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A German Requiem (1868) Johannes BRAHMS
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PROGRAM NOTE
A Brief History

Ein Deutsches Requiem (A German Requiem) was composed over a fourteen-year period 
êİĔČ�ɾʅʂʁʴɾʅʃʅʣ�Eč�ɾʅʂʁʞ��İ²ñČĴ�Ŗ²Ĵ�ËĔČĭĔĴõčë�ñõĴ�ţİĴļ�ĴŘČĭñĔčŘ�ŖñÕč�ñÕ�ÑÕËõÑÕÑ�ļĔ�
recast it as a piano concerto. In his reworking, Brahms discarded the slow movement 
which later became the opening section of the second movement of the Requiem. In 1856, 
after the death of Robert Schumann, Brahms proceeded to work on the Requiem on and off 
for the next eight years. However, it wasn’t until the death of his mother in 1865 that the 
impetus was provided for him to complete a seven-movement Requiem.

Three movements (I-III) were performed in Vienna in 1867 for the Gesellschaft der 
Musikfreunde and was judged a failure. It is uncertain why the work was not received more 
warmly. One account suggests that the constant D pedal tone in the fugue of the third 
movement was played by the timpanist as “if a train had thundered through a tunnel.” In 
addition, Theodor Billroth, a surgeon from Vienna, believed that cultural differences were 
to be blamed on the poor reception since Brahms was a North German: “His Requiem is 
ĴĔ�čĔÊĆŘ�ĴĭõİõļŁ²Ć�²čÑ�ĴĔ�|İĔļÕĴļ²čļʴ�²ËñõĴñ�ļñ²ļ�õļ�Ŗ²Ĵ�ÑõêţËŁĆļ�ļĔ�Č²ăÕ�õļ�ëĔ�ÑĔŖč�ñÕİÕʣ̔

Following this performance, Brahms reworked the composition and led a performance of 
all six movements in April 1868 in Bremen where it was proclaimed a success. Legend has 
it that he visited his mother’s grave the day after this performance and by the next month 
ñ²Ñ� ËĔČĭĔĴÕÑ�Ŗñ²ļ� ÊÕË²ČÕ� ļñÕ� ţêļñ�ČĔŕÕČÕčļʞ� ËĔČĭĆÕļõčë� ļñÕ�Requiem. The seven-
ČĔŕÕČÕčļ�ŖĔİă�Ŗ²Ĵ�ţİĴļ�ĭÕİêĔİČÕÑ�õč�:ÕÊİŁ²İŘ�ɾʅʃʆ�õč�VÕõĭşõëʣ

The movements themselves are symmetrical and are paired. The outer two movements 
(I and VII) offer comfort for the living. Movements II and VI represent a funeral march 
(II) paired with the last judgement (VI), though without the usual Dies irae�ñÕĆĆţİÕ�²čÑ�
brimstone language. Movements III and V embody the themes of grief and consolation. 
Finally, movement IV stands alone because its text does not mention death, but rather 
happiness in envisioning heaven.

Though Brahms was not “religious,” he frequently read the children’s bible that was given 
ļĔ�ñõČ�õč�ñõĴ�ţİĴļ�ŘÕ²İ�Ĕê�ĆõêÕ�²čÑ�ăčÕŖ�õļ�ŖÕĆĆʣ�AÕ�ŁĴÕÑ�ļñõĴ��õÊĆÕ�ļĔ�ËñĔĔĴÕ�ļñÕ�ĭ²ĴĴ²ëÕĴ�
for the Requiem. This extraordinary composition contains a message of comfort and hope 
even though neither Christ nor Christ’s resurrection is mentioned. Brahms told Carl Martin 
Reinthaler, the organist at Bremen, that he could happily omit the word “German” in the 
title, and simply use the word “human.”

Timothy Stalter
Director of Choral Activities
UIowa School of Music



The Biblical Framework

For the libretto of his Requiem, Brahms turned to verses from the Bible and the Apocrypha, 
structuring his text in an emotional and theological counterpoint of sorrow and joy, death 
and eternal life. Thus, he sought to express the grief one feels over the loss of loved ones, 
and to invoke comfort through the promise that death is the transition to a new beginning, 
experienced already by the dead and awaited by the living.

