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Discusses the work of Mahler on the 25th anniversary of his death on May 18, 1936. Why he wrote `Songs on the Death of Children'; The formal law for Mahler's music; The music alone as his true language; The ambiguous Mahler.

Heart that cannot itself contain

Tear that light contains

Destruction, you exuberance,

Blast stone and world.

Why Mahler wrote the "Songs on the Death of Children," set to the Ruckert poems, became clear to me when, for the first time in my life, a loved one died. This feeling--to be bent together to the breaking point in a powerful arc between tenderness for what is nearest and loss into what is most distant--does not have its measure in the individual misfortune which transports children into the realm of the dead. Yet the dead are indeed our children. The aura of the unfinished, which, as a halo of sacredness, surrounds those who have died prematurely, does not flicker out even in the case of adults. Yet this aura cannot encompass their scattered and abandoned lives except by condensing them. This occurs through remembrance of the dead. Remembrance combs the hair of the helpless, brings sustenance to the shattered mouth, watches over the sleep of those who will not awaken. Just as they are defenselessly abandoned to our remembrance, our remembrance is the only assistance left to them. They pass away into remembrance, and if each person who dies resembles one who has been murdered by the living, then the person also resembles one who must be saved by the living, without knowing whether they will ever succeed. The rescue of the possible but not yet existent is the goal of remembrance. This provides the "Song of the Earth" with its governing principle: when the music of the fourth movement gazes after beauty with a few bars of the clarinets, it is as if all missed happiness were preserved in miniature through remembrance. The dead are transfigured into children for whom the possible still would be possible because they never were. This transfiguration is fully transcribed in the "Songs on the Death of Children." "I often think they only have gone out," not because they were children, but because only incomprehensible love is able to comprehend death, as if the final departure were that of children, returning children. Only as if for children can we hope for the dead.

If one were to venture to express in one word the formal law for Mahler's music--that extensive totality which, more thoroughly than any other, eludes the encapsulating formula--one might call this law the variant. It is as profoundly distinct from Beethoven's, Brahms's, and also Schoenberg's concept of variation as Mahler's gesture of invocation is distinct from every immanence of form. For his variant does not have, as does variation, a posited model binding for the form and against which the variant could test itself through dialectical intervention. Rather, his attempt to break out of the space of bourgeois music manifests itself technically as an undermining of the significance of theme as objectification, as musical object so to speak. It is smashed to pieces, into those banalities which offend all middle-brow taste; the ruins of the object world are hurled into the lava flow of intention so that they lose all rigidified form. Mahler refers back to a musical fairyland in which themes did not exist as fixed property. Consequently, he himself knows no fixed ones. The variant as slight deviation and prosaic irregularity allows all themes to emerge loosely out of each other and disappear into each other. Music as immediacy attempts to spontaneously generate itself below all canons of objectification. It is therefore irresponsible to self- righteously banish him on stylistic grounds into the 19th century simply because he liked to write horn movements and included instructions with some of his early pieces which have no more in common with his music than Bach with Brockes. To be sure, there was also a good, i.e. sinister, reason for that historical tendency. For the scorned romantic was unromantic enough to undertake the recourse to immediacy, not in the name of the restitution of any kind of submerged states of being, but rather through the power of his own state of consciousness. His critique of musical reification is not one which would forget the reality of reification and take to the field against it like a musically disguised Don Quixote. Strictly speaking, he deals with reified music, but with such strictness that this music shatters. The ruins of this music and the ruins of the feelings associated with it are his material. It is over these ruins that the symphonic ratio systematically and powerfully takes charge. To transpose the exploded object world by means of its own productive tendencies into a humanely unmediated world: that is his will; and the improvisatory variant matches action which is reality- based, yet ready for change, better than the neoclassical total stylistic intention which easily enough negates all existing reality only in order to more conveniently sustain this reality's existence. Mahler leaves it in place, but burns it out from within. The remaining formal shell then stands as an allegory not only of the past but also of that which is to come. Those who despise Mahler have understood correctly that the falling hammer of the Sixth Symphony is meant for them.

"And sing until the moon shines forth upon the black firmament." That is the landscape of the late Mahler. For this firmament has the blackness of Japanese lacquer boxes with the golden moon painted on, a precious, yet also imitated, all too common, worn out thing. He who ecstatically sings takes it seriously. He holds it close before his eyes: now the sky has the blackness of the end of the world and the moon, dose enough to touch, shines into it like the torch of the judge, as close as the familiar things before. It is up to this that the one who is staggering holds the cup of his music. Whether it is the Luciferian gesture of the one without hope who is no longer concerned about spring and who sacrifices in the last draught all pleasure in life to his destruction, or whether it is the reconciling drink which the foundering world itself offers, no longer in need of any spring because its true, winterless time is finally commencing: no one could provide the answer. Perhaps both lie within Mahler's music: that, as fractured allegory stretched out beyond itself, the last, defiant, Luciferian gesture signifies the reconciliation; that for the one without hope the blaze of the end of the world shines as the distant light of redemption. The delicate flurrying at the end of the "Song of the Earth" is just as ambiguous. While the lonely could freeze to death within it, fearfully dissolved into the merely existing, so could it be the blissful whiteness of the rapture; snow, the last, good remnants of being which link the saved to the existing world and, as starry hope, draws those left behind to the window. The elective affinity with Dostoyevsky penetrates to the core. Ivan Kararnasov has found his music in Mahler. This music alone is his true language.

