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Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) was one of the great masters of Italian opera, alongside Rossini, 

Donizetti, and Puccini. Nabucco, Rigoletto, La traviata, La forza del destino, Aida, and Otello are 

beloved examples, representing a mere portion of the hallmark classics he composed. Opera 

enthusiasts especially cherish his life’s work, the tragedies in particular. The more harrowing 

and volatile the tragedy was, the greater the appreciation that followed…and few operas were 

more harrowing and volatile than Otello. Shakespeare’s Othello was a tragic story about a 

Venetian general – a Moor – who was the victim of deception, a mendacity that led him to kill 

his wife, Desdemona, who was innocent of betrayal. In despair over the immolation of his 

faithful wife, Othello took his own life with a dagger.  

 

Verdi’s Otello features three of the most demanding roles in the genre: the title role for tenor; his 

baritone adversary, Iago; and the aforementioned wife, Desdemona, who plays a prominent 

role during the fourth and final act. Many great lyric sopranos have performed the role of 

Desdemona, including Renata Tebaldi, Mirella Freni, Maria Callas, Margaret Price, Kiri Te 

Kanawa, and Renée Fleming. Verdi added the “Ave Maria” aria to Shakespeare’s “Willow 

Song” in one of the most profoundly tragic scenes ever composed, surpassing almost 

everything else he wrote in terms of the depth of dolefulness. The Italian master achieves great 

affect through simplicity, such as the arpeggio motive in the English horn, the little rhythmic 

motives for three flutes, and the three repeating chords written in the lower register of the 

clarinets, (the number three represents the number of kisses that Othello will give Desdemona 

before he dispatches her), motivic ideas that are all then developed throughout the “Willow 

Song.” The beautiful “Ave Maria,” which follows, marks her final prayer before bed and serves 

as repose, written in a gracefully sweet style, reflecting the innocence of her character. 

 

The creative timeline for Otello – Verdi’s penultimate opera – was prolonged. His previous 

opera, Aida, premiered in 1871, with his legendary Requiem Mass following a few years later in 

1874, followed by a vacuity in his musical production. Giulio Ricordi, Verdi’s publisher, helped 

eventually pair the then mostly-retired composer with librettist Arrigo Boito, a respected writer 

associated with the Scapigliatura movement: the Italian version of the ‘Boheme’ movement that 

included poets, musicians and painters from all over Italy. Boito – who would later team with 

Verdi again for Falstaff – delivered a completed draft of the libretto for Otello in 1881. Verdi took 

his time with it, composing the majority of the music over three separate stretches: in March of 

1884, from December 1884 to April of 1885, and from September to October of 1885. It 

premiered in Milan on February 5, 1887, and has remained one of Verdi’s most popular works 

for 130 years. 

 

Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) was a significant Austrian composer and conductor. As a composer, 

he was important to the evolution of music through formal and harmonic expansions that 

influenced the early works of Expressionist composer Arnold Schoenberg, and in other Post-

romantic composers like Richard Strauss and Hugo Wolf. Mahler was sharply criticized during 



his lifetime for composing music that was too long, too loud, and too discordant, yet he remains 

a popular figure in classical music today. As a conductor, his contribution has been profound, 

as he would be the first prototype of modern musical direction: flamboyant, excessive, 

dramatic, high-strung, and sometimes tyrannical. These characteristics underlie his musical 

style, as well, chiefly in his symphonic works. Mahler composed nine symphonies, which are 

really like large songs, then a very large song – Das Lied von der Erde – that resembles a 

symphony, but he could not call it his tenth symphony since that would have eclipsed 

Beethoven. Mahler did eventually start a tenth symphony anyway (in f-sharp minor), but he 

died before he could complete more than two movements. He was utterly obsessed with death: 

Mahler wrote songs about dead children…his children then died after he composed those 

songs. He also held a pre-occupation with minute details, evidenced by his manuscripts. Gustav 

Mahler embodied the tragic struggling musician model, exceeding all others with the exception 

of Beethoven, who established the paradigm almost a century before. 

 

Symphony No. 4 originally began as a song, “The Heavenly Life,” which he composed for the 

song cycle Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Boy’s Magic Horn) in 1892, scored for piano and voice. 

Mahler then expanded the song into a symphony between 1899 and 1901. After some minor 

revisions, he conducted Symphony No. 4 (in G Major) with the New York Philharmonic in 

January of 1911, four months before he passed away. Mahler began writing songs for Des 

Knaben Wunderhorn around 1888, and his work on this collection of songs touched his second, 

third, and fourth symphonies. In Symphony No. 4, the original song manifests in the fourth and 

final movement, ergo, he had to write the symphony from back to front to make it appear as if 

the song for soprano was the result of the music that preceded it, instead of the other way 

around. Mahler designed the first three movements so that listeners would clearly hear how 

they all point to eventual resolution in the finale. The text of the finale references several 

martyrs, including St. Peter, and St. Ursula – who died along with thousands of maidens at the 

hands of the Huns – and also figures like St. Cecilia, the patron saint of music.  

 

Mahler believed that Symphony No. 4 was one of his friendlier works: it lacks aggressiveness, 

and it was his shortest symphony. Ironically, certain features annoyed early audiences, such as 

the use of bells – which open the work – and the rustic simplicity of the theme in the violins. 

Today, we recognize how uncharacteristic this symphony is when compared to his style in his 

other large orchestral pieces. It amounts to be his only symphonic involvement with joyfulness, 

in terms of expressive range. Mahler’s compositional point of departure for Symphony No. 4 

was the text, an old German folk poem that extols the delights of living in heaven, therefore he 

felt charged to depict those images and feelings through the joyful nature of the music, resulting 

in a happier symphony than his other examples in the same genre. The expanded 

instrumentation furthers feelings of goodness with four flutes, three oboes, five clarinets, three 

bassoons, four horns, three trumpets, harp, strings, soprano, and percussion instruments that 

include a gong, triangle, and sleigh bells. 
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