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MAHLER

Symphony No. 6
Can music know something that its composer 
doesn’t? The tragic intensity of Mahler’s Sixth 
Symphony, with its hammer blows and almost 
unbearably bleak conclusion, is so hard for 
audiences and interpreters to come to terms 
with, it’s as if we need to feel that this piece 
somehow predicted the tragedies that would 
befall its composer. We need something to 
explain the darkness of this music, otherwise 
it seems like an incomprehensible scream into 
the abyss, so we choose to hear the piece as 
predicting the heart condition that would kill 
him a few years later, the death of his 
daughter and the betrayal of his wife, Alma.

It’s a common idea in writing and thinking 
about composers that their music is somehow 
a premonition of the end of their own lives, 
or that their compositions can foresee other, 
even grander fates, such as the impending 
catastrophe of world wars or other kinds  
of devastation. Leonard Bernstein heard the 
jackboots of the First World War in the 
desperation of Mahler’s Ninth Symphony,  
and John Luther Adams’s 21st-century 
masterpiece Become Ocean is simultaneously 
an oceanically overwhelming sonic force of 
nature for the orchestra and a prediction  
of the fate of the planet, on the brink of 
‘becoming ocean’ in the wake of global 
warming and other environmental disasters.

It’s a received wisdom that Mozart knew he 
was writing his own last will and testament in 
his Requiem, that Tchaikovsky’s ‘Pathétique’ 
Symphony is a kind of musical death wish and 
that much of Schubert’s so-called ‘late’ music 
(remember, he died at the age of 31) – his 
last piano sonatas, the String Quintet, his 
song-cycle Winterreise – is made on the 

precipice on which his life was teetering 
thanks to syphilis, hard living and generally 
failing health. But I think we do these pieces 
and composers an injustice if we only hear 
them through this biographical prism of 
morbid hindsight. In all of those cases, these 
works could have heralded a compositional 
beginning rather than an end, from the 
Beethoven-besting ambition of Schubert’s  
last music to the neo-Baroquism of Mozart’s 
Requiem or the convention-defying shape  
of Tchaikovsky’s symphony.

Yet there are moments when composers 
themselves hear a premonitory power in  
their music, even if it’s something they’re  
only unconsciously aware of during the 
composition process. Peter Maxwell Davies 
felt that about his tone-poem Ebb of Winter. 
Composed in 2013 as a way of celebrating 
the coming of spring, the music turned out to 
explore a darkness than Davies didn’t expect; 
shortly after he finished the work he was 
diagnosed with the leukaemia that took his 
life last year. As he said: ‘I didn’t realise when 
I wrote it what I was about to go through, but 
this piece seems to anticipate some of that 
experience.’ Davies felt the same about his 
earlier Sixth Symphony: that piece ‘knew that 
[the great Orcadian poet] George Mackay 
Brown was very ill and was going to die. He 
died at the very moment I completed the 
piece … music knows something that you 
don’t.’ Maybe, after all, there’s something in 
those hammer blows in Mahler’s symphony.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.
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