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The Symphony No. 1 in D major by Gustav Mahler was mainly composed between late 
1887 and March 1888, though it incorporates music Mahler had composed for previous 
works. It was composed while Mahler was second conductor at the Leipzig Opera, 
Germany. Although in his letters Mahler almost always referred to the work as a 
symphony, the first two performances described it as a symphonic poem or tone 
poem. The work was premièred at the Vigadó Concert Hall, Budapest in 1889, but was 
not well received. Mahler made some major revisions for the second performance, 
given at Hamburg in October 1893; further alterations were made in the years prior to 
the first publication, in late 1898. Some modern performances and recordings give the 
work the title Titan, despite the fact that Mahler only used this label for two early 
performances, and never after the work had reached its definitive four-movement form 
in 1896.
The work includes two themes from Mahler's song cycle Lieder eines fahrenden 
Gesellen (1883–1885), and the available evidence also seems to indicate that Mahler 
recycled music from his abandoned opera project Rübezahl. The opening of the third 
movement features a double bass soloist performing a variation on the theme of 
"Frère Jacques", distinguishing it as one of the few symphonic pieces to use the 
instrument in such a manner. Mahler uses the song, which he cites as "Bruder 
Martin," changed from major to minor, thus giving the piece the character of a funeral 
march. The mode change to minor is not an invention by Mahler, as is often believed, 
but rather the way this round was sung in the 19th and early 20th century in Austria. 
In its completed form, the symphony has four movements, since Mahler removed the 
so-caled “Blaumine” (flowers) movement:
Langsam, schleppend (Slowly, dragging) Immer sehr gemächlich (very restrained 
throughout) D major

Kräftig bewegt, doch nicht zu schnell (Moving strongly, but not too quickly), Recht 
gemächlich (restrained), a Trio—a Ländler
Feierlich und gemessen, ohne zu schleppen (Solemnly and measured, without 
dragging), Sehr einfach und schlicht wie eine Volksweise (very simple, like a 
folk-tune), and Wieder etwas bewegter, wie im Anfang (something stronger, as at the 
start)—a funeral march based on the children's song "Frère Jacques" (or "Bruder 
Martin")
Stürmisch bewegt – Energisch (Stormily agitated – Energetic)
Mahler may have concieved the D Major Symphony as program music, but it now 
remains a colossal invocagtion to aspects of Nature, with direct allusions to his 
songs of unrequited or tormented love. The innate lyricism of the score finds its 
counterpoints in heroic fanfares and dramatic surges of energy. In a letter to Bruno 
Walter, his former assistant and subsequently his chief apostle, Mahler, who by then 
had introduced seven of his symphonies and was taking up his duties with the New 
York Philharmonic, wrote, "Both the Funeral March and the storm that breaks out 
immediately afterward strike me as burning accusations hurled at the Creator." 
According to the 1900 scenario, the hero is exposed to the most fearful combats and 
to all the sorrows of the world. He and his triumphant motifs are "hit on the head 
again and again" by Destiny. . . . Only when he has triumphed over death, and when 
all the glorious memories of youth have returned with themes from the first move-
ment, does he get the upper hand, and there is a great victorious chorale!
The collected recordings of Christoph Eschenbach in Houston, from the acoustically 
rich Jones Hall, have assumed a virtual life of their own for Audiophiles. The Mahler 
First from 1987 is no exception, with its blazing and majestic colors and consistently 
dramatic sweep. 
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1. Langsam. Schleppend
2. Kräftig bewegt, doch nicht zu schnell
3. Feierlich und gemessen, ohne zu schleppen
4. Stürmisch bewegt
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