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PRELIMINARY PROGRAM NOTE 
 
“Today, I read through the lenses of experience. You know, we read the classics five times; we read and reread them. After 
significant events I always listen differently to Beethoven. I read in different ways before and after the Great War. After the 
great revolutionary events… During the great crisis of capitalism before fascism took over, I read them differently once 
more. And in the emigrations, I re-read them with the greatest passion, because then I saw a completely new element of 
humanity that I’d never observed before because I’d been interested in other qualities in the classics. After my return to 
Germany in 1948, I read for the fifth time, once more making fresh discoveries, because again I was seeing things in a 
different light – not my personal light but the light of historical developments.”  
- Hans Eisler on reading Goethe and the classics, July 13, 1961 - 
 
Opera originated as a rereading and reimagination of the classics. In the centuries since, composers have filled 
operatic stages with the plights of Greek gods, heroes, and monsters, all rendered in the specific light of their 
time. Reinterpreted stories, symbols, and ideas from Greek antiquity also found a home in lieder, classical 
music’s distilled synthesis of poetry and music. Franz Schubert (1797-1828) was the wellspring of lieder, 
writing over 600 songs to poems by 115 poets. Of the dozens of songs that Schubert wrote on themes form 
Greek antiquity, this program centers on Schubert’s settings of Johann von Goethe, Friedrich Schiller, and 
Johann Mayrhoffer. Schiller’s poems gave Schubert a thick oil paint of language to portray vivid scenes of 
Hades and the modern world bereft of divinity. Mayrhoffer, Schubert’s close friend, adopts familiar symbols 
and characters of Greek mythology to give coded voice to his life’s central contradiction: a poet who earned 
his living as a censor for the anti-Enlightenment Metternich regime. Goethe brings us into his expansive 
pantheism and seeks to define the mortal relationship to omnipotence in Ganymed, Prometheus, and Grenzen 
der Menschheit. In Ganymed, we are ecstatically subsumed by Zeus; in Prometheus we rail against the 
authority of divinity and crown humanity above the Gods; and in the philosophical poem Grenzen der 
Menschheit we arrive at an understanding of our place in the cosmos.     
 
The two Handel arias are show pieces for bass voice, selected from his operas Hercules and Acis and Galatea. 
 
Hans Eisler (1898-1962) composed over 200 lieder during the most tumultuous decades of the 20th century. 
Born in Germany to Jewish parents, Eisler served in World War I, studied composition with Arnold 
Schönberg, and became a leading figure in the new artistic and socialist political movements of the Weimar 
Republic. With the election of Hitler, Eisler fled Germany and moved to the United States, where he lived 
and worked with the many German luminary exiles in Los Angeles. His tribulations however were not 
through. In 1948, Eisler was brought before the House Un-American Activities Committee on charges of 
communism, effectively ending his career in the US. He returned to East Berlin, where he spent the last 
decades of his life attempting to realize the liberatory promises of socialism within the increasingly repressive 
tides of authoritarian communism. Eisler’s choice of texts was constantly informed by his evolving answers 
to the question “what is politically or culturally necessary at this time?”  While in exile during the second 
World War, he turned to Eduard Mörike’s translations of Anakreon. They are published as part of the 
Hollywood Liederbuch, or as Eisler called it, the “song diary” of his years in exile.  
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