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Abstract:

This paper takes Gustav Mahler’s symphonies as the object
of study, to sort out their stylistic transition between the
two musical traditions of Romanticism and Modernism, as
well as their psychological lineage. Through a combination
of documentary research and music ontology analysis, the
paper focuses on modernist elements such as fragmentation
of motifs, tonal ambiguity and the use of dissonance,
as well as Romantic features such as melodic lyricism,
rich harmonic colors and orchestral innovations, and
explores in depth the mapping mechanism of Freud’s
theory of the unconscious and Jung’s concept of the
collective subconscious in the work. It also assesses the
inspiration and influence of Mahler’s stylistic innovations
on subsequent composers such as Arnold Schoenberg,
Dmitri Shostakovich, and Olivier Messiaen. It is found
that Mahler, through the transformation of psychological
concepts and musical elements, both expanded the
expressive dimensions of symphonic writing and provided
a source of motivation for the development of modernism.
This paper provides a new academic perspective for
understanding the deeper significance of Mahler’s works
and their positioning in the history of modern music,
as well as pointing out the direction for contemporary
symphonic writing and interdisciplinary research.
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1. Introduction

in the use of motivic fragmentation, tonal ambi-
guity, and dissonance, demonstrating the aesthetic

As an important representative of late Romanticism,
Gustav Mabhler’s (1860-1911) symphonic works are
deeply rooted in the lyrical tradition of the nineteenth
century Austro-German context, but also pioneered

orientation of twentieth-century modernism, and are
recognized as a “bridge” between Romanticism and
modernism. He is recognized as a “bridge” compos-
er between Romanticism and Modernism. Mahler’s
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bold expansion of symphonic scale, orchestration and
structural form not only transcended the established sym-
phonic paradigm, but also provided a rich creative model
for future generations of composers [1].

In recent years, academics have begun to scrutinize
Mahler’s musical style transition from a psychological
perspective. Freud’s theory of the unconscious and Jung’s
concept of the collective subconscious were widely dis-
seminated through music salons and literary journals at
the beginning of the twentieth century, which provided
Mahler with new paths for creative thinking. Researchers
have pointed out that Mahler’s attention to deep psycho-
logical conflicts and archetypal imagery in his music was
the driving force behind his innovations in motivic pro-
cessing and structural organization.

This paper intends to systematically explore the symbiosis
of Romantic and Modernist stylistic elements in Mahler’s
symphonies and their psychological vein, and then to
assess the far-reaching impact of this transition on subse-
quent Modernist composers and contemporary symphonic
writing. Relying on literature analysis, music ontology
analysis, and interdisciplinary comparisons, the study
seeks to reveal the internal mechanism of transition from
creative motivation to musical language.

2. The Embodiment of Romantic Style
in Mahler’s Symphonies

2.1 Overview of Romantic Music Characteris-
tics

Romantic music is centered on emotional expression,
integrating individual subjective experience and natural
scenery into the creative process [2].In terms of melody,
Romantic works often use broad phrases and extended
legato lines, emphasizing singing and lyricism, so that the
listener can directly feel the emotional fluctuations of the
composer’s heart; in terms of harmony, it makes good use
of richly colored chord progressions, breaks through the
constraints of the traditional tonal function, and creates
strong emotional tension through non-harmonics, alter-
nating tonality and extended chords; in terms of rhythm,
it does not adhere to the strict metronomic organization.
In terms of rhythm, instead of adhering to the strict metro-
nomic organization, free rhythmic treatment often occurs,
such as prolonging or shortening the bar, temporarily add-
ing rests to express the inner hesitation and excitement;
in terms of orchestration techniques, Romantic compos-
ers expanded the size of the orchestra, pursued diversi-
fied timbral contrasts, and created a grand and delicate
acoustic space through the independent use of the voices

and the mixing of the arrangements. The above features
together constitute the basic style of Romantic music in
pursuit of individuality and emotional depth.

