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and forms as the highest musical ideal. Hanslick would be proud to know that his American 

counterparts, specifically Krehbiel, did have a strong affinity for absolute music. To his 

colleagues, Krehbiel championed two German powerhouses: Wagner and Beethoven. In 

Beethoven, he found poetic beauty and beauty of form.  

Figure 4. An example of a program from the New York Philharmonic84 

 

A close reading of the New York critics reveals at least two levels of discourse on 

Mahler’s performances of absolute music: beauty and structure. In the “beauty category,” 

reviews cover the poetry, melody, and aesthetic virtue. Writing for the daily press, Krehbiel and 

Finck favored language that discussed beauty in the work and avoided less formal terms. In this 

manner, they appealed to their average readers and drew them into the concert halls. After a 
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November 25, 1909, performance of Brahms, Symphony No. 3 in F Major, Finck wrote, “Mr. 

Mahler and his players brought out all the beauty there is in it, and emphasized significant details 

that had previously escaped attention.”85 He later noted that Mahler played the melodious second 

and third movements “con amore.”86 Krehbiel in his review simply remarked, “Nothing finer 

than the finale of the Brahms third symphony under Mr. Mahler’s direction had been heard in 

our concert rooms for years.”87  

Of the same Brahms performance, the Musical Courier praised Mahler’s intellectual 

analysis of the work—its form and structure. 

Under Mahler’s direction Brahms is microscopically dissected and we heard, for 
the first time, the inner parts, and thus the structure of the work begins to be 
understood. With the ability to interpret, Mahler presents the poetry, the musical 
manner and the character of the composition; its outlines, its treatment of form 
and its substance are explained in the delivery. In short, we hear a symphony. . . . 
There can be no converts to the Brahms cult when his symphonies are performed 
without the intellectual analysis and without any idiomatic sense.88 
 

The focus on the structure of the work with Mahler’s attentive direction highlights Brahms’s use 

of the symphonic form. Essentially, Mahler used his experience as a composer, thinking 

analytically and understanding the structural components of Brahms’s symphony. The Musical 

Courier appreciated Mahler’s ability to interpret the formal elements of the symphony and make 

it clear to the audience. In other reviews, the Musical Courier drew attention to “the contrapuntal 

clarity, beauty of form, loveliness of melody, and the inimitable grace and charm.”89 The 

Musical Courier had a specific focus on formal elements because, as a trade magazine, it catered 

to musicians, whereas the daily press papers—the New York Tribune, Evening Post, etc.—

concentrated on simple, aesthetic beauty to cater to their own audience.  
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Despite their semantic differences, the manner in which the three papers react to absolute 

music underlines a fundamental aesthetic: clarity. Krehbiel and Finck considered Mahler’s 

interpretation “emphasized significant details that had previously escaped attention,” while the 

reviewer at the Musical Courier commented on the “contrapuntal clarity” and “beauty of form.” 

In other words, Americans like clarity; they like it when previously muddled things are made 

clear for them—for example, when Mahler emphasized new details in the Brahms symphony that 

enlivened the piece. They understood form and poetry in that form highlights the poetry and the 

poetry heightens the form. With Mahler’s clear interpretations, Americans found dramatic beauty 

in formal music.  

Related to the idea of musical clarity, critics’ negative reviews address two categories: 

coherence and artistic ethics. In January 1911, Mahler had the privilege of presenting his 

Symphony No. 4 in G Major to the American public, but the reviewer at Musical Courier 

complained, “Mahler’s fourth symphony . . . gained nothing in coherence of meaning, 

definiteness of expression, or distinctiveness of melody and orchestral characterization.”90 

Additionally, Mahler did not adhere to traditional performance practice. Krehbiel faulted Mahler 

for his interpretations of classical works—specifically Beethoven. For a December 12, 1909, 

performance of Beethoven, Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, Krehbiel argued that Mahler’s 

interpretation “raised questions of artistic ethics as well as taste” and he complained that “none 

of Mr. Mahler’s amendments of the classic text seemed to accomplish enough to justify the 

liberties which he took.”91 A staunch Beethoven defender, Krehbiel took it upon himself to 

criticize Mahler’s modernization of and addenda to the Beethoven classics. In his autobiography, 

Finck noted an odd disconnect between Krehbiel’s distaste for Mahler’s interpretations and his 
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unofficial role as the “the American high priest of Beethoven.”92 Negative reviews regarding 

Mahler’s conducting of absolute works discussed his lack of integrity in regards to the score. 

