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Week	2	January	24—Symphony	No.2	“Resurrection” 
Mahler’s	Musical	Style	Continued	
Symphony	No.	2—1st	3	movements	

 
1. Hallmarks of Mahler’s musical style: 

•Songs are the seeds for his symphonies— Mahler’s own songs literally provide the 
seeds for his symphonies; the lyrical influence of Schubert is throughout Mahler’s work 
 
•Developing variation—like Brahms, his music continually unfolds from its opening ideas. 
Thematic relationships are the generating force of the symphonies 
 
•Orchestra treated as infinite combinations of unique chamber ensembles 
 
•Plasticity in counterpoint— like tectonic plates, themes seem to slide over and through 
each other to create a rich contrapuntal texture 
 
•Copious reference to external music— folk music, klezmer music, dance music, other 
classical music, and especially other Mahler songs and symphonies 
 
•Psychological narrative grafted onto classical music structure— each symphony 
presents an epic “hero” journey working through dramatic internal states  
 
•Quest for the sublime (Mahler as one of the last late Romantic composers)— each 
symphony holds the promise of revelation 
 
•“Bipolar” structure—Mahler’s music alternates sections of extreme contrasts: fast and 
slow, loud and soft, full orchestra and small chamber or solo music 
 
 

2. Composers who influenced Mahler 
• Beethoven—fate, struggle, spiritual yearning, especially in the 3rd, 5th, 9th symphonies 
 
• Schubert—lyric style, preoccupation with death and beauty, quest for the sublime 



(Composers who influenced Mahler) 
 
•Wagner—leitmotifs, epic narrative, grandiosity, theatricality, harmonic language, 
imaginative orchestration 

•Bruckner—Mahler’s model for how to translate Wagner’s operatic style into 
instrumental symphonic writing 

•Brahms—counterpoint, developing variation, structure and catharsis (esp. Symphony 1) 

•Tchaikovsky—autobiographical narrative, cyclic structure, virtuosic instrumental 
writing, combination of tragedy and triumph 

•Strauss—tone poems, especially Death and Transfiguration 

3. Symphony No. 2 “Resurrection” —1st three movements 
1st Movement—“Totenfeier” 
The first movement was originally a symphonic poem called Funeral Rites (Totenfeier)—
Mahler described it as the funeral for the hero of his first symphony. He also posed 
these questions: “Why have you lived? Why have you suffered? Is it all some huge, 
awful joke? We have to answer these questions somehow if we are to go on living – 
indeed, even if we are only to go on dying!” He also wrote of this movement as having 
imagined himself in his own coffin. 
 
2nd Movement—Andante 
A gentle, graceful Ländler that alternates with sections of Mendelssohnian “fairy music 
texture” in repetitive light triplets. This is music far removed from the funeral march of 
the first movement and Mahler writes in the score that it is to be played after five 
minutes of silence after the first movement! (this is not taken literally in performance) 
 
3rd movement—Scherzo but marked “in calm flowing motion” 
Based on Mahler’s song “St. Anthony of Padua Preaches to the Fish” from Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn. On finding an empty church, St. Anthony goes down instead to the river to 
preach. The fish respond miraculously by jumping out of the water. But when he 
concludes, they revert to their “old ways.” Mahler wrote about this: “This piece is really 
as if nature were pulling faces and sticking its tongue out at you. But it contains such a spine-
chilling panic-like humour that one is overcome more by dismay than laughter.” 
 
While constructed as a traditional dance movement, this scherzo is completely original. 
It begins with a dramatic timpani entrance that recalls the funeral march. But the light 
scherzo that follows seems completely unaware of it. The flowing river of the fishes is 
depicted with almost continuous flowing sixteenth notes. The humor is with klezmer-
like wind solos that dart around it. Two exciting fanfares introduce the trio, which then 
settles down to some of Mahler’s most blissful music, featuring ravishing trumpet solos. 
The scherzo returns and it is only after that, with a third fanfare and second trio, that 
the music takes the dramatic “spine-chilling” turn that was portended with the opening 
timpani notes. Now the agony and drama of the first movement funeral march colors 
this parable of we who vow to change but then go about our lives in forgetfulness. 

