


GUSTAV MAHLER (1860-1911)

Symphony No. 10
(performing edition by Deryck Cooke)

Transcribed for piano solo by
Ronald Stevenson (1st movement) and Christopher White (2nd-5th movements)

1 Adagio: Andante – Adagio 21.00
2 Scherzo: Schnelle Viertel 11.48
3 Purgatorio: Allegretto moderato 4.28
4 Scherzo: Allegro pesante, nicht zu schnell 11.15
5 Finale: Langsam – Allegro moderato – Adagio 18.33

Total playing time 67.04

CHRISTOPHER WHITE
piano



NOTES ON THE RECORDING by Christopher White 1

“The two of us wrote…together. Since each of us was several, there was already quite a
crowd”. In their groundbreaking work A Thousand Plateaus, co-authors Giles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari describe working together in these unusual terms. The phrase jumped
out at me as a useful allegory to describe my work, aided and abetted by my friend and
colleague Ronald Stevenson, on the solo piano transcription of Mahler’s Tenth
Symphony, presented here for the first time. For not only were he and I involved in
producing the work, but a whole host of antecedents were, so to speak, breathing down
our neck: Mahler himself, of course, who was unable to complete the work; Deryck
Cooke, the pioneering English musicologist who prepared a ‘performing version’ of the
sketches in the 1960s; and his assistants, the composers Colin and David Matthews, the
latter consulted by me during preparation of the second movement in late summer 2007.

Dr. Stevenson, also, comes with his fair share of ‘baggage’: as perhaps the world’s
leading expert on the life and music of Ferruccio Busoni, piano transcriber par
excellence, he prepared his own transcription of the opening Adagio of the Symphony
with this tradition very much in mind, a fact clearly discernible after just a few bars. Dr.
Stevenson’s own particular insight as a composer comes through loud and clear in his
own work, which has inspired mine, as well as his significant if not widely held view
that a transcription is in essence an act of re-composition.

The question could legitimately be posed, then: how do we find our way back, through
this thicket of personalities and compositional theories, to the original Mahler? Or
rather, this question could be legitimately posed if 'finding our way back to the original
Mahler' had been the primary intention of either Dr. Stevenson or myself. But this is
very profoundly not our intention. In addition, it is not as if the piano is an instrument
starved of repertoire, which could benefit from some transcribed music of earlier
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composers, and it is not as if an orchestral recording of the Tenth could not easily be
picked up at the record store – so wider dissemination of an unknown work is not our
primary intention either.

Then why produce and record a work such as this? Well, once we have got beyond the
significant and multi-purpose “Why not?”, which should never be discounted but which
often is when discussing unusual musical enterprises, my intention was, partly, to tap
into a tradition with which Mahler in his time would actually have been rather familiar.

In his time, it seems to me, respect for the musical text of a work was a far more
conceptual, far less literal idea, than it has become. A professional conductor and
composer of Mahler’s stature would think nothing of worshipping a work of an earlier
composer and giving it a ‘helping hand’ in matters of orchestration etc., as indeed he did
with symphonic works of Beethoven and Schumann, for instance. Also, Mahler was
instrumental, early in his career, in bringing Weber’s comic opera Die Drei Pintos to
life from the sketches Weber left at the end of his life, and perhaps most surprisingly of
all is quoted as saying to an orchestra: “hail to the conductor who will alter my scores
according to the acoustics of the concert hall” (recorded by Egon Wellesz). Duty to the
score, as understood by Mahler, means duty not in the bald, orthographic sense of the
word, but in terms of its effect on a real live audience in a real live concert hall at a
particular time. Thereby, it could be argued, music acquires a living, ‘dynamic’ quality,
and begins to be rescued, in Richard Taruskin’s terms, from being a ‘museum piece’.

We arrive at another of my 'non-intentions' with this transcription – I am not, in my
playing, slavishly attempting to ‘re-produce’ every orchestral sound on the piano; whilst
I do attempt quasi-orchestral effects in places, I would like this work to be thought of
predominantly as a piano piece. In truth, it is a ‘piano commentary’ on the ‘performing
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draft’ of the uncompleted Tenth Symphony of Gustav Mahler. In one sense, then, the
‘authentic’ Mahler is left far behind; in another, he is merely seen in a different light,
and is perhaps presented in a way which allows us a way in to his dynamic and evolving
compositional process (I love Theodor Adorno’s definition of Mahler as “the
developing composer par excellence”).What Ronald Stevenson has described to me, in
private conversation, as 'the living thread' in the life of a musical work merely begins at
the time of composition; it comes through the ears and the fingers of a whole host of
others, musicians and non-musicians alike, which give it sustained life: it is only in this
dynamic sense that a composer can be granted anything which could even allegorically
be described as 'immortality'.

Whilst the above is admittedly somewhat controversial, and either drastically old-
fashioned or drastically futuristic, I hope it begins to give an insight into my motivations
and methods in preparing this transcription, which could otherwise seem to be a
somewhat obscure project. In some places, I have altered the Mahlerian textures to
produce a playable solution, but this was necessary on surprisingly few occasions –
Mahler was no mean pianist himself (there are piano roll recordings), and used the
instrument to compose. There are places, too, when the fact that this transcription is a
piano piece comes through more clearly than in others, for example my rendering of the
bass drum solo strokes at the beginning of the final movement (a complicated trick
involving the third pedal and my right forearm to generate extra resonance), and the
expansion of the pitch material at the recapitulation of the third movement. Otherwise,
Mahler's extraordinary technical and imaginative accomplishment in this symphony
give rise to a piano piece which runs the full gamut of pianistic textures, from monody
at the very opening all the way to the famous nine-note chord, a shriek of terror which
uses the full orchestra, not to mention the range of emotions involved, and
extraordinarily compositionally inventive sections such as that of musical de- and re-
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generation between the fourth and the final movement, which I hope is thrown into
particularly clear relief by a pianistic rendering.

