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John Tilbury 
Composer for Socialism: 
Betz on Eisler 
Albrecht Betz, Hanns Eisler: Political Musician, 

translated by Bill Hopkins (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), £25.00 

A book on Hanns Eisler in English has been long 
overdue, not only because of his impeccable 
credentials as a composer (his teacher, Schoenberg, 
regarded him as highly as he did his two other 
talented pupils, Berg and Webern), but also because 
Eisler wrote and spoke brilliantly on the subject of 
music. Albrecht Betz's book, Hanns Eisler: Musik 
einer Zeit, die sich eben bildet (1976), which was 
capably translated by the late Bill Hopkins, has the 
advantage of having been written by an author who 

with Eisler's philosophical (that is, Marxist) 
standpomt, and whose admiration for Eisler therefore 
does not stop short at the music. Betz is in sympathy 
with Eisler's aims, which Eisler himself stated quite 
explicitly in 1957 at a conference of German 
composers and musicologists: 'I have always striven to 
write music that serves socialism. This was often a 
difficult and contradictory exercise, but the only 
worthy one for artists in our time. ' 1 

It is to Betz's credit that throughout his excellent 
book the contradictions within 'music for socialism' 
are documented in an illuminating fashion. 
Regrettably our own Western critics do not seem 
capable of addressing themselves to the problem of 
the contradictions within music and capitalism in the 
same way . Eisler himself remarked on the importance 
of the relationship between banking and music and 
castigated his musical colleagues for underestimating 
it! 

In particular Betz gives space to two crucial 
debates within the socialist camp: first, the debate 
between Eisler and Lukacs, which touched on many 

and which today still concerns all thinking 
musicians, whatever their ideological persuasion. 
Lukacs's doctrine of the exemplary value of the art 
works of the rising bourgeoisie and the subsequent 
destructive decadence that resulted from the decline 
of the bourgeoisie, was attacked by both Eisler and 
Brecht for being mechanistic and undialectical. They 
regarded his attitude towards the classics as unduly 
reverential and academic, and considered that he 
applied economic determinism in a crude way, such 
that anticipatory movements in art and science were 
denied. Betz writes: 
For Eisler and Brecht questions of assimilating and 
reworking the heritage had nothing to do with conservation 
or doctrinaire discussion, but were specifically creative 
problems which occupied them in a practical way. [p.l65] 

The second issue, concerning Eisler's projected 
opera ]ohann Faustus, for which he wrote the libretto 
himself, makes for fascinating reading. In the light of 
recent German history Eisler had set out to reinterpret 

Faust legend. Faust is depicted as the vacillating 
mtellectual, unable to commit himself· finally 
irrespective of his will, he finds himse'lf in 

camp. In 1952 the Communist Party 
mihated a debate on the theme of Eisler's re-
interpretation of Faust; Betz describes the setting at 

the Academy of Arts in Berlin as that of a court-room, 
with Eisler, in the role of defendant, having only a few 
friends such as Brecht and the director Felsenstein to 
support him. Even Waiter Ulbricht, the General 
Secretary of the Party, entered the debate against 
Eisler, and finally a universal ban was put on Eisler's 
Faust. Eisler had 
perpetrated an affront to German history, to 'humanistic' 
intelligence, and above all to Goethe. Goethe's 'Faust'-the 
'positive hero' par excellence-he had transformed into a 
negative, destructive figure . [pp.223-4] 

The negative aspect of this affair does not have to 
be spelled out; Eisler returned to Vienna, where he 
was living, depressed and unable to compose. On the 
other hand it does demonstrate a serious and critical 
attitude on the part of the State towards its artists 
which contrasts with the laissez-faire 
indifferent stance adopted by most Western' admini-
strators. Eisler was an artist who took up an issue of 
profound importance to his countrymen, treated it in 
a controversial manner, and bore the consequences. 
The Party functionaries acted and, because of the 
specific relationship between State and artist, had to 
act in what they, as German socialists, regarded as a 
responsible manner. Bearing in mind the traumatic 
experience, particularly in the aftermath of the 
Second World War, of the German working classes, 
the Party's case was arguable: this was not the time for 
intellectuals to undermine the Faust image. If history 
is able to make fools of the functionaries in this 
instance it is because the functionaries had no option 
but to commit themselves. In the West our 
functionaries, who also dole out or withhold money 

favours, can hide, play safe, or simply opt out, 
while even talented composers write unaccountable 
abstractions; unlike their Eastern counterparts, the 
contemporary crisis of criteria need not concern 
them. 

Betz divides Eisler's life and music into four 
periods. The early, formative period, when he was a 
student of Schoenberg, includes compositions written 
in Vienna up to 1925. In the late twenties and early 
thirties Eisler lived in Berlin, where he became music 
critic of Rote Fahne (Red flag), the German 
Communist Party journal, and was active as pianist 
and composer in an agitprop group; here he met 
befriended, and collaborated with Brecht, the 
most important influence on his life, and produced 
some of his finest political songs. The third phase is 
the period of exile. Eisler eventually settled in the 
USA in 1938, where he composed some of his best 
concert music as well as film music for Hollywood. But 
in 1947, at the height of the cold war he was 
summoned before the House Un-American 'Activities 
Committee; accused of being the 'Karl Marx of 
Communism in the field of music', he was deported, 
despite a petition signed by many renowned artists 
and scientists. Eisler finally made his home in the 
GDR, became professor at the Berlin Hochschule fur 
Musik (which now bears his name), and continued his 
prolific work for films and the theatre . This was the 
final phase: he died on 6 September 1962. 

Betz brings a wealth of musical material and 
information to illuminate each phase of Eisler's life, 
and in doing so, because of the breadth of Eisler's 
activity, contributes to a general understanding of the 
important developments and conflicts of the last 50 
years . Even the break with Schoenberg, which 
Schoenberg could understand only in purely personal 
terms, cannot be explained except by Eisler's political 
motivation. Betz writes: 
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