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Programme

Rick van Veldhuizen mais /e corps taché d’ombres (UK premiere)
Gustav Mahler Symphony No 9

1. Andante comodo

2. Im Tempo eines geméchlichen Léandlers

3. Rondo-burleske

4. Adagio

Daniel Harding leads the Concertgebouw Orchestra in a pairing of Mahler’s Ninth with a
contemporary work that addresses similar subjects of life and death.

‘My pieces are always above all expressions of vitality, of a thrust through life without compromise. The
darker side to this — derailment, contamination — has proved to be recurring motif in my body of work. In
the darker corners lies so much wonder, curiosity, beauty and pain that it would be a pity not to seize
every opportunity to explore them.’

In describing his own music, Dutch composer Rick van Velhuizen touches on themes that pervade
Mabhler’s: the tussle between life and death, between ‘beauty and pain’. It was precisely this tension that
inspired Rick van Veldhuizen’s mais le corps taché d’ombres ("but the body stained with shadows’), a
phrase borrowed from Jean Genet's poem Le condamné ¢ mort('The condemned man’). The poem, a
passionate declaration of love and grief, was written for and about the poet’s beloved friend Maurice
Pilorge as he languished on death row.

Rick van Veldhuizen’s mais le corps taché d’'ombresis a companion piece to Mahler’s Ninth Symphony,
and was commissioned by the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra and the Mahler Foundation. The
composer explores the symphony’s finality, its sense of looking back at life, by juxtaposing the joie de
vivre of 1970s disco with contrapuntal writing influenced by Berg and Ligeti, interspersed with hints of
Mahler’s sweeping melodies.

Mahler was acutely conscious of the precedent of composers such as Beethoven, Schubert and Bruckner
dying before they could complete their 10th (humbered) symphonies, and was determined to thwart the
trend. He reassured himself with the thought that Das Lied von der Erde ‘counted’ as his ninth symphony,
so that his Ninth was really his 10th — but, despite making significant inroads into his 10th Symphony
proper, he died before he could finish it. That the Ninth proved to be his last complete symphony
intensifies its valedictory tone.

Death stalks much of Mahler’s music, so its presence in the Ninth is not new, but here he squares up to it
with a profoundly vulnerable sense of courage, expressed through an exquisitely painful lyricism so
poignant as to be at times almost unbearable. The Austrian summer light that infused his earlier music
seems here to have attenuated to a sliver of wintry sunshine, illuminating the past even as the shadows
lengthen.

Alban Berg described the first movement of Mahler’s Ninth as ‘the expression of an exceptional
fondness for this earth, the longing to live in peace on it, to enjoy nature to its depths before death
comes. For he comes irresistibly. The whole movement is permeated with premonitions of death. Again
and again it crops up ... most potently of course in the colossal passage where this premonition becomes
certainty’. The movement is threaded through with a sighing two-note motif which, in the finale, is
widened to become a more direct reference to a motif from Beethoven’s Les adieux Piano Sonata. The
earlier composer labelled this motif ‘Farewell’, as did Mahler in a draft of the first movement.
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The sighing motif emerges after the faltering palpitations of the introduction — a rhythm interpreted by
Leonard Bernstein as a reference to Mahler’s irregular heartbeat following the diagnosis of his heart
condition. An expansive, longing melody on the violins recurs, each time building to yearning climaxes —
and each time contrasted with episodes of tortured chromaticism, dissonant and funereal. The orchestral
textures are then pared right down during the wistful passage that ends the movement.

In the two central movements, elements of nihilism, even horror, are unleashed. The scherzo, in the
Austrian Landler dance-style, is earthy, at times grotesque, with a drunken waltz and a gentler, nostalgic
section that recalls the sighing motif. The ‘Rondo-Burleske’ is dedicated ‘To my brothers in Apollo’ - a
jibe at detractors who criticised Mahler’s counterpoint. Mahler defiantly proves them wrong with his
remarkably modern treatment of dissonant, fragmentary contrapuntal lines, the fiendish tone interrupted
by a serene interlude in which the shrill woodwind motif heard earlier in the movement is transformed
into a sweet frumpet melody before being taken up by the strings in music that anticipates the finale. But
the reprieve is short-lived, and chortling clarinets herald the gradual return of the devilish counterpoint.

Mabhler saves the slow movement until last. Beethoven’s ‘Farewell’ figure is quoted in the first main theme
on strings (the shape of which also recalls the funeral hymn Abide with me - possibly a coincidence,
although it’s possible Mahler heard the hymn in New York). Richly scored lyricism is contrasted with
sparse, ghostly passages that are even more ethereal than the first movement’s chamber-like final
section. There is a devastating climax, and the horns quote the Eighth Symphony’s motif associated with
the words ‘Ewig, Ewig’ (‘Eternally, Eternally’). Do the fragile final bars — with the last chord marked
‘esterbend’ (dying away) - signify peaceful resolution or aching desolation? Perhaps Mahler, whose
music so often inhabits the points of tension between life’s contradictions, finds a reconciliation between
the two: in facing loss, something inexpressibly precious is gained.
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