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Beethoven: Opferlied, Opus 121b 
first version premiered December 23, 1822; text by Friedrich von Matthisson

Above the first notes on the score of the Opferlied (Song of Offering), Beethoven wrote “Mit 
innigem, andächtigen Gefühl, in ziemlich langsamer Bewegung.” This German direction – “to be 
performed with intimate, devout feelings, in rather slow motion” – has much in common with 
other markings in music of Beethoven’s late period (such as the “Gesangvoll, mit innigster 
Empfindung” heading for the last movement of the Fortepiano Sonata, Opus 109). Instead of a 
simple (or complex) Italian tempo marking, Beethoven specified, in his mother tongue, the state 
of the soul with which the performers – soprano, chorus, conductor, orchestra – are directed to 
approach their task.
 The poem opens evocatively with the image of light emanating through the trees of an 
oak grove from a fire set for a sacred sacrificial rite. The penitent one asks that the “youthful 
sacrifice” be pleasing in god’s sight and that Zeus’s life spirit will fill the seeker with beauty and 
give him or her beauty to the good from youth to old age.
 Acclaimed in its day for its elegance tinged with melancholy, Matthison’s poetry was highly 
popular with Classical period composers. Besides Opferlied, Beethoven also set three other 
poems, including “Adelaide,” which became one of his most popular songs. In 1811 Matthison 
praised Beethoven’s Adelaide as the most profound setting yet composed. Beethoven set the 
Opferlied text both for solo voice and fortepiano (as the second of the Three German Songs, 
WoO 126, of 1808) and soprano, chorus, and orchestra (1822 and 1825).
 Beethoven’s heartfelt setting is simply but elegantly organized: the soprano sings each 
stanza first and then gives way to the chorus’s four-voice echo. She, however, is accompa-
nied only by clarinets, bassoons, and horns on the first stanza; when the chorus replaces her, 
the strings are added. For the second stanza, Beethoven adds an imploring solo cello to the 
accompaniment, which continues to accompany the soprano once she enters. With winds and 
strings, the chorus – again without soloist – echoes the second stanza. In a beautiful detail, 
Beethoven separates the cellos from the double basses: all the cellos now play the imploring 
line while the double basses play the true bass line by themselves.

Beethoven: Symphony No. 9, Opus 125, “Choral”
premiered May 7, 1824; text by Friedrich Schiller 

“It is amazing,” Claude Debussy once commented wryly, “that the Ninth Symphony has not 
been buried under the mass of prose that it has provoked.” He was more correct than even 
he could have prophesied: since his pronouncement, the ever-burgeoning pile of scholarly writ-
ings threatens to overwhelm the symphony itself. As a restorative, it’s valuable to explore what 
Beethoven thought of the Ninth, what Beethoven saw as its meaning. With the help of one of 
Beethoven’s sketches, we can replace some well-intended, but misguided, readings of the work 



Thalia. The poem is titled simply “An die Freude” – “To Joy” – and contains nine stanzas, each 
with its own chorus. Seventeen years later Schiller published a revised version of the poem, 
still calling it “An die Freude.” The 1803 version eliminated the ninth stanza (perhaps because 
of its severe tone) and altered the words of the first strophe. It is well known that Beethoven 
intended to set Schiller’s poem as early as 1792; when he began to write the choral finale to 
the Ninth Symphony, he relied on the second version of the text, from 1803. 
 What attracted Beethoven so strongly to this poem? First, the text clearly reflects the 
egalitarian ideals of the Enlightenment, particularly those calling for the common brotherhood of 
mankind. Beethoven, steeped in these ideals while a teenager in Bonn, must have felt that the 
text was a fitting “ode” to their honor. Second, the text reflects Beethoven’s own eclectic reli-
gious views. Though raised in the Roman Catholic church, Beethoven developed his own spiritual 
values, drawn both from world religions and also partly in response to the ethical dictates of 
the Enlightenment. Beethoven believed in a personal god who could be addressed directly; his 
god was the god of all creation, and mankind could approach the level of the gods through 
a similar process. As he once said in a letter, “only knowledge and art can raise mankind to 
the level of the divinity.” Third, the text enthusiastically salutes nature as the source of joy; 
Beethoven’s own passion for nature revealed itself in his long daily walks, his fondness for 
Sturm’s devotional volumes Reflections on the Works of God and of Providence Throughout All 
Nature, and of course in the “Pastoral” Symphony (whose first movement is titled “Awakening 
of Happy Feelings on Arriving in the Countryside”). Finally, the text has a strong moral tone to 
it, speaking as it does of grand subjects like “the flaming mirror of truth,” “the steep hill of vir-
tue,” and “steadfast courage in heavy sorrows.” This kind of elevated oratory strongly appealed 
to Beethoven; similar language marks his famous Heiligenstadt Testament of 1802.
 Having declared his aim to set Schiller’s text by 1792, Beethoven finally got down to his 
task in a preliminary way in the 1810s and went seriously to work in 1822-24. He winnowed 
down the text, using only sections from the first four stanzas, reordering them to suit his 
purpose. Having then chosen this text as his conclusion, his ultimate goal in the symphony, 
Beethoven fashioned three movements to precede it. The sketch unambiguously reveals what he 
envisioned.
 It begins with the famous clash and arpeggiated eighth notes of the orchestra followed 
by the words “Today is a solemn day … that should be celebrated with song and …” Here the 
prose is interrupted by the arpeggiated eighth notes followed by a quotation of the opening  
of the first movement, which is strongly rejected by the singer with a phrase that begins on  
the exact same notes as the quotation: “Oh no, not that, something else, [something] pleasing 
is what I demand.” (Another sketch for the first movement clarifies its exact emotion: Verzwei-
flung – despair, the exact same word Beethoven had used to describe his suicidal feelings in 
the Heiligenstadt Testament.) A quote of the beginning of the second movement next draws the 
reaction: “No to that as well, it’s not better, rather [something] more solemn.” The gorgeous 
first five notes of the slow movement are heard but rejected: “that too is too tender-hearted, 