2.2 Specific manifestations of Romantic style in
Mabhler’s symphonies

The lyrical singing quality of the melodies is very prom-
inent in Mahler’s symphonies. He repeatedly employs
themes with long lines, starting from a deep bass and
gradually spreading to a soaring melodic peak. The me-
lodic lines show a tone of introspection and catharsis in
the continuous inner breathing, and in the slow phrases
interwoven with the jumping ornaments, the composer’s
deep sense of life and nature is heard.

The use of harmony breaks through the traditional tonal
framework, creating a sound space that is both stable and
implicitly tense. There is the quietness of parallel chords,
but also intervals of augmented fourths or diminished
sevenths are inserted between the main chords, making
the harmonic colors present a sense of suspension and
staccato [3].As a result, the listener seems to be in an
ever-changing emotional scene, with subtle dissonances
intensifying the tremors of the mind.

In terms of instrumentation, Mahler enriched the timbral
layers of the symphony orchestra by expanding the power
of woodwinds, brass and percussion. He introduced folk
instruments into the orthodox preparation, with touches
of cowbell and guitar adding a regional flavor. With the
dynamic contrasts between the voices, the music moves
freely between dark whispers and grandiose roars, creat-
ing a picture of nature and the human heart.

The choice of theme and the expression of emotion run
through the whole piece. Natural scenes are anthropomor-
phized in the theme, and the alternation of morning and
evening or the sudden arrival of wind and rain are revived
in the notes. The flow of emotions reveals the fragility and
exuberance of the individual through the subtle changes in
rhythm and intensity, and the juxtaposition of grand narra-
tive and inner monologue in a single movement presents
the double questioning of Romanticism on the mysteries
of life and the universe.

3. The emergence of modernist charac-
teristics in Mahler’s symphonies

3.1 Overview of the characteristics of modern-
ist music

Modernist music seeks to break away from traditional
expression by breaking down motifs into short fragments
in order to show a sense of jumps and breaks in thought



[4]. Tonality is no longer built around the dominant, but
often rests between chromatic relationships, creating an
ambiguous aural atmosphere. Rhythmic structures become
complex, with irregular syncopations and asymmetrical
bar counts breaking the reliance on a steady beat. The
harmonic language abandoned complete concord and ex-
pressed inner anxieties and conflicts with widely used dis-
sonances. Overall, modernist music attempted to present
psychological states closer to reality and the subconscious
with fragmentation and multidimensional oppositions.

3.2 The specific presentation of modernist char-
acteristics in Mahler’s symphonies

Fragmentation of thematic motifs: Motifs are continually
cut into very short patterns throughout the piece, some-
times leaving only one or two beats, and subsequently
appearing at different speeds and pitches. Propagandistic
motifs are cut into fragmentary pieces, which are inter-
spersed in different voices, creating a dislocated dialogical
effect.

Tonal ambiguity: The main transposition is no longer
based on the traditional functional direction, and the alter-
nation between chromatic and whole tone makes the tonal
boundaries hazy. The fragmented theme moves between
different tonal centers, making it difficult for the listener
to determine where it will end up.

The use of dissonance: With the help of augmented
fourths, diminished sevenths and complex compound
chords, Mabhler creates tension and anxiety at points of
conflict. Sometimes, at the climax, he suddenly inserts a
high degree of dissonance in the second or seventh, cut-
ting off the emotional threads in an instant, as if to express
his shock at the inability of the modern world to cope with
the situation.

Innovations in structural form: The traditional four-move-
ment framework of the symphony was expanded in
Mabhler’s hands to five or six movements, even integrat-
ing vocal and instrumental music in the same movement.
The movements are no longer clearly separated by slow
introductions or finals, but are connected to each other by
improvised extensions of the motifs, forming a continuous
scene.

4. The psychological vein of the transi-
tion of musical styles in Mahler’s sym-
phonies

4.1 The Influence of Freud’s Unconscious Theo-
ry on Mahler’s Music Composition

In the repeated presentation and mutation of typical frag-
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ments, the sound pattern not only serves as a motive, but
also transforms into a field of dialog between the ego,
the superego and the self [5].The irregular repetitions of
the basses often represent the stubborn return of deeper
desires, while the sudden jumps of the treble lines are
like sudden impulses after repression. The sharp turns in
harmonic color between stability and abruptness provide
a strong contrast between egoic impulses and superegoic
constraints. The chromatic inversion of the chords in the
slow passage of the Fourth Symphony is both a hint of the
craving of the ego and a way of reflecting the ego’s com-
promise and reconciliation of the conflict in the harmonic
crunch [6].Subconscious anxieties are often amplified
through these momentary acoustic fissures, and the listen-
er is able to feel the psychological churning inspired by
unconscious conflict.

