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MAHLER

Symphony No. 3
The Vogons. Famously the composers of the worst poetry in 
the universe, to whose appalling versifying Arthur Dent is 
subjected in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. Is there a 
musical equivalent? Well, unfortunately for one of the 19th 
century’s most important philosophers, the music of Friedrich 
Nietzsche comes close. The music of Nietzsche? What about 
music inspired by Nietzsche, like Mahler’s Third Symphony, 
which sets his eternity-yearning text from Also sprach 
Zarathustra? We’ll come on to that; but yes, Nietzsche really was 
a composer, and really did think of himself as a musician. And he 
really was unfortunately talented: gifted enough to write notes 
on a page, but not to realise their (in)significance. The special 
tragedy was how his music was received by those composers 
and musicians whom he worshipped – especially his ultimate 
hero and heroine, Richard and Cosima Wagner. He sent a piece 
of his, for the romantic combination of piano duet, to the 
Wagners in 1871 (he had become part of their inner circle of 
friends and intellectuals in their villa at Tribschen on the banks of 
Lake Lucerne ever since he met them in 1868). The music was 
called Echoes of New Year’s Eve, With Processional Song, Peasant 
Dance and the Pealing of Bells. As Cosima and Hans Richter 
played the piece through, Wagner left, in deference to what he 
knew he was hearing: the revelation, in piano-miniature form, of 
the future of music …

Actually, that’s not what happened. Wagner was in another 
room, laughing uncontrollably at poor Friedrich’s compositional 
efforts. Hans von Bülow went even further than Wagner, calling 
another piece that Nietzsche sent him, his Manfred-Meditation, 
‘more horrible than you realise … Is the whole thing a joke? … 
It is the musical equivalent of a moral crime.’ Ouch. Thanks to 
enterprising musicians who have recorded the Nietzsche oeuvre, 
we don’t have to rely on these Wagnerian beasts to make up 
our own minds about Nietzsche’s strange, haunted miniatures 
for piano and voice. See what you think about his Miserere, 
Einleitung or Beschwörung. Put it this way: he might not be quite 
as bad as the Vogons.

What’s seriously surprising about Nietzsche’s music, however, 
is its intimacy of scale, its refutation of the extremes of the 
objectivity of Apollo and the subjectivity and abandon of 
Dionysus that he outlined in his philosophy, especially when 
you consider the musical gigantism that Nietzsche’s writing 
and thinking inspired in composers such as Mahler, Delius and 
Richard Strauss. Also sprach Zarathustra is the fons et origo for 
Mahler’s symphony, for Delius’s Mass of Life and for Strauss’s 
tone-poem, all of which scale the heavens in their musical 
pursuit of the goals of Nietzsche’s philosophical novel. With its 
concepts of the Übermensch and proclamation that ‘God is dead’, 
Nietzsche humbly described it as ‘the highest book there is, the 
book that is truly characterised by the air of the heights – the 
whole fact of man lies beneath it at a tremendous distance – it 
is also the deepest, born out of the innermost wealth of truth, 
an inexhaustible well to which no pail descends without coming 
up again filled with gold and goodness’. These three composers 
tended to agree with Nietzsche; and, whether he would have 
approved of them or not, they realised his superhuman views of 
the world more completely than his own musical gifts could ever 
hope to.
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