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The narrative impulse in the second Nachtmusik
from Mahler’s Seventh Symphony

Kofi Agawu

An orchestral serenade marked ‘Andante amoroso’, complete with man-
dolin and guitar, and intended as Nachtmusik, is not the most natural
place to search for traces of narrative. Unlike the purposeful first move-
ment, in which the act of telling, with its promise to unveil thematic and
tonal secrets, is foregrounded, the fourth movement of Mahler’s Seventh
develops a nonurgent temporal profile. Celebratory music for lovers is
time-killing music, perhaps ultimately anti-music, for its normative
social function is simply to be music — a profoundly tautological prescrip-
tion that threatens to deny music its ‘nomadic ability to attach itself to,
and become a part of, social formations’.! But it is precisely because the
Nachtmusik invites the construction of an alternative temporality that
it is a good place to study narrative. Gestures of denial, we have come

to believe, are richer sites for the construction of meaning than gestures
of normative enactment.

Discontinuity

The most obvious signs of the Nachtmusik’s will-to-be, its refusal to
submit, puppet-fashion, to the dictates of an external musical order, are
embodied in moments of disjunction or discontinuity, moments in which
linear fulfilment is withheld. The nine-bar fragment quoted in Ex. 8.1 is
one of two main joins in this A B A’ movement (bb. 1-186, 187-259 and
259-390), that between a contrasting central section featuring decidedly
low-style, ‘street’ music interspersed with sudden excursions into a high
style (B), and the more consistently elevated music of the first section (A
which now returns as a formal and subtly varied reprise (A’). The seam is
most visible at bar 259, where a sense of disjunction is distributed across
the dimensions of texture, timbre and harmony (though not necessarily
voice leading, as we will see later). There are contrasts between three
sounding voices and a solo violin, between the sound of winds and strings

1. Edward Said, Musical Elaborations (New York: Columbia University Press
1989), p. 70.
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Example 8.1

(a) Mahler, Seventh Symphony, fourth movement, bb. 252-60
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Example 8.2 Mabhler, Seventh Symphony, fourth movement, bb. 211-27
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fact that the dotted figure played by cellos in b. 211 is immediately picked
up by the horn in b. 215 suggests a level of continuity within the passage.
It would be more accurate to describe the inner dynamic of Ex. 8.2 not in
terms of a simple juxtaposition of two different kinds of material but in
terms of an active interruption of Y by X (b. 218). I say that the serious
style ‘interrupts’ the serenade style and not the other way round because
the serenade grounds the movement affectively, articulating its primary
field of discourse. When Y returns in b. 222, it is tonally and gesturally
even further removed from X. Its squareness and four-bar length suggest
an aloofness, a deatness perhaps to the interruption in b. 218. But the bril-
liant sttoke in Ex. 8.2 is the way the X and Y materials are conflated in the
last two bars {226 7|. Although these bars begin like previous Xs
(bb.211-12 0r 218 19), they contain a melodic echo of the last two bars

of the most recent Y, ending melodically on E (compare bb. 225 and 227),
thus providing two contrasting viewpoints of the same leading note.

The kinds of extreme contrasts identified here as disjunctions or
discontinuitics have a number of precedents, perhaps most notably in
Beethovenand despite the chronological reversal - in Stravinsky. The
first movemcnt of Beethoven's String Quartet, Op. 130, for example,
although it exists ona much larger scale, provides a cogent parallel to Ex.
8.2, in that it procceds with two distinct types of material presented in
alternation and ultimately integrated. Similarly, the technique of strat-
ification that Edward T. Cone has identified in Stravinsky’s music (the
Symphonies of Wind Instruments is a good representative) can be easily
identified in Mahler too.* Mahler’s procedures occupy a halfway stage
betwecn Beethoven and Stravinsky. The organic thrust of Beethoven'’s
tonal thinking ensures that however extreme the contrasts are, they are
usually rationalised by means of an integrative concluding gesture. By con-
trast, Stravinsky’s blocks of material, although they sometimes lead to syn-
thesis, are for the most part without life beyond themselves, without linear
goals. Mahler extends the connectedness of Beethoven as far as it can go, far
enough to challenge the evocation of facile analogies between polyphonic
or compound melodies and stratification without ultimately negating their
validity. That is why the metaphor of narration, undoubtedly appropriate
for Beethoven and for Mahler, seems less appropriate for Stravinsky.

