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New tools to analyze the music of Gustav
Mahler

The music of modernity (since the eighteenth century), was based on the
tradition, mainly borrowed from poetry, of associating meanings with
sounds: the music could be "understood". In contrast, the formalism of
the twentieth century, through the radicalisation of certain romantic ideas,
ended up depriving the listener of the tools needed to listen fully to the
musical message. Using formalism is not possible however to approach
the music of Mahler and other contemporary authors in the way they
intended to be listened. Musical semiotics recovers forgotten tools, to
regain contact with our musical legacy. This UAB research project
presents some unknown tools to help "understand" a little more of
Mahler's music.
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This tesis presents a new way to interpret and classify, thanks to music semiotics, Gustav
Mahler's orchestral songs on Des Knaben Wunderhorn. These songs and the four first
symphonies belong arguably to one and the same part of Mahler's work, corresponding to the
years 1888-1901. The song analyses, which constitute the basic material of the present study,
are presented in the Third Part of the thesis. Methodologically, they follow the music semiotics
school of Julius A. Greimas, especially Márta Grabócz's and Raymond Monelle's topical
analysis. The latter supervised this thesis until his decease in march 2010. 

The analyses' results are organized according to a Semiotic Square that Greimas redesigned, in
the 1960s. This structural representation, however, was not a starting point, but a result of the
work: the Greimas Square seeemed to suggest itself to the study's final classification. At first, the
musical meanings were distributed in drawers and cupboards, or rather, into four different
collective categories called isotopies. Later on, this system revealed its capacity not only to
classify and gather every single musical meaning found in the analyses, but also the represent
the interrelations between those four big cupboards – the isotopies. The whole configures a
structural map that represents the world evoked by Mahler's Wunderhorn music. 

Among the topics, or recurrent musical meanings, not described before, the musical laughter and
the pastoral march stand out. The former was recognised internationally in a recent congress in
Finland, where it was presented for the first time. The pastoral march has a massive presence in
the early work Mahler's. It can be considered an idiomatic trait of his style. In the corresponding
chapters, causes and consequences of both topics are discussed, not only in the orchestral
songs, but also within the first four symphonies, with which they share very tight bounds.
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