
VERDI’S REQUIEM:  AN HISTORICAL APPROACH 
 

By Donald Draganski 
 
 The Messa da Requiem of Giuseppe Verdi had its genesis in a memorial 
tribute intended for the composer Rossini who died in 1868.   Verdi proposed that 
several composers each write a movement that would result in a composite 
Requiem to the memory of Rossini. Verdi wrote a “Libera me” for this project and, 
viewing the movement as an occasional piece, subsequently put it aside with no 
further thought of its future fate. Three years later Alberto Mazzucato, a professor of 
composition in Milan and friend of the composer, reminded Verdi of the by-then 
forgotten “Libera.” Verdi replied to Mazzucato in the following letter: 
 
 If at my age one could still decently blush, I would blush at your praise of that 

piece of mine. You see, those words of yours would almost have caused to be 
born in me the desire to write, later a whole Mass … But don’t worry; it’s a 
temptation that will pass like so many others. I do not like superfluous things. 
There are so many, many, many Masses for the Dead!!! It is pointless to add 
another.  

 
 Thus the matter stood until 1873, when the death of the novelist and poet 
Alessandro Manzoni, whom Verdi described as “the only great Italian left after 
Rossini.” (“I would have knelt before him, if men could be worshiped, ” Verdi stated 
several years earlier.) The very day after Manzoni’s death, Verdi wrote to his 
publisher, Giulio Ricordi, that he wished to write a piece in tribute to Manzoni.  Less 
than a month later Verdi was notified that the mayor of Milan had authorized the 
writing of a funeral mass under the official auspices of that city. Verdi went to work 
immediately on a full-length Requiem, incorporating and expanding upon the earlier 
“Libera.” Verdi completed the entire Mass in the following year, and its first 
performance was held in the Church of San Marco, Milan, on Mary 22, 1874.  
 
 The German conductor (and Wagner disciple) Hans von Bülow was in Milan 
at the time, attending the premiere, and he reviews=d it for the Allgemeine Zietung 
in rather intemperate language. He described the work as a “monster performance” 
and the composer as a “despoiler of artistic taste.” He dismissed the event as “an 
ugly blemish and a sorry spectacle,” the whole expressing the “triumph of Latin 
barbarism.”  
 
 Johannes Brahms, who had had an opportunity to examine the score of the 
work, commented on Bülow’s damaging article; “Well, Bülow’s really made a fool of 
himself. Verdi’s Requiem is a work of genius.” (It is only fair to point out that von 
Bülow eventually came to realize the merit of the work and was honest enough to 
publicly recant his earlier harsh remarks, albeit 18 years later.)  



 
 Is Verdi’s Requiem a liturgical work? The question is moot, for Verdi never 
intended that it be incorporated into an actual church service, and he wrote it fully 
intending that it be performed as a concert piece, whether in a church or in a recital 
hall. There is no doubt that he was perfectly aware of what sort of music the Catholic 
Church deemed acceptable for worship services–he had, after all, worked as church 
organist while still a lad in his native village. Moreover, all of his life he had been a 
serious student of the music of Palestrina.  
 
 However, Verdi realized full well that his Requiem would raise a few 
eyebrows. In a letter to Camile Du Locle, the director of the Paris Opéra Comique, 
Verdi wrote with uncharacteristic tongue-in-cheek” 
 
 I am working on my Mass, and it really is with great pleasure. I feel as if I had 

become a serious man, and am no longer the public’s clown who with a great 
bass-drum shouts, ‘Come on in, step right up, etc.’ You will understand that on 
hearing opera mentioned now, my conscience is scandalized, and I quickly 
make the Sign of the Cross. What do you have to say to that! 

 
 
 Verdi’s work is an unabashedly theatrical work, and it has been described by 
more than one wag as “Verdi’s greatest opera.” Although this comment was 
probably intended as a put-down by some ardent rival Wagnerite, it is actually a 
tribute to Verdi’s artistic integrity, for it makes the valuable point that Verdi fell it 
necessary to speak in his natural theatrical language. He was, after all, writing the 
work as a memorial tribute to a man he deeply respected, and such a task required 
nothing less than honesty and sincerity in his handling of the musical material. 
Examples of creative artists praising God in their own individual language abound in 
all ages, from the medieval legend of Our Lady’s Juggler to our own day with Duke 
Ellington’s jazz-inspired Sacred Concerts.  One must seriously question the motives 
of any artist who feels he must assume an artificial style foreign to his natural 
accents when creating a sacred piece. And so it is with the Requiem. “Verdi must be 
Verdi,” the composer once said to a close associate.  
 
 Verdi’s Requiem has established a firm place for itself in the choral 
repertoire, although performances by amateur groups are comparatively rare, 
owing to the large orchestral forces required to put it on, not to mention the 
virtuosic solo vocal parts that the work demands. Nevertheless, it is a masterpiece 
that, in the words of Donald Tovey, comes as near to Beethoven as anything so 
completely Italian could be.  
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