
Mahler’s Symphonic World 
with Russell Steinberg, Ph.D. 

 

 
Opening	of	Mahler’s	9th	

	
Week	7	February	28	—Symphony	No.	9	Mvts.	1,2	 

 
1. Background 

Composed 1908-1909, and actually his 10th symphony after Das Lied von der Erde, 
Mahler’s 9th was his last fully completed symphonic work. It has four movements and, 
like Tchaikovksy’s Pathetique Symphony ends with an Adagio. The inner movements are 
a ländler and a scherzo that Mahler calls a Rondeau Burleske, possibly a sarcastic dig at 
his critics with his annotation in the autograph score “to my brothers in Apollo.” The 
final adagio is considered Mahler’s farewell to the world. It is written a half step below 
the tonal center of the symphony (D flat major instead of D major), symbolically slipping 
away. Leonard Bernstein suggested that it was not only a personal farewell, but more 
deeply, a farewell to the tonal system that was under siege with increasing dissonance. 
 

2. Movement 1 Andante Commodo 
A sigh is the primary motive of this entire movement. For me, it sounds like the earth 
breathing! However, it doesn’t resolve the way an appoggiatura is supposed to, going 
from a dissonance to a consonance. Instead it goes from a consonance to a dissonance, 
creating a special sense of suspension. Notice that while the violins sigh “downwards,” 
the French horn sighs “upwards.” This exquisite and simple contrary motion counterpoint 
is at the heart of the movement. The motive references both Beethoven’s piano sonata 
Les Adeieu (The Farewell) and (you guessed it) the transfiguration theme from Strauss’s 
Death and Transfiguration. No surprise then that this whole symphony is interpreted as 
Mahler’s “farewell” to the world. 
 
  



 
The movement’s structure fuses sonata and double variation in an extended 20 minute 
journey. There is a general shape of exposition, development, recap, and coda, but the 
harmonic plan is more like a rondo alternation of major and minor, and as listeners, we 
mostly feel the arrival and return of the D major sighing theme amid all the turbulent and 
often dark music that gushes around it. This movement has some of Mahler’s most 
poignant and forward-looking contrapuntal passages, music that very much points to the 
modernism that was already percolating in the music of Schoenberg and Stravinsky. The 
dissonance provides a powerful contrast to the rich tonal breathing of the main theme. 
Mahler’s orchestration is always a marvel, but here his imagination for color and unique 
intimate instrumental combinations rivals Debussy and Ravel. Above all, there are 
phenomenal passages in this movement where Mahler both disintegrates and then re-
integrates the world. 
 
 

3. Movement 2 Ländler marked “somewhat clumsy and very coarse” 
This ländler is really a scherzo in the form of a rondo! AB CBC ABA Coda 
 
The A section begins comically with a light ascending bassoon scale, but soon becomes a 
gruff peasant dance. The B section is a waltz in a style that clearly inspired the scherzos 
in Shostakovich’s symphonies. The C section is a gentle pastorale that recalls the sigh 
theme from the first movement, but mixes elements of the A section as well. In the final 
statement of the B waltz is a sarcastic parody of a what was probably some insipid pop 
tune of the time (maybe it’s a wellknown classical tune I just don’t yet know!). Much of 
the humor in this movement comes from the fragmentary orchestration—a short riff of 
the trumpet here, a sudden burst of horns there. The coda has an amazing duet between 
French horn and contrabassoon! 
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