
 An inordinately gifted conductor, István Kertész died at age 43 in a tragic drowning off the Israeli 
coast. He had already reached full maturity as a musician, proving his worth in opera, oratorio, 
and the symphonic repertory. His interests were wide-ranging, including works from the Classical 
and Romantic periods and large portions of twentieth century music.
 Beginning with private lessons in childhood, Kertész studied piano and violin. He continued with 
violin training at the Ferenc Liszt Academy in Budapest, adding composition under the supervision 
of such teachers as Weiner and Kodály. He pursued his conducting studies with László Somogyi, 
at the same time benefiting from studying the performances of Otto Klemperer, who was then 
working at the Hungarian State Opera. In 1953, Kertész was appointed resident conductor at 
Györ, two years later transferring his activities to Budapest, where he was hired as coach and 
conductor. Following the political uprising and Soviet response in 1956, Kertész moved with his 
family to Germany, subsequently acquiring German citizenship.
 From 1958 to 1963, Kertész was general music director at Augsburg. His British debut took place 
with the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra in 1960, followed by appearances with the 
London Symphony Orchestra in 1961. His American debut came with a tour with the NDR 
Symphony Orchestra in 1961, during which he made a positive impression on American audiences 
and critics alike. An appointment as general music director in Cologne came in 1964 and 1966 
brought both a Covent Garden debut, directing Un ballo in maschera. A global tour with the 
London Symphony Orchestra led to his succeeding Pierre Monteux as LSO principal conductor in 
1966. In 1971, he became music director of Cologne's Gürzenich-Orchester, a position he held 
until his death two years later.
 Kertész was decidedly non-interventionist as a conductor. With scrupulous attention to the 
composer's directions, his interpretations were more remarkable for sound musicianship than for 
striking individualism. Still, his performances often held high drama, and he was intentional about 
advocacy of works he believed in, which, in light of his broad interests, were numerous. At 
Cologne, he presented the German premiere of Verdi's Stiffelio as well as Mozart's La clemenza 
di Tito (a work he recorded in its first complete edition on disc).
 For Decca, Kertész recorded a superb Bluebeard's Castle with Christa Ludwig and Walter Berry, 
still unsurpassed after several decades. His complete recordings of the Dvorák, Brahms, and 
Schubert symphonies still enjoy honorable places among the best versions committed to disc. The 
first Western recording of Kodály's Háry János (the complete opera) was made with the London 
Symphony under Kertész's direction. The Decca label coupling of Dvorák's Requiem and Kodály's 
Psalmus Hungaricus is another fitting tribute to a superb artist too soon departed.
 In addition to Bartók, Kertész was an indefatigable champion of works by Stravinsky, Henze, and 
Britten. Britten's Billy Budd was first presented to German audiences under Kertész's baton and 
he directed the first performance of the War Requiem heard in Vienna. For Ravinia Festival 
audiences, Kertész directed the War Requiem with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra & Chorus 
shortly before his death. With soloists Phyllis Curtin, Robert Tear, and John Shirley-Quirk, the 
conductor's shattering interpretation left audience members limp.



E.T.A. Hoffmann once wrote that "[Mozart's] Requiem is the sublimest 
achievement that the modern period has contributed to the church." 
Mozart's deathbed composition held a high appeal for the nineteenth 
century; in the supposedly more rational twentieth, it ascended to truly 
iconic status. It did so despite fundamental mysteries of its composition 
and even its authenticity, mysteries still unsolved in the twenty-first 
century. Something in the music's gravitas and subtlety touches each 
successive generation.

A tangled skein of myths and fairy tales imagine the deathbed genius 
collapsing upon his manuscript (myths powerfully reinforced by the 1984 
film Amadeus), but many facts about the piece are clear. The Countess 
von Walsegg passed away in February 1791. The Count commissioned 
a requiem mass from Mozart via a clerk (the "Grey Messenger" of 
Requiem-mythology). Mozart accepted the job for his unknown patron, 
having desired to compose some "higher form of church music" (his 
Ave verum corpus reflects the same wish). After working on the Requi-
em through October and Novmeber, however, Mozart fell ill and died 
without completing it. Mozart's widow, needing money, arranged for his 
friends and pupils to complete the other movements. The Count even-
tually received a complete Requiem, which he tried to pass off as his 
own composition; the bulk of this copy derives from the hand of Franz 

Süssmayr. Scholars have diligently attempted to distinguish Mozart's 
work from Süssmayr's mishandling of his intentions.

Mozart's Requiem contains five sections, each capped by a fugue: 
Requiem/Kyrie, Sequence ("Dies Irae"), Offertory, Sanctus, and 
Agnus Dei. Throughout, choral writing drives Mozart's music; even the 
four soloists rarely sing alone. The darkly colored orchestra supports 
the choir with often vivid motives. This pictorial aspect is most evident 
in the Sequence: "Tuba mirum" (solo trombone), "Rex tremendae" 
(regal dotted-rhythms), "Confutatis" (fiery accompaniment), and 
"Lachrymosa" (sighing strings). Not only do individual movements 
display an extraordinary level of motivic unity, Mozart carefully creates 
motivic relationships across the entire Requiem. The very first melody 
sung by the basses ("Requiem aeternam"), for instance, is repeated at 
the very end and also echoes throughout the work; the opening 
melody of "Dies irae" translates into major mode to open the "Sanc-
tus." Mozart is never afraid, however, of acknowledging his debt to 
earlier traditions of church music. His fugues deliberately reference 
Bach, and in the first movement alone he quotes from Michael 
Haydn's Requiem, Handel's funeral anthem for Queen Caroline, 
Messiah, and the Gregorian chant known as the "Pilgrim's Tone."
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 - István Kertész Vienna Philharm
onic Orchestra

Choir – Vienna State Opera Chorus       Chorus Master – Wilhelm Pitz
Alto Vocals, Contralto Vocals – Marilyn Horne         Bass Vocals – Tugomir Franc

Soprano Vocals – Elly Ameling     Tenor Vocals – Ugo Benelli
Recorded by Decca 8-11 Oct 1965 Sofiensaal, Vienna     Producer: Erik Smith         Engineer: Gordon Parry

1 Requiem aeternam 4:51
II. Kyrie 
2 Kyrie eleison 2:54
III. Sequenz 
3 Dies irae 1:47
4 Tuba mirum 3:50
5 Rex tremendae 2:42
6 Recordare 5:51
7 Confutatis 2:52
8 Lacrimosa 3:29

IV: Offertorium 
9 Domine Jesu Christe 4:12
10 Hostias 4:14
V. Sanctus 
11 Sanctus 1:36
VI. Benedictus 
12 Benedictus 5:14
VII. Agnus Dei 
13 Agnus Dei 3:27
VIII. Communio 
14 Lux aeterna 5:59

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
Requiem Mass In D Minor K626
István Kertész Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra


