
Mahler’s Pastorale

A conversation about Gustav Mahler’s 3rd Symphony between the dramaturge of the

Stuttgart Philharmonic Albrecht Dürr and Gabriel Feltz

After the Fifth, Sixth and Seventh, this recording of the Third Symphony is the fourth of Gustav
Mahler’s symphonies which you have recorded with the Stuttgart Philharmonic.
How did you prepare specifically for the 3rd Symphony?

I have known all of Mahler’s symphonies since I was about eleven or twelve. I listened to them
all on LP’s or cassettes - we didn’t have CD’s in the GDR at that time - almost every day. I was
crazy about the music then. My father had a pocket score of almost every piece, so that I could
read along with the music. I still have those little books today. They are full of remarks and notes
which were to help with the interpretation. I have to laugh sometimes when I look through them
now. But I also freely admit that I have been able to realize some of the ideas in the last few years
while I have been performing the works of Gustav Mahler. I’m really glad that I had such a long
‘warm-up’ period for the 3rd Symphony, before I conducted this gigantic composition.

However, after the plans had become finalized and about six months before I was to conduct the
first rehearsal with the Stuttgart Philharmonic, I realized that my approach to the work so far was
not going to help me at all. I sensed that my main task would be to find a sort of ‘guideline’ or ‘in-
terface’ which would enable the listener to comprehend the enormous breadth of the piece and the
very different characters of the six movements and bring the whole thing together, as a unit.
In my opinion the performers should take the word ‘Symphony’ literally, and not just play a sort
of symphonic suite in six movements. These aims also had conceptional implications for the tempi,
the way of playing and the sound. Whether I succeeded in achieving the unity I mentioned earlier,
is up to the listener to decide for himself. Apart from that, I really wanted to do justice to Mahler’s
own comments about the piece’s closeness to nature. I believe that the often quoted and famous
remark that the music is the “sound of nature” is as true for the Third Symphony as it is for the
First.



Did Mahler’s own comments about his Third Symphony help you in your preparation for the work?

Oh yes, even though his programmatic notes for the individual movements, which he later didn’t
want to be printed in the programme booklet, raise many questions. For example: “Pan awakes,
summer marches in…” was his title in the score for the first movement. I think the music is more
like a young elephant that is not aware of its own strength. How can you get all the March episodes
of this half-hour long monster of a movement (the longest movement that Mahler wrote apart from
the Finale of the Sixth Symphony) to not sound too military, but bright - majestic, a sort of “music
of nature”.

Or let us look at the so-called post-horn episode in the third movement. “What the animals in the
forest tell me” was Mahler’s description. Should we take this sweet, romantic bliss seriously or is
this Scherzo really ironic, ambiguous - to be understood more as a stereotypical exaggeration? A
lot of questions remain unanswered. Thanks to Bruno Walter, the easiest part of the piece to inter-
pret is the very beginning of the symphony. In his memoires he wrote: “On a beautiful day in July
I arrived with the steamship [on the banks of the Attersee]; Mahler was waiting for me at the land-
ing stage and, in spite of my protests, he carried my suitcase down the gangway himself [...] When,
on the way to his house, I caught sight of the Höllengebirge mountains whose unyielding rock
walls form the backdrop to the lovely scenery, Mahler said: ‘No need looking up there - That has
all been composed by me!’”
This magnificent scenery of rocks, sky and water can, without doubt, be recognized at the begin-
ning. And the drawn-out quiet answer by the trombones and bassoon to the wake-up call of the
eight horns at the start is surely an echo which reverberates from the mountains above the lake
(examples 1/2)

Mahler also said in a letter to Richard Strauss that the symphony lasts two (!) hours. Did he want
slow tempi?

