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Geistliches Lied 
Brahms

Do not allow sorrow and mourning to remain with you. Be at peace! I am happy with things as God wills them. 

Why should you despair about tomorrow? He who takes care of all will provide for you. 

Be steadfast in all things. Stand firm! What God has decided is necessarily for the best.

Although Brahms’ Geistliches Lied was written in 1856 as an exercise in counterpoint (the vocal parts form a double canon at the ninth) its mood of gentle, lyrical serenity clearly foreshadows the Requiem in a gentle exhortation to find comfort through faith. 

Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen
Mahler

1 Wenn mein Schatz Hochzeit macht

 When my darling has her wedding-day,

 her joyous wedding-day,

 I will have my day of mourning!

 I will go to my little room,

 my dark little room,

 and weep, weep for my darling,

 for my dear darling!

 Blue flower! Do not wither!

 Sweet little bird - you sing on the green heath!

 Alas, how can the world be so fair?

 Chirp! Chirp!

 Do not sing; do not bloom!

 Spring is over.

 All singing must now be done.

 At night when I go to sleep,

 I think of my sorrow,

 of my sorrow!

2 Ging heut Morgen über’s Feld

 I walked across the fields this morning;

 dew still hung on every blade of grass.

 The merry finch spoke to me:

 “Hey! Isn’t it? Good morning! Isn’t it?

 You! Isn’t it becoming a fine world?

 Chirp! Chirp! Fair and sharp!

 How the world delights me!”

 Also, the bluebells in the field

 merrily with good spirits

 tolled out to me with bells (ding, ding)

 their morning greeting:

 “Isn’t it becoming a fine world?

 Ding, ding! Fair thing!

 How the world delights me!”

 And then, in the sunshine,

 the world suddenly began to glitter;

 everything gained sound and colour

 in the sunshine!

 Flower and bird, great and small!

 “Good day, is it not a fine world?

 Hey, isn’t it? A fair world?”

 Now will my happiness also begin?

 No, no - the happiness I mean

 can never bloom!

3 Ich hab’ ein glühend Messer

 I have a red-hot knife,

 a knife in my breast.

 O woe! It cuts so deeply

 into every joy and delight.

 Alas, what an evil guest it is!

 Never does it rest or relax,

 not by day or by night, when I would sleep.

 O woe!

 When I gaze up into the sky

 I see two blue eyes there.

 O woe! When I walk in the yellow field,

 I see from afar her blond hair

 waving in the wind.

 O woe!

 When I start from a dream

 and hear the tinkle of her silvery laugh,

 O woe!

 Would that I lay on my black bier -

 Would that I could never again open my eyes!

4 Die zwei blauern Augen

 The two blue eyes of my darling -

 they have sent me into the wide world.

 I had to take my leave

 of this well-beloved place!

 O blue eyes, why did you gaze on me?

 Now I will have eternal sorrow and grief.

 I went out into the quiet night

 well across the dark heath.

 To me no one bade farewell.

 Farewell! My companions are love and sorrow!

 On the road there stands a linden tree,

 and there for the first time I found rest in sleep!

 Under the linden tree that 

 snowed its blossoms onto me -

 I did not know how life went on,

 and all was well again!

 All! All, love and sorrow

 and world and dream!

Two motets
Bruckner

Locus iste

This place was made by God, a priceless sacrament; there is no fault in it.

Christus factus est pro nobis

Christ became obedient for us even undo death, death upon the cross. For this, God raised him and bestowed on him the name which is above all names.

Unlike his almost exact contemporary, Brahms, Anton Bruckner was a solitary and profoundly religious individual. Locus Iste, (1869) is arguably the most poignant of his a capella motets, contrasting simplicity with a less comfortable use of chromaticism. Christus factus est is used as part of the Mass services, on Maundy Thursday, and its text comes from Philippians 2:8-9. This setting was completed in 1884, just after the 7th symphony and Te Deum, and is a prime example of the way that Bruckner gradually develops harmonic tension, building to memorable climaxes and then easing away.

Three songs
Richard Strauss

Allerseelen

Lay on the table the fragrant mignonette and the last red asters, and let us speak again of love, like once in May!

Give me your hand that I may press it secretly - and if anyone should see, what does it matter? Then give me just one sweet glance, like once in May! 

Today each grave is fragrant with flowers. For one day in the year the dead are free. Come to my heart that I may hold you again, like once in May.

