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THE BACKGROUND

Mahler composed his Second Symphony intermittently over a period of six 
years, beginning in 1888. He conceived the first movement while at work on 
his First Symphony, amid what he called “an impetuous torrent” of creativity. 
His well-known obsession with death had surfaced at the time—the wreaths of 
flowers he had received from the Leipzig premiere of Die drei Pintos seem to 
have brought on funereal visions. He later wrote: “I have called the first move-
ment Todtenfeier [Funeral Rites] and, if you are interested, it is the hero of my 
D major Symphony who is being borne to his grave, his life being reflected, as 
in a clear mirror, from a high vantage point.”

Intending this large-scale sonata-form movement as the first of a larger work, 
Mahler nevertheless had to shelve it for five years as other commitments 
required his attention. He had to do much of his composing in the summer 
months owing to his hectic schedule as an opera conductor. He wrote the 
Andante and Scherzo in the summer of 1893 at Steinbach (his country retreat 
for four years), though he may have brought with him ideas jotted down years 
earlier in Leipzig.

One of Mahler’s greatest problems was 
how to continue with such a large-scale 
work having laid his hero to rest in the 
first movement. Though he later arrived 
at a programmatic explanation for the remaining movements, he could 
not immediately decide on their order. He eventually placed the Andante 
second, but still toyed with reordering sections within it. In the end, despite 
his unhappiness about the disparity between the first two movements, he 
decided against any major revision, saying the work was by then “too far 
away from me.” He sidestepped the formal issues by referring to the middle 
movements as “intermezzi.” For performance he prescribed in the score 
a pause of at least five minutes at the end of the first movement. As late 
as 1903 Mahler still insisted on this pause, but modern performers and 
audiences find no problem with the sequence of events, and have deemed 
this pause unnecessary.

The Andante is a ländler, a simple waltzlike dance, which in Mahler’s hands 
is tenderly touching and subtly sophisticated. The three presentations of 
the tranquil main melody are interrupted by two troubled trios.
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Mahler was captivated, as were 
many nineteenth-century com-
posers, by the popular collection 
of “folk” poetry Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn (The youth’s magic 
horn) collected, compiled, and 
in many cases written by Achim 

von Arnim and Clemens Brentano. After setting these Wunderhorn texts 
with piano accompaniment, Mahler often rescored the songs with  
orchestral accompaniment, working several into his Second, Third, and 
Fourth Symphonies. Of the two movements in the Second that contain 
Wunderhorn songs, the Scherzo is a purely orchestral version—transcribed 
here for organ—of “Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt” (St. Anthony of 
Padua’s sermon to the fishes), a humorous depiction of the Saint’s wasted 
eloquence. In the Symphony the music takes on a more restless and  
sinister aspect owing to Mahler’s imaginative orchestral effects, which 
Briggs ably adapts in his organ arrangement.

The other Wunderhorn setting, “Urlicht” (Primeval Light)—the fourth 
movement’s alto solo—began as a song with piano accompaniment, 
composed even before Mahler drafted the second and third movements. 
Most likely his orchestration for inclusion in the Symphony occurred later. 
Unlike his “sermon to the fishes” orchestration, this movement retains 
the voice because the text is all-important for Mahler’s “program:” “When 

I conceive a great musical idea, I always come to the point where I must 
make the “word” the bearer of the idea.—That is what must have happened 
to Beethoven in his Ninth.”

By the end of his summer at Steinbach, Mahler had completed, orches-
trated, and revised the first four movements, but the final movement still 
troubled him. He wanted to convey the idea of a resurrection, but searched 
in vain for a suitable text. Then, he said, he found inspiration at the funeral 
of his friend and fellow conductor Hans von Bülow:

The mood in which I sat there and thought of the  
departed one was exactly that of the work that occupied 
me constantly then.—At that moment, the chorus, near  
the organ, intoned the Klopstock chorale Auferstehn! It 
struck me like a bolt of lightning, and everything stood 
clear and vivid before my soul. The creator waits for this 
bolt of lightning; this is his “Holy Annunciation.”

