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Letter 224: Britten writes on 21 November 1939 to Antonio Brosa about his Violin  Concerto, Op. 15.
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Note: Pictures from a Life (PFL, 1978) remains the most extensive picture documentation of Britten’s life. We have tried to avoid duplication, but some overlap has proved necessary.




1 Britten’s parents, an engagement photograph, 1900


2 Edith Rhoda Hockey, before her marriage to Robert Victor Britten


3 The wedding: St John’s Smith Square, London SW1, 5 September 1901


4 R.V. Britten, 1909


5 Edith Britten, 1909


6a The family home, 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, Lowestoft, where Britten was born on 22 November 1913; Mr Britten’s dental practice was on the ground floor


6b The first floor sitting room, known to the family – because of its upper location – as ‘Heaven’


7 Beth; Edith Britten and her infant son, Benjamin; Barbara; Robert, 1914


8a Nursery theatricals; back row from left: Barbara; unidentified; Robert; Benjamin cross-legged in front row; Beth kneels on his right


8b Mrs Scarce, Nanny, with Benjamin, 1914


8c Benjamin, c.1915
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9d Benjamin, c.1917
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10b Benjamin plays to his mother and one of his sisters, c.1921


11a Edith Britten, 1918


11b Benjamin, c.1923, perhaps leaving for school (South Lodge)


11c Edith Britten, 1922


12a South Lodge Preparatory School, Lowestoft


12b Benjamin and John Pounder in the front garden of 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, 1926


13 Benjamin in the garden, ?summer 1928


14a Gresham’s, Holt (from a House photograph, summer 1929)


14b Gresham’s, Holt (from a House photograph, summer 1930)


15a Gresham’s, Holt, which Britten attended from 1928 to 1930: the School Chapel


15b Gresham’s, Holt: Farfield House


16 Frank Bridge (1879–1941), whom Britten first met in 1927; the first recorded lessons with Bridge took place in January 1928. Britten always kept this drawing of Bridge by Marjorie Fass on the wall of his studio


17a John Ireland, Britten’s composition teacher at the College, where he was a student from 1930 to 1933


17b Arthur Benjamin, Britten’s piano teacher at the College (photo, Royal College of Music)


17c Bridge, Britten and Mrs Bridge, Paris, ?1937


18a R.V. Britten


18b Edith Britten, 26 August 1934: ‘Mum in garden’ (photo, B.B.)


18c R.V. Britten with Caesar


18d Family line-up: Edith Britten, Benjamin, Robert, R.V. Britten


19a Helen Hurst and Barbara, on the beach, 1934 (photo, B.B.)


19b Robert Britten, H. Majorie Britten, and their son John, Lowestoft, 1932


19c ‘Barbara & Caesar on drawing room balcony’ (photo, B.B.)


20a Sophie Wyss, for whom Britten wrote Our Hunting Fathers, 1936 (photo, Enid Slater)


20b Ralph Hawkes, Britten’s publisher, to whom Our Hunting Fathers was dedicated


20c The bungalow at Crantock, in which Our Hunting Fathers was composed: ‘Bungalow with Mum, Beth, A. Gyde & Miss Nettleship’ (photo, B.B.)


21a Two beach scenes: Britten, Barbara, Caesar and Edith Britten;


21b Britten and Barbara, Crantock, 1936


22a The ISCM Festival, Florence, 1934: Britten, who is carrying the vocal score of A Boy was Born, and the composer Arnold Cooke


22b The ISCM Festival, Barcelona, 1936: Toni and Peggy Brosa


22c The Spanish Civil War: the campaign to aid Basque children, Southampton, 1938


23a A still from the film of Erich Kästneťs Emil und die Detektive (1931)


23b A still from Coal Face (GPO Film Unit, 1935)


24a Henry Boys


24b ‘On Curlew – Oct. 1936. Kit Welford & Beth’ (photo, B.B.)


24c ‘Benjamin about to give Beth away at her wedding, January 1938’: B.B.‘s caption


25a Boyd Neel (1937), for whose orchestra the Frank Bridge Variations were composed


25b Marjorie Fass (1951), the artist and prominent member of the Bridge circle at Eastbourne


25c ‘To Benjamin from Hedli, 21–111–38’ (source: Hedli Anderson)


26 W.H. Auden in the thirties


27a Britten in a field, c. 1937/8


27b Auden, Hedli Anderson and William Coldstream, Colwall, 1937


27C Auden, Britten and Beth on the beach at Shingle Street, Suffolk, 1938: ‘To lie flat on the back’


28a The ‘AC’, with Wulff in the passenger seat (photo, B.B.?)


28b Wulff Scherchen at the Old Mill, 1938 (photo, B.B.?)


28c ‘Kit & Piers D. Fooling’ (photo, B.B.)


29a Britten and Berkeley at the piano: a rehearsal in 1938 of the Binyon Puppets


29b Lennox Berkeley and Britten, January 1938 (photo, Howard Coster)


30a Britten, January 1938 (photo, Howard Coster)


30b Trevor Harvey and Michael Mayer in 1939, at 105 Charlotte Street, WC1 (the flat shared by Pears with Harvey and Basil Douglas)


31a Poster


31b Johnson over Jordan: the final curtain, with Ralph Richardson


31c Act II, the nightclub scene, for which Britten composed a Blues, ‘The Spider and the Fly’


32 Peter Pears, c.1939


33a The trip to North America, April/May 1939: Britten on the deck of the  SS Ausonia


33b Pears and a young passenger (see Letter 173)


34a Pears in Canada, May/June 1939


34b The World’s Fair, New York, 1939: Pears with Donald Neville-Willing,  the manager of the George Washington Hotel, where Britten and  Pears stayed on their arrival in the city


35a Stanton Cottage, Amityville, Long Island, the Mayer family home


35b he Mayer family, Amityville, c.1942: left to right: Elizabeth Mayer,  Sgt Michael G. Mayer, Dr William Mayer, Christopher Mayer, Dr Max  Wachstein, Beata Mayer (Ulrica Mayer, Beata’s sister, was absent when  this photograph was taken)


36a Upstate New York, July/August 1939: Pears with Copland and Victor  Kraft (photo, B.B.)


36b July/ August 1939: Pears, Copland, Kraft (photo, B.B.)


36c Peggy Brosa, Toni Brosa, Kraft, Britten, Copland, ?1940 (photo, P.P.)


37a Woodstock, July/August 1939: Copland, Kraft, Pears (Britten clearly  left his seat at the table to take this snap)


37b Chicago, 15 January 1940: Britten rehearses with Albert Goldberg and  the Illinois Symphony Orchestra for the American première of his  Piano Concerto


38a Jones Beach, Long Island, c.1940: Britten and Pears


38b Jones Beach, c.1940: Mrs Mayer, Beata Mayer and Pears (photo, B.B.)


39a Paul Wittgenstein and Britten, discussing the Diversions for piano (left  hand) and orchestra, 1940


39b Britten in the Toronto studios of the CBC in August 1939 when  appearing as soloist in his Young Apollo; he talks to the producer,  John Adaskin


39c Britten, December 1941 (photo, Lotte Jacobi)


39d Britten’s hands, 29 December 1941 (photo, Lotte Jacobi) 


40 Auden and Britten, New York, 1941, at the time of the rehearsals of  Paul Bunyan


41a The Prologue in the original production of Paul Bunyan, New York,  5 May 1941


41b Slim, the cowboy, rides into the loggers’ camp  


42a Britten and David Rothman, c.1940


42b David Rothman and his son, Bobby, to whom Britten dedicated his  folksong arrangement ‘The trees they grow so high’


43 Stanton Cottage, 29 December 1941: Pears and Britten (photo, Lotte  Jacobi)


44a Antonio Brosa, c.1940, who was to give the first performance of  Britten’s Violin Concerto at Carnegie Hall, 28 March


44b Amityville, 29 December 1941 (photo, Lotte Jacobi)


44c Amityville, 29 December 1941 (photo, Lotte Jacobi)


45 Britten and Pears rehearsing Les Illuminations in the CBS studios, New  York: this performance formed part of the ISCM Festival in May 1941  and was both the American première of the work and the occasion of  Pears’s first performance of it


46a Portland, Maine, 16 September 1940


46b Group photograph, ISCM Festival, New York, May 1941: Britten in  the back row, with Martinů on his left; Bartók, front row, seated  second from the left


47a Amityville: Ethel Bartlett and Rae Robertson with Elizabeth Mayer and  Pears (photo, B.B.)


47b Escondido, California, summer 1941, when Britten and Pears were  staying with the Robertsons


48 New York, 14 March 1942: Britten and Pears with Elizabeth Mayer,  the day before they left New York at the start of their return journey  to England


49a The Old Mill, Snape (photo, Adolphus Tear)


49b The Old Mill: Britten’s piano


50 London, 1942: Britten and Wulff Scherchen (now in the services); a  snap taken by a street photographer in the vicinity of Trafalgar  Square. On this occasion Britten bought and inscribed a copy of Les  Illuminations: ‘For Wulff of course – Benjamin B. September 1942 i.e.  3 years too late’


51a Capt. Piers Dunkerley, Royal Marines


51b Erwin Stein and his wife, Sophie


52a This photograph may have been taken on the occasion of a ‘Salute the  Red Arm’ event at the Royal Albert Hall on 23 February 1944, or  when Shostakovich’s Leningrad’ Symphony was first performed in  Britain on 22 and 29 June 1942. The presentation is being made by Sir  Arnold Bax; the other composers present were (left to right) Granville  Bantock, Britten and Ireland (see letter 397)


52b Members of the Sadler’s Wells company, c. 1944/5; left to right: Pears,  Lawrance Collingwood, Reginald Goodall, Joan Cross, Ivor Newton


53a Sadler’s Wells, c.1943, La Traviata: Pears as Alfredo (photo, Jon Vickers)


53b Sadler’s Wells, c.1943, The Bartered Bride: Pears as Vašek (photo,  Alexander Bender)


53c The Bartered Bride: Pears with Rose Hill as Marenka


54 Britten and Pears in the garden at Sandhill, Aldeburgh, May 1948


55a The Snape marshes; this photograph by Enid Slater may have been  sent to Britten in America in 1939 (see Letter 192)


55b Snape Bridge, winter 1943; left to right: Britten’s niece, Sally, in pram;  Beth; Pears with Britten’s nephew, Sebastian; Britten


56a Family group in 1941; left to right: Barbara, Kit Welford, Helen Hurst;  Sebastian on Beth’s lap


56b Britten and Beth, with Sebastian, 1943


57a Snape, c.1944: Britten with Sebastian (photo, Enid Slater)


57b On the beach, c. 1946/47: Britten with Sally (photo, Enid Slater)


58 Montagu Slater, the librettist of Peter Grimes (photo, Enid Slater)


59a Pears and Britten at the Old Mill, Snape, c.1944 (photo, Enid Slater)


59b Kenneth Green, costume designs for Peter Grimes;


59c left, Ellen Orford; right, Grimes


60a Peter Grimes, the original Sadler’s Wells production, 7 June 1945,  Act I; the designer was Kenneth Green (photo, Angus McBean:  © Harvard Theatre Collection)


60b Britten and Eric Crozier, the producer of Peter Grimes, 1945


61a Peter Grimes: 1945; Act II, scene 1 (photo, Angus McBean: © Harvard  Theatre Collection)


61b Peter Grimes, 1945: Act I, scene 2 (photo, Angus McBean: © Harvard  Theatre Collection)


62a Eric Crozier in the T.V. studio, 1938


62b Pears at the Old Mill, Snape, c.1944 (photo, Enid Slater)


63a Britten, August 1945 (photo, Cecil Beaton: © Sotheby’s)


63b Pears and Britten, August 1945 (photo, Cecil Beaton: © Sotheby’s)


64 Britten, 1945 (photo, Angus McBean: © Harvard Theatre Collection)
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The American Years 1939–1942





 





Chronology: 1939–1942  












	Year

	Events

	Compositions






	1939

	
9 May: Britten and Pears arrive Quebec, Canada, leaving for Montreal following day. Spend rest of month and early June at Gray Rocks Inn, St Jovite Station, Quebec Province, where work continues on Les Illuminations (Rimbaud) and the Violin Concerto 


27 June: Travels to New York with Pears 


July: Stays at Woodstock, New York, near Aaron Copland 


21 August: Britten and Pears return to New York and take up residence with Dr and Mrs William Mayer and their family, at Amityville, Long Island


27 August: First performance in Toronto (CBC broadcast) of Young Apollo, with the composer as soloist


3 September: Second World War begins 


September: Receives commission from Japanese government to write work for 2,600th anniversary of the Japanese Imperial House

	
May: BBC: The Sword in the Stone (T.H. White, adapted by Marianne Helweg) 


July: Young Apollo, for piano and strings


August: A.M.D.G. (Hopkins) for mixed voices 


September: Violin Concerto, Op. 15 


October: Les Illuminations, Op. 18 


December: Canadian Carnival (Kermesse Canadienne), Op. 19  






	1940

	
15 January: Soloist in American première of Piano Concerto at Chicago, with the Illinois Symphony Orchestra conducted by Albert Goldberg 


30 January: Sophie Wyss gives first complete performance of Les Illuminations in London 


February-March: Seriously ill in New York with streptococcal infection 


28 March: First performance of Violin Concerto by Brosa, with New York Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by John Barbirolli, Carnegie Hall, New York


August: Visit to Owl’s Head Inn, Maine


November: Britten and Pears move to 7 Middagh Street, Brooklyn Heights, where they live until the summer of 1941

	
April–June: Sinfonia da Requiem, Op. 20 Radio: The Dark Valley (with Auden)


July: Sonata Romantica 


August: Diversions, Op. 21 


October: Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, Op. 22 


November: Introduction and Rondo alla Burlesca, Op. 23, No. 1 Radio: The Dynasts (after Thomas Hardy) 






	1941

	
10 January: Frank Bridge dies at Friston  


29 March: First performance of Sinfonia da Requiem, New York Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by John Barbirolli, Carnegie Hall


5 May: First performance of Paul Bunyan at Colombia University, New York


22 June: Germany invades Russia


July–August: Visit to Escondido, California, where Britten and Pears stay with the piano duo, Ethel Bartlett and Rae Robertson. Encounters poetry of George Crabbe


21 September: First performance of String Quartet No. 1 in Los Angeles. Britten and Pears return to Amityville 


7 December: Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. USA enters the war

	
April: Radio: The Rocking Horse Winner (after D.H. Lawrence)


May: Paul Bunyan, Op. 17 (with Auden) 


June: Matinées Musicales, Op. 24 


July–August: Mazurka Elegiaca, Op. 23, No. 2 String Quartet No. 1 in D, Op. 25 


October: An American Overture Scottish Ballad, Op. 26






	1942

	
2–3 January: Attends performances of Sinfonia da Requiem in Boston, conducted by Koussevitzky. Receives a $1,000 commission from the Koussevitzky Foundation to compose Peter Grimes


16 January: First performance of Diversions with Paul Wittgenstein as soloist 


16 March: Britten and Pears sail home on board MS Axel Johnson. On the trans-Atlantic voyage Britten completes Hymn to St Cecilia and composes A Ceremony of Carols. Among the unfinished works was a Clarinet Concerto for Benny Goodman

	 




















172 To Wulff Scherchen


Cunard White Star “Ausonia”1


May 1st, 1939


[Postmarked Quebec, 9 May]


[…]


As there is no chance of posting letters until Sunday this will  have to take the form of a diary.


Well – we caught the train & the boat successfully – except that  I somehow lost a £5 note in the transaction – very sickening, but I’m not going to spoil the trip over it – £5 won’t make or mar us. We had a party the night before to say goodbye – I say ‘party’ but it was rather a sort of ‘drop-in’ with a bottle of sherry on the floor – friends of yours came – Enid Slater, Trevor,2 John Pounder, Hedli (of course), both the Brosas, & others – & Beth, Kit, & the new babe,3 & last but not least Barbara.


Then to the train next day – Barbara & Ralph Hawkes & Trevor – while the Bridges motored all the way to the boat – darned nice of them.


The boaťs not too bad – except that there’s nothing to do. It’s so bloody boring. Eat, sleep, ping-pong, eat, walk decks, eat, eat, deck-tennis, eat, read, sleep – etc. ad infiniturn. Food’s not too bad – only there’s too much of it. Weather so far good or moderate – an aggravating swell to-day which makes ping-pong difficult. I’ve tried to read, but no inclination. I suppose this mood is only reaction after the hurly-burly of the last few weeks – & the emotional excitement of saying ‘goodbye’ to people. […] Peter is very nice & a good companion. We keep to ourselves mostly – merely because there’s nothing here at all attractive to eye, ear, or intellect. A fearfully boring crowd of English bourgeoisie on holiday. The lower decks are crowded with refugees, poor devils – & some of the children are sweet – but very cowed. Well – now Peter & I’ve got to go & have cocktails with the Captain & I [will] write some more later – […]


This is Wednesday now [3 May] – & the last two days have been unadultered misery. There has been a terrific gale & the ship bumps, pitches & rolls which makes moving about & keeping still equally unpleasant – & oh – does she creak? Sleeping at night is almost impossible. So far Peter & I haven’t been ill – but lots of people are & have been – the feeling one has all the time is weariness of this continual buffetting – one yearns for still & quiet.


What a fool one is to come away – the more I think of Snape […] – the more I feel a fool to have left it all. […]


Monday now – we’ve had an exciting time since I wrote the above. Icebergs. They were quite large, & got more & more frequent until eventually the ship was stopped & we heard the ice bumping against the ship all night. It was the most staggering night ever. Then the next day was thick fog, until eventually the ship was stopped for that too & the siren blew boop-boop all night. Then we had a good morning’s run, & then ice again – and ice all yesterday – so that now we are three days late.


We’ve got to know the people on the ship better – & some of them are quite nice – have you ever read a book called ‘1066 & all that’ – it’s very funny, & one of the authors is on board.4 We’ve got lots of addresses for Canada, & it looks as if we shall stay East for a month or so & then across – but I’ll let you know when we settle.


[…]


Peter & I gave a recital last night – the old ladies adored it. Since the people discovered my photo in the Bystander5 I’ve had no peace –!


[…]




1 Britten and Pears sailed from Southampton for North America on board the Ausonia on 29 April and arrived at Quebec on 9 May, travelling on to Montreal the next day. On Britten’s departure, Bridge gave him his own viola, a Giussani, accompanied by the following note:




So that a bit of us accompanies you on your adventure.


We are all ‘revelations’ as you know. Just go on expanding.


Ever your affectionate


& devoted


Ethel & Frank


Bon voyage et bon retour.





2 Trevor Harvey (1911–1989), English conductor. He was an assistant chorus master at the BBC from 1935 to 1946 (a period interrupted by military service) and then became a freelance conductor. He was responsible for some important broadcast performances of Britten’s music, including the radio features The Company of Heaven (1937) and The World of the Spirit (1938) – it was Harvey who suggested that Britten should compose these scores – and the first performance in England of Diversions, Op. 21, with Paul Wittgenstein and the Bournemouth Municipal Orchestra, on 14 October 1950. He was invited by Britten in the same year to conduct Let’s Make an Opera!  in a London season at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, sharing the conducting with Boyd Neel and Edward Renton, but this proved to be a less than happy experience for conductor and composer and the old association was not resumed in later years.


3 Britten’s nephew, Thomas Sebastian Welford (b. 26 March), Beth’s first child.


4 Robert Julian Yeatman; his co-author was Walter Carruthers Sellar. 1066 and All That, a comic history of England, was first published in 1930. See also Mark Lawson ‘Wrong but utterly Wromantic’, Independent, 20 October 1990.


5 London periodical, founded 1903; merged with the Tatler in 1940.










173 To Lennox Berkeley


Cunard White Star “Ausonia”


May 3rd 1939.


My dear Lennox,


I hope you are feeling fine & that everything is going as it should. Wulff told me that you went there to lunch on the Friday & that they enjoyed having you alot. Was Dent nice? I hope that when I get to Montreal (if ever, it seems) that there’ll be a letter telling me all this.


[…] One has no inclination at all to work or to read seriously – so I’ve been dipping into an enormous range of stuff – from Hans Anderson to Boris Godonof.1


As usual a small boy has attached himself – a nice kid of 14, but inclined to cling rather. But they’re nice animals!! Otherwise we keep abit separate from the people – very dull colonials, or refugee-emigrés from Central European who naturally keep to themselves. There is a nice Purser who’s terrifically hot at ping-pong2 & whom I’ve not beaten yet – but determined to do it before this interminable week is out. So far plans are not settled – but expect to stay East until June or end of & then across3 – more later, my dear.


[…] This will go to-night so I’d better stop. Let me know if there are any bothers – & I do hope that you’re feeling O.K. my dear. I think about you a great deal – really!


Love


B







1 Pushkin’s play, on which Mussorgsky’s opera, itself powerfully to influence Peter Grimes, was based.


2 Britten was an enthusiastic, skilful, and determined ping-pong player. Table tennis was a favoured form of relaxation (especially with guests) until late in his life. He liked to win.


3 Britten probably meant that he was staying East until June or the end of June and then travelling ‘across’ to the West, i.e. Hollywood, where he thought he had an offer of a film.







174 To Aaron Copland


Cunard White Star ‘Ausonia’


May 8th 1939.


My dear Aaron,


At last, & look where I am!1 On the way to Canada, & surrounded by ice. A thousand reasons – mostly “problems’ – have brought me away, & I’ve come to stay in your continent for the Summer. I suppose you’ll be off to Mexico? But in case you arn’t going, couldn’t you write me a card to my permanent address: c/o Boosey & Hawkes (Canada) Ltd. 10 Shuter St., Toronto, Ont.? And if things could be fixed – well, you know what way I’d feel. My plans are as follows: probable stay of a month or so round Montreal or Ottawa – then to motor across to Vancouver till end of August. Then I rather want to come South to the States & as there seems a possibility of a job or two to stay the Autumn. But nothing’s settled. I’ve come with the guy I share a flat with in London. Nice person, & I know you’d approve.


