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Near the bottom of his “Last Judgment” in the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo depicts the entrance to Hell.  
He shows it as a dark, forbidding place, with a suggestion of the glow of Hell’s fire and the face of a 
demon looking out.   It is just above the altar, so that when the pope celebrates Mass in the Sistine 
Chapel, he looks directly into the mouth of Hell.    

 Such warnings about the penalties for sin and the terrors of judgment are deeply woven  into the 
fabric of Catholicism as it is practiced in Italy. There are gruesome portrayals of the Last Judgment in 
churches all over the country, and a certain fatalism is part of the Italian culture.   So it is not surprising 
that an aura of doom pervades Verdi’s Requiem, one of the darkest works in all of classical music. 

 Yet surely Verdi did not set out with the intention of writing a fearful work.  He was, after all, marking 
the passing of one of Italy’s great cultural figures, the novelist Alessandro Manzoni (1785 – 1873).  
Manzoni’s masterwork, I promessi sposi (The Betrothed, 1827), was important for two reasons:  the novel 
provided a model for a unified Italian language, and the book was a touchstone for the Risorgimento (the 
movement to unify Italy under an Italian monarch) because of its characters’ defiance of oppressive 
foreign powers.  

 Verdi’s music served similar functions.  His operas defined Italian musical style for the nineteenth 
century, and their plots were often seen as political allegories that encouraged Italians to assert their 
independence from foreign powers.  He had long admired Manzoni, and when the two met in 1868, Verdi 
was so awestruck that he could barely speak.  When Manzoni died in 1873, Verdi resolved almost 
immediately to honor the great writer with a Requiem Mass on the first anniversary of his death. 

 Once before, Verdi had hoped to commemorate the passing of an Italian cultural hero.  When the 
composer Gioachino Rossini died in 1868, Verdi spearheaded a project to create a Requiem Mass with 
movements written by thirteen celebrated composers (of the thirteen, only Verdi’s name is still familiar 
today).  Though the music was completed, disagreements about logistics resulted in the cancellation of 
the performance.  The work was not presented until 1988. 

 Verdi had played a significant role in the musical planning of the Requiem for Rossini.  He had advised 
the organizing committee on which portions of the liturgy to set to music (this was and is much less 
standard than it is for regular Masses), and he helped decide how to apportion the texts among the 
composers.  Verdi himself wrote the concluding movement, “Libera me.” 

 Verdi turned to this music as the basis for his own full setting of the Requiem to honor Manzoni.  
Having learned his lesson from the Rossini Requiem experience, Verdi decided to produce the memorial 
to the great Italian on his own, rather than trusting the work to a committee.  He not only reused his 
earlier composition, he largely followed the musical plan that had been laid out for the Rossini Requiem, 
setting the same texts and apportioning them to the soloists and chorus in very similar ways. 

 The “Libera me” is a particularly suitable text to use as a basis for a full setting of the Requiem, 
because it recalls texts from elsewhere in the Mass.  This allows for musical repetitions as well, a feature 
Verdi fully exploited.  The “Libera me” thus provides musical material for the opening of the whole work 
(“Requiem aeternam”) and for the words that open the Sequence, “Dies irae.”  It is also the basis for 
another section:  Verdi takes the subject for the “Libera me” fugue, turns it upside-down, and makes it 
into the subject for the eight-part fugue in the “Sanctus.”   



 Verdi conducted the Requiem in Manzoni’s honor as planned in May of 1869.  The first performance 
was in the church of San Marco in Milan; just three days later, the performance was repeated at La Scala, 
Milan’s celebrated opera house.  The work is thus both church and stage music, conceived on a grand 
scale.  It requires a typical nineteenth-century operatic orchestra, four operatic soloists, and a large choir.  
The musical idiom is fully characteristic of Verdi, the opera composer, so naturally it sounds like opera.  
And Verdi, the opera composer, misses no opportunity for drama.  In the Sequence, whose text is so full 
of vivid images and personal distress, Verdi’s dramatic impulse serves him particularly well. 

 Yet despite the presentational, dramatic, and monumental character of the work, there is something 
intensely personal about Verdi’s Requiem, partly because of the atmosphere of doom that pervades it.  
How is that atmosphere achieved? 

 It is a question of emphasis.  In all music with text, the composer highlights certain words and phrases 
by placing them at a high point in the musical line, by repeating them, by returning to them later in a 
movement, and so on.  One example can serve as an illustration:  the words “dies irae” (day of wrath) 
occur only twice in the liturgy of the Requiem Mass—once at the beginning of the Sequence and again in 
the “Libera me.”  Verdi brings back those terrifying words—and the thunderous music that accompanies 
them—repeatedly throughout the Sequence.  They form three monumental pillars within the movement, 
coming at the opening, repeated before the “Quid sum miser,” and finally before the closing 
“Lacrymosa.”  What’s more, the words “dies irae” without the wailing and crashing music, recur 
constantly during the “Liber scriptus,” which is otherwise a solo for the mezzo-soprano.  Finally, they 
return again in the “Libera me” itself, where they are emphasized.  This not only gives musical shape to 
the work, it creates an affect. What’s more, the Sequence, with its focus on Judgment Day, occupies 
almost half of the total work.  In Verdi’s setting, the day of wrath is always nearly upon us, and the 
recollection of it is never far from our consciousness.  Should our attention stray from this fact, a 
murmured “dies irae” from the chorus serves to jolt us back. 

