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Matthew Coleridge - REQUIEM

| didn't mean to write a Requiem. | had a few musical themes already written - the
opening bars of an Agnus Dei, and a unison melody that might fit a Kyrie Eleison - but |
was determined that whatever the larger work became, it wouldn't become a Requiem.
After all, there's plenty of those already, and I'd struggle to add anything new to the
conversation.

The more | wrote, it became frustratingly clear that | was fighting a losing battle; every
time a new melody appeared, the words “et lux perpetua” or “Pie jesu” would demand
consideration, and seemed to fit my melodies too perfectly to be ignored.

| began exploring the earliest settings of the Requiem - Ockeghem, de La Rue, Richafort -
and felt an immediate affinity. No harps in heaven or trumpets on the Day of Judgement,
but a much more human and earthly response to the texts. This helped to shape my own
interpretation, and dictated the omission of a Dies Jrae or an In Paradisum.

Most of the sections | chose to set are prayers on behalf of a departed soul. The solo cello
part can perhaps be seen as an embodiment of that soul, or, if you prefer, a comforting
voice in response to our prayers. This is most evident in the comforting melody of the
Agnus Dei which follows the cry for mercy of the Rex Tremendae.

A distinctive element of my compositional style is the close weaving of simple vocal lines
into a more complex ‘tapestry’ of sound. This is evident in the opening bars of the
INTROIT. The voices are never quite brave enough to overlap, but create fleeting
dissonances as they flow closely together. The jubilant cry of ‘Exaudi’ was originally
planned as a ‘Hosannah' in a Sanctus movement which never materialised. The music
gradually subsides to a hushed monastic echo of ‘Requiem aeternam’.



One of the joys of setting the Requiem texts to music are the wonderful opportunities the
words provide to contrast light and dark. My original intention was to balance three ‘dark’
and largely minor opening movements with three ‘light’ movements to end, using Pie Jesu
as a central pivot. This plan went out of the window as the work progressed, but we are
left with the ominous, funereal tenor drum and solemn melody of the KYRIE and the
drones of the OFFERTORY, where the soprano's cold plainsong is answered by the
Byzantine warmth of the cello. Here, the harmony drifts between major and minor, giving
the music a dreamlike quality.

PIE JESU is a tender duet for soprano and cello, with the sustained notes of the cello
adding a transcendental warmth to the organ's bare arpeggios. As the sotto voce choir
emerges for the final bars, we feel the response to our prayer: a soft, maternal embrace.

REX TREMENDAE was the final movement | composed. Alternating between 3 and 4 time
to heighten the sense of foreboding, the choir adds layer upon layer of sound as the
tension increases. At the most unsettling moment of the whole work, the only response to
an exclamatory 'safva me' is a gaping silence.

Acknowledgement finally comes in the gentle cello voice that opens the AGNUS DEI
These opening bars pre-date the rest of the Requiem by a couple of years - on holiday in
France | woke in the middle of the night with the melody echoing around my head. It was
hastily scribbled down on a sheet of loo roll with a mascara pencil.

The bleak opening chords of LACRIMOSA are reminiscent of the opening of the Introit:
four interwoven upper voices above a heartbeat in the organ pedals. In the final section,
the cello echoes the opening melody of the Introit, before drifting away into nothingness.
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