You know, Aaron, I’ve thought lots about you even tho’ I haven’t written. I love the 2nd Hurricane,2 & it’s keeping your memory green at Snape. I’m jolly glad that B. & H. are printing the Salon Mexico, & I hear Koussevitzky3 is recording it – Lennox heard it in Paris.


I’ve had an intolerably busy winter & was nearly crazy with work. I got heavily tied up in a certain direction, which is partly why I’m crossing the ocean! Wystan Auden tells me he’s met you – I hope to be seeing him the next month or so.


So Aaron, please anyhow keep in touch with me – even if (as you probably will,) you lose this letter, a letter to Snape will always find me out!


Love,


BENJAMIN


P.S. I may have to go to Hollywood!!!!










1 Copland wrote in response to Britten from the Hotel Empire, New York:




How perfectly extraordinary to think of you here on this side of the water! I can’t get used to the idea – but I will. It seems rather sad that since you are only a night-train ride away from N.Y. that you can’t come down here for a visit – particularly with Auden & Isherwood here.


My own plans for the summer are still vague. I shall certainly be here till June 1st. I have my Billy the Kid ballet which is being premiered on the 24th by Kirstein’s Ballet Caravan. I’m tempted by Mexico in June. Why shouldn’t you come down there by boat from Vancouver? and get off at Acapulco. Somehow something must be arranged.


Write me where you are always.


Affectionately


AARON





See also note 2 to Letter 178.


2 The Second Hurricane includes a ‘chorus of parents’ and was purposefully didactic. A likely model for the work was Kurt Weill’s highly influential school opera, Der Jasager, with a text by Bertolt Brecht, composed and first performed in 1930. Britten’s own interest in music for children had already found expression in Friday Afternoons (1933–5). It is clear that the significance of The Second Hurricane was not lost on him (see also note 5 to Letter 138). It was with an operetta (Paul Bunyan) for the American high school that Britten and Auden were to try their hand in 1940–41, and later works, for example The Little Sweep (1949), Noye’s Fludde (1957) and The Golden Vanity (1966), extend the tradition. The Little Sweep, in particular, combines musical instruction (how an opera is made) with a socio-historical theme (the plight of children chimney-sweepers in the nineteenth century). Typically, the instruction and information are introduced in music of great ingenuity and charm (a didactic approach would not have made much appeal to the composer).


When Britten and Pears arrived in the United States in 1939, the Works Progress Administration, a federally funded organization set up by the Roosevelt government to counter and alleviate the Depression, was still active in the field of the arts and Britten was to encounter it in his association with Albert Goldberg and the Illinois Symphony Orchestra (see Letters 210 et seq.). The WPA Federal Art Project, which was launched in August 1935 – on 3 April it was announced that 18,000 musicians were to get jobs in a federal ‘arts relief’ programme – ushered in a sponsorship of the arts by the federal government that has not been seen since in the States, sponsorship not only of literature ‘but architecture, the fine arts, music, dance and drama […]. Sponsored or not, much of the art of the time included a strong and self-conscious strain of social criticism. With a critical but constructive urgency artists rejected the mood of the 1920s [ … ] and often devoted themselves to political causes’ (The National Experience, Part Two, 6th edition (San Diego, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1985), p. 700 (‘The New Deal’, by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr, revised by John M. Blum). The Depression and its attendant problems, as Russell Lynes has pointed out in The Lively Audience: A Social History of the Visual and Performing Arts in America, 1890–1950 (New York, Harper & Row, 1985), p. 405, created a mood ‘in the community of the arts […] very different from what had been its traditional aloofness from society’s problems […]. The Depression had shifted their focus to the political left. They saw a social revolution in the making, and many of them wanted to man the intellectual and political barricades with their skill as satirists and champions of people’s rights.’ See also Barbara L. Tischler, An American Music: The Search for an American Musical Identity (New York, Oxford University Press, 1986), Chapter 5, ‘The National Government and National Music’, pp. 127–56.


There is nothing to suggest a personal involvement in all of this on Britten’s part; in any event America’s joining the Second World War in 1941 put an end to the WPA, its activities and its aspirations. None the less he must have been aware of those aspirations and in some ways found them wholly familiar, since they represented the same sort of social preoccupations, and were motivated by the same political thinking, that had coloured significant aspects of Britten’s work in the thirties (e.g. for the GPO Film Unit). In fact, his first introduction to the WPA, to the ethos and aesthetics of the New Deal, was in 1938, before his visit to the States, when he heard the play-through of Copland’s school opera, itself a product of that era, behind which were European models from the earlier thirties. The rise of fascism in Europe meant that many of the radical creators from Europe fled to hospitable America and took their political engagement with them, and their presence must have helped fuel such initiatives as the WPA.


The political profile of some of Britten’s work in the thirties was never to recur with the same sharp definition but, as has been argued in DMBA, many of the ‘social’ features of his work and his beliefs about it – the children’s pieces noted above, for instance, and indeed his whole concept of being ‘useful’ (not only a duty but also an artist’s right) – were in fact rooted in his formative experience in the thirties and the convictions he held.


3 Serge Koussevitzky (1874–1951), Russian-born American conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra from 1924 to 1949, whom Copland was to introduce to Britten at Tanglewood in the summer of 1939 (see Letter 202), was to become one of the most influential advocates of Britten’s music during his years in the States and after. (See note 3 to Letter 186.) His recording of El salón México, with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, was released on RCA Victor DM-546 in 1939.


Britten had first heard Koussevitzky conducting in London on 15 May 1933, when he wrote in his diary:




Dinner at Bridges at 7.15. T. Brosa & an American composer there. Go on to London Musical Festival concert (B.B.C. orch) after with Grace [Williams]. (Good seats from B.B.C.) Conductor Serge Koussevitzky. Not so startling as I imagined. He seemed too finicky & not at ease. He wasn’t very enlightning in Sibelius 7th Symph, abt. which I can’t make up my mind. It contains some fine things & some utter tosh. A hectic perf. of Tsch. 5th finished. An uneven work. Concert began with Prokofiev’s Classical Symph. Brilliant & witty scoring. Rather dull second movement.





Koussevitzky, who had an emphatic belief in Britten’s gifts, was responsible for commissioning Peter Grimes (and the Spring Symphony of 1949). (See The Koussevitzky Music Foundation: Catalog of Works (New York, Boosey & Hawkes, [1958])), which curiously fails to include the Spring Symphony.) But he was also a notable interpreter of Britten’s earlier music and the performances he gave with his orchestra of Sinfonia da Requiem and the Bridge Variations were among the best that the composer heard while living in the States. In later years he also included the Four Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes in his repertory. A colourful personal portrait of the conductor, ‘Koussevitzkiana’, is to be found in Nicolas Slonimsky’s autobiography, Perfect Pitch (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 91–107.


It was probably Koussevitzky who suggested that Britten should attend a performance of Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess in New York in 1942. When Britten heard Porgy and Bess in the theatre – for the first and only time – ideas for his own opera, Peter Grimes, were already taking shape in his mind. Perhaps it is not altogether surprising that Gershwin’s remarkable work would have proved to be in some respects a potent influence (one, however, that has gone largely unacknowledged because unrecognized), especially in view of some close dramatic parallels and correspondences which, whether consciously or unconsciously, played a role, we now perceive, in the making of Grimes. The general parallels are obvious, for example in Porgy, as in Grimes, the fishermen go about their business and mend their nets, while the community (=chorus) is as fundamental to Gershwin’s dramatic conception as it is to Britten’s. We also note that the protagonist of each opera is crippled, Grimes by his psyche, Porgy in his body. More particularly, the advent of the storm in Porgy – which one may think is symbolic of the storm of violence in Crown’s mind in precisely the way that it is symbolic of the storm in Grimes’s – leads to its use as a musico-dramatic device which provides a clear precedent for a similar procedure in Grimes: cf. Porgy, Act II scene 4, where the storm (already established at the end of the preceding scene; cf. Grimes, Act I scene 1) blows Crown into Serena’s room. The bursting open of the door and interruption of the proceedings within the room by the music of the storm quite remarkably anticipates the similar sequence of events in the famous ‘Pub’ scene in Grimes. It is impossible not to believe that it was not Gershwin who provided Britten with his brilliant dramatic model and musical scheme. The parallel is strengthened by the succession of elaborate choral ensembles which, in Porgy, the orchestral storm music punctuates: one is reminded of the vernacular character of the choral music in Britten’s ‘Pub’ scene, of ‘Old Joe has gone fishing’, above all. The communal round, sung by the inhabitants of the Borough, performs something of the same function – release of tension, among other things – as Gershwin’s quasi-spirituals sung by the inhabitants of Catfish Row; and indeed more than once in Porgy one is struck by choral textures in a fast tempo which bring Britten’s choral writing to mind (cf. in particular Act I scene 2). Another extraordinary precedent is surely supplied by the Prayer which opens (and closes) Act I scene 1, in which a vocal polyphonic hubbub is secured by solo voices each pursuing and repeating, and freely combining, their independent melodic parts, a technique that may not have serviced any part of Grimes but was to become part of Britten’s armoury of resources from Albert Herring onwards. Finally, the on-or offstage drumming which in Porgy opens Act II scene 1, and summons the revellers to the picnic on Kittiwake Island: the sound of that seems to have echoed on in Britten’s imagination and re-emerges as the drum-led procession of townsfolk in Grimes, Act II scene 1.


Britten rarely mentioned Gershwin. In the field of popular song, it was Cole Porter, rather, whom he admired. But the very fact that Gershwin perhaps made no strong personal appeal to him as a composer makes it all the more fascinating that Porgy proved to be so influential. This assimilation of Gershwin’s masterpiece shows that Britten did not necessarily have to ‘like’ a composer in order to find him useful.







175 To Ralph Hawkes


Cunard White Star ‘Ausonia’


May 9th 1939.


My dear Ralph,


Well – so far so good. We are due at Quebec to-night & Montreal the following night – three days late, well – better than never. [ … ]


B.B.C. or no BBC., I’ve done no work at all – but I shall get their stuff done this week & send it off to them by the beginning of June as I promised.1 Have they communicated you about this? John Cheatle2 is the man.


So far no definite plans – but we hear of a nice Inn in Mount Tremblante about 80° N of Montreal where we may stay for 6 weeks or so & then go across. I’ll let you know later what we decide.


I hope to be able to send you the Rimbaud suite completed at the end of June3 & the Violin Concerto will follow soon after.4 I feel I should like to stay out here in the Autumn, so could you tell Heinsheimer that if people enquire I could do i.e. the pft. Concerto? And/or anything else.


I hope you’re feeling fit now, & that business is going as well as possible. I will contact all the people you’ve told me about – & hope to expect you in the Autumn here!!


My love to your wife,


Yours ever


BENJAMIN


Peter sends his love.







1 The incidental music he had been commissioned by the BBC to write for The Sword in the Stone, adapted by Marianne Helweg from the Arthurian novel by T.H. White. It was broadcast in a series of six weekly programmes between 11 June and 16 July, with Britten’s score performed by the male voices of the BBC Singers and BBC Orchestra, conducted by Leslie Woodgate. When Britten posted his score to London, he enclosed unusually detailed performing notes about each movement of the incidental music to assist Woodgate and the producer, John Cheatle. They were inscribed on the first page of the manuscript full score:




A) Introduction: in three sections: use preferably all three but starts could be made at 4th or 7th bars. Very pompous – with free trumpet part.


B) Boys’ tunes: in three sections – No. I (Wart) being first page (repeat desirable but not obligatory). No. II (Kay) starting page 2 – rather pompously (this section may be too long – so I’ve marked a possible cut of four bars on page 3). No. III (last bar of page 3) – both tunes together (repeat obligatory).


C) Merlyn is a bassoon solo – with a little counterpoint in the middle (Merlyn was well educated!) – and his mission is suggested by a quotation on trumpet on page 3 – but the end is somewhat blasé.


D) Spell – hope this is what you want – if it isn’t – alter it how you will.


E) A lullaby – very touching this. (I beseech you use it all) – the end’s a bit realistic. (Quite slow but one in a bar.)


F) Water music – Wind instruments to sound ‘gurgly’ must be clear – so don’t let the boys take it too fast. Repeat the end as often as you like – or fade it. Harp – very soft, but audible always.


G) I’ve done the two tunes as you said 1) Trombone, ‘40 years on’ 2) Trumpet ‘Eton Boating S.’ 3) Both together and added a drum, horsey, accompaniment. I’m not clear as to what you wanted for the actual joust – I roughly sketched a percussion bit (on the 2nd page – end) which may be quite wrong – anyhow I suggest you explain to the player – and he can use my rhythms as you direct.


H) The Jousting Song – The words wouldn’t fit either of the tunes – so I’ve muddled them: suggest Pelinore has a bit at the end (in the original copy – end is like this) and then (as directed) both together – Key as you please (to suit singers).


I) Couldn’t think of Bird noises – so you’ll find one original bird. (Donald Duck?!) on trombone – & visitors from Beethoven (Pastoral Symphony), Wagner (Siegfried), Strauss (Bourgeois Gentilhomme), Liza Lehmann (Bird Songs) & Delius (1st Cuckoo) – which may be abit incongruous – but it’s the best I can do!!!


J) I’ve done two settings of the Hymn – one solemn & an obvious parody: the other still parodying but perhaps less embarrassing – I prefer no. I – all these unaccompanied things can be transposed at will.


K) Lustily is all I ask – & accurately!!


L) Witch music – has come out as a Dance of Death, please use it all! The middle is an incantation – of sorts.


M) Please may the witch have a drum background – or if not a drum, let her (or someone else) stamp – or hit a broom or anything. I want the rhythm. The song should be scarcely sung at all. The two spoken bits (Wart & Madame Mim) I should like over the rhythmic background.


N) Tree music. Just sentimental background – plenty of harp, please. Not fast. It’s only supposed to be a background – but if it’s too short, just repeat from beginning.


O) Hope it’s not too long, but scarcely cuttable. Should make the hell of a din.


Sword Chords


Must have the best players possible to do justice to this deep & subtle music.





There have been two subsequent radio productions: in 1952 and 1982.


A suite from the score was compiled by Colin Matthews in 1983 and performed at the Aldeburgh Festival that year by the Aldeburgh Festival Chamber Ensemble, directed by Oliver Knussen. It was published by Faber Music in 1989. See PR, pp. 396–412 and 587–93.


2 John Cheatle, BBC radio producer. Britten had worked with Cheatle in 1937 on a radio programme, Up the Garden Path, in which Auden also was involved. See DMBA, pp. 105–7, and PR, pp. 361–2.


3 In fact Les Illuminations in its final form was not completed until October, by which time Britten and Pears were living at Amityville on Long Island, New York.


4 The composition of the Violin Concerto was completed while Britten was still in Canada. He left for New York on 27 June and finished the full score at Amityville on 20 September. See Letters 207 and 210.







176 To Ralph Hawkes


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


May 16th 1939.


My dear Ralph,


Thank you for your letter – I hope by now that you’ve got mine from the boat.


We eventually arrived last Wednesday (9th) & spent two days in Montreal, looking around the place. I went & saw Dr. Gagnier & M. Boudet at the C.B.C.1 and they treated us like kings & showed us all over the place. They had actually planned to have a show of the Variations on the Tuesday – a welcome of sorts! – but the band wasn’t big or good enough & anyhow, the boat was late. I am now waiting around to hear definitely whether they want me to conduct them in Toronto towards the end of June2 – it seems pretty definite & so I thought it best to stay about until then & not miss it. So Peter & I heard of this place up in the Laurentians & it’s turned out first class – abit expensive (65 [Canadian dollars] together a week), but just what we wanted. We live in a wooden cabin up the hill, away from the Inn itself – very quiet, & with every luxury! There’s tennis, golf, fishing (the place is situated on a glorious lake), hunting & skiing in the winter – I suggest when you come over this might be a good holiday place. People are friendly & very nice.


Anyhow – I got down to my BBC. job & finished it yesterday & sent it off to-day. Could you please collect the money & send it to my Solicitor – he’ll probably need it for odd things in England? I suppose they won’t pay any more for it (they mentioned 20 guineas) – it was a hefty job – 15 bits, & about six playing at least a minute. What do you think? Another mercenary thing – the BBC I hear may be repeating the Whitsun programme3 I did for them last year. Ellis Roberts who did the script (an outsider like myself) gets I hear a fee every time this happens. Do I – or couldn’t I?


I’m now free to start on the Violin Concerto in earnest – & shall probably do so to-day. I’m bucked about it – & hope to get a sketch done while I’m here. It would be grand if Toni Brosa could do it in America next season. I should have to be out here for it, too? We expect to be here for three more weeks – then Ottawa & Toronto for a few days. Then as time is so short it looks as if we may miss Vancouver – it’s so far away, & if we motored it would only leave a fortnight or so before we had to come back. So we rather hanker after the States – New York for a little to contact Heinsheimer & others (probably Willy W.4 as you suggest – & Aaron Copland & Auden etc.) – & then south for the rest of the time. That’s to say if we can get visas.5 We tried in Montreal, but they didn’t like the idea of giving them to us, & asked why we didn’t get them in England. I think it would help if you could write an official note saying that we wouldn’t be a burden on the State if we went & that you think we’re good boys & won’t go blowing up things. And then if I can get Heinsheimer to write saying it’s necessary for me to come – & one or two other people – with the help of the Tweedsmuirs6 – we may get it. But they’re horribly sticky.


Sorry this is so long – but there’s lots to say. I hope you’re well & flourishing – & family too.


We’re enjoying this trip no end – & I’m feeling terrifically fit & out to beat the world with the Fiddle conc!


Yours ever, 


BENJAMIN







1 The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, with which Britten was to establish firm links during the few weeks he spent in Canada. It would have been the French section of the CBC in Montreal, then housed in the King’s Hall Building on St Catherine’s Street, that Britten first visited soon after his arrival. Dr Jean-Josaphat Gagnier was a French–Canadian conductor, composer and administrator. He came from a family of Montreal-based musicians and was Regional Director of Music at CBC, Montreal, from 1934 until his death in 1949. Jean Beaudet was the Station’s Program Director.


2 The performance, broadcast from Toronto, was given on 18 June, though it was not conducted by Britten. See note 1 to Letter 177.


3 The World of the Spirit.


4 Walton visited the States in the spring of 1939 to consult Jascha Heifetz, for whom he was writing his Violin Concerto. He completed the score in New York in early June and intended to return for the première of the work, which was given by Heifetz with the Cleveland Orchestra conducted by Artur Rodzinski on 7 December. However, a letter Walton wrote to the conductor, Leslie Heward, in March (see LFBML, pp. 213–14), explicates the original proposed circumstances of the concerto’s first performance and the reasons for its delayed première:




As you may have seen I’ve withdrawn my Concerto from the World’s Fair not as is stated because it’s unfinished but because Heifetz can’t play on the date fixed (the B.C. [British Council] only let him know about ten days ago!) Heifetz wants the concerto for two years and I would rather stick to him. But actually I’m afraid there is little to be said for either the British Council or myself, so keep this ‘under your hat’.


So I’m out of the World’s Fair altogether. I understand that all the music programmes barring those of the B.C. have been cancelled and that nothing is happening at all.


Unfortunately I know very little about American conditions, but I am going over sometime soon to look with Heifetz on the concerto probably the same time as you [ … ]





But by then the Second World War had begun and Walton was unable to be present at the Cleveland première. The first New York performance was to take place at Carnegie Hall on 5 February 1941 (we do not know if Britten was present), just ten months after the first performance there of Britten’s Violin Concerto. (Heifetz was never to perform Britten’s concerto, though it seems that he expressed an interest in it, probably after Britten’s return to England.) Interestingly, Walton had enjoyed the advice of another violinist while writing his concerto, Antonio Brosa, who seems to have played much the same role in relation to Walton’s work as he was to play later in relation to Britten’s. Walton and Brosa had collaborated in the film Dreaming Lips (1937), in which Raymond Massey played the role of a violinist and Walton’s score was performed by the London Symphony Orchestra under Boy d Neel. The complex network of crossovers and interrelationships between musicians in the 1930s is itself of no little fascination. Britten’s hopes, however, of meeting Walton were not to be realized: he had left New York for home before Britten arrived there (see Letter 186). See Neil Tierney, William Walton, His Life and Music (London, Robert Hale, 1984), pp. 83–8, and Susana Walton, William Walton: Behind the Façade (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 87–92, and MKWW, pp. 96–107.


5 For entry into the United States.


6 The first Baron Tweedsmuir (1875–1940), Governor General of Canada from 1935 until his death. He was John Buchan, the celebrated author of The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915) and other spy thrillers of the First World War.










177 To Wulff Scherchen


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


May 16th 1939


[ … ]


This is only a note to tell you that we are staying here for about a month. It is a heavenly spot – & we have a log cabin at the side of a hill overlooking a grand lake & lots of forests. It is very uncivilised country – quite wild – but very rugged – beautiful. We are both working very hard – & enjoying it all lots.


[ … ]


I expect we’ll stay here till the middle of June – & then south to Toronto, where I’ve got to conduct the Variations1 & probably play the Concerto on the Radio.2 And then I want to go up to the States to see people, & Wystan & Christopher too in New York. We may spend the rest of the time3 in the States. Anyhow I’ll let you know later.


[ … ]







1 The Frank Bridge Variations were in fact performed by a CBC ensemble under the direction of Alexander Chuhaldin. Britten, however, introduced the performance and spoke a few words after it. While in Toronto he stayed with the conductor and his wife. See also Letter 186.


2 Harry Edward Jarman, the Managing Director of Boosey & Hawkes (Canada) Ltd from 1938 to 1947, had tried to secure a performance of the Piano Concerto, with Britten as soloist, at about the same time as the broadcast of the Bridge Variations. This, however, never took place. Jarman made up for the disappointment by arranging for Britten and Pears to give a short recital of Britten’s songs (On this Island?), which was broadcast in June from Toronto by the national network of CBC; it was also possibly transmitted by the Mutual Broadcasting System (MBS) in the United States.


