mahler, during a crisis of creative self-doubt, talked freely of his intimate life but uttered not a word about his compositions.35 Certainly some of the portraits of Mahler by his friends are among the most revealing that exist of any major musician.


That he sometimes shed people unsentimentally does not detract from the warmth he gave during the relationship. Siegfried Lipiner, an old friend ejected from Mahler’s circle by Alma’s antagonism, accused him of ‘contempt for his fellow men … we are all just objects to you.’36 Ferdinand Pfohl, one of several associates discarded when Mahler left Hamburg for Vienna, wrote: ‘He was a bad friend, because in anger he would forget all friendship.’37 Specht notes that ‘most people only meant to him as much as they could give him.’38 Yet egotism and ingratitude apart, the experience of his friendship was intense and abiding, even to those he eventually wronged. Hans Pfitzner, a fellow composer, concluded: ‘In ihm ist Liebe’ – in him is love.39


In an important essay entitled ‘Mahler’s friends’,40 Paul Stefan compiles a list beginning with Anton Bruckner – ‘not his teacher, but a paternal guide’ – and Mahler’s college contemporaries, Adler, Lipiner, the archaeologist Friedrich Löhr and the lawyer Emil Freund. Next come Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Walter and Foerster, pillars of his Hamburg period. Marriage to Alma introduced him to the leading Viennese artists Klimt, Roller and Carl Moll, as well as to the young musicians Zemlinsky and Schoenberg.


Other musical comrades included the composers Richard Strauss, Josef Marx, Alfredo Casella and Julius Bittner, the conductors Willem Mengelberg and Oskar Fried, several critics, his last publisher Emil Hertzka and some singers, Kurz, Mildenburg and Gutheil-Schoder. The twin poles of his life, says Stefan, were his favourite sister, Justine, and his wife, Alma. Like many others, Stefan proudly recalls the moment Mahler said to him: ‘You are now my friend …’


In the same journal, Richard Specht contributes an opposing article: ‘Mahler’s enemies’.41 The contrast is stark and unyielding. Those who loved Mahler were, on the whole, agents of advancement, humanity and light. Many of those who opposed him are revealed as the primeval forces that soon plunged Europe into double holocaust and devastation.


The powers of darkness detested Mahler because he would not tolerate comfortable compromise and commonplace art. They loathed his undeniable genius and feared his naked ambition. They despised, above all else, his racial origin and they made his heritage the cross upon which Vienna ultimately nailed him.


Mahler and his origins


Mahler’s Jewishness has been a topic of controversy from his own time to the present, but much of the argument is founded on false premises and subjective analysis. Although he rarely talked of his background, he made no secret of its importance. ‘The songs which a child assimilates in his youth will determine his musical manhood,’ he declared.42 Guido Adler, raised in the same small town in Bohemia, underlined the importance of the folk-tunes and military marches they both heard as boys. ‘The impressions of Mahler’s youth extend like a scarlet thread through the creations of his entire life.’43


Adler was keen to gloss over any trace of Jewishness in Mahler’s composition, whether out of personal unease or because it would not help in the prevailing social climate to win recognition for his music. In recent years, however, enough new information has come to light to gain a truer impression of Mahler’s origins. And while it is impossible to accept Max Brod’s thesis that Jewish music suffused his symphonies at the subconscious level,44 there is enough evidence to show that Mahler was familiar with his own heritage and that among the songs ‘assimilated in his youth’ were traditional Hebrew hymns and chants.


He was born of Jewish parents, Bernhard and Maria Mahler, in Kalischt, Bohemia, on 7 July 1860. It may be safely assumed that seven days after his birth he was ritually circumcised, a rite then universal among Jews. During the ceremony, he was given a Hebrew personal name, which has not yet been ascertained. Since a newborn maternal cousin was also named Gustav,45 it is likely that, following ancient custom, both babies were given the Hebrew and secular forenames of a lately deceased ancestor.


The only trace of musical or religious devotion among his forebears was a great-great-grandfather, Abraham Mahler (1720–1800), said to have been a cantor and supervisor of dietary laws.46 Two generations later, Mahler’s grandfather and father were distillers and barkeepers, yet their communal attachment remained strong. When he moved to Iglau in December 1860, Bernhard Mahler soon became friendly with the cantor at the newly formed synagogue. The cantor, leader of divine worship and a man well versed in Scripture, was godfather in 1868 to his eighth child, Justine.47


Bernhard thirsted after secular knowledge and lusted, like many another bourgeois paterfamilias, after servant girls. He is sometimes described as an assimilated Jew, but this is contridicted by his close 
 connection with a religious officiant, by Gustav’s attendance at synagogue services48 and by Bernhard’s own election in 1878 by a large majority of fellow congregants to the Committee of the Iglau Jewish Community, serving on its education board.49 He could not possibly have stood for office in a traditional community if, as one researcher states,50 he was a free-thinker who ‘shut the door upon every religious usage of traditional Hebraism’.