Lob des Leidens

O do not revile the sorrows of life! Look at the leaves: when they die, is not the golden light of Autumn richer than when coloured by Spring? What can compare to the blossom of forgiveness in the October breeze? More crystalline than the clearest waters are eyes streaming with tears; Twilight glows with a profounder, darker gleam than does the sun when it is high and bright in the sky; and no one kisses with such an ardent kiss as when one must depart forever.

Zueignung

Yes, you know, dear heart, that far from you I am tormented. Love makes the heart sick - thank you! Once, revelling in liberty, I raised high a goblet of amethyst, and you blessed the draught - thank you! And you banished the evil away, till I was purified as never before, and sank onto your breast - thank you!

Although Richard Strauss (1864-1949) is usually associated with large-scale operas and tone poems, his output of Lieder reveals an intimate lyricism, which is never more apparent than in his eight Opus 10 settings of poems by Hermann von Gilm (1812-64), first published in 1885. Allerseelen, the last of the set, has a rich atmosphere, evoking reminiscences of love. The text is ambiguous at first and it is not until the final stanza that the mention of flowers on a grave confirms that the poet is mourning a dead lover. Zueignung (Opus 10, No. 1) is another ambiguous text, which is open to similar interpretation. Each verse begins in the same way, but through a series of ingenious twists to the melodic and harmonic direction, Strauss achieves an extraordinary build-up of emotional temperature, which culminates at the close in explosive gratitude to the absent lover. Lob des Leidens (Opus 15, No. 3) is largely positive in tone, despite being a hymn of praise to sorrow. Strauss chooses to linger over the poem’s autumnal sentiments, creating an inspired study in melancholy. Published in 1886, the song builds up from nothing to a momentous climax on the words “no one kisses with such an ardent kiss as when one must depart forever”.

Ein deutsches Requiem
Brahms

1 
Selig sind die da Leid tragen

2 
Denn alles Fleisch es ist wie Gras

3 
Herr, lehre doch mich

4 
Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen

5 
Ihr habt nun Traurigkeit

6 
Denn wir haben hie keine bleibende Statt

7 
Selig sind die Toten

Since its first performance, Johannes Brahms’ Ein deutsches Requiem has been the subject of controversy. Even the conditions surrounding the composer’s choice of the Requiem form have sparked numerous debates concerning Brahms’ own religious beliefs and intentions. On a musical level, the piece has been praised, attacked, accepted, and re-evaluated and the only element of the Requiem’s reception that has remained in any way constant is its continued popularity in concert performances.

Early critics insisted that the idea for a Requiem mass was inspired by the death of the composer’s mother in 1865. Brahms does mention that his work was spurred on by this event; in addition, the text refers to a motherly comfort, which consoles those whom the dead have left behind. Later critics, however, have also noted that Brahms was greatly affected by the death of his friend and benefactor Robert Schumann, and had considered, within months after Schumann’s death in 1856, composing some sort of musical memorial to him. In fact, Brahms insisted that his Requiem was intended for all humanity since its innate themes of melancholy and consolation are applicable to any number of occasions. His personal agnosticism is never more apparent than in his Requiem, which is not so much a Mass for the dead, as an attempt to bring comfort and hope to the living and bereaved and to celebrate the believer’s ultimate triumph over death through faith in Christ.

The choice of texts, from the Luther Bible, speaks for itself. After a contemplative opening movement, even the chilling funeral march in which we are forced to confront the inevitability of death is soon interrupted by advice to be patient. This is itself transformed into a triumphal procession into Zion. The troubled third movement counters man’s awareness of his own frailty with the certainty that God holds the souls of the righteous in his hand. The most widely performed section of the piece is a setting of Psalm 84 ‘How lovely is your dwelling place’, and this is followed by the first and only appearance of the soprano soloist. Although her message of reassurance and comfort is taken directly from the words of Jesus to his disciples (John 16:22) it is not hard to imagine the words being uttered by a departed soul - perhaps even a lost mother. The sixth movement, which is a setting of the same texts that Handel set so memorably in The Messiah, ends in a huge affirmation of triumph over the grave. The final movement brings the piece to an apparently serene close.

The first three movements of the German Requiem were first per formed in a semi-private concert in Vienna on December 1, 1867. At this time, the Viennese concert-goers knew Brahms chiefly as a producer of Baroque choral works. Although not a scandal, the performance was nonetheless the subject of hefty critical debate, and played a decisive role in the division of critics into the “Brahms v Wagner” camps that were to become so crucial. Wagner’s attitude toward Brahms is well documented. He had nothing positive to say about the Requiem and was outraged by Brahms’ claim to have written a truly German work. Wagner famously remarked that when the present generation (his own) died, “we will want no German Requiem to be played to our ashes”.