3 This would suggest that, when writing this letter at least, Britten had in mind a limit to the duration of his and Pears’s stay. Indeed, when booking their passage on the Ausonia Britten and Pears had in fact made ‘round trip’, i.e. return, reservations.
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Logo for the World’s Fair, New York, 1939










178 To Aaron Copland


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


May 18th 1939.


My dear Aaron,


It was grand to get your letter – & to know that you’re still about the place. It seems very odd to be this side of the Atlantic – & at the moment I’m feeling very strange & out of my depth! But we’ve found a good place up in the Laurentians – & have got a log-cabin at the side of the mountain overlooking the lake, & I’m doing lots of work – & we’re sticking around till I hear definitely from the C.B.C. when they want me to go & conduct my old Variations for them. Probably at the end of June. Then I want to come south to New York & after that – well, that’s the problem. You say you’ll be around (see how American I’m getting – my accent’s getting quite the genuine article!) till beginning of June – then probably Mexico. We might get a boat down to Mexico from New York & spend the rest of the time there (Peter, who’s with me, has to go back to England at the end of August, & I stay on if money lasts) – but this depends on whether the fare is expensive or not – & whether you’d know of somewhere cheap where we could stay. The alternatives are (a) Florida (b) New England. I suppose you couldn’t think of coming up to either of those for abit in the summer? But tell me – is Mexico terribly hot in July or August?1


Sorry this is so vague – but I’m like that at the moment.


I do hope that Billy the Kid’ll be a grand success. I’ve heard lots of the Kirstein people & they sound fine.2 Will they be doing it at the World Fair3 & is there any chance of us seeing it when we go, perhaps, in July?


Don’t you dare go away without letting me know where you are going & all that –


Love, 


BENJAMIN







1 The Mexican trip did not materialize. It was not in fact until 1967 that Britten and Pears first visited Mexico, as part of their tour of Latin America for the British Council.


2 Billy the Kid, a ballet in one act, choreographed by Eugene Loring (b. 1914), with music by Copland (played on two pianos), first performed in Chicago in October 1938 by the Ballet Caravan (whose music director at the time was Elliot Carter). The New York première (with orchestra) was given on 24 May 1939, again by the Ballet Caravan. The score was the result of a commission by Lincoln Kirstein (b. 1907), with whom Britten was later to work in New York, no doubt through Copland’s introduction. At one stage in the history of Paul Bunyan it seemed as if Kirstein were to produce the operetta (see Cecil Smith’s column on Britten in the Chicago Tribune, 14 January 1940, where he refers to John Bunyan [sic] with a libretto by ‘William Auden’). It was for Kirstein and his American Ballet Company that Britten in 1941 composed – and to whom he dedicated – a further Rossini suite, Matinées Musicales, Op. 24. This score, together with the earlier Soirées Musicales, Op. 9 (1936), provided the music for the ballet Divertimento, with choreography by George Balanchine (1904–1983). At about the same time he made an arrangement for a small orchestra of Les Sylphides, for use by Ballet Presentations Inc. (Ballet Theater), New York, the score of which has been lost. In 1942, the Bridge Variations (in a two-piano arrangement by Colin McPhee) were used as the basis for a ballet, Jinx, first performed by Loring and his Dance Players at the National Theater, New York, with choreography by Lew Christensen. McPhee wrote to William and Elizabeth Mayer on 15 April 1942 from 7 Middagh Street:




Just a line to say hello, and let you know that the two-piano arrangement of Ben’s Variations seems to be a success, although I have not heard it yet. They are doing it next week here, but alas, I shall be away lecturing, and not back till the end of the week.





McPhee also wrote to Britten in July:




Wish you had heard the Variations; they sounded well, all except the fugue, which was nothing. As for publishing, I’m afraid there is nothing doing here yet.





McPhee’s arrangement remains unpublished. Jinx was in the repertory of the New York City Ballet when the company (of which Kirstein was the moving spirit) visited London in 1950. For the story of the ballet, see Donald Mitchell, ‘Jinx’, in the Decca Book of Ballet, edited by David Drew (London, Muller, 1958), pp. 414–16. See also EWW, pp. 40 and 75, and Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland: 1900 through 1942 (London, Faber and Faber, 1984), pp. 279–84.


3 The World’s Fair, held in New York in 1939, where English music was represented by Bliss’s Piano Concerto, and works by Bax (the world première of his Seventh Symphony), Goossens (the American première of his oboe concerto with Leon Goossens as soloist), and Vaughan Williams (the world première of Five Variants on Dives and Lazarus). These works made up two programmes, given on 9 and 10 June, under the auspices of the British Council, when the New York Philharmonic Orchestra was conducted by Sir Adrian Boult. It was on the latter date that Solomon appeared as soloist in Bliss’s concerto.


Bliss, like Britten, was caught in the USA by the outbreak of war, about which he wrote to Britten from Stockbridge, Massachusetts, on 10 September, offering shelter. This generous offer was repeated in a further letter 22 September, in which Bliss also mentions E.J. Dent, who had been in New York for a meeting of the American Musicological Society, but had left in haste in the light of the international situation.


In April 1940, a few months after the American première of Britten’s Piano Concerto at Chicago, Bliss’s Concerto for two pianos and orchestra was also performed by the Illinois Symphony Orchestra, another example of the orchestra’s adventurous policy towards new music. Bliss was not able to return to England (by way of Canada) until June 1941. A full account of this period is given in Bliss’s autobiography, Chapters XII and XIII, pp. 120–39.
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A pro forma postcard, completed by Britten and addressed to John Pounder, postmarked Montreal 23 May 1939













179 To Henry Boys


[Picture postcard: Gray Rocks Inn,


Lake Ouiment and Mount Tremblant in background,St. Jovite, Province of Quebec]


[Canada]


[May/June 1939]


My dear Henry,


This is a great spot & very quiet – with tennis golf – canoing – & I’m doing lots of work – well on with your violin concerto.1 We expect to go south to the States at the end of June – & may link up with Aaron. Hope you are well & that your father’s much better – my love to your mother & yourself.


BENJAMIN







1 The Concerto was to be dedicated to Boys.







180 To Ralph Hawkes


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


June 1st 1939.


My dear Ralph,


I hope by now that you will have had our letters – we discover that letters take ages to reach this out of the way spot – at least 10 days.


Well – things are going fine. This is a good place – & I’m glad we picked on it (although it’s frightfully expensive – 65 dollars aweek for the two – but living seems to be generally that way round here). We’ve played tennis & golf lots – walked & canoed lots – & as for work – well – I’ve already finished the second movement of the Fiddle concerto – & the third should be done at the end of the week. The scoring shouldn’t take long – but I may leave that till Toni Brosa’s seen the violin part – which I’ll copy & send to him within a few weeks. I’m pretty pleased with it so far. It’s very serious – & should please the critics anyhow in that respect.


We go south to Grand Rapids to stay with some friends of Peter’s next week.1 We shall call in at Toronto on the way – but our longer stay there will be left till after G. Raps. when I may conduct the Variations over the Radio, & see those friends of yours. Jarman has been very good indeed in every way, & is making lots of arrangements too. So is Heinsheimer. I hope to go to N. York at the end of June – & then South from there – probably with Aaron Copland.


I’ve had the enclosed letter from Sir(!) Mayer & don’t know what to say. If you think it’s worth it – I shall probably be doing a Canadian pot-pourri2 – called Grey Rocks – or St. Jovite & he might like the first show of that (in England) – but what you will –


Post now – so I must go.


Hope you’re well & everything good.


Wish you’d come out here – you’d like this spot – what about the Autumn!!


Yours,


BEN


Peter sends his respects.







1 Harold and Mary Einecke. Einecke, an organist, and conductor of the Park Congregational Church Chancel Choir, was closely involved in the annual Bach Festival of Grand Rapids, in which Pears took part in January 1941. See Letter 186.


2 A work that he was still to compose, Kermesse Canadienne (‘Canadian Carnival’), Op. 19, for orchestra, completed on 10 December 1939, by which time he was resident on Long Island, New York. In the event, the first performance was not given under Robert Mayer’s auspices. The first performance was a broadcast, on 6 June 1940, from the Bristol studios of the BBC, conducted by Clarence Raybould. (It was to Bristol that the BBC Symphony Orchestra had moved as a result of the outbreak of war in September 1939.) In a letter to Ernest Chapman, on the day of the broadcast, Erwin Stein wrote:




I was not able to get to Bristol as there are further restrictions now for aliens and I should have had to get a Permit from the Police. Honestly I was not very keen to do this. I wonder whether you will be able to hear it this evening. I quite agree with your idea of sending out a press communiqué about Britten. Thank you for your offer. I will send you a draft shortly. The only trouble is that the boy writes so many new things at the same time.





The concert première was given by the London Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by the composer, on 13 June 1945, as part of the first Cheltenham Festival.










181 To Ralph Hawkes


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


June 3rd 1939.


My dear Ralph,


Many thanks for your letter – which I was relieved to get – I’d thought I was completely forgotten. I was very much taken by surprise, I confess, by the fact that you want the Rimbaud songs so quickly. Since your last letter, I’d thrown everything aside except the Violin Concerto – & concentrated hard on that. I have nearly finished that now – & so I shall be able to continue with the Rimbaud pretty soon – but not in time I’m afraid for letting you have it by the end of the month. What I suggest is – if Sacher1 insists on seeing something by then – let him have a look at the two you’ve already got – & the following is an approximate scheme you could tell him:




1) Introduction (Fanfare)


2) Mouvement


3) Being Beauteous


4) Marine


5) Antique


6) Phrases


7) Parade





The whole playing about 20 mins.2 I warn you that the ‘management reserve the right to alter the programme’ but I think it’ll be like that alright.


As for Herbage3 and the proms. I don’t see how I can cut the work, as I particularly don’t want anymore bits & pieces done separately before the complete work. I should much prefer Sacher to do the 1st show – or Boyd Neel4 in London – or what you will.


I sent the BBC stuff off ages ago – I hope they’ve got it – if they won’t pay more than 20 guineas I’d better stick to that! It was a beastly job!


Peter & I set off for the South on Wednesday – Paying a visit to the C.B.C. in Montreal on the way & Jarman in Toronto too. We are going to Grand Rapids for a week. After that I’ve got to come back to Toronto to witness a show of the Variations & speak on the Radio first – horrible thought! Then probably south to the States but I’ll let you know.


Apart from the fearful amount & viciousness of the mosquitoes we are still enjoying this place. We have made friends with several members of the fair sex & goodness knows in what state I’ll come back! My love to Erika5 – hope she liked Paris. Excuse haste but I want to catch the fast boat –


Yours ever,


BEN


P.S. Please tell old Herbage that if he doesn’t want Sophie Wyss (to do the Rimbaud) at the proms – he can’t have the songs anyhow – I won’t be palmed off with his old crocks!6







1 Paul Sacher (b. 1906), Swiss conductor and generous patron and benefactor of the arts and artists, and of contemporary composers in particular. Sacher founded the Basel Chamber Orchestra in 1926 and remained its principal conductor until his retirement in 1986. Among the many eminent twentieth-century composers whom Sacher invited to write works for his orchestra were Bartók, Hindemith, Honegger, Frank Martin, Martinů, Stravinsky and Tippett. It is evidence of Sacher’s exceptional awareness of the contemporary scene that he had (presumably) responded to the overtures made to him by Ralph Hawkes about the youthful Britten; or perhaps the initiative was his own? If the latter, then it is also evidence of Britten’s growing European reputation. Sacher might well have been particularly intrigued by Britten’s special, proven skills in the area of the string orchestra. These were the forces which Bartók, for example, used in the work commissioned by Sacher in 1939 (his Divertimento); likewise, Stravinsky’s Concerto in D of 1946. But it was not until the post-war years that Britten’s relationship with Sacher flowered both personally and professionally. It was a commission from Sacher that led to the composition of the Cantata Academica (‘Carmen Basiliense’), Op. 62, in 1959, celebrating the 500th Anniversary of Basel University, the first performance of which on 1 July i960 was conducted by Sacher, with the Basel Chamber Orchestra. The composition sketch and full score are now in the Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel, as too is Britten’s manuscript of the theme, for solo cello, the Tema … SACHER. Britten’s homage on the occasion of Sacher’s seventieth birthday in 1976 served as the basis of a set of celebratory variations contributed by other composers. See Komponisten des 20. Jahrhunderts in der Paul Sacher Stiftung (Basel, Paul Sacher Stiftung, 1986).


2 This of course was not the shape that Les Illuminations was finally to assume and it interestingly shows how, gradually and stage by stage, the song-cycle came to be assembled, from the composition of the first songs (as isolated numbers) to the emerging of the cycle as we know it today. To make comparison easy, and to document the chronology of the work, we place side by side the scheme as outlined in the letter and the scheme of the cycle as published, indicating in the latter all the known dates of the composition of the individual songs. The figures in square brackets in the left-hand column indicate the placing of the songs in the final (right-hand) scheme:












	 

	 

	
June 1939


	 

	
October 1939







	 

	(1)[1]

	Introduction (Fanfare)

	(1)

	Fanfare [undated]






	 

	(2)

	Mouvement

	(2)

	Villes 4 October 1939






	 

	(3)[7]

	Being Beauteous

	(3)

	a) Phrase [undated]


b) Antique [undated]






	 

	(4)[5]

	Marine

	(4)

	Royauté 6 July 1939 [Woodstock]






	 

	(5)[3b]

	Antique

	(5)

	Marine 18 March 1939 [Snape]






	 

	(6)[3a]

	Phrases [sic]

	(6)

	Interlude [undated]






	 

	(7)[8]

	Parade

	(7)

	Being Beauteous 16 March 1939 






	 

	 

	 

	(8)

	Parade 9 October 1939






	 

	 

	 

	(9)

	Départ 4 October 1939















Three further settings of Rimbaud were completed in composition sketch but did not form part of the final version of the work: ‘Aube’, ‘Phrase’ (‘La Cascade sonne’: undated; see note 2 to Letter 215), and ‘A une raison’ (‘Un coup de ton doigt’: undated). A setting of ‘Un prince était vexé’ was started but not finished (and is not dated). In the manuscript full score, only two songs are dated: ‘Being Beauteous’ (11 April 1939) and ‘Royauté’ (Woodstock, July 1939). There is an overall completion date at the end of the manuscript: ‘Amityville, NY, 25 October 1939’.


3 Julian Herbage (1904–1976), English conductor, scholar and musical administrator. From 1927 to 1946 he was on the music staff of the BBC with special responsibility for planning the Proms. He was a noted specialist in English music of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. His surviving papers, including his Arne research notes, were placed in the Britten–Pears Library after his death. He was a popular broadcaster and, with his wife, Anna Instone, edited for many years the BBC Sunday morning programme, Music Magazine. In his musical views and enthusiasms he was very much a spokesman for the musical orthodoxy of the 1930s and 1940s in England. See PFL, plate 82.


In his role as Assistant Director of Music at the BBC, a post to which he was appointed in 1940, Herbage often found himself required to pronounce on new music. It was in this capacity that he reported in an internal memorandum dated 23 April 1942, having attended ‘an audition at Boosey and Hawkes yesterday afternoon of new works by Benjamin Britten who has just returned to England from the United States’. He continues: ‘With him was Peter Pears, who not only sang song groups, but also assisted at the second piano in the orchestral and two piano music.’ This is a comment which illuminates a little-known aspect of Pears’s remarkable musicianship. In many ways the occasion must have reflected the very many times the two men had played through new works by Britten at Stanton Cottage, Amityville, when staying with the Mayers.


Herbage’s report is of no little interest, and notable for the generosity of its response to what he heard. Britten and Pears had only landed at Liverpool a few days before, on 17 April, and this preview must have been the first chance an English musician would have had to encounter the works in performance (albeit that the orchestral works appeared in two-piano guise):




Sinfonia da Requiem (20 mins)


I already had the score and a high opinion of this. Although the two pianos did little to convey the orchestral colour, I am convinced it should make a great impression, and is undoubtedly Britten’s most significant contribution to the orchestral field. It has had great success in America, and Koussevitsky has played it several times.


Michelangelo Song Cycle (16 mins)


An extremely fine cycle – Italianate virility of vocal line and simplicity and extreme effectiveness of piano accompaniment have produced an unusual and notable work. The whole was sung twice, at the beginning and at the end of the audition, and confirmed more deeply first impressions on second hearing.


Scottish Ballad for two pianos and orchestra (15 mins)


A show piece for Ethel Bartlett and Rae Robinson [sic]: the opening chorale, funeral march, leads unexpectedly to a reel based on a well-known Scottish tune (whose name I’ve forgotten). Well written, effective, an ideal Prom piece and a valuable addition to the repertoire.


Irish Folk Songs for tenor and piano


The least satisfying of the four works, though quite charming and well executed, they have an ingenuousness which to my mind descends to the childish or silly clever. They make quite pleasant listening if not too critically approached.


My whole impression is that during the last couple of years Britten has grown greatly in stature as a composer and has now found a simple individual and clear cut style. With his extraordinary mastery of technique one looks for most important if not great things from him in the future.





On 8 June 1945, a day after the opera’s première, Herbage was to write an assessment of Peter Grimes for internal circulation at the BBC, though this time one as negative in its views as his 1942 memorandum had been positive: it was addressed to the Director of Music, Victor Hely-Hutchinson. The predictions embodied in the last paragraph   read a shade oddly in the light of the performance history of the opera:




Much publicity has been made of the fact that ‘Peter Grimes’ is the first new opera to be performed in any important capital since the beginning of the war. Certainly it was a brave and praiseworthy effort of the Sadler’s Wells Company to return to their old home with a new opera.


‘Peter Grimes’ is certainly a work on a full scale – it lasted, with intervals, from 6.45 until just on 9.30 p.m. I see that in the press it has been compared to Moussorgsky’s ‘Boris’, though apart from the fact that the plot is handled ‘realistically’ and that the Chorus (i.e. the people) replaces the traditional operatic hero, there seems to me to be little futher resemblances.


The libretto of ‘Peter Grimes’ makes an obvious attempt to get away from conventional opera. The subject is sordid – the life of a squalid fishing village painted in all its unpleasant colours – and there are no heroics and little love interest. In making Grimes the central figure the librettist had to steer a very balanced course in order to portray both the vicious side of his character and at the same time hold the audience’s sympathetic interest. Without having read the libretto (and I could hear practically no word of what was being sung), it is difficult to judge how successfully he has carried out his task. From what I could judge, however, in spite of many effective scenes the libretto is hardly one which would carry the opera to public popularity.


One naturally expects from Britten a score of extreme technical competence and facility. Britten’s greatest fault indeed is that he thinks and writes in terms of music with such fluency that he very often seizes on his first musical thought, however trivial it may be, and gives it a technical twist which produces a superficial illusion of originality. One felt throughout the opera that the score contained far too much intellect and far too little heart or, going even further, really original expression and characterisation. Certain technical devices, particularly (in the composition) the use of pedal points and (in the orchestration) decoration by means of flute figuration, were very much overdone. Britten too seemed to have little sympathy with or insight into most of his characters – they came out on the whole as rather flat and trite caricatures. Only Grimes himself and the schoolmistress Ellen were painted with any intensity of creative feeling, and many characters, such as ‘Auntie’ and the ‘nieces’ were completely thrown away.


The music, through its technical ingenuity and original and incisive orchestration, keeps one interested throughout, though in my opinion the first act is not nearly so good as the other two. The actual musical material, however, apart from its treatment, is often trivial and commonplace in the extreme. Again only in rare moments does it become dramatic as opposed to theatrical. Some moments, however, are of extreme beauty in themselves, particularly the first scene of Peter Grimes and Ellen, Ellen’s conversation with the workhouse apprentice to the background of a service in the village church, the whole of the scene in Peter Grimes’s hut (to my mind the high spot of the opera), the women’s quartet, and the choruses in the third act. Incidentally, I cannot understand why it was necessary to break into the spoken word at the end of the third act and stop all orchestral background for a period which sounded like (to one in the audience) at least 3 or 4 minutes.


Finally I must mention that the style throughout was extremely eclectic – one of Ellen’s arias had come almost straight out of ‘Madam Butterfly’, while one interlude was complete Sibelius and another (the passacaglia) owed much to Berg’s ‘Wozzeck’.


The décor was on the whole most effective, particularly the village square, though I felt the lighting (or rather lack of it) was rather overdone. The Sadler’s Wells stage, however, was not large enough for certain scenes, and the inside of the ‘Boar’ gave one the impression of a Piccadilly pub on VE day.


Obviously much care had gone into the production, and though the chorus as usual over-acted to the point of burlesque their team work was excellent. It is a great pity that so few words could be heard – as far as the chorus was concerned this was mainly due to Britten’s treatment of the chorus as part of the orchestra, but the soloists could certainly have improved their diction if they had shouted less and articulated more. The opera was excellently cast, and apart from the usual vocal limitations of the Sadler’s Wells Company, it seems invidious to pick any of them out for special praise. I should imagine, however, that never will Peter Pears (Peter Grimes) or Joan Cross (Ellen Orford) be more suitably cast. Incidentally, if Pears continues to sing his mad scene in his present throat straining manner he would be liable to lose his voice.


Much praise has been lavished on Reginald Goodall, the conductor. Certainly he had heavy odds to contend with in an indifferent orchestra, and certainly he kept things together and moving. I did not feel, however, that he showed signs of being any more than the normal competent operatic conductor, and I would certainly like to hear some of the music again in better surroundings with a better orchestra and a more experienced man on the rostrum.


To sum up, the opera was a very ambitious and praiseworthy effort for a first attempt. It undoubtedly exploited all Britten’s undoubted talent as well as showing up certain weaknesses. I cannot think it will make an addition to the repertoire though if Britten ever chooses to write a further opera he will undoubtedly have gained great experience. I feel, however, that he is at present standing too intellectually aloof from his subject, and until he enters more intensely into his drama and characterisation and until he purges his style of many of his trivial and eclectic elements, he will not make a real success in the operatic field.





