Gabriel Fauré (1845 – 1924)

Requiem

Understandably, perhaps, composers have often been inspired by the theme of death and the poetic and liturgical texts associated with it to give of their best. One thinks immediately of Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius, Brahms’ German Requiem (based on biblical texts) and the Requiem Masses of Mozart, Verdi and Berlioz. There have, of course, been many settings of the liturgical texts, from the Gregorian plainsong of the mediaeval graduals to complex modern works such as Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem, which intersperses the Latin texts with the poems of Wilfrid Owen and the more contemporary Requiem by Andrew Lloyd Webber.

Fauré’s Requiem was started after the death of his father in 1885. It was written during 1886 and 1887, while he was assistant organist at the Church of the Madeleine in Paris, although the manuscripts of the Agnus Dei and Sanctus are dated 6th and 9th January 1888 respectively. On the 16th January 1888 these movements, together with the Introit/Kyrie, Pie Jesu and In Paradisum received their first performance in the same church, under the composer’s direction, by which time they served as a double requiem. Fauré’s mother had died on the last day of 1887. Later he added the Libera Me and finally, in June 1889, the Offertorium. Finishing touches were added in 1890/91, but the work was not heard in its entirety until its performance at Fauré’s own funeral in 1924.

It has been described (by Jean Chantavoine) as ‘a paradisical imagining with no trace of torment or of doubt scarcely even of mourning’. Fauré’s art could not tackle a detailed picture of Hell in a Dies Irae or portray a terrifying scene of anguish. His primary concern was the beauty of his music. The anticipated terrors of the afterlife are scarcely touched upon and the untroubled serenity of the limpid In Paradisum differs from a work such as the Dream of Gerontius by the absence of any notion of Purgatory. The music of Fauré’s Requiem evokes comfort (in the old sense of the word), dwelling on the fundamentally good nature present in everything.

He said in 1902, ‘That’s how 1 see death: as a joyful deliverance, an aspiration towards a happiness beyond the grave, rather than as a painful experience.’ When one hears the Requiem, one can almost visualize Fauré’s belief in ‘a happiness beyond the grave’.
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