with the composer’s own concept.
 Whenever I hear the Ninth, I find 
myself thinking about this one particu-
larly important sketch, which Beethoven 
made for the opening of the last move-
ment. It may be the most important 
sketch he made for the symphony. The 
sketch is reproduced here as it was 
transcribed by the pioneer of Beethoven 
sketch studies, Gustav Nottebohm.
 In the sketch Beethoven worked on 
the opening recitative to the Finale. As 
you can see, he originally wrote a text 
under the recitative that is performed in 
the final version only by the cellos and 
double basses. The text is remarkable 
because it helps us understand – in  
telegraphic form – what Beethoven 
perceived as the meaning of the first 
three movements. The meaning of the 
last movement should not be a problem, 
because obviously Beethoven’s intent 
there was to express his own individual 
understanding of Schiller’s famous poem 
“An die Freude.” The meaning of the first 
three movements, however, is less defi-
nite because they do not have words. 
They are, nonetheless, as programmatic 
as the last. Beethoven’s descriptions 
in this sketch allow us to connect the 
meaning of the last movement to the 
first three and allows us to reconstruct 
the story, the narrative, of the entire 
symphony.  
 Since Schiller’s poem was 
Beethoven’s inspiration, it is the place 
to start. The poem that enflamed 
Beethoven’s imagination first appeared 
in 1786 in Schiller’s own journal called 



Beethoven: Symphony No. 9
An die Freude (Ode to Joy)
O Freunde, nicht diese Töne, O friends, not these notes! 
sondern lasst uns angenehmere Rather let us take up something more 
anstimmen, und freudenvollere. pleasant, and more joyful.

Freude, schöner Götterfunken Joy, lovely divine light, 
Tochter aus Elysium Daughter of Elysium 
Wir betreten feuertrunken, We march, drunk with fire,  
Himmlische, dein Heiligtum. Holy One, to thy holy kingdom. 
Deine Zauber binden wieder, Thy magic binds together 
Was die Mode streng geteilt; What tradition has strongly parted, 
Alle Menschen werden Brüder, All men will be brothers 
Wo dein sanfter Flügel weilt. Dwelling under the safety of your wings.

Wem der grosse Wurf gelungen, He who has had the great pleasure 
Eines Freundes Freund zu sein To be a true friend to a friend, 
Wer ein holdes Weib errungen, He who has a noble wife 
Mische seinen Jubel ein! Let him join our mighty song of rejoicing! 
Ja - wer auch nur eine Seele Yes - if there is a solitary soul 
Sein nennt auf’ dem Erdenrund! In the entire world which claims him— 
Und wer’s nie gekonnt, der stehle If he rejects it, then let him steal away 
Weinend sich aus diesem Bund. Weeping out of this comradeship.

Freude trinken alle Wesen All beings drink in joy 
An den Brüsten der Natur; From nature’s breasts. 
Alle Guten, alle Bösen All good and evil things 
Folgen ihrer Rosenspur. Follow her rose-strewn path. 
Küsse gab sie uns und Reben She gives us kisses and grapes, 
Einen Freund, geprüft im Tod; A friend, tested unto death, 
Wollust ward dem Wurm gegeben, Pleasure is given even to the worm 
Und der Cherub steht vor Gott. And the cherubim stand before God.