No, certainly not, he just assumed there would be an interval after the first movement. He just
added that on, otherwise I can’t imagine what he meant with that statement. But trying to answer
the matter of tempi is, as I said earlier, crucial for the perception of the cohesion in this symphony
and is, at the same time, very complex. For example, in order to interpret the marches of the first
movement as a sonorous, jubilant spectacle of nature, I changed the speed often, despite Mahler’s



clear instructions that the March tempo is to be consistent throughout. I don’t think he meant it to
be as “strict” as it is usually assumed nowadays.
The history of music in the 19th century is full of indications, not just by Hector Berlioz, Franz
Liszt and Richard Wagner, who were all important role models for Gustav Mahler, that a prede-
termined starting tempo, could, in the course of the movement of a symphony, string quartet, piano
sonata or even an opera aria, be varied at will and often enough it performed was that way. Wag-
ner’s article “About conducting” and his notes on the grand duo in the second act between Senta
and the title figure of the opera “The Flying Dutchman” should serve as example enough. Anyway,
a regular performing tradition developed from this which spanned such conductors as Wagner him-
self, Hans Richter, Arthur Nikisch and Hans von Bülow, right up to Wilhelm Furtwängler, to name
but a few. The numerous recordings by the latter provide an imposing testament to this art. Even
Mahler’s own recordings at the Welte-Mignon grand piano [an orchestrion piano] confirm this.
I therefore think that today it is legitimate, and even desirable, to treat the main tempo flexibly.
This art has, to some extent, been lost nowadays in preference to a somewhat “streamlined” inter-
pretation, taking no risks.

The huge contrast in the middle of the development of the first movement of Mahler’s Third Sym-
phony, at figure 44 in the score, between the staid introduction in the cellos and double basses (ex-
ample 3) and the sudden flaring up of the Burlesque in the wind (example 4), cannot work, in my
opinion, without a modification of the tempo. I even tried it out during the rehearsals for this
recording. The music seems to walk on the spot - that can’t possibly be what is intended. And I
consciously varied the peaceful general tempo of the second movement at times in order to give
the relevant passages a certain measure of unrest. For me, the excitement of the first movement
can thus reverberate, and the unbelievable energy of the first half hour of this work is not com-
pletely dissipated, either for the audience or the musicians. This gives the individual movements
a sort of interconnectivity and that’s exactly what I intended. The two great climaxes in the third
movement, which is really the Scherzo of the symphony, should seem like intense “discharges”,
which once again remind one of the first movement. The romantic naivety of the post-horn episodes
is then even more effective. These passages must, without doubt, conjure up an idyll, similar to
the “Scene at the brook” from Beethoven‘s “Pastoral” symphony, or the 3rd movement “Scene in
the countryside” of Hector Berlioz’ “Symphonie fantastique”.



I think one of the most unusual and modern of the more than fifty movements which Mahler in all
composed for his symphonies, is the fourth movement in the Third symphony. What is your opin-
ion?

You are absolutely right, a very idiosyncratic piece of music, as there is no consistent tempo at all.
You have the greatest freedom for interpretation and should use it. That doesn’t make it easy for
the conductor. It was only about fifty years after Mahler’s death that composers started to write
down such music, without a definite time signature or tempo marking. This again gives you some
idea of how far ahead of his time Mahler was.

This fourth movement and the fifth as well call for the use of the human voice. This leads one to
compare it with Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the first symphony in which this extension of the
musical means was practiced. Are there any similarities?

I hadn’t given the matter any thought so far, but spontaneously I would say there is no connection.
Schiller’s and Beethoven’s utopia of a fraternization of all humanity has something very declam-
atory; one could almost speak of a manifesto. Certain movements and even individual words from
the “Ode to Joy” are emphasized by Beethoven’s music and given a special characteristic, such as
the composed “musical chaos” before the baritone entry “O Freunde, nicht diese Töne!” or the
complicated, spherical setting of the “heavens” in the woodwind just before the double fugue.
Mahler’s relationship to Nietzsche’s text in the fourth movement and the words from “Des Knaben
Wunderhorn” in the fifth and the associated use of vocal phrases seems to me to be more committed
to conveying an atmosphere to the mood as a whole. In his second symphony, the “Resurrection”,
the inspiration from Beethoven’s Ninth is much more evident.

At the end of our conversation, perhaps a few thoughts about the sixth movement. Is it not simply
a pleasure to conduct such a wonderful Adagio?

Absolutely! A fantastic ending to a symphony and surely one of the most easily accessible of
Mahler’s symphonic movements. You shouldn’t start too slowly, and you should trust in the music
and the capability of the musicians and conduct very simply. Let me put it like this: any “affecta-
tions” on the part of the performers should be forbidden. This music works by itself.



Notenbeispiel 1 Example 1

Notenbeispiel 2 Example 2



Notenbeispiel 3 Example 3

Notenbeispiel 4 Example 4
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