 There is a sense of urgency throughout the Requiem and an unrelenting focus on the need for 
redemption.  It is present from the very opening, when the sopranos pleadingly repeat the word “dona” 
(give) on a sobbing, descending figure.  The words “salva me” (save me) in the Sequence get special, 
prolonged attention:  at first a lyrical, almost tearful plea for salvation, the music becomes desperate, 
growing faster, louder, and more urgent until everyone’s strength is spent and there is one last resigned 
appeal, “save me.”  In the “Lacrymosa” that concludes the Sequence, the tears are not mere operatic 
melodrama:  they are genuine sobs of suffering, fear, and despair. 

 The gloom seems to lift momentarily for the brisk “Sanctus,” but what are we to make of the fact that 
this music comes from the “Libera me”? The final entreaty for deliverance is turned on its head.  Is Verdi 
suggesting that sorrow and joy are two sides of the same coin?  Is it an ironic statement implying that 
there is no real joy possible?  We can only speculate, just as we can only speculate about the reasons for 
Verdi’s apparent foreboding at the prospect of death.  We know that the deaths of his two children in 
infancy and of his wife due to encephalitis at the age of 26 were devastating events that deeply 
undermined his faith.  Further, his personal life (he lived openly with his second wife for more than ten 
years before their eventual marriage) was hardly a model of Catholic piety.  Perhaps Verdi, in what he 
thought was the twilight of his career, faced death with apprehension? 

 Whatever the cause, there is no question that the Verdi Requiem is a dark and fearful vision of the 
end of days.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the last movement.  Over and over again, the choir 
and soprano soloist beg for deliverance with the words “libera me” (deliver me).  While the liturgical text 
ends with a prayer for eternal rest, Verdi brings back the opening plea for mercy to conclude the piece.  
At the end, the music devolves into a simple chant, a murmured, half-articulate supplication that recalls 



the ending of Verdi’s Aida.  The Requiem ends with a quiet C-major chord that sounds more like a 
question mark than a ray of hope. 

 Whether it is the Italian temperament coming through or Verdi’s personal uneasiness at the prospect 
of death, the Requiem is like those great evocations of the End of Days that abound in Italian churches—
graphic, fearsome, and terrifying.  Only occasionally does Verdi allow us a glimmer of radiance; the 
possibility, however remote, that we might ultimately turn away from the mouth of Hell and find 
something better. 

 

ADDENDUM 

Over the course of working on this piece many times, my view of it has changed.  Early on, I gave a talk I 
called “Verdi’s Requiem and a Theology of Damnation.” The thesis was that Verdi’s Requiem is so dark as 
to leave little room for hope of redemption. Verdi’s attitude might well have stemmed from his own 
trauma and guilt. Between 1838 and 1840, Verdi’s two young children and his wife (who was only 26) 
died, leaving Verdi devastated and angry.  He rejected the Roman Catholic teachings of his youth to such 
an extent that he lived with his second wife, Giuseppina Strepponi, for ten years before they married. The 
anger and possible remorse associated with these experiences seems to inform Verdi’s Requiem quite 
thoroughly. 

 By the end of the preparations for the 2013 performance, however, I had a more nuanced view.  The 
music clearly changes tone as the work progresses, from the somewhat ostentatious expressions of 
sorrow at the opening (note especially the entrance of the tenor soloist at “Kyrie eleison,” for example) to 
the bare-bones prayer for deliverance at the close.  In response to an email from an appreciative 
audience member, I wrote: 

We hoped that we were expressing the difference between apologizing and repenting; that at the 
beginning, the apologies are formal and perhaps not heartfelt.  We tried to make the anger not so 
much divine anger, but the anger of the penitent at being caught out.  (Dante describes the sound of 
Hell as angry cries.) By the end, it is an honest and sincere prayer for deliverance.  I told the chorus 
that I thought this was the ultimate kind of prayer:  the prayer that is offered with no expectation of a 
response, with no sense of entitlement or of “deserving.” 

 Today, that is still my view:  that in the Requiem, Verdi is essentially tracing the course of genuine 
atonement from a somewhat egotistical and even flamboyant prayer for forgiveness to a more sincere 
expression, utterly stripped of ego. Finding that sort of journey is one way to perform a work like the 
Verdi Requiem with a powerful sense of drama. 

 


