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The	mighty	hammer	strokes	in	the	finale	of	Mahler’s	6th	Symphony—two	or	three?	

	
Week	6	February	20	—Symphony	No.	6	 

 
1. Scherzo (3rd movement, sometimes the 2nd movement) 

Alternates a scherzo in A minor (the key of the symphony) that recalls the march of the 
first movement with a lop-sided ländler Mahler marks to be played old-fashioned, or 
grandfatherly and that continually switches between 3 and 4 beats per measure. 
 

2. Finale Structure 
This massive movement is a sonata in the broadest sense because of one powerful 
signpost—its dramatic phantasmic introduction with sweeping harps and string tremolos. 
This nightmarish music recurs three more times, thus marking the beginning of the 
development, the beginning of the recapitulation, and the beginning of the coda.  
There are no clear harmonic cadences or pauses to mark the divisions within its parts. 
Nevertheless, there are some moments which strive to achieve a strong harmonic cad, but 
then fail. That’s where the hammer blows come in. The first two occur in the 
development section, both with deceptive cadences. The third, if it is played—Mahler in 
subsequent concerts only included the first two—occurs in the coda, coinciding with the 
final fate rhythm in the home key A minor. (That is the third blow, which fells the hero). 
 

3. The Challenge Listening to this Finale 
1) its sections seem to blend together without Mahler’s typical pauses and arrival points 
2) its counterpoint and orchestral textures are often dense 
3) the themes themselves are so extremely fragmented, that it is difficult to determine 
their shape or to even clearly distinguish the themes from each other!  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

4. Finale Listening Tips 
1) Listen for the return of the distinctive introductory music to mark the four major 
sections of the movement 
2) Listen for the 2 hammer blows in the development section that coincide with the 
“failed” cadences, those moments that portend a great arrival, but then disappoint 
3) Get to know all the different theme fragments—this is the real trick to making sense of 
the finale. 
 

5. Finale Themes (and fragments) 
Introductory nightmare rising and falling over harps and string tremolos 
Fate rhythm continuing from the first movement and the scherzo 
Three note dotted rhythm in the low registers 
“Hero” theme (first heard with French horn) 
Destiny fragments (first heard as a chorale) 
March fragments and themes—the melody sounds different than the first movement but 
shares similar motives 
 

6. The Mighty Hammer Blows 
I’ve mentioned several times a hunch that Strauss’s Death and Transfiguration inspired 
many of the core ideas in all of Mahler’s symphonies: the struggle of the hero, the quest 
for epiphany, the extreme contrasts between light and dark, the gradual unfolding of a 
theme, the use of the tam-tam to signify the veil between life and death, etc. Strauss 
asked his friend Alexander Ritter to compose a poetic description of Death and 
Transfiguration which he included in the program notes, and it includes these verses:  
 
Now booms the final blow 
By the iron hammer of death, 
Breaking in two the earthly body, 
Covering the eye with the night of death. 
 
Here perhaps was Mahler’s inspiration for the hammer blows in his sixth symphony 
depicting fate cutting down his hero. In hearing this symphony, Strauss himself told 
Alma his disappointment that Mahler weakened the effect of the hammer by having each 
successive hammer stroke weaker. Alma replied: “Here and always, the man of the 
theater [Strauss] was speaking. That Mahler had to make the first blow the strongest, the 
second weaker, and the third the weakest (the death blow of the dying hero) is obvious 
for everyone who has even vaguely comprehended the Symphony. Perhaps the 
momentary effect would have been stronger in reverse dynamic, but that is not what he 
was after.” 
 
 