Krehbiel and his American followers disliked musical performances that sacrificed tradition for 

the sake of entertainment. 

Mahler’s baton reinvigorated absolute music because of his more intellectual analysis, 

but his specialty was conducting programmatic music. Positive reviews of program music 

focused on emotion and picturesqueness. With a focus on the emotional reaction to program 

music, critics also highlighted elements of imagination, passion, and virility in Mahler’s 

conducting. After Mahler performed Liszt’s Mazeppa, a symphonic poem, Finck exclaimed: 

“There was something simply electrifying in the rhythmic energy which Mr. Mahler imparted to 

his players in this inspired piece, in which realism, melody, harmonic novelty, and orchestral 

grandeur are united in a way to stir one’s every nerve and make the heard beat in sympathy.”93 

After Mahler conducted his own Kindertotenlieder, Krehbiel wrote a favorable review regarding 

Mahler’s ability to “stir up the imagination and the emotions.”94 In addition to the emotional 

elements, Mahler was expert in accentuating the extramusical elements in programmatic works. 

After a February 13, 1910, performance of an all-Wagner concert program, the New York 

Tribune, Evening Post, and Musical Courier were of the same opinion: Mahler truly embodied 

Wagner. For Krehbiel, the set of Wagner songs were “vividly read, with fine elasticity of 

melodic contour, a broad sweep, much warmth of color and poetical distribution of nuances.”95 

Finck valued Mahler for arousing “much enthusiasm” in the audience with his virile readings.96 

Also enthralled by the performance, the Musical Courier credited the Philharmonic musicians 
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who “revealed all their poetry, passion and ‘program’ picturesqueness in the vital and richly 

nuanced readings given by Mahler.”97 Considering their positive reaction to Mahler’s 

picturesque readings, the critics appreciated when the extramusical elements were made clear for 

them—similar to their appreciation for formal clarity in absolute music. 

Musical meaning is often lost in translation, even in programmatic music. In negative 

reviews of program music, critics often used words of failure: “lost,” “fell flat,” and quite simply 

“failed.” After a performance of Tchaikovsky’s “Pathétique” Symphony, Finck argued Mahler 

“did his very worst, a worst of which his admirers did not believe him to be capable.”98 He called 

the performance “perfunctory,” putting most of the blame on Mahler’s slow tempo that detracted 

from the music’s poignancy.99 Krehbiel and Finck had the clearest negative reaction toward 

Mahler’s own definition of program music—simply because Mahler refused to publish a 

program. For a performance of his own Symphony No. 1 in D Major, Mahler refused to include 

program notes for the concertgoers. In spite of Mahler’s intentions, Krehbiel published the 

concert program as a supplement to his New York Tribune review:  

In deference to the wish of Mr. Mahler, the annotator of the Philharmonic 
Society’s programmes refrains from even an outline analysis of the symphony . . . 
All interest and attention should be concentrated on the music itself. ‘At a 
concert,’ he says, ‘one should listen, not look—use the ears, not the eyes.’ . . . As 
to the exposition of the probable, possible, or likely poetical contents of the music 
. . . he thinks, should be left wholly to the imagination of each individual. All 
writings about music, even those of musicians themselves, he holds to be 
injurious to musical enjoyment.100 
 

Drawing from his formalist background, Mahler insists that the audience has the capability to 

understand the musical elements of work, and he despises the program note’s function for guided 

listening. Krehbiel’s contention with Mahler highlights the difference between the two men’s 
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understanding of music, but it also highlights a miscommunication about Krehbiel’s role as 

program annotator for the Philharmonic. Krehbiel prided himself in his work, and perhaps he 

took it too personally that Mahler did not need his services for the concert. Perhaps, Mahler 

wanted the New York audience to have an unbiased first listen to his symphony, whereas 

Krehbiel wanted to educate the audience before exposing them to a newer work. Finck also 

argued for the requirement of a program:  

