Allusion and Quotation in Luciano Berio’s Mahler Transcriptions

by Thomas Peattie

In the fall of 1973 Luciano Berio wrote to Henry-Louis de La Grange warmly
praising the initial volume of his recently published biographical account
of Gustav Mahler.

Dear Henry-Louis,

I must let you know that I'm practically living with your “Mahler.” It happens to
everybody to live intensely with a book for some time. But my relation with your
“Mabhler” is so intense that sometimes I feel that I should do something with it. For
some strange reason I can recall only one experience of similar emotional proportions,
when - 37 years ago (I was eleven) — I was living with the 10 volumes of R[omain]
Rolland’s “Jean Christophe”! You did a magnificent, rigorous, moving, dignified,
fascinating and loving work. You built around Gustav Mahler the only space a book
could possibly provide today.

Thank you for ever.

Yours,

Luciano Berio!

In addition to confirming Berio’s long-standing interest in Mahler’s music,
this letter also gives voice to his impassioned reading of de La Grange’s
biography. Of particular note is Berio’s cryptic remark about the need to
“do something” with a biographical account that he felt provided a space
around Mahler and his work. And while this remark is difficult to parse, it
reminds us that Berio’s interest in Mahler was ultimately rooted in a num-
ber of shared aesthetic and compositional priorities.

This interest was rekindled in November of 1985 when de La Grange
sent Berio the score of Mahler’s Lieder und Gesdinge: fourteen songs for voice
and piano distributed over three volumes, composed between 1880 and
1890, and first published in 1892.2 These volumes served as Berio’s main
source for two sets of Mahler transcriptions that were later published as
Fiinf friihe Lieder (1986) and Sechs friihe Lieder (1987). Berio’s approach to
the task of transcription in the context of these two sets can now be stud-

1 Letter from Luciano Berio to Henry-Louis de La Grange, 11 November 1973 (Luciano
Berio Collection, PSS). Berio refers to the first volume of de La Grange’s Mahler,
published in English (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973).

2 Gustav Mahler, Lieder und Gesdnge, fiir eine Singstimme und Klavier: tief (Mainz: Schott,
and Vienna: Universal Edition, n. d.).
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ied more carefully thanks to the availability of several new sources that
include Berio’s copy of Mahler’s Lieder und Gesinge, the fair copies of his
subsequent transcriptions of these songs, and his conducting scores.> The
piano-vocal scores offer particular insight into Berio’s transcribing practice.
For during the initial stages of transcribing these songs Berio made detailed
annotations that include, among other things, indications of instrumenta-
tion, minor changes to the original melodic and harmonic content of indi-
vidual songs, and the elaboration of their contrapuntal and motivic fabric.
When taken together, these scores reveal that Berio’s practice of alluding
to and borrowing from multiple musical sources played a central role in his
conception of transcription in the earliest stage of the creative process. In
what follows I will focus on two songs in which Berio’s attitude toward
transcription emerges as a kind of homage to Mahler’s own well-known
re-cycling practices. In the first, “Zu Stralburg auf der Schanz’,” Berio
alludes to Mahler’s abandoned attempt to orchestrate the song, while in
the second, “Ablosung im Sommer,” he quotes the symphonic movement
by Mahler that is in itself an instrumental transcription of the original song.

Given that many of Mahler’s songs for voice and piano served as step-
ping-stones for their eventual orchestral elaboration, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that Berio approached these un-orchestrated songs in a similar spirit.
Commenting on Mahler’s setting for voice and piano of “Zu Strallburg auf
der Schanz’,” Dika Newlin observes that the accompaniment is “always
reaching out for orchestral effects.”* Indeed, the resulting “orchestral allu-
sions” in this song are often acknowledged by way of performance anno-
tations that, according to Newlin, are meant to “stimulate the imagination
of player and singer alike.”® In the opening measures, for example, the right
hand of the piano is marked Wie eine Schalmei (Like a herdsman’s pipe),
while in connection with the subsequent low-register trills in the left hand
the pianist is instructed to perform these trills with an ear to imitating the
sound of muted drums. But if by orchestrating this song Berio literalizes
such allusions, he also frequently transforms the passages in question in a
way that alters their very fabric. Whereas at the beginning of “Zu Strallburg
auf der Schanz’,” Berio’s orchestration merely amplifies the pedal effect
called for in the piano part, as the transcription unfolds he allows the
dotted march rhythm that accompanies the singer’s initial utterance to pro-
liferate in ways that transform the rhythmic surface of the original song
(see Plate 1).

3 I owe a particular debt of gratitude to Angela Ida de Benedictis, who has continued
to act as a generous reader and interlocutor. I would also like to thank Talia Pecker
Berio for her valuable insights, as well as for her kind permission to reproduce por-
tions of this material.

4 Dika Newlin, Bruckner, Mahler, Schoenberg, rev. ed. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1978),
p. 125.

5 Ibid., p. 126.
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Plate 1: Gustav Mahler, Lieder und Gesdinge, printed edition with annotations, vol. 3,
p. 2 (Mainz: Schott, and Vienna: Universal Edition, s. d., Ed. Schott 834 / UE 3954b;
Luciano Berio Collection, PSS).

