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Theodor W. Adorno : Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it
would be worth my time, and all praised Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy:

0 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Five StarsBy Yi ZhangA good book!61 of 67 people found the
following review helpful. provocative and stimulating analysis of Mahler's musicBy Alan MasonThe subject of this
classic of musical analysisis the complicated phenomenon of Mahler's music and our response to it. The treatment is


http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=0226007693

philosophical/psychol ogical/analytic and the abstractness and complexity of the proseistypical of what one would
find in adoctoral thesis, except that it is beautifully written (and Jephcott's trandation isitself awork of art).To
introduce the subject let me start with an experience of my own, which is no doubt typical. My introduction to
Mahler's music was through the Ninth and Tenth symphonies, which islike starting a mountain climb already at the
top of the mountain. | was 22 and naturally quite bowled over. Imagine my chagrin then at hearing the Fourth for the
first time -- what is this Haydnesque genre piece that ends with anaive song? How could it have been written by the
same composer? As aways, though, Mahler's music works on one's subconscious and a few days later | felt compelled
to listen again, and what arevelation thiswas! The first movement, in particular, is absolutely extraordinary. It starts
with a curious repeated figure, four flutesin unison playing fifths plus a grace note, accompanied by bells; this leads
directly into the deceptively classical-sounding main theme and reappears throughout the first movement (and also in
the last) as akind of magic talisman with multiple meanings. The main theme is followed by a striking sunny interlude
in A, with bases rocking pizzicato in fifths, a scurrying violin figure, and violas trilling like insects singing in a
meadow. | had the impression of an adult and child walking through a field on a summer day. There's a brief change to
the minor, then some high sustained notes in the flutes. These are repeated more emphatically by high clarinets,
heralding an ominous change, asif the bucolic scene were being overrun by scudding clouds. Things are not what they
seemed, and we don't know where we are! Somehow, we've gotten lost in aforest inhabited by goblins, spooky though
not actually menacing. There's a swirling sensation accompanied by dark intimations in the bass, chromatic muted
trumpets, and repeated sustained high chords in the flutes; the effect isweirdly haunting. After awhile acommotion in
C develops, drums crescendo, and then suddenly pureterror -- a high trumpet playing fortissimo. By some process of
pure magic, the music suddenly recoversits former equanimity and adult and child (who turn out to be one and the
same) find themselves back in the sunny meadow. What sublime irony, and how true to human nature -- when we see
something uncanny that disturbs us, we try to put it behind us, forget it. Mahler alone is capable of evoking such
feelings. Only a magician could have written the Fourth, and Mahler's achievement hereisjust as great asin the very
different late works, not to mention the middle symphonies.| could cite other personal examples, as could any
Mahlerian. We might disagree about particulars, but each of us carries away something essential from Mahler's music
and is enriched by it. And we are quite confident that the experience is qualitatively the same from listener to
listener.Adorno approaches the subject of our response to Mahler's music and what it means through his own
experiences of it. But what alistener! It'sasif avery learned friend with a doctorate in Mahler stopped by to discuss
the subject over tea and ended up staying all week. A gifted writer and philosopher, as well as a professionally trained
composer who studied with Berg, Adorno discusses all the symphonies except the Tenth and is always interesting even
when you disagree with him. Musicological jargon is mostly avoided, although philosophical-rhetorical terms abound
(he loves the word "aporia"). Two caveats. First, the treatment is vulnerable to the charge of "over-intellectualization".
Onerecalls Mahler's reply to William Ritter, an early admirer:"... | find myself much less complicated than your image
of me, which could almost throw me into a state of panic." It seemsthat we, and particularly Adorno, are the
complicated ones. We project our feelings onto the music, which seemsto invite them to an extent that would surprise
even the composer. The mystery of why thisis so, and the multifariousness of Mahler, the capacity of his music to be
offensive, highly questionable, fascinating, and sublime al at the same time, form the subject of the book.Second, and
more seriously, he disparages Mahler's "ominous positivity" and thereby underestimates the Eighth Symphony at least
(readers may agree that the finale of the Seventh is problematic; he does not discuss the extraordinary Tenth, which
achieves awholly serene, positive conclusion). But the positive in Mahler is an essential part of his dynamic
disequilibrium; without it, there would be no aporia and the music would degenerate into mere cynicism. Most of the
symphonies follow a pattern -- conflict, followed by attempted reconciliation and reconstruction. This processis
entirely sincere, and if it fails even in Mahler's hands, it's because he's attempting to do the impossible. Evenin the
Sixth, the most "tragic" and "despairing” of the symphonies, a good performance will reveal powerful updrafts. To
deny the positive in Mahler isto chop himin two. That Adorno's book is nonetheless required reading is testimony to
the value of his other observations.Who then is this book for? It is best for Mahlerians of long standing, those who are
well past the first flush of discovery and have regained their musical equilibrium so to speak, and who want to put
Mahler in perspective, or even just "share" opinions with an uncommonly intelligent and sensitive critic.2 of 3 people
found the following review helpful. specifity of Mahler's musicBy R. Jean-Pierrel would recommend reading Adorno's
book to anyone being fan of Mahler . What we have the feeling of , what for we are overwhelmed as listening to
Mahler's music , Adorno succeeded in explaining why in this musical physiognomy .Of course, Adornoisa
philosopher , then this book cannot be read as Henry-Louis De la Grange ( fascinating) biography .Adorno did achieve
to characterise specifity of Mahler's music .Every chapter of this unique book is adimension of Mahler's music .It
means Adorno has analysed several features or categories he exposes .As Alan Mason said in hisreview , Adorno does
like aporia. Aporiameans dead end ,in the sense of undecidable solve ...unless you invent a new concept that explains
both solutions are compatible , from adiaectical point of view . Then each time Adorno tells about aporia, it means
heis going to find a new conceptThis book , initself , is not outmoded , though we can disagree in some opinions he
had about some passages . Then , we can read IGMG's publications ...



Theodor W. Adorno goes beyond conventional thematic analysis to gain a more complete understanding of Mahler's
music through his character, his social and philosophical background, and his moment in musical history. Adorno
examines the composer's works as a continuous and unified development that began with his childhood response to the
marches and folk tunes of his native Bohemia.Since its appearance in 1960 in German, Mahler has established itself as
aclassic of musical interpretation. Now available in English, the work is presented here in atranslation that captures
the stylistic brilliance of the original.Theodor W. Adorno (1903-69), one of the foremost members of the Frankfurt
school of critical theory, studied with Alban Berg in Vienna during the late twenties, and was later the director of the
Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt from 1956 until his death. His works include Aesthectic
Theory, Introduction to the Sociology of Music, The Jargon of Authenticity, Prism, and Philosophy of Modern Music.

Language NotesText: English (transation) Original Language: GermanFrom the Back CoverTheodor W. Adorno goes
beyond conventional thematic analysisto gain a more compete understanding of Mahler's music through his character,
his social and philosophical background, and his moment in musical history. Adorno examines the composer's works
as a continuous and unified development that began with his childhood response to the marches and folk tunes of his
native Bohemia



