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Gustav Mahler (1860-1911)
Symphony No. 2 in C minor, “Resurrection” (1894)
I. Allegro maestoso
II. Andante moderato
III. In ruhig fliessender Bewegung (In calm, more flowing motion)
IV. Urlicht (Primal Light) (Sehr feierlich, aber schlicht) (Very solemn, but simply)
V. Im Tempo des Scherzo (In Scherzo Tempo)
These Concerts Are Performed Without Intermission
English Surtitles by Ken Meltzer

Notes on the Program by Ken Meltzer
Symphony No. 2 in C minor, “Resurrection” (1894)
Gustav Mahler was born in Kalište, Bohemia, on July 7, 1860, and died in Vienna, Austria, on May 18, 1911.  The premiere of the complete “Resurrection” Symphony took place in Berlin, Germany, on December 13, 1895, with the composer conducting the Berlin Philharmonic.  The “Resurrection” Symphony is scored for soprano and alto solos, mixed chorus, four piccolos, four flutes, four oboes, two English horns, two E-flat clarinets, five clarinets, bass clarinet, four bassoons, two contrabassoons, ten horns, eight trumpets, four trombones, tuba, timpani (two players), orchestra bells, snare drum, low chimes, triangle, rute, cymbals, suspended cymbals, high tam-tam, bass drum, low tam-tam, two harps, organ and strings.  Approximate performance time is eighty-six minutes.
First ASO Classical Subscription Performance: April 6, 1966, Irene Callaway, Soprano, Mildred Miller, Mezzo-soprano, Choral Guild of Atlanta, Henry Sopkin, Conductor.
Most Recent ASO Classical Subscription Performances: September 15, 16 and 17, 2005, Twyla Robinson, Soprano, Nancy Maultsby, Mezzo-soprano, Robert Spano, Conductor.
ASO Recording: Telarc CD-80548 (2 Discs), Barbara Bonney, Soprano, Mary Philips, Mezzo-soprano, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra Chorus, Yoel Levi, Conducting.
“Absolutely hopeless as a composer”
Gustav Mahler’s epic “Resurrection” Symphony was the product of an extended and mighty struggle.  Mahler composed the various movements in fits and starts over a seven-year period.  Even after Mahler had completed four of the Symphony’s five movements, the composer despaired that he would never be able to fashion a suitable conclusion.
In January of 1888, Mahler began to sketch the massive opening movement he called Totenfeier (Funeral Rites).  Mahler had just conducted the successful Leipzig premiere of Carl Maria von Weber’s opera, Die drei Pintos.  Flowers from various well-wishers bedecked Mahler’s room.  His friend, Natalie Bauer-Lechner, recalled that while composing Totenfeier, Mahler (who always harbored a morbid preoccupation with mortality) had a vision in which he was “dead, laid out in state, beneath wreaths and flowers.”
Mahler completed Totenfeier that August.  It appears that the composer intended from the outset that Totenfeier would be the opening movement of a symphony.  The original score bears the work’s title, as well as the designations “Symphony in C Minor” (crossed out) and “Movement I” (not crossed out).
In March of 1891, Mahler was appointed conductor of the Stadttheater in Hamburg.  That September, Mahler approached the eminent conductor and leader of the Hamburg Orchestra, Hans von Bülow.  Mahler asked Bülow to hear Totenfeier, which had still not been performed.
The meeting was a disaster.  Bülow had the utmost respect for Mahler as a conductor, but did not care for the young man’s compositions.  Mahler played a piano reduction of the score for Bülow.  Although Bülow repeatedly covered his ears, he still urged the increasingly agitated composer to continue.  Finally, as Mahler related to his friend, composer Josef Foerster:
When I had finished I awaited the verdict silently.  But my only listener remained at the table silent and motionless.  Suddenly, he made an energetic gesture of rejection and said: “If that is still music then I do not understand a single thing about music.”
We parted from each other in complete friendship, I, however, with the conviction that Bülow considers me an able conductor but absolutely hopeless as a composer.
