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PROGRAM NOTES 

"My Sixth will pose puzzles that only a generation which has already taken 
in and digested my previous five can dare to solve ." So spoke Gustav Mahler 
of his immense, oftentimes terrifying, and overwhelmingly tragic Sixth Sym
phony in A minor. How ironic it is that this work, along with his Kindertoten
lieder (Songs on the Death of Children, set to Riickert 's poems mourning the 
loss of his own children) , emerged in what were perhaps the happiest years of 
the composer's life. 

Around the turn of the century, Mahler was at the peak of his career. In 
18 9 7 he had become director of the Vienna Opera, a post he had long desired, 
and his grueling work as a conductor did not abate his composition of master
ful symphonies during the summer holidays. In 1901 he had met and f alien in 
love with Alma Schindler, the daughter of Austrian painter Anton Schindler 
and a gifted musician and composer herself. They were married in 1902, and 
later that year she gave birth to their first daughter, followed by their second 
daughter in June 1904. Though their marriage was troubled from the start 
(Mahler strictly forbade Alma to compose , for example, and his devotion to 
his own work often resulted in harsh neglect of his wife) , the summers of 1903 
and 1904, during which the composer worked on the Sixth Symphony, were 
nonetheless pleasant ones for the family. As Alma relates, "the summer [of 
1904} was delightful, without any conflicts, happy," and Mahler had never 
been "more human and more communicative." 

Perhaps what makes the presence of the tragic Sixth Symphony at this 
cheeiful time even more unusual are the strong autobiographical implications 
in the work. Though Mahler's early symphonies relied on programs, some
times to the extent of using a chorus or song elements to express a specific 
message, beginning with the Fifth Symphony the composer was strongly op
posed to providing any narrative explanation of the work for the audience. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that when composing the Sixth Symphony Mahler had 
in mind what Alma referred to as an "autobiographical programmatic con
cept." This is apparent already in the first movement, where the beautiful 
second theme, one of the very few optimistic rays of light in the whole work, 
was said by the composer himself to represent Alma. The composer's wife also 
provides us with invaluable insight into the other movements: 

In the third movement he describes the arrhythmic play
ing of the two children, staggering through the sand. 
Horrible - those children's voices become more and more 
tragic, and at the end there is one fading little voice, 
whimpering. In the last movement he describes himself 
and his downfall or, as he said later, the downfall of 
his hero. " The hero who receives three blows from fate , 
the third of which fells him like a tree." 
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How could Mahler have foreseen the three blows, so explicitly illustrated 
in the symphony's Finale , that would strike him in 1907: his resignation from 
the Vienna Opera , his oldest daughter's death , and the diagnosis of his heart 
disease? Nonetheless , both husband and wife were deeply moved by this work. 
As Alma continues, "no other work has flowed so directly from his heart as this 
one. We both cried at the time [when he first played it for her}; we felt so 
deeply what this music meant, what it forebodingly told us. The Sixth is his 
most personal work and is also a prophetic one." Even at the final dress re
hearsal in 1906 the work still overwhelmed the composer, after which his wife 
reports that he "walked up and down in the artists ' room , sobbing, wringing 
his hands, unable to control himself, " and she says that he conducted the first 
performance "almost badly because he was ashamed of his excitement and 
afraid that his emotions would cause him to lose control of himself while con
ducting." In a later revision, Mahler even went so far as to strike the final 
blow of fate from the score, perhaps from superstition . Tonight's performance 
also leaves out the final blow. 