While the two passages discussed so far feature surface contrasts that
have allowed us to speak in terms of discontinuities, discontinuity could
just as easily come from the choice of an indirect tonal goal, a structurally

4. Edward T. Cone, ‘Stravinsky: The Progress of a Method’, Perspectives of New
Music, 1 (1962), 18-26.
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Example 8.4 Mahler, Seventh Symphony, fourth movement, bb. 1-4

Andante amoroso
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codes and conventions, making knowledge of those codes and conven-
tions indispensable to a proper understanding of the work. It is therefore
not merely in the fact that the opening of the last movement of Mahler’s
Ninth, for example, recalls the ‘Lebewohl’ motif of Beethoven’s ‘Les
adieux’ sonata, or that the first movement of the Fourth is in sonata form
but also that the First takes over and transforms a major song source, the
Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen. Mahler’s intertextuality raises a host of
questions about what it means for Mahler to quote himself, what the relz-
tionship between a work and its ‘sources’ might be, and what kinds of con-
ceptual boundaries are placed upon the notion of a ‘symphony’. In what
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More general signs and symbols are engaged from the very beginning
of the movement. The first main theme (beginning with the upbeat tob. 8
combines a horn melody in F major with simple tonic-dominant harmony
and broken accompaniment figures in the clarinet, all of which collec-
tively allude to the pastoral genre. (We have already mentioned the role of
mandolin and guitar in creating a serenade atmosphere.) The 6-5melodic
element embedded in the clarinet figure may also represent a Mahlerian
take on a familiar melodic topos. It colours the final cadence of the
Riickert song ‘Ich atmet einen linden Duft’. It also occurs in the closing
bars of both the Gesellen Lieder and the Kindertotenlieder, and perhaps
most famously, as a simultaneity in the final cadence of Das Lied von der
Erde. It is used to enhance the intensity of a couple of melodic turning
points in the Nachtmusik (see bb. 203 and 244}, and forms part of the clar-
inet turn figure at the very end of the movement (bb. 389-90), making it
the last melodic sound heard in the movement. Something of the learned
style, here symbolised by the formality of imitative counterpoint, is con-
veyed by bb. 98-113 and 176-86. The low-style music that begins the B
section of the movement is interrupted by a serious, perhaps even sublime
styleinb. 199, creating a typical Mahlerian juxtaposition. Finally, and
from our vantage point, the Nachtmusik may be heard to refer to works
not yet written. One such reference is in bb. 373-5, recalling bb. 240-3
of the first movement of the Tenth. In both passages, a local 3-2-1 descent,
an embodiment of ‘the definitive close of a composition’,” is presented
without embroidery, thus highlighting the moment of closure.

It is easy enough to identify intertextual references such as the above
- and the list could go on, of course — but it is less easy to establish their
significance. How can awareness of such references be incorporated into a
real-time audition of the movement? By taking the listener ‘outside’ the
work, a self-consciously ‘intertextual hearing’ slows down the narrative
urgency by expanding the spatial or ‘paradigmatic’ dimension of the work.
The worlds of Schumann, Schubert, Beethoven and Mahler, or of the pas-
toral, sublime and learned styles, create sub-worlds, bringing into aural
view new and sometimes unsuspected relations. All this enables the lis-
tener to construct a hearing that is not merely a direct, linear traversal of
two temporal points, A and Z, but a halting, highly variegated journey in
which forward, backward and ‘sideways’ references force us to revise our
sense of beginning and ending, thus enriching the auditory experience.
Intertextual hearing makes for a less hegemonic narrative; it is more like

7. Heinrich Schenker, Free Composition, trans. Ernst Oster (New York:
Longman, 1979}, p. 129.
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reminds us that categories are indispensable - how else would we know
that they have been ‘eroded’? - but need to be superseded.

Competing approaches to segmenting the movement arise from the
unsolved problem of how to parse an on-going musical discourse whose
individual dimensional processes are staggered. Consider, again, the open-
ing ‘refrain’ or ‘motto’ (Ex. 8.4). De La Grange locates it in ‘bars 1-3’ while
Floros places it in ‘bars 1-4’. The discrepancy is tiny but instructive, forit
concerns not only the challenge of balancing the upbeats of phrase bound-
aries but also coming to terms with closure in different dimensions. These
opening bars are enough to suggest that the boundaries of the
Nachtmusik’s internal segments are likely to be fluid and unstable.