Yet another BBC internal memorandum (dated 11 June), this time from Basil Douglas, expressed quite another point of view:




I am convinced that the production of this opera is of the first musical importance, not only because it is a very fine work, but also because its influence on the future of opera in this country may well be decisive. Britten may write better and more successful operas – there are several factors, most of them nothing to do with music, that may prejudice a prolonged life for ‘Peter Grimes’, and I for one hope that the psychology of the next one will be clearer – but it is none the less an astonishing technical achievement. With the exception of one scene in the third act, the opera is ‘durchkomponiert’ in a succession of varied forms, each of them a genuine musical growth it itself, and the result is, in my opinion, a remarkably unified and well-balanced structure – with the one exception of the last scene, which I feel is slightly misjudged. The music is intensely dramatic and vital, exceptionally vocal and brilliantly orchestrated (the characterisation and tone-painting in the orchestra is extraordinarily vivid and subtle, and there are passages of strong emotional power and beauty). The range of his technical resources is extremely wide and varied – there are frequent hints of Verdi (the way he plunges straight into the Prologue, for example, reminds one of ‘Falstaff’, and the dramatic use of the chorus recalls ‘Macbeth’), and for the eloquent freedom of the recitations he readily acknowledges the example of Purcell – and one could point to several other influences. But Britten has absorbed these composers into his own style, which is now quite individual.


The Performance


The two performances I have heard went extremely well. The chorus sang splendidly, though not always with complete clarity; the complicated rhythms are still giving them trouble and the producer has obviously insisted that they look at the conductor as little as possible, which doesn’t help; but familiarity should breed clearer diction. The principals all came up to expectations and there was some fine singing and acting from Peter Pears and Joan Cross. In fact the standard of singing was a good deal higher than has been noticeable recently in their performances of other operas. The orchestral playing was adequate, but this music wants first-class players in every department, and more strings.


Broadcasting


I hope we shall be able to broadcast it soon, and I would strongly urge that it be broadcast in its entirety. The gesture to the enterprise of Sadler’s Wells would be more complete, and besides, the organic structure of the work makes it very important that it should be heard as a whole; otherwise the listener will miss one of its most remarkable features.





Faced with so diametrically opposed opinions, Kenneth Wright (the Deputy Director of Music), in the final memorandum of this series (13 June), gave a breathtaking demonstration of how to sit on both sides of the fence simultaneously:




I do feel, having seen it myself and agreeing almost completely with the existing reports from Mr Herbage and Mr Douglas, that we ought to put ourselves out to reflect this work in our programmes, far more than merely to include some interludes in a Promenade Concert, which may, in fact, not be broadcast. This is the kind of musical event of importance which in Paris or Brussels would never be allowed to pass unrepresented in the local broadcasting; and Director Collaer [Paul Collaer, Director of Music of the Belgian radio] was most anxious to know if and when the opera, in whole or in part, would be produced by us. I would suggest that to wait until Programme C [which was to be the Third Programme] comes along will look either like lack of confidence in the most important of our young composers, or the kind of timidity in our programme building of which we are not as yet suspected by our continental colleagues.





See also note 2 to Letter 502.


4 Neel was to conduct his orchestra in the first performance of Les Illuminations at the Wigmore Hall on 30 January 1940, with Sophie Wyss.


5 The first wife of Ralph Hawkes. The marriage was dissolved in 1941, in which year Hawkes married Clare Zollner (1906–1989).


6 Sophie Wyss gave the first concert performance of two songs from the Rimbaud cycle – ‘Being Beauteous’ and ‘Marine’ – on 17 August 1939 at a Promenade concert at the Queen’s Hall, London, with the BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Henry Wood.








182 To W.H. Auden1



Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Provence of Quebec


Canada


June 5th 1939


My dear Wystan,


Thank you very much for your letter. The chances of meeting certainly look bad. We leave here this Wednesday – then to Toronto – & on the 12th to Grand Rapids for a few days. I’m afraid, looking at the map, that that’s too far away to consider meeting you for a day or even a night – & I’ve got to return to Toronto on 18th to speak over the Radio (!). We expect to come to New York at the end of the following week – about 23rd2 – & so it looks bad. I can’t, seeing the circumstances of your departure, urge you to put it off a couple of days, can I?*


Anyhow – please keep in touch with me – via B & H. (Toronto) for the next few weeks & I hope something will materialise. But, how long will you be in the South? Peter & I are looking for somewhere near New York – or even Florida or Mexico (proper) – if we link up with Aaron3 – till the end of August. The next time you write – please give me an outline of your plans for the Autumn. I may stay here (this side of the Atlantic) if money doesn’t run out – or if I can get work.


Thanks alot for the songs – Calypso is grand for Hedli – & as soon as I’ve finished my present stuff I’m going to get down to all those cabaret ones – the other fits the tune I gave you marvellously – you are a clever fellow! – but dare I ask for a second verse with a slightly sardonic second couplet? – such as


“Most shout the names they think are fine But I daren’t mutter the name of mine –”


Much love, old thing,


BENJY


Where is Christopher?4


Dead?


*It now looks as if we may have to return to Ottawa after 20th to pay a call on the Tweedsmuirs – useful re Visas etc. – so possibility grows less & less ——




1 This is the only surviving letter from Britten to Auden, whose practice it was to destroy personal correspondence. It surfaced in New York in 1985, having somehow escaped his wastepaper basket.


2 In fact Britten and Pears travelled on the 27th (see Letter 192), by which time Auden and Kallman had left for New Mexico. On 8 June, however, Auden replied:


3 See Letter 196.


4 Christopher Isherwood, who had travelled to the USA with Auden in January. In May he left New York for California (see Auden’s letter quoted in note 2 above) and remained there, on the West Coast, for the rest of his life, writing, teaching, meditating, and professing the pacifism he had unequivocally declared in April. He applied to reside permanently in the USA at the beginning of May and became a United States citizen in 1946.







St. Marks School


Southboro


Mass


Dear Bengy,


Dear O dear. Leave New York on June 20. Why not come and share the ruined 14 room Hacienda I have been lent in Taos New Mexico. I am so anxious for you to meet Chester, though a little frightened as he is extremely musical, and you do play so fast.


Anyway, when you come to N.Y. stay at the Hotel George Washington corner of 23rd Street and Lexington Avenue. It’s much the nicest hotel in town and the manager Mr. Donald Neville-Willing (and don’t forget the hyphen) is expecting you. There is a good piano.


Write to me c/o the George Washington and as soon as I know the Taos address I’ll send it. Will try and think about another verse, but believe you’re wrong in wanting one, at least for my song which ought to be just an encore 30 second song.


Christopher is in Hollywood Address 1406 Franklin Avenue.


Much love


WYSTAN





Auden’s letter clearly responded to Britten’s request for ‘a second verse’. We have not been able to trace the music, but Auden’s text – the brevity of which clearly disconcerted Britten – has survived. It was written on an accompanying sheet of headed (‘St. Mark’s School’) paper:






                  Song (after Sappho)


O What’s the loveliest thing the eye (the eye)


Can see in the black earth before we die?





____







To some it’s horses, to some the Rhine, (The Rhine)


To others it’s battleships steaming in line





____




Men say this, and Men say that


Say that and this,


But I say it is


The one I love


The one I love.


(for one read boy, man,


girl or goat to taste)








It provides interesting further evidence of how closely Britten and Auden worked and thought together, the poet being able to supply on demand words for a text-less tune. It was a practice that showed up in their collaboration on Paul Bunyan (see DMPB). The Cabaret Songs, indeed, were seminal in relation to the compositional character of the operetta, which Britten himself recognized when writing to Ralph Hawkes on 7 December (see Letter 226):




Paul Bunyan is progressing well [ … ] I have sketched one or two tunes already, a little bit more serious than the Hedli tunes but very direct and simple, which is the kind of style I propose to use throughout the work.










183 To Beth Welford


[Full text, EWB, pp. 111–13]


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


June 5th 1939


My dear old Beth,


Thanks alot for your nice long letter. I was frightfully pleased to get it. I couldn’t imagine why I hadn’t heard from you – since I thought you would have had my letters long since. Any how I had a letter from Wulff this morning by Air Mail – so there’s no excuse for letters taking a long time now, although it’s much more expensive. Don’t write by it unless it is very important!


So far the trip’s being a great success. We are getting on well together & no fights. This place is just heavenly & it is sickening we’ve got to leave it on Wednesday. The people are very nice – we have become bosom friends of an American secretary & the daughter of the pioneers up in these parts – very nice people1 who take us about in cars & play tennis & golf with us lots. In fact with all those occupations & walking alot, to say nothing of work which goes pouring out – I’ve nearly finished a Violin Concerto since I got here – besides a job for the B.B.C! – time has gone very fast indeed!


[ … ]


We go to Toronto on Wednesday evening – I’ve got to go & see the Boosey & Hawkes people there & then Peter and I go to Grand Rapids (U.SA.) for about a week – & then I’ve got to return to Toronto to have a personal interview on the radio! Before the Variations are played! 7.30 on 18th in the evening – but don’t try & get it as I believe it’s about 12.30 by your time! It seems odd that you are five hours in front of us all the time!


After that is not settled yet – Ottawa probably & New York & South after that. The Vancouver car trip fell through because of the broadcast & King & Queen2 not being out of the way before end of June (we want to see the Tweedsmuirs who are occupied with their Gracious Majesties!) – & it takes so long to go by car – at least a fortnight.


[ … ]


Now for your news. This is exciting about Sebastian & the musical box. But don’t let him be a musician – it’s too much like hard work – but I daresay you won’t have entered him for King’s College choir before I get back.


I was very angry to hear that Mrs. Hearn was snooty with you – she knew perfectly well that you were coming, I told her ages ago & repeatedly. You give her socks if she’s like that again! and please go alot. July will be freer I should think.


[ … ] Please give my love to Barbara will you, & tell her all the news. I will write in a few days when I get to Toronto – or anyhow Grand Rapids. I hope she’s feeling better now. Where did you go for Whitsun? None of you to Snape? – or was Lennox there?


We are going for a picnic to-day – along Devil’s River – that sounds romantic doesn’t it? Especially as both our companions are of the fair sex & pretty fair at that! Don’t be surprised if I’ve changed my state when I get back.


Much love, my dear old thing. I miss you lots & I wish to goodness you were here. But I’ll have a look round & see whether I can find a nice practice for Kit! You’d love the country & the people arn’t too bad.


My love to the family & I hope Sebastian’s given up waking up in the night!


See you soon, I expect!


Love,


B


Peter sends his love




 





P.S. Could you possibly ring up the flat & find out what’s happened to Jackie3 – we haven’t heard a word from him or even had any letters forwarded. If he can’t remember what to do with our letters – he’d better send the whole lot to Snape – including Peter’s.


Please!




1 See also Letter 185.


2 King George VI and Queen Elizabeth were touring Canada at this time. They left England on 6 May for Canada and crossed the border into the USA on 7 June. The American part of their journey included a visit to the World’s Fair in New York on 12 June. See Keith V. Gordon, North America Sees Our King and Queen (London, Hutchinson, [1939]).


3 Jackie Hewit had taken over the flat at 67 Hallam Street, after Britten and Pears had left for the USA. See also Letter 227.










184 To Aaron Copland


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


June 5th 1939.


Dear Aaron,


Where are you? Don’t you dare say you’ve already left for the South without telling me! Our plans now are as follows: Leave here for Toronto 7th – Grand Rapids 12th, Toronto 18th (those Variations on Radio), Ottawa (possibly) 20th, New York 25th – or a few days later for a week – perhaps – While we find somewhere to go for the two summer months1 – i.e. unless you’ve got any bright suggestions. We’ve put off decisions until hearing from you – so please write – to 10, Shuter St., Toronto.


How was Billy the Kid? I hear the Caravan’s2 been a great success – was that because of you?


Affectionately,


BENJAMIN




1 At this stage it is evident that Britten and Pears were not contemplating a long stay in New York. What changed their minds was their meeting with the Mayers, who offered them a home shortly after their arrival in the city. See Letter 194.


2 The Ballet Caravan. A publicity pamphlet about the company was published (1938?) by the Frances Hawkins Concert Management with an introduction by Lincoln Kirstein which unfolded the company’s philosophy:




Starting as an untested company in the summer of 1936, the Ballet Caravan has presented some fifty performances, enjoying particular success at colleges and summer theatres before a successful New York début which terminated its first season. The idea of such a highly selective group of twenty American dancers immediately pleased many discriminating audiences who had hitherto been unfamiliar with dancing in general or the ballet in particular.


In commissioning a number of younger generation American musicians and painters to collaborate with its dancers, the Ballet Caravan has stimulated much provocative work. These completely new works complement other ballets based on accepted masterpieces of classic musical literature, both traditional and contemporary.


The repertory of the Ballet Caravan is prepared for presentation with local orchestras. Its appearance with the Philadelphia Symphony was the first in a series of similar engagements, which constitutes a practical solution to the problem of presenting fine dancing, and great music without the heavy cost of a traveling orchestra.


The Ballet Caravan itself is a permanent organization constituting the top rank of young Americans trained in the strict classic tradition. Their style of virtuoso dancing, while stemming from an ancient discipline is, in its presentation, both of our country and our day.
















185 To Enid Slater


Gray Rocks Inn Limited


St. Jovite Station


Province of Quebec


Canada


June 6th 1939.


My dear Enid,


Thank you for your nice letter – I was glad to get all the news. Certainly your detail about Snape was cunning propaganda! For about half-an-hour I decided that I’d have to come home at once – but then I looked at the view here – mountains & lakes & – well, changed my mind, & rather postponed my decision! This is certainly a terrific spot. Wild as oats. Mount Tremblante that overshadows us is the Northest point of civilisation before Hudson Bay (about 400 miles away). Most of it is not even detailed on the map. This Inn is a fashionable resort, started by a remarkable American family called Wheeler – Mr & Mrs. W. senior were pioneers up here in the last century & none of the descendants can bear to leave the place. It is run very haphazardly, & in the ‘off’ season – such as this – is very good. But in the season they have about 300 people all over the place – including sometimes about 50 aeroplanes on the lake – so that’s not our cup of tea. We have got a log cabin on the side of the hill – very quiet & indusive to work – in fact I’ve practically completed a violin concerto (besides an odd B.B.C. job) in the three weeks we’ve been here. Tomorrow – unfortunately we’ve got to go south. The weather’s been patchy. Alternately very hot & very cold. But enjoyable at all times – except for the legions of mosquitoes – which have nearly driven us crazy. As soon as you stop moving for a split second they’re on you – & with terrible results. I’ve got 31 bites on one foot alone! All the houses have screens on, so we can sleep at nights – but the beastly animals beat the screens by one night (they appeared one day before schedule) & we couldn’t sleep a wink all night – & they all sang on E & F – so much so that I almost have to avoid those two notes in my music now – so evil are the associations!


Very glad to hear about Montagu’s new pageant1 – I wish I could see it. Give him my heartiest condolences on the rain fiasco in Wales – I cannot think why people do things out of doors in England.


Go to Snape as often as you can – I’m sure it’s a good thing in every way. And Cambridge2 if you can – I’ve just had a very sweet letter – & nearly broken all my resolutions! Thank you for the details about the garden – you can’t imagine how welcome they were.


Love to all the kids – I must send them cards –


& to Montagu. Affectionately,


BENJAMIN




1 Slater’s Pageant of South Wales had been organized by the South Wales Miners’ Federation in association with the Labour Research Department. It was produced by André van Gyseghem, with music arranged by Bamford Griffiths, and performed, on 1 May, in three different Welsh towns simultaneously. For further information on the pageant as a theatrical form see André van Gyseghem, ‘British Theatre in the Thirties: An Autobiographical Record’, in Culture and Crisis in the Thirties, edited by Jon Clark, Margot Heinemann, David Margolies and Carol Snee (London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1979), pp. 216–18.


2 Where Wulff Scherchen lived.










186 To Ralph Hawkes


The Chancel Choir,


Park (First) Congregational Church,


Grand Rapids, Michigan.


June 16th 1939.


My dear Ralph,


Yours of 5th to hand – & I’m hastening to catch the ‘Yankee Clipper’1 airmail for the reply.


I’m being temperamental about ‘Les Illuminations’ at the moment. My entire attention is being occupied by the Violin Concerto. I’ve been on that this last month or so & it is nearly done now – but I’ve given the other project not a thought. (You remember when I left that you told me to take things easily – well this is the result!) I hope certainly to be able to let you have a score of the completed Rimbaud before long – anyhow by perhaps the end of July – but I’m very anxious (a) not to be rushed over this (b) for the first performances to be complete. So please tell BBC – with my love & devotion – that if they want this for the proms – they must have the lot – (& Sophie Wyss) & not tie my hands as to length – I can guarantee not more than 20 mins. probably less. But – actually, I don’t think the proms. suitable for a first performance of this work. Why can’t they do something else? I don’t want to be known as ‘First performance Ben’. I hope occasionally that my things are worth playing twice!


Re the Violin Concerto. So far it is without question my best piece. It is rather serious, I’m afraid – but it’s got some tunes in it! Probably the best scheme re Goossens2 would be to send a sketch score to you & Tony – & let him have a look-see at it – & if you think wise play it over to Goossens. I’m keen to have a first show over here. What about Boston? I may have a contact with Koussevitsky3 soon thro’ Alexander Chuhaldin4 who’s doing the Variations over here (Toronto) on Sunday – & who thinks I’m the cats whiskers. In fact we’re being rather a success over here! Jarman has done us proud in Toronto – we’ve been meeting everyone & accordingly fêted. Peter’s giving a complete recital of my songs in Toronto next week. Jamieson5 was charming there too – & we shall see him again when we go back there tomorrow. We’ve been staying in Grand Rapids with the Einecke’s – friends of Peter’s – & they again have done us proud – interviews with press (I’ll try & send you cuttings) – & meeting conductors etc. In fact the more I get about here – the more I feel that – should I stay out the autumn – lots of shows might be fixed, with the Concerto, Orch. pieces etc., & odd playing dates. People are so friendly. However I’ll talk the matter over with Heinsheimer in New York – whence we go next week. (Willy Walton has had to return to England bythe-way). Perhaps you’d drop Heinsheimer a note too – or do you think I’d better be a good boy & come home?!!


Thank you very much for your note to the Consul – we got our visas for a year very easily.


The Concerto is fine in print – & so’s the Advance Democ.6 I’ll scatter copies of that around.


We had lunch to-day with the conductor of the Symphony Orch. here to-day – Carl Wecker7 – & he was eloquent about what he called the short-sightedness of Music Publishers! He said that what organisations of his kind wanted was modern music, of which the material was buyable, & held for use in the libraries. He said that he (& the 100 other similar orchestras) could afford to buy the parts etc. – but couldn’t afford the continual hiring fees & performing fees. The same was the tale in Toronto. Chuhaldin, the man who’s doing the Variations, is distraught because he can’t buy the parts of that work. He’s crackers on it, & wants to add it to his library – so he can keep it in the regular repertoire of his orchestra. As his orch. only plays on the Radio – & I suppose the programmes are declared to the P.R.S. – what is the harm? Forgive me, but I promised I’d put in a word with you!


Post just off – so I must go.


I hope you’re well, & family fine. We’re both in fine spirits & enjoying ourselves no end. Thanks more than I can say for making it possible.


One matter further – I was a bit sick that Effie Hart8 is going to do first (!?) show of Illuminations. I don’t like her society for music like that – I want a more general audience – even a contemporary B.B.C. show would be better – but best of all a public show such as a Boyd Neel recital – or a Monday ‘Pop’. These songs aint written for long-haired high-brows! I’m hoping for Sacher – tho’ – or/and Ansermet?


Please thank Stein for his note & the press-cuttings. Would you give him all the dope re Violin Concerto & songs?


Excuse scribble – but time’s short.


Yours ever,


BEN




1 A new transatlantic airmail service, which had begun to operate on 1 June.


2 Eugene Goossens, the conductor.


3 Hawkes was to write to Britten on 21 July:




[ … ] I went over to Paris on Tuesday, especially to see Koussevitzky and your ears should have burned. He promised me to do ‘VARIATIONS’ and I gave him a Piano copy of the ‘CONCERTO’, which he will study with his Pianist, for he has a very able one in the Orchestra. He asked for new works from you and whilst I mentioned the ‘VIOLIN CONCERTO’, I feel that I do not want to prejudice the situation with Barbirolli in view of Brosa’s engagement with him. When I mentioned ‘LES ILLUMINATIONS’, he said that this was a work which was barely suitable for the big Symphony Orchestra but that this Harpist, Mr Bernard Zigera, had a Chamber Orchestra which gave concerts in Boston under Koussevitzky’s direction and this was just the sort of work that he would be delighted to include. Soprano voice, he thought, was perfect, for they have a good singer and I, therefore, confidently look forward to a performance of this work in Boston during next season.


I suggest that you write to Koussevitzky at Boston, or get in touch with him through Aaron Copland, to cement this and if you can arrange to meet him, so much the better. He sails back in the ‘Champlain’ on Wednesday and will be in Boston by the time this letter reaches you. I gather he is having a festival of some sort at Berkshire, wherever that may be.





4 Russian-born Canadian violinist and conductor (1892–1951). He emigrated to Canada in 1927, when he joined the staff of the Toronto College of Music. He worked as a radio conductor of several orchestras, including ‘Symphonic Strings’, ‘Melodic Strings’ and ‘CBC Strings’. He was to conduct the first performance of Britten’s Young Apollo (see note 2 to Letter 192).


5 See also Letter 193.


6 Britten refers here to the arrangement of his Piano Concerto for two pianos – four hands, by Brian Easdale, which had just been published by Boosey & Hawkes, along with his motet, Advance Democracy.


7 Karl Wecker (b. 1894, d.?), American violinist and conductor. He was Music Director of the Grand Rapids Symphony, 1923–40. In 1940 he held a post with the Federal Music Project in California and later became Director of the Hollywood Bowl.