Froh, wie seine Sonnen fliegen Happy, like thy Sun which flies 
Durch des Himmels prächt’gen Plan, Through the splendid Heavens, 
Wandelt, Brüder, eure Bahn, Wander, Brothers, on your road 
Freudig, wie ein Held zum Siegen. Joyful, like a hero going to victory.

Seid umschlungen, Millionen! Be embraced, you multitudes, 
Diesen Kuss der ganzen Welt! In this kiss of the entire world. 

one must search for something to raise one’s spirits… I will see to it that I myself lead what 
the voices … follow me.” At last: a fragment of the Ode to Joy tune appears and the singer 
exults, “That’s it! Ha! It is now discovered, Joy, beautiful…” 
 So, what is Beethoven’s narrative, given to us short-hand in the sketch? The symphony 
opens with a bleak depiction of despair, which is somewhat ameliorated in the fugal second 
movement, contrasted with a solution in the third movement that is too tender-hearted for this 
solemn celebration, and finally solved with a earthy, robust joy, Schiller’s joy. 
 Though we think of the Ninth as perhaps the first great Romantic symphony, it is worth 
noting how exactly the work fulfills the purpose of music as articulated again and again by 
18th-century Enlightenment writers. The famous flute teacher and composer and writer J. J. 
Quantz, for example, wrote that a composer must “strive to hit upon a good choice and 
mixture of ideas from beginning to end in accordance with the purpose of each piece. He must 
express the different passions of the soul properly.” Quantz also compared the role of the mu-
sician to that of an orator: “Both have the same aim in regard to their productions, namely to 
make themselves masters of the hearts of their listeners, to arouse or still their passions, and 
to transport them now to this sentiment, now to that.”
 In the Ninth, one of the most powerful musical “transportings” ever imagined by the  
human mind, Beethoven depicted the existential journey of the soul from despair to Schillerian 
joy. The universal problem of finding joy while in despair was tackled by the fifty-one-year-old 
deaf composer who — plagued with health problems, unsuccessful in romantic love, consumed 
with raising his dead brother’s son, worried about money, and increasingly isolated from the 
world – yet commands us: “like a hero to victory… run joyfully, brothers, on your course.”
  - Dr. William Meredith, Director
    The Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies, San Jose State University

Beethoven: Opferlied (Song of Offering)
Die Flamme lodert, milder Schein 
durchglänzt den düstern Eichenhain 
und Weihrauchdüfte wallen. 
O neig’ ein gnädig Ohr zu mir 
und laß des Jünglings Opfer dir, 
Du Höchster, wohl gefallen! 
Sei stets der Freiheit Wehr und Schild! 
Dein Lebensgeist durchatme mild 
luft, Erde, Feu’r und Fluten! 
Gib mir als Jüngling und als Greis 
am väterlichen Herd, o Zeus, 
das Schöne zu dem Guten!

The fire flares, a lambent light creeps
through the dusky grove of oaks;  
and clouds of scented incense rise.
Incline, O Lord, your merciful ear,  
and let my youthful sacrifice,
O Lord, be pleasing in your sight!
Be always freedom’s shield and banner!
Breathe softly your life spirit  
through the air, earth, fire and water!
Give me, in youth and age,  
at my father’s hearth,
O Zeus, beauty with goodness!



Conductor Nicholas McGegan is one of the world’s leading authorities on Baroque 
and Classical repertoire. A champion of such Baroque masters as Handel, Rameau, 
Bach and Vivaldi, his repertoire also encompasses Mozart and Haydn, the complete 
symphonies of Beethoven, and extends to Stravinsky, Britten, Tippett, and Glass. His 
itinerary includes appearances on many of the world’s most illustrious podiums. In the 
United States these include regular visits to Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, 

Philadelphia, and Saint Louis. And in Europe no season goes by without visits to London, Glasgow 
and Amsterdam. He appears regularly with the Los Angeles Philharmonic at the Hollywood Bowl, with 
the Chicago Symphony at the Ravinia Festival, and with Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra at New 
York’s Mostly Mozart Festival. His frequent collaborations with choreographer/director Mark Morris have 
taken him to New York, Chicago, Berkeley, and the Edinburgh Festival, where they premiered a new 
production of Rameau’s Platée in cooperation with the Royal Opera, Covent Garden.
 Mr. McGegan has just celebrated his 20th year as music director of Philharmonia Baroque 
Orchestra. Since 1990, he has also been Artistic Director of Germany’s International Handel-Festival in 
Göttingen – the world’s oldest Festival celebrating Handel and his music. Among his more than 100 
recordings are Handel’s Ariodante with Lorraine Hunt Lieberson (winner of the Gramophone Award) 
and 2 volumes of violin sonatas by Nicola Matteis, both of which received the Diapason d’Or. Further 
details on his discography can be found on his website: www.nicholasmcgegan.com.

