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VERDI

Requiem
Too operatic, they said. That’s one (patronising) way  
of hearing Verdi’s Requiem, as a theatrical staging of the infernal 
and celestial, the comforting and confronting journey of the 
Latin Mass for the Dead – even if it’s an interpretation that 
misses Verdi’s point entirely, for it’s a piece that is simultaneously 
secular and sacred in its ambition and in the way it reaches and 
touches its listeners. 

In any case, Verdi’s ‘theatricality’ in his Requiem is as nothing 
compared to the dozens of truly operatic settings of mortal 
demise, in the death scenes that crown so many operas. So 
common is the trope of a gorgeously staged death to the 
musical and dramatic engines of operatic stories that you could 
think of the whole art form as a grotesque carnival of exquisite 
singing corpses, a gilded death-festival, the curtain going up at 
the beginning of every operatic performance a lifting of the veil 
between this world and the next. Here are just a handful of 
examples of how opera puts death centre stage.

The symbiosis of opera and exquisite deathliness is sounded 
right at the start of its history as a modern form: Monteverdi’s 
Orfeo turns the death, limbo and purgatorial progress of 
Orpheus and Eurydice into the stuff of genre-defining sweetness, 
violence and intensity. If we jump from the 17th century to the 
end of the 18th, Mozart’s Don Giovanni gets the most spiritually 
and physically painful comeuppance at the hands of the ghost of 
the Commendatore, murdered by the Don at the start of the 
opera, and the denizens of hell, where he is dragged – gloriously, 
gorily, ghoulishly – to Mozart’s music at the end of the opera. 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, opera’s luridly death-obsessed 
heart is exposed for all to see: Verdi himself had made some 
of the most indelible contributions to this festival of singing 
morbidity before he composed the Requiem, in the terrible 
tubercular demise of Violetta at the end of La traviata. Her death 
might be a dramatic necessity but it’s a romantic, social and 
cultural shame. And at the end of Aida, the lovers Radamès and 
Aida are entombed, never to emerge from their sand-locked 
chamber of infinite togetherness.

That theme of the deep connection between love and death is 
never more erotically or shockingly explored than in Wagner’s 
Tristan and Isolde, in which the lovers can only consummate 
their love in the mystic union of the place beyond their bodies 
they find at the end of the opera. That transcendent region 
is sounded in the sensually charged plasma of the music that 
Wagner writes in the final scene, suspending his characters and 
his listeners forever in that place beyond time and space, the 
love-death itself. 

Richard Strauss’s Salome and Elektra are among the most 
viscerally violent Grand Guignols the opera house has to offer, 
while Poulenc’s Dialogues of the Carmelites stages a mass execution 
as its nuns are put to the guillotine – mesmerisingly, horrifyingly. 
Kaija Saariaho reinterprets the transcendence of Tristan and Isolde 
in L’amour de loin, in which Jaufré at last finds his love from afar – 
but he must die for her, too. Thomas Adès’s The Exterminating 
Angel is as good as its title, with three deaths throughout its 
drama, yet the ‘extermination’ the piece enacts is as much about 
us in the audience as it is the characters onstage. Which is 
something all of these death-devoted operas prove: they allow us 
to process our own mortality through the vicarious pleasures of 
their irresistible love-deaths.
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