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SYMPHONY NO. 1 IN D MAJOR

Mahler was born in 1860 to Jewish parents in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  He died of heart failure 
in 1911, at barely 51 years old.  He was one of the last of the 19th Century’s great romantic composers 
who prized personal introspection and expression in his music.  He said, “My symphonies represent the 
contents of my entire life.  I have written into them all my experience and suffering.  There, too, will be 
found all my angst, my anxiety, my fear.” 

Mahler came of age during an unsettling period when Western philosophers and intellectuals were 
questioning the orthodox religious doctrines and dogma that gave comforting answers to the purpose 
and meaning of life and death.  Preoccupied with these weighty issues, he was constantly searching for 
the elusive answers to the riddles of existence.  His assistant Bruno Walter quoted him as saying, “To 
what purpose is all this toil and suffering?  How can cruelty and evil be the work of a loving God?  Will 
death at last reveal the meaning of life?”  He devoted much of his time struggling to comprehend the 
incomprehensible and to reconcile the irreconcilable.

Mahler’s bruising childhood explains his obsession with these somber mysteries.  He was one of 14 
children, 5 of whom died in infancy.  He lost brothers when he was 5, 6, 9, 11, and his twelve-year 
old brother and best friend Ernst died in his arms when he was 13.  Mahler’s formative years were a 
relentless cycle of birth, death, birth, death.  As a childhood game, Gustav and the surviving Mahler 
children used to stage elaborate funerals for their entertainment, complete with mock burials.  When 
he was only six years old, he wrote his first musical composition.  He called it “Polka, with Introductory 
Funeral March.”  He emerged from his youth deeply scarred and shaken.  

Mahler’s symphonies are searching works of confession that reveal the inner landscape of his complex 
personality.  Like Tchaikovsky, he entered the compositional world to attempt to work out the troubles 
and emotional upheaval in his life and to grapple with them in a tangible form with which he could cope.

Mahler’s maiden voyage into the symphonic arena was fraught with challenges, somewhat with 
the music he wrote, but more so with how to present it to his audiences.  He struggled with his first 
symphony for 15 years before settling on the version we’ll hear tonight.  Originally, he presented it as a 
“symphonic poem,” meaning that it contained a narrative and a message.  In conversations with friends, 
he described each of the four movements as “landmarks in the life of the symphony’s hero” – probably 
Mahler himself.  “In the first movement, we are carried away by a Dionysian, jubilant mood that has 
not yet been broken or dulled by anything.”  The music suggests nature awakening, complete with a 
two-note descending motive evoking the birdcall of a Cuckoo.  The second movement, a 3/4 dance form 
called a “Ländler” (a precursor to the waltz) represents “the young lad still roaming around the world, 
stronger and more fit for life.”  The third movement is a puzzling funeral march interrupted by a common 
street band playing incongruous Eastern European Jewish klezmer music.  The music is a parody in a 
minor key of the German version of Frere Jacque.  Mahler metaphorically said, “Now my hero has found 
a hair in his soup, and his meal is spoiled.”  The finale begins with a “flash of lightning from a dark cloud, 
a sudden outburst of despair of a deeply wounded and broken heart.”  Undaunted, the music – which 
begins in “Hell and ends in Paradise” – surges with sheer musical joy to a climax signaling that victory is 
won!

But here’s a cautionary note.  If Mahler could read what I have written, he would be furious.  Why?  



Because he wished to connect directly to our emotions, not to our intellect.  He came to believe that 
explanatory words impede this connection.  He once raged “Damn program notes!”  So why have I 
attempted to shed light on Mahler’s intentions?  Very simple.  Unlike Mozart’s 220 year-old easily 
accessable classical music, Mahler’s 120 year-old expressionist music speaks a language with which 
21st Century ears are not familiar.  I believe context is necessary to appreciate this symphony.  So now 
let what you have read seep into your subconscious mind, forget what you have read, and just listen.  
You’ll get it.