Mabhler’s exposure to Freud’s ideas centered on academic
lectures and publications in Vienna and its music scene. In
the early music salons, psychological theories were often
discussed alongside artistic creations, and Mahler gained
an ear for the dynamics of the unconscious [7].When the
translation of The Interpretation of Dreams entered the
Austrian publishing market, Mahler included excerpts
from his notes on repression and subliminal movement
[8].He quoted from these notes several more times when
revising the slow movement of the Fifth Symphony, deep-
ening the psychological flavor of the fragmentation and
recombination of motives.

4.2 Jung’s Theory of the Collective Subcon-
scious in Mahler’s Works

Archetypal images recur in different movements of
Mahler’s symphonies, forming a network of mental im-
agery across movements. Maternal symbols are usually
presented in soft strings and warm woodwinds, and the
theme is reproduced in the first movement’s soft plate
when the orchestra’s timbre shifts from dark to light, as if
the archetype were moving from latent to manifest. Nature
imagery, on the other hand, draws on a dialog between
brass and percussion to build a vast landscape picture in
the third movement, and returns to the original motif with
a thematic echo in the coda [9].The death archetype is
often nasal and intertwined with clusters of bass strings,
and there is a thythmic spiral downward in the structural
layout that draws the listener into an endless abyss. The
archetypal metamorphosis between movements is not only
a thematic development, but also a repeated internaliza-
tion and restructuring of collective subconscious imagery,
revealing a common human psychological experience.

Jungian doctrine spread through Swiss psychological so-
cieties and literary journals in the early twentieth century,
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and Mahler was exposed to numerous seminars organized
by psychologists during his performances to and from
Berlin and Munich. Private conversations with pioneers of
analytical psychology, such as Ernst Julius, provided him
with ideas for incorporating the archetypes of the collec-
tive subconscious into his symphonic compositions. Since
then, Mahler has placed archetypal motives at key points
in his Sixth Symphony as a way of echoing the workings
of society’s overall psychological structure.

4.3 Mechanism of Transformation between Mu-
sical Elements and Psychoanalytic Concepts

Psychoanalytic concepts undergo a transformation from
abstraction to figuration in Mahler’s writing [10].Repres-
sion and emergence are manifested in the form of rhyth-
mic interruptions and short motivational breaths; symbols
of the collective subconscious recur in the form of fixed
patterns and timbral combinations; anxiety is transformed
into a constant intrusion of dissonance; and inner conflict
is manifested in the asymmetrical counterpoint between
the voices. The motivation for the composition stems
from reflections on psychological theories, which are then
presented musically in the specific treatment of melody,
harmony and orchestration. The elements are interwoven
in a grand structure, forming a musical narrative from un-
conscious conflict to self-integration.

5. The Influence of Mahler’s Musical
Style Transition on Subsequent Gener-
ations

5.1 Influence on subsequent modernist compos-
ers

Mahler’s innovations at the level of symphonic structure
and musical language provided a rich source of inspiration
for later modernist composers. His use of motivic frag-
mentation and thematic restructuring became a precursor
to the pioneers of the twelve-tone system such as Arnold
Schoenberg and his disciples Alban Berg and Anton We-
bern. Schoenberg’s interweaving of short themes with
counterpoint weaving in The Raccoon and the Hungry Cat
echoes the polyphonic breaks and reconfigurations estab-
lished by Mabhler in his Fifth Symphony. Mahler’s treat-
ment of tonal ambiguity can be seen in Berg’s extreme
exploration of harmonic color in his opera Wozzeck, while
Webern’s Variations for Orchestra condenses a series of
motivic fragments into very short phrases, creating an ex-
pression that is similar to Mahler’s motivic reimagining.

