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Both Praise and Solace 
With adroit dissonances and harmonic ambiguity, Fauré’s 
Requiem is a work of aural beauty and subtle expression. 
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The Latin Mass for the Dead has been an aesthetic magnet for composers of requiems from the 
15th century to the present. How they use this liturgical text is a kind of Rorschach test that 
reveals both their musical inspiration and beliefs, or lack thereof. 



	  
	  

Gabriel Fauré, who wrote his Requiem during the late 19th century “for the fun of it,” rather than 
to commemorate a particular individual, modified the Latin liturgy more than many of his 
predecessors, omitting words and movements to water down theological concepts he disliked. 
The work wound up being one of his highest achievements. Noted for its serene lyricism, Fauré’s 
musical language looks to the future in its adroit dabs of dissonance and harmonic ambiguity. 

The best performances of the Fauré Requiem convey its subtlety of expression and aural 
beauty—qualities much in evidence at a concert last Thursday by Dennis Keene and the Voices 
of Ascension Chorus & Orchestra. (It was recorded for possible future download from the 
organization’s website.) 

Now in its 25th anniversary season, the ensemble presented the work at the Church of the 
Ascension in Greenwich Village, where these musicians give an annual concert series. (The next 
installment is a Mozart program on March 12.) The Voices have also appeared at the Mostly 
Mozart Festival, and with the San Francisco Symphony, the Mark Morris Dance Group and other 
arts organizations. 

On this occasion, Mr. Keene prefaced the 35-minute Requiem with a cappella pieces from the 
Russian Orthodox tradition, including six excerpts from Rachmaninoff’s “All Night Vigil” from 
1915, popularly know as “Vespers.” Despite different sound worlds and liturgical purposes, the 
juxtaposition proved felicitous. Both composers looked to ancient chant for some of their 
inspiration. And there were pleas for divine compassion not only in the Requiem, but also in 
Grigory Lvovsky’s striking “Lord, Have Mercy,” an undated 19th-century work. With its 
dramatic repetitions of the title phrase, which ascend and descend in intensity and register, the 
piece made a strong impression.  

The Lvovsky also demonstrated the agility of the 40-member Voices of Ascension Chorus, 
which was augmented in the Russian selections by four wondrously resonant low bass (bassi 
profundi) singers. You could hear the overtones produced by their bottom notes ringing in the 
air. While some Russian choral groups sing “Come, Let Us Worship” and “Praise the Name of 
the Lord” from Rachmaninoff’s “Vespers” with more exuberance and faster tempos, the Voices 
of Ascension achieved a similar vibrancy of sound. 

Fauré, who served as an organist at several leading Parisian churches, completed the first version 
of his Requiem in 1888. By 1893, he had added two more movements, one, the “Libera me,” an 
earlier work. Among the highlights of the Voices concert was hearing the organ obbligato in the 
piece played on the Ascension’s French Romantic pipe organ. Mark Kruczek handled the part 
with sensitivity and finesse.  

Another treat was the church’s flattering but transparent acoustic, which never muddies the text. 
Bass-baritone Evan Hughes sang persuasively in the “Offertorium” and the “Libera me.” Sarah 
Shafer, a rising young soprano who was a last-minute substitution for Dominique Labelle, 
brought a lovely sound to the limpid “Pie Jesu,” if not optimum vocal or expressive ease.  



	  
	  

Although Mr. Keene’s tempos were sometimes a bit slow, he led a well-paced, richly colored 
performance. The choral blend was beautifully balanced. In the riveting setting of the second 
sentence of Fauré’s “Agnus Dei,” the music ebbed and flowed like waves in the ocean. 

There are three versions of Fauré’s score. Most symphony-orchestra conductors have favored the 
published 1900 edition, reportedly orchestrated by a Fauré student, which greatly expanded the 
Requiem’s instrumental forces beyond their original ensemble-sized proportions. Mr. Keene 
used a pared down variant on the orchestral edition, retaining its string proportions but 
eliminating the woodwinds and brass, save for the four horns Fauré had added previously. A 
total of 22 instrumentalists accompanied the chorus. 

In 1984, choral director John Rutter made his own edition of what he believes to be Fauré’s 1893 
version, winning praise from those who think it best reveals the composer’s intentions. It is 
certainly more in keeping with the character of the music than bloated performances with up to 
200 participants. But who is to say exactly what Fauré’s intentions were, when composers 
frequently write for the musicians and performing occasion at hand? In 1900, when a colleague 
contacted him about a performance of the work that he planned to conduct, Fauré noted that the 
number of voices in the choir “will naturally depend on the size of the hall.”  

Mr. Rutter’s illuminating take on the Requiem with the Cambridge Singers for Collegium 
Records is well worth hearing, as is the larger-scaled, expressive rendering of the piece by 
Charles Dutoit with the Montreal Symphony Orchestra and Choir on Decca Records. 

Certainly Fauré’s conception of his Requiem was a departure from the hour-plus behemoths of 
Berlioz and Verdi, which included the lengthy “Dies irae” sequence depicting judgment by a 
holy God. Indeed, Verdi’s “Dies irae” sequence alone is slightly longer than the entire Fauré 
Requiem. But then, the “Dies irae,” which provided so much dramatic fodder for Mozart, Berlioz 
and Verdi, was one of the liturgical sections that Fauré omitted.  

Instead, the wrath to come is encompassed in his “Libera me.” Then he closed the work with a 
rather saccharine “In Paradisum,” normally sung at the gravesite. In the introduction to the latter, 
the composer calls for repeated, broken chords on the organ’s flûte harmonique. This evokes the 
playful sounds of carousels—a little jarring after the impressive “Agnus Dei” and “Libera me” 
sections that are the musical high point of the Requiem.  

But the otherwise peaceful ending is in keeping with his view of the afterlife. In 1921, Fauré 
wrote in a letter that “Everything I managed to entertain in the way of religious illusion I put into 
my Requiem, which . . . is dominated from beginning to end by a very human feeling of faith in 
eternal rest.” 

Ms. Jepson writes about classical music for the Journal and co-edits the website Classical Voice 
North America.  

	  