“Zu StraBburg auf der Schanz’” also offers an example of Berio’s prac-
tice of drawing on multiple musical sources. Here the striking similarities
between the first sixteen measures of Berio’s transcription and Mahler’s
abandoned attempt to orchestrate the song suggest that Berio had access to
this seldom-discussed fragment.® That Mahler’s abandoned attempt dates

6 Inaletter from Henry-Louis de La Grange to Luciano Berio, dated 28 November 1985,
de La Grange offers to send Berio the manuscript (Luciano Berio Collection, PSS). Its
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from 1904 - some fifteen years after the song was first composed — also
explains why, by borrowing from this later model, Berio’s transcription
anachronistically evokes the sound world of Mahler’s later Wunderhorn
settings.

In the case of “Ablosung im Sommer,” Berio engages more openly with
the multiple musical sources on which he draws, while at the same time
significantly transforming the song’s melodic and rhythmic fabric. In the
summer of 1895, when Mahler began work on his Third Symphony, the
song served as the initial point of departure for the work’s scherzo. Indeed,
the scherzo’s first sixty-seven measures offer a more or less faithful tran-
scription of the original song. But what distinguishes Berio’s transcription
is the way he puts it into dialogue with the original song and the symphonic
movement it inspired. Not only does this reworked song offer a full-blown
commentary on Mahler’s own practice of creating instrumental symphonic
movements out of his own vocal settings, it can also be heard as a commen-
tary on his own more general attitude toward transcription.

Whereas the song and the scherzo serve as Berio’s primary models, his
frequent alterations often draw on this material in unexpected ways. This
is already evident at the outset where Berio slyly introduces an invented
perpetuum mobile figure comprised of running sixteenth notes, a figure that
is present at the beginning neither of the original song nor of the symphonic
scherzo (see Plate 2). Indeed, a sustained perpetuum mobile figure does not
appear in either work until the subsequent shift to the major mode.” But
rather than thinking of this figure simply as a reference to its two models,
its presence might also be heard as an allusion to an earlier work: namely,
the scherzo of the Second Symphony, whose perpetuum mobile manner
haunts the third movement of Berio’s own Sinfonia.

Perhaps the most extraordinary moment in this transcription comes in
the idyllic A-major interlude at the line: “Ei! Das soll thun Frau Nachtigall!
Die sitzt auf griinem Zweige!” Here, on the word Zweige, Berio alters the
original pitches (Cy and A), replacing these two notes with the pitches
A and F (see Plate 3). Unlike many of his other alterations, in this case Berio
is not shy about revealing the source of the altered notes. Whereas in the
piano-vocal score he provides only a general clue (in the form of a pencil
annotation that reads “III Sinf.”), the fair copy includes a more precise an-
notation that directs the reader to the exact source of these notes (see Plate
4).® By making such a direct reference to the scherzo, Berio makes fully

receipt by Berio is confirmed by the existence of a photocopy of Mahler’s abandoned
orchestration tucked inside the front cover of the annotated piano-vocal score Berio
used while transcribing this song.

7 Gustav Mahler, “Ablosung im Sommer,” m. 32; Mahler, Symphony No. 3, scherzo,
m. 34.

8 “Vedi Scherzo II Sinfonia, 1° oboe, 8 battuta dopo 2 (Ed. Universal).” This annotation
is preserved in the published score, albeit in a slightly different form.
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Plate 2: Gustav Mahler, Lieder und Gesdinge, printed edition with annotations,
p. 6 (see Plate I; Luciano Berio Collection, PSS).

transparent his attitude toward transcription: namely, that the source of a
given transcription might also be another transcription. What is more, by
modeling his own transcription on Mahler’s subsequent instrumental elab-
oration, he self-consciously practices a type of borrowing that mirrors Mahl-
er’s own practice. And by drawing on the scherzo of the Third as a source
for his transcription of “Ablésung im Sommer,” Berio is doing what Mahler
himself did during the process of orchestrating and transcribing many of
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Plate 3: Gustav Mahler, Lieder und Gesdinge, printed edition with annotations,
p. 7 (see Plate I; Luciano Berio Collection, PSS).
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Plate 4: Luciano Berio / Gustav Mahler, Fiinf friihe Lieder, autograph full score, p. 8
(Luciano Berio Collection, PSS).
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his own songs, including “Ging heut morgen iiber’s Feld” and “Die zwei
blauen Augen” from the Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen.’

For Berio the difficulty in assigning borders to what he called “the vast
territories of transcription” can be attributed, at least in part, to the sheer
diversity of approaches that have long motivated composers to transcribe
the works of their predecessors.!° In the case of his own transcriptions, how-
ever, we know that Berio often undertook the task of transcription with a
rather specific analytical goal in mind. As he later wrote in connection with
his Mahler transcriptions, his goal here was “to bring to light the undercur-
rents of the original piano part: Wagner, Brahms, the adult Mahler, and the
modes of orchestration that came after him.”!" But if this process gives rise
to a range of rather specific musical references, it is also important to re-
member that these references seem to dety any clear chronology. And since
Berio’s transcriptions are rarely modeled on a single musical source, we
might also say that, rather like an act of listening, they always imply an
ever-growing network of musical associations.

9 When Mabhler first orchestrated these two songs he drew not only on the original
piano-vocal versions but also on those passages in the First Symphony where they
first attained orchestral form.

10 Luciano Berio, Remembering the Future (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2006), p. 39.
11 Ibid., p. 41.

38

Mitteilungen der Paul Sacher Stiftung, Nr. 30, April 2017