The onus for Gustav’s religious indoctrination rested with his mother, who was unquestionably devout. The hypersensitive Gustav was raised therefore amid a domestic dichotomy of religious observance and sensual amorality, simple faith and sordid hypocrisy. Small wonder that he acquired a scepticism for established religion while retaining his mother’s unwavering belief in an all-powerful deity. His faith as a child must have pleaed the ill-treated Maria. It is reflected in his first school report in 1870, which shows Religious Studies (Mosaic) as the only subject graded ‘excellent’.51


The largest lacuna in Mahler’s religious background concerns his bar mitzvah, the occasion when, at his thirteenth birthday, a Jewish boy reads a portion of the Law and enters the community as a fully fledged member. Even among half-assimilated Jews, some form of bar mitzvah ceremony is observed: Theodore Herzl in Budapest and Arthur Schnitzler in Vienna, both throughly Germanized, celebrated a bar mitzvah at this time. It is an occasion for familial pride and not a little anxiety. It is Judaism’s most important rite of passage.


As the son of a pious mother and a prominent member of the community, Mahler must have had a bar mitzvah ceremony. In April 1873, a matter of weeks beforehand, a local newspaper reports a service at the Iglau synagogue for Archduchess Gisela’s wedding and continues with news of ‘the young virtuoso Mahler’ playing the piano at a celebratory concert.52 His links with the synagogue and the community are undeniable. They have been obscured by the Nazi destruction of communal records, by Alma’s anxiety to Christianize his image and by the reticence of his early friends who were,  almost without exception, Jews who had converted to Christianity.53


Mahler himself never sought to hide or renounce his Jewish origins. ‘Rather,’ writes Alma, ‘he emphasized it.’54 He spoke of the Jews as ‘a formidable people’55 and blended pride with pain in his axioms:




An artist who is a Jew has to achieve twice as much as one who is not, just as a swimmer with short arms has to make double efforts.56




 





I am three times homeless: as a native of Bohemia in Austria, as an Austrian among Germans and as Jew throughout the world. Everywhere an intruder, never  welcomed.57





Exactly when Mahler parted philosophically from the Jewish faith is undetermined, but the indications are that it came about in two stages. When Mahler went to study in Vienna in 1875 he presumably ceased any formal observances. It was common for Jews leaving a provincial home to adopt a cosmopolitan way of life.58


By 1879 the student Mahler was swept up in a tide of German nationalism and Wagnerolatry that supplanted the ancestral faith. On 1 November 1880 he commemorated ‘the first All Souls’ Day I have ever known’,59 mourning a Catholic girl-friend who took her own life. Some60 believe this marks his transition to Christianity, but in the same year, unemployed and near despair, he declined to become Kapellmeister in Iglau ‘because of my family’,61 implying that he would not publicly desecrate the sabbath in the town where his parents lived.


Their death in 1889 released Mahler from his last obligations to Judaism. Assuming responsibility for the upkeep and education of his brothers and sisters, he placed two in the care of a Catholic priest. Yet he still refused to follow the easy route to Christianity taken by most of his friends.


Four years later, when composing the resurrective verses of his Second Symphony, he set the first four stanzas of Klopstock’s ode, then abruptly shied away at the line where the poem first mentions Jesus. The taboo of apostasy still held sway and, though Christian images abound in the Third Symphony, he did not formally change faith until it became absolutely essential if he was to achieve his lifelong ambition.


Mahler was baptized a Roman Catholic in Hamburg on 23 February 1897 as a means of qualifying for the job he was about to be offered at the Vienna Court Opera. He recognized that high office in the Hapsburg court was reserved for men who subscribed to the state religion; he confided to a friend that he had acted ‘from an instinct of self-preservation’ and that it had ‘cost me a great deal’.62


A conversion undertaken for such pragmatic purposes is unlikely to be heartfelt. Alma called Mahler ein Christgläubiger fude,63 a Jew who believed in Christ, and made much of his fascination with Christian mysticism. But Mahler never went to church, never confessed, never celebrated religious rites or festivals. The deity he prayed to in extremis in the frantic graffiti scribbled on the score of his Tenth Symphony64 is not a trinity but the ancient, monotheistic God.


