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Born 
July 7, 1860, in Kalischt (Kalis̆tĕ), Bohemia,  
near the town of Humpolec

Died
May 18, 1911, in Vienna, Austria

Work composed
sketches begun in summer 1908, mostly 
composed late spring 1909 to April 1, 1910

World premiere
June 26, 1912, by the Vienna Philharmonic, 
Bruno Walter, conductor

New York Philharmonic premiere
December 20, 1945, Bruno Walter, conductor

Throughout his career Gustav Mahler balanced the competing demands of his 

dual vocation as a composer and conductor. Responsibilities on the podium 

and in the administrative office completely occupied him during the concert 

season, thereby forcing him to relegate his composing to the summer months, 
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which he would spend as a near-hermit at 
some idyllic spot in the countryside. Mahler 
wrote his Ninth Symphony mostly during the 
summer of 1909 at Alt-Schluderbach near 
Toblach, an Italian community in South Tyrol, 
on the border with Austria in the Dolomite 
Alps. He had constructed a studio for compo-
sition, set at the edge of a spruce forest, not far 
from the home he and his wife, Alma, rented; 
a fence topped with barbed wire ensured that 
no one could interrupt him while he worked, 
which he did beginning at 6:00 a.m. every 
morning. Gustav and Alma had already spent 
the summer of 1908 at this retreat, where  
he recharged himself after an extended visit 
to conduct various works at The Metropolitan 
Opera in New York. He was back in New  
York for the 1908 season, conducting the New 
York Symphony as well as at The Met, and near 
the end of the season he also led the New York 
Philharmonic, which he had agreed to take 
over as music director beginning in the fall of 
1909. The composition of the Ninth Symphony 
therefore coincided with the beginning of  
his New York Philharmonic years, which would 
be regrettably brief, ending after only two 
seasons with his death in May 1911.
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On April 1, 1910, Mahler wrote to his 
amanuensis, the conductor Bruno Walter,  
to report that he had completed his Ninth 
Symphony. “In it,” he declared, “something  
is said that I have had on the tip of my 
tongue for some time; perhaps (as a whole)  
it comes closest to the 4th. (But it is com-
pletely different.)” Indeed, this heartrending 
revelation of Mahler’s soul is “completely 
different” from the often dreamlike expanses 
of his fairy-tale Fourth (which preceded the 
Ninth by a decade). Nevertheless, the two  
do have something in common: they share 
the sense of conveying thoughts about  
the transience of life — perhaps somewhat 
fancifully in the Fourth, certainly with unre-
strained emotion and sentiment in the Ninth.

Mahler was pushing himself to his limit 
through his hyper-filled calendar of con-
ducting commitments, not to mention  
the physical and intellectual drain of his 
composing, and he was doing so against 
doctors’ orders. The year 1907 had been a 
cruel one for Mahler: in addition to his 
break from the musical life of Vienna, where  
he had been based for years, he lost his 
eldest daughter to scarlet fever; then,  
that summer, he had learned that he was 
suffering from heart disease (a valvular 
defect) that, while not likely to prove immedi-
ately fatal, was potentially dangerous  
and could well shorten his life. An outdoor 
enthusiast, he was forced to curtail his 
physical activities drastically. 

A REPORT in The New York Times of Mahler’s withdrawal 
from the concert on February 24, 1911

The New York Philharmonic 
Connection
To provide a new vision and financial stability 
for the New York Philharmonic, in 1908  
a group of wealthy New Yorkers (led by two 
women, Mary Seney Sheldon and Minnie 
Untermyer) formed the Guarantors Committee, 
which was responsible for engaging Gustav 
Mahler as the Orchestra’s Principal Conductor 
(a position now referred to as Music Director). 
When he assumed this post in the fall of 1909, 
the eminent composer and conductor under-
took his first and only experience as a director 
of a symphonic orchestra, freeing him to delve 
more deeply into the symphonic literature. 
During his brief tenure the Orchestra’s season 
expanded (from 18 concerts to 54), musicians’ 
salaries were guaranteed, and the scope  
of operations broadened — thus giving birth 
to the 20th-century orchestra.

On February 21, 1911, Mahler led an 
Italian-themed program that included 
Mendelssohn’s Italian Symphony and the 
premiere of Busoni’s Berceuse élégiaque. 
Although he was suffering from throat  
trouble and a severe headache, he managed  
to conduct the entire concert, but he had  
to withdraw from the program’s second 
performance, scheduled for February 24.  

He never conducted again. Physicians soon 
diagnosed bacterial endocarditis, a heart 
ailment that in the pre-antibiotic era was fatal. 
On April 8 Mahler sailed for France for a 
medical consultation; he then traveled to 
Vienna, where he died on May 18.