Internationally-renowned soprano Lynne Dawson has sung with many of the 
world’s leading conductors including Giulini, Barenboim, Mehta, Ashkenazy, 
Gardiner, Chailly, Harnoncourt, Minkowski and Mackerras. She has over seventy 
five CDs in her personal recording catalogue including the award-winning record-
ing of Orff’s Carmina Burana with the San Francisco Symphony. Recent releases 
include Mozart’s C minor Mass, Handel’s L’Allegro, the 2000 Gramophone Award-

winning Lili Boulanger’s Faust et Hélène, Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas, Handel’s Hercules and “On 
this Island,” a selection of English songs. Ms. Dawson has appeared in concert with many of 
the world’s leading orchestras; highlights include the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, La Scala, 
the Proms, the Salzburg Festival, the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, as well as the Leipzig 
Gewandhaus Orchestra. In September 1997, her performance of the “Libera me” from Verdi’s 
Requiem was watched by a world-wide audience of millions on the occasion of the funeral of 
Diana, Princess of Wales.

Acclaimed by Bernard Holland in the New York Times for “the beauty of her 
voice,” American mezzo-soprano Mary Phillips has garnered praise for her 
performances in a wide range of repertoire. Her international opera debut took 
place in Tenerife as Rossweise in Die Walküre, and she has repeated the role at 
the Dallas Opera and the Seattle Opera. Her appearance in the Scottish Opera 
Ring Cycle at the Edinburgh International Festival marked her debut in the United 

Kingdom. She returned to the Seattle Opera for Wagner’s Ring Cycle in 2005, and sang in 

Brüder—überm Sternenzelt Brothers—over the canopy of stars 
Muss ein lieber Vater wohnen! A loving Father must live.

Ihr stürzt nieder, Millionen? Millions, do you fall upon your knees?
Ahnest du den Schöpfer, Welt? Do you sense the Creator, world? 
Such’ ihn überm Sternenzelt! Seek Him above the canopy of stars! 
Über Sternen muss er wohnen. Surely He lives above the stars.

About the Performers
San Francisco’s Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra has been dedicated to historically-informed 
performance of Baroque, Classical and early-Romantic music on original instruments since its 
inception in 1981. Under Music Director Nicholas McGegan, Philharmonia was named Musical 
America’s 2004 Ensemble of the Year, and, according to Los Angeles Times critic Alan Rich, 
has become “an ensemble for early music as fine as any in the world today.” The Orchestra 
performs an annual subscription season in four cities in the San Francisco Bay Area, and 
is regularly heard on tour in United States and internationally. The Orchestra has its own 
professional chorus, the Philharmonia Chorale, and also welcomes eminent guest conductors 
to its podium, including William Christie, Andrew Parrott, Jordi Savall, Gustav Leonhardt, Monica 
Huggett and Trevor Pinnock.
 Under McGegan’s direction, Philharmonia has made several U.S. tours, each of which 
included an appearance on the Great Performers Series at Lincoln Center. The Orchestra made 
its debuts at the new Segerstrom Concert Hall in Orange County in 2006, and at Carnegie 
Hall in New York and Walt Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles in February 2005. In August 
of 2005 Philharmonia made its debut at the BBC Proms in London, Snape Maltings (UK) and 
the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. Philharmonia also appeared as the centerpiece of the 
International Handel Festival in Göttingen, Germany in 1999, 2001, 2002 and 2005.
 Philharmonia has had numerous extremely successful collaborations with the Mark Morris 
Dance Group, including the recent premiere of Morris’ highly-acclaimed production of Purcell’s 
King Arthur, the American premiere of Morris’ production of Rameau’s ballet-opera Platée, which 
was the tour de force of the 1998 Berkeley Festival, Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas at the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music, and many performances of Handel’s L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato.
 Among the most-recorded period-instrument orchestras in the United States or in Europe, 
Philharmonia has made twenty-four highly praised recordings for Harmonia Mundi, Reference 
Recordings and BMG, and also released a self-produced 2-CD set of music of Alessandro 
Scarlatti on the Avie label. The Orchestra’s live recording of Handel’s oratorio Susanna received 
a Grammy nomination and a Gramophone Magazine Award for best Baroque vocal recording 
in 1991. Since 2005, Philharmonia has been issuing a series of recordings exclusively over the 
Internet in partnership with Magnatune.com.