The Klopstock ode formed the basis of the text in the last movement, 
though Mahler shortened it and added several verses of his own that help 
to clarify his message. (Mahler’s own verses begin with “O glaube, mein 
Herz.”) The hushed entrance of the chorus at “Aufersteh’n” is one of music’s 
spine-tingling moments. He also relies on alto and soprano solos to help 
transmit his words.



conducted the first performance of all five movements on December 13, 
1895, also in Berlin. Again it was enthusiastically applauded by the audience 
but reviewed unfavorably.

The Second Symphony has won over most critics since that time. The only 
impediment to more frequent performance is the remarkable vastness of the 
forces that Mahler requires, and thus David Briggs’s transcription for organ 

could help to foster many 
more performances. This 
version was commissioned by 
the Cathedral Church of St. 
John the Divine in honor of the 
late Dr. John Prior. 

DAVID BRIGGS ON  
HIS TRANSCRIPTION

In his April 2013 article for 
Choir and Organ magazine, written in anticipation of this premiere, David 
Briggs makes a compelling case for his organ transcriptions of masterworks 
by invoking such arrangers as J. S. Bach and Earl Wild, also mentioning 
Mahler himself as an inveterate arranger and reviser of his own and others’ 
music. He goes on to describe his approach to transcribing Mahler:

Mahler had violently conflicting feelings about verbal guides for his music. 
Although he worked out elaborate programs for many of his works, includ-
ing this Symphony, he often preferred not to print them. It helps to know, 
however, that he planned the grand-scale finale to represent the Day of 
Judgment, even though his use of text makes clear the aspect of Resurrec-
tion, which gave the Symphony its name. The fourth movement, as its text 
also reveals, depicts a soul on its way to eternity; it is the stage between 
the earthly existence in the first three movements and the beyond that is 
attained in the fifth.

The musical resurrection idea that unifies the Symphony is represented, 
not surprisingly, by an ascending melodic line, initially appearing in the 
first movement (second theme). Mahler presents it in various guises with 
numerous underlying harmonic colors in the choral finale. The soaring 
voices at “Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen” (With wings, which I have won) 
open up the composer’s vision of a musical heaven that is truly inspired 
and profound.

The first performance of the first three movements of the Second Sympho-
ny took place on March 4, 1895, in Berlin, conducted by Richard Strauss, 
one of Mahler’s greatest early supporters. Although the performance was 
wildly acclaimed by the audience—Mahler was called out five times after 
the Scherzo—the critics misrepresented the premiere as a failure. Mahler 



“Several important ingredients go into both the making and the performance 
of successful organ transcriptions. I always start from the full orchestral 
score and not a piano reduction. It’s perhaps surprising that, with Mahler’s 
symphonies, it’s not necessary to reduce too much, or to leave too much out. 
If you look at the sketches, things are often quite clear (and written for piano 
over three staves). The magic with Mahler comes, of course, from the subtle-
ty of the orchestral color, but with modern organ console technology and a 
degree of imagination it’s possible to replicate (or more accurately translate) 
this in a new medium. It’s important, too, not to make the transcription un-
playable. . . . I tend to find ways, through octave transpositions, reorganizing 
of the voicing of the harmony, and so on, to make the music lie well under the 
hands and both feet. Processing each note is a very time-consuming (and 

rather therapeutic) exercise—each bar 
requires a large amount of thought and 
this is a perfect way to get to know a score 
very intimately.

“The organist, of course, has four main ad-
vantages over the pianist, when it comes 
to performing orchestral transcriptions: 
a) the ability to incorporate either single 
or double pedal parts; b) more expressive 
potential through registrational color and 
swell boxes; c) more possibility for sus-

taining intense orchestral crescendi; and (d) very often performing in great 
cathedrals, where the acoustic and aesthetic ambience can add so much 
to the emotional impact of this music. Playing the last movement of Mahler 
3 at York Minster a while back, the effect of that matchless building on the 
music was breathtaking.

