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The Life and Times of Gustav Mahler – A Late Romantic Composer Beyond Compare By

Caroline Barbour

Gustav Mahler, born on the 7th July 1860 in Bohemia to Jewish

parents (Wikipedia, 2020), had a humble start. Growing up in

Jihlava, within a German-speaking minority, he felt alienated

from an early age.

He used music as an outlet for this anxiety and enjoyed the

street songs of his hometown and the calling trumpets of the

local marching band. Inspired by what he heard, Mahler would sing and compose music on

an accordion. Aged four, he discovered his grand-parents’ piano (Encyclopaedia Britannica,

2020), took to it with enthusiasm, and his passion for music grew.  His destiny was sealed.

Through his life, Mahler not only became a leading conductor of his generation, but he broke

musical systems and created some of the most technical and emotional symphonies ever.

More than a century after his death, Mahler is still one of the most frequently performed

and recorded composers of all time. In 2016, BBC Music Magazine completed a survey of

151 conductors who ranked three of Mahler’s symphonies in the top ten symphonies of all

time (Wikipedia, 2020).

In 1875 Mahler auditioned and was offered a place at the Vienna Conservatory (Biography,

2014) and turned his attention to composing. Unfortunately, few of Mahler’s compositions

have survived from this time, as he showed signs of his need for perfection, a trait

synonymous with his name, and destroyed work if he became dissatisfied with it.

After the tragic death of his brother Ernst, Mahler composed an opera, Herzog Ernst von

Schwaben (“Duke Ernest of Swabia”) as a tribute to him (Wikipedia, 2020). A huge element

of Mahler’s unique talent was his ability to translate all the heartache, tragedy and loss he

suffered in life into every masterpiece he composed.

Mahler the Maestro

After successfully graduating in 1878 (Lumen Learning,

2020), Mahler began his first professional conducting job.
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Over the next seventeen years he ascended to the top of his chosen profession in positions

which took him to Prague, Leipzig, Budapest, London, and New York (Lumen Learning, 2020).

He only composed in his spare time, whilst he earned a living as a conductor.

Mahler and Marriage

At a social gathering in November 1901, Mahler met Alma

Schindler (Wikipedia, 2020). After a brief but intense

courtship, they married in March 1902 (Wikipedia, 2020).

Their turbulent partnership was marred by infidelity from

both sides. Mahler’s jealousy and volatile mood swings

were placated by periods of extreme passion and

companionship. Alma was a budding composer but became resentful when he demanded,

“there can only be one composer in this household,” and she reluctantly relinquished her

career. Still, the couple remained together and had two daughters. Tragically one, Maria,

died at just five years old of diphtheria. Mahler was inconsolable and never truly recovered

from his grief. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020).

“A symphony must be like

the world.

It must contain everything,”

-Gustav Mahler (Brainy

Quote, 2001)

Mahler – The Incomparable Composer

Mahler reinvented traditional symphonic movements as we knew them and introduced

elements of Romanticism to create outstanding symphonies never heard before. Most of

Mahler’s compositions were created as large orchestral pieces with symphonic choruses and

operatic solos (Biography, 2014).

His own obsession with mortality and religion was beautifully translated in one of his earlier

masterpieces - Symphony No.3 in D Major (1896), which features a soloist and has a

tempestuous yet sometimes vulnerable feel. These are in stark contrast to the purely
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orchestral symphonies No5, No6 and No7 (Lumen Learning, 2020), which was perhaps a

reflection of Mahler’s maturity as he moved from the metaphorical darkness in his life into

the light of contentment, which fatherhood and companionship brought him.

Mahler's Symphony No.10

His final masterpiece, which remained in draft until after his death, was Symphony No.10

(Biography, 2014). It captures all the sorrow, regret, fulfilment, and acceptance of a man

who lived an extraordinary life but knew he was dying. A final farewell from a composer

beyond compare.

To book your ticket for the CFM's live-streamed concerts of Mahler's Fifth and Tenth

Symphonies in December 2020, please contact cfm@uwe.ac.uk.   
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Mahler's Symphony No.10
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