Autobiographical connections aside, just what is it about the symphony 
that moved its creator so deeply? Above all, it must be that of Mahler's nine 
completed symphonies , the Sixth is the only one that ends as tragically as it 
begins; the sorrow does not transform into joy as it does in his other works. 
One commentator aptly described the first movement as "a powerful statement 
of man's defiance of his destiny" and the work as a whole as "a merciless 
struggle against fate , with death the only possible outcome." The first move
ment is the only one that ends triumphantly; the remaining three merely die 
away in tragic resignation . Yet for all its emotion, this symphony is remark
ably disciplined-it is one of the most classically conceived works in the com
poser's symphonic reuvre. Three of the four movements are in the main key 
of A minor, and unlike the Fifth Symphony, the work begins and ends in the 
same key. The outer movements, immense as they may be, are in sonata form, 
and the inner movements also display clearer structures than usual for this 
composer. Mahler does not explicitly carry themes from one movement to 
another, yet all four movements are ingeniously linked by harmonic and rhy
thmic motives, as well as more abstract methods such as sharing sections in 
the same character. 

One of the most striking elements of the symphony is its orchestration, 
especially Mahler's use of exotic new percussion instruments . The celesta is 
used for the first time in any symphony, and this work is the composer's only 
one that employs the xylophone. Other instruments, such as the tam-tam, the 
cowbells, and the hammer, serve symbolic purposes. The hammer, specifically 
described as a "short, powerful, but dull-sounding stroke of a nonmetallic 
character," provides the blows of fate in the Finale, and the cowbells appear 
in the first, third, and final movements in a magical dream-like atmosphere 
that invokes the impression of something far away (Mahler even labels them 
"in the distance.") When describing these passages, the composer said that he 
was trying to invoke "the loneliness of being far away from the world" and 
that he wished to create "a sound of nature, echoing.from a great distance." 
He also explained that the cowbells "are the last earthly sounds heard from 



the valley far below by the departing spirit on the mountain top ." Few listen
ers today would find fault with Mahler's orchestration, but in his own day the 
enlarged percussion section led to a 1906 cartoon captioned "My God, I've 
forgotten the motorhorn. Now I shall have to write another symphony" and 
caused Mahler to tell his orchestra , "Nowhere do I intend to make noise, even 
though I enlist so many percussion instruments . . . . I sought merely to achieve 
variety in timbre ." 

The first movement is dominated by a relentless march theme in minor, 
but this is relieved by the soaring beauty of the "Alma" theme. Several por
tions of this movement stand out, especially an eerie passage containing wood
wind trills that portends the generally spooky character of the scherzo, as well 
as the first section of music ''from far away " that occurs towards the end of 
the development. The movement ends triumphantly with the "Alma" theme, 
and this ending is in many ways "the high point by which one can later realize 
the extent of the fall." The terrifying, demonic scherzo that follows contains 
truly unusual orchestral effects, with two trio sections standing in strong con
trast. These sardonically humorous passages, marked "altvaterisch" ( old
fashioned), are parodies of the elegant galant style and contain many changes 
of meter that to Alma represented the "arrhythmic playing of the two children." 
Towards the end of the movement occurs a large chromatic descent that dies 
away into nothingness. The hauntingly beautiful third movement, in E-flat 
major, is the least related in character to the other movements and serves as 
a welcome respite after the diabolical scherzo. During his many revisions, 
Mahler considered switching the order of the inner movements, but placed as 
it is, the slow movement functions, as one writer has said, as "a poignant pre
lude to the crushing power of the immense finale." Particularly noteworthy 
touches are the modal inflections of the opening melody and Mahler's use of 
cowbells in the movement's climax. It is in the Finale that the symphony's 
weight primarily lies. From the long "impressionistic" introduction, to the 
relentless march themes, the magical "music from far away," and the drama
tic battle scenes violently interrupted by the hammer blows, this movement is a 
marvel of quickly-changing, strong contrasts, holding our attention taut until 
the final blow and the last scream of anguish before dying away into oblivion. 
Very rarely in music do we hear such irrevocable declarations of a doomed 
fate, and the power of this symphony led one of the composer's friends to ask 
him, "How can such a kind person as you manage to express so much cruelty 
and lack of pity?" To this Mahler simply replied, "These are the cruelties 
that have been inflicted on me and the sufferings I have had to endure," a poig
nant statement from the creator of this powerfully moving symphony. 

- Notes by Andrew Weaver 
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