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Gustav Mahler

Symphony No. 2 in C minor “Resurrection”
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Gustav Mahler's Symphony No. 2, “Resurrection,’is far more
than a purely orchestral work; it is a vast musical meditation

on the meaning of human existence. In this symphony, Mahler
confronts fundamental themes—life and death, suffering and
redemption—expanding the symphonic genre at the end of the
nineteenth century into a philosophical and spiritual realm.

In 1888, after completing his Symphony No. 1, Mahler was
rapidly gaining recognition as both a composer and a conductor.
His successful completion of Carl Maria von Weber’s unfinished
opera Die drei Pintosin Leipzig helped establish his reputation as
a promising young musician. Yet despite this outward success,
Mabhler’s inner world was increasingly haunted by anxiety and
images of death. He later recounted a dream in which he saw
himself lying dead upon a bed surrounded by flowers. This
powerful vision soon took musical form as the orchestral work
Totenfeier(Funeral Rite), which would later become the first
movement of Symphony No. 2.

The composition of the symphony did not proceed without
interruption. Around 1889, Mahler suffered profound personal
losses with the deaths of his parents and his younger sister,
experiences that left deep marks on both his life and his music.
After a prolonged period of silence, his creative momentum
returned in 1893, when he retreated to Steinbach am Attersee in
Austria. Living close to nature, Mahler spent long hours walking
through forests and mountains, and during this period he
composed the second and third movements of the symphony,
along with several songs from Des Knaben Wunderhorn(The
Youth’s Magic Horn). The fourth movement, “Urlicht”(Primeval
Light), sung by an alto soloist, is also drawn directly from this
song collection.

Yet the question of how to conclude a symphony that began
with a funeral remained unresolved. Mahler sought a vision that
could transcend death itself, and gradually he began to conceive

amonumental finale involving chorus and soloists. At the same
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time, he hesitated, acutely aware of the inevitable comparison
with Beethoven'’s Ninth Symphony. The severe criticism of his
music by the influential conductor Hans von Biilow during this
period only deepened his uncertainty.

The decisive moment came in 1894 at Biillow's funeral. As
Mahler listened to a choral setting of Friedrich Klopstock’s
poem Die Auferstehung(Resurrection) resounding through

St. Michael's Church in Hamburg, he later recalled that he
suddenly understood the direction his symphony must take.
He adopted Klopstock’s text, adding verses of his own, in order
to express the idea that death is not an end, but a process of
transformation and rebirth. From this revelation emerged the
vast choral finale of the symphony.

Premiered in Berlinin 1895 under Mahler’s own direction, the
work received mixed critical responses but left a profound
impression on audiences. In time, Symphony No. 2 came

to be recognized as the true point of departure for Mahler’s
mature musical universe—a monumental work that heralds the
philosophical symphonies that would define his legacy.
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The first movement of Mahler's Symphony No. 2 bears the
subtitle Totenfeier(Funeral Rite). Inspired by a poem by the
Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz, it was originally conceived as an
independent symphonic poem before becoming the opening
movement of the symphony. Mahler himself described this
movement as “burying the hero of the First Symphony and

10

reflecting on his life as if in a clear mirror.”

The movement opens with an unsettling tremolo in C minor,
creating an atmosphere of intense tension. The first theme,
introduced by the low strings, evokes a solemn funeral march.
This is followed by a lyrical second theme in the violins, offering
a brief sense of consolation before the music returns to a state
of violent despair. In the development section, a new pastoral
idea emerges, followed by motifs reminiscent of the Dies Irae,
the so-called “cross motif,” and an early foreshadowing of the
“resurrection motif,” which will later appear in its full formin the
final movement.

The recapitulation largely follows the structure of the
exposition, though the second theme returns transformed
through its combination with the pastoral material from the
development. The movement concludes with a vast and tragic
climax, which Mahler described as portraying “the suffering
and death of a great spirit, and the scene of his burial.” After this
movement, Mahler instructs in the score that there should be “at
least a five-minute pause,” allowing the audience time to absorb
the overwhelming musical experience.