Brahms brackets the Requiem by a pair of beatitudes. In Movement I, the bipartite structure 
of the beatitude contrasts mourning with comfort, and this is echoed in the Psalm. Brahms 
ĔĭÕčĴ�\ĔŕÕČÕčļ�EE�Ŗõļñ�²�ÑõİëÕ�ļñ²ļ�ÕČĭñ²ĴõşÕĴ�ļñÕ�õčÕŕõļ²ÊõĆõļŘ�Ĕê�ÑÕ²ļñ�²čÑ�ļñÕ�Ĵ²ÑčÕĴĴ�
that accompanies it. Splitting apart the passage from 1 Peter, he inserts a verse from James 
that calls for patience as one awaits the coming of the Lord on the Last Day; then he 
returns to 1 Peter’s assurance of the eternity of God’s word. This is explicated by an Isaianic 
ŕÕİĴÕ�ļñ²ļ�²čļõËõĭ²ļÕĴ�ÕļÕİč²Ć�āĔŘ�²čÑ�İÕĭİõĴÕĴ�ļñÕ�ţİĴļ�ČĔŕÕČÕčļʿĴ�ļñÕČÕĴ�Ĕê�ļñÕ�āĔŘ�²čÑ�
ÑÕĆõëñļ�ļñ²ļ�ĔŕÕİËĔČÕ�ĴĔİİĔŖ�²čÑ�Ĵõëñõčëʣ�Eč�²�Ŗ²Ř�\ĔŕÕČÕčļ�EEE�İÕõļÕİ²ļÕĴ�ļñÕ�ţİĴļ�ļŖĔ�
parts of Movement II, a meditation on human mortality gives way to the assurance that for 
the present the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God.

Movement IV picks up on this motif. One longs for God’s dwelling, where one’s beloved 
ones are in the hand of the living God. In Movement V the text returns to the counterpoint 
Ĕê� ĴĔİİĔŖ� ²čÑ� āĔŘʞ� ţİĴļ� įŁĔļõčë� ļñÕ�ŖĔİÑĴ� Ĕê� QÕĴŁĴ� �ñİõĴļ� õč� ļñÕ�;ĔĴĭÕĆ� Ĕê� QĔñčʞ� ļñÕč�
ÕČĭñ²Ĵõşõčë�ļñÕ�ÊİõÕêčÕĴĴ�Ĕê�ñŁČ²č�ĆõêÕ�õč�²�ĭ²ĴĴ²ëÕ�êİĔČ�ļñÕ�¥õĴÑĔČ�Ĕê�QÕĴŁĴ�ļñÕ�ĴĔč�Ĕê�
Sirach. The motif of comfort in the last line of this verse is expanded in a quotation from 
EĴ²õ²ñʞ�ŖñõËñ�ĆõăÕčĴ�;ĔÑ�ļĔ�ĔčÕʿĴ�ČĔļñÕİʣ��ñÕ�ĭ²õİõčë�Ĕê�ËĔčļİ²Ĵļõčë�ČĔļõêĴ�ĔËËŁİĴ�ÊİõÕŤŘ�
õč�ļñÕ�ţİĴļ�ļŖĔ�ĆõčÕĴ�Ĕê�\ĔŕÕČÕčļ�¤Eʣ��ñõĴ�õĴ�êĔĆĆĔŖÕÑ�ÊŘ�²�įŁĔļ²ļõĔč�Ĕê�|²ŁĆʿĴ�Ëñ²ĭļÕİ�Ĕč�
resurrection and a doxology from the Book of Revelation. This pairing of passages echoes 
the same juxtaposition in Handel’s Messiah. The Requiem concludes in Movement VII with 
a beatitude that corresponds to the one in Movement I. As in Movement III (the Wisdom 
of Solomon), one should think of the dead in respect to where they are now—resting from 
their labor (that is, in the hand of God, where no torment touches them).

George W. E. Nickelsburg
Professor Emeritus
UIowa Department of Religious Studies
(reprinted with permission)
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TEXT

A German Requiem, op. 45

Movement I: (Chorus)
Blessed are they that mourn,
for they shall have comfort. 
(Matthew 5:4)

They that sow in tears
 shall reap in joy.
Who goeth forth and weepeth,
and beareth precious seed,
shall doubtless return rejoicing,
and bring his sheaves with him.
(Psalm 126:5-6)

Movement II: (Chorus)
�ÕñĔĆÑʞ�²ĆĆ�ŤÕĴñ�õĴ�²Ĵ�ļñÕ�ëİ²ĴĴʞ
and all the goodliness of man
� õĴ�²Ĵ�ļñÕ�ŤĔŖÕİ�Ĕê�ëİ²ĴĴʣ
For lo, the grass with’reth,
²čÑ�ļñÕ�ŤĔŖÕİ�ļñÕİÕĔê�ÑÕË²ŘÕļñʣ
(I Peter 2:24)

Now, therefore be patient, O my brethren,
unto the coming of Christ.
See how the husbandman waiteth
 for the precious fruit of the earth,
and hath long patience for it,
until he receives the early rain and the latter rain.
So be ye patient.
(James 5:7)

But yet the Lord’s word endureth forevermore.
(I Peter 1:25)

The redeemed of the Lord shall return again
 and come rejoicing unto Zion;
gladness, joy everlasting;
joy upon their heads shall be; 
joy and gladness,



these shall be their portion,
²čÑ�ļÕ²İĴ�²čÑ�Ĵõëñõčë�Ĵñ²ĆĆ�ŤÕÕ�êİĔČ�ļñÕČʣ
(Isaiah 35:10)

Movement III: (Baritone Solo and Chorus)
Lord, make me to know the measure of 
 my days on earth,
to consider my frailty,
that I must perish.

