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LEONARD BERNSTEIN (August 25, 1918- 

October 14, 1990) was a world-renowned 

musician throughout his entire adult life. He was 

Music Director of the New York Philharmonic and 

conducted the world's major orchestras recording 

hundreds of these performances. His books and 

the televised Young People's Concerts with the 

New York Philharmonic established him as a 

leading educator. His compositions include 

Jeremiah, The Age of Anxiety, Kaddish, Serenade, Five Anniversaries, Mass, 

Chichester Psalms, Slava!, Songfest, Divertimento for Orchestra, Missa Brevis, 

Arias and Barcarolles, Concerto for Orchestra and A Quiet Place. Bernstein 

composed for the Broadway musical stage, including On the Town, Wonderful 

Town, Candide and the immensely popular West Side Story. In addition to the 

West Side Story collaboration, Mr. Bernstein worked with choreographer Jerome 

Robbins on three major ballets, Fancy Free, Facsimile and Dybbk. Mr. Bernstein 

was the recipient of many honors, including, the Antoinette Perry Tony Award 

for Distinguished Achievement in the Theater, eleven Emmy Award, the Lifetime 

Achievement Grammy Award and the Kennedy Center Honors.
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In summer 1904 already, just after having completed the Sixth Symphony, Mahler started to work on the 
Seventh Symphony. He wrote the two Nachtmusik (Night music) and sketched the Scherzo and the Finale, but 
had difficulties to get musical ideas for the first movement which to me does not seem very astonishing since 
after the enormous tragic end of the Sixth Symphony, it could not be easy to find a continuation leading over 
to the atmosphere of the Seventh which was exactly the opposite of the Sixth. The following summer, Mahler 
tried to complete the symphony but his abilities of creation suddenly seemed to be lost so completely that he 
feared not to be able anymore to compose at all causing depression-like feelings. One day, however, when he 
was rowing in a boat across the lake, the musical idea for the first movement sprang to his mind so that he 
could not only complete this movement but also the third and the fifth within four weeks. The full score 
manuscript of the first movement is headed by the inscription "Maiernigg, August 15, 1905, Seventh Symphony 
completed". One should take into consideration, however, that in the Mahler literature, the terms "commence-
ment", "sketch", "completion" are not used in a standardized way; "completion" often means that the musical 
content is completed whereas the full orchestral score is written a long time afterwards.

The first performance of the Seventh Symphony took place on September 19, 1908 in Prague, thus after 
Mahler had left Vienna for New York. During the 10th Philharmonic Concert, on the occasion to celebrate the 
60th year of the emperor Franz Josef's reign, it was the only work presented on the programme. Otto 
Klemperer reported: "The Seventh Symphony was no success. Especially the music reviewer Leopold Schmidt 
from Berlin spoke against the work which still today is a problematic one especially in its first and last parts, 
but the three middle movements are just fascinating in their simplicity." In October, another performance took 
place in Munich, "celebrated by the audience with frenetic applause. The press, on the other hand, showed no 
understanding for Mahler's "noisy cacophonies". [...] Rudolf Louis, music critic of the Münchner Neuste 
Nachrichten, composer himself and a declared anti-Semite, called the symphony a "monstrosity of impotence 
and artificiality" (de la Grange/Weiß). Thus the Seventh Symphony is often regarded as a failure. Still today, 
the work is - very unjustly! - Mahler's stepchild in the concert halls and like in his days, the receptiveness of 
the audience is rather reserved.

What is the reason? The Seventh Symphony, frequently, is called "bulky"; surely one does hardly appreciate it 
immediately, but how often in life you love something more intensely and more deeply the longer you need to 
understand and appreciate it! Apparently there are no disagreements regarding the middle movements which 
are highly appreciated by everyone; the first and the last movements are the problematic ones. As mentioned 
before, Mahler needed a very long time to compose the first movement. In adopting my point of view that all 

symphonies including the Song of the Earth are one novel of eleven chapters, the reason herefore is very 
simple because the end of the Sixth Symphony is a tragic break; it is rather difficult to continue afterwards, 
thus the Seventh Symphony raises in a secret but slow, laborious and painful way; just like a sick man after 
long suffering and deep exhaustion slowly recovers, the music, bar by bar, slowly gets going, life gradually 
returns. So in my opinion, this first movement symbolizes a new start.
The second possible problem for the listener, the final movement, is, following Yasuhiko Mori's opinion, "the 
lack of any obvious necessity for the closing bright Finale in C major. The sudden appearance of a glorious 
song of victory seems totally out of place in the context of the work as a whole: listeners, in a state of 
embarrased shock, are left by the wayside, unable to become involved in the music as it soars to ever greater 
heights."
An external reason could thoroughly be the fact that at the time of this composition, Mahler being director of 
the Vienna Court Opera had reached the height of his career and finally was world-wide held in high 
reputation as a composer. An inner reason, in my opinion, is that the moral low which had been reached at 
the end of the Sixth Symphony, is definitely surmounted in the Finale of the Seventh, and from the inmost 
inside of Mahler, a great feeling of happiness forges ahead to the outside. Kralik describes it in a similar way 
by joining the Seventh to the Fifth: "The Seventh Symphony, as for the rest, stands in a complementary 
proportion to the Fifth Symphony. There, in the Fifth, it was a deployment of the powers feeling the 
forthcoming adventure. Here, in the Seventh, it is a joyful parade of the powers with the awareness of having 
successfully stood the ordeal, as if having walked through fire and water without damage. And while Mahler 
was emotionally so deeply down by the Sixth Symphony, he could recommend the Seventh to an artist friend 
as the most joyful music he had ever written."
Mori who in his whole gives to me the impression of being rather helpless considering the Seventh Symphony 
wrote nevertheless the following remarkable sentences: "Absence of context and disintegration of form are two 
of the main characteristics of Mahler's work, and are surely his great strengths. The Seventh Symphony is the 
work in which these characteristics are in clearest evidence, and it is for this reason that the symphony may 
surely be regarded as one of the most quintessentially Mahlerian of works. When seen in this light, traditional 
approaches to the other symphonies seem to be lacking in substance, and it is the very bewilderment one 
feels when confronted with the Seventh Symphony which may surely be seen as a clue to an understanding of 
Mahler."
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 Gustav Mahler Symphony no. 7 Leonard Bernstein New York Philharmonic

1. Langsam; Allegro  20:45
2. Nachtmusik I 16:55
3. Scherzo  9:30
4. Nachtmusik II  14:35
5. Rondo-Finale  17:55 


