
Gustav Mahler – Rückert Lieder 
 

   During the summer of 1901 Gustav Mahler accomplished the bulk of work on what would 
ultimately become his Fifth Symphony while at his holiday villa at Maiernigg in Carinthia. At 
the time he was at the height of his career as a conductor having just completed his fourth season 
as Music Director of the Vienna State Opera. He was, at the same time, at a crossroads as a 
composer. The Fifth Symphony would usher in his “middle period” with three purely 
instrumental symphonies of incredible contrapuntal and emotional intensity. The world of the 
“Wunderhorn” symphonies, with their frequent use of chorus and solo voice, gave way to a 
leaner and more ‘classical’ element in his writing. Of no less importance was the composer’s 
introduction, in November 1901, to the brilliant young Alma Schindler who would become his 
wife on March 9, 1902. During this productive period Mahler’s Rückert settings came into being. 

   Mahler identified profoundly with the writings of the poet, philologist, and orientalist Friedrich 
Rückert (1788-1866), declaring that “After Das Knaben Wunderhorn I could not compose 
anything but Rückert – this is lyric poetry from the source, all else is poetry of a derivative kind”. 
While the Fifth Symphony was taking shape four of the five present lieder were composed 
between June and August of 1901; ‘Liebst du um Schönheit’ being added, as a gift to Alma, in 
August of 1902 as work on the Fifth Symphony was nearing completion and the Sixth 
Symphony ‘Tragische’ was taking form. Four of the five songs were premiered in Vienna on 
January 29, 1905 at a sold-out Lieder-Abend mit Orchester (Song recital with orchestra) 
conducted by the composer that also included the premiers of his ‘Kindertotenlieder’, with text 
also by Rückert, and various settings from ‘Das Knaben Wunderhorn’. Interestingly, Mahler 
chose the small Brahms-Saal of the Musikverien so that the songs could be performed “in the 
manner of chamber music”. Both soloists on this occasion were baritones while most 
contemporary realizations feature the mezzo-soprano voice.  

   Mahler orchestrated the original four lieder for varied combinations of instruments but did not 
orchestrate ‘Liebst du um Schönheit’ at all. Max Puttman created its orchestral form only in 1915 
four years after the composer’s death and over the objection of Alma Mahler. Only the piano 
versions were published in Mahler’s lifetime by C. F. Kahnt of Leipzig in 1910 along with two 
late Wunderhorn settings. Universal Edition has published a score with the five Rückert songs 
alone. 

 

 

 

  



The Wind Ensemble Adaptation 
The creation of the present adaptation for symphonic winds grew out from the observation that 
‘Um Mitternacht’ is essentially Mahler’s only work for Band as its original scoring is for winds, 
brass and percussion only. It seemed sensible to take these forces and work backwards through 
the other four songs; perhaps also in the process giving the complete set a new found cohesion. 
All original markings and keys have been respected and altered in no way. A few suggestions 
and observations to the performers seem in order: 

• The instrumentation is conceived as being performed by one player per part keeping with 
Mahler’s ideal of these works as chamber music. However, a doubling of the soprano 
clarinet parts could be advisable for added warmth and fullness so long as obvious solo 
passages are respected. Also, two of the lieder were originally written for ‘A’ clarinet. 
Only if ALL the performers have the ‘A’ instrument available should those parts be used. 

• The Rückert Lieder contain some of Mahler’s most beautiful and idiomatic writing for 
the English horn. While that instrument is highly preferable, a reading by a sensitive alto 
saxophonist might be satisfactory and open up new expressive possibilities. 

• Originally the composer wrote for the seldom used oboe d’amore in ‘Um Mitternacht’. If 
the instrument is available it would replace both the present oboe and English horn parts. 

• Purists may wish to not make use of the bass clarinet and euphonium parts in ‘Um 
Mitternacht’ as they are purely ad libitum; their addition offered solely with the idea of 
cohesion in mind. In the same spirit the double bass may double the tuba part if desired. 
Mahler also has a piano double the harp.  

   A short commentary should be addressed as to the order of the Rückert Lieder. The five songs 
are not a cycle in the strictest sense, all are independent and connected only by the poetry and 
various common themes. Over the preceding century various artists have chosen varying orders 
with some songs omitted and others added. The following order seems sensible and is moreover 
modeled after Mahler’s structuring of his last great orchestral song cycle; ‘Das Lied von der 
Erde’ with the larger songs at either end serving to encompass the three smaller lieder. 

• Ich bin der Welt abhanden gekommen 
• Liebst du um Schönheit 
• Ich atmet’ einen linden Duft 
• Blicke mir nicht in die Lieder! 
• Um Mitternach 

Of course any of these lieder might be programmed alone or in whatever combination best fits a 
given program. It is hoped with this adaptation that these somewhat seldom heard masterworks 
from such a pivotal period in Gustav Mahler’s creative life might find a new and broader 
audience and might be a welcome addition to the wind ensemble literature. 

W. Mark Harrell 
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1. Ich bin der Welt abhanden gekommen

© LeDor Publishing; 2023

trans. Wm. Mark Harrell

Poem by Friedrich Rückert / Setting by Gustav Mahler (August 1901) 

Rückert-Lieder
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