8 The secretary of the London Contemporary Music Centre. (See also note 1 to Letter 248). Hawkes replied on 3 July:




I had anticipated the question of ‘Les Illuminations’, and, therefore, you have no need to worry. The two numbers already done from Birmingham are, however, included in the Proms with Sophie Wyss but there is no question of any others. The complete first performance of this work is scheduled for December 5th at an L.C.M.C. public concert with Boyd Neel at the Aeolian Hall. I believe this will be a very satisfactory introduction, for your long-haired high-brows, although they may be there in small quantity, will not affect the situation very much. Sacher will also do them although the date is not yet fixed.





In the event the first performance did not take place until January 1940. Paul Sacher conducted the Continental première of the cycle, with Violette Andreossi (soprano) and the Basler Kammerorchester, in Basel on 9 February 1940, in a concert that also included the world première of Martinů’s Double Concerto for string orchestra, piano and timpani (1938). A notice of the concert appeared in Weltwoche, 327, 16 February 1940 (here translated by Paul Wilson):




Britten is a virtuoso when it comes to the treatment of the string orchestra; this is already evident in his works in variation form and our awareness of his ability to conjure rich colourful sounds from the strings is excitingly renewed in this cycle. Colours are de rigueur when setting Rimbaud’s poetry to music. One might even ask oneself whether his ‘Illuminations’ requires musical expression at all; in any case these songs demonstrate intimate knowledge of the text: the musical phrase always remains completely bound to the cadences of the poetry. Striking orchestral part-writing, almost cheeky in its simplicity, develops ingeniously from the harmonies.




























187 To Wulff Scherchen


Alexandra Palace,


University Avenue, at Queens Park,


Toronto, Canada.


[?19 June 1939, Postmarked 20 June 1939; per SS Queen Mary]


[ … ]


[ … ] I’m thinking hard about the future. This may be the Country. There’s so much that is unknown about it – & it is tremendously large & beautiful. And it is enterprising & vital.


[ … ]







188 To Lennox Berkeley


Alexandra Palace,


University Avenue, at Queens Park,


Toronto, Canada.


June [1]9th 1939.


My dearest Lennox,


Just a scribbled line to catch the Queen Mary mail – to tell you that things are going fine out here – to thank you for the letters etc. – & to hope you’re enjoying the combination of Snape & June! It is honestly very nice to think of you both1 there & enjoying yourselves lots. Atta boy! We had a terrific time in Grand Rapids. We were feted like Toscaninis. Interviews to papers – house parties – lunches etc. They think I’m pretty hot out here & I’m not trying to disillusion them!


They did the Variations over the Radio last Sunday (quite well) & I was interviewed in person before – horrible ordeal! Peter is giving a complete recital of B.B. songs this week over the same medium! I’ve finished the sketch of Vln. Concerto – & so far v. pleased. We go South to New York at end of this week – but no definite plans yet. That’s approx. all the news. Let me have yours some time.


Much love to you both & to the family when you see them. Give D2 a ring please & thank her for her grand letter & tell her I’ll write as soon as I get a moment.


Love,


BEN


P.S. Please Lennox – I’d forgotten I owed Wulff 10/- Could you please send it him from me & I’ll pay you when I get back? Sorry to bother you, but it's so difficult from here. He’d love a letter from you – Just [Torn page makes this letter incomplete.]




1 Beth and her family were visiting the Old Mill.


2 Dodo, Beth’s mother-in-law.










189 To Ralph Hawkes


Alexandra Palace,


University Avenue, at Queens Park,


Toronto, Canada.


June 19th 1939


My dear Ralph,


The enclosed letter has just been forwarded from my London address, where it arrived after a round-about passage, much overdue. Could you please deal with it? It seems alright to me – if I’m back(!) – but if circumstances keep me here, we’ll break it to them later – don’t you think.


Thank you also for the cable & letter. So glad that there’s no hurry about the Rimbaud now – that makes me feel much easier. No ‘prom’ for me this year then? But it can’t be helped.


The Toronto broadcast of Variations went quite well – & so far reactions seem favourable. I’ve finished the sketch of Violin Concerto & when it’s sufficiently digested (& copied out) I’ll send you a copy.


In great haste,


& With best wishes,


Your sincerely,


BEN








190 To Barbara Britten



[Full text, EWB, pp. 114–15]


Bala1


June 25th 1939


Dear old Barbara,


[ … ] Now we are spending two heavenly days up in the Moskoka lakes a singing teacher2 Peter wanted to see lives up here by the side of the Lake – a grand spot. We go back to Toronto tonight & then on to New York on Tuesday. I’m looking forward lots to that – it ought to be very exciting. No plans yet after that – all depends on Aaron (you remember him!!) who we’ll see there. But I expect we’ll have a good time – we have so far always managed it!


I hope you’re all right, my dear. I think about you lots – more than you’d imagine! Write to me as much as possible – you can’t imagine how welcome letters are! By-the-way – it is better always to send letters to Toronto – we move about so suddenly – I got your last one lots late. Quite a good thing is to find out when the “Queen Mary” sails & to send by that.


Have you been to Snape yet? I expect your hay-fever’s on the mend now – was it a bad bout this year? Peter’s had it abit.


Please tell the family all the news – I’ll write when I get the time – but as I said it’s very difficult.


Love to Helen [Hurst]. Take her to Snape.


So sorry about the Budges.3 It is rotten for you. Requiem aeternam dona eis.


Much love,


BEN


Peter sends his love.




1 On the shore of Lake Muskoka (which Britten mis-spells), Ontario.


2 Campbell McInnes, with whom Pears had a few lessons at this time. See also Letter 221.


3 Perhaps the enforced (i.e. in anticipation of wartime) demise of his sister’s pet budgerigars.










191 To Beth Welford


[EWB, pp. 113–14]


c/o Boosey & Hawkes, Toronto


June 25th 1939


My darling old thing,


I’m writing this in the train from Bala – up the Moskoka lakes to Toronto at 11.0 p.m. on Sunday. I’ve written a newsy letter to Barbara & I was going to send you a postcard as I wrote to you last; but I thought I would scribble a note (if you can read it!!) – saying that I thought lots about you on the 17th – & how did Sebastian behave?1 Did he cry? I wish I’d been there to do my duty officially.


Things are going quite well, though personally I’m pretty tired. They keep us so hard at it and I am being fêted rather too much – I’m not used to that sort of thing! It even got into the papers that I went on the Scenic Railway!


We are going to New York on Tuesday and it looks as if it may be the same way. But we are looking for a quiet cheap place for two months, so that will be nice. I don’t know yet about the Autumn. It looks as if I shall stay over here – unless there’s a war. I might as well confess it now, that I am seriously considering staying over here permanently. I haven’t decided yet of course and I’m terribly torn, but I admit that if a definite offer turned up (and there are several in the air) I might take it. Use your judgement as to whether you tell anyone. As it is so much in the air I suggest you don’t.2


Canada is an extraordinary place. I am certain that N. America is the place of the future. I wish to goodness you would come across. Would Kit necessarily want to buy a practice or would he work one up? But seriously, do think about it, and if I see anything at all possible I’ll let you know. We’ve met some charming people over here – &, though certainly one is worried by a lack of culture, there is terrific energy & vitality in the place.


We’re just arriving in Toronto so I must stop. It strikes me that you wont after all be able to read a word of this – but perhaps it doesn’t matter!


All my love to all of you


BEN


Peter sends love to you all,


Please write often & lots – I live on letters!




1 The christening of Beth’s son, Sebastian, whose godfather Britten had agreed to be.


2 This paragraph reveals the volatility of Britten’s responses to North America. It undoubtedly reflects his enjoyment of Canada, a feeling he sustained throughout his life. ‘I am certain that N. America is the place of the future’: this sentiment of course preceded his first experience of the USA. As subsequent letters show, this particular certainty was to undergo major qualification; and indeed his Hamlet-like debate – ‘To stay or not to stay’ – becomes a conspicuous feature of his American years.













192 To Enid Slater


In the train to N. York


June 27th 1939.


My dear Enid,


Thank you very, very much for sending the photos. If they were sent to make me homesick they certainly succeeded! The trees were heavenly – & the small car did the oddest things to my heart! I liked one of the Sophie Wyss ones alot. Thank you again – very much – please send some more if/when you have the time.


So you are now in France? I hope you’re having a grand time & a good rest from household worries. I am enjoying that side of this holiday alot – although living out here is fearfully expensive.


As you see we are on the way to New York – reason for the pencil & the wobbley writing – I darn’t risk a pen.1 I’m writing now as I don’t know when I shall have a moment again – they keep us on the run so. We had a terrific time in Toronto & really met some charming people. They seemed to like having a real live composer round about, & made, what seemed to me, a ridiculous fuss! Interviews were priceless – I’ll let you see some sometime! Had two Radio shows – & I’ve been asked to write a special work for the C.B.C. at Toronto & to play it myself in August.2


I’m looking forward to New York.3 But also feeling abit nervous about it – with all its sophistication & ‘New Yorker’4 brightness. I can’t do that sort of thing very well! However I hope we’ll find a nice place to settle down in for abit – near Cape Cod or Boston – I want to do some more work.


No plans for the Autumn yet – even as far as one can possibly plan these days. Things of course look very black to us out here – but I’m hoping that as usual, actually on the spot, that you find them less frightening. Here, I’m afraid, one is inclined to speak of Europe in the past tense. I think it may be this side of the Atlantic for me – but it is impossible to say as yet – because lots of things will have to be got over before that decision is made. However – no word of this as yet, please!


Go to Snape again when you’re back in England & take some more photos.




[image: ]





Love to you both, & write all the news please


BENJAMIN







1 Britten also wrote a ‘wobbley’ letter in the train to Wulff Scherchen in which he remarked, ‘I’ll write to you describing New York. It ought to be pretty exciting. I’m looking forward to seeing the skyscrapers & the Fair [The World’s Fair].’


2 Young Apollo, a ‘Fanfare’ for piano, string quartet and string orchestra, commissioned by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. This was first performed (a CBC broadcast) on 27 August, conducted by Alexander Chuhaldin (the dedicatee), with Britten as soloist. The commission clearly arose from the successful performance of the Bridge Variations Chuhaldin had conducted on 18 June. After one performance in New York, a broadcast on 20 December (see Letter 227), Young Apollo was withdrawn by the composer and was not heard again until after his death, when it was allotted its original opus number, 16. It was revived at the 1979 Aldeburgh Festival (21 June) and published in 1982 by Faber Music. Work lists inscribed, probably in 1941, by the composer and Pears in two published scores – A Boy was Born and the Violin Suite – demonstrate Britten’s later ambivalent feelings towards Young Apollo. One list (Opp. 1–26) has ‘Op. 16 Young Apollo’ crossed through, while the other list (Opp. 1–25) includes Op. 16 as part of the acknowledged oeuvre. Britten clearly had in mind adding a work to his repertory in which, as in his Piano Concerto, he could appear in the joint role of composer and pianist. He had mentioned the commission in a letter to his sister, Barbara, on 25 June: ‘They’ve [the CBC] also commissioned me to write a special piece and play it with Orchestra on August 27th – nice of them?!!’


3 They stayed at the George Washington Hotel, as recommended by Auden. On 8 March 1981, the New York Times Book Review (p. 11, introduced by Edward Mendelson), published an ‘Ode to the George Washington Hotel’, written by Auden in 1939. It is amusing to note that this witty and characteristic salutation adopts the style and identical metre of Inkslinger’s song in Paul Bunyan, e.g.






The walls look unlikely to crumble


And although to be perfectly fair,


A few entomologists grumble


That bugs are exceedingly rare,


The Normal Man life is so rich in


Will not be disgusted, perhaps,


To learn that there’s food in the kitchen,


And that water comes out of the taps,


That the sheets are not covered with toffee,


And I think he may safely assume


That he won’t find a fish in his coffee


Or a very large snake in his room.








The inscription at the end of the poem reads:






To the Manager of the George Washington Hotel


Mr. Donald Neville-Willing


and to all the staff with gratitude


and good wishes from


W.H. Auden








It may have been that the preoccupation with food, eating and cooking in Paul Bunyan suggested to Auden, consciously or unconsciously, the adoption of a metre prominently used in the operetta’s libretto for his eulogy of the George Washington Hotel.


4 New Yorker: the fortnightly periodical, famous for its urbane wit and sophistication, qualities of which Britten was preternaturally suspicious. Hans W. Heinsheimer, in an interview with Donald Mitchell (April 1977, New York; Archive) vividly related the tale of Britten’s first encounter with Broadway:




Some things you remember after so many years like they were yesterday. So maybe the first night after they had arrived from Canada, I took them out, and I was also a newcomer – I had been here maybe half a year only. So for me New York and Broadway, that was absolutely something unbelievable [ … ] of course Peter had been here before but Ben had never been here before. First night – I take them out to Broadway.


I had never made a bigger mistake in my life. It was an absolute fiasco. The noise, the dirt, this man smoking a cigar and puffing the smoke out on Broadway [a ‘live’ advertisement hoarding], the rotating lights – and I’d said, ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’


It was absolutely awful. I still remember this unbelievably polite smile Ben had – really Ben always smiled nicely – but really it was a flop.





For a description of the Times Square District at this time, see The WPA Guide to America (New York, Pantheon Books, 1985), pp. 115–16. (Ironically, one of Britten’s operas was to be produced on Broadway, The Rape of Lucretia, in December 1948, at the Ziegfeld Theater. The show closed after a week’s run. In a letter to Chester Kallman, 30 December 1948, Auden wrote: ‘Tonight to Rape of Lucrece [sic], the performance of which I hear is awful.’ (See Dorothy J. Farnan, Auden in Love (London, Faber and Faber, 1985), p. 181.) No more successful was a misconceived production of Let’s Make an Opera!, staged on Broadway in December 1950, conducted by Norman Del Mar and directed by Marc Blitzstein. It closed after five performances.













193 To Ralph Hawkes


George Washington Hotel,


Twenty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue,


New York City, N.Y.


June 29th 1939.


Dear Ralph,


I hope by the time that this reaches you that yet another major crisis won’t have arisen. Over here of course papers are having the time of their lives – every movement of soldiers in Europe is flashed across the headlines & our hearts flutter yet again.1


Anyhow – here I am in New York for a few days. We came last Tuesday & to-morrow go to Woodstock near here for an indefinite period to stay near Aaron Copland.


Toronto first of all. Harry Jarman turned up trumps. He was really splendid. He took us about, introduced us to everyone of note, arranged the broadcasts – & was always to hand with documents or data if the position arose. I think you’ve got a fine person there – he is terrificly energetic & enthusiastic, & wants to develop the place enormously. My whole impression across this side is that here is a continent just leaping ahead in the arts. Music means something here. Imagine English newspapers interviewing composers! Yet here I got a large amount of space in each of the three Toronto papers – & in 2 cases in the centre page! I will enclose cuttings if I can find them.


Here too the position is the same as Toronto (& Canada in general). I’ve seen Heinsheimer & had long talks with him. He has told me that the opportunities are immense – for an orchestral piece (I told him the French–Canadian idea & he was delighted),2 for an operetta for children (for which I also have ideas & will write to Wystan Auden).3 The Variations have apparently gone across big here – in fact I shall come back here for a big show on July 12th at the Stadium here.4


(I can’t get this off by the Mauretania as I’d hoped, as I’ve got so much to say – so I’ll leave it till the next boat).


Woodstock – we are just up here & it is all that we expected & more.5 We’re getting very sunburned!


– So as opportunities seem so good here & if I can manage it financially I want to stay across here for the Autumn. Heinsheimer is making arrangements for me to meet people when I’m in New York on July 12th & later on too – & I’ve had an offer from the C.B.C. at Toronto to write & play a short piece for piano & strings on August 27th – they would give the first performance, but have no rights on it of course – Jarman would look after that sort of thing & has been very business-like in the preliminary negotiations. Personally I like the idea of doing it – won’t take long (they want about 5–8 mins.) – & it might be useful later on.


Rimbaud: If Sophie Wyss is definitely doing the two I’ve already done at the Proms, I can send another one to go with them & probably a fourth within a fortnight or so.6 Anyhow I’ll send the scores for you. When is the proposed date?


Now I’m settled here for abit the piano score of the Violin Concerto should follow soon. I shall probably have a photograph made of it here first as it might be useful in hawking it around! I shall get down to the full-score too, soon.


Thank you too for the efforts re ‘Johnson over Jordan’ & ‘Sword in the Stone’. I feel doubly delighted that you have done down Basil Dean! Will that £40 or £50 go into the guarantee – or (hopefully!) not? By-the-way could you please make arrangements with Jarman about letting me have the half-year’s money, as you said you would? He doesn’t think that the firm in Toronto could stand it without help from you! There is no violent hurry, but I can see it being needed in a month or so.


Mr. Jamieson has been charming to us. He gave us a nice time at his Yacht Club in Toronto – & a grand dinner in the Ritz-Carlton in New York. He seems a fine chap in every way.


No more immediate problems. I’m counting on you coming over in the early Autumn. I shall need a lot of paternal advice at that period, I fear, so please come! That is more of a demand than a request!


With best wishes to your wife & to yourself of course,


Yours ever,


BEN


P.S. Could you please send two or three more copies of both the ‘Ballad of Heroes’ & ‘Advance Democracy’ – if you could send them direct to Heinsheimer it would be best. Thank you!


P.P.S. Aaron has just played me bits of his Outdoor Overture.7 It sounds fine & apparently is going very well over here.




1 In April, on the 7th, Italy had invaded Albania. In the same month conscription for men aged twenty and twenty-one was introduced in Britain and Hitler denounced the Anglo-German naval agreement of 1935. In May, Hitler and Mussolini agreed a ten-year political and military alliance, the so-called ‘Pact of Steel’.


2 See note 2 to Letter 180.


3 Paul Bunyan, the ‘choral operetta’ that Britten was to write with Auden and which was first performed in New York by the Columbia Theater Associates of Columbia University at Brander Matthews Hall on 5 May 1941. (A private recording of one of the two final performances was made on 10 May, copies of which are in the possession of Columbia University and the Archive.) The work was withdrawn until Britten finally agreed to its revival towards the end of his life. It had its British première in a BBC broadcast production 1 February 1976. This was followed by a first English stage production at the 1976 Aldeburgh Festival, the last Festival Britten was to attend. When the work was published in 1978, it carried the opus number 17 (chosen by Britten himself in 1974), a number that had formerly been allocated to another withdrawn work from 1939, the settings of Gerard Manley Hopkins for unaccompanied voices, A.M.D.G. (Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam). See note 4 to Letter 202. For a comprehensive history of Paul Bunyan, see DMPB. Already in 1948, Pears was trying to arouse the composer’s interest in a revision of Paul Bunyan. He was to write to Britten from New York on 26 October:




Yesterday morning I spent a little time listening to the old recordings of Paul Bunyan. They had suddenly been sent from Columbia University & he (Ralph) had heard some & thought the ballads were so wonderful, and wants to take them out and use them separately. It made me cry & shudder to hear P.B. again. The performance was appalling! and some of it is faintly embarassing, though I believe by drastic cutting one could make a pleasant thing of it still. The ballads are quite sweeties! They really are. So I’ve copied down the tunes & Elizabeth has the words & I’ll bring them back to you to fix slightly!





In his last question to Britten in his i960 BBC interview (People Today; Archive), Lord Harewood asked: ‘Have you ever thought of writing what one calls a musical nowadays – a musical show?’


BRITTEN: Yes, quite honestly I have recently considered that very seriously. I was asked to write the music for a musical and have very reluctantly turned it down. I don’t say that I never will be able to do that, but I don’t see at the moment a way of – if I can put it like this – jettisoning all one’s actual technique. I don’t want by any means to talk disparagingly of musicals, but their aim seems to me very different from what I’m aiming at. They aim at a kind of directness, a kind of melodic simplicity, a kind of formal simplicity that I don’t feel at the moment I can manage. The best musicals of many years have been those written by essentially simple people who can turn out a short melody which fits very neatly into the conventions of harmony at that moment and which is entirely dependent on that. Now one day I would love to be able to agree to write such a thing because I feel that it’s an important part of the artistic life of our time; but I don’t feel my public [ … ] is quite of that kind. I think, to put it simply, that I’m aiming at [ … ] the serious popular or the popular serious, rather than the entirely commercial popular world.


4 See note 1 to Letter 196.


5 Britten and Pears must have arrived in Woodstock on Saturday, 1 July (see Letter 194). Copland’s memories of this summer appear in Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland: 1900 through 1942 (London, Faber and Faber, 1984), pp. 293–4:




During that summer in Woodstock we played many things through for each other; Ben was a fine pianist and a great accompanist. Always able to compose what fit his temperament, he wrote music in a modern style, yet without danger of upsetting an audience. I thought of him as the voice of England in the contemporary musical scene, and he, in turn, considered me the American spokesman. We had many of the same sympathies, musical and other kinds, and we knew we faced similar problems. Toward the end of August, Ben and Peter left Woodstock. They worried constantly about whether to return to England. I wrote to Ben: ‘You owe it to England to stay here. After all, anyone can shoot a gun – but how many can write music like you?’





6 In fact it was only ‘Marine’ and ‘Being Beauteous’ that were performed by Sophie Wyss at the Proms on 17 August, when Sir Henry Wood conducted the BBC Symphony Orchestra. These were the same songs that had already been heard earlier at Birmingham on 29 April. Letters 198 and 200 make clear that the two new songs Britten had thought of adding to the ‘old ones’ were ‘Royauté’ and ‘Antique’.


7 Outdoor Overture, a work for school orchestra, the commission for which had been stimulated by the precedent of Copland’s school opera, The Second Hurricane. The overture had been first performed on 16 December 1938 as part of a campaign whose slogan was ‘American Music for American Youth’. See also Copland and Perlis, op. cit., pp. 285–6.














