These past 8 months, and likely beyond into early 2019, have been the year of the Requiem Mass for me. It started in February, where I sang the baritone solo for the Faure Requiem in North Battleford. It continued with the Saskatoon Chamber Singers spring concert in which the Faure and the Durufle Requiem were performed. Sometime in that mix I attended a Station Singers concert where they performed Dan Forrest’s Requiem for the Living. On Friday I sang the In Paradisum once again from the Faure Requiem at a memorial concert. This fall I have committed to leading the Brahms’ Requiem with the Nutana Park and friends choir. Lastly, I hope to be singing with the Saskatoon Symphony in the new year when they perform Mozart’s Requiem.

Most of these Requiem Masses follow a liturgical text, save for the Brahms’ Requiem. One could argue that the Requiem for the Living does not, but it contains many liturgical elements that more closely link it to the Catholic tradition. Brahms assembled his libretto from other biblical verses as opposed to using the liturgical text. This did two things differently from convention. First, it took the focus of a Requiem from the deceased to the mourning. Secondly, it set it apart from the traditional Requiem Mass structure, eliminating familiar movements such as the Dies Irae and Libera Me. In this way he meant to focus the Requiem as being for the people: A German Requiem. That is, a Requiem in the German language, for humanity.


Brahms was deeply influenced by two deaths: his mentor Robert Schumann seven years prior, and his mother the year he started writing. His original conception did not contain the fifth movement Ihr habt nun Traurigkeit, but instead consisted of 6 movements, with the shift from anxiety to comfort as the main theme. The work is largely in the romantic tradition but shows its Baroque influence in the fugues that end the movements containing contemplative texts with powerful phrases of praise and honor to God. The first 6 texts of his Requiem do not even mention the dead. It focusses on consoling those mourning, the house of the Lord, and the mystery of death. It isn’t until the 7th and final movement that the “blessed are the dead” comes out. This speaks to the introspection required to write something like this work and its pensive nature. It is a comfort to the human condition as opposed to a prayer for the departed, even though it contains elements of both.

I suppose this is part of the reason I am drawn to applying this in a worship setting. It emulates what many feel, and what many are drawn to church for. Whether it be comfort, understanding, or the great mystery of the passion. The scripture passages are easily linked to emotional states we have at the passing of another. 

“Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted. They that sow in tears shall reap in joy.” 


“The grass withereth and the flower thereof fades away. Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord.” 

“Lord, make me to know mine end, and the measure of my days, what it is; that I may know how frail I am.” 

“Blessed are they that dwell in thy house: they will still be praising thee.” 

“And ye now therefore have sorrow…As one whom his mother comforteth, so will I comfort you.” 

“For we have no continuing city, but we seek one to come… O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” 

“Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth: Yea, saith the Spirit, that they may rest from their labours; and their works do follow them.”
Brahms’ poetic ability, as well as sense for the essence of spirituality has had him oft compared to J.S. Bach. Both had great instincts for setting texts. Both had doubts about aspects of church dogma and expressed their own ideas on faith in their works. For instance, Brahms purposely omitted any specific reference to the redeeming death of Christ, though it is oft hinted at. It was mentioned to him by an editor to which he replied: 

“As far as the text is concerned, I will admit that I would gladly give up the 'German' and simply put 'human,' and that I would also with full knowledge and consent go without passages such as John 3:16. From time to time I may have employed a thing because I am a musician, because I could use it, because I cannot dispute or cross out even a 'henceforth' from my honorable poets.”
As previously mentioned, this piece was meant to be applicable to the human condition, transcending the church’s area of influence despite its religious aspects. Perhaps this omission is meant to extend its influence.
I think this adds to the draw of bringing such a piece to the worship service. If we believe ourselves evangelical we need to think more like this. While admittedly it leaves out a pretty central point of our dogma, I think a work such as Ein Deutches Requiem has more draw theologically than it loses by omitting that text. Its reach to be what so many need in their time of hurt transcends it.

As for its place within worship, I don’t think it was ever in the doubt for Brahms. Heck, it even premiered at a Good Friday Service. The only regret I have about some of these works is that perhaps they are a touch too long. Shorter Masses, excluding Missae Breves, range in the 30-40 minute range, with standard performance times for other Requiems being between 60 and 90 minutes. That’s where Ein Deutches Requiem falls. It comes down to logistics both in performance time and preparation. These great works aren’t something you can rehearse 10 minutes before a service and integrate seamlessly. They take work. They make you sing wrong notes and rhythms before you get it right. My friend Chris Fowler would say it’s a type II fun, where you have to work at it a bit, but the end product is worth it.
There is also something to be said about the opportunity to sing a great work. My most formative performances as a musician have mostly been these works, usually involving an orchestra. I remember the first time I picked up a book and balked at the idea of learning such a long piece of music, the first time I sang the Messiah, the first time I sang a solo with an orchestra. I only had those chances by joining specific choirs, and why I wanted to give that opportunity to those who cannot join those choirs. It was through singing Masses that I first understood the choir’s role as a communicator for the composer. We must deliver Johannes’ message of comfort given to us 150ish years ago.

Lastly, I would briefly like to discuss my personal draw to this Requiem. I have never performed this before tackling it as the conductor. Maybe that makes me a little crazy, but I like to be challenged and work at the edge of my ability. I think there is a lot of depth to the music contained in the piece. Diving into something I am less familiar with gives me the joy of learning. I love finding nuance, tone shift, phrase building, harmonic progression, etc. in new works and finding out why the music works like it does. But that is not why I chose to do the Requiem with this choir.
I’d like to take you back to an August afternoon in Patrick Preheim’s backyard, we’re enjoying freshly picked raspberries, playing chess, and enjoying the cooling off of the day. Patrick had brought up another choir performing during the Advent season, leaving me to wonder what the choir could work on. Our choir traditionally sings in church once a month, practicing 4 times before the worship service. I had thoughts of previously doing a larger work, specifically, Forrest’s Requiem for the Living or Nickel’s A Capella Christmas, but it didn’t turn out. However, since I’ve also recently been reading lots of letters from conductor Robert Shaw, I was drawn through his admiration of the Brahms Requiem to this piece.

I never knew Robert Shaw, but I would repeatedly hear of him through choir circles growing up. Working with Duff Warkentin and the Station Singers, I’ve been “assigned” reading of Shaw’s. This in turn led me to the Carnegie Hall Youtube page, where there is a series called “Preparing a Masterpiece”. Robert Shaw’s contributions include a mid 90’s performance of this piece and I was hooked. There was only one thing in my mind that we could put in between Eternity Sunday and Remembrance Day.

I’m drawn to serious materials. I wouldn’t go as far as Brahms and say “Inside, I never laugh,” but I can appreciate these moments of life that define our character, that show us who we are and what we’re made of. Works like this comfort our aching souls. Anytime I have listened to a recording of this work, I have yet to not get goosebumps in the final movement when the sopranos and tenors crescendo into a high A and back off into nothingness while whispering “selig” or “blessed.” This word describes it all for me.
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