It is possible that Mr. Mahler took this attitude because of a revulsion against the 
excesses of modern programme music; but his position is equally extreme and 
untenable. . . . A known programme helps the hearer, as it helped to fertilize the 
composer’s genius; and it also helps the conductor to get the correct conception of 
the piece.101 
 

Taking a different stance, Finck’s review implies that the conductor should use the program 

notes to make specific decisions about the performance—essentially, program notes create 

clarity for both performer and audience. The critics’ reaction to Mahler’s rejection of program 

notes underlines the inherent need for guided interpretation in a programmatic work. The 

program note adds to the overall understanding of a piece, and it helps to clarify extramusical 

elements. The negative reception of program music conversely parallels the positive reception of 

program music: Critics appreciate imaginative forces and colorful interpretations, but they 

disparage performances that remain ambiguous. 

 

Mahler’s Impact on New York 

New York critics of Mahler’s performances focus on a key aesthetic issue: transparency. 

At the end of the day, American audiences need clarity in their music. They like when the form 

is clear; they like when the extramusical elements are clear. These set musical aesthetics 

determined Mahler’s successes and failures. With his popularity riding on programmatic music, 
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the critics recognized Mahler as a conductor of Wagner, Liszt, and Berlioz. The Musical Courier 

hailed Mahler’s “stirring performances of Strauss, Berlioz, and Liszt,” and claimed, “Mahler has 

proved that he understands and interprets ‘program’ music quite as successfully as he does the 

most staid symphonies of the ultra serious masters.”102 Finck at the Evening Post claimed, “It is 

really beginning to look as though Philharmonic audiences will consider themselves grievously 

ill treated unless Mr. Mahler places at least one Wagner number on every programme. And it is 

to be hoped that the audiences will have their way in the matter.”103 In his conducting tenure in 

America, Mahler made an impact on his musical audiences when he engaged in their Wagner 

craze. For the American musical aesthetic, it was still relevant to define Mahler’s success by his 

late Romantic traits. “Above all, his readings are emotional,” Finck declared, “and that is why he 

succeeds in making his audiences enjoy everything he produces, be it of the eighteenth, 

nineteenth, or twentieth century.”104 

Mahler understood that America’s musical tastes had origins in the Romantic era and the 

New German School. Certain trends become apparent after analyzing the Philharmonic concerts 

performed in New York under Mahler’s direction. Most obviously, Mahler leaned toward two 

main composers: Wagner and Beethoven. Of the fifty-nine concerts with the Philharmonic, 

twenty-four concerts included Wagner and/or Beethoven—in comparison, only six performances 

featured Brahms’s work. During his tenure with the Philharmonic, Mahler commonly 

programmed concerts dedicated solely to Beethoven or Wagner. Nevertheless, he took it upon 

himself to program earlier, lesser-known works that would stimulate his audience intellectually. 

In his first full season (1909-1910), he programmed a Historical Series. At first it featured truly 

historical composers—J. S. Bach, Rameau, Grétry—but in a matter of two concerts the series 
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turned toward composers of the Romantic era. The Historical Series culminated in a concert 

featuring Pfitzner, Bruckner, and Strauss: the epitome of late Romantic music. Mahler entrusted 

the Schirmer publishing company with his Bach Suite arranged for the Philharmonic Orchestra. 

The suite consisted of movements from the B minor and the D major Orchestral Suites, and he 

intended to make the suites as appealing as possible to an audience unfamiliar with Baroque 

music.105  

The following season was cut short by his illness and death, but in twenty-three 

performances in the 1910-1911 season Mahler continued to impress the New York audiences by 

challenging their taste. He more frequently programmed Smetana, Dvořák, and Tchaikovsky 

than he did in prior seasons. In a similar vein to his Historical Series, Mahler planned an 

unofficial series focusing on national music. He programmed a French concert featuring Enesco, 

Lalo, Massenet, Debussy, Bizet, and Chabrier. After the French concert and for the following 

concerts, he programmed German Romantics: Wagner, Beethoven, Strauss, and Liszt. Toward 

the end of his career, he programmed an English-American concert. La Grange insists, “Mahler 

almost certainly had to grit his teeth when it came to compiling an entire programme of English 

and American music, for this repertoire, with the exception of one work by Elgar, was unknown 

territory to him.”106 The critics were fairly pleased with the performance, but they had their 

individual qualms about the compositions. Again, the nationalistic concerts did not accommodate 

the American taste; rather, the concerts sought to broaden the American musical horizon. 