No one, recalled Alma, ‘dared tell him funny stories about Jews; they made him seriously angry.’65 He was himself derided on racial grounds from the day he first raised a baton at the summer theatre in Bad Hall.


A spoor of anti-Semitic smears pursued him from post to post in the Austro-German provinces, climaxing in an unfettered campaign of racial abuse when he reached Vienna. Two days after his appointment, the nationalist newspapers Deutsche Zeitung and Deutsches Volksblatt objected to the ‘Jewification’ of the Opera.66 The Reichspost generously postponed comment on ‘this unadulterated Jew’ until ‘Herr Mahler starts his Jew-boy antics at the podium.’67 It has been claimed that Mahler’s radicalism and insensitive conduct provoked anti-Semitic reactions: there is ample proof that racist opposition lay in wait for him in Vienna well before he could begin to trample on any hallowed tradition.


That the stock clichés of anti-Semitic propaganda were singularly inapposite to Mahler and his music did not prevent the racists from churning them out regardless. It fell to Arthur Schnitzler to expose the inherent anomaly: ‘If you didn’t know which, Mahler or Richard Strauss, was the Jew, you would certainly think that the erotic, exuberant sensuality, the unbridled oriental imagination, the taste for extraneous effect and … the skill [Strauss] applies to the economic exploitation of his talent were properly Semitic characteristics. In contrast, one takes Mahler, a man of mystic ruminations … the chaste Wunderhorn singer … the folk-based composer … idealistic … the perfect type of German artist.’68


Mahler endured the attacks silently. ‘We can do nothing about our being Jewish, our chief mistake,’ he told Oskar Fried mournfully in 1906.69 ‘We must merely try to moderate those aspects of our nature that really do disturb.’ After nine years of Viennese innuendo he had, it seems, come to believe some of the libels levelled against the Jews and himself.


It is curious that so forthright a personality did nothing to combat the persistent slanders. In Mahler’s era in Vienna, a political response to ingrained anti-Semitism was beginning to emerge in Theodor Herzl’s concept of political Zionism. Herzl, a formidable public figure – front-page feuilleton editor of the Neue Freie Presse, novelist and playwright – was driven to seek his solution when reporting the Dreyfus ugliness in Paris, an affair followed attentively by Mahler, who later befriended Colonel Picquart, Dreyfus’s liberator.70


Mahler and Herzl were exact contemporaries, born within two months of one another and fellow students at the University of Vienna. In 1878 they were virtual neighbours, Herzl living comfortably with his parents at Praterstrasse 25,71 Mahler in meagre student lodgings nearby. Both joined Germanic fraternities. Then and in adulthood they shared many mutual acquaintances, including the writers Schnitzler, Bahr and Zweig.72 In the year Herzl published The Jewish State, Mahler presented his Resurrection Symphony, one proclaiming national, the other individual, salvation.


Herzl, a man of the theatre, cannot have failed to notice Mahler’s role at the Opera. Mahler, alert to new political ideas, must have taken note of the national solution to the Jewish dilemma. Neither, however, is recorded as ever having mentioned the other.


Turn-of-century Vienna is usually envisaged as a cultural village in which all the great minds were connected somehow across a vast network of creativity. The dull reality was that, although they rubbed shoulders in coffee-houses and patrons’ palatial homes, the degree of spiritual cross-fertilization was minimal. Hofmannsthal and Herzl, Schoenberg and Freud, Wittgenstein and Klimt, had little ostensibly in common. Where they came together in an ethos and a cohesive culture was in their contact with Gustav Mahler.


Mahler and the Viennese Renaissance


Mahler in the decade of his dominance was, after the Emperor, the most famous man in Vienna. Cab-drivers stopped at that sight of him, murmuring ‘Der Mahler!’73 A man of Schnitzler’s eminence would find himself involuntarily following Mahler down a street, fascinated by his gait.74 ‘The intensity of his nature seemed to fill the entire city,’ noted the author Felix Salten.75


With political progress stifled by the lazy repressions of an anachronistic oligarchy, social ferment was channelled intc intellectual and artistic pursuits. It was an epoch ‘which seemed to live particularly for the sake of cultural purposes’.76 In it, Mahler reigned supreme, a living affront to hidebound traditionalists and a beacon to the young. A café full of Mahler-baiters would empty in an instant as patrons rushed to the window to catch a glimpse of the Director striding past.77 The whole opera-house knew when Mahler, unannounced, entered the pit. ‘For my parents’ generation,’ writes a current Viennese authority, ‘the Mahler era was the great experience, the great event.’78


As the omnipotent cultural figure in a society where culture was king, Mahler sprang to Gustav Klimt’s mind as the hero figure for his Beethoven-frieze. When Klimt planned the painting, he knew Mahler only by reputation; Mahler’s association with visual artists dates from his marriage to Alma. From the same circle, the architects Otto Wagner and Adolf Loos looked to Mahler’s musical example when stripping Vienna’s new buildings of encrusted traditions of ornamentation. 