Surely, all my days here
 are as an handbreadth to Thee,
and my lifetime is as naught to Thee.

Verily, mankind walketh in a vain show,
and their best state is vanity.
Man passeth away like a shadow,
he is disquieted in vain,
he heapeth up riches
 and cannot tell who shall gather them.

Now, Lord, O, what do I wait for?
My hope is in Thee.
(Psalm 39:4-7)

But the righteous souls are in the hand of God, 
nor pain nor grief shall nigh them come.
(Wisdom of Solomon 3:1)

Movement IV: (Chorus)
How lovely is thy dwelling place,
O Lord of Hosts!
For my soul, it longeth, yea, fainteth 
    for the courts of the Lord;
my soul and body crieth out,
yea, for the living God.

O blest are they that dwell within Thy house;
they praise Thy name evermore.
(Psalm 84:1-2, 4)



Movement V: (Soprano Solo and Chorus)
Ye now are sorrowful,
but yet, ye shall again behold me,
and your heart shall be joyful,
and your joy no man taketh from you.
(John 16:22)

I want to comfort you,
as one is comforted by his mother.
(Isaiah 66:13)

Look upon me;
Ye know that for a little time
    labor and sorrow were mine,
but at the last I have found comfort.
(Ecclesiasticus 51:35)

Movement VI: (Chorus and Baritone Solo)
Here on earth have we no continuing place,
but yet, we seek one to come.
(Hebrews 13:14)

Lo, I unfold unto you a mystery.
We shall not all sleep when He cometh,
but we shall all be changed,
in a moment, in a twinkling of an eye,
at the sound of the trumpet.
For the trumpet shall sound,
and the dead shall be raised incorruptible,
and all we shall be changed.

Then what of old was written,
the same shall be brought to pass:
for death shall be swallowed in victory!
Grave, where is thy triumph?
Death, O where is they sting?
(I Corinthians 15:51-52, 54-55)



Worthy art Thou to be praised,
Lord of honor and might,
for Thou hast earth and heaven created,
and for Thy good pleasure 
 all things have their being and were created.
(Revelation 4:11)

Movement VII: (Chorus)
Blessed are the dead
 which die in the Lord from henceforth.
Saith the spirit,
that they rest from their labors,
and that their works follow after them.
(Revelation 14:13)
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²Ĵ�²�ļÕčĔİ�ĴĔĆĔõĴļʞ�ĴĭÕËõ²Ćõşõčë�õč�ļñÕ�İĔĆÕ�Ĕê�ļñÕ�Õŕ²čëÕĆõĴļ�õč�ļñÕ�Passion settings of J.S. 
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on MSR Classics (�ìďŃĶ�"Õ÷ʎ�\ŃĶ÷Ë�ëĖĲ��²ĶĶĖĖď�²ďÑ��òĖĲŃĶ). 

He received his doctorate from the University of Wisconsin—Madison in choral conducting 
under Robert Fountain, his masters from the University of Illinois—Urbana in choral music 
under Don Moses, and his undergraduate degree in voice performance from Goshen 
College.
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stage director. He has degrees from North Park College and Northwestern University and 
served opera apprenticeships with the Wolf Trap Company. He has sung as a soloist with 
many renowned conductors including concerts under Sir Georg Solti, Rafael Frübeck de 
Burgos, Margaret Hillis, and Vance George; and operas under Giuseppe Patanè, Nello Santi 
and Ferdinand Leitner. After nineteen years performing opera in Europe, Swanson joined 
the faculty of The University of Iowa where he has become an active recitalist.



For the most up to date listing of concerts and recitals, please visit arts.uiowa.edu.
All events are FREE unless otherwise indicated !

Performances that are being livestreamed are marked with " 
View livestreamed concerts at music.uiowa.edu/livestream.

UPCOMING EVENTS

DECEMBER 2022
2 7:30pm Black Combo   Stark Opera

2 7:30pm Iowa Saxophonists’ Workshop Fall Concert  "   Concert Hall

2 7:30pm Oboe Studio Recital   Choral Room

3  11:30am Woodwind Chamber Music Recital   Recital Hall

3  7:30pm Black Pop Music Ensemble  "   Concert Hall

4 11:30am Faculty/Student Recital: The Telemann Fantasias  - Nicole Esposito   Organ Hall
  and the UI Flute Studio

4 3:00pm Campus Symphony Orchestra  "   Concert Hall

4 7:30pm Graduate Jazz Combo   Stark Opera

4 7:30pm Center for New Music Ensemble II  "   Concert Hall 