194 To Elizabeth Mayer1



From Peter Pears


[PFL, plate 114]


George Washington Hotel,


Twenty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue,


New York City, N.Y.


[29 June 1939]


My dear Mrs. Mayer –


Please look at the signature first and then let me tell you that I ought to have written to you many times since I last saw you 18 months ago. But because I haven’t written it doesn’t mean that I haven’t thought often of you, particularly in the hurricane of September and then through all these recurrent crises that we in Europe have been enduring.


But anyway the important thing is that after nearly two months in Canada in Quebec Province and then in Toronto, I and my friend, Benjamin Britten, composer, have just arrived in New York, and I am so looking forward to seeing you again.


Please will you & Michael2 have lunch or tea with us tomorrow (Friday)? I will ring you up in the morning to see if you can. On Saturday we go into the country near Poughkeepsie3 until the end of July (except for two nights in New York about the 12th) and for August we go to the sea. I sail for England again on August 26th or so,4 and shall have a few days in New York then so I hope to see you a lot.


My love to you all.


Yours ever


PETER PEARS




1 Elizabeth Mayer (1884–1970), youngest daughter of the Chaplain to the court of the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg. The remarkable Mrs Mayer and her remarkable husband and family – two sons (Michael and Christopher) and two daughters (Beata and Ulrica) – are among the most important figures thronging the pages of Britten’s letters after 1939. No annotation could better the description of Mrs Mayer found in Letters 219 (BB) and 372 (PP). The two men’s eloquent words say everything that need be said about the relationship and about Mrs Mayer’s exceptional gifts. One aspect of that relationship has been clearly spelled out in EWB, p. 144:




It is obvious that Elizabeth loved Ben from the start and during those ghastly war years, when he was so miserable, homesick and ill, she looked after him like a mother and did her best to take the place of the mother he had lost only three years before.





(See also Introduction, pp. 38–9.) But that was only part of the story.


It was through Basil Douglas (see note 5 to Letter 372) that the encounter with the Mayers had come about. Douglas, himself an aspiring singer, on the recommendation of an Oxford friend had gone to Munich to improve his German. His tutor was Elizabeth Mayer:




[ … ] I had a wonderful month there. She played the piano a lot – very good pianist – and I sang a lot, and she flatly refused to speak English to me although her English was very fluent indeed [ … ] and at the end of the month I was able to put the verbs in the right place, very often.





It was through her translating and language lessons that Mrs Mayer helped support herself and her family during the pre-war Nazi period. Her husband, Dr William Mayer, was half-Jewish, and thus unable to practise as a doctor and psychiatrist. Although Mrs Mayer had long abandoned her professional musical ambitions, music none the less played its part in Douglas’s studies:




[ … ] we just went through one song after another and she told me what she thought and I thought it was wonderful; and so she was not really teaching those things – just making me aware.





‘Awareness’ was one of Mrs Mayer’s chief characteristics. In the last letter received by friends in Germany from Mrs Mayer before the outbreak of war she was telling them already to make a note of Britten’s name. (The ‘Interlude’ in Les Illuminations, composed at Amityville, was to be dedicated to her, and later, the Hymn to St Cecilia.)


The Mayers finally succeeded in emigrating, not en famille, but individually. Beata had left for Italy in 1933, where she was trained as a nurse, and Michael in the same year was sent to England to continue his education. Mrs Mayer, with her remaining children, Ulrica and Christopher, sailed to join her husband, who was already working in the USA, leaving Hamburg on 5 November 1936. The ship docked briefly at Southampton, where Michael took the opportunity to go on board and spend some hours with his mother. Among the joining passengers was Peter Pears, embarking on a tour of the USA with the New English Singers.


Pears was a flatmate (with Trevor Harvey) of Douglas’s, who already in October had written to Mrs Mayer to acquaint her with the extraordinary coincidence that Pears was going to be on board the same ship (the Washington) at the same time and entreating her to seek him out. We know from the diary Pears kept on the voyage that Mrs Mayer did just that. On 7 November he reported ‘A note from Frau Mayer asking me to meet her if well enough, but won’t risk it yet’. Sea sickness was afflicting the passengers, but on the 9th and 13th Mrs Mayer and Pears succeeded in meeting and on both occasions recorded ‘interesting’ conversations, much of them, according to his notes, devoted to conditions in Germany, e.g.




Two stories about Knappertsbusch leaving Munich. (1) he refused to allow Swastikas on the stage in the last act of Meistersinger. (2) The portrait of Hermann Levi, a great Munich conductor, was being removed from the opera for obvious reasons, and Knappertsbusch insisted on it being taken to his own private room.





(Pears’s 1936 diary of his first visit to the USA is in the Archive.)


It was thus that the first meetings took place which were to have such fruitful consequences for both Pears and Britten in 1939.


The Mayers did not first reside at Amityville. They moved there in May 1937, when Dr Mayer took up his appointment at the Long Island Home, of which he was Medical Director. In December of that year, Mrs Mayer was visited by Pears when he was again on tour with the New English Singers. It was doubtless to this meeting that he refers in his letter above: ‘I ought to have written to you many times since I last saw you 18 months ago.’


Britten’s and Pears’s letters document their absorption within the family and their relationships with the parents and children. It was Beata (b. 1912) who was closest to the two men, both personally and professionally. Moreover, she was able to put her nursing experience to valuable use during Britten’s serious illness in 1940. She remained an intimate friend of each of them, until the end of their lives.


There were, naturally, tensions arising from the visitors’ invasion of the family circle. The Revd Michael Mayer remarked that ‘The intrusion was not something entirely new [ … ] my mother always had all kinds of people around, so it wasn’t anything extraordinary.’ Mrs Mayer – a ‘very powerful’ personality, he observed, while his father ‘was all his life completely dominated by women in general’ – ‘I won’t say she ignored us, but she really wasn’t intensely interested in what her children were doing or where they were [ … ] my mother had four children because she wanted a quartet and we failed her. I never played an instrument of any kind.’ Much laughter accompanied Michael’s recollections, which were doubtless exaggerated in order to make a significant point, and the broad thrust of which Beata confirmed:




[ … ] as far as my parents were concerned, my mother in particular, but also father, they [Britten and Pears] could have stayed for ever [ … ]. My brothers are in agreement, so I am not saying anything to hurt them. They were the children she always wanted.





But whatever the tensions may have been, there are, too, abiding memories of youthful high spirits, for example Michael’s reminiscence of Sigmund Spaeth, an egregiously popular writer on music, one of whose books (1936) was entitled Great Symphonies: How to Recognise and Remember Them.




[ … ] [Britten and Pears] introduced us to the words he wrote to famous pieces of music [ … ] the [scherzo of the] Pastoral Symphony [ … ] ‘Peasants are dancing and prancing together, the weather is nothing to them, ha ha ha’ [ … ] ‘Loo-ook – what a pretty brook!’ [the slow movement], and from the Eroica: ‘I am your fate, come let me in.’ Ben and Peter loved those. They loved Kitsch in general, you know. They went to see every Deanna Durbin movie that ever came out in Amityville [ … ] my mother was [ … ] a little startled at that because she was much too intellectual [ … ] too elevated [ … ] and it seemed strange to her that geniuses like Peter and Ben would stoop to such ordinary things.





‘We were all young then’, he reminded us, ‘and we had a marvellous time.’ (Within the family circle, no doubt with affectionate irony, Britten and Pears were referred to as ‘the geniuses’.)


As for sexual decorum within the household, where Auden too was a frequent visitor, Michael had this to say:




I’ve read all the biographies of Wystan Auden, you see, and you get the impression from those that he did nothing all day except chase boys [ … ]. But I was never really aware of that as part of daily life.





Nor was it part of Britten’s or Pears’s daily life at Stanton Cottage:




I was an extremely handsome young man in those days and nobody ever made a pass at me [ … ] My mother was never aware of such things. My mother thought that Beata ought to marry Ben, you see; but she lived in another world.





Elizabeth Mayer’s extraordinary gift for recognizing exceptional creativity meant that she surrounded herself and her family with creators of all kinds who were exceptionally endowed, not only Britten and Pears, but many others who were outstanding writers and painters and poets, not least among them W.H. Auden, a collaborative friendship (she co-translated with Auden Goethe’s Italienische Reise), which was sustained until she died in 1970. In 1967 Britten and Pears were in New York; Michael recalled, ‘They came up in the limousine to visit her in the nursing home where she was [ … ]. It was a great joy to her; her boys came to see her.’ The poem that Auden had addressed to her on her eightieth birthday in 1964 (6 April) was read by him at her funeral:






Here, now, as bodies


We have no option,


Dates, locations divide us.







As You, as I, though, each


Is born with the right


Of liberal passage










To Dame Philology’s Realm


Where, in singular,


Name may call to Name.







And Name to Name respond,


Untaunted by


Numerical haphazard.







So, today, I think that sound


To which you have answered


For eighty years


With this intent:


That you shall think it happily,


As Elizabeth 







Through twenty-five has been


For a happiness of mine


Its Proper name


(W.H. Auden, Collected Poems, pp. 567–8)








Sources: Basil Douglas, Interview with Donald Mitchell, 16 November 1987, London, Archive; Revd Michael Mayer, Interview with Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, 22 June 1988, Aldeburgh, Archive; Beata Sauerlander, Interview with Christopher Headington, June 1988, Aldeburgh, Archive. See also Aldeburgh Festival Programme Book 1988, pp. 85–7.


2 The Mayers’ elder son.


3 See Letter 196.


4 The imminent outbreak of war in Europe was to change Pears’s plans.










195 To Ralph Hawkes


[Western Union Cablegram]


WOODSTOCK NY


[10th July 1939]


JUST FINISHED TWO NEW RIMBAUD SONGS SUITABLE WITH OTHERS FOR PROMENADE PERFORMANCE STOP SENDING SCORES THIS WEEK CONCERTO FOLLOWING1


GREETINGS


BEN




1 See Letter 202.













196 To Wulff Scherchen


George Washington Hotel,


Twenty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue,


New York City, N.Y.


July 13th 1939


[Per RMS Aquitania]


[ … ]


[ … ] Peter & I have rented a studio up in Woodstock near the Hudson for a month, near a composer & very dear friend of mine, Aaron Copland. We had to come back to New York for a day or two because the [New York] Philharmonic Orchestra gave my Variations on 12th.1 They were a great success & I had to come on the stage & bow twice – !! [ … ] The papers have all given me marvellous notices & it seems certain that other performances will follow soon. So in that way I’m happy. [ … ] I haven’t yet any plans about returning. I want to be in New York abit in the Winter Season. I have odd playing dates here & there – Toronto August 27th. Unless anything drastic occurs I may stay till Xmas or even longer. Mais je sais pas encore –!


[ … ]


New York is a staggering place – very beautiful in some ways – intensely alive & doing – bewildering in some ways, but always interesting. [ … ] [ … ]


I enjoyed the poem – please send all the new ones – I always carry ‘madrigal’ in my pocket!




 





N.B. If you address letters now c/o Boosey & Hawkes, Belwin Inc. 43–45–47, West 23rd St., New York City it’ll save time.




1 At an open-air concert at the Lewisohn Stadium, conducted by Frieder Weissmann. This was the work’s first New York performance and attracted much press attention. See Letter 197. The earliest American performance of the Bridge Variations we have been able to trace was given by the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra conducted by Eugene Goossens, at Cincinnati’s Music Hall, on 3 March, although a letter of introduction from Ralph Hawkes to the American Consul, written on Britten’s behalf, suggests that Goossens and his orchestra may have performed the Bridge Variations in October 1938.













197 To Beth Welford


[EWB, pp. 116–17]


George Washington Hotel,


Twenty-Third Street, and Lexington Avenue,


New York City, N.Y.


July 14th 1939


My darling Beth,


This is only a scribbled note


(a) to thank you for your letters, which I love having, please keep up the weekly bulletin: one adores letters when one is so far away & (secrets!) one occasionally feels very homesick for one’s sisters.


(b) to tell you to send these letters


c/o Boosey & Hawkes Belwin Inc.


43–45–47 West 23rd Street,


New York City.


(c) to tell you that Peter & I are now settled for a month up in a place called Woodstock in the Kingston District of the Hudson River (look it up in the map) near the Catskill Mts. It’s very beautiful & we’ve rented a studio there. Aaron C. is near & we have a great time altogether.


I’m in New York again for a few days as the N.Y. Philharmonic Orch. have just played my Variations at one of their big out-of-door Stadium concerts – & it was a great success, my dear! I had to go twice onto the platform to bow – the orchestra was very pleased & so was the audience (about 5000!). The write-ups have been marvellous1 – so I feel rather ‘started’ in New York now!


You would adore this city – but be abit bewildered by it, as I am now. It is very sophisticated, but charming. It is very beautiful & the sky-scrapers are incredible! Everso big!


Glad to hear Sebastian is well. I’m sick to be missing so much of him as it’ll be a lovely period of his development. But all periods’ll be the best – you proud old mother, you!


I think of you lots & lots my dear – & wish you were here. No more developments about the little matter I wrote about last time – but I feel much the same.2 I hope Kit’s back with you now. Did you enjoy Snape?


Much love to you all,


& to Barbara when you write.


BEN


How’s the new maid?







1 Among the reviews appearing on the morning of 13 July was one by ‘G.G.’ in the New York Times:




Mr Britten has frankly attempted no more than a parcel of variations that have no mutual relation beyond their common harmonic kinship with the theme, and he would probably not resent calling the entire work a pastiche. Judge for yourself: the variations bear such titles as March, Romance, Aria Italiana, Wiener Walz, Moto Perpetuo, Funeral March. This is not to say that Mr Britten has chosen the easy way. For one thing, he has limited himself to the restricted palette of the string orchestra, which he has exploited to the hilt. He has made his variations not so much from the inner dramatic values of his theme as from its harmonic material; but his work, though it has no interest in form, is far from being the exercise in surface decoration that so often passes for variations.


It is witty, most of it shrewdly built, and effective in performance. One of England’s white hopes, Mr Britten romps happily in conservative harmonic fields and is unafraid to pluck a melody where he finds one. Sometimes he seems over impressed with the look of his notes on paper, as in the fugue, but on the whole he steers clear of needless complexity. As the sample of a 24-year-old writer, it augurs well from the things he has written in the last two years. He was recalled to the stage by a good-sized cordial audience.





Jerome D. Bohm, in the New York Herald Tribune, wrote:




The Britten Variations are an interesting mixture of serious and satirical music. The opening variation, Adagio, is perhaps the most original and profound of the eight, for the concluding section, which aims at a similar depth of expression, is strongly Mahlerian in style. Most amusing are several of the variations in which composers of the past, Rossini and Tchaikovsky among them, are amiably and wittily mocked. The work is not an easy one to perform, but barring the fugue, in which there was some muddled playing, it was capably set forth, often with flowing tonal texture.





2 Britten refers to his thoughts about ‘staying over here permanently’: see Letter 191.










198 To Ralph Hawkes


The George Washington Hotel


23, Lexington Ave, at 23rd Street,


New York


Woodstock N.Y.


July 18th [1939]


My dear Ralph,


Many thanks for your two letters of July 3rd & 7th respectively – & also the quarter’s cheque – which will be very welcome in a week or so!


I expect you’re now in the middle of the Mediterranean enjoying & sunning yourselves – but I daresay that there is someone left to deal with this.


I hope by now you will have received (a) my wire re the new Rimbaud songs (b) the scores themselves. If the BBC want the two old ones I suggest that you use all the pressure possible to make them do the four – military sanctions if necessary – they are very short & make a far more intelligible group than the two by themselves. I suggest too that the English translations be put in the programme – the translations, i.e., in the Faber & Faber Edition of ‘Les Illuminations’ trans: by Helen Rootham (Titles in English: Royalty, Antique, Being Beauteous & Marine).1


The Violin Concerto: I am progressing apace with the fair copy of the piano & violin version which you should have easily by the end of the month. Could you please phone Toni Brosa & tell him this? I am writing to answer his letter but I don’t know if I shall be able to catch this boat. I suggest that Henry Boys be asked to play it with him in the ‘try-outs’.


I have just got back here after a hectic four days in New York. The Variations were a great success at the Stadium concert & I have met lots of people. Heinsheimer is very nice & has been wonderfully efficient. He introduced me to many influential people & with luck something may materialise.


I am waiting to hear a definite date of arrival from you in this part of the world! I am sure that you’re needed here. Heinsheimer is full of enterprise & wants backing as does Jarman in Toronto. I am delighted with this part of the world, I must say. Music really seems to matter!


Owing to Miss Jackson’s arrival I have had to leave New York of course, lest she should find out the truth about my behaviour there.2 But I shall write to her explaining. Seriously though – it doesn’t look as if I shall be in New York while she’s there; but I am going to make a great effort to make it possible.


By-the-way, I always forget to tell you that just before I left England I met Donald Tovey & he expressed an idea to get to know my stuff.3 I said I’d try & make this possible. If you would think it worth while, what about sending him a copy or two of things? As you think.


I hope the trip is a success & that you are not ‘non-intervened’ with in those treacherous waters!


Love to you & your wife,


Yours ever,


BEN




1 Prose Poems from Les Illuminations, put into English by Helen Rootham with an introductory essay by Edith Sitwell, London, Faber and Faber, 1932.


2 Hawkes had written on 7 July:




Now that the first excitement of New York has worn off and you have had a chance of looking round that extraordinary City, I have to tell you that I am sending Miss Jackson over especially to see that you are behaving yourself.


She arrives in the ‘Queen Mary’ – on the 17th I think – and she would certainly like to see something of you whilst there.





3 Donald Francis Tovey (1875–1940), teacher, writer and composer. He was Reid Professoi of Music at Edinburgh University from 1914 to 1940 and famous for programme notes that set entirely new standards in that field. Tovey had a house at Hedenham, Norfolk, where he kept his Bösendorfer concert grand. It was here that Britten must have visited him. Part of the time, Pears recalled being told, was spent by Britten and Tovey playing piano duets (probably Schubert).










199 To Beth Welford


[EWB, pp. 115–16]


Woodstock, N.Y.


July 28th 1939


My darling old Beth,


I always seem to be writing to you just as the Mail for England is departing & am consequently very rushed for time. The truth is that one is kept very occupied these days. Peter & I do all our own housework (!) & gosh, what a time it takes – nearly as bad as W. Cottage Road!


Our days are generally something like this:


Get up – 8.30 (with luck)


Finished getting breakfast & washing up & clearing up – 10.30.


Then work (got lots to do too – especially with this commission for Toronto on top of everything) with an interval for cold scrappy lunch until – say – 4.30.


Then we walk along to Aaron’s cottage, where we bathe in stream & sun. till 6.0.


Then tennis perhaps till 7.30 or 8.0. Then the big meal of the day at a snack-bar called Trolley Car; and after that either here or at Aaron’s we gossip or play piano, or go to cinema at Kingston 9 miles away. So we’re occupied – you see!


Of course this drought has been awful – everyone is running out of water – & gosh, the heat! I can’t imagine the Tropics much hotter! Actually the weather has broken now – & tho’ it is still very hot, it has been raining for 2 days solidly.


No plans yet for future – immediate ones are – we’re here till 20th Aug – then New York to see Peter off on 23rd by Queen Mary1 – then I go up to Toronto to play new piece on the Radio; I shall probably go up to Bala again for a few days: what I shall do in September isn’t settled yet, but I may go to New Mexico to see Wystan.2 Anyhow I shan’t be in New York till October I don’t think. Then we’ll see how things turn out.


Let me know all the news. I suppose Kit’s at Beckenham3 now? Are you with Elinor4 – it is so difficult to keep track of dates – being so far away.


I hope you’re happy with Sebastian – obviously he’s the best baby yet – everyone says so to me, anyhow!


Much love – please give Barbara my love & all the news – I’ll write by next Boat.


Greetings to all 3,


BENJAMIN


Look out for bombs, please!5




1 See, however, Letter 205.


2 Britten did not make the trip. On 14 August, Auden was to send a postcard to Britten from Santa Monica, California:




Shall get back to N.Y. (George Washington) at the beginning of Sept. Must see you there as I have several propositions to discuss with you beside longing to see you.





Much love


WYSTAN


3 Beth’s husband was a locum at Beckenham in Kent.


4 Elinor Bond, Beth’s old schoolfriend.


5 The war scare.










200 To Sophie Wyss


[Incomplete]


Woodstock, N.Y.


as from: c/o Boosey & Hawkes Ltd.


43–45–47 West 23rd St.,


New York City.


July 28th 1939.


My dear Sophie,


Thank you very much for your letter, which I was very glad to get. I had been meaning to write to you for ages – but what with one thing & another I have been kept very busy since I got here – more especially now as Peter & I have taken a studio in the Catskill Mountains & have to do all our own housework!


I am glad to know that you are doing the Rimbaud songs definitely. I am hoping (almost insisting!) that you do the two new ones that were sent off to Ralph Hawkes the other day, as well. It makes a much better group – Royauty, Antique, Being Beauteous, & Marine – as the other two are so short. I am waiting to hear whether this can be arranged. If Ralph Hawkes hasn’t communicated with you about it – please ring him. I sent piano versions, for you to learn from, made by Peter!,1 with the orchestral scores.


[ … ]




1 While Britten and Pears were in North America, it was often Pears who helped Britten with copying and the making of vocal scores, as here. He was later responsible for the vocal score of Paul Bunyan and for the fair copies of the Hopkins settings, A.M.D.G. In Central Television’s documentary film about Pears, PPTMS (1985), he replied to a question about the trip to the States in 1939:




[ … ] I was really going as [Ben’s] esquire, I think, in a way. [ … ] I thought it was part of my duty, and certainly part of my pleasure as well, to go with him [ … ] I was working really for him in America, when he got there and we got down to the Mayers [ … ] I was copying out [ … ] the parts and score of various things.

























201 To Enid Slater


Woodstock, N.Y.


July 29th 1939.