Perhaps it should be noted that while Hans von Bülow was undoubtedly a great conductor and a frequent champion of contemporary music, his judgment of the artistic merits of new works was hardly infallible.  The day before the May 22, 1874 premiere of Giuseppe Verdi’s Requiem Mass, Bülow described the composer as “the all-powerful corrupter of Italian artistic taste” and the composition itself as “his latest opera in ecclesiastical garb.”  These comments prompted Bülow’s friend, Johannes Brahms, to remark: “Bülow has made a fool of himself for all time; only a genius could write such a work (as the Verdi Requiem).”  Indeed, almost two decades later, Bülow wrote a profuse apology to Verdi and requested forgiveness.
Bülow’s harsh reaction did nothing to increase Mahler’s confidence about his new work.  Mahler seemed to abandon the idea of making Totenfeier part of a multi-movement symphony.  A month after the unhappy meeting with Bülow, Mahler sent a letter to his publisher, referring to Totenfeier as a “symphonic poem.”
A “stroke of lightning”
Then in the summer of 1893, Mahler suddenly found new inspiration.  He quickly completed the second-movement Andante and third-movement Scherzo.  Mahler used an orchestration of the song, Urlicht, from Des Knaben Wunderhorn, as the Symphony’s fourth movement.  But once again, Mahler became frustrated, this time with creating a finale that would properly answer the questions posed in the opening Totenfeier.  Mahler drove himself almost to the point of a nervous breakdown attempting, without success, to complete the Symphony.
As it turned out, the source of inspiration for the finale of Mahler’s Second Symphony came from Hans von Bülow.  The conductor died, at the age of 64, on February 12, 1894.  Mahler attended the March 28 memorial service.  In a February 17, 1897 letter to conductor Anton Seidl, Mahler recalled:
For a long time I had been pondering the idea of including a choir in the last movement.  Only the fear that this might be considered an overt imitation of Beethoven made me hesitate again and again!  When Bülow died, I attended his funeral.  The mood in which I was in as I sat there thinking of the deceased was very much in the spirit of the work I had on my mind at the time.  Then, from the organ loft, the choir sang (Friedrich G.) Klopstock’s chorale Resurrection!  This hit me like lightning, and everything appeared clearly and distinctly before me!  Every creative artist waits for that stroke of lightning; it is a kind of holy conception!
That very afternoon, Mahler resumed work on his “Resurrection” Symphony.  Over the next few months, he penned revisions to the various movements and sketched the finale.  On June 29, 1894, Mahler announced the Symphony’s completion.  In a July 19 letter to Richard Strauss, Mahler stated:
In recent weeks I have completed the final movement of my Second Symphony.  When you hear it you will understand why I had to do something other than correct my shed skin (i.e., the First Symphony).  I have grown a new one—a better fit.  In fact, my new work in relation to the one you know is like a man to a newborn baby.
Mahler conducted the premiere of the Symphony’s first three movements in Berlin on March 4, 1895.  The first performance of the entire “Resurrection” Symphony took place on December 13 of that year, again with the composer conducting.  Despite a severe migraine attack that incapacitated Mahler on the afternoon of the performance, the premiere was a great success with the public, although critical reaction was mixed.
Mahler Describes His “Resurrection” Symphony
Although Mahler authored several programs for his “Resurrection” Symphony, they are essentially similar in terms of conveying the work’s meaning.  The following musical synopsis quotes the program Mahler prepared for a 1901 Dresden performance.  References to other programs by the composer are specifically designated.
I. Allegro maestoso—
We are standing beside the coffin of a man beloved.  (Note: In a letter of March 26, 1896, Mahler informs Max Marschalk: “I have called the first movement Totenfeier, and if you would like to know, I am interring the hero of my D Major Symphony [No. 1, “Titan”], whose life I capture in a pure reflection from a higher vantage point.”)  For the last time, his life, his battles, his sufferings and his purpose pass before the mind’s eye.  And now, at this solemn and deeply stirring moment, when we are released from the paltry distractions of everyday life, our hearts are gripped by a voice of awe-inspiring solemnity, that we seldom or never hear above the deafening traffic of mundane affairs.  What next?  it says.  What is life—and what is death?
Have we any continuing existence?
Is it all an empty dream, or has this life of ours, and our death, a meaning?