A reviewer wrote: The German Requiem is a work of unusual significance and great mastery. It seems to us one of the ripest fruits to have emerged from the style of the late Beethoven in the field of sacred music Since the masses for the dead and mourning cantatas of our classical composers the shadow of death and the seriousness of loss have scarcely been presented in music with such power. The harmonic and contrapuntal art which Brahms learnt in the school of Bach is inspired by him with the living breath of the present...
The first complete performance (excluding the fifth movement) was given on Good Friday, April 10, 1868, in Bremen cathedral, and conducted by Brahms himself. The concert was extremely well-publicised and a matter of great anticipation, as Brahms’ position in the Bremen musical world had consistently been highly respected; as a result, the turnout was an astounding 2500 listeners, and by all accounts a fabulous success. The program included excerpts of works by Schumann, and parts of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion and Handel’s Messiah, making for a rather lengthy concert. Nearly all the critics recognized the extraordinarily complex nature of the composition, stressing in particular the incorporation of traditional elements such as counterpoint together with a modern-sounding modulation and rhythmic structure. Even the few negative comments, usually minor, were expressed with a respect for the composer’s achievements that had been completely lacking in Vienna. After the fifth movement had been added and performed privately in September 1868, further performances followed in nearly all the major cities of Germany and reception was, with a few notable exceptions, overwhelmingly respectful. The greatest stumbling block appeared to be the Protestant religious text and its “mystical” and “contemplative” tone, which was found to be at odds with the straightforward Protestantism of Bach, Schütz, and other composers of religious music - and in some Catholic towns the foreign Protestant fervour was found to be quite untenable.

It comes as no surprise to learn that the Requiem was considerably better received in England and the United States than in Catholic countries such as France and Italy. In Britain, which had by far the strongest and most positive reception (as was typical for choral and religious music) the Requiem was premiered in a private performance in London in July 1871. It was for this very performance that Brahms arranged the orchestral score for piano duet, and it is interesting to note that he insisted that the work be given in the language of the audience. It appears that the main criticism of early English performances was that English singers were not well trained to sing the contrapuntal German passages. Not surprisingly, when the London Bach Choir began performing the Requiem on a regular basis, the reviewers raved: vocalists trained for Bach, they agreed, were by far the best equipped to handle Brahms’ difficult demands.

This evening’s performance by a chamber choir is a rare opportunity to hear this great work sung in a more intimate setting than usual. Listeners familiar with the orchestral version may miss the colour and impact of the original orchestral accompaniment, and the body of sound that a large choral society can produce. As performers, however, we have chosen to approach this version of the work on its own terms; hopefully our audience will be able to do likewise, finding new colours, new clarity and a new angle on this timeless masterpiece.

1 
Selig sind, die da Leid tragen 

(Matthew 5:4, Psalm 126:5-6)
Blessed are those who mourn: for they will be comforted. Those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy. He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow, will return with songs of joy carrying sheaves with him.

2
Denn alles Fleisch es ist wie Gras 

(I Peter I:24-25, James 5:7, Isaiah 35:10) 
For all men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers, and the flower fall… Be patient then, brothers, until the Lord’s coming. See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient he is for the autumn and spring rains. But the word of the Lord stands forever. And the ransomed of the Lord will return. They will enter Zion with singing; everlasting joy will crown their heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away.

3
Herr, lehre doch mich 

(Psalm 39:5-8)
Show me, O Lord, my life’s end, and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life. You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you. Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro’: he bustles about, but only in vain; he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it. But now, Lord, what do I look for? My hope is in you. But the souls of the righteous are in God’s hand, and no torment will touch them.

4
Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen 

(Psalm 84:2-3,5)
How lovely is your dwelling-place, O Lord Almighty! My soul yearns, even faints for the courts of the Lord: my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. Blessed are those who dwell in your house: they are ever praising you

5
Ihr habt nun Traurigkeit 

(John 16:22, Ecclesiastes 51:35, Isaiah 66:13)
Now is your time of grief but I will see you again, and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. (As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.) Behold with your eyes, how I laboured only a little, yet found for myself much rest.

6
Denn wir haben keine bleibende Statt 

(Hebrews 13:14, I Cor 15:51-55, Revelation 4:11)
For here we do not have an enduring place, but we are looking for the one to come. Listen, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. Then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory”. O Death, where is your sting? O Hell, where is your victory? You are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power: for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.

7
Selig sind die Toten 

(Revelation 14:13)
Blessed are the dead, who die in the Lord from now on: Yes, says the Spirit, they will rest from their labour; and their deeds will follow them.

English text taken from the new international version of the bible.

