
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart / January 27, 1756 – December 5, 1791

SYMPHONY NO. 29 IN A MAJOR

Mozart was perhaps the most musically gifted individual western civilization has ever produced.  Some 
say he was an angel sent from heaven to dazzle and entertain us, and to bestow upon us a divine gift 
of incomparable celestial beauty.  Indeed his middle name, Amadeus, means one loved by God.  In an 
attempt to transcend the limits of words, one enthusiastic scholar said, “When the angels sing for God, 
they sing Bach, but when the angels sing for themselves, they sing Mozart -- and God eavesdrops.”
 
This supernatural metaphor, although appropriate in its hyperbole, may be factually doubtful, but 
there is no argument against the proposition that if one wanted to demonstrate to a newly arrived 
friend from another planet why we use the words simplicity, clarity, balance, grace, and symmetry in 
connection with the classical music of the late 18th Century, one might just introduce that person to the 
symphony we’ll hear tonight.
  
Mozart was born in Salzburg, Austria to ride the rising cultural, social, political, economic, and artistic 
tsunami created by the Enlightenment.  The age into which he was born was highly musical, an age 
in which his wide-ranging genius could find the stimuli and the support it needed to develop and to 
flourish.  It was also an age with sufficient wealth and disposable income to remunerate those involved 
in live art music.  Thus, Mozart was the right person in the right place at the right time.  To him, music 
was a fourth dimension, a seamless extension of the natural world, as inevitable and necessary to him 
as the sea is to the dolphin, or the air to the eagle.

Mozart was the son of Leopold Mozart, himself an accomplished musician who spent most of his life 
promoting and living off the earnings of his talented children.  When Wolfgang was just three years old, 
he taught himself to play the keyboard by watching his father teach his seven year-old sister, Nannerl.  
At four, Mozart began to write his own pieces.  At six, he taught himself to play the violin.  By eight, he 
was turning out symphonies, and at twelve, he wrote his first full-length opera, twelve!

To give you an idea of the acute quality of his musical ear, how’s this?  In Rome, during Holy Week, the 
Papal Choir performed in the Sistine Chapel a sacred piece called the Misereri by Gregorio Allegri, a 
complex contrapuntal composition.  A papal decree forbade its performance anywhere else, and the 
only existing copy of the work was kept secret and jealously guarded by the Church.  Any attempt to 
reproduce the work in any form was punishable by excommunication, a severe consequence in the 
18th Century.  A fourteen-year-old Mozart attended the performance of Misereri and then went home 
and accurately copied down the entire score, note for note.  When the Pope found out what Mozart 
had done, instead of excommunicating him, the Pope rewarded him with the Cross of the Order of the 
Golden Spur, a high honor in the Catholic Church.

By the time he wrote his twenty-ninth symphony, at the age of 18, Mozart had attained his full maturity 
as a composer.  This symphony is an example of the perfection of style, structure, 
and musical expression for which he is revered.  It is a diamond without a flaw, so 
much so that I won’t venture to defile it with words.  It just seems to happen the way 
an orchid flowers from a bud.  Every note and every phrase seems inevitable, yet 
musicians will tell you it is very difficult to play precisely because it demands from a 
musician the same degree of artistic excellence with which it was composed.  I will 
say that the fourth movement is an example of “la chasse”, or “the hunt”, movements 
of which the 18th Century hunting nobility was enamored.  Hence, the characteristic 
horn calls.
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Gioachino Rossini, the great Italian composer, captured Mozart’s status among his contemporaries, 
saying, “The Germans have always been at all times the greatest harmonists, and the Italians, the 
greatest melodists.  But, from the moment that the North produced Mozart, we of the South were 
beaten at our own game, because this man rises above all nations, uniting in himself the charm of 
Italian melody and the profundity of German harmony.  He is the only musician who has as much 
knowledge as genius, and as much genius as knowledge.” 
  

Gustav Mahler  / July 7, 1860 – May 18, 1911

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 

boisephil.org
208.344.7849

516 S. 9th Street
Boise, ID 83702



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.
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