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 Brahms wrote for every major musical genre except opera.  His symphonies and 

piano works are an integral part of the "basic" musical repertoire.  He also composed 

some of the most enduring choral music in a wide variety 

of choral voicings, including canons, partsongs, motets, 

psalm settings, cantatas and compositions for voice and 

orchestra.   The Requiem is unique in Brahms’ total 

musical output, for it is his longest opus and his only 

large oratorio-like work.  It was completed when he was 

thirty-five, eight years before his first symphony. 

 A German Requiem was inspired by the death of 

Brahms’ very close friend Robert Schumann, with the 

final impetus for its completion being the death of 

Brahms’ mother.  The fifth movement was completed 

after the first performance and was dedicated to his 

mother. The final lines of that section would confirm this 

motivation:  "I will give you comfort, as one whom his 

own mother comforts." 

 This requiem is not a liturgical or Christian requiem, although it draws its text 

from the Biblical translation of Martin Luther.  The focus of the work is upon comfort of 

the living:  "Blest are they who are sorrowful;” rather than upon the dead, as in the Latin 

rite of "Grant them eternal rest."   This absence of doctrinal theology was criticized, as 

there is no mention of the crucifixion, resurrection, or even of Christ by name in the text.  

Brahms resisted all attempts to insert more traditional theological elements and stressed 

that this was a human, personal statement written for mankind as a whole. The 

composition is devoid of the traditional fearful sections expounding upon the terrors of 

damnation and the last judgment, but rather is a statement of consolation for 'those who 

sorrow' and a blessing of peace for the dead.  

Brahms was surely unaware of the writings of his contemporary Walt Whitman, 

but these words from Whitman’s “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom” mirror 

Brahms own Requiem :  “I saw the debris and debris of all the dead soldiers of the war; 

But I saw they were not as was thought; They themselves were fully at rest—they suffer'd 

not; The living remain'd and suffer'd—the mother suffer'd, And the wife and the child, 

and the musing comrade suffer'd…” 

This requiem moves from offering comfort to man to establishing mankind’s 

triumph over death in a seven movement arc with the music of greatest consolation at its 

center.  The first and last movements echo one another with the first comforting the 

mourners and the last blessing the dead.  The second and sixth movements are the darkest 

and longest, the second reminding us that all are mortal “as the grass” and the sixth that 

“death shall be swallowed up in victory.”  The third and fifth movements feature soloists 

in prayers--the baritone seeking hope, and the soprano bestowing it.  Placed directly in 

the middle is the shortest movement, the gorgeous and popular chorus of peace, “How 

Lovely Is Thy Dwelling Place.” 

Brahms’ orchestration is masterful.  In the first movement he darkens the mood 

and tone by leaving the violins out entirely.  In the second movement the violins enter 

muted and in close harmony, thus reflecting the sorrowful text, “For all flesh is as grass.”  



In the final chords of the work as the choir recedes on the words “blessed”, the harp 

arpeggios float upward and drift to the heavens. 

In so many ways Johannes Brahms has created a requiem for comfort and 

consolation, a concept to be followed by Fauré, Duruflé, and even Britten in his War 

Requiem. 

 

Hoggard Translation 

The translation we perform today was made in 1984 by Lara Hoggard for 

Hinshaw Publications.  Many earlier translations used English poetic settings of the 

scripture--most often King James--as their basis rather than the original German Lutheran 

Bible used by Brahms.  This new translation corrects some textual errors:  for example, it 

correctly uses the word ‘Lord’ for ‘Herrn’ instead of ‘Christ’, and provides a more 

accurate relationship of rhythm and text to the original German. 

As to the question of why a performance in English rather than the original 

German, the answer stems from the title A German Requiem.  Brahms wrote, “As for the 

title, I must admit I should like to leave out the word ‘German’ and refer instead to 

‘Humanity’.” The term ‘German’ references not the German language but rather the 

people.  Thus Brahms chose to write in the vernacular, the language of the people, rather 

than in the Ecclesiastical Latin used in most requiem settings.  Hence, it seems 

appropriate for us to perform this requiem for the people in the vernacular of our culture.  

We hope you find it effective. 

  