My part of the score of this work, and this recording, are dedicated to Dr. Ronald
Stevenson – I am humbled and privileged to have so eminent a colleague and champion.

I also thank Rosemary Burton and Robin Green for their assistance both before and
during the recording session. Practically, this project would have been impossible
without the tireless and dedicated work of Jim and Joyce Pattison, whose technical
expertise, and knowledge of how to get the best out of nervous young soloists, know no
bounds. For their support, both financial and spiritual, in this maiden voyage of mine
into the world of recorded music, I am profoundly grateful. I also wish to record my
thanks to Benjamin Zander, Michael Corby and Mr. David Littlewood of teh Gustav
Mahler Society UK for support of the project.

Christopher White, April 2009
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Christopher White (b.1984) graduated from the Royal Academy of Music in 2007
with first-class honours, as well as awards for academic and practical music making. He
gained a Masters Degree from the same institution the next year (gaining a distinction),
in which he was supported by the Musicians Benevolent Fund and the Arts and
Humanities Research Council. He studies piano with Hamish Milne and Nicholas
Walker, and piano accompaniment with Michael Dussek.

Christopher has studied Chopin with the late Prof. Alexander Satz, Messiaen with
Pierre-Laurent Aimard and Busoni with Ronald Stevenson. He has performed as a
chamber musician in the Wigmore, Fairfield and Queen Elizabeth Halls, as well as the
Clore Studio of the Royal Opera House with members of the Royal Ballet, and on BBC
Radio 3’s ‘In Tune’ programme. He contributed to the Ronald Stevenson 80th birthday
celebrations at St. John’s, Smith Square in April 2008, playing Busoni. Other solo
performances have taken him as far afield as Vienna, Kyoto, New York City and New
Zealand, the latter for a Chopin recital on a piano donated to the city of Auckland by
Paderewski.

As a chamber musician, Christopher has twice visited the International Musicians’
Seminar in Prussia Cove, Cornwall, studying trio and cello-piano duo repertoire with
Valeria Szervansky. He made his Park Lane Group debut, with bassoonist Rosemary
Burton, in January 2009 at the Purcell Room, London.

He has worked extensively for singers on Lieder and song recitals as well as on opera
scenes by nineteenth- and twentieth-century composers. He participated in the Das Lied
competition in Berlin in February 2009, and the Young Songmakers Almanac series of
Masterclasses in March of the same year. He is also a founder member and Artistic
Director of the Little Opera Company (www.thelittleoperacompany.co.uk).
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Christopher spent the summer of 2008 as a Piano Fellow at the Tanglewood Music
Centre in Massachusetts, in which he worked with Maestro James Levine and assistant
conductors from the Metropolitan Opera, New York, on a staged production of Kurt
Weill’s opera Mahagonny, as well as playing the role of onstage pianist in the
production. He also made several solo and chamber appearances at the Centre’s Seiji
Ozawa Hall, participated in vocal masterclasses by Phyllis Curtin, Renée Fleming,
Dawn Upshaw, Martin Katz and James Levine, and contributed to the centennial
celebrations for Elliot Carter, including preparing the world première performance of
Mad Regales.

In addition to piano studies, Christopher is an organist and conductor. As a writer on
music he is now a regular contributor to Piano Professional and International Piano
magazines. His Masters dissertation focussed on the music of Mahler, and he is taking
his Mahler studies further in his current Doctoral research, due for completion in 2011.

Ronald Stevenson
“Composer-pianist-musicologist-teacher and proverbial renaissance man” is how

Murray McLachlan, himself an international pianist and teacher described Ronald
Stevenson in the brochure detailing the weekend of celebration recitals given in St.
John’s, Smith Square, London in 2008, to mark the 80th birthday of Ronald Stevenson.
Born in Blackburn, Lancashire in March 1928, with a Scots heritage on his father’s side
and Welsh on his mother’s, he is very aware of his Celtic heritage.

Ronald Stevenson is a Fellow of the Royal Manchester College of Music (now
incorporated into the Royal Northern College of Music) where he was a student.
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Later in 1954-55 he studied with the Busoni student and Italian biographer of Busoni,
Guido Guerrini at the Accademia di Santa Cecilia in Rome.

Although a prolific composer of original music, Stevenson’s transcriptions for the piano
are as serious as they are many – and they comprise nearly 40% of his output.
Stevenson’s thoughts on transcriptions are also Busoni’s and deserve study in
themselves1,2. In every way, Ronald Stevenson is a remarkable man3.

Ronald Stevenson
Giving a lecture at the Sixth Chetham’s
International Summer School and Festival for
Pianists, August 22, 2006

1
Ed. Scott-Sutherland, C., Ronald Stevenson – the man and his music, Toccata Press, London, 2005, pp.99-106

2
MacDonald, M., Ronald Stevenson, National Library of Edinburgh, 1989, p. 81

3
http://www.ronaldstevensonscociety.org.uk
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