 
 



 
 
 
Various Program Notes on Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 “Resurrection” 
 
From Peter Guttman—classicalnotes.net 

The “Resurrection” was Mahler's favorite symphony, which he led on many auspicious 
occasions, and it had the longest gestation of any of his works. The opening was completed in 
1888 as “Totenfeier” (“Funeral Rites”), a stormy symphonic poem to bear the hero of Mahler's 
recently-completed First Symphony to his grave, amid torment over the meaning of his life. The 
middle movements awaited Mahler's summer vacation of 1893 and reflected his fascination with 
the same medieval folk poetry which provided the texts for most of his songs. 

His creative block for a suitable finale was finally broken in a startling way. Conductor Hans von 
Bulow was a cherished mentor but had violently rejected the Totenfeier as incomprehensible 
after encouraging Mahler to play it for him. Thus, when he attended von Bulow's funeral, 
Mahler's feelings must have been quite conflicted. As he later recalled, at the climax a children's 
choir sang Friedrich Klopstock's Aufersteh'n (“Resurrection Ode”), and “it flashed on me like 
lightning and everything became plain and clear in my mind.” Seized with inspiration, Mahler 
added his own apocalyptic and cathartic verses to the Ode and quickly pulled his symphony into 
final form. 

The first movement is hugely dramatic; according to Mahler's own program notes it aims to 
convey nothing less than a search for the meaning of life. The second, representing long-
forgotten pleasure, is a gentle, old-fashioned dance of lilting grace, yet challenged by creeping 
shadows. The third is a grotesque and wickedly sarcastic waltz, shot through with anguished 
outcries. The fourth is a child's song, naïve and wistfully introspective. 

And then comes the vast finale, which depicts the full terror and glory of a pagan last judgment 
and resurrection. It begins with a huge crash and progresses through episodes of hushed 
expectancy, quivering tension, funeral dirges, hopeful fanfares and fevered misgiving, 
culminating in a triumphant apocalyptic chorale, one of the most glorious and powerful climaxes 
in all of music. Mahler adds to the awesome wonder with extraordinary instrumental effects, 
including offstage brass, a massive battery of percussion and ultimately the sheer visceral 
excitement of the potent sound produced by hundreds of singers and players. 

 
 From Ben Zander: 
A live performance of Mahler’s Resurrection Symphony is always more than a concert—it is 
a communal experience. This overwhelming, heaven-storming symphony takes the listener 
on a long journey towards an exalted destination. It starts by laying the hero of Mahler’s 
First Symphony, the Titan, to rest, with a shatteringly dramatic, annihilating funeral march. 
And then the rest of the symphony builds a new pathway to hope and ultimate affirmation. 
In the second and third movements a critical eye scans both the beauty and the absurdity of 
this world. And in the final two movements the transition is effected from earthly striving and 
insufficiency to heavenly fulfillment. There is no work in the repertory, none whatsoever, that 
so completely unites performers and audience in a transformative musical affirmation. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
From Mariss Jansons: 
Why is his music so popular? It’s because in his music there is everything. It’s universal. 
You find nature, sarcasm, love, hatred, the grotesque, tragedy and comedy. Like finding his 
own face in a mirror, every listener can find something to relate to, a bridge into the 
content of the music. There is something for everyone – and people find echoes of their 
own fears, doubts and suffering. 

