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1. Background 

 
Perhaps this sixth symphony of Mahler’s is weighed down by too much legend. Above 
everything is the question of the hammer strokes in the final movement—will there be 
two or three hammer strokes?  Then there is the question of the order of the inner 
movements—will they be scherzo-slow movement, or slow movement-scherzo? Finally 
there is the issue of the darkness of the symphony itself, labeled “Tragic.” Some 
conductors stay away because they feel it is too depressing. Some people talk about it 
having a curse. Mahler originally envisioned three blows of fate and not long after he 
composed this symphony, he personally received three horrible blows—the death of his 
daughter, his resignation as conductor of the Vienna Opera, and the diagnosis of a 
serious heart condition. In subsequent performances, Mahler himself, perhaps 
superstitiously, cut the hammer blows from three to two. The order of the inner 
movements is published as scherzo—slow mvt., but Mahler himself conducted them 
slow mvt—scherzo and requested the publisher put an addendum to reverse the order 
of those movements. The result is that conductors sometimes change the order. Mahler 
fans tend to get consumed debating these issues and the music can get lost in this 
discussion. 
 

2. Structure 
Like the fifth symphony preceding it, Mahler’s sixth symphony is purely instrumental 
with four conventional symphonic movements. An allegro first movement in sonata 
form that even includes the “old fashioned” repeat of the exposition, a slow movement, 
a scherzo, and a grand finale.  
 

3. Remarkable Features  
The symphony employs a large orchestra that includes celesta, multiple harps, and 8 
French horns. The 4th symphony featured sleigh bells. This 6th symphony uses cowbells 
at rather surprising moments in each movement except the scherzo. Are they a nod to 
a “pastoral” element, or an imaginative means to draw us into a dream world? The most 
famous unusual instrument in the symphony is the hammer Mahler that requests in the 
last movement that he instructs to be "brief and mighty, but dull in resonance and with a 
non-metallic character (like the fall of an axe)."  
 
 
 



4. First Movement 
We’re used to marches in Mahler’s symphonies, but this first movement opens with a 
particularly ominous, violent military march, complete with snare drum, cymbals and an 
incessant quarter note drone in the lower strings. That’s the first theme. The transition 
begins even more fatefully, with a timpani rhythm ending in three strokes accompanied 
by winds sliding from an A major to an A minor chord (“tragic”). Then abruptly comes 
the passionate, romantic “Alma” second theme, so called because Mahler reportedly 
told Alma it was his musical portrait of her: 'I've tried to capture you in a theme – as for 
whether I've succeeded, I don't know. You will have to tolerate it.'  
 
The violin melody soars above a surprisingly complex accompaniment of fast chromatic 
passages that gives it a blurred effect. After three waves of this theme, the 
accompaniment subsides to a pastoral drone underneath the tune and the exposition 
concludes and then repeats back to the beginning. The cowbells (offstage) enter in the 
development creating a dream-like section. The movement concludes in a paroxysm of 
manic jubiliation using motives of the “Alma theme” now in A major. 
 

5. Slow Movement 
This deeply expressive, harmonically unstable, piece alternates a world-weary tune in 
the strings and horn set in the distant key of Eb major with a melancholy wind tune in 
the symphony’s home key of A minor. The world-weary tune cannot seem to hold on 
to its key. It keeps dropping notes a half step, sounding notes that will be part of the 
melancholy theme in A minor. That melancholy theme eventually evolves in Romantic 
harmonic sequences that sound similar to well known Romantic passages in the slow 
movement of Rachmaninoff’s 2nd symphony, a work written five years later. The 
cowbells enter in Mahlerian pastoral rapture of E major until the fabric dissolves and 
descends back to the world-weary tune in E flat major. A bridge section follows with 
magical harmonic modulations to C major and then to A major, introducing the celesta. 
Then the melancholy theme returns in A minor, then modulates to C# minor 
passionately with another entrance of the cowbells. It continues to develop until it 
reaches E flat major itself and quietly subsides. 
 
***************************************************************** 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Mahler's Symphony No 6 is a masterpiece driven by sinister 
visions, marital love and cowbells. 
By Ivan Hewett 
(The Telegraph) 
 

'The Child is Father of the Man,” said Wordsworth, and no one bears out that truth more than Gustav 

Mahler. The sights and sounds of his childhood always haunted him, and one sound in particular 

was hugely important for the Sixth Symphony. Growing up in the Bohemian countryside, Mahler 

used to wander high up into the mountains and listen to the cowbells tinkling somewhere far off in 

the distance. Later in life, that sound took on a feeling of “in between” – the last earthly sound and 

the first heavenly one.  

 

The Sixth Symphony is full of the sound of cowbells, mingled with celesta and harp, and they are the 

most astonishingly modern-sounding moments in the symphony. But they’re only interludes, hopeful 

moments, in what is Mahler’s most stark and grimly fatalistic work.  

 

After he’d completed it in 1904, Mahler played it to his wife Alma at the piano, and afterwards she 

wrote: “Of all his works this was the most personal… We were both in tears… so deeply did we feel 

this music and the sinister premonitions it disclosed.” The audience at the 1906 premiere in Essen 

was aghast and silent, and a good performance should have the same effect now.  

 

The fateful character of the symphony is revealed straight away in the grimly militaristic march with 
which it opens. Nowhere in his music is there such an implacable, brutal tread, sounding almost like 

a premonition of the mechanised conflict of the First World War.  

 

Then comes the famous “Fate” motif – a bright major chord in trumpets darkening to a minor one. 

This sound, and the military rhythm that goes with it, will colour the entire symphony.  

 

After a strange, otherworldly chorale, this is followed by its complete opposite – a lovely surging 

theme that feels like a defiant assertion of human feeling against the iron grip of necessity. Mahler 

said this was a portrait of Alma, but, in his typically brusque way, added: “Whether I’ve succeeded I 

don’t know; but you’ll have to put up with it.”  

 

A grim military march, a vision of a beloved wife, a whiff of church, a fantasy about cowbells – it all 

sounds like the stuff of neurosis. But this is actually the least neurotic of Mahler’s symphonies, and 

the most classical.  

 

It has the usual complement of four movements, and the forms have a firm, classical inevitability, like 

a movement of Beethoven. Because Mahler’s formal frame is so tough, the symphony can embrace 



huge disparities without falling apart. One, the glimpse of the hereafter, I’ve already mentioned. 

Another comes in the scherzo, which has a contrasting section with the strange marking 

“Altvaterisch” meaning “grandfatherly”.  

 

On the page, it looks like “modern music” because the time signature changes so frequently. Yet it 

sounds like a delightful evocation of long ago, with little flashes of grotesquerie. The paradox is very 

typical of Mahler.  

 

After another taste of a blissful lost Arcadia in the andante comes the finale, beginning in a swirl of 

mystery and a huge arching melody. It feels like a door opening to something new, but the Fate 

theme and the military rhythm suggests that here, finally, all the unfinished business of the previous 

three movements will be resolved.  

 
And so it is, in Mahler’s greatest single movement. The argument is punctuated in its later stages by 

three hammer blows, played by a percussionist wielding a huge wooden mallet against a wooden 

block – “like the stroke of an axe,” said Mahler. Each time the symphony fights back, and makes one 

more strenuous effort at an affirmation. But, after the third blow, the music gives in to defeat which 

seems total.  
 


