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brings Mahler's 
great Resurrection 

to Strathmore 
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By Pamela Toutant 

n celebration of the 150"h an
niversary of Gustav Mahler's 
birth, and in partnership with 
the Polish Embassy, the Na
tional Philharmonic opens its 

2010-2011 season with one of Mahler's 
greatest works, Symphony No.2, the 
Resurrection. 

Reportedly Mahler's favorite sym
phony, the work is a meditation on the 
hope of man's afterlife and resurrection. 
It is a musical experience during which, 
in Mahler's own words, "One is battered 
to the ground and then raised on angel 
wings to the highest heights." 

In his lifetime, Mahler, whose tem
pestuous personality demanded perfec



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

tion from the conductor's podium, was 
better known as a great opera conduc
tor. As a Jew, his work as a composer 
was banned in much of Europe during 
the Nazi era and then neglected by the 
musical establishment until the 19705. 

Under Maestro Piotr Gajewski, the 
National Philharmonic has performed 
Mahler's first and fourth symphonies, 
but the Oct. 9 performance will be Ga
jewski's first time conducting the Res
urrection. Symphony No. 2 is a grand 
undertaking that involves 250 musi
cians, including two vocal soloists, the 
National Philharmonic Chorale and 
a brass band that plays off stage. The 
symphony is approximately 90 minutes 
tong, which requires stamina for the 
conductor, the musicians and the au
dience. "For the conductor," says Ga
jewski, "many decisions must be made 
along the way. You have to make the 
music come alive for the audience; at 
the same time, you can't give away too 
much too soon--you clon't want to ex
haust the listener too early." 

Conductor Leonard Bernstein, with 
whom Gajewski studied in 1983 at 
Tanglew()od, ignited Gajewski's inter
est in Mahler. "Bernstein really carried 
a torch for Mahler. In fact, he made 
three recordings of Mahler's Resurrec
tion Symphony," Gajewski says. In re
marks during a lecture at Harvard in 
1973, Bernstein suggested that the rea
son for the neglect of Mahler's music 
50 years after his death was not because 
his music was too long or bombastic, 
but rather because Mahler's music ex
plores and deeply touches people's fears 
abc ut life and death. 

Resurrection was inspired by the Ger
man folk-poem collection Des Knaben 
\'IV'underhom (The Youth's Magic Hcnll), 
one of Mahler's favorite books . The 
book, in addition to other topics, ad
dressed the possibility of man's redemp
tion and resurrection. The symphony 

consists of five movements represent
ing various stages in humankincl's grap
pling with the eternal questions of the 
meaning of life, and the fervent hope 
for everlasting, transcendent life after 
death. In describing his first and sec
ond symphonies to a friend, Mahler 
once said that they containeJ, "the 
inner aspect of my whole life; I have 
written into them everything I have 
experienced and endured." 

Joining the National Philharmonic 
for this performance are two vocal so
loists. Making her debut with the Na
tional PhiU1annonic is I\Vona Sobotka, 
who achieved international acclaim 
in 2004 as Grand Prix winner of the 
Queen Elizabeth International Music 
Competition of Belgium. In the words 
of Gajewski, "she is one of Poland's 
greatest sopranos of today." 

Joining Sobotka on stage is up-and
coming mezzo-soprano Magdalena WOr. 
A native of Poland, Wor now lives in 
Washington, D.C., and has performed 
several times with the National Phil
harmonic. "I look forward to working 
with Maestro Gajewski again. He is 
very gracious when it comes to giv
ing the singer mom for her own in
terpretation of the music," she says. 

According to Gajewski, the 
voices required for Mahler have 
to have a heavenly quality to them. 
"Both Sobotka and W6r fall into that 
category. Both also have the projection 
powers to perform with a large orches
tra in a large venue and can deliver 
the emotional impact the piece 
requires," Gajewski says. 

The concert will open 
with Greek composer An
dreas Makris's Aegean Fes
tival Overture. Makris com
posed several works for the 
National Philharmonic be
fore his death in 2005, in
cluding the Strathmore Over

ture, which the National Philharmonic 
played at the opening of the Music Cen
ter. "Makris's music is wonderfully or
chestrated and tuneful," Gajewski says 
of the work of his friencl. "We chose this 
piece because we wanted to begin the 
season on a festive note." 

Also on the program and presented 
in partnership with the Polish Embas
sy will be Mieczystaw Kadowicz's rare
ly performed symphonic tone poem, A 
Sorrowful Tale, characterized by a me 1
ancholy and yearning lyricism. Al
though Kadowicz is largely unknown 
outside of Poland, he occupies a prime 
place in Polish music history between 
Fryderyk Chopin and Karol Szyman
owski. "Had he not been killed in an 
avalanche at the age of 32, he would 
have been a major force in Polish mu
sic," Gajewski says. 1':\ 
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