“In making the transcriptions, I’m quite disciplined about including the 
composers’ original intentions for phrasing, articulations, and dynamic 
parameters. More than that, though, I leave to the integrity and free will of 
the performer. . . . From the performance point of view, I always endeavor 
to adopt a registration scheme that has as much color and vivacity as the 
orchestra, but not necessarily the same explicit colors. There are certain 
instruments we just don’t have, but I think with care it’s possible to create 
registrations that have the same emotional ambience, clarity, and contrast. 
. . . You try and imagine what Mahler would say if he were standing over your 
shoulder. My profound hope is that people will enjoy playing and hearing 
these recastings of Mahler’s originals, rather like seeing great paintings  
in a new art gallery, in a different frame under completely new lighting  
conditions. This is highly charged, emotional music that shows Mahler’s 
complete genius for creating a highly original soundscape, which is  
instantly recognizable and completely inimitable.” 

 —©Jane Vial Jaffe;
  excerpt by David Briggs courtesy of Choir and Organ



IV. URLICHT
Contralto Solo
O Röschen roth!
Der Mensch liegt in grösster Noth!
Der Mensch liegt in grösster Pein!
Je lieber möcht’ ich in Himmel sein!

Da kam ich auf einen 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!

  —Des Knaben Wunderhorn

IV. PRIMEVAL LIGHT

O rosebud red!
Mankind lies in greatest need!
Mankind lies in greatest pain!
Yes, I would rather be in heaven!

Then I came upon a broad road;
an angel came and wanted to turn  
 me aside.
Ah no! I would not be turned aside!
I come from God and will return  
 to God!
Dear God will give me a light,
Will light my way to eternal,  
blessed life!
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V. FINALE
Chorus and Contralto Solo
Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du
Mein Staub, nach kurzer Ruh!
Unsterblich Leben! Unsterblich Leben!
Wird der dich rief dir geben.

Wieder aufzublüh’n wirst du gesät!
Der Herr der Ernte geht
Und sammelt Garben
Uns ein, die starben!

Contralto Solo
O glaube, mein Herz, o glaube:
Es geht dir nichts verloren!
Dein ist, dein ja dein, was du gesehnt!

Dein, was du geliebt, was du gestritten!

V. FINALE

Rise again, yes rise again thou wilt,
my dust, from brief rest!
Immortal life! Immortal life
shall He who called thee, give thee.

Again to blossom thou art sown!
The Lord of the Harvest goes forth
collecting sheaves,
us, who have died.

O believe, my heart, o believe:
For nothing is lost to thee!
Thine, yes thine, is what thou hast 
desired!
Thine, what thou hast loved, what 
thou hast fought for!



V. FINALE (CONTINUED)
Soprano Solo
O glaube: du wardst nicht umsonst   
 geboren!
Hast nicht umsonst gelebt, gelitten!

Chorus and Contralto Solo
Was entstanden ist, das muss vergehen
Was vergangen, auferstehen!
Hör’ auf zu beben!
Bereite dich zu leben!

Soprano and Contralto Solos
O Schmerz! Du Alldurchdringer!
Dir bin ich entrungen!
O Tod, du Allbezwingender!
Nun bist du bezwungen!

Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen,
In heissem Liebesstreben
Werd’ ich entschweben
Zum Licht, zu dem kein Aug’ gedrungen!

O believe: thou wert not born in vain!

Thou hast not lived, suffered in vain!

What has arisen must perish
What has perished must rise again!
Cease from trembling!
Prepare thyself to live!

O Pain, all-pervading,
from thee have I escaped!
O Death, thou conqueror of all,
now art thou conquered!

With wings that I have won
In ardent love’s endeavor
I shall soar to light
Never pierced by eyes.

Chorus
Mit Flügeln, die ich mir errungen,
Werde ich entschweben!
Sterben werd’ ich, um zu leben!

Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du,
Mein Herz, in einem Nu!
Was du geschlagen,
Zu Gott wird es dich tragen! 