 —The Editors
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Against such a background, the composition  
of a ninth symphony held other troubling 
prospects as well. Beethoven, Schubert, and 
Dvořák had all brought their symphonic cycles 
to completion with their Ninth Symphonies, 
and Bruckner had died before quite finishing 

his. To Mahler, who had begun to cultivate a 
superstitious streak, the very idea of a ninth 
symphony therefore summoned up thoughts 
of mortality. On the other hand, pretty much 
everything summoned up thoughts of mortal-
ity for Mahler, but at this point he was not 
ready to give in to fate. When he completed 
his Ninth Symphony he was still three 

The End of an Era
Mahler’s Ninth Symphony not only brings to a 
conclusion his completed orchestral oeuvre, 
but it also represents a final achievement in 
the mainstream symphonic tradition that had 
been developing for more than a century and 
a half. Bruno Walter wrote of “the prophetic 
significance” of the work:

Here Mahler stands once more upon the 
mysterious threshold beyond which lies a 
new unexplored province of the realm of 
music. Mahler’s “quotation” themes appear 
as ghostly symbols, reduced to bare outlines; 
the texture is thinned out, much as in some 
passages of the latest Beethoven; the 
independent melodic lines are projected 
bluntly against a vast empty horizon and 
clash with each other in harsh, portentous 
friction. This is not only Mahler’s last sym-
phony: the symphonic form as such is torn 
apart after having been tried to the limit.

months short of his 50th birthday, and upon 
finishing it he promptly plunged into the 
composition of yet another symphony.

Sadly, Mahler’s Tenth would remain an incom-
plete torso, leaving his Ninth to stand as a 
poignant swan song. That the composer viewed 
this work as a sort of leave-taking seems 
beyond debate: its principal theme is derived 
from Beethoven’s Farewell (Les Adieux) Piano 
Sonata, and the symphony — particularly its 
opening and concluding movements, both  
of which are slow — is filled with intimations  
of yearning, nostalgia, regret, despair, isola-
tion, resignation, and even personal solace.

 —JAMES M. KELLER PROGRAM ANNOTATOR

Instrumentation four flutes and piccolo, 
four oboes (one doubling English horn), 
three clarinets and one E-flat clarinet and 
one bass clarinet, four bassoons (one dou-
bling contrabassoon), four horns, three 
trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani 
(two pairs), cymbals, snare drum, bass  
drum, tam-tam, triangle, orchestra bells, 
low-pitched chimes, two harps, and strings. 
Mahler’s autograph uses a single harp,  
but Bruno Walter divided the part between 
two instruments, an arrangement that is 
used in this performance.

GUSTAV MAHLER AND BRUNO WALTER
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LORIN MAAZEL, who has led more than  
150 orchestras in more than 5,000 opera  
and concert performances, became Music 
Director of the New York Philharmonic in 
September 2002. His appointment came 60 
years after his debut with the Orchestra at 
Lewisohn Stadium, then the Orchestra’s 
summer venue. As Music Director he has 
conducted nine World Premiere–New York 
Philharmonic Commissions, including the 
Pulitzer Prize– and Grammy Award–winning 
On the Transmigration of Souls by John 
Adams; Stephen Hartke’s Symphony No. 3; 
Melinda Wagner’s Trombone Concerto; and 
Steven Stucky’s Rhapsodies for Orchestra. He 
has led cycles of works by Brahms, Beethoven, 
and Tchaikovsky; and he conducted the 
Orchestra’s inaugural performances in the 
DG Concerts series — a groundbreaking 
initiative to offer downloadable New York 
Philharmonic concerts exclusively on iTunes. 

Mr. Maazel has taken the Orchestra on 
numerous international tours, including  
the historic visit to Pyongyang, Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea, in February  
2008 — the first performance there by an 
American orchestra. Other recent tours have 
included Europe 2008 in August–September; 
Asia 2008 — to Taipei, Kaohsiung, Hong Kong, 
Shanghai, and Beijing in February; the May 
2007 Tour of Europe; the November 2006 visit 
to Japan and Korea; the Philharmonic Tour 

of Italy in June 2006, sponsored by Generali; 
the two-part 75th Anniversary European 
Tour to thirteen cities in five countries in the 
fall of 2005; and residencies in Cagliari, 
Sardinia, and at the Bravo! Vail Valley Music 
Festival in Colorado. 

In addition to the New York Philharmonic, 
Mr. Maazel is music director of the Palau de 
les Arts Reina Sofia in Valencia, Spain. A 
frequent conductor on the world’s operatic 
stages, he returned to The Metropolitan 
Opera in January 2008 for the first time in 45 
years to conduct Wagner’s Die Walküre. 

Prior to his tenure as New York 
Philharmonic Music Director, Mr. Maazel 
led more than 100 performances of the 
Orchestra as a guest conductor. He served  
as music director of the Bavarian Radio 
Symphony Orchestra (1993–2002), and has 
held positions as music director of the 
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra (1988–96); 
general manager and chief conductor of the 
Vienna Staatsoper (1982–84); music director 
of The Cleveland Orchestra (1972–82); and 
artistic director and chief conductor of the 
Deutsche Oper Berlin (1965–71). He is an 
honorary member of the Israel and Vienna 
Philharmonic Orchestras, and a Commander 
of the Legion of Honor of France. 