[image: ]

Figure 2: Mahler and the Viennese Renaissance. A detailed exploration of many of these inter-connections may be found in Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna, Politics and Culture, New York (Alfred A. Knopf), 1979.








To leading writers he was no less of a hero. Schnitzler, Stefan Zweig, Salten, Bahr and Hofmannsthal, all adulated him. Young musicians when they set up their own concert society automatically chose Mahler as president. He stood at the epicentre of artistic activity (See Fig. 2).79


The small-town incestuousness of intellectual life in the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire ran deep into its sub-terrain. The creators may not have cross-pollinated, but Mahler fostered an atmosphere of striving and aspiration in which many shared. Take, for example, the separate realms of the composer Mahler and the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), one chafing at the limits of tonality, the other defining the boundaries of language.


Wittgenstein had, so far as is known, no direct contact with Mahler. He was twenty-two years old when Mahler died, the youngest son of Karl Wittgenstein, an industrial millionaire and arts patron who financed Klimt’s Secession building and the Society of Creative Musicians founded by Schoenberg and Zemlinsky. Brahms and Mahler were visitors at his palace; three of his children were gifted musicians.80


Ludwig Wittgenstein was raised in Mahler’s Vienna. Music, say his biographers, was foremost among his broader interests. He subscribed, like Mahler, to Schopenhauer’s view that music has greater expressive power than language or philosophy. One day in Cambridge, the ageing philosopher sat a young jazzman down at his piano and demanded a concise analysis of the structure and development of jazz.81 This persistent anxiety to penetrate the essence of an art is typical of the ethos that Mahler fostered.


Mahler’s era in Vienna is usually said to have ended on 9 December 1907, the day he left for America. His influence, however, persisted to the end of his life, reinforced each summer when he returned to compose, conduct and reinvigorate those who shared his ideals. So long as Mahler was alive, even if he no longer lived there, Vienna sustained its musical energy. The day he died marked the end of Vienna as a source of music. Within six months, the city was stripped bare of musical creativity. Arnold Schoenberg moved in October 1911 to Berlin where for the first time he obtained genuine recognition. His brother-in-law Zemlinsky, perhaps Mahler’s most worshipful disciple, transferred to Prague and offered a job there to Webern. In emotional turmoil, Webern followed Schoenberg to Berlin, then went on to Stettin. Alban Berg remained in Vienna, bitterly demoralized and barely able to compose.


The literary and artistic revival subsided more slowly, but had been substantially snuffed out by the time world war stilled the most stubborn of the Viennese muses. If fin-de-siècle Vienna is now-regarded as ‘the crucible of contemporary culture’,82 source of present-day pleasures and dilemmas, its discoveries were made possible and publishable by a particular climate. They were sparked off not by one another but, to an overwhelming extent, by the unique atmosphere created by Gustav Mahler in his revolutionary decade as Director at the Opera.
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Songs of a travelling apprentice (1860–88)
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Chronology of Mahler’s Life and Work












	1860

	7 July

	Gustav Mahler is born at Kalischt, Bohemia.






	Dec.

	Moves with family to Iglau.






	1868

	Dec.

	Birth of his favourite sister, Justine (Justi).






	1870

	13 Oct.

	First public recital, Iglau.






	1871–2

	Sept.–Mar.

	Sent to Prague Gymnasium to improve his scholastic  record.






	1875

	13 Apr.

	Death of his favourite brother, Ernst, 13.






	summer

	Attempts an opera, Ernst von Schwaben.







	20 Sept.

	Enters the musical conservatory in Vienna.






	1876

	June

	Wins piano prize at the conservatory, playing Schubert’s A minor Sonata.






	July

	Wins composition prize for a piano quintet.


















Chronology of Contemporary Events












	1860

	In the twelfth year of Franz Joseph’s reign as Emperor of Austria, Italy wages its fight for independence.






	 

	Abraham Lincoln is elected President of the USA.