Mahler’s penultimate concert, before his untimely illness, featured Beethoven, Symphony No. 7 

in A Major, Weber’s Oberon overture, Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto in E Minor, and Liszt’s 

symphonic poem, Lamartine. The concert program featured a fairly balanced mix of absolute 
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music and program music—indicative of Mahler’s own artistic influences. His motivation to 

educate American audiences on his opinion of “good music” positions him as a pseudo-Hanslick: 

Mahler and Hanslick are both harbingers of beautiful music.  

Though playing opposite roles on the musical stage, the composer and the critic, Mahler 

and Hanslick had their own ideas of the musically beautiful and felt compelled to share their 

opinions with the masses. Hanslick’s presence in America was achieved through Mahler’s term 

in America. In his own review of Mahler’s conducting in Vienna, Hanslick highlighted the 

“clarity and transparency in the most delicate of textures.”107 Echoing Hanslick in a review 

published months before his tenure in New York, the Musical Courier praised Mahler for his 

union of melody and form, noting the “logical theme development,” “melody,” and “complex 

harmonization.” 108 Before he arrived in America, Mahler already had Hanslickian traits to 

accompany his Wagnerian tendencies. 

A celebrity because of his European status, Mahler felt an outsider in America: he 

combined the musical beliefs of Wagner with the intellectual realizations of Hanslick. At times, 

he himself did not appeal directly to the American aesthetic. From one viewpoint, Hanslick 

admired Mahler because he felt like an outsider—a Jewish music critic will have enemies 

(namely Wagner). Mahler, too, was an outsider in Vienna, a city with culture molded by 

Hanslick—yet both men prospered in their respective cities of employment. They felt 

comfortable in a realm apart, free to explore their musical ambitions to understand and create the 

musically beautiful.  
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Mahler the Enigma 

America: A Setting for Success 

In conversations with his colleague Maurice Baumfeld, Mahler professed his mission to 

“create in New York a higher musical understanding.”109 Hired with the intent of bringing his 

European culture to America, Mahler made it his personal intention to create a cultural 

phenomenon: he wanted to raise America to the cultural standard in Vienna. Mahler, like many 

other European cultural “imports,” did well in New York City precisely because it was the new 

world; America did not yet have a cultural elitism comparable to Europe’s. Though very much 

contingent on socioeconomic wealth, American culture still had aspirations for democratic 

appreciation in that America had the opportunity to spread culture to everyone. Thriving on that 

ideal, Mahler brought his expertise and introduced the New York City audiences to music 

beyond Beethoven and Wagner through the historical concert series and a run of concerts 

focusing on different national styles. However, Mahler did not find as much success in America 

for his own works. When he performed his Symphony No. 2 with the New York Philharmonic in 

December 1908, he received only moderate acclaim. More than anything, reviewers criticized 

the intellectual design of the Second Symphony; this common opinion is indicative of the 

philosophical differences between Mahler and his audiences.110 New Yorkers could discern 

Mahler’s specific compositional choices, but they could not fully appreciate the symphony as a 

musical experience—his composition was not as accessible as his conducting. For the rest of his 

career, Mahler premiered his works in Europe where they would find critical success.  

Ernst Jokl, an assistant conductor at the Metropolitan Opera for the 1909-1910 season, 

claimed that Mahler’s tenure in America was not comparable to his time at the Vienna Hofoper. 
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He argues: “In Vienna he had ‘brought out’ operas (herausgebracht)—the word should be taken 

at its most ordinary and literal, which here means more than an esthetic-critical treatment—in 

New York he ‘conducted’ (dirigierte).”111 In Jokl’s opinion, Mahler’s role in America did not 

fulfill the musical integrity he had accomplished in Vienna. Because of his death, Mahler’s 

career was cut short, but speculations circulated about a return to Vienna. Jokl, in a later 

occasion in 1910, believed that Mahler “was still far from finished with Vienna and the Vienna 

Court Opera.”112 Indeed, Mahler had always wanted to return to Vienna, which he considered his 

home, and he insisted on returning to Vienna to die, where his young child Putzi was laid to rest. 

