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MAHLER

Symphony	No.	2
Mahler’s Second Symphony, like all his works, 
is a palimpsest of musical history and personal 
musical references. It’s also, among other 
things, an expansion and explosion of song 
form, sonata structure and epic oratorio 
into a gigantic symphonic apocalypse. 
The C minor funeral march of its opening 
movement is a distant cousin of the C minor 
funeral march in Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ 
Symphony; the third movement is based 
on Mahler’s own song about St Anthony 
preaching to the fishes; the fourth movement 
is another song taken from his previous cycle, 
Des Knaben Wunderhorn; and the enormous 
final movement, with its sounding of the last 
trumpets and its overwhelming setting of 
Klopstock’s fervent text on the resurrection 
of our souls, is a fusion of opera, cantata and, 
if you’ll excuse the anachronism, Cecil B. 
DeMille-style symphonic finale.

Which means that one way of thinking about 
Mahler’s Second Symphony isn’t as a single 
piece at all but rather as a warping and 
wefting of multiple musical and 
autobiographical narratives on top of one 
another. And one composer has taken that 
idea and run with it, turning the third 
movement of the Second Symphony into a 
palimpsest of palimpsests, so that this single 
movement becomes a kind of explosive 
machine of musical and literary references, 
creating a completely new art form from a 
tissue of fragments and quotations built on 
a ragged skeleton of Mahler’s original music. 
I’m talking about the third movement of the 
Italian composer Berio’s Sinfonia – simply 
‘Symphony’, which Berio takes in this piece 
from its etymological definition of ‘sounding 

together’. And what ‘sounds together’ in 
Sinfonia’s third movement is Mahler overlaid 
and interrupted by, among many others, 
fragments of Debussy’s La mer, Stockhausen’s 
Gruppen, Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier, 
Webern’s Second	Cantata, Stravinsky’s  
The Rite of Spring and Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’	
Symphony. Oh, and there are eight amplified 
voices in Sinfonia who sing, hum and speak 
their own universe of literary and poetic 
references, including the words of Samuel 
Beckett, from his novel The Unnamable, 
and instructions from Mahler’s scores: 
‘Keep going, going on … Call that going, 
call that on?’ 

Berio’s delirious piece, written in 1968, is 
music whose virtuosity is easy to think of as  
a special case. It’s one of the most thrilling 
carousels of dizzying musical postmodernism 
you can have in a concert hall. But, in a sense, 
what Berio is doing in the third movement  
of Sinfonia is simply an expanded version of 
something we’re all doing when we listen to 
a symphony. Here’s what I mean: none of us 
ever really hears a piece of music in glorious 
isolation. In fact, if we’re honest about it, 
each piece we hear just adds another layer  
to the palimpsest of our own listening 
history. One of the things that Berio does,  
in the most astonishingly complete, precisely 
chaotic and chaotically precise way, is to 
write down those layers of listening, so that 
the third movement of Sinfonia gives us 
access to the kind of hyper-aware network  
of associations firing off in the mind of a great 
composer, letting us in to the secrets of what 
happens when Berio listens to Mahler’s 
symphony. 

But that’s just one of the jobs that the third 
movement of Sinfonia does. It’s also a running 
commentary on the absurdity of live 

performance, the elusive nature of musical 
meaning and the limits of the power of music 
to change the world. Just as Mahler’s 
symphony is based on a song that tells the 
story of the futility of the priest preaching to 
his fishy congregation, so the third movement 
of Berio’s Sinfonia ends up questioning what 
musical value might be. The irony is that in 
turning symphonic discourse inside out, so 
that instead of single-minded originality it 
becomes a postmodern radio tuner on 
steroids, Berio finds a new, vital way of 
making music that would sustain and inspire 
him and so many others composers in the 
later 20th century and beyond.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.
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