	 

	Theodor Herzl is born in Pesth, May 2.






	 

	Arthur Schopenhauer, 72, dies in Frankfurt. Mahler at an early age absorbs his philosophical influence.






	 

	10 july : a competition is annonced in Vienna for the building of a new Court Opera house.






	1861

	The Kingdom of Italy is proclaimed.






	1864   

	11 June : Richard Strauss is born in Munich.






	1865  

	Lincoln is assassinated.






	 

	Wagner, Tristan and Isolde.







	1866  

	Prussia defeats Austria in the Seven Weeks War. 






	 

	Friedrich Riickert, orientalist and poet, dies near Coburg.






	1867   

	The Austrian Empire becomes the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary.






	 

	Ibsen’s Peer Gynt.







	1869   

	Opening of the Suez Canal.






	 

	Tolstoy completes War and Peace.







	 

	The Court Opera building opens on the new Ring in Vienna.






	1870   

	Franco–Prussian War.






	1871

	The German Empire is proclaimed at Versailles; the Prussian army  besieges Paris.






	 

	
Aida is staged in Cairo.






	1872   

	Ruckert’s Kindertotenlieder, mourning the death of his son ernst, are published posthumously.






	1875   

	Collapse of the Austrian stock market.






	 

	Bizet’s Carmen opens in Paris ; the composer, 36, dies three months  later.






	 

	Alexander Graham Bell invents the telephone.






	1876  

	The first Ring is staged by Wagner at Bayreuth.






	 

	Mark Twain, Tom Sawyer.





























	1877

	Makes two-piano version for Bruckner of his Third Symphony.


Befriends and shares lodgings with Hugo Wolf.






	1878


 

	Leaves conservatory, graduates from Iglau High School and enrols to study philosophy and art history at the University of Vienna. Starts composing Das klagende Lied.







	1879 

	31 Aug.

	Alma Schindler, Mahler’s future wife, is born in Vienna.






	1880 

	summer

	First job : conducting at summer resort of Bad Hall. Suicide of one friend, insanity of another ; Mahler becomes ideologically vegetarian and Wagnerian.






	1881–2 

	 

	Conductor at Laibach (Ljubljana) ; begins an opera, Rübezahl.







	1883

	Jan.

	Conductor at Olmütz, where he lasts three months. 






	 

	July

	Visits Bayreuth.






	 

	21 Aug.

	Starts work as assistant conductor at Kassel Court Theatre.






	1884 

	 

	Begins First Symphony. 






	 

	 

	In love with singer, Johanna Richter.






	 

	Dec.

	
Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen.






	1885 

	1 Aug. 

	Leaves Kassel, moving to Prague as third conductor at the German Theatre.






	1886 

	1 Aug. 

	Appointed second conductor to Artur Nikisch at Leipzig.






	1887 

	 

	Completes Weber’s opera Die drei Pintos while in love with the wife of the composer’s grandson.






	 

	13 Oct.

	Meets Richard Strauss.






	1888 


 


 


 


 

	20 Jan. 

	Conducts the première of Die drei Pintos.







	29 Mar. 

	Completes First Symphony.






	17 May 

	Resigns at Leipzig after conflict with the director.






	10 Aug.

	Finishes Totenfeier movement of Second Symphony.






	1 Oct. 

	Named Musical Director at the Royal Budapest Opera.




























	1877    

	Thomas Alva Edison patents the gramophon






	1878

	Tolstoy, Anna Kareni







	1880

	Dostoevsky publishes The Brothers Karamazov, Mahler’s favourite  novel.






	New York streets are lit electricall






	1881

	Tsar Alexander II is assassinated in St Petersburg.






	US President James Garfield is shot dead.






	1882

	Austro–Hungary, Germany and Italy form a secret Triple Alliance.






	Georg von Schönerer organizes Austrian political anti-Semitism.






	
Parsifal at Bayreut






	1883

	Feb. 13, Venice: death of Wagner.






	Prague : Czech National Theatre is built. Kafka is born.






	1886

	Daimler manufactures the first automob






	1887

	Eiffel Tower is built for the Paris Exhibition.






	1888

	Wilhelm II becomes Emperor of Germany.






	Vienna inaugurates its new Burgtheater
































Natalie BAUER-LECHNER (1858–1921)





Mahler did not readily talk of his childhood, confiding only in two women who loved him. His wife made notes of some of his reminiscences and rewrote them in the third person, sometimes contentiously. His previous confidante, though, preserved his own account more or less verbatim.