The Second Symphony is typical of how he puts for himself and for listeners the big 
questions. What is life? Why are we living? What will be next? Is there an afterlife? The piece 
questions a lot, then he describes the mood of the human soul and in the last movement 
he answers the questions he raises in the first movement. His answer is the Auferstehung – 
the resurrection – because he believes we live many, many lives. That first movement is a 
funeral march for the hero of the First Symphony and that heroic element is very typical of 
Mahler, in almost all his symphonies. Who is the hero? Man, Mahler himself. In this respect 
Shostakovich is very close to him, for Shostakovich is another composer who represents 
himself as the hero in his own music. Mahler never observes from a distance. He is 'inside' 
every situation. He wrote at the time that he imagined himself in his own coffin. Then we 
go through the moments of life. The second movement recalls nice, beautiful moments. 
These are nice memories. The third movement raises more philosophical questions. It’s 
based on Mahler’s own song about St Anthony of Padua preaching to the fishes, which of 
course is really addressed to human beings. The movement is full of phantoms and 
darkness. The fishes listen, then they forget. They don’t learn. This is Mahler’s view of 
human beings. The conclusion is that you can tell people what you want. You can preach, 
you can tell people how to live, what not to do, but the reaction is nothing. Satire, sarcasm 
and irony are there in the form he used, and Mahler believed only a few people would 
understand his message. 
 
The conclusion is very modern. In the 21st century our technical development is so 
advanced and our scientists have achieved so much, so our spiritual development too 
should be at such a very high level, but the development of the heart and soul is far 
behind. People can fly to the moon but spiritually they are at a low level, because we don’t 
learn from our mistakes and we don’t take care of our spiritual development. It’s 
interesting that he should put such a light melody – almost a street melody – into such a 
serious and philosophical symphony, but that is typical of his use of the grotesque. In the 
fourth movement, 'Urlicht', we are dealing with very deep music from the soul, and the love 
of God. This should be sung in a childlike voice, to capture the innocence and pure soul of 
a child. This was Mahler’s credo – true honesty can be found in how a child reacts. The fifth 
movement is an incredible fantasy. There is a frightful, terrifying march of the dead, then 
comes the big call – God and judgement. This is – or should be – the softest entrance by a 
choir in all musical literature. The chorus speaks with God and prays, with a special 
optimism. Here is the answer. Everybody is waiting for God’s judgement, then it doesn’t 
happen. In that movement, everyone is equal. There is no judgement in the end for him. 
Everything is calm. This is very special – you are in another world already, and you start a 
new, different life, like a child. Such music could only be written by a genius and only 
Mozart could compose this quickly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



John Henken 

“Why have you lived? Why have you suffered? Is it all some huge, awful joke? We have to 
answer these questions somehow if we are to go on living – indeed, even if we are only to go on 
dying!” These are the questions Mahler said were posed in the first movement of his Symphony 
No. 2, questions that he promised would be answered in the finale. 

These questions erupt from a roiling, powerful musical flood. Mahler began work on the C-
minor Symphony in 1888 while he was still finishing up his First Symphony (“Titan”). The huge 
movement he completed in September that year he labeled Todtenfeier (Funeral Rite). It 
represented, he said, the funeral of the hero of his First Symphony, whose death presented those 
superheated existential questions. 
For all of its urgent passion and expansive scale, the opening movement of the Second 
Symphony is also firmly – make that relentlessly – focused. It is in sonata form, in the late 
Romantic understanding of contrasting thematic and emotional dialectics. If Death is the thesis, 
then Resurrection is the antithesis, and Mahler leavens the ominous, obsessive thrust of the 
movement with a warmly lyrical subject and intimations of the vocal themes of the Symphony’s 
last two movements. 

And for all its sound and fury, this is accomplished in music of clear texture and linear 
definition. Stereotypically, at least, Mahler means more: more instruments, more notes, more 
volume, and – paradoxically – more of less, in some of the softest, thinnest music going. But 
Mahler’s real strength is in the contrapuntal clarity he enforces. There is no fuzzy rhetoric or 
hazy sound-masses here. 

Having presented his questions so forcefully, Mahler seems to have stumped himself for 
answers. He did not compose the second and third movements until the summer of 1893, and the 
finale waited another year. 

