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Trost im Unglück

2
Der Tamboursg’sell

3
Revelge

4
Lob des hohen Verstandes

5
Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt

Des Knaben Wunderhorn (‘Youth’s Magic Horn’) was an anthology of anonymous German folk-poems collected by Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano, and published in three volumes between 1806 and 1808. Mahler knew the collection from childhood onwards, and it became central to his development as a composer. Almost every aspect of the poems appealed to his musical imagination – their rural setting; their humour, directness, and unpretentious manner; their fixation with the nocturnal and the spectral; and their poignant awareness both of the fleeting joys of life, and of the ever-present closeness of death.

     Mahler made several voice-and-piano settings from the anthology in the second and third sets of his early Lieder und Gesänge (1887-90), and the style of the poems also influenced his own texts for the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen (‘Songs of a Wayfaring Lad’), first drafted in 1883-5. But his finest Wunderhorn settings are the twelve orchestral ones he made from 1892 onwards (along with a further four that feature in his Second, Third and Fourth Symphonies). Throughout these songs, which he at first called Humoresken (‘Humoresques’), Mahler’s mastery of the natural, spontaneous vocal phrase – in this respect he is perhaps Schubert’s only true successor – combines with the flair for atmosphere and uncannily sure touch of his orchestral accompaniments.

     There is much truth in the view that sees Mahler’s symphonies (and to some extent his other song-cycles) as a vast musical autobiography, created by an intensely, even morbidly subjective Romantic artist. From that perspective, what makes the Wunderhorn songs so appealing is the way that they create a complete human world, populated for once not by the composer’s psychological obsessions, but genuinely by the characters in the poems themselves. All of rural Germany in the pre-Industrial Revolution era is here – the wretched poverty and hunger; the allure of army life as a possible escape; the constant wars, and their harrowing human cost; and, in spite of all this, the irrepressible surfacing of joy, love and sheer fun. Mahler, the supreme opera conductor who never composed an opera, immortalised the Drummer-Boy or the supernatural army of ‘Reveille’ as truly as Thomas Hardy did the characters of one of his poems or novels.
1
Trost im Unglück (Consolation in Sorrow)
A far from tragic dialogue between two halves of a newly broken-off relationship. The Hussar is represented by cantering orchestral rhythms and a devil-may-care vocal part, while the Girl comments with a deft change of key and her own take on the situation. The couple’s final parting indicates that no-one’s heart is anywhere near being broken. 
2
Der Tamboursg’sell (The Drummer-Boy)
One of the last and darkest of Mahler’s Wunderhorn settings, this is a self-portrait of a drummer-boy who has been court-martialled and sentenced to death, probably (the third line seems to tell us) for desertion. Drum-taps and low bassoons and horns set the scene. Then, at the words ‘Gute Nacht, ihr Marmelstein’, gong-strokes underpin a magical shift in the scoring, as the cellos and cor anglais mourn the drummer-boy’s passing. 
3
Revelge (Reveille)
A brilliantly conceived portrayal of a ghostly army on the march, ‘Reveille’ summons Mahler’s childhood memory of the military band he used to overhear playing at a barracks near his family’s home. The opening, crisply striding march theme contrasts in authentic style with the second verse’s more lyrical ‘trio’ melody. In the reprise before the final verse, Mahler asks the strings to play col legno, skeletally tapping out the rhythms with the wood of their bows. He later quoted this passage in the first ‘Nachtmusik’ (‘Night Music’) movement of his Seventh Symphony.
4
Lob des hohen Verstandes (In Praise of High Intellect)
Mahler here switches to his satirical manner. The idea of animals as characters in a scene or drama had also inspired individual movements in his First and Third Symphonies, and this song’s opening tune (for perky clarinets) was later to turn up as one of the themes of the Fifth Symphony’s Rondo-Finale. The musical jokes here include the donkey’s braying ‘I-ja!’, set to a wide skip of over two octaves.
5
Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt (St Anthony of Padua’s Sermon to the Fish)
Satire of a more subtle kind. Mahler re-worked this song in the third movement of his Second Symphony, where he expanded the music into a relentless dance of death, with flaring climaxes to match. In the original setting, however, the tone remains understated. The perpetual-motion accompaniment wryly suggests both the sinuous swimming of St Anthony’s unusual congregation, and a parable of unchanging human nature that needs no invitation to keep chasing its own tail. 
6
Wer hat dies Liedlein erdacht? (Who made up this little song?)
As in ‘Consolation in Sorrow’, Mahler’s setting reassures us that neither the poem’s would-be lover nor the hoped-for object of his affections is in danger of getting carried away by the situation. At the words ‘Mein Herzle is wund’ (‘My heart is smitten’) the music thinks just for a moment about taking itself more seriously – then charmingly decides otherwise.   
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