Natalie Lechner was born in Vienna on 9 May 1858, daughter of a bookseller and publisher. She met Mahler as a student at the Conservatoire and was his closest woman friend from the early 1890s until he met Alma in 1901. She had been married (1875–85) to a schoolteacher, Alexander Bauer, and earned her living independently as a professional violist, playing in the Soldat-Röger quartet. She longed to marry Mahler and attempted on at least one occasion to seduce him, but he did not find her physically attractive and exercised his passions elsewhere. Natalie shut her eyes somehow to his sexual relationship in Hamburg with the singer Anna von Mildenburg, with whom she was quite friendly.


But his engagement to Alma, twenty-one years her junior, forced Natalie to give up hope of marrying him. She bowed out of his life painfully but with great dignity and died destitute in Vienna on 8 June 1921,1 just over ten years after Mahler’s death. She had been among the first to recognize his greatness, although her ranking of genius was not altogether sound. In her will, dated 10 June 1918, she writes: ‘What I thank Heaven for most is that my life has been allowed to encounter those two great spirits, Lipiner and Mahler.’2 In that order.


Extracts of her Mahler recollections first appeared in issues of the magazines Der Merker (April 1913) and Musikblätter des Anbruch (April 1920). After her death, a savagely cut-down version was published by her nephew as a book.3 Her manuscript, of which she made several copies, had circulated for years among friends in musical Vienna and Various unknown persons had torn up numerous pages’.4 An expanded version of her book5 has been published lately in Germany by another relative, but is by no means as comprehensive or as vital as the fullest surviving text, owned by Henry-Louis de La Grange. The extract below is reproduced for the first time.
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Frontispiece of Natalie’s published memoir.










In the times we chatted, G. told me something about his childhood. The first thing he composed on paper at the age of six was a polka, to which he added a funeral march as an introduction. He produced this in response to a promise from his mother that he would receive two crowns – although a condition was firmly attached that there must not be any blots on the paper. (G., it should be said, was great at making blots!) So he prayed to God before he went to work that he would not cause him to make any splashes, and secure in the thought that God would see to it that he didn’t, he merrily dipped his pen in the ink without taking any care. He had a non-spill inkwell to preserve him from the worst disasters. But, oh dear, when he was on the very first notes he made a huge puddle so that the lovely clean paper and all his preparations were ruined from the start. The messy little child had to begin all over again. ‘My faith in God suffered quite a setback,’ concluded G. with a laugh.


‘My second attempt was when my father gave me the task of setting a poem to music. Again a few crowns were promised as a reward – my various sallies into art were always for the sake of sordid gain. I settled upon a curious poem by Lessing that goes something like this:






The Turks have lovely daughters


Kept safe by harem guards.


A Turk can marry many girls.


I’d love to be a Turk.







To think of nothing but love,


To live for love alone.


But Turkish people drink no wine.


No, no, I’ll not be a Turk!’








‘You made a fine choice for a little boy,’ I chuckled. ‘I must say, it suits you – considering that nowadays you don’t drink wine and are such a hermit as far as the ladies are concerned – you really hit the nail on the head!’


‘Heaven knows how I came to pick a thing like that and what got into my head. I suppose I chose it because it was short, though it did seem dreadfully poetic: “To live for love alone!” [der Liebe nurzu leben!]


‘Later on I did become keener on composing of my own accord : a sonata for violin and piano, a nocturne for the cello: all sorts of things for piano, and finally an opera with a libretto that a schoolfriend wrote with me. It was on the basis of this fragment (because I never got round to finishing it) that I had the great misfortune to be accepted by Hellmesberger (that idiot) for the composition class at the Vienna Conservatory, missing out on the harmony and counterpoint classes.


‘Before that, when I went to Grunfeld’s in Prague as a boy of ten, I amazed my fellow inmates by simultaneously transcribing everything they played to me on the piano, even the most difficult pieces, without a single mistake, just from listening to them. Something that is so hard to do that it astonishes me, even today.’


G. enjoyed telling me about how his musical gifts first came to light when, as a child, his mother and father were taking him to his grandparents who lived just a day trip away. ‘It seems I should have been happier lying in my cot than being taken for a ride along the highway in the big coach. So I cried so furiously that my father and mother were forced to spend most of the time nursing me in their arms : and when that did not help, to climb out and walk beside the coach, rocking and singing songs to me until in this entertaining fashion we arrived at our destination.


‘Apparently I was still a babe in arms when I copied little songs and sang them back. Then, when I must have been about three, I was given an accordion and by working out the notes of the things I had heard I was soon able to play them perfectly.