[Per North Atlantic Air Mail]


Your letter from the sick-bed1 has just arrived & I think if I’m quick I can catch the air-mail back at once. I am so sorry to hear about your illness – it sounds frantic, & I pity you more than I can say. Your letter has enough in for me to imagine all the details – including the agonising return to consciousness. You poor thing. I hope you’re having a good convalescence. Why don’t you go to Snape for a longer period? I’m sure it could be arranged – write to L.B. & suggest it, tell him I told you to! It pleases me to hear you talk about Snape & Suffolk like that. Tell it not in Gath – but I’ve been horribly home-sick for it recently! I’m not making any plans for the future at the moment – except that I shall be spending Oct–Nov. in New York, & I’ve got to go back to Toronto on Aug 27th to give first performance of a new bit I’ve just done – piano & strings – title not yet decided but it is founded on the end of Hyperion ‘from all his limbs celestial …’ It is very bright & brilliant music – rather inspired by such sunshine as I’ve never seen before. But I’m pleased with it – may call it ‘The Young Apollo’, if that doesn’t sound too lush! But it is lush!


I am glad you had some nice times in France – & took some good ‘photos – if you could send me some small copies of them I’d be glad. By-the-way if in future you post letters to:




c/o Boosey Hawkes, Belwin Inc.,


    43–45–47, West 23rd St.,


        New York





it saves a day or so.


I had a terrific success (I admit) in New York when the Philharmonic Orch. did the Variations – & all the reviews were good! How’s that!! I feel that I may be fated to have successes here & not in England – & that will be an extra incentive to live here. But o – Snape! Peter & I have taken a Studio in the Catskill Mountains – where we work, bathe, play tennis, & sun ourselves. It is all very quiet. A bit too many artists about, but one never need contact them.


I am so glad about Montagu & the Co-op2 – that is indeed a leg up for him. I hope it means good money too for you all. We’re feeling the pinch here – because acclamations have nothing to do with money! I’m going to try & get work to do from England I think.


I may spend September with Wystan in New Mexico.


Do see Wulff if you can manage it. But I do hope you’re feeling fitter now – I think it was a rotten affair for you.


Love to all the Family & to yourself. Excuse hurry – but I want to catch this mail.


Yours ever


BENJAMIN




1 She had undergone a serious dental operation on 12 July.


2 She had written on 10 July:




Montagu’s play Doomsday is being produced at the Kingsway on Sept 2nd & there may be a chance for another one later as the Co-ops have started an Entertainments plan – plays, repertory etc & are putting thousands into it. They hope to buy a big West End Theatre & M. is on the Committee. So if he cannot push a play through them – he’s hopeless!













202 To Ralph Hawkes


Woodstock, N.Y.


Aug. 15th 1939.


My dear Ralph,


I have just posted off to Heinsheimer a nice ink piano reduction of the Violin Concerto, which I hope will reach you by the time you get this. I am sorry to have taken so long, but I didn’t wish to hurry it, & I have been very occupied with things over here. Would you please have the violin part copied – fully cued – for Toni Brosa to try over for you? I hope that something will be able to be fixed for this season. Will you try for London this season too? I am so fed up with small studio concerts that I think it might be worth waiting until I can get a nice Queen’s Hall show. After all I think I should have a Symphony Concert show by now, don’t you think – if I can have a public show in Brussels, Geneva, N. York, – I think I deserve one in London!1


Woodstock has been very successful – it has been nice & hot (not broiling like New York) & we’ve got nicely browned. I’ve done lots of work – finished this small piece for Toronto I mentioned to you – ‘Young Apollo’ (after Keats), Fanfare for Piano, Solo String quartet, & string orchestra. It is a ‘brilliant’ kind of piece, playing about 8 mins. The 1st perf. is in Toronto on Aug. 27th – 7.0 – & Heinsheimer thinks he’ll be able to arrange for me to play it over the Radio in N. York with Wallenstein.2 Would you care to try & place it somewhere for performance in London?


I’m also doing a series of four-part songs for Peter & his Round- table singers to ‘first-perform’ at the Aeolian Hall on November 24th.3 I’ve done four so far – fairly extended, all to religious words by Gerald [sic] Manley Hopkins – & there’ll probably be two more.4 Peter’ll show them to you when he arrives back at the end of the month.


I may go to California for about a month at the end of the Toronto jaunt (28th). To see Auden. (I don’t want to go to New York till October when people will be returned there).5 Not settled yet – but I’ll let you know!


I had a charming letter from Lewis6 saying that there is a slight possibility of that film materialising again.7 I’ll wire you, of course, should anything happen, which I rather doubt.


So sorry you’ve had bother about the passage money8 – I thought that bother was cleared up ages ago. Would you please get in touch with my solicitors again?


Now I come to think of it you must be still on holiday – I hope it is a good one – & that you won’t be disturbed by bad weather or crises!


I don’t know what happened to Miss Jackson. I wrote her asking her to come here, if not too far away, & I didn’t hear anything. I was very disappointed.


Best wishes, & hoping you’re fit,


Yours ever,


BEN


P.S. This letter will never end –!


I saw Koussevitzky in the Berkshires twice – Aaron introduced me – & he was charming & seemed favourably inclined towards me – you’d done your stuff well in Paris! He said he’d be doing the Variations in Boston & possibly in New York too!9


Did anything materialise about that ‘Ballet’ film?10 I must say that I should like the money – & I might even do it out here?


Have been playing some hot-stuff tennis.


I suggest that Henry Boys would be the ideal person to get to play the Fiddle concerto with Toni.




1 In the event, the Violin Concerto was given its first performance in New York at Carnegie Hall on 28 March 1940 with Brosa as soloist and the New York Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by John Barbirolli. The first English performance was given on 6 April 1941 in London at the Queen’s Hall with Thomas Matthews (the orchestra’s leader) as soloist, when the London Philharmonic Orchestra was conducted by Basil Cameron. The composer was still in the United States. See also PFL, plate 137, where the wartime programme is reproduced.


2 Alfred Wallenstein (1898–1983), American cellist and conductor. He was principal cellist of the New York Philharmonic under Toscanini and after the latter’s resignation in 1936 abandoned his desk as an orchestral player and took to radio performances and guest conducting. In 1933 he had formed the Wallenstein Sinfonietta for station WOR of the Mutual Broadcasting System and was the station’s Music Director from 1935 to 1945. He also conducted the NBC Symphony Orchestra and the station’s ‘Voice of Firestone’ programmes. Wallenstein conducted a broadcast performance of Young Apollo, with the composer as soloist, in New York on 20 December. See also Letter 274.


3 The concert did not take place. The Second World War had begun on 3 September and Pears remained in the USA. The ‘Round-table singers’ referred to by Britten had been formed by Pears, probably before his departure for America. The name clearly indicates an intention to perform in the Elizabethan manner, i.e. sitting around a table, which was the practice of the New English Singers of which Pears was also a member.


4 The composition sketch of A.M.D.G. is inscribed: ‘For Peter & the Round Table Singers’, and comprises the following settings for four mixed voices (with composition dates):




	Prayer I (‘Jesu that dost in Mary dwell’) – 11 August


	Rosa Mystica –11 August


	God’s Grandeur – 18 August


	Prayer II (‘Thee God, I come from, to thee go’) – 5–7 August


	O Deus, ego amo te – 30 August


	The Soldier – 15 August


	Heaven-Haven – 15 August





All the settings were composed at Woodstock with the exception of ‘O Deus, ego amo te’, which was the first composition Britten completed at Amityville. Nos. 1 and 6 are crossed through. The fair copies, in Pears’s hand, of Nos. 1, 2, 5 and 7 were made for use by a small group of solo singers, formed by Pears in America along the lines of the Round Table Singers. His activities complemented Britten’s conducting on Long Island of an amateur orchestra. A.M.D.G. was published by Faber Music in 1989.


5 In fact, Britten and Pears were back in New York in August: their names make their first appearance in the Mayers’ visitors’ book on 21 August (see PFL, plate 115). As Letter 203 shows, by the beginning of September they had taken up residence at Amityville. Auden in any case had left California and returned to New York by the end of August. His signature appears on the same page of the Mayers’ visitors’ book, dated 4 September, the day after the declaration of war by England.


6 Lewis Milestone (1895–1980), American film director of Russian birth, who was head of productions for United Artists from 1932. His best-known films were All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) and Of Mice and Men (1940), the latter with music by Copland.


7 Christopher Headington, in his biography of the composer, Britten (London, Eyre Methuen, 1981), p. 43, cites Peter Pears:




He [Britten] had, I think, a definite offer, which later fell through, of a film in Hollywood about King Arthur. When we arrived in America we still thought that he was going to have a film. But it must have been quite clear soon that it wasn’t so.





The film was to have been entitled ‘The Knights of the Round Table’ (see Letter 268). See also PR, p. 172. Britten may have been approached by Milestone because of the reputation the composer had made with his incidental music for D.G. Bridson’s radio drama, King Arthur (1937).


Ralph Hawkes had written from London to Britten on 9 June about another, unidentified film project:




John Davenport has just ‘phoned me to the effect that their film idea has been shelved indefinitely; this is too bad! He also urges me to tell you that you should under no circumstances go anywhere near Hollywood!





In a later letter (29 August) Hawkes returned to the subject.




I note that you are likely to go there. I beg of you not to ‘flirt’ with the film people too much, until they really want you, for I think it would be a grave mistake. You must, of course, use your discretion whether you notify them or not that you are there but I feel that if they know it, they are not likely to be as generous as if they wanted you from here. That is my impression but however, I may be wrong.





8 Hawkes had evidently loaned Britten the fare for the voyage out but had not been reimbursed.


9 Koussevitzky first performed the Variations with the Boston Symphony Orchestra on 25 April 1941, the first occasion that Britten’s music featured in the orchestra’s programme. The performance in New York, however, did not take place.


10 Hawkes had written on 3 July:




There is a slight possibility that a Ballet will be required for a picture which is being made by the Ealing Film Studios. [ … ] They have been trying to get Petrouchka but what with price and Stravinsky being very bloody-minded, it seems that this will be impossible. The picture is, I think, called ‘Bullet in the Ballet’ and a Ballet is necessary where there is a certain character; in other words, not just general dancing. I have already told [Michael] Balcon that I think you could do a swell job of work for him but as you were in America and not likely to be back for some months, if he was in a hurry, it would not be possible. On the other hand, if this was wanted later on when you were back, this might well be arranged. The price has not yet been discussed but I feel sure there is between £300 and £500 in it. If it develops, you may expect to hear more from me. In the meantime, I should not worry about it but proceed as if I had not told you.





A Bullet in the Ballet was a humorous novel by Caryl Brahms and S.J. Simon (London, Michael Joseph, 1937).


Hawkes was to write again on 29 August:




The idea for this Ballet has now taken shape and they are using some other music by [Alexander] Tcherepnin. I am sure if you had to do it, it would involve being present almost immediately and I am afraid, therefore, that it cannot be considered, for it would barely be worth your while.














203 To Barbara Britten



[Amityville] U.S.A.


[3 September 19391]


My darling,


You can’t tell how glad I was to get your wire, & to know that you are well. Peter took the message which was ‘phoned from New York, & didn’t ask when or where it was sent from, so I don’t know yet whether you are still in London or not. I hope & pray you aren’t – if physically possible do get away – because the strain of waiting & expecting must be so frightful.2 So far I am taking your advice3 because (a) I hear that we are not wanted back (b) if I come I should only be put in prison – which seems silly, just to do nothing & eat up food. I am staying with friends of Peter’s near New York & as far as possible am having a good time. Thinking of you simply all the time, too; the papers & radio are hysterical of course and one feels chronically sick about the whole thing. I’ve seen & am seeing Auden a lot, & our immediate future is locked with his, it seems. I’m writing lots – in desparation, for fear everything may be terminated at any moment! Barbara dear – do read, listen to music, look at pictures (try El Greco – that lovely book of reproductions), as much as possible – even if it means spending money. Remember every moment of sanity is a help in these times. If you have a moment to write, please do so. You can’t imagine how homesick & bad one feels so far away, & yet brought so close by all these horribly rapid means of communication. God, what a mess man has made of things. And force has never done any good.


Would you be an angel & forward these letters for me? Get postage from Nicholson, who should have money for me!


Much much love, my darling,


& to Helen too.


BENJAMIN




1 Obviously written on or just after 3 September, the day war was declared, and the first letter home dispatched from Stanton Cottage, the Mayers’ home at Amityville. Britten wrote a similar letter to Beth which was enclosed with this letter to Barbara. See EWB, pp. 118–19.


2 Britten refers to the expectation of air raids.


3 Barbara, in her cable (which has not survived), had clearly advised her brother not to return.










204 To Ralph Hawkes


U.S.A.


[3 September 1939]


My dear Ralph,


So it has happened at last. I am sorry for you, & hope that things arn’t so entirely disrupted as you feared they might.


It looks as if I shall be out here for a bit still – I have lots of things to do, & am at the moment staying with friends on Long Island, and inspite of everything working very hard. I’ve nearly completed the Violin Concerto score – if you can bear to think of such things! – & have written and am planning lots of other things. If you have the time, the ability, & the inclination, could you please send the score of the four Rimbaud songs (I’m glad to hear they were a success at the Proms), the piano concerto & Hunting Fathers? I’m seeing a bit of Winkler1 & learning some eminently practical things about American musical life – & I think that things will materialise therefrom!


I am so glad you got your holiday before everything broke, & more than I can say do I hope that things will clear & that you can go on again with the great work.2


When are you coming over. America needs you, you know!!


Regards to everyone – including your wife,


Yours ever,


BENJAMIN B.


I await your instructions on matters musical, of course!




1 Max Winkler founded the American music-publishing house of Belwin Inc., in 1918. The company was later to be associated with the New York office of Boosey & Hawkes.


2 Britten refers, we think, to Ralph Hawkes’s success in building up the catalogue of his company, which he did with such extraordinary flair in the thirties and forties.













205 To Aaron Copland


c/o Dr. Mayer,


Long Island Home,1


Amityville, N.Y.


Sept. 10th 1939.


My dear Aaron,


Thank you so much for your letter – it was honestly a great comfort.2 This is not a real answer to it as I hope very much to see you soon – actually, Dr. Mayer (see above) is driving over to Woodstock on Wednesday next (13th) & we’re coming with him – & may call on you in the afternoon if you’re in. So please be in!


Don’t think from the address that we have been certified insane – although I admit we’ve both come very near it these last few weeks! Peter is still here – I persuaded him to stay, so that if we had to go back we could at least go together. We are staying with friends of his (a Psychiatrist – German refugee – who has a job here) – & they couldn’t be nicer or more opportune! England, at the moment, is not too keen for us to go back – but decisions have eventually to be made, & we can’t go on for ever living on hospitality. However we can talk about that kind of thing when we meet – it will be grand to see my cheery ‘Father’ again!3


Love to you both from us both.


What a world. I do hope the Sonata4 is going well – that is the only kind of thing that matters – I’m sure.


BENJIE




1 The official description of the Long Island Home was a ‘Private Sanatorium for Nervous and Mental Diseases’.


2 Copland must have commiserated with Britten on the outbreak of war in Europe.


3 Britten was not alone in this attitude to Copland. Leonard Bernstein (1918–1990), the American composer and conductor, with whom Britten was to become acquainted during his years in the USA, also thought of Copland as a ‘substitute father’ in the 1930s and 1940s. See the entry on Copland by W.W. Austin in the New Grove Dictionary of American Music, Vol. 1 (London and New York, Macmillan, 1986), P. 499.


4 Copland’s Piano Sonata was composed 1939–41 and first performed by him in Buenos Aires on 21 October 1941.













206 To Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge1



c/o Dr. Mayer,


Long Island Home,


Amityville, N.Y.


September 18th 1939.


Dear Mrs. Coolidge,


I enclose a letter of introduction to you given to me by my master & very old friend Frank Bridge.2 I wonder whether you could spare me some time, because I should so much like to meet you and talk with you of him & Mrs. Bridge. I am staying at the moment with friends on Long Island, & if you happened to be in New York I could arrange any day & any time – but if, as I gather you most probably are, you are in Washington, I could easily arrange to come there.


With best wishes,


yours sincerely,


BENJAMIN BRITTEN


P.S. Peter Pears, who sang for you with the English Singers two Christmasses ago,3 is travelling with me. May he come to see you with me? He would like to be remembered to you.




1 American patron of music (1864–1953). In 1925 Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge created a charitable foundation at the Library of Congress, Washington, which promoted concerts (under the Library’s auspices) and administered various prizes for composition. The Coolidge Foundation also furthered musicological research through the Library’s music division. In 1932 she created the Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Medal ‘for eminent services to chamber music’, which Britten was to be awarded in 1941 for his First String Quartet; the quartet was commissioned by and dedicated to Mrs Coolidge. For a full account, see Stephen Banfield, ‘“Too much of Albion?” Mrs Coolidge and her British Connections’, American Music, Spring 1986, pp. 59–88.


2 Bridge – with whom Mrs Coolidge had had a long friendship – wrote a letter of introduction for Britten, dated July 1939:




Our beloved Benjamin Britten, that young friend, pupil, and quasi-adopted son, of whom you have heard us talk very often, and who is probably the outstanding composer of the present young men here, has been in Canada and we now hear he is going to New York.


I am sure you would like him [ … ] and I do so hope a meeting materializes. I am so anxious that you should meet him through me, because he is a part of me!! How I wish I could have been present to personally introduce him.


P.S. You will remember Peter Pears who sang with the English Singers. He and Ben are together.





3 Mrs Coolidge had engaged the New English Singers to give the inaugural concert in the Coolidge Auditorium in 1937 – the first of two trips to the USA Pears had made with this ensemble.










207 To Ralph Hawkes


[Typed]


Boosey Hawkes Belwin Incorporated,


43–45–47 West 23rd Street,


New York, N.Y.


September 19th, 1939


Dear Ralph,


Well the war has started at last as we feared and as far as I can see, it is possible for me to stay on here. Peter is going to find it difficult, but I think will be able to pick up some jobs here and there.


Financially I am worried a bit, I admit. I suppose that all business has momentarily stopped. I am hoping against hope, that that doesn’t mean my guarantee will stop too.


I have been speaking a lot with Mr. Winkler about this, and other matters. We agreed on many points, principally that I must get down to writing simple marketable works for him, which idea I like very much. In fact, Mr. Auden and I have been talking this afternoon with him about writing a High School Operetta, also I have planned writing works for Military Band and simple works for Strings.1


With this idea in view, he has made me an offer subject to your okay: he could pay me a royalty guarantee for this quarter, at a fixed Pound rate agreed between you and him (suggested $4.50 to the £) and subtract this amount from money owed you. I must say that I do hope this can be made possible, because I have much work, apart from these “practical works”, that I wish to complete.


I have practically finished the Score of the Violin Concerto. I have completed a set of Part-Songs2 and I have many other works of similar caliber in view.


It is possible that I could get some kind of work out here such as secretarial work at the Congress Library3 or hack it at any of the broadcasting stations, but you will understand that I do not wish very much to do this.


Please write to me as soon as possible, saying all that is happening with you, what you would like me to do and any plans you may have for the future. I hear from Mr. Winkler that you will not come to the States at the moment, but I feel sure that somehow or other, you will be able to manage this. Meanwhile, you are very much in my thoughts and I must say that I wish I were with all my friends in England, but I feel at the moment that I am of more use doing the one thing I can do over here.


With kindest regards to you and your wife, I am Sincerely,


Benjamin Britten


[Signed on his behalf by ‘Y.G.’, to whom this letter was dictated.]




 





P.S. May I apologize for the length and confusion of the letter, as it is the first one I have dictated.4




1 Of these projects, it was only the operetta, Paul Bunyan, that came to fruition.


2 A.M.D.G.


3 The Library of Congress at Washington.


4 Britten was presumably availing himself of the secretarial facilities of the Boosey & Hawkes office in New York.










208 To Ralph Hawkes


[Western Union Cablegram]


AMITYVILLE N.Y.


22 September 1939


VERY INTERESTED IN BRITISH COUNCIL PROPOSAL1 ABLE AND WILLING PROVIDED NO JINGO EXCLAMATION MARK2 AWAITING DETAILS3


BRITTEN




1 The first intimation of the commissioning of the Sinfonia da Requiem, Op 20. Hawkes had cabled Britten on 21 September:


BRITISH COUNCIL ASK IF YOU ARE INTERESTED IN COMMISSION FOR FULL SCALE ORCHESTRAL WORK SYMPHONIC POEM SYMPHONY SUITE OVERTURE UNDERSTAND FEE SUBSTANTIAL EVEN HUNDREDS. I SAID YES PLEASE CONFIRM


2 i.e. no jingoism.


3 See Letter 211.













209 To Ralph Hawkes


[Western Union Cablegram]


AMITYVILLE


27 September 1939


SOUNDS CRAZY BUT WILL DO BRITISH COUNCIL COMMISSION AWAITING YOUR LETTER AND INSTRUCTIONS1 BEST WISHES


BRITTEN




1 This cable was a response to Hawkes’s letter of 23 September. See note 1 to Letter 211.










210 To Wulff Scherchen


Long Island Home, Amityville.


[Postmarked 29 September 1939]


[ … ]


[ … ] How I wish I could get you out here, but as I am not at all sure how long I shall be allowed to stay here myself nor is the money position at all secure at the moment (I don’t know if my money will continue to come from England – & all depends on getting jobs here – which isn’t at all easy) – we had better wait till things are a little more definite.1 But my heart’s set on it – both you & Gustel, & if possible Barbara & the family too. I have a feeling that things are going to be bad in Europe for a very long time – & that the place will be quite uninhabitable, as it seems to be at the moment! [ … ]


I hope you’re going on working as I am – just completed the score of my Violin Concerto & pleased with it – because it is at times like these that work is so important – that humans can think of other things than blowing each other up! I am reading lots (Benvenuto Cellini’s autobiography) – playing lots of music – & it makes life much easier. I try not to listen to the Radio more than I can help & the newspapers here are hysterical of course.


