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Symphony No. 8 in E-Flat major
Adagio from Symphony No. 10

Mahler was given to large public statements, and his Eighth Symphony is the 
most extravagant of these. At the same time, its many moments of tenderness 
and intimacy look ahead to the music he was still to write, Das Lied von der 
Erde, the Ninth Symphony, and the impassioned Adagio from the work left 
uncompleted when he died, the Symphony No. 10. On this recording, we 
encounter the most expansive music Mahler wrote, alongside a work of deep 
introspection.
	 Goethe’s Faust is a recklessly inclusive composition, one to which Mahler 
must have looked as he planned his own unprecedentedly global symphonies. 
In his Eighth Symphony, joining Faust to Veni, creator spiritus—linking the 
complexities of Goethe’s humanism to the questionless faith of an eighth-
century Christian hymn—Mahler sought to create a similarly encompassing 
work. 
	 It was not with Faust that the Eighth Symphony began. In June 1906, 



6 7

when Mahler arrived at Maiernigg on Lake Wörth in Southern Austria, where 
he had bought a plot of land, he had no ideas for a new composition. Then, 
on the first day he went to his studio, the Spiritus creator suddenly took hold 
of him and drove him on for the next eight weeks until the greatest part of his 
work was done. 
	 He was quick to perceive that Veni, creator spiritus was but a beginning, 
that he dared tackle that Holy of Holies in German literature, the final scene 
of Faust, and that the bridge between the texts was to be found in the third 
stanza of the hymn: “Accende lumen sensibus,/Infunde amorem cordibus.” (“Ignite 
our Reason with Light/Fill our hearts with Love.”) 
	 Mahler worked with astonishing speed, sketching between June and 
August 1906 and completing the score the next summer. He was in no hurry 
about a performance. He had much else on his mind—in the tumultuous year 
of 1907 his resignation as Artistic Director of the Vienna Court Opera, his 
decision to go to the Metropolitan Opera in New York, the death from an 
onslaught of diphtheria and scarlet fever of his four-year-old daughter Maria, 
and unsettling news about his own health; in 1908 a heavy schedule in New 

York, the premiere of the Symphony No. 7, and the composition of Das Lied 
von der Erde; in 1909 the start of a three-year contract with the New York 
Philharmonic and work on the Ninth Symphony.
	 Not until 1910 was the Eighth Symphony heard. Mahler conducted the 
first performance in Munich on September 12 that year. In addition to his 
vocal soloists, he led a specially assembled orchestra and three choruses. This 
concert was his one experience of being completely accepted as a composer. 
(The impresario Emil Gutmann coined the name Symphony of a Thousand 
as part of his marketing pitch, and there was truth in his advertising: The 
performance involved 858 singers and an orchestra of 171, which, if you add 
Mahler himself, comes to 1,030 persons.)
	 The hymn Veni, creator spiritus is part of the liturgy for Pentecost, the 
festival that commemorates the descent of the Holy Ghost upon the disciples. 
Mahler saw this as a fitting introduction to Goethe’s version of the Faust story, 
which ends not in damnation, but in Faust’s salvation. The Faustian quest is 
not arrogance but aspiration. The moment of redemption is the subject of 
Goethe’s final scene and of the mighty close of Mahler’s symphony. 
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a group of children who died immediately after birth. Angels come bearing 
Faust’s immortal essence.
	 Hailed by Doctor Marianus, the Virgin appears in glory. Penitents 
intercede with her on behalf of Gretchen. We meet the sinner who bathed 
Christ’s feet at the house of Simon the Pharisee; the Samaritan woman who 
gave Christ water at Jacob’s well; and Mary of Egypt, who repented her sins 
after an invisible hand kept her from entering the temple and who, at her 
death after forty years in the desert, asked to be buried there. Then one more 
penitent, Gretchen herself, thanks the Mater Gloriosa for heeding her prayers 
on behalf of “my love of old.” With Gretchen’s reappearance, the poem’s 
circle is closed. A mystic chorus speaks of heaven, where parable becomes 
reality, where earthly imperfection is made perfect, where the indescribable is 
achieved. 
	 Mahler specifies an “impetuous” allegro as he hurls the first words of 
the Veni, creator spiritus at us. The tempo is quick, and the musical events 
create a sense of urgency. With “Imple superna gratia,” solo voices emerge. 
“Infirma,” the plea for strength, is dark, with commentary from a solo violin. 