‘One day when I was not yet four a funny thing happened. A military band – something I delighted in all my childhood – came marching past our house one morning. I no sooner heard it then I shot out of the living-room. Wearing scarcely more than a chemise – they hadn’t dressed me yet – I trailed after the soldiers with my little accordion until quite some time later a couple of the ladies from nearby discovered me at the market-place. By that time I was feeling a bit frightened and they said they would only promise to take me home if I played them something the soldiers had been playing, on my accordion. I did so straight away, up on a fruit stall where they set me, to the utter delight of the market women, cooks and other bystanders. At that, amid shouts and laughter they bore me back to my parents, who were already in a great panic over my disappearance.


‘There was another occasion somewhat later when I came across a military band on my way home from school. I was so fascinated that I stood there heaven knows how long without being able to tear myself away – despite an urgent call of nature that soon filled my pants. People began backing away in disgust until I found myself in the middle of a big empty circle.


‘My first acquaintance with the piano was made on another visit to my grandparents in Ledeč. There was a battered old instrument in the attic which I came across by chance when we were clambering around and exploring the upper regions of the house. This jangling hulk excited my curiosity. I was still so small that I could only reach the keys with my hands held high above my head, but in this uncomfortable position and with my tiny fingers I plonked out all sorts of things I had heard, so recognizably that my parents and grandparents, who could hear down below – and then discovered that it came from me – were absolutely astonished. When Grandpa asked me whether I would enjoy having a big toy like that, I said yes with gusto, and the very next day, to my indescribable delight, the monstrosity arrived in Iglau, trundled over on an ox-cart.


‘They soon engaged a teacher for me and I know for a fact that, to please my mother who always sat nearby when I was practising, I worked hard at the task. I made such rapid progress that by the age of six I played in a public concert, for which in order for me to operate the pedals, because my short legs would not reach, they had to devise their own special attachment.6 At this and other early concerts that followed, they tell me there was no way I could be made to bow. Instead I would rush up to the piano, straight as an arrow, and begin to play, and when I had done my bit, despite the applause, I would rush straight off again and out of the hall.


‘Very early on I began to give piano lessons. To make my pupil – about a year younger than myself, a lad of six or seven – play, properly, I would rest my arm on his shoulder while he was playing, with my open hand against his cheek. The moment he hit a false note, he received a box over the ears! I also punished him for such sins by, for instance, making him write out a hundred times: “I must play C sharp instead of C”. Of course, with my Draconian methods it was not long before this teaching job came to an end.


 ‘During the instruction I was giving to another boy, I  got into such a fuss one day over his awful playing that I  burst into tears of anger and ran home weeping to my  mother. When she asked in fright what had happened, I  stamped my foot and, with the tears pouring out,  bawled: “That ass of a boy plays so badly that I won’t  teach him the piano for another minute, no, no, no!”  Nevertheless he remained my pupil for years, until I  went to Prague, and the lessons (at five crowns an hour)  bore such good fruit that they praised me for his progress  in the top grades.’


One more story comes to mind that G. told me about his childhood. He was about eight years old when one day after the evening meal Emma, the seven-year-old daughter of the schoolmaster who lived in the Mahlers’ house [on the top floor], sent the maid down with the order to ask G. if he would tell her how to compose.


Willingly and in complete earnest he explained to the maid that Emma should simply sit at the piano and play whatever came into her head. She should identify the main theme and write it down, transpose it a bit, elaborate and vary it until a complete piece had developed. The maid reported all this faithfully, and one or two evenings later she came running back. ‘I must come upstairs quickly: Emma had composed something but could not write it down.’ So G. dashed up to help as fast as he could, asked her to play him what she had worked out and jotted it down on paper (probably something had stuck in her head from one of her piano exercises or somewhere). That was the first and last time Emma composed anything. ‘But,’ said G., ‘it’s by that method which I gave her at the age of eight that most so-called composers proceed all their lives.’


Around the age of three, Mahler was taken to the synagogue by his parents. Suddenly he interrupted the singing of the community with shouts and screams: ‘Be quiet, be quiet, that’s horrible!’ And when, from his mother’s arms, he succeeded in stopping everything, when the whole congregation was in consternation and had all stopped singing, he demanded – singing a verse for them – that they should all sing ‘Eits a binkel Kasi [Hrasi?]’,7 one of his favourite songs from earliest childhood.


