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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.
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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)
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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.)
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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 Kästner’s 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–III–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 The 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 Army’ 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 of the Old Mill, Snape, c.1944


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.1944: 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 theatre, 1945


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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I LIFE





The Pattern of Life: Britten’s Diaries




A diary is a kind of private bulwark against the endless inroads made upon the memory by time.


Erich Heller





Andrew Motion, the poet and biographer, must surely be our ideal reader. In the Sunday Times (Books section, 26 March 1989), commenting on a new biography of Wordsworth, he wrote: ‘I regret the absence of personal detail which even the most vigorous biography needs to bring it to life. I want to know when people had their hair cut as well as when they wrote their great works.’


He might be joined by Roy Jenkins, politician and biographer, who, on reviewing the Leo Amery Diaries in the Observer (7 August 1988), propounded ‘two propositions: First, that although rashes of footnotes can be both ugly and irritating, it is better to put up with a moderate quantity than to be left constantly floundering. And second, that it is too austere to believe that the content of conversations is always more interesting than the framework in which they took place. Half the fun of diaries is provided by “pattern of life” details.’ (We learn, almost as we go to press, that each volume of the monumental edition of The Gladstone Diaries (Vols. 9–11, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1986–9) concludes with a section ‘Where Was He?’, showing where he spent the night. We wish the idea had occurred to us.)


Others, we recognize, may protest at an epidemic of footnotes. But to establish the pattern of Britten’s life – the music and the haircuts – has been our aim, and in the achievement of that objective footnotes have been indispensable. In any case – as the late and sorely missed Hans Keller might have said – doesn’t it all depend on the footnotes and how interesting or necessary they are? We must confess to finding very little in Britten’s life that has not proved of interest and of some significance for his evolution as a composer.


When it comes to articulating the ‘pattern of life’, Britten’s pocket diaries, naturally, have offered vital information about almost every sphere of his activities from 1928 to 1939 – music, people, politics, schooldays, family life, personal history, successes, disappointments, his training, employment, and yes – as it happens – when and where he had his hair cut. It was not our first intention to make such ample use of the diaries: how they first surfaced is explained below (see pp. 56–7). These extraordinary documents are of such interest and importance in their own right that we had thought their (complete) publication should follow publication of the letters. But the longer we worked on the letters, the more we found ourselves relying on the diaries to clarify or amplify references in the letters and, above all, to fill out extensive chronological gaps in the correspondence. For example, few letters are extant for the years 1931 and 1932, and here we have called on the diaries extensively to maintain the narrative thread. We have also tried to include many of the diary entries relating to principal national and political events that happened during the decades covered by this first volume of letters, and, naturally, all major entries relating to the composition and performance of Britten’s works, of all kinds. But much remains still be to published, and the complete publication of the diaries, comprehensively annotated, must be one of the next steps to be taken in Britten studies. It will certainly involve a lot more footnotes.


Even the sampling of the diaries that appears in these volumes shows, we suggest, their richness as a source. They inform us about the closeness of family life at Lowestoft and also how the texture of that life was replicated in London during Britten’s student days and early manhood, when he shared a flat with sister Beth and was a regular madrigalist with sister Barbara, who was secretary of the Arnold Foster choir. If London was, in some respects, a continuation of life at Lowestoft, with tennis and church-going sustained, and his mother a frequent visitor, in other major respects it was revelatory. For a start there was a wealth of new musical experience – all faithfully recorded in the diaries – to absorb the attention and imagination of the boy from the provinces: new music and new friends. There was life at the Royal College of Music, and lessons with John Ireland. The diaries for the first time, we think, allow us to assess that teacher/pupil relationship and to realize that it was by no means a wholly negative experience: there were some very good lessons (Britten seems to have forgotten these in later life and remembered only the bad ones). As for the College, the conjunction of diaries and letters permits us to document in detail the history of his student years and reflect a little on the prevailing attitudes to his exceptional gifts. As we shall see, the charge of unacceptable ‘cleverness’ was one that would stick. But of course it was not from the College that Britten received his ‘training’. It was Frank Bridge who was his teacher. The diaries are crowded with references to Bridge, to his music, to his prowess as a conductor and viola player, entries that go a little way towards compensating us for what seems to be the irretrievable loss of the Britten side of the correspondence with his mentor. (It was probably the rough ride given to Bridge by the English press in the thirties that contributed to his pupil’s dislike of critics.) The diaries record the concerts and operas he attended, his intense musical enthusiasms, some of which endured – Mahler – some of which fell away – Beethoven, Wagner – and his keen, evaluating observation of performance and performers. They remind us too of his concentration on his own talents as a performer: incessant piano practice (when it was envisaged that he might have to become a pianist to survive economically; it was about the only time in his life he did practise) and viola studies (while it was not unknown for him on occasions to take up his brother Robert’s violin). Penetrating this mass of activity, involvement and comment like a piercing searchlight is the ambition to compose, to be a composer; and it is the diaries that provide us with the evidence of the unremitting drive, energy and application the child, the boy and the young man brought to this central goal. As we shall observe more than once, the work ethic was always strong in him. The diaries show just how early it emerged, and brought him rewards at an unusually early stage in his professional career: he was talking to the publisher, Hubert Foss, in 1932, while still at the College.