29t | Andante moderato
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The second movement was described by Mahler as a
recollection of “the happiest and most peaceful moments of the
hero's life.” Its musical material is based on melodies Mahler
had sketched as early as 1888. Written in A-flat major and 3/8
time, the movement takes the form of a Landler, an Austrian
folk dance, and features a structure with two contrasting

trio sections. Mahler marks the score Sehr gemachlich. Nie
eilen(Very leisurely. Never hurry). Pastoral and unpretentious
in character, the movement stands in gentle contrast to the
tragedy of the first movement, evoking fond memories of life’s
simple beauty. Within the broader journey toward confusion,
redemption, and resurrection, this movement serves as a

moment of calm repose—a place to pause and reflect.
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The third movement is a scherzo based on the song Des
Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt(St. Anthony of Padua'’s
Sermon to the Fishes) from Mahler’s song collection Des
Knaben Wunderhorn(The Youth’s Magic Horn). Listeners may
also discern echoes of the third movement of Hans Rott’s
Symphony No. 1,a composer whom Mabhler greatly admired.
Mabhler described this movement as expressing a state in
which “all faith in life has been lost, and everything appears
meaningless.” Although the score calls for a ‘humorous’
character, the music itself is often ironic, cynical, and at times
grotesque.

As inthe song’s narrative—where St. Anthony’s sermon leaves
the fishes unchanged—the movement symbolizes the hypocrisy
and emptiness of human society. Through its endlessly circling
motifs, the music conveys the soul’'s confusion and wandering
after death, heightening the longing for salvation that will

emerge in the following movement.

49 | Urlicht. Sehr feierlich, aber schlicht

(2ol H). FAsi=| 2AFE|X] A

A
12
0
ro

2

glojof ol %t En|2| T 22| W(Urlicht) S U= A

8ot AgoR, LE ZYOZ AFEL, LE 2tz thadt shdat
ZUst 2217| KoM, lzZte] 1SS Fof MojA L7 t7taxt sk 2k
ot 20| L=t

Of ofE2 wgk= HHlo|M S8 Moz, 39| &2t} 3|9/of
M BlojLt 32t 5|e| 7Hsd S MAISC) Z0l= BRI Hoist 5
XS ot YUN-ZAH MFEM Z2EAN JES 510, F3 HH
O| MIAIE &ret =8¢t 7| =5 B ALt

The fourth movement is a direct setting of the song
Urlicht(Primeval Light) from Des Knaben Wunderhornand is

sung by an alto soloist. In A-flat major, with simple harmonies
and a deeply reverent atmosphere, the movement gives voice to
a human soul yearning to transcend suffering and draw closer
to God.

This movement marks a crucial turning point in the symphony,
offering faith and hope after the doubt and turmoil of the third
movement. Though brief, it serves as both a spiritual and
musical prelude to the monumental finale, embodying a quiet
prayer directed toward the world beyond death.
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Lasting nearly thirty minutes, the fifth movement forms the
culmination of the symphony and calls for massive orchestral
forces, mixed chorus, and alto and soprano soloists. It opens
with an explosive orchestral outburst, evoking a dramatic vision
of apocalypse, judgment, and cosmic upheaval.

After an extended instrumental introduction, a distant chorus
enters softly with the opening lines of Friedrich Klopstock's
poem Auferstehung(Resurrection). Mahler then adds his

own verses, and the music gradually expands toward an
overwhelming climax. The final section employs offstage
brass, organ, and bells, creating the effect of celestial trumpets
proclaiming resurrection.

In this ultimate apotheosis, Mahler affirms a vision beyond
suffering and death—a triumphant proclamation of eternal life.
Through this final movement, Mahler sought to depict a

world without judgment or punishment, one illuminated by
all-encompassing love. Symphony No. 2, “Resurrection,”
transcends the personal to address humanity’s universal
questions of death, redemption, and renewal, standing as

Mahler’s first great philosophical symphonic epic.
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