Regarding the childhood photographs of Gustav: this is what G. told me about the small picture showing him as a five- or six-year-old boy holding a piece of music : “The picture-taking session was almost abandoned because I had got the idea that in order to appear on the sheet of cardboard, when I stood in front of the scarifying apparatus I, G., would suddenly be whisked, plonk, into the box through some sort of magic spell uttered by the man behind it. And then I should be stuck fast on the paper. This gave rise to a huge outburst of tears because I didn’t want it to happen at any price. In fact it was the first time my father had to take strong measures with me. It was only the next day, when the photographer arranged for himself to be photographed before my eyes and I saw that, despite the image they showed me on the plate, he was still there in one piece even after the fearful procedure – only then could I be persuaded to pose in front of this photographer-cum-black magician.’


As an influence on his character, G. recalled an episode from his school-days. He was standing at the gate of the Gymnasium where the pupils had to wait for their reports to be handed out. He was tortured by an indescribable impatience to know what his testimonial said about him: and as it seemed to be taking longer and longer before the revelation came, he thought he would go crazy. However, my dear G. pulled himself together and said to his rebellious soul : now just calm down and drive out the devil of impatience that is within you! One day you’ll be grown-up and there will be lots of times when you think that something you can hardly bear to wait for will never happen. Just remember this moment and tell yourself : in exactly the same way that this finally came to an end, other highly unpleasant times will be survived.
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G. told me that when his mother had a headache, as a small boy of three or four he would hide behind her bed and pray that she would soon recover. Then he would go and ask whether she felt a bit better now. And when she said she was, in order to please him, he would eagerly go straight back to praying.


From earliest childhood, G. associated concrete ideas with all compositions. He would think up for himself and recount long stories to do with them, and from time to time he would recite them with musical accompaniment to his parents and to visiting friends of theirs. He would curtain off the windows to create an air of magic and festivity and was often so moved by his own stories that he could not stop himself weeping profusely. For example, to Beethoven’s clarinet trio (variations on ‘Ich bin der Schneider Kakadu’),8 he invented the story of the tailor’s [Schneider] entire life, right up to the grave : trial, tribulation and poverty and finally his burial – with a parody of a funeral march – which to him conveyed the meaning: ‘Now this poor beggar is the same as any king.’


‘Mahleriana’, manuscripts owned by H. L. de La Grange, Paris.









1. The cause of death was ‘Altersschwäche, Melancholia (NBLg, p. 12).


2. NBLg, p. 13.


3. Erinnerungen an Gustav Mahler von Natalie Bauer-Lechner, ed. J. Killian, Leipzig, Vienna and Zurich (E. P. Tal & Co.) 1921.


4. HLGl, p. 700.


5. Herbert Killian : Gustav Mahler in der Erinnerungen von Natalie Bauer-Lechner, Hamburg (Verlag der Musikalienhandlung Karl Dieter Wagner), 1984.







6. This performance is undocumented ; Mahler’s earliest reported concert was given when he was ten.







7. Song untraced. Mahler was telling this story to an Austrian Gentile, unfamiliar with either Czech or Hebrew. It is conceivable that the song he loved was ‘Etz Hayyim Hi’ (The Torah is a tree of life), a synagogue hymn sung softly when the Scroll of the Law is returned to the Ark, a focal moment in sabbath and festival services that creates a strong impression on the young. An alternative suggestion is that it is a Moravian street song, ‘At’se pinkl hazi’ (‘the bundle should swing back and forth’), popular in Prague in the 1860s. See News About Mahler Research, 17, Internationale Gustav Mahler Gesellschaft, Vienna, April 1987.







8. Op. 121a. 















OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a027_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a013_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a001_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571272839_cover_epub.jpg
e
C

Norman
I ebrecht

Mahler
Remembered

A0

Faber I'inds

o






OEBPS/a0xxiv_1_online.jpg
SO0 JIOPY u1IsuasNIp Simpnr]

1udep 010
UII M 31ag B1aquayy 19334
eyYISONOY] < Z
[s19 31aquooyog —_— mzw‘_a
Aysurjuoy,

B

[eqIsutewjo

T
[N 1190y

i YR ISUIY

/ ::«Ewom.uuom
/ ﬁuar_o_Z
\ Brom7y

13[pY 101014 pnaiy ~~ _N._om\

BIPY payIy unf

<")preysoing XeJAl






OEBPS/a0ix_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a007_1_online.jpg
ERUNGEN AN

ERIN

GUSTAV MAHLER

NATALIE BAUER.LECHNER

1923
E P.TAL & CO VERLAG
LEIPZIG ~ WIEN  ZCORICH





