
The Life and Times of Gustav Mahler - a late-romantic composer beyond compare

Gustav Mahler’s symphonies still speak to the ear of modern musicians. Much of his work is

an ode to loss and suffering – perhaps none more so than his incomplete 10th Symphony.

This haunting work has a unique story all its own, which is sure to pull at the heart strings of

any listener.

Born of Jewish descent to German speaking parents in Bohemia, Austria, Mahler knew much

of being an outsider. Named early on as a ‘wunderkid’, he found an interest in music at the

age of just four as his fingers glided over the keys of his grandparent’s piano. This led to his

first live performance at the age of ten in a local theatre in Bohemia. His childhood

influenced much of his music style, bearing his soul to the world in one of his first pieces of

music in the opera “Duke Ernest of Swabia'' after the tragic passing of his younger brother.

He discovered what loss meant to him and how to express it in music before he even left

school.

After graduating from the Vienna Conservatory, Mahler’s career in music took him to Prague,

Budapest, Hamburg and Vienna. But upon reaching Vienna his age started to get the better of

him, so he found himself in a summer villa in Maiernigg. Here he produced five symphonies,

including one of his most famous – symphony no.5.

This symphony was an ode to his lover and later wife Alma Schindler, the first purely

instrumental symphony since his first. Gustav met Alma at a social gathering in 1901.

Although not initially keen to succumb to Mahler’s charms due to his scandalous relations

with other young women, Alma and Gustav fell in love after a heated argument about a ballet

by Alexander von Zimlinsky. They met the very next day at Hofoper – an opera house – and

were married only a year later in a private ceremony in 1902.



The couple were not met with open arms by their peers but rather judgement and mistrust. A

friend of theirs said Mahler was "that rachitic degenerate Jew" and unworthy for someone as

good looking as Alma, whilst Mahler’s family thought Alma to be flirtatious and unreliable.

However, the young couple’s love persevered through all the critique.

In the years to come Alma would start to feel stifled by Mahler. Upon his insistence that there

only be one composer in this family, she gave up her music studies to placate him and look

after their two girls – Maria Anna and Anna. She would resent him for this and felt she was

“mercilessly deprived of…things closest to one’s heart,” as she wrote in her diary. This would

lead her to take up an affair with the young architect Walter Gropius, which would go on for

many years throughout the remainder of their marriage. When Mahler found out about this

affair he was in great distress. Many believe that Mahler’s 10th symphony was his response

to the affair, as his heartbreak plays out across each note. Mahler sought counsel from

Sigmund Freud, who pointed out that by stifling her music he stifled their marriage. This led

to Mahler encouraging Alma to keep composing, even editing and orchestrating some of her

works. It was after this that Alma agreed to stay with Mahler, despite her torrid affair with

Gropius living on.

Mahler passed in 1911 of heart disease and was outlived by his wife Alma by fifty years.

Although Mahler’s life had long since ended, his legacy lived on. His music was even banned

by the Nazis in the second world war because of his Jewish descent. Nowadays, the BBC

ranks three of his symphonies in the top ten symphonies of all time. His music is tragic and

heartbreaking but shows us that even through life’s hardships, something beautiful can shine

through.