If we are to go on living, we must answer this question. (Note: In the 1896 letter to Marschalk, Mahler concludes: “this answer I give in the last movement.”)
The massive opening movement begins with string tremolos and a thundering motif played fff by the cellos and basses.  The movement is cast as an epic funeral march, although there are frequent and often wildly divergent fluctuations of tempo and mood.  Mahler introduces several themes that will return in the finale, including a lyrical ascending passage for strings that forms the basis of the resurrection chorale, “Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen.”  The tempest of the opening movement seems to move toward a quiet resignation, ultimately shattered by a final orchestral outburst and two pizzicato chords.
The next three movements are conceived as intermezzi.
II. Andante moderato—
You must have had the experience of attending the funeral of a person dear to you and then, perhaps, on the way back suddenly the picture of a happy hour long, long past, arises in your mind like a ray of sun undimmed by anything—and you can almost forget what has just happened.  That is the second movement. (1896 letter to Marschalk)
The change of mood from the preceding Allegro maestoso to this bucolic Andante is so profound that Mahler specified a pause of “at least five minutes” between the two movements.  The Andante is cast in rondo form and opens with the strings’ graceful presentation of the principal theme, in the spirit of the landler, a rustic cousin of the waltz.  The movement is a superb example of the composer’s unerring dramatic genius—the contrasting sections are increasingly violent, while each reprise of the principal section (played first by muted, and then, pizzicato strings) seems to be a dying echo of its predecessor.
III. In ruhig fliessender Bewegung (In calm, more flowing motion)—
A spirit of unbelief and negation has taken possession of him.  Looking into the turmoil of appearances, he loses together with the clear eyes of childhood the sure foothold that love alone gives.  (Note: In a discussion with Nathalie Bauer-Lechner, Mahler described this individual as “destitute and unlucky: To such a person, the world appears as in a concave mirror, distorted and mad.”)  He despairs of himself and of God.  The world and life become a witch’s brew; disgust of existence in every form strikes him with (an) iron fist and drives him to an outburst of despair.
Mahler bases this Scherzo on a song from his setting of a poem from Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Youth’s Magic Horn), entitled “Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt” (“St. Anthony of Padua Preaches to the Fishes”).  In the satiric text, St. Anthony finds the churches empty.  And so he goes to the rivers to deliver his sermon.  The fish appear to be quite attentive and moved by St. Anthony’s words.  But as soon as the sermon is concluded, they immediately forget its message and resume their flawed lives.
The Scherzo features a manic juxtaposition of mood, stunning in its cumulative effect.  As in the opening movement, Mahler presents themes that will play important roles in the finale.
IV. Urlicht (Primal Light) (Sehr feierlich, aber schlicht) (Very solemn, but simply)—
The moving voice of ingenuous belief sounds in our ears.
“I am from God and will return to God!  God will give me a candle to light me to the bliss of eternal life.”
The penultimate movement is a setting for alto solo and orchestra of “Urlicht” (“Primal Light”) from Des Knaben Wunderhorn.  Mahler described the text as an expression of “the questioning and agonized searching of the soul for God and its own eternal existence.”  As such, this movement serves as a bridge between the despair of the previous movement and the transformation that will be attained in the finale—but only after a titanic struggle.
IV. Urlicht
Alto solo
O Röschen rot!
Der Mensch liegt in grösster Not!
Der Mensch liegt in grösster Pein!
Ja lieber möcht’ ich im Himmel sein!
Da kam ich auf einem breiten Weg;
Da kam ein Engelein und wollt’ mich abweisen.
Ach nein!  Ich liess mich nicht abweisen!
Ich bin von Gott und will wieder zu Gott!
Der liebe Gott wird mir ein Lichtchen geben,
Wird leuchten mir bis in das ewig selig Leben!
IV. Primal Light
Alto solo
O red rose!
Man lies in greatest need!
Man lies in greatest pain!
Yes, I would rather be in heaven!
Then I came upon a broad road: 
There came an angel who wanted to refuse me.
Ah no!  I would not be refused!
I am from God and will return to God!
The dear God will give me a small light,
Will light my way unto eternal blessed life!
V. Im Tempo des Scherzo (In Scherzo Tempo)
We are confronted once more by terrifying questions.