5.2 The Evolution and Development of Mahler’s

Musical Style in Later Generations

Later composers have continued to critique and reinvent
Mabhler’s symphonic technique while inheriting it. Dmitri
Shostakovich borrowed Mabhler’s huge orchestral compo-
sitions and emotional exaggeration to give them a stron-
ger political and social critique, while Benjamin Britten
transposed Mahler’s vocal dialogues and psychological
profiling into vocal drama to express the complexity of
his characters in Peter Grimes. French composer Olivier
Messiaen religiously extended rhythm and color in Ode
to the Holy Trinity, whose highly free rthythmic treatment
can be seen as a deepening of Mahler’s quasi-modernist
attitude of metronomic wanderlust. In the second half of
the twentieth century, Lucien Berio, Pierre Boulez, and
others looked back beyond sequential music to Mahler’s
use of dissonance and the tension of orchestral color, thus
contributing to the continuing postmodernist exploration
of the boundaries of timbre and structure. In this way,
the transitions in Mahler’s musical style not only laid the
groundwork for modernism, but also served as a point of
departure for subsequent composers to continue dialogu-
ing and transcending.

6. Conclusion

Mahler’s symphonies completed the organic transition
from Romanticism to Modernism in terms of musical
style. Their lyrical singing melodic lines and rich and
varied harmonic colors not only continued the nine-
teenth-century Romanticism’s deep expression of emotion
and nature, but also pioneered the twentieth-century Mod-
ernism’s aesthetic orientation in motivic fragmentation,
tonal ambiguity, and the use of dissonance. By incorporat-
ing Freudian and Jungian psychological theories into his
compositions, Mahler not only endowed symphonic struc-
tures with deep unconscious conflicts and collective sub-
conscious imagery, but also provided rich inspiration for
subsequent composers in terms of motivic development,
orchestration and structural innovation. The inherent
tension and narrative vein of his stylistic transitions have
had a profound impact on the works of Arnold Schoen-
berg, Dmitri Shostakovich, Olivier Messiaen, and others,
and have formed the driving force behind the continuous
breakthroughs and reinvention of modernist music. Future
research could further explore the psychological mecha-
nisms in Mahler’s music from the perspectives of acoustic
aesthetics and cognitive neuroscience, and examine the
ongoing role of its cross-cultural transmission on contem-
porary symphonic composition.



References

[1] He Q. Thematic-motivational narratological analysis of the
fourth movement of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony[J]. Theme-motif
narratology of the fourth movement of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony
[J1.

[2] Wang Wenting. A Musical Dialogue Across Time and
Space--Hou Jie on Mahler’s Symphony No. 2[J]. Music
World,2025,(02):4-8+2.

[3] Feng Xinxin. New Vision, New Methods and New Paths in
Music Research--A Review of Mahler and the New Interpretation
of 19th Century Symphonies[J]. Music Life,2025,(01):38-41.

[4] Yang Yandi. On the Historical Significance and Artistic Value
of Soviet Symphonies[J]. Northern Music, 2025,(01):7-16.

[5] Sheng Han. The Musicalization of the Mother Topic--The
Concept of Mahler’s Sixth Symphony under the Perspective

Dean&Francis

MEISHAN LIU

of Topic Theory[J]. Journal of the Central Conservatory of
Music,2024,(01):89-109.

[6] Xu Lufan. Opera and cultural duality in Mahler’s music[J].
Music Research,2023,(03):19-33.

[7] MAO Yu. Gray humor in the harmonic movement of
Mahler’s symphonies[J].Qilu Yiyuan,2022,(05):26-32.

[8] FANG Di. The spatial significance of Mahler’s Sixth
Symphony[J].Journal of Nanjing Arts Institute (Music and
Performance Edition),2021,(04):37-40.

[9] Sun Yifan. Study on the Context of “The Remains of the
Night” in Mahler’s Seventh Symphony[J]. Journal of Nanjing
Arts Institute (Music and Performance Edition),2021,(04):41-44.
[10] Zhang Wisdom. Exploring the sublime beauty of Mahler’s
Ninth Symphony[J]. Journal of Nanjing Arts Institute (Music
and Performance Edition),2021,(04):45-48.





