
Programme notes 
 
London May 15th, 1875. A widowed Queen 
Victoria is on the throne, Disraeli is in number 
10 and Guiseppi Verdi is in town.   He is about to 
mount the podium to conduct his recently 
completed Requiem Mass in the magnificent 
new concert hall just completed to honour the 
late Prince Albert. 
 
Verdi is in his early sixties, renowned across 
Europe and the revered master of all things 
musical in Italy. Following in the operatic 
tradition of Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini, he 
has taken Italian opera to new heights making 
unprecedented demands on the vocal 
capabilities of his singers.   He has behind him a 
succession of box office hits from Nabucco, 
Rigoletto, Traviata to Aida which have brought 
him great wealth and fame. He has written 
much other music, both secular and sacred, 
even a string quartet, and more will follow over 
the next twenty-five years. 
 
He has known personal tragedy, losing his 
young wife and two infant children within the 
first four years of his first marriage but found 
happiness with his second wife, Guiseppina.   
He has had numerous problems with Austrian 
censorship, Italy not being a free country until 
1861, and even become an MP in Italy’s first free 
parliament. 
 
It was in 1868 that the death occurred of the 
first of the two great men whom Verdi so 
revered, Gioachino Rossini.   It was proposed 
that a Requiem Mass be written in his honour, 
each section to come from the pen of a 
different composer.    Verdi himself was to 
compose the concluding section, Libera me.   
The entire Messa-Rossini was duly completed 
but poor planning meant that it was not 
performed at that time. In fact it remained 
buried in the archive of Verdi’s publisher, Casa  
Ricordi, until being discovered over a century 
later and receiving its première in Stuttgart in 
1988.    
 
 

 
 
The Requiem Mass we hear tonight is all Verdi.   
His Messa-Manzoni, was written in 1873/1874 
following the death of the second man whom 
he greatly admired, the poet Alessandro 
Manzoni.   The common factor in the two 
requiems is the final section of each, Libera me, 
Verdi having retouched his earlier Rossini 
collaborative version to include it in his own 
Requiem.   Thus the final movement was in fact 
the first of the seven sections to be composed 
(a section which does not actually form part of 
a Requiem Mass text, rather it is the 
Responsory for the Burial Service).   The other 
six sections, Requiem, Dies Irae, Offertorium, 
Sanctus, Agnus Dei and Lux Eterna follow the 
text pattern of the Mozart Requiem and of the 
Messa-Rossini. 
 
The Requiem Masses with which Verdi would 
have been familiar, those of Haydn, Mozart, 
Cherubini et al, paid but modest attention to 
soloists’ parts (indeed Cherubini’s had none).   
Verdi, on the other hand, brought his soloists 
centre stage, writing opera-style parts to 
challenge their vocal powers, singing both 
individually, as a quartet and in conjunction 
with the large orchestral and choral forces.    It 
is perhaps because of the Requiem’s operatic 
style that Verdi conducted only one 
performance in a church, the very first, Milan’s 
San Marco.   He subsequently toured Europe’s 
capitals conducting this piece many times but 
preferring the wide-open spaces of the grand 
opera houses and concert halls.   
 
This majestic work is one of the most widely 
performed and best loved in the choral 
repertoire.   The magic of the music’s appeal is 
both immediate and enduring but, as one 
perceptive critic at the time wrote ‘to fully 
appreciate this masterpiece you really need to 
hear it’.    
 
Well, tonight is our chance. 
 

Alan Cropp 
 