A voice is heard crying aloud: The end of all living things is come—the Last Judgment is at hand and the horror of the day of days has come.
The earth quakes, the graves burst open, the dead arise and stream on in endless procession.  The great and the little ones of the earth—kings and beggars, righteous and godless—all press on—the cry for mercy and forgiveness strikes fearfully on our ears.  The wailing rises higher—our senses desert us, consciousness dies at the approach of the eternal spirit.  The
“Great Roll-Call”
is heard—the trumpets of the Apocalypse ring out; in the eerie silence that follows we can just catch the distant, barely audible song of a nightingale, a last tremulous echo of earthly life!  A chorus of saints and heavenly beings softly breaks forth:
“Thou shalt arise, surely thou shalt arise.”  Then appears the glory of God!  A wondrous, soft light penetrates us to the heart—all is holy calm!
And behold—it is no judgment—there are no sinners, no just.  None is great, none is small.  There is no punishment and no reward.
An overwhelming love lightens our being.  We know and are.
The finale opens with an orchestral explosion reminiscent of the third movement’s “outburst of despair.”  Offstage horns represent the “voice crying aloud,” inspired by Isaiah 40:3: “A voice cries in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  After Mahler’s stunning depiction of the Day of Judgment, a chorus softly intones the opening lines of Klopstock’s Resurrection.  The first two stanzas of the final movement’s text are derived from Klopstock’s poem.  The remaining stanzas (beginning with the alto solo, “O glaube”) are by the composer.  An organ enters for the exultant, fff proclamation by the chorus of the final stanza, “Auferstehn, ja auferstehn wirst du, mein Herz in einum Nu!” (“Rise again, yes you will rise again my heart, in an instant!”)

V.
Chorus and Soprano Solo
Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du,
Mein Staub, nach kurzer Ruh!
Unsterblich Leben wird, der dich rief dir geben!
Wieder aufzublüh’n, wirst du gesä’t!
Der Herr der Ernte geht
Und sammelt Garben
Uns ein, die starben!
Alto Solo
O glaube, Mein Herz, O glaube:
Es geht dir nichts verloren!
Dein ist, was du gesehnt!
Dein, was du geliebt,
Was du gestritten!
Soprano Solo
O glaube,
Du wardst nicht umsonst geboren!
Hast nicht umsont gelebt, Gelitten!
Chorus
Was enstanden ist,
Das muss vergehen!
Was vergangen, auferstehen!
Chorus and Alto Solo
Hör’ auf zu beben!
Bereite dich zu leben!
Soprano and Alto Solos
O Schmerz! Du Alldurchdringer!
Dir bin ich entrugen!
O Tod! Du Allbezwinger!
Nun bist du bezwungen!
Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen,
In heissem Liebesstreben,
Werd’ ich entschweben
Zum Licht, zu dem kein Aug’gedrungen!
Chorus
Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen,
Werd ich entschweben
Sterben werd ich, um zu leben!
Chorus, Soprano and Alto Solos
Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n
Wirst du, Mein Herz, in einem Nu!
Was du geschlagen,
Zu Gott wird es dich tragen!
V.
Chorus and Soprano Solo
Rise again, yes, you will rise again,
My dust, after a short rest!
He who called you will give you Eternal Life.
You are sown to bloom again!
The Lord of the Harvest goes forth
And gathers the sheaves,
Of us who have died!
Alto Solo
Oh believe, my heart, oh believe:
Nothing of you will be lost!
What you longed for is yours!
What you loved for,
What you fought for!
Soprano Solo
Oh believe,
You were not born in vain!
Have not lived, suffered in vain!
Chorus
What was created,
Must perish!
What perished, must rise again!
Chorus and Alto Solos
Stop trembling!
Prepare yourself to live!
Soprano and Alto Solos
O pain, that pierces all!
I have been taken away from you!
O death! That overcomes all!
Now you are conquered!
With wings that I have won for myself,
In love’s fervent striving,
I shall soar
To the light no eye has reached!
Chorus
With wings that I have won for myself,
I shall soar
I shall die, in order to live!
Chorus, Soprano and Alto Solos
Rise again, yes you will rise again
My heart, in an instant!
What you have conquered,
Will carry you to God!
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