


Although the work was composed during Ives's 20s, it was half 
a century before it was premiered, on February 22, 1951, in a 
New York Philharmonic concert conducted by Leonard Bern-
stein. The symphony was premiered to rapturous applause but 
Ives responded with ambivalence (he reportedly spat)—he did 
not attend the concert in person, but listened to a radio 
rebroadcast on March 4. The public performance had been 
postponed for so long because Ives had been alienated from 
the American classical establishment. Ever since his training 
with Horatio Parker at Yale, Ives had suffered their disapproval 
of the mischievous unorthodoxy with which he pushed the 
boundaries of European classical structures to create sound-
scapes that recalled the vernacular music-making of his New 
England upbringing.

Like Ives's other compositions that honor the European and 
American inheritances, the Second Symphony makes no com-
plete quotation of popular American tunes, but tunes such as 
"Camptown Races", "Long, Long Ago", "Turkey in the Straw" 
and "America the Beautiful", are alluded to and reshaped into 
original themes. The sole exception is "Columbia, the Gem of 
the Ocean", whose verse is heard complete and almost unal-

tered at the climax of the fifth movement as a counterpoint to 
Ives's original first theme. There are also a number of refer-
ences to works from the Western canon of music, notably the 
first movement of Beethoven's fifth symphony (some rather 
subdued compared with the original) and a rescoring of part of 
Brahms's first symphony, as well as a passage (in the first and 
last movements) from the F minor three-part invention of 
Johann Sebastian Bach. Ives also quotes the so-called Long-
ing for Death motif from Wagner's opera Tristan und Isolde.

Bernstein's premiere and subsequent interpretations were later 
widely criticized for taking liberties with the score. The score 
used in 1951 contained about a thousand errors, but in addition 
Bernstein made a substantial cut to the finale, ignored some of 
Ives's tempo indications, changed instrumentation, and 
prolonged the terminating "Bronx cheer" discord from an eighth 
note to more than a half note. Many conductors and audienc-
es, influenced by Bernstein's example, have considered the 
last of these practices one of the trademarks of the piece.
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Ives Symphony No. 2 - Leonard Bernstein conducts the New York Philharmonic

1. Andante Moderato, Allegro 12:20
2. Adagio Cantabile 10:39
3. Lento Maestoso. Allegro Molto Vivace 13:13
Total Time: 36:12

Transferred from a 15ips 2-track tape
Released in 1960 by Columbia Masterworks


