
Mahler, Symphony No. 2 in C minor 

The idea of writing a ‘symphony’ in the Romantic period is slightly strange and yet quite a few 

continued to write them. 

The reason this is strange is that it is essentially a ‘Classical’ form. It is a 

formula for putting music together. That formula, called ‘Sonata Form’ was 

the basis of most classical music in a way, where composers felt the need to 

organise their music in a set pattern. 

The Romantics rebelled against formality and having things in neat boxes so 

the form of the symphony was an old idea for them; many not writing them 

any longer and opting for a much ‘freer’  way of expressing themselves. 

They started giving their compositions titles and wrote in a freer way. 

The huge difference in sounds available is pretty obvious the further you go 

into the Romantics and by the time you get to the really late ones, the 

orchestra has become a gigantic force of many players. Each section enlarged so that the sheer 

decibels available were far greater than anything before. From a whispering flute on it’s own to a 

massive orchestra, literally screaming at you. From a double bassoon grunting down in the basement 

up to a shrieking piccolo. The range of the orchestra had been massively expanded giving the 

composers of the time, a huge ‘palette’ of sounds to draw from. The possibilities were enormous 

and composers became very unique in what they composed. 

Mahler was a late Romantic composer who took full advantage of the massive resources available to 

him. His orchestras are enormous. He was capable of writing these huge sweeping, romantic 

melodies and went from being absolutely ecstatic to downright morbid in such a short space of time. 

The music is moody to say the least. It grabs you by the throat and shakes. 

Leonard Bernstein was involved in the reintroduction of Mahler’s music and if ever there was a 

‘Romantic’ conductor to interpret this music, he’s the one. It kind of suited his flamboyant character 

really well. Bernstein has done some marvellous (over the top) performances of Mahler. I remember 

hearing him conduct Symphony no 1 which contains references to Mahler’s life in that there are 

Jewish themes and brass bands splattered through it. Bernstein makes it SO Jewish sounding. 

Bernstein took liberties with tempos (speeds) but the expressiveness that he got from the orchestra 

was magnificent imo. I quite like the OTT nature of some of his work. 

Mahler had all kinds of weird thoughts about ‘death’, jealousy (as far as his wife was concerned, 

brass band music which he heard a lot as a child and these emotions and feeling are all contained in 

his music; sometimes at gut wrenching intensity. There is a trumpet ‘scream’ in the tenth symphony 

(which he never completed because he died) which every time I hear it, makes me turn into a 

quivering wreck. It is so intense with the orchestra screaming chords over the top that you literally 

hear this massive ‘torment’ in him. 

The Second Symphony is also linked to the idea of Death and Resurrection. It’s a powerful and very 

long piece of music involving a huge orchestra, choir, soloists and an off stage brass band that 

represents life on earth, once the soul has moved away from life. 



The opening is aggressive, starting with a loud ‘tremelo’ played by the strings, followed by the 

double basses, who literally hammer out 5 notes of a melody, very quickly. They play the same 

melody a minor third higher (a sequence) and then this startling quick scale of C minor and then 

jumps back down to where they started. The melody is then continued until the strings take over 

ending in the whole orchestra building up to this huge climax and a really sad woodwind melody. 

The first half of this symphony is concerned with life on earth and the second half with what 

happens after death. Mahler was quite preoccupied with death throughout his life so this is quite a 

personal symphony in that respect. 

It’s a long haul and for someone new to the world of orchestral music, this is probably way too much 

to listen to at one time. I would suggest just listening to the drama of the first movement only so 

that you get a sense of the ultimate Romanticism that this music contains. The whole symphony is 

massive. 

The very ending is optimistic and just huge, but it’s a very long journey. There’s no point in analysing 

this all the way through. It would take a book. There is so much going on but it is the kind of music 

that can really shake you once you know what it is actually about. 

This is late Romanticism and a long way removed from Beethoven. One of my favourite symphonies 

and was written in a time when symphonies weren’t really the focus of musical developments.  

There are so many different recordings so I wouldn’t recommend just one. None of them are totally 

brilliant all the way through – there’s too much to do in this piece. I find that they all have their 

strengths and weaknesses. 

Two that come to mind that I enjoy are: 

Tennstedt conducting the London Philharmonic. This is a live version and I was there. I was riveted 

and heard it from the recording perspective as well as the audience, 

when I popped out. 

It’s dramatic and takes chances, which is often what I love about live 

recordings. Conductors don’t give a definitive version as they often 

try for CD, they give a more ‘personal’ version and that’s what I love 

about this. 

 

 

 

Another version that is well regarded in the UK is this one:  

Simon Rattle in his days with the lovely Birmingham Symphony Orchestra. 

This is a studio version and as such is a bit more squeaky clean sounding and 

doesn’t contain quite the ‘filth’ of the live version that I suggested above!! 



It’s an attempt at a definitive version and of course, he has had another go recently with: 

This orchestra is just amazing; the Berlin Philharmonic. (He’s leaving them 

soon though.) 

Also, try Bernstein:  

A great musical character who 

really puts his character and soul 

into whatever he conducts. 

I’m sure you could suggest some 

really good recordings of this too. What would you 

recommend as far as no 2 goes? 

It has problems in that the forces contained are huge. A 

massive orchestra and choir so the CD needs to have a good 

dynamic range. It can also stress out your equipment. If you 

are listening on something that is let’s say, ‘underpowered’, you are going to find out with this. It will 

stretch your system’s limits if it is recorded dynamically and not too squashed. If you are using small 

bookshelf speakers, for me, it has never really reproduced that well on them. Big floorstanders with 

grunt are needed or headphones that are capable of taking a lot of whack. A BIG headphone amp 

with plenty of power, capable of supplying loads of headroom. 

If you’re not ‘au fait’ with hi fi, although pop music is loud on CD, or rather, it is ‘perceived’ as loud, it 

just doesn’t contain the massive dynamic range of something like this. This needs an amp with lots 

of headroom or it will sound totally squashed. Pop and rock music tends to be quite heavily 

compressed so that it sounds good on the radio.  

This is BIG music that begs for a full blown system. Solderdude is your man for this. He knows exactly 

how to get a system to deliver proper dynamics. This symphony could get you into serious hi fi!! 
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