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

The life and career of Gustav Mahler, the renowned Austro-Bohemian Romantic Composer 

and Conductor, tells quite a story. From his family background to his career, which spiralled 

out of control, and the love and loss scattered throughout his life, it’s no wonder he found 

solace in music.  

 

Born on July 7th, 1860 in the Czech Republic, Mahler was one of fourteen children born to 

Bernhard and Marie Mahler. Of the couple's fourteen children, only six survived past infancy. 

The Jewish family spoke German when it was uncommon for Bohemian’s to do so. A young 

Mahler developed a sense of being “exiled” due to his family’s background, which he 

described in later life as feeling like he was “always an intruder, never welcome”.    

 

Growing up in Jinlava, the young Mahler was exposed to many forms of music from a young 

age. At the tender age of four years old, Mahler discovered his grandparents’ piano and 

became attached to it immediately. His first performance was at the age of ten. While he 

excelled musically, his academic prowess was something to be desired. Bernhard Mahler sent 

his son away to Prague in 1871. But, deeply unhappy, Mahler returned a mere three months 

later to the family home.    

 

In 1875, the first of many losses in Mahler’s life occurred. His younger brother, Ernst, died 

after a prolonged illness. To cope with the sudden loss, Mahler threw himself into his music, 
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composing for the first time in his life. However, the music from this period is lost, believed 

to have been destroyed by Mahler himself in his later life.  

 

Following the death of his brother, Mahler pursued music. He studied at the Vienna 

Conservatory from 1875 to 1878, performing successfully in his first two years. At his father’s 

insistence, Mahler went to the University of Vienna to study philosophy and literature but left 

in 1879. Working as a piano teacher to make ends meet, Mahler spent several years bouncing 

from job to job. It was during this period that he earned a reputation for being difficult to 

work with, something that would stick with him throughout his life and career.  

 

Mahler spent most of his life conducting and composing, despite heavy setbacks, such as his 

own poor health and the losses of more family members. In the late 1880s, Mahler lost his 

father, mother and another sibling. Yet, there was a light at the end of the tunnel, as at the 

height of his career he met Alma Schindler in 1901. The two married in 1902, with Alma 

already pregnant with the couple’s first child. A second followed in 1904.  

 

Many who knew the couple disapproved of their marriage. They believed both could do 

better. It was during their marriage that Mahler composed his famous fifth and tenth 

symphonies. 1907 was a difficult year for the family. While on holiday, Mahler’s wife and two 

daughters contracted scarlet fever. His five-year-old daughter died from the disease. Mahler 

was also diagnosed with a defective heart, something that would later kill him. It was also 

revealed that Alma had been having an affair with another composer during this time, 

something that greatly upset Mahler. The two remained married until the end of Mahler’s 

life.  
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Mahler and his family moved to New York for what would become the final years of Mahler’s 

life. He was the director of the New York’s Metropolitan Opera and Philharmonic. He 

continued to compose and conduct, right up until the end of his life. He fell seriously ill in late 

1910, insisting on continuing with his work requirements. Mahler died on May 18th 1911, aged 

59.           

 


