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1. Movement 3, Rondo. Burleske  

There is lots of supposition for the crazy manic counterpoint in this movement. In his 
score, Mahler wrote “to my brothers in Apollo.” Some take this as a sarcastic swipe at 
critics. But perhaps it is more a nod to the Renaissance contrapuntal masters, who 
composed parody masses and motets, developing a popular tune of the day 
contrapuntally. Here Mahler’s pop tune has not been identified. Some people point to 
Franz Lehar, but it might have been some insipid tune going around at the time, or 
perhaps his own composition intentionally banal. Regardless, Mahler draws both the 
subject and countersubject for this movement from this tune. (Even deeper, the chorale 
hymn in the final adagio movement is also a variation of this banality.) 
 
The Rondo form is A B A2 B2 A3  C (Trio section) A4 Coda. 
The contrapuntal music is in the A sections. The B section is the pop tune. The C section 
is a trio that introduces a turn figure, the motive that will suffuse the final adagio 
movement. A most remarkable section in this rondo is the retransition from the C section 
trio back to the final A section. Here the music alternates abruptly from the sublime to 
mock parody, punctuated with 5 sweeping harp arpeggios, as if it can’t decide it’s own 
state of mind or emotion. The contrapuntal fugato A sections are difficult to hear because, 
unlike a fugue, the subject does not play by itself. It is always accompanied by one or 
more countersubjects. Getting familiar with each theme first is the trick for our ears to 
make sense of this dense mass of sound. 
 
 
 



 
 

2. Movement 4, Adagio 
 
With the exception of Das Lied von der Erde, this adagio is Mahler’s most sublime work, 
and it is also a great farewell to the world. The sense we have of “slipping off the mortal 
coil” is emphatic not only by its continual melodic descent and disintegration, but by the 
very placement of the music in D flat major, a step below the D major tonal center of the 
symphony. Clearly it really is in D major, just a D major that has slipped down, that can’t 
hold on to the world.  
 
Mahler’s adagio is very much modeled after the great adagio of Beethoven’s 9th 
symphony, also a double variation that alternately develops two themes. Mahler’s first 
theme is a chorale whose first four bass notes literally quotes the first four melodic notes 
of Beethoven adagio. Mahler’s adagio too reminds us that the short introduction in 
Beethoven’s adagio is a chain of appoggiatura’s—musical sighs. And this figure, of 
course, is the very essence of the first movement of Mahler’s 9th! (so too is the beginning 
of Beethoven’s second theme in his adagio). Clearly late Beethoven was very much on 
Mahler’s mind. Mahler’s chorale continues slipping, its progressions often resolving a 
stop lower than we expect, creating dissonance and great expression, as the music 
continually struggles against this downward pull.  
 
The second theme in Mahler’s adagio foreshadows the sublime moments we hear in 
Shostakovich. Clearly this was a piece that influenced Shostakovich deeply. We hear 
contrapuntal textures in a chamber setting with two or three instruments widely set 
apart—contrabassoon and violin, double bass and high flute, etc. The effect is chilling, 
creating the kind of “loneliness from a great height” using aural space instead of with the 
cowbells and distant church bells he used in his 6th symphony.  
 
The final two pages of in the score of this adagio represent a remarkable moment of 
musical disintegration. Here was an idea Beethoven explored at the end of his Funeral 
March to the Eroica symphony, his tune literally breaking apart in pieces. Mahler 
expands this idea to depict life’s final moments musically by extending this disintegration 
for several minutes. Over and over he writes in the score ersterbend (dying) and morendo 
(dying away). Near the end, he portrays a last look at the world by briefly quoting a few 
measures from one of his songs in Kindertötenlieder, “In the sunshine! The day is 
beautiful on those heights!” After this final glance, the tendrils of music come apart one 
by one. Mahler’s adagio is an experience of the sacred. Leonard Bernstein considered it 
to be a vision of the death of tonality and its 300 year tradition. We feel more than the 
passing of an individual in this work; we feel the death of an age, the twilight of 
Romanticism. 
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