With wings that I have won
I shall soar away.
Die I shall, to live again!

Rise again, yes, rise again thou wilt,
my heart, in an instant!
What thou hast defeated
will carry thee to God!

—freely adapted by Gustav Mahler 
from Klopstock: Resurrection Ode



at the St. Albans International 
Improvisation Competition, he also won the first prize in the International 
Improvisation Competition at Paisley. Subsequently David held positions at 
Hereford, Truro and Gloucester Cathedrals. He is currently Artist-in- 
Residence at St James Cathedral, Toronto.

David’s schedule includes more than 65 concerts a year, spanning several 
continents. Deeply committed to making organ music vibrant for future 
generations, he enjoys giving pre-concert lectures designed to make organ 
music more accessible to audiences. In addition, he teaches at Cambridge 
(UK), frequently serves on international organ competition juries, and gives 
masterclasses at colleges and conservatories across the U.S. and Europe.  

David Briggs is also a prolific composer and his works range from full scale 
oratorios to works for solo instruments. He has recorded two DVDs and 35 
CDs, many of which include his own compositions and transcriptions. 

For more information, Please visit:  www.david-briggs.org
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David Briggs is an internationally  
renowned organist whose  
performances are acclaimed for their 
musicality, virtuosity, and ability to 
excite and engage audiences of all 

ages. Master of an extensive repertoire spanning five centuries, he is known 
across the globe for his brilliant organ transcriptions of  
symphonic music by composers such as Mahler, Schubert, Tchaikovsky,  
Elgar, Bruckner, Ravel, and Bach. Fascinated by the art of Improvisation 
since a child, David also frequently performs improvisations to silent films 
such as Phantom of the Opera, Hunchback of Notre-Dame, Nosferatu, 
Jeanne d’Arc, Metropolis, as well as a variety of Charlie Chaplin films.  

At the age of 17, David obtained his FRCO (Fellow of the Royal College of 
Organists) diploma, winning all the prizes and the Silver Medal of the  
Worshipful Company of Musicians. From 1981-84 he was the Organ Scholar 
at King’s College, Cambridge University, during which time he studied organ 
with Jean Langlais in Paris. The first British winner of the Tournemire Prize 



Canadian soprano, Julia Morson, 
has been praised for her versatility of 
sound and style working in all genres of 
music from opera, oratorio, and early 
music to theatre, new music and jazz. 

She enjoys the collaborative nature of music and spends much of her time 
working on projects that bring together artists from a variety of musical and 
cultural genres.  

Recent solo engagements have included Handel’s Solomon, Messiah, 
Gloria, Saul and Psalm 112; J.S. Bach’s Mass in B minor, St. John Passion, 
and many cantatas, including The Wedding Cantata; Pergolesi’s Magnificat, 
and Stabat Mater; Vivaldi’s Gloria; Mozart’s Vespers, C+ Mass, and Magic 
Flute, Britten’s Ceremony of Carols, and Rejoice in the Lamb; Purcell’s Fairy 
Queen, and Dido Aeneas; Pärt’s Passio; several of Haydn’s Masses; Fauré’s 
Requiem; and Mahler’s Symphony No. 2.  

JULIA MORSON
SOPRANO
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Julia appears on a variety of recordings with many Juno and GRAMMY  
nominated ensembles, including Andrew Davis’ most recent Messiah  
(Chandos, 2016); Revelation (music by Patrick Hawes -release February 
2017); The Vale of Tears (Analetka, 2015); and Apocalypsis (Analekta, 2016).

Morson regularly premiers new compositions, and has collaborated with  
many composers, including the January 2016 World Premiere of David  
Briggs’s Three Motets for High Soprano and Organ. Working with an eclectic 
mix of ensembles ranging from early music specialists to classical/psychedelic 
fusion bands, Julia has appeared across Europe and North America,  
including performances in London, Liverpool, Dublin, Paris, Milan, Siena, 
New York City, and Toronto. 

www.juliamorson.com
Twitter: @coloraturajulia



A native of Toronto, Canada, mezzo 
soprano Christina Stelmacovich is 
in demand for the richness of her 
voice, expressiveness of style and 
wonderful interpretive singing  

especially in oratorio and art song. A winner and finalist of several interna-
tional vocal competitions including the Concours Musical de Montréal, the 
CBC/Radio-Canada National Competition for Young Performers as well as 
the International Brahms Competition held in Pörtschach, Austria where 
she was described as “an elegant and noble singer whose beautiful voice 
and attention to diction captivated the listener.”

