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Thoughts on Ein Deutsches Requiem “I confess that I would gladly omit the word German and simply put Human.” Johannes Brahms With these words, written to the conductor who premiered Ein Deutsches Requiem, Brahms revealed the humanity that lies at the heart of his profound work. Gathered from biblical texts of his own choosing, it is meant to comfort the bereaved and to express hope in the resurrection. It is a “German” requiem, not in a nationalistic sense, but because the text is firmly rooted in the Lutheran Bible, which Brahms, although an agnostic, knew quite well. In crafting his own design rather than using the Roman Catholic liturgical mass, Brahms sought to reach beyond sectarianism and national boundaries to create a synthesis of music, text and experience that would speak to men and women everywhere. Two people from Brahms’ past cast long shadows across the German Requiem. In 1853 Brahms first met the leading German composer Robert Schumann and his wife Clara, one of the foremost concert pianists of Europe. They immediately became close friends and champions, and Robert made a ringing pronouncement in an important music periodical about Brahms’ genius. But tragically, Schumann’s physical and mental health, shaky for the last year or so, became rapidly worse, and Brahms watched as his friend suffered a mental breakdown, attempted suicide, was removed to a sanatorium, and finally died in 1856. Then in the early 1860s his parent’s marriage, under increasing strain, finally failed, and his mother, an invalid, suffered a stroke and died in 1865. The desire to write a large-scale work had long occupied Brahms’ thoughts, and after his mother’s death many musical ideas that had floated through his mind and his music for some years coalesced into Ein Deutsches Requiem. The concept of the Requiem was so unique and the music so demanding that Brahms apparently felt most comfortable testing portions as they were completed in several concerts between 1867 and 1868. Interestingly, the most personal movement, the fifth, with its poignant references to a mother’s comfort, was only added after the 1868 performance of the other six movements. It is so intimate, so revealing of his own heart that perhaps he hesitated to expose it publicly until the other movements had achieved some success. The completed Requiem was finally premiered in 1869. Although early reactions were mixed, throughout the next few decades its reputation grew until it helped to secure for Brahms international recognition of its profound nature and musical brilliance. The work is a remarkable integration of music, text, and idioms, including marches, dances, arias, recitatives, fugues, and passages from both Luther’s Bible and the Apocrypha. Brahms pointedly left out biblical verses that speak directly of Christ; this is indeed a “human” Requiem. The orchestra plays an essential role, rarely existing as mere accompaniment, but sharing thematic ideas with chorus and soloists, and creating rich emotional resonance through instrumental coloring. As the work unfolds, a great symmetry and unity is revealed in its grand design. The first three movements brood on the fleetingness of life, the fourth and fifth movements contemplate the blessedness of the heavenly realms, and the final two movements celebrate the resurrection of the dead. The movements also reflect one another in a kind of mirror image, complementing and expanding their developing themes. The first and seventh



movements share the theme “selig sind” (blessed are), the third and sixth movements ponder the frailty of life and human destiny, and the fourth and fifth movements, as the centerpiece of the work, express deep reassurance and consolation to the bereaved. But throughout the Requiem the idea of comfort runs like a strong golden thread, binding the whole together. As he created this musical memorial to his mother and his friend, Brahms perhaps found a way to lay his own grief to rest in his great and monumental Ein Deutsches Requiem.
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