In an early poem by Werfel appears the word dissmiling.[FN2] It could well be an escaped fragment from Mahler's music. Subjectivity here, for once, demands of language that which it cannot provide; the word corpus is over-extended and torn while the rents stand in as signs of the anti- linguistic intention toward the real: Mahler's music conducts itself in just this way at every moment. Even if its banality appears, from the perspective of the material, as the ruins of the musical object world, this banality is simultaneously produced by the ego, whose impulse toward unmediated presentation, even reproduction, of the existing, whose documentary will forgets all choice and, fed up with middle-brow musical articulation, demands so much humane expression from this articulation that it collapses and, in collapsing, becomes the banal. Yet Mahler is dissmiling in a still more precise sense: that of an enigmatically false transcendence. A worldly gesture, such as that of the smile, is heightened into the immeasurable as if it were more than worldly; it robs itself, in the blasphemous appeal, of the semblance of the ultramundane; yet this gesture's semblance receives, bestowed upon it, the answer, "Success," which is celebrated with childlike power in the Eighth Symphony: this is what occurs in Mahler's profane sacral music. When, however, a smile passes cloud-like over a face in order to disappear into the distance and leave clearness behind, Mahler's music, sweeping and lifting like a cloud, is greeting the world. Dissmiling is the gesture of farewell. Each of Mahler's pieces, from the "Songs of a Wayfarer" to the Ninth Symphony, is a leave-taking. In the theme of its Adagio movement, the violin climbs a motif of seconds in four steps, each one larger than the possible stride of a weak human, into its cloudy heaven: salutation of the disappearing. Of the destroyed? the living? In place of an answer the gesture remains, mute as legends. The most unbelieving and the most believing ears would be necessary to Interpret it.

The ambiguous Mahler: above banal themes he sometimes wrote "with parody" and sometimes "without any parody," and when the cue is missing the High Intellect must struggle with the embarrassing question of whether or not he meant it seriously -- embarrassing because it must fear being serious at the wrong point, while its humor is still out of place when there really is cause for laughter. Yet Mahler's music refuses to provide an answer to the question. That is, its banality is at once both parody and seriousness. In the banal the object world, claiming to be eternal, natural and verified while being revealed in the visible break as fabricated, damaged and shabby, is exposed to laughter. But the break is in turn entirely serious and literal, readable precisely as a trace -- of the futile efforts of one who has made all this and for whom it then falls apart; of the damage that might be repaired, if one could only correctly piece together the ruins; of the wretched and abandoned who have everything to gain and who therefore might one day in fact win it all. The High Intellect is accustomed to calling this "literary." But with that nothing more is said about Mahler than if one were to call "literary" the grenades which once fell into the secure structure of the cathedral at Reims -- except that Mahler's music serves a different purpose.

Is it not striking that those who can expound so much on the new "bonds" of music to the collective and to usefulness refuse to extend their places to Mahler's music and instead become stubborn advocates of precisely that l'art pour l'art which they otherwise so quickly overlook in order to move on to their agenda? Meanwhile Mahler remains the single exemplary composer who, in reality, stands outside of the space of aesthetic autonomy and, moreover, whose music could truly be used by living people and not merely by conforming Wandervogel.[FN3] Might not those admirers of bonds be more concerned with bonds as such than with the contents for which the collective is mobilized? Are not contents that are more than the fetishized bond itself fundamentally suspect to them? Something of the answers will be discernible in the future destiny of Mahler's music.

It proves first the determination that the fate of the world no longer depends upon the individual, and it proves this determination as an individual one within the emotional categories of the specific human being. That is why it is so comfortably easy to revile his music as fractured. Yet its breaks are "correct false consciousness." No aesthetic form directed at real humanity and not at the fiction of the single individual is able to deny the single individual as an historical phase, and that which does so becomes a lie. The breaks in Mahler, as historico-philosophical lines of demarcation, define his truth. He was not, in the words of the fundamentally similar Frank Wedekind, an "artistic artist," but in his music societal movement has represented itself in terms of its real victims and its concrete measure -- the individual drive and its conflicts. The conclusive evidence for this is the conception of Mahler's march as it already compellingly emerges, for example, in the first movement of the Third Symphony. The march is meant for the collective and for movement in solidarity -- heard, however, from the perspective of the individual. It does not command so much as it takes along, and it takes everything along, even the lowest and the mutilated, while never itself mutilating. The individual who has been taken along is never obliterated: the community of the loving is granted to him. By means of the variant, the determining assymmetry, this individual maintains himself in the march -- making the misuse of Mahler's music completely impossible. Those who would otherwise have to die when they fall out of ranks -- the one in the fortifications at Strassbourg, the night sentinel, the one buried with the shining trumpets and the poor drummer boy--are those whom Mahler forms into ranks of freedom. He promises victory to the losers. His entire symphonic work is a reveille. Its hero is the deserter.

Notes

FN2. [Tr.] entlachelnd is a neologism: passing away, vanishing with a smile.

FN3. [Tr.] Wandergovel: Members of a branch of the German Youth Movement begun in 1396 and later co-opted by both the communist and fascist youth organizations.
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