Canadian Opera’s Ring Cycle to open Toronto’s new Four Seasons Centre for the Performing 
Arts. Ms. Phillips has performed and recorded Bach’s Magnificat and Vivaldi’s Gloria with 
Boston Baroque. Her ability to interpret new works led to her New York Philharmonic debut, 
and she has performed with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, Handel & Haydn Society, Los 
Angeles Philharmonic, Minnesota Orchestra, Pacific Symphony (CA), Long Island Philharmonic, 
Des Moines Symphony and at the Colorado Music Festival. 

Tenor Iain Paton was born in Scotland and studied at the Royal Scottish 
Academy of Music and Drama. He won the first Erich Vietheer Award at 
Glyndebourne and subsequently appeared in Australia, New Zealand and Norway 
singing Lloyd Webber’s Requiem. Mr. Paton has performed with the Scottish 
Early Music Consort in Northern Ireland, Germany and Poland, and with the City 
of Birmingham Touring Opera. He has recorded for the BBC with conductor 

Sir Andrew Davis. Recent engagements include the Finnish National Opera, Akron Symphony 
Orchestra, Göttingen Festival, Royal Scottish National Orchestra and the Dublin-based Opera 
Theatre Company. Mr. Paton has performed with opera companies throughout the world such 
as Bilbao, Scottish Opera, Opera North, Zurich Opera and the Opera Bastille. He has also 
sung at the Mostly Mozart Festival in New York, and has toured Scotland with the BT Scottish 
Ensemble, and the Far East with Les Arts Florissants.
 

An intelligent and versatile artist, Andrew Foster-Williams is a bass-bari-
tone much admired for his vocal agility and richness of tone. The British-born 
singer studied at the Royal Academy of Music where he was recently made 
an Associate. His engagements have included performances with Opera North, 
Glyndebourne On Tour, the International Handel-Festival Göttingen, Opera 
National du Rhin, the Gran Teatre del Liceu, the Barbican, ENO, Early Opera 

Company, Grange Park, the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, the Academy of Ancient 
Music, the English Concert, the City of London Symphonia, London Mozart Players, City of 
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra and the Aalborg Symphoniorkester (Denmark). Recordings 
include La Senna festeggiante with Robert King and The King’s Consort, Partenope with 
Christian Curnyn and Campra’s grands motets with William Christie and Les Arts Florissants.

Critically acclaimed for its brilliant sound, robust energy, and sensitive deliv-
ery of the text, the Philharmonia Chorale was formed in 1995 to provide a 
vocal complement whose fluency in the stylistic language of the Baroque period 
matched that of Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra. The Chorale consists of 
twenty-four professional singers with distinguished solo and ensemble experience, 
and is led by conductor and musicologist Bruce Lamott. The Chorale’s reper-
toire has included nine Handel oratorios, Bach’s St. John Passion and Christmas 

Oratorio and Mozart’s C minor Mass.

Since 1985, San Francisco Choral Artists has thrilled Bay Area audiences with 
its perfectly balanced blend of voices, innovative programming, and elegant 
presentation of both choral classics and vibrant new music by contemporary 
composers. Through its Composer in Residence program, its many world premiere 
performances, and its New Voices competition for composers under the age of 30, 
the group fosters new choral music, including the works of many Bay Area 
luminaries. The group has been under the direction of Magen Solomon since 1995.

The Chamber Chorus of the University of California, Berkeley, led by Marika 
Kuzma, is an ensemble competitively selected from singers in the Berkeley campus 
community. Sponsored by the Department of Music, the ensemble has earned a 
fine reputation in the San Francisco Bay Area for its performances of contemporary 
and early music. The chorus has premiered works by Morton Feldman, Lou Harrison, 
Richard Felciano, Jorge Liderman, and John Thow.
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Violin
Katherine Kyme, 
Concertmaster
Elizabeth Blumenstock
Tekla Cunningham
Jolianne von Einem
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Carla Moore
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Viola
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Recorded live in concert on April 22 & 23, 2006, in Berkeley, California., in honor of the 25th Anniversary 
Season of Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, and the 20th Anniversary of Nicholas McGegan as Music Director.

Recording producer and engineer: David v.R. Bowles (Swineshead Productions). 
Digital editing and mixing: David v.R. Bowles. Production assistant: Boby Borisov. 
Recorded using Sonodore microphones, Gordon microphone preamplifiers and Euphonix digital conversion.