Approaching the problem of form in this movement not from its
outer trace but from its inner dynamic reveals a binary impulse. The first,
linearly charged and goal-oriented, results in polarised structures. The
other, circular, ‘solar’, and making occasional use of symmetrical parti-
tioning and equal-interval construction, results in network-type struc-
tures. Each scheme is defined by repetition, the basic form-building
principle. The Nachtmusik's narrative is thus embedded in the path
traced by repetition, ‘a purely musical residue’!! that is not subject to the
vagaries of the foreground. The fact that the impulse is binary should not
leave the impression that the overall formal contour is undecidable.
Mahler’s serenade is grounded in a circular, non-teleological temporal
mode. The discourse is internally directed and turns upon itself. In the
process it maps out a narrative trajectory quite different from, say, that
of the first movement of the Seventh.

Before we turn to the moment-by-moment unfolding of the narrative
of form, let us acknowledge the role played by repetition in designing the
movement'’s outer form. The tripartite A B A’ scheme arises from the
repetition in compressed and varied form of earlier material. This sort of
large-scale recapitulation enshrines a double tendency: on one hand, it
works against the novelistic principle insofar as it refuses the movement
any further expository power by restating large chunks of familiar
material. On the other hand, because the restatement contains subtle
variations, it provides ‘new’ information, thus returning to it some expos-
itory or narrative capacity. The B section replicates the larger tripartite
structure, the main difference being a change of key from Bb major to
F major in the outer sections. Repetition is further evident on local levels.
Within the A section, for example, extensive repetition conveys the
impression of circular movement, a refusal to get off the ground. De La

11. Adorno, Mahler, p. 3.
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musical state’!2 for the Nachtmusik. The playful accompaniment figures
of Unit 2 prepare us for song, for the emergence of a central character. Song
does indeed arrive in Unit 3, played by the horn. Its annunciatory ascend-
ing fourth, followed by stepwise movement and repeated notes: these
together suggest a leisurely, unhurried discourse, a contrast to the some-
what charged opening unit. But the theme has hardly run its full course
before it is interrupted by the flattened third degree. Another voice; that of
the oboe, enters to rescue the narrative (Unit 4), leading the theme to a
proper cadence while making appropriate concessions to the parallel
minor mode. The narrative starts up again in Unit 5, promising to ‘correct’
the interruption of Unit 3. It is, however, quickly interrupted by b3. Unlike
the previous occurrence in Unit 4, the task of setting the narrative back on
course is taken up more communally. First the cellos, then the oboes, then
the solo violin take up a version of the refrain melody, leading to a broader
cadence in Unit 6. (Note, incidentally, that the last two bars of Unit 6 are
equivalent to the first two of Unit 2.) Retrieving the refrain melody from
the subconscious and making it participate, alongside its own variants, in
the cadence, makes explicit its double meaning as beginning and ending.
The somewhat restrained tonal movement across Units 1-6, its frequent
touching down on the tonic, underlines the circular element in the
narrative.

Unit 7 signifies change, for it begins as if it was the expected conse-
quent to the opening antecedent. But as before, the gesture initiated at the
start of Unit 7 is quickly cut off by a strong intertextual resonance (the
Kindertotenlieder reminiscence played by the oboe and violins starting in
b. 32). Getting back on track now becomes the task of the cellos, who play
the refrain figure to prepare for yet another beginning. This will be the
fourth time that the movement begins again. Like Units 3 and 5, Unit 8
begins with the horn’s song, but unlike the earlier units, it overcomes the
interruption of b3, thus signalling a new forward impetus in the narrative.
Unit 9 provides the expected closure, thus replicating in part the function
of Units 4 and 6. Here, however, there are no submerged voices to be res-
cued. The horn carries through to the cadence in bb. 45-6. Then comes
what appears to be a new theme (Unit 10). Its novelty is, however, short-
lived. Rising rapidly to the biggest high point of the work so far, it not only
brings back the refrain melody in the highest register (solo violin) but

12. Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the
Nineteenth Century (Princeton University Press, 1991), p. xii. Abbate is
distinguishing between a ‘normal musical state’ and ‘rarer moments of
narrating’.
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