[ … ]


Peter sends his love, & says he’s looking after me – and he certainly is – like a mother hen!


He’s a darling ——




1 Wulff and his mother were part of that larger community of friends and family whose bodily transfer to the USA was one of Britten’s preoccupations at this time. Wulff was to find himself transferred to North America in August 1940 in a manner somewhat less congenial than Britten had envisaged (see Letter 281). None the less, he was to write to Wulff on 10 September 1940:




I can’t say how relieved I am that you are over in Canada – I couldn’t bear to have anyone else to worry about in England at this moment. You are certainly the right side of the Atlantic Ocean.













211 To Ralph Hawkes


N.B. I should like to be paid in advance – or at any rate most of it. Could this be worked?


Long Island Home, Amityville, N.Y.


[October 1939]


Dear Ralph,


Thank you for your letter & all the surprising details.1 I am just dashing to catch the return Air-mail to tell you I’ve received it. I certainly agree to the proposals & I’m now just sitting tight hoping to hear from Washington.


I have a scheme for a short Symphony – or Symphonic poem. Called Sinfonia da Requiem (rather topical, but not of course mentioning dates or places!) which sounds rather what they would like. Anyhow that we can settle when things become more definite. I must say I shall like the money – as that side of my present picture is none too rosy. However I’m hoping that some of the Schemes with Winkler will materialise as I expect & hope they will. I feel more & more keen to stay out here. Do let me have a line from time to time saying what & how you do. I was very interested (what a word?) in your last. Do take care of yourself. How English music (& BB in particular!) needs you! Peter sends best wishes.


Excuse violent hurry – but I want to catch this mail.


Wishes to everyone.


Yours ever,


BEN




1 The history of the commission of the Sinfonia da Requiem – and the subsequent rejection of the work by its commissioners – is a complex and fascinating one and has never been fully told. The negotiations reveal the strangest mixture of farce and – given the context of the international events of the time – tragedy. It is for these reasons that we document the progress of the commission in considerable detail, using among other sources Hawkes’s letters to Britten. His letter of 23 September, to which this letter (No. 211) was a response, set out the opening moves:




I saw Miss Henn-Collins [of the British Council staff in London] yesterday and she then disclosed to me that the Japs – of all people – had approached the British Council through their Ambassador in London to suggest and hope respectfully that an English composer could be recommended by them to write a full scale orchestral work for the 2,600th Anniversary Celebration of the Japanese Empire. The conditions are as follows:







1. Only one contribution from each country may be submitted, the choice of the composition being left to the country.


2. The composition must be a new work to commemorate the event.


3. The work, which may, if desired, be accompanied by chorus, must fall within one of the following categories:




a) Symphony


b) Symphonic poem


c) Symphonic Suite


d) Overture


e) March





The time allotted to the performance of a), b), and c), should be approximately 15 to 20 minutes for each part, and for d) and e) 30 to 40 minutes for the whole performance.


4. If considered desirable, the Committee will grant an honorarium not exceeding Y10,000 (£580) [Y=Yen] for a symphonic piece, Y5,000 (£290) for an Overture, and Y2,000 (£115) for a March.


5. The work selected must be timed to reach Tokyo not later than May, 1940.


6. Copyright in Japan will be held by the Committee, but will be at the free disposal of the Composer elsewhere. and I make the following observations thereon:–


1. If you agree you will be sole English representative.


2. Is obvious.


3. Are the categories [sic]. My own suggestion is that you go for the Symphonic Poem, for I think it would be a most useful work. Actually, we have no full scale orchestral work from you of this nature and for performances elsewhere it would doubtless be most useful. On the other hand, perhaps an Overture might suit you better and I must leave this to you. I certainly do not favor a Symphony. I cannot think that the durations are at all accurate and I think perhaps you should adhere to the recognised durations of works in these categories when considering them.


4. Of course, the honorarium will be desirable and necessary and I am awaiting news from Miss Henn-Collins as to whether the sum in Yen can be exported. I understand that this is the case with permission and doubtless permission would be granted under these circumstances; otherwise the whole thing is not worth while.


5. Gives you sufficient time, I think, for the material can be made in the States and despatched from there.


6. I would be quite agreeable to the copyright in Japan being held by the Committee, for elsewhere it would be fully protected, as usual.




Two other points arise:–


(a) In the event of Great Britain and Japan falling out before May 1940, the British Council could not accept any responsibility and with this I quite agree.


(b) You are of military age and it is on the cards that you may have to return here in consequence. Even so, I think I could pull sufficient strings to get you made a Bandmaster or put you in a Band. This will doubtless be a point that has had your consideration already but I do not think it will arise for some months.


At the moment I have no details as to how and when the payment would be made but the invitation for the commission will be issued direct by the Japanese Ambassador in Washington to you whilst you are in America and I see no reason for you to come back here (unless, of course, you want to or have to) until you have completed the work. Miss Henn-Collins was very nice indeed and I am very happy that she should have suggested you for this. Apparently the orchestra is about 80 or 90 players and they have a very good chorus. Walton and Delius are liked there and I saw the programmes of the Concerts for the last few years, which showed a general range of all the classics. You could, of course, find out locally in New York other details regarding the Tokyo Symphony Orchestra: I think some Americans have been over there to conduct.








Britten’s instant reaction to the proposal in his first cable was that he would provide ‘no jingo’. It is difficult, however, to understand how he (or his publishers) ever thought that the proposal for a Sinfonia da Requiem ‘sounds rather what [the commissioners] would like’ to mark the 2,600th Anniversary Celebration of the Japanese Empire. This was a point that seems to have occurred to Lennox Berkeley, who was to write to Britten on 21 April 1940, ‘I’m glad to hear that the Jap. Government commission is really happening, though that they should commission an anti-war work seems a piece of disconcerting irony.’ In an interview Britten was to give for the New York Sun on 27 April, he is reported as saying:




‘I’m making it just as anti-war as possible,’ he declared. ‘I don’t believe you can express social or political or economic theories in music, but by coupling new music with well known musical phrases, I think it’s possible to get over certain ideas. I’m dedicating this symphony to the memory of my parents, and, since it is a kind of requiem, I’m quoting from the Dies Irae of the Requiem Mass. One’s apt to get muddled discussing such things – all I’m sure of is my own anti-war conviction as I write it.’


Although he’s frankly ‘of pacifist leanings’ Mr Britten tried to go home as soon as Great Britain entered the present war. The British authorities informed him he’d be called when he was needed, and that meanwhile, he could serve his country best by carrying on as usual.





As for Hawkes’s point 6(b) on an altogether different topic, he was to pursue the same thought over two years later in a letter dated 9 December 1941, when Britten and Pears had in fact irrevocably decided to return to the UK. It seems, however, that Hawkes was still not aware of their intention to object to military service, even of a non-combatant character:




I do not know whether you have advanced your plans for return to this country but a note I saw in the paper this morning to the effect that younger men in the USA may have to return, prompts me to write and tell you what I have done here regarding your future.


If you were here, I could immediately make application for you to go into the RAF Band; I spoke to [B. Walton] O’Donnell on the telephone last week about it and he seemed quite agreeable but, of course, it would be better if you played another instrument, as well as Piano.


I have also spoken to Willie Walton and although he has not been called yet, he does not expect to have his deferment extended any longer than March. There is a Committee which applies for these deferments but I do not think they will be very successful under the new Call-up Regulations. As far as I see it, there are two courses open to you (1) Return to this country and as soon as I know you have arrived, I would make immediate application for you to be enlisted in one of the Bands (2) Go to Canada and join a Band there. My own personal view is that you will be better off here; the entire situation has, of course, been changed by the ‘Japanese incident’ [Pearl Harbor] and this letter will just serve to keep you up to date with the position as it may affect you here.













212 To Beth Welford


[EWB, pp. 119–21; incomplete]


Long Island Home, Amityville, N.Y.


October 19th 1939


My darlingest Beth,


I was sick when I read in your letter that you hadn’t had any communications for so long from me. I hope that by now that you will have got my letters. Please don’t think that I’ve forgotten you! Why I don’t write everyday is because Air-mail is so beastly expensive – & it is the only mail that gets to places in reasonable time. Your letter took just three weeks! You seem horribly far off with communications so bad. I try to write to you & Barbara every week alternately – & please tell the other one all the news – that sort of thing.


Actually one is terribly busy here. You see it is not like England where ones name is known musically – here people are willing to be impressed, but one has to work hard to keep it up. And at the moment one is in the between stage of – ‘well, if you produce the work we’ll do it’ – & one has to sit down & do it! However things might be much worse. The only part that is so awful, is that I find working so difficult. Thinking of you all day & wondering what is happening now. The papers are hysterical here – you complain that you’re not told enough – well, we’re told too much. And half of it is false rumours. I nearly died when I heard that the length of the East Coast had been raided, but then it turned out that it was only a scare.


I feel terribly homesick, my dear. Yearning for things to get all right & so that we could meet again, & go on living as before. I can’t get used to the idea that I should become an American. I won’t do it until I’m forced. But I suppose it’s stupid, since these days Nationality is only a convenience (or inconvenience!) & has nothing to do with what one feels about countries! However, we’ll see. I shall do nothing rash – you can count on me!


The Mayers continue to be as sweet as possible. The fact that they are Europeans is so comforting at this time. Americans are awfully inclined to treat the whole thing as an awfully interesting stage play, & applaud or hiss as they feel inclined. There is no doubt on whose side their sympathy lies. Something like ½% sympathise with the Nazis I believe.


I suppose Lennox is right about letting the Mill, but much as I should like to I can’t send money to keep it on for you. I feel furious that he didn’t take Ralph’s offer at the beginning of the war.1 Sometimes I feel pretty black about him (his letters to me are the only preachy ones I get) all about conscience & that kind of thing – about really being a pacifist, but this being a just war – and that sort of nonsense. However it is easy to sit outside & criticise – it must be hell for him & his likes right in the middle of this horrible thing.


I see lots of Wystan; it is nice to have him around.2 Also Aaron Copland – although he’s gone off to Hollywood to do a film3 at the moment. Wystan & my opera is settled for Broadway4 when we have done it. We’ll have our work cut out doing it, I feel! I’ve also completed the rest of the ‘Illuminations’ for Sophie to do in November – somewhere in London I believe, but I thought concerts were stopped? Ask Ralph when because I should love you to hear them – they’re my best so far. You heard the grand news about the first performance of the Violin Concerto in New York Philharmonic? So I shouldn’t be too bad tempered – but if only you were over here. I think we’ll have to arrange this, Beth, you come over & keep house for Peter & me! Goodness me, I wish you could persuade Kit to try that. I know it sounds hopeless, but at these moments anything is worth trying! My great idea is for all my friends (& nice relations!) to come & live over here, & if the situation’s possible we could go back to England for holidays. Think it over! Barbara seems tied to Helen & her job – but it looks abit as if her job won’t last very long – –??


Thank you for seeing about the Mill & furniture. Why couldn’t you & Barbara live there & keep it up. I might send you money from time to time. It’s very cheap, living in Snape.


Please forgive this rambling incoherent letter – but I’ve been dictating (!) letters all the morning & I’m very wuzzy! Beata eldest Mayer daughter, who is a trained sec, is living here at the moment, & has been helping me with my overdue correspondence!!5 There’s, as usual, lots to do.


My love to everyone. I shall be writing to D [Dodo Welford] in a day or so. How’s everyone? I loved the photos of Sebastian & you. You both look grand. I was terribly sentimental when I got them. I think he looks lovely, especially the close up of him – & the one on your shoulder. You look grand too – o, how I’d love to see you again. But sometime we MUST. Give my love to Barbara & say how much I appreciate her long letters. She really is writing marvellous ones – & they are well known in the State of New York. I’ll be writing to her next mail.


XXXXOOOOXXXX BEN.




1 Hawkes had offered to rent the Mill from Lennox Berkeley.


2 For an account of ‘Auden in Amityville’, see Robert P. Rushmore, Long Island Forum, July 1985, pp. 131–5.


3 In October, Copland flew out to the West Coast to write the score for Lewis Milestone’s film, Of Mice and Men (based on John Steinbeck’s dramatized version of his novel). See Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland: 1900 through 1942 (London, Faber and Faber, 1984), PP. 297–300.


4 In fact the operetta, Paul Bunyan, was staged at Columbia University, New York, but the reference to Broadway is interesting. Although this goal was not achieved, something of the ambition certainly remained to influence the character of the music. See DMPB. In an interview with the New York Sun, 27 April 1940, Broadway remains an objective. The account of Bunyan Britten gave his interviewer (William G. King) is illuminating in its own right:




‘Sometimes strangers see such things more clearly,’ he said. ‘It’s a matter of perspective. Bunyan in a way symbolizes the pioneers of the whole world, the men who opened up new country, who conquered without killing, who were the noblest kind of adventurers.’


The operetta was begun (possibly under the Copland influence) as a work suitable for performance by high school students. If certain plans which can’t be discussed at present go through, however, it will have its first performances in a Broadway theater.


‘We still intend to keep it as simple as possible,’ Britten said, ‘but we hope it will have an appeal for adult audiences, too. Auden has finished his script, and the music is all sketched. No, I haven’t used any American folk-tunes, although I’ve learned a lot from them, and I’ve tried to capture some of their spirit.’





Britten’s old teacher, Frank Bridge, was receiving news of the composer’s plans via Ralph Hawkes. He was to write on 11 December to Britten: ‘There are rumours of a piano Quartet with Orch. for Toronto [Young Apollo] and a Revue for New York. I wish I felt happier about this last.’


Britten’s incidental music was, however, to reach Broadway in 1940: Max Catto’s melodrama, They Walk Alone, first heard in London in 1938 (see note 2 to Letter 160), was revived in New York (see PR, PP. 532–3).


5 Beata Mayer had had a secretarial job at the Long Island Home for about a year, until August, when she left for a short vacation in Bermuda with her brother, Christopher. When they returned to Amityville they found that Britten and Pears had taken up residence in their absence. It seems that Beata then took on occasional nursing engagements for two or three weeks at a time and in between was at Stanton College, when she helped Britten with his correspondence.










213 To Antonio Brosa


[Typed]


c/o Mrs. W. Mayer,


Long Island Home,


Amityville, N.Y.


October 19th, 1939.


My dear Toni,


I am urgently expecting a letter from you saying how you and Peggy are, how you are existing, and also when you are going to be able to come to America.1 I hope you were as pleased as I was to hear that Barbirolli2 is going to do my Violin Concerto. He really was very enthusiastic about it and, furthermore, thinks it is an excellent start for you in this country. Whether it will be too late to get other performances of the work with you in this season remains to be seen. Dr. Heinsheimer, the Boosey & Hawkes agent over here, is indefatigable, and if it is physically possible to arrange further performances, he will do it. Have you an agent over here? If so, I suggest that you send his name and that he gets in touch with the aforesaid Heinsheimer. I am afraid that Barbirolli insists on this being a world’s first performance and under the present horrible circumstances I think he is right. Ralph3 tells me that you approve of the work, which pleases me more than I can say. If there is anything which you or Paganini find impossible to play, don’t worry. We will alter that when we meet. But at the moment, knowing your capabilities, I don’t think that this can be possible. Do please find time to write me a note as to your future plans. I can arrange anything for you, should you wish to come to America soon.


I myself with Peter are staying on Long Island, which is very convenient for New York being only an hour away and it being a very beautiful place. Peter and I were staying here with friends of Peter’s when the War started and owing to their indescribable hospitality, here we are still. We are looking for a small house to take for the winter, but owing to the amount of work I am doing, and also to our present extreme of comfortableness, this househunting is somewhat half hearted.4 I cannot say more about the qualities of the family I am staying with, since the eldest daughter is taking down, believe it or not, this letter in shorthand. However, I do suggest that as soon as you come to America, you make their acquaintance.


My love to you both. I do hope that life is not as unbearable as everyone says it is, although I’m afraid it must be. Where are you?


Much love


Yours ever,


BENJY




1 Brosa was resident in the USA 1940–46, after which he returned to Europe.


2 John Barbirolli (1899–1970), English conductor, started his musical career as a cellist. He conducted opera for the British National Opera Company and Covent Garden before his appointment to the Scottish Orchestra, Glasgow, 1933–6. From 1936 to 1942 he was conductor of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra, returning to England in 1943 when he became conductor of the Hallé Orchestra, a post he retained until his death. He was knighted in 1949. In 1939 he had married the oboist, Evelyn Rothwell, who was a contemporary of Britten’s at the College, and with whom he found himself playing chamber music in New York:




[Britten] suggested to her that they should tackle some Mozart string quintets and said ‘You can have a bash on the oboe.’ This led to a glorious time for five musicians including Evelyn, attempting the first violin parts on her oboe, and Britten playing the viola.


(Harold Atkins and Peter Cotes, The Barbirollis: a Musical Marriage (London, Robson Books, 1983), p. 71)





3 No letter from Hawkes exists which relates this information. Perhaps Britten learned it from Heinsheimer? However, in a letter to the composer of 3 November Hawkes was to write:




VIOLIN CONCERTO: I have not written you since I heard Brosa and Boys play it; they came up the other afternoon and gave us a reading here. We were all much impressed with it; its seriousness and in particular the last movement seemed to show quite a different trend in your writing.





4 Nothing came of this, but in November 1940 Britten and Pears moved into the famous house in Brooklyn of which Auden was custodian. See note 2 to Letter 291.










214 To Ralph Hawkes


[Typed]


c/o Mrs. W. Mayer,


Long Island Home,


Amityville, N.Y.


October 19th, 1939.


My dear Ralph,


Thank you for your long letter. I notice that you have nothing to do but write long letters to me which I appreciate very much, however, and please do not think of stopping them because letters from England are much treasured in these times.


I am continuing to live on Long Island, as I told you, and all things considered I am enjoying myself very much. I am working very hard and two days ago completed LES ILLUMINATIONS,1 which I am now hard at work scoring, and I hope to have the score posted to you within a week. When it will arrive with you is in the hands of God and Hitler. I must say that I am very pleased with it and that it is definitely my Opus 1.2 I will include with the score piano arrangements for Sophie Wyss to study from and will write direct to her instructions as how to sing it.3 I shall do my best to arrange a performance in New York of this work with Peter singing.4


You will have heard, of course, the good news about the VIOLIN CONCERTO. It was a remarkable feat for Dr. Heinsheimer to have pulled this off. Barbirolli was very pleased with the work and should give it an excellent performance, and I think it should be a good start for Toni Brosa on this side of the Atlantic. I will write direct to him about that too.


YOUNG APOLLO should have arrived with you by now. I hope that we can arrange a performance of it here, but until concerts get going with you again I don’t think England will have the privilege of hearing that masterpiece. I am waiting now to hear from the Japanese Embassy, but owing to the volcanic state of affairs in the world this moment, it is conceivable that Anglo-Japanese relations may be broken off [Handwritten: at any time!]. So I hope it will be possible for me to have some Yen paid in advance. The work I am planning to do is a short program symphony which is certainly not military in character. More than that I can’t say at the moment. It will probably be called Symphonia da Requiem, but I shall have to discuss this kind of detail with His Excellency The Jap in Washington.


Auden and I are set now to write a School operetta for Max Winkler. This has the extra stimulus of a probable professional Broadway performance by the wellknown Ballet Caravan in January. This seems an excellent thing, since it is a first rate start for a work of this kind, and also before the work is printed we can have practical experience of how the work sounds and looks on the stage. The probable subject is that of Paul Bunyan, the American frontier hero, who has, believe me, the most extraordinary adventures. It is certainly up Wystan’s tree and also up mine.


Enough of business. Judging by your and my family’s letters, London seems Hell at the moment. The B.B.C. is obviously worthy of all the names you call it. I don’t know whether boredom is worse than bombardment, but even then I hope you won’t be given the chance to decide that question. I admire you very much for continuing the way you do. I think it is frightfully important that at times like these the non-military businesses carry on as well as the Government will permit. For that reason my presence not being urgently required in England, as I am informed, I feel it is wiser that I shall stay out here and go on working, and as I found these really excellent friends, I consider myself more than lucky. Thank you more than I can say for arranging the continuance of the guarantee. As you can understand, money is not overplentiful for Peter and me over here, and so we both appreciate that very much. Peter is negotiating possible jobs and we are living in hopes that something may come of it. My love to Erika and all the best to yourself. Why don’t you come to America, where I can assure you, your presence is urgently needed. By the way, I think Heinsheimer is a most excellent person and for B.H.B.5 a gift from the Gods.


All the best. I am thinking of you very much.


Yours sincerely,


BEN




[Handwritten:]


P.S. Could you please forward the enclosed letter to Toni Brosa? You may have his immediate address (I’ve only got the St. John’s Wood one) – besides Air-mail stamps are expensive!


Many thanks –


B.







1 i.e. 17 October. The completion date inscribed at the end of the full score is 25 October, eight days later. Some of the songs already existed in full score. See note 2 to Letter 181.


2 Britten had already referred in 1937 to Our Hunting Fathers (Op. 8) as ‘my Op. 1 alright’ (Diary, 30 April). See also DMBA, p. 19.


3 See Letter 215.


4 This was to take place at the Town Hall, New York, on 18 May 1941 as part of the eighteenth ISCM Festival: see note 4 to Letter 313.


5 Boosey Hawkes Belwin Incorporated.










215 To Sophie Wyss


[Typed]


c/o Mrs. W. Mayer,


Long Island Home,


Amityville, N.Y.


October 19th, 1939.


My Dear Sophie,


Thank you very much for your letters, it is so good of you to write so often and I appreciate them more than I can say.


I was thrilled to hear how well you sang LES ILLUMINATIONS at the Queens Hall at the Proms, and how well they were received.1 I have now completed this work, which I am very pleased with, and in a few days I hope to send you the rest of the songs. I am afraid that you may find them rather awkward to sing, but at any rate I hope the prosody is O.K. As the opportunity for writing letters is somewhat rare and, of course, the posts are chaotic, I will give you a rough idea of the songs now, in case future letters do not arrive in time for the performance.
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