As for the narrative of Britten’s personal life – his inner life – we have not hesitated to use the diaries whenever they had a significant statement to make or indicated an important decision or change of position or attitude. It is probably only a reading of the diaries in their entirety that will convey to the full the constancy of his preoccupations, and their importance for his creativity. His need for children, his observation of them, and his enjoyment of their company: these are characteristics that are confirmed by the diaries and make sense of the creative energy that Britten put into writing music for them. A frieze of boys runs through the diaries, rather like the procession of girls along the front at Balbec in Proust’s A la Recherche du temps perdu, an integral part of his seascape.


In this area the diaries show Britten located somewhere between a commitment to innocence and an appetite for experience, not always comfortably so. Uncomfortable for him, maybe. We can look to the music, in which the conflicts, if there were such, were resolved.1 These passing diary entries, or the Dunkerley story (see note 3 to Diary for January 1936, pp. 40–8) and others like it, make especially telling a remark of Britten’s in a letter to Pears, 17 November 1964, when Pears was away and Britten had had one of his protégés in the house: ‘Little John has cheered me up a bit. He is a sweet affectionate child – makes one feel rather what one has missed in not having a child.’ He adds ruefully, ‘But one must remember the Butler (notebook) bit – about choosing the mother & “Besides, he would probably be a girl”.2 But John is a little bit of a substitute & I’m really lucky.’ The pattern of life, once set, rolled inexorably on.


The diaries often predict a future that can hardly have been guessed at. For example, this historic entry for 1 June 1932, which initiated what must be the longest period of gestation in Britten’s work, even for a composer who often meditated on a project for a long time before embarking on it: ‘[… ] listen to wireless – Saint-Saëns Carnival des Animaux – and a wonderful, impressive but terribly eerie & scarey play “The Turn of the Screw” by Henry James.’


There are many like instances: a search in 1935 for a Latin text appropriate for an intended Hymn to St Cecilia (Auden was eventually to oblige in the 1940s); or in the same year a setting of Blake’s ‘Poison Tree’ (the text, though not the music, was to be incorporated into the Blake cycle of 1965).


Britten’s dissatisfaction with his College days is amply documented. He gave expression to it in his diary on 13 October 1932: ‘More copying before going to R.C.M. in morning for the most atrocious of all rehearsals of my Sinfonietta. Only 8 inst. out of the 10 (& of these 3 new!) What an institution. [ … ] Dinner with Bridges with moaning about R.C.M.’


He was to find his reputation for ‘cleverness’, which was established at the College and caused difficulties for him there, was by no means a passing phenomenon. On the contrary, it was a view that was formidably to mould English critical opinion up to and beyond the war (hence the fascination of the diaries and auxiliary documentation which show that opinion in the making). One might have expected something better of Edmund Rubbra (who had written well of A Boy was Born) than his comment on Our Hunting Fathers: ‘dry, cocktail cleverness, unrelieved by any real beauty of line’. Of course composers are unreliable witnesses, but the choice of words is revealing and suggests how current and widely received this particular opinion was. It was promoted to the status of doctrine in the fifth edition of Grove, edited by Eric Blom and published in 1954, in which Frank Howes, in his main entry on the composer, enshrines a judgement which he attributes to others without acknowledging that it was a judgement he himself shared:




Critical opinion, towards which his attitude is somewhat gunpowdery, is divided not so much on the question of his extraordinary talent, which can hardly be denied, as on the question how much is heart and how much is head. ‘Clever’ is often applied to him with its usual [sic] pejorative implication: there is universal agreement that Britten is extremely clever, but the imputation is left that feelings do not go deep enough in his music. The question is of interest only for its bearing on estimates of what he may yet achieve. In what he has already accomplished it may be enough to affirm that to his cleverness he certainly adds an imagination of extraordinary fertility.





‘Clever’ and ‘cleverness’ toll like a bell in the space of a very short paragraph. The ensuing letters and diaries not only document, among many other things, the reception and assessment of a composer’s music. They also document and, one may think, throw a revelatory light on the characterizing features and institutional attitudes of English musical culture in the thirties. One wonders, sometimes, how he survived them.