	 The story of Faust I, of the pact with the Devil and the Gretchen tragedy, 
need not be retold here. Faust II is a fresh start from another perspective. 
Faust has been made oblivious of his past. In successively higher stages of 
questing, Faust at last challenges nature herself as he takes on a gigantic 
project of land reclamation. One hundred years old, he receives the visitation 
of four gray women, Want, Distress, Guilt, and Care. As Care leaves, she 
strikes him blind. His pact with Mephistopheles demands that if ever he 
entreats “the swift moment…/Tarry a while! you are so fair!” his life is over 
and his soul forfeit. In his blindness, he takes the sound of his own grave being 
dug as the sound of his construction plans going forward. Enraptured by the 
vision of the life to arise on land newly claimed from the elements, he cries, 
“I might entreat the fleeting minute:/O tarry yet, thou art so fair!” He dies, 
but now heavenly hosts wrest his soul from the forces of hell. And with that, 
Goethe’s—and Mahler’s—finale can begin.
	 The scene is set in mountain gorges inhabited by hermits who are named, 
in ascending order of divine knowledge, Pater Ecstaticus, Pater Profundus, 
Pater Seraphicus, and Doctor Marianus. Moving among these anchorites is 
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so that the intricate network of references and allusions might take on clarity.
	 The final summons of Doctor Marianus to look up to the Virgin’s 
redeeming visage rises to a rapt climax. The Chorus mysticus intones the 
poet’s reflections on now and later, here and beyond, image and reality. The 
orchestra invokes the symphony’s opening phrase—“Veni, creator spiritus”—but 
now its dissonances are dissolved in concord. Prayer has become affirmation. 
We are home.

When Bruno Walter conducted the posthumous premieres of Das Lied von der 
Erde in November 1911 and the Symphony No. 9 in June 1912, it seemed that 
all of Mahler’s music had been offered to the public. It was assumed the Tenth 
Symphony was in too fragmentary a state to be performed. 
	 In 1912, Arnold Schoenberg wrote: “We shall know as little about what 
[Mahler’s] Tenth...would have said as we know about Beethoven’s Tenth or 
Bruckner’s. It seems that the Ninth is a limit. He who wants to go beyond it 
must die. It seems as if something might be imparted to us in the Tenth which 
we ought not yet to know, for we are not yet ready....”

After an orchestral interlude in which Mahler’s harmonies are at their most 
adventurous, “Infirma” returns with stern power. Now we come to what 
Mahler regarded as “the cardinal point of the text” and the bridge to Faust, 
the “Accende lumen sensibus.” His first introduction of that line by the soloists is 
quiet, the word order reversed—“Lumen accende sensibus.” The great outburst 
with all voices in unison coincides with the first presentation of the line in 
its proper order. The change there of texture, tempo, and harmony makes 
this the symphony’s most dramatic stroke, and the effect is heightened by the 
breath-stopping comma that breaks the word accende in two. The points of the 
hymn are vividly differentiated, the rich detail subordinated to the thrust of 
the movement as a whole.
	 Part II is as expansive as Part I was compressed. Mahler begins with 
landscape painting, a broad prelude whose elements are expanded in the first 
utterances of anchorites and angels. In some ways this movement is like a 
song cycle, as soloists bring us their reflections and prayers. At the same time, 
much of Mahler’s music is recapitulation, even hearkening back to parts of the 
first movement. This symphony, like Faust itself, is something to be lived with 