A second-generation American, born in 
Paris, Mr. Maazel was raised and educated in 
the United States. He took his first violin 

lesson at age five, and first conducting lesson 
at seven. Between ages 9 and 15 he conducted 
most of the major American orchestras. In 
1953 he made his European conducting 
debut in Catania, Italy. 

Mr. Maazel is also an accomplished 
composer. His opera, 1984, received its 
world premiere on May 3, 2005, at London’s 
Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. It was 
revived in the 2007–08 season at the Teatro 
alla Scala in Milan, and has been released 
on DVD by Decca. 



The NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC, founded  
in 1842 by a group of local musicians led  
by American-born Ureli Corelli Hill, is by far 
the oldest symphony orchestra in the United 
States, and one of the oldest in the world.  
It currently plays some 180 concerts a year, 
and on December 18, 2004, gave its 14,000th 
concert — a milestone unmatched by any 
other symphony orchestra in the world. 

Lorin Maazel began his tenure as Music 
Director in September 2002, the latest in a 
distinguished line of 20th-century musical 
giants that has included Kurt Masur (Music 
Director from 1991 to the summer of 2002; 
named Music Director Emeritus in 2002); 
Zubin Mehta (1978–91); Pierre Boulez (1971–
77); and Leonard Bernstein, who was ap-
pointed Music Director in 1958 and given the 
lifetime title of Laureate Conductor in 1969. 
In September 2009 Alan Gilbert will become 
the Orchestra’s next Music Director.

Since its inception the Orchestra has 
championed the new music of its time, 
commissioning or premiering many impor-
tant works such as Dvořák’s Symphony  
No. 9, From the New World; Rachmaninoff’s 
Piano Concerto No. 3; Gershwin’s Piano 
Concerto in F; and Copland’s Connotations. 
The Philharmonic has also given the U.S. 
premieres of works such as Beethoven’s 
Symphonies Nos. 8 and 9 and Brahms’s 
Symphony No. 4. This pioneering tradition  
has continued to the present day, with works  

of major contemporary composers regularly 
scheduled each season, including John 
Adams’s Pulitzer Prize– and Grammy Award 
winning On the Transmigration of Souls; 
Stephen Hartke’s Symphony No. 3; Augusta 
Read Thomas’s Gathering Paradise, Emily 
Dickinson Settings for Soprano and 
Orchestra; and Esa-Pekka Salonen’s 
Piano Concerto. 

The roster of composers and conductors 
who have led the Philharmonic includes  
such historic figures as Theodore Thomas, 
Antonín Dvořák, Gustav Mahler (Music 
Director, 1909–11), Otto Klemperer, Richard 
Strauss, Willem Mengelberg (Music Director, 
1922–30), Wilhelm Furtwängler, Arturo 
Toscanini (Music Director, 1928–36), Igor 
Stravinsky, Aaron Copland, Bruno Walter 
(Music Advisor, 1947–49), Dimitri Mitropoulos 
(Music Director, 1949–58), Klaus Tennstedt, 
George Szell (Music Advisor, 1969–70), and 
Erich Leinsdorf. 

Long a leader in American musical life,  
the Philharmonic has over the last century 
become renowned around the globe, appear-
ing in 425 cities in 59 countries on five conti-
nents. In February 2008 the Orchestra, led by 
Music Director Lorin Maazel, gave a historic 
performance in Pyongyang, Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea — the first visit 
there by an American orchestra, and an event 
watched around the world and for which the 
Philharmonic received the 2008 Common 

Ground Award for Cultural Diplomacy. Other 
historic tours have included the 1930 Tour to 
Europe, with Toscanini; the first Tour to the 
USSR, in 1959; the 1998 Asia Tour, the first 
performances in mainland China; and the 
75th Anniversary European Tour, in 2005, 
with Lorin Maazel. 

A longtime media pioneer, the 
Philharmonic began radio broadcasts in  
1922 and is currently represented by The New 
York Philharmonic This Week — syndicated 
nationally 52 weeks per year, and available on 
nyphil.org and Sirius XM Radio. On television, 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the Philharmonic 
inspired a generation through Bernstein’s 
Young People’s Concerts on CBS. Its television 
presence has continued with annual appear-
ances on Live From Lincoln Center on PBS, and 
in 2003 it made history as the first Orchestra 
ever to perform live on the Grammy Awards, 
one of the most-watched television events 
worldwide. The Philharmonic became the 
first major American orchestra to offer 
downloadable concerts, recorded live, and 
released by DG Concerts exclusively on iTunes. 
Since 1917 the Philharmonic has made nearly 
2,000 recordings, with more than 500 cur-
rently available. On June 4, 2007, the New 
York Philharmonic proudly announced a new 
partnership with Credit Suisse, its first-ever 
and exclusive Global Sponsor.
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