I have used as a motto for the first section of my Introduction some words from Erich Heller’s outstanding essay, ‘Thomas Mann’s diaries and the search for identity’ (from In the Age of Prose, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1984), in the course of which he develops the theme of an artist’s private diaries functioning as a means of self-identification, of answering the question ‘Who am I?’ He introduces Schopenhauer’s observation that ‘the “true artist” must “disown for some time his whole personality and survive alone as … a medium of lucid visions”’; Keats’s confession ‘that he is a poet and, therefore, has no identical nature’; T.S. Eliot’s ‘“continual extinction of personality” as the condition for “the progress of an artist”’; and – perhaps most shrewd of all – Nietzsche’s comment that ‘the perfect artist is for ever and ever shut off from all “reality”’.


Professor Heller concludes:




It is … the desire … to define and ultimately even reveal himself as a ‘real person’ that accounts for Thomas Mann’s pedantic zeal of keeping diaries … 





diaries which 




abound with every imaginable wavering and indecision, ambivalence and contradiction; yet toothaches and indigestion, insomnia and sleeping tablets, haircuts, having tea with so-and-so – all these trivia are at least irrefutably, unironically, unambiguously ‘real’. 





With hindsight, it is not at all surprising that long, long after he had ceased being a diarist himself, Britten was to undertake a diarist’s opera, Death in Venice, in which indeed the very issues raised so eloquently in Heller’s essay, and by others before him, are precisely addressed, and in particular the abyss that opens up between the ‘perfect artist’ and ‘reality’.


Thus Britten’s diaries, limited though the period of his keeping them was (only from 1928 to 1939), open up perspectives on his life as a whole and on his life’s work. I have no doubt that one of the reasons for his handing over the diaries to me in 1976 was to affirm that he was – had been – a ‘real person’, toothache, haircuts and all. (How appropriate that a haircut should have such significance attached to it in Death in Venice, both in Mann’s story and Britten’s opera!)


‘Who am I? Who was I?’: the diaries help us to answer both questions. They were part of Britten’s search for, and establishing of, an identity. 



Mr and Mrs R.V. Britten





… if a man has been his mother’s undisputed darling he retains throughout life the triumphant feeling, the confidence in success, which not seldom brings actual success along with it.


                                         Sigmund Freud*





The only letters of Britten’s that match his letters to Pears in intensity of feeling are those to his mother, Edith, especially those from his childhood and adolescence. They too were love letters, albeit of a different kind. His relationship with his mother was beyond doubt an extremely powerful one, one that very clearly – and it would seem intendedly – shaped and guided the development of his character, defined his life’s goals and generated in him the ambition to achieve them.


The sometimes painful intensity of the feelings – above all the sense of separation – show up in his schoolboy diaries. I choose a sequence of diary entries from January and February 1930, when Britten was at Gresham’s, aged sixteen:




22 January


No letter from Mummy. She hasn’t written since Friday, & then only a note.




 





23 January


I really am getting alarmed at the lack of a letter from Mummy. Especially as I dreamed about death 2ce last night, & both times tho’ not she, it was connected with her. I don’t like to write in case our letters cross, but I shall certainly write soon [ … ]




 





24 January


The long-waited for letter arrives by the last post; it has releived me enormously [ … ]





The next month, on the 11th, Britten records another anxious, death-haunted family dream (small wonder that in his Quatre Chansons Françaises, written in 1928 and dedicated to his parents, the schoolboy composer set a poem of Victor Hugo’s, ‘L’Enfance’, in which a young child sings while the sick mother lies dying):




I really think that last night was the most miserable night of my existance. 1. I couldn’t get to sleep (not unusual). 2. I had litterally about 6 terrible dreams, seperated by a about ½ hr. of sleeplessness, in 1. Mummy was killed by a chimneystack falling through the roof. 2. Pop was killed when driving a bus (!) over Kessingland dam [south of Lowestoft]. 3. Beth (or Barbara) was burned in the house catching fire. I cannot remember the others.





But perhaps the most telling and revealing entry is also one of the shortest, made on 21 June, after Britten’s return to school from days in London spent with his mother:




Quite a successful day considering it is the first away from my darling.





There was not, I think, to be another ‘my darling’ in Britten’s life until Pears came into it.


In the light of ‘existance’, ‘litterally’ and ‘seperated’ in the diary entry for 11 June, it is the moment perhaps to reiterate an important editorial principle: we print the texts of the diaries and letters exactly as they appear in Britten’s hand, and do not attempt to correct his punctuation or highly idiosyncratic spelling. To the end of his life he wrote letters always with a dictionary nearby.