This long break is reflected in the Symphony itself. In the score, Mahler marks the end of the 
first movement with firm instructions to pause for at least five minutes before launching the 
Andante. Few conductors allow quite that much time between the movements, but most do 
observe some kind of formal hiatus. 

“…there must also be a long, complete rest after the first movement since the second movement 
is not in the nature of a contrasting section but sounds completely incongruous after the first,” 
Mahler wrote to conductor Julius Buths in 1903. “This is my fault and it isn’t lack of 
understanding on the part of the audience…. The Andante is composed as a sort of intermezzo 
(like an echo of long past days from the life of him whom we carried to the grave in the first 
movement – ‘while the sun still smiled at him’). 

“While the first, third, fourth, and fifth movements are related in theme and mood content, the 
second is independent, and in a sense interrupts the stern, relentless course of events.” 

Mahler cast that second movement as a gentle Ländler, a sort of rustic folk-minuet. Its mellow 
poise and sophisticated lyric flight is interrupted twice, however, by more agitated suggestions 
that death is still with us. 
Although marked “quietly flowing,” the third movement is the second’s evil twin, a sardonic 
waltz cum scherzo. It is basically a symphonic adaptation of a song Mahler wrote, “St. Anthony 
of Padua’s Sermon to the Fishes,” on a text from Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Boy’s Magic 
Horn), a collection of German folk poetry that was a steady inspiration to the composer. The 



music picks up the text’s cynicism, with the two contrasting episodes here suggesting superficial 
sentiment and fake happiness. 
Then came the task of creating a finale that would reverse this hell-bound train and resolve those 
initial questions into affirmation. “With the finale of the Second Symphony, I ransacked world 
literature, including the Bible, to find the liberating word, and finally I was compelled myself to 
bestow words on my feelings and thoughts,” Mahler wrote to the critic Arthur Seidl in 1897. 

“The way in which I received the inspiration for this is deeply characteristic of the essence of 
artistic creation. For a long time I had been thinking of introducing the chorus in the last 
movement and only my concern that it might be taken for a superficial imitation of Beethoven 
made me procrastinate again and again. About this time Bülow [storied conductor Hans von 
Bülow] died, and I was present at his funeral. The mood in which I sat there, thinking of the 
departed, was precisely in the spirit of the work I had been carrying around within myself at that 
time. Then the choir, up in the organ loft, intoned the Klopstock [German poet and playwright 
Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock] ‘Resurrection’ chorale. Like a flash of lighting it struck me, and 
everything became clear and articulate in my mind. The creative artist waits for just such a 
lightning flash, his ‘holy annunciation.’ What I then experienced had now to be expressed in 
sound. And yet, if I had not already borne the work within me, how could I have had that 
experience?” 

The Klopstock chorale text – to which Mahler added four verses of his own, beginning with “O 
glaube, mein Herz” – provided a goal, a blissed-out heaven to which humanity – and Mahler’s 
Symphony – might ascend. To get there, Mahler added another Wunderhorn song, “Urlicht” 
(Primeval Light), as a bridge to the finale. With this song, Mahler kept the voice, humanizing 
this deeply felt prayer and overthrowing the cynicism of the previous movement with a sort of 
spiritual and musical judo. 
 
But all the questions and the ferocious death march of the opening, haunted by the Dies irae (the 
“Day of Wrath” chant from the Gregorian mass for the dead), return at the beginning the finale. 
Mahler stills a whirlwind of musical images with his grosse Appell, a Great Call from off-stage 
brass while on-stage a flute and a piccolo flutter birdcalls over the desolation. 
 
Then the chorus makes its entrance with the “Resurrection” chorale, not in a triumphant blast, 
but at the softest possible level on the very edge of audibility. This is not weakness, but massive 
assurance, as if it had always been there below the self-absorbed tumult. The solo voices take 
flight from the choral sound, ultimately in a ravishing, upwardly yearning duet. From there it is 
finally a matter of full-resource jubilation, all brilliant fanfares and pealing bells. 

 

 


