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Messa de Requiem (1874)
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Requiem — Kyrie
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.................... GIUSEPPE VERDI (1813 - 1901)
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Progam Note R

On May 22, 1873, Allesandro Manzoni died. He wrote “I Promessi Sposi”,
anovel which helped to define the modern Italian language, and he was a patriot
and senator when the independent Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed in 1870.
Verdi, an ardent nationalist himself, venerated Manzoni, and was so grief
stricken by his death that he was unable to attend the funeral.

A few weeks later he proposed to his publisher that he compose a Requiem
Mass to be performed on the first anniversary of Manzoni’s death. His proposal
was accepted. The Libera me had been written and the Dies frae sketched back
in 1868-69 when Verdi worked on his part of a collaborative Italian Requiem in
memory of Rossini. Verdi had left off work on that Requiem because, as he
wrote to a colleague a few years after the Rossini project fell through, he didn’t
like “useless things.” (He composed very little music without a commission or
a specific performance in mind.)

Verdi worked on the Manzoni Requiem through 1873 and early 1874. He
finished the piece only five weeks before the first performance at the Church of
San Marcos in Milan on May 22, 1874. The Requiem is grand and dramatic, in
the style of his operatic music. Critics of the Requiem denounced its operatic
sound as too secular, but the music expresses the emotional meaning of the text
as well as any other music ever has. As his wife Giuseppina defended him in
response 1o some criticism, “. , . a man like Verdi must write like Verdi. . . I
would have disowned. . . a mass by Verdi which had been made following model
A B o C”

Following an opening murmur of “Requiem aeternam,” the hymn “Te decet
hymnus” is sung by unaccompanied choir. After a repeat of the opening
“Requiem” text a soaring plea for mercy in the Kyrie Eleison uses the full
complement of chorus, soloists, and orchestra in the first of several charac-
teristically ‘operatic’ sections. The next nine parts are all from the text of the
Latin sequence Dies irae, which portrays the Day of Judgement. The music for
the first part of this sequence vividly describes the words of the text, with
thundering drums and fortissimo brass. Later a long brass fanfare introduces the
t'{luba mirum, where the text describes the the sound of the trumpet as it raises

e dead.

The chorus sings a reprise of the Dies irae at the end of the Liber scriptus, a
virtuosic solo for mezzo-soprano. The Dies irae is heard a third time after the
brass sings the Confutatis as well, and again in the Libera me later in the piece.
Verdi’s continuing emphasis on this shattering setting of this text may clarify his
attitude at that time toward death and the Day of Judgement. He was never a
very religious man, but by 1873-74, when he was completing the Requiem, he
had lost his first wife, his two children, his parents, his father-like patron Barezzi,
and his idol, Manzoni. He was looking into a bleak future.

But not all of Verdi’s Requiem is sad or threatening. Requiem masses are,
after all, set to music for the living to hear and enjoy. The Offertorium, sung by
the solo quartet, never approaches the fury of the earlier music. At its most
insistent, on the text “Quam olim Abrahae promisisti,” the full orchestra joins
the soloists homophonically. Otherwise, beautiful melodies, often presented
contrapuntally, abound.




The Sanctus — an eight part double chorus in F Major that ends with an
operatic flourish familiar to all — is, like the Offertorium, definitely music for
the living. Its enthusiastic tone is followed by the Agnus Dei, which is comfort-
ing in its simplicity of statement, while, at the same time, compositionally daring
in its employment of soprano and alto soloists singing in parallel octaves.

The final movement, the Libera me, returns us to Verdi's images of the Day
of Judgement, opening with a chanted prayer by the chorus, soon followed by
the final performance of the Dies irae music from the second movement, Of the
soloists, only the soprano sings in this final section. In a piece that uses such
large forces of performers, her solo voice singing the original opening melodies
with the unaccompanied choir is a dramatic climax to the entire piece. After
this, the soprano repeats the initial chant of the choir, and the final movement
concludes with a magnificent fugue of legendary difficulty. The last words of
the piece, “Libera me,” may well summarize Verdi's whole statement with the
Requiem. It is definitely music for the living, definitely operatic, and profound-
— Paula Creamer

ly religious in its great drama.
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Ugoming Concerts . :

Concert Band Festival; March 10, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater

Studio Jazz Ensemble; March 13, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater

Jean-Paul Sevilla, Pianist; April 2, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium

Steven Staryk, violin and Eric Shumsky, viola; April 3, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater
Brechemin Scholarship Winners Recital; April 9, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater
Harp Ensemble; April 10, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater
Music of Cambodia, Indonesia, and Nigeria; April 12, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater
Keyboard Debut Series; April 12, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium

Easter Concert of the Musical Poetical Club April 15, 3:00 PM, Brechemin

Auditorium

Emilie Berendsen, soprano; Lisa Bergman, piano; April 18, 8:00 PM, Meany

Theater

Soni Ventorum Wind Quintet; April 20, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium
Wind Ensemble and Symphonic Band; April 24, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater
Collegium Musicum; April 26 & 27, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium
Contemporary Group; April 30, 8:00 PM, Meany Theater

Baroque Ensemble; May 2, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium

Keyboard Debut Series; May 10, 8:00 PM, Brechemin Auditorium