One of Mahler’s physicians observed: 

Mahler’s wish to die in Vienna was more than a matter of geography. His desire 
to return home was spiritual. Putzi was buried in the suburb of Grinzing, and 
Mahler wanted to be buried beside her. Indeed, in one of Alma’s accounts, she 
noted Mahler’s wish to be buried ‘in the same grave’ as their daughter.113 
 

The return home to be buried with his daughter also signifies a wish to bury his past. Perhaps, 

driven away by Vienna’s social climate, Mahler aspired to establish himself in New York City so 

that he would return home as the unsung hero, the one to foster a transatlantic cultural standard.  

In America, Mahler experienced less overt anti-Semitism than he experienced in Vienna. 

As K. M. Knittel pointed out, Viennese critics derided Mahler’s performances, especially his 

reorchestrated interpretations, and they often used language that evoked Jewish stereotypes.114 

Anti-Semitism did have as strong a hold in American society: 

Seen in economic terms, the Jew represented both the capitalist virtues and the 
capitalist vices. As the prototype of the aggressive businessman, the Jew stood for 
keenness and resourcefulness in trade. Yet keenness also meant cunning, and 
enterprise suggested avarice. . . . Later, in an increasingly secularized society, the 
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whole religious image declined, and the unattractive elements in the economic 
stereotype grew more pronounced.115 
 

In comparison to the Viennese critics’ stereotypes, the American stereotype of the Jew focused 

on economic abilities and not necessarily intellectual aptitude. At the turn of the century, anti-

Semitism was directed toward eastern European Jews. The deluge of immigrants at the turn of 

the century caused a stir among the established upper- and middle-class Americans.116 According 

to Leonard Dinnerstein, established Americans appropriated racist thoughts circulating among 

the European intellectual scene, and felt anxious about the future of the nation, fearing that the 

eastern European Jews could not fully assimilate.117  

Though Mahler himself identified as an eastern European Jew, his status as a pseudo-

member of the elite class gave him the privilege to avoid overt anti-Semitic discrimination. He 

came to America as a guest of the elite class—members of the cultural elite probably considered 

Mahler a German before anything else. Additionally, most of the culprits of anti-Semitic 

thoughts were not of the banking and cultural elite; the agrarian Populists, patrician intellects, 

and even members of the poor urban classes blamed the immigrant Jews for the growing 

economic strife during the Progressive Era.118 Representing the German cultural elite, Mahler 

could assimilate into the ranks of the wealthy. Free from his stigma as a Jew, Mahler in America 

had freer reign over his creative output. He could program his reochestrated version of 

Beethoven without the inevitable disapproval of the Viennese critics, adamant in their standard 

for German music—though he did face criticism from some New York critics, namely Krehbiel. 

Another explanation for the inconsequential anti-Semitism he faced in America, Mahler could 
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easily shed this part of his identity in New York City because he was the music world’s German 

import. As a European in America, he worked and flourished with this outsider’s perspective. 

New York City served as a hub for immigrants in America, and it became a symbol of the 

American spirit. In this city, immigrants could work diligently to make a better life for 

themselves. As a foreigner in America, Mahler embodied a certain aspect of this American work 

ethic, and he exemplified the perfect immigrant ambition: believing in the reward of hard work. 

Mahler was often noted, if not criticized, for his intense expectations, and he led meticulous and 

pain-staking rehearsals in order to obtain his musical ideal. In his farewell letter to the Vienna 

Philharmonic, Mahler stood up for his stern reputation: 

I have always committed myself totally; I have subordinated my personal wishes 
to the cause, and my inclinations to my duty. I have not spared myself, and have 
thus acquired the right to demand of others that they exert all their strength.119 
 

Mahler demanded much from his ensemble, but in the process he worked himself to an unhealthy 

level. At the end of his tenure in Vienna, he had been diagnosed with heart problems.  

