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Kurl Weill - Berliner Requie m . Noles on a reco nstru ction 

Das Be rlin e r Requ ie m was firs t pe rfo rm din Frankfurl-arn-Ma in . In a radi o s tudi o. In 1929. In lhc 

cornpose r's presence. 

lls seco nd pcrforrnancc was in London . In a radio s tudi o. In 1965 . The cornposcr had been dead for 

fiftee n years. 
The paradoxes and a no rnali cs 1ha1 arc wove n into th e fabri c o f Das Be rlin e r Requi e m are a lso in

scribed in its hi story - fro m th e ve ry beg inning unt il Hitl e r's seizure of powe r in 19 3} The libe ra l

de m ocrati c Weimar co ns li luti on of 1920 had aboli s hed th e o ld Prussia n ce nsors hip: but ce nso rship 

was soon imposed o n th e 'new· m edia of filrn and radi o. One of !he taboo subj ects was Gc rrnan rc

armarnc nt , whi ch bega n in secre t after Gc rrnan y's be lated admiss ion to the League o f Nations. I I had 

a lrcad ) been exposed (in Die Wellblihnc a nd elsewhe re ) by 1928 - th e te nth anni vcr a ry o f th e 

Armis ti ce . 
As composed in ovcmb r o f that yea r. Wc ill's ' Kleine Kan tate' culrninated in a Go acsq uc war- tr ip

tych - th e two ' Re po rt s o n th e unkn own soldi e r und e r th e triurnphal a rch' . a nd th e ve hcrn c nt ly anti

rni lita ri s t marchin g song 'Zu Potsdarn unt c r de n Ei ch e n' . Wilh s upport fr orn po liti ca l and religio us 

press ure-gro ups o uts ide the radi o systc rn . seve ral rn ernbe rs of ·watch co rnrnillees' ove rseeing Frank

furte r Se nd er (a nd o th e r sta ti ons) took s tron g exce ptio n to the tex ts in ge ne ral a nd ' Po tsda m' in pa r

ti cular - so s trong . indeed , 1ha1 th e a lread y-a nn oun ced prc mi c rc had lo be pos tpo ned whil e th e ha g

glin g contin ued . The prc rni c re finall y too k place on 22. Mai 1929. Th e pri ce for prese rving th e two 

' Re ports' - and oth e r 'o bjecti onab le' rnale ri a l - was hi gh: th e to tal e li rninatio n o f th e ' Potsdarn' 

m arc h. Eve n so. Frankfu rt was lhc o nl y lati on to broadcas t th e Rcqui c rn . 

In hi s int roductory note for De r dc ut sc hc Rundfunk Weill rn cnti o ns . but docs 1101 s pecify. the acli v

ili s of ·a fe, pa rticul a rl y ri gorous ce nsors a l the radi o s ta tio n' a nd de plores lhc rn . 'Abo ut th e s tran ge 

eve nts be hind th e scen es' he continues. 'ma ybe th e re will be rn orc to say late r o n·. Yes indeed . Sixty 

yea rs late r. 
Tha nks to th e researches of Ni ls Grosc h and o th e r Weill sc ho la rs. th e ·eve n ls' arc now re lat ive ly cl ear, 

a t leas t as far as th e Potsdarn nurnbc r is co ncerned . Thal. howeve r, was o nl )' one o f th e fa ctors that 

led th e prese nt write r to reco ns ide r th e ve rs ion he had edit ed ror pe rforrn a ncc and publi cati on in 

1965-1967. Arte r man y pe rfo rman ces in Euro pe and lh c USA a nd seve ral comme rcial reco rdin gs. 

th e editi on had acquired an unforeseen and unwarranted s ta tu s . 

Wit h a view to th e Weill centenary in 2000 , th e present write r pre pared two new ve rs io ns. ide nti ca l 

in fo rrn but diffe ring in o th er res pects. The ve rs ion fi rs t pe rform ed a t th e Ald c burgh Fes ti va l in Jun e 

2000 ca ll ed for three m e n's voices but no chorus. whe reas the present (Luce rne) vers ion requires a 

ma le cho ru s as wel l as th e te nor a nd baritone so lo is ts. Fo r ·zu Potsdarn unte r de n Eiche n' th e cho-
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ru s is crucial. Although Weill's origina l ve rs ion fo r hi s three s inge rs and wind band is los t (a nd was 
probabl y des troyed) , hi s arrangement fo r unaccompanied mal e vo ice choir has for tunat e ly s urvived. 
In th e Luce rn e ve rsion of th e Requ ie m , th e protes t of the Potsdam cho ru s co unt e rba lances th e ap
pa rent pass ivity o f th e ' Bal lade vom e rtrunke ne n Madchen' . and re inte rprets th e ' Ruh e sanft! ' for 
Rosa Luxe mburg. 
Both vers ion s o f th e Requiem re ject th e a lpha-a nd-o mega S)'mmetry ofth e 1965 recon s tructi on, and 
ex pose th e torso-like reality of a sco re that had been progress ively di sm an tled by th e compose r a ft e r 
he had ' fini shed' and submitted it in Decembe r 1928. The fo rmal proble m is inse parab le fro m the 
philoso phica l o ne. For ins tan ce: it is on ly in te rm s ofd ogmahc athei s m that the finality of th e Gross
e r Dankc hora l can be prove n . The music itsel f di sproves it (a nd so wou ld Pasca l). Among th e most 
re ea lin g of the composer 's afterthoughts was hi s idea of beginning the Requ ie m with th e Dan k
cho ral. 
In tru th , the Requ ie m neve r had a begi nnin g, nor eve n a fal se s tart. A few cla ys before th e Fra nkfurt 
premi e re , We ill se nsi bl y re m oved th e fi rs t number: his 1927 sethn g of Brecht's 'Vo m Tod irn Wa ld' . 
a se lf:s tandin g pi ece, s tyli s ti ca ll y a nd o th e rwise who ll y inco mpatible with the cantata prope r_ 
Brech t re mem be red nothin g of th e Requ iem whe n Lot te Le n ya s poke to him about it in 1955 and 
sa n g ' Ba llad e vom e rtrunke ne n Madchen' for him _ T he poe m ranges fro m Sha kes pea re's O phe li a to 
Rimbaud's Les Ill uminations withou t thought of Chri s ti a n rede mpti on . God is obli vious; deca)' and 
renewal are circular. 
T he ·Ba llad e' fo r chorus and gu ita r on l)' is th e firs t· number we hear in thi s reco rd ing. It is not ' lh 
begin nin g' . In th e begi nnin g is - si lence. 
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[Pos tscript[ An ex perime nt: the numbe r that fo ll ows 'Ba ll3de vo m enrunkene n Madc he n' has 1wo 
alt e rn ati ve sin gle-s tanza texts. 'Marter!' and 'G rabschrift ' - th e one pri vate and pe rso nal. the o th e r 
pub lic a nd po liti ca l; in th is reco rd ing, as in th e Luce rn e co nce rt of Augus t 2006, th e two s ta nzJs 
a re pe rfo rm ed co nsecu ti ve ly. 


