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184k — K ZARY R IR
Rz —  PERNRIR
SR FE HA g B
B2 DRRITIR
B e B — A% il ¢ TR BV IRIR
Langsam (Adagio) —Allegro con fuoco
Nachtmusik [Night Music]:
Allegro moderato
Scherzo: Schattenhaft [Shadowy]
Nachtmusik: Andante amoroso

Rondo-Finale: Allegro ordinario
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For a long time Mahler’s Seventh was the
“Cinderella” of his symphonic output -the
neglected, sadly misunderstood member of
the family. In recent times that has changed
significantly: performances and recordings
have increased, and amongst Mahler-devotees
it is now one of the most enthusiastically
discussed and argued-over of the nine complete
symphonies. And yet it remains a challenge

for the newcomer. Mahler’s Seventh is far less
easy to grasp on one hearing than the instantly
compelling and clearly proportioned Sixth, or the
ecstatic and unusually direct Eighth. Granted,
when the young modernist composer Arnold
Schoenberg heard the symphony in 1909 (the
year after the first performance), he wrote
enthusiastically of its “perfect repose based on
perfect harmony”. But few others have used
phrases like “perfect repose” to describe the
Seventh Symphony. The middle three movements
can seem to belong to a world of their own:
nocturnal, fantastic, sometimes weirdly
ambiguous, sometimes vividly sinister. They
project a world (or is it worlds?) from which the
outer movements, impressive as they are, can
appear radically divergent. The Finale in particular
has caused some musicians and listeners
problems. Apparently when Mahler rehearsed
the Seventh Symphony, he would introduce the
final movement by shouting, “And now comes
the day!” But that sudden burst of daylight, after
so many long shadows and moments of pitch
darkness, can come as a shock.
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Some writers, looking to explain the apparent
dividedness of the Seventh Symphony, refer to
a letter Mahler wrote to his wife, Alma, in 1910,
describing the work’s difficult birth:

“In the summer before [1905], | had planned to finish

the Seventh, of which the two Andante [Nachtmusik]
movements were already completed. Two weeks

long | tortured myself to distraction, as you'll well
remember —until | ran away to the Dolomites! There

the same struggle, until finally | gave up and went

home convinced that the summer had been wasted. At
Krumpendorf... | climbed into the boat to be rowed across
the lake. At the first stroke of the oars | found the theme (or
rather the rhythm and the character) of the introduction to
the first movement... and in four week’s time the first, third

and fifth movements were absolutely complete!”

But the story a piece of music tells in itself

is often very different from the story of

how it came into being. Many of the finest
works in the symphonic repertoire have had
difficult births. Sibelius’s magnificent Fifth
Symphony took nearly seven years to arrive

at its final familiar form; and yet the music
feels so organic in its growth that it's hard to
believe it wasn’t conceived in a single flash of
inspiration. Mahler’s Seventh Symphony may be
enigmatic, but performed with conviction it can
also be uniquely fascinating - uncomfortable
sometimes, but far more compelling than many
more conventionally “perfect” symphonies. As
Beethoven wrote, on the manuscript of one

of his songs, “Sometimes the opposite is also
true”; and of no composer is that truer than
Gustav Mahler.

IMAGINATIVE ORCHESTRATION

But there are other reasons to be fascinated
by Mahler’s Seventh. There is no work of
Mahler’s in which the orchestral imagination
is more highly charged. It isn’t simply that
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Mahler: Symphony no. 7

the score includes instruments rarely seen

in the symphony orchestra -tenor horn (a
relative of the euphonium), mandolin, guitar,
cowbells and deep-pitched bells; even the
familiar instruments are made to produce
surprising new colours and effects: the clarinets
shriek demonically, cello and bass produce
percussive “snap” pizzicatos (the strings are
plucked so hard that they spring back and

hit the fingerboard) in the Scherzo, while the
dense polyphonic chorus of woodwind trills
and arabesques near the start of the first
Nachtmusik (“Night Music”) produces a sound
tapestry like nothing created in music before.
Then there are the deep, ominous bell-like
harp tones in the second Nachtmusik, and the
headlong fanfare for solo timpani that sets the
Finale in motion. The Seventh is also extremely
challenging to play, with every section of the
orchestra given its moment in the spotlight.