Though he expected to have a less strenuous work schedule in the New York City concert 

life, Mahler continued to work himself tirelessly. The position with the Philharmonic overloaded 

his schedule with rehearsals and a full concert season. Unwilling to recognize the strain of his 

many responsibilities, even up to his death, Mahler in an interview with the New York Times 

lauded the Philharmonic and the New York audience: 

I am pleased with the results of my work here. . . . Things have been as 
satisfactory as could have been expected. The orchestra has improved from 
concert to concert, and the attitude of the New York public is always very serious 
and attentive.120 
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For Mahler to appreciate the “satisfactory” progress of the Philharmonic required an exceptional 

change in the work ethic of the orchestra, and the orchestra members rose up to meet Mahler’s 

expectations. Mahler valued the New York audience for its willingness to accept his musical 

ideal fully; even the many critics could entrust Mahler with the task of cultivating the American 

audience. Theodor Spiering, the concertmaster hired by Mahler for the New York Philharmonic, 

posthumously noted his maestro’s expectations and the orchestra’s response: 

Mahler threw himself into his work with enormous enthusiasm. There were most 
careful rehearsals every day. He devoted all his energy to securing the hoped-for 
success for the re-organized orchestra. . . . Mahler always worked flat out. Every 
minute counted. There were no breaks. We almost never just played anything 
through. A constant struggle with recalcitrant matter until it was overcome.121  
 

Spiering’s account of Mahler’s rehearsal process correlates with the complaints from the Vienna 

Philharmonic about his crippling perfectionism. Mahler did not have any qualms about drawing 

attention to a single musician or section in order to refine the music. While the Viennese 

ensemble nearly drove Mahler out of his position, the New York Philharmonic had a more 

favorable reaction: 

The orchestra, somewhat reserved at first—they were not used to this intense 
manner—soon fell in with him and admired the man who treated them so 
brusquely and at the same time swept them along to undreamed-of peaks of 
achievement. As an interpreter Mahler is probably unmatched. 122 

 
In Vienna, Mahler often faced resistance from his orchestra, but in America the musicians were 

appreciative of his rigor. Working around union schedule, he used every single minute the 

orchestra had to offer. Together, they faced the challenge of creating a symphonic tradition in 

America. Deepening the city’s musical culture, Mahler’s success and legacy correlate with his 

tenure as a conductor for the Philharmonic, now a world-renowned musical institution. His 
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presence and authority in New York City influenced the creation of its own permanent orchestra, 

entrenched in the habits and routine unique to Mahler’s conducting style. In this manner, he 

flourished in the setting of New York City because he was admired for his rigorous work ethic, a 

characteristic of which Americans felt proudest. Though an outsider as a European, Mahler 

found his place as an American.  

 

In a letter to Alexander Zemlinsky, Mahler professes the triumph that he and Alma 

enjoyed while living in New York City: 

We have both greatly enjoyed it here; we find the freshness, healthiness and 
openness of everything here very attractive. There is future in everything. I shall 
tell you more about it when I see you.123 
 

In this letter, one can feel the overwhelming power that the city had on Mahler; he is captivated 

by the implicit newness of the New World, with its bright future and promise. Here he can bring 

his intellectual genius, cultivated by the European standard, and he can fully realize his musical 

ideals. The Janus-faced Mahler can look back to the Music of the Past—Vienna, absolutism, and 

formalism—and look forward to the Music of the Future—New York City, program music, and 

modernism.  

Scholars must continue to balance the competing views of Mahler to develop a clearer 

image of him and his accomplishments. While Mahler’s compositions have been studied in 

detail, his work as a conductor both in Vienna and New York City have yet to be fully integrated 

into Mahler studies. This paper has demonstrated the value of a detailed study of the New York 

critics’ reviews and the city’s cultural life. Clarifying Mahler’s artistic goals, this paper has 

shown the independent yet interconnected ideology behind his dual role as a composer and a 
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conductor. Future work in this area can incorporate other influential voices in Mahler’s life, such 

as Guido Adler and Richard Strauss. A thorough reading of all the reviews concerning Mahler’s 

conducting in New York City—not just three periodicals—would give a more precise picture of 

Mahler’s impact on the American musical culture. Mahler’s lasting legacy rests on the paradoxes 

he embodied: formalist and modernist, absolutist and programmatic, elite and folk. His career led 

him to work as both a progressive composer and a traditional conductor, an enigma at the turning 

point of a new century.  
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