Her career has included performances in Canada, Europe, the United 
States and Mexico where she has had the privilege of performing with 
such renowned conductors as Noel Edison, Ivars Taurins and the late Sir 
David Willcocks and Dr. Elmer Iseler to name a few. Recent works have 
included Mendelssohn’s Elijah, Handel’s Messiah and the title role in 

his epic work Solomon, Bach’s B Minor Mass, G Minor Mass, St. Matthew 
Passion, St. John Passion and Christmas Oratorio, Mozart’s Requiem and 
Mass in C, Vivaldi’s Gloria and Nisi Dominus, Salmo 126, Duruflé’s  
Requiem and Copland’s In the Beginning.  

Christina has made two recordings with the Aradia Ensemble on the Naxos 
label of Christmas Motets by Charpentier and can be heard on another 
Naxos CD entitled Discover Music of the Baroque Era. Her extensive record-
ings also include a disc of works by Christos Hatzis with the Amadeus Choir 
of Toronto entitled Everlasting Light for CBC Records and the first recording 
of Ukrainian polyphonic music of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
entitled Partesny Motets. 

When not performing, Christina is a much sought-after vocal coach and  
adjudicator.  She is the Music Assistant at the Cathedral Church of St. 
James in Toronto as well as the Artistic Director of a Bach cantata series 
entitled “Cantatas in the Cathedral.” 
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Recording, editing and production: Adrian Lucas (www.acclaimproductions.co.uk)
Session Assistant: David Wilkins
Recording generously sponsored by Jane Briggs and Gill James
Transcription generously sponsored by Byron Nimocks
Cover Photo: David Briggs (Sunrise at Mount Desert Island, Maine)
Blackburn Cathedral Photos: David Briggs, Adrian Lucas and Shaun Turnbull
Graphic Design: Amy Ouellette

Recorded in Blackburn Cathedral, UK, on 
the 15th, 16th and 17th October 2016, by 
kind permission of the Dean and Chapter. 

The organ recording used 2 Schoeps 
CMC5 omni directional mics mounted 
about 10m up on a Jecklin disk, as well 
as 2 Sontronics STC-1 mics with omni 
capsules and wide spacing.
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The choir was recorded with a mix of AKG 
414 mics in different configurations,  
positioned as 2 main pairs and 4 spot 
mics across the choir. Solos used a pair 
of CAD GXL2400 mics with reflection 
filters for increased sonic isolation.

The recording was made through a pair 
of Focusrite OctoPre preamps, RME Fire-
face 800 interface and then recorded 
both in Avid Pro Tools 11 (48/24) and on 
a JoeCo Blackbox BB1A.
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 1. ALLEGRO MAESTOSO (24:11)
 2. ANDANTE MODERATO (11:00) 

 3. IN RUHIG FLIESSENDER BEWEGUNG (11:45) 
 4. URLICHT. SEHR FEIERLICH, ABER SCHLICHT (5:53) 
  Christina Stelmacovich, Mezzo-soprano 
 5. IM TEMPO DES SCHERZOS (39:30)
  Julia Morson, Soprano 
  Christina Stelmacovich, Mezzo-soprano

GUSTAV MAHLER: SYMPHONY NO. 2 IN C MINOR, 
‘RESURRECTION’ 
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Recorded in Blackburn Cathedral, UK

TRANSCRIBED BY

Julia Morson
Christina Stelmacovich
City Of Birmingham Choir & Renaissance Singers
David Briggs (Organ)
Conducted by Dr Christopher Robinson 
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