A German Requiem , op. 45 (1856-1866)

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Most requiem masses are written for a specific purpose and dedicated to the memory of a definite person, but Brahm's Requiem is an exception to this rule. Its conception and purpose are universal rather than specific and liturgical, and, in addition, its text is, comparatively speaking, unorthodox. 

Composition of the requiem occupied Brahms for a number of years, from the mid1850s until 1866.  It has often been said that the original compositional impulse was provided by Schumann's death in 1856, but we must also consider other factors, such as the disappointment that gnawed at Brahms when he was not offered the post of conductor of the Philharmonic Society in his native Hamburg in 1862, and, even more particularly, the death of his mother in 1865.  Indeed it was almost certainly this latter event that finally persuaded Brahms to set to work in earnest on the score.  He is reputed to have said that he was thinking particularly of her when he wrote what is now the fifth movement, Ihr habt nun Traurigkeit  (which was the last movement to be completed).  

The six other movements were finished by August 1866, and on December 1st, 1867, the first three of them were performed by themselves at a concert.  Unfortunately, the concert was not a success, partly because there had not been sufficient time for proper rehearsal and partly because the fugue at the end of the third movement was ruined by the timpanist, who played his long roll fortissimo and almost drowned out both the choir and the orchestra.  Brahms, however, was not disheartened, for through the help and enthusiasm of his friend Albert Dietrich he already had plans for a performance of the whole work in Bremen Cathedral on Good Friday, April 10th, 1868.  For this occasion the choir was thoroughly and sympathetically rehearsed by the cathedral's organist Karl Reinthaler.  The performance was conducted by Brahms himself and was a triumphant success, and it brought him full recognition as a major composer (he was then in his thirty-fifth year).
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