If any of Mahler’s symphonies deserves to be
described as a “Concerto for Orchestra”, it is
the Seventh.

GRIPPING SOUND PICTURE

The first movement begins with one of Mahler’s
most unforgettable sound-pictures: a slow,
dragging rhythm (the “stroke of the oars” in the
letter quoted above) for low strings, wind and
bass drum, then the shout of the tenor horn -

“...it you dig into movement
by movement, you see that
[Mahler Symphony no. 7]
there is some absolutely beauty

to discover in this piece.”

Jaap van Zweden
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“Nature roars!” was how Mahler described it. It
is a gripping sound picture, with something of
the character of a very slow funeral march. A
steady build-up in intensity follows, eventually
accelerating into the Allegro con fuoco, with
its energetically striding first theme -more
march music, but now with an almost crazily
determined character. A contrasting song-like
second theme led by violins echoes the “Alma”
theme in the Sixth Symphony, apparently a
portrait of the composer’s adored wife; but this
Alma theme is more hesitant and troubled. Still
more strikingly contrasted is the magical still
section at the heart of the movement: this is
one of Mahler’s most vivid “Alpine interludes”,
evoking the ethereal stillness and dizzying views
Mahler loved on his mountain walks during

his summer holidays. But this Alpine vision

is suddenly, tragically cut off by memories

of the funeral music from the start of the
symphony. In the end, the impression left by
the first movement is of fierce, driving energy,
ultimately powering its way through to raucous
major-key triumph.

SEDUCTIVE NIGHT MUSIC

The first Nachtmusik begins in rapt nocturnal
stillness. Gradually strange bird-calls mix in

a powerful crescendo, but eventually a slow
march tempo emerges. The music swings from
ghostly processional to cosy, folksy songs and
back-again, haunted by distant fanfares and
memories of the woodwind birdcalls. Mahler
claimed that this music was inspired partly
by Rembrandt’s painting The Night Watch,

in which the assembled human figures are
surrounded by a background of impenetrable
darkness. Next, the compact central Scherzo
passes through still more disturbing territory.
This is unmistakably a dance of death, with
schmaltzy Viennese waltz-figures bizarrely

or horrifically distorted: these, one senses,
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Mahler claimed that the first Nachtmusik was inspired partly
by Rembrandt's painting The Night Watch.

(Wikimedia Commons)

are demonic dancers. At first the second
Nachtmusik seems utterly removed from all
this mortality-fixated thinking. It radiates

easy charm, the sound of mandolin and guitar
suggesting a warmly moonlit Mediterranean
serenade; but there are hints of malice lurking
behind the smiling mask. If there is an element
of seduction in this music, it is the allure of the
predator. One may be reminded of the words of
the old nursery rhyme, “"Will you walk into my
parlour?’ said the spider to the fly.”

The Finale then strives to banish all these
shadows. As Mahler himself strove to explain,
this is the glare of day after the disquieting
dreams of night. But this is perhaps the most
divided movement in the whole symphony.
One moment it seems determined to rejoice
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energetically, the next the dance tunes seem
to take on a lurid, possibly mocking quality.
Perhaps too there is something manic about all
this elation: has darkness really been banished
after all? At the end the first movement’s
Allegro theme returns in brassy major key
splendour, through a clangour of bells, cowbells
and glittering percussion, and the final pages
echo the jubilant conclusion of the Fifth
Symphony. And yet it can leave a curiously
ambiguous aftertaste, not least in the sudden
hush just before the emphatic final chord.
Sometimes the opposite is also true? Mahler’s
Seventh Symphony is never more inscrutable
than in its close.

Programme note by Stephen Johnson
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Four flutes(one doubling piccolo), piccolo, three oboes, cor cmglols, three clarinets, E flat clarinet,

bass clarinet, three bassoons, contra bassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba,
tenor horn, timpani, percussion, two harps, guitar, mandolin and strings.