Mrs Britten was the first musician, the first performer her son ever met, perhaps at a very early age. It must have been a memory of his own infancy that prompted him to make this reply to a 1968 interview3 for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation:




I think that the acme of perfection in the art – in music art – is the human voice singing beautifully [ … ]





and quote as an example:




[ … ] one’s mother [singing] over one, trying to make one go to sleep when one’s two years old and having a restless night [ … ]





The detail of that recollection suggests that Britten was drawing on his own experience. His sister Beth, in a 1973 interview for the BBC, confirmed that her brother was ‘Always very nervy, yes; never a very good sleeper’ (their father was to write to his wife on 27 April 1915, when Britten was seventeen months old, ‘Benjy, I believe, is a bit of a bother in getting to sleep, Nurse says “he is so knowing he knows the instance I move from him”’), and paid tribute to her ‘very musical’ mother. She continued:






She used to play and sing. In fact, if she hadn’t married she might have been a professional singer, and she was also a very good pianist, they [her mother and younger brother] always played duets on Sunday afternoons [ … ]





But to the life of what was undoubtedly a musical household, Britten’s father, so Beth remembered (in an interview with Charles Ford in 1976), contributed ‘absolutely nothing at all’. (She further recalled the odd fact that he enjoyed music only if it were ‘in the minor key’.) In the same interview she remarked that her mother spoilt her youngest child ‘terribly’:




I think my father was extra hard on him because he felt he had to make up for it and I think he was always rather afraid for him [ … ] about what his life was going to be like and whether he was strong enough.





A somewhat similar impression, though more forcefully expressed, emerges from an interview given me in 1986 by Basil Reeve, a close boyhood friend of the composer’s, himself an able pianist and friend, in his eyes, sanctioned by Mrs Britten: ‘I could only see him with her permission.’ But see him often he did (see note 2 to Diary for 1 January 1931), as Britten’s diaries testify. Dr Reeve’s vivid memories are of exceptional interest because they survive from a period when Britten’s sisters were away from home4 and he was invited into the household by Mrs Britten as an appropriate companion for her son.


He recalls the father in these terms:




… I don’t think [he] was at all musical. He was, I suppose, one of the best dentists in Lowestoft – perhaps the best dentist – very busy, down-to-earth. He never thought that Ben could do a thing, musically … [i.e.] he didn’t see how anyone could make a living at it … He was rather a hard man, I’d say; but a good person.5





‘Hard’ is an adjective used by both the daughter and the schoolfriend. But I do not think one should underestimate the genuine anxiety on the part of Britten’s parents, and his father in particular, about the future of their prodigiously endowed son, a ‘gift’ (in more senses than one) that could never have been predicted and left them uncertain about how best to act, as Beth recalled in 1976:




… it was difficult for my parents, because they didn’t quite know whether he was going to be able to make the grade.





In her memoir [EWB] she wrote, 




My father was not a mean man, but expenses weighed heavily on him. He had four children to educate and there were no grants in those days (p. 51).





What later she refers to as ‘our father’s anxiety about finance’ (p. 52), was doubtless one of the reasons for the impression he made of being ‘hard’ with or on his son. However, the letters he exchanged with him are affectionate enough in tone, and – when responding to early musical successes – admiring and proud (see, for example, Letter 37). The dedication of Britten’s opus 3, A Boy was Born,6 to ‘my father’ probably carried a more complex weight of feeling than one might at first suspect.7


Mrs Britten’s impact on her son was of an altogether different order, and its influence, beyond question, more lasting. Britten’s letters to his mother, and his diaries, speak eloquently of the bond between them. Oddly, and perhaps significantly, when Britten met Dr Reeve in 1964, at Aspen, Colorado – Britten was there to receive the first Aspen Award – he reacted to his old friend’s reminder – ‘You know, your mother used to do so-and-so’ – by remarking, ‘Did she? You know, I can’t remember anything about my mother’; and it is the case that, the letters and diaries apart, there are no further first-hand reminiscences of his mother from Britten, only a very occasional reference prompted by the calendar – for example, birthday or other festivity (Christmas, New Year). After her death in January 1937, and his immediate response to it, the rest was silence, and we have to rely on the memories of her daughter, Beth, and the testimony of family friends and acquaintances. It is precisely here that Dr Reeve’s memories of the home at Lowestoft in 1928–32 are so valuable and revealing.


‘I think Ben’s mother decided I was a good person for Ben to know,’ Dr Reeve recalls. ‘That’s really how it happened. So she arranged his life. His mother really made him a great musician. That’s absolutely clear to me.’ The ‘control’ factor was something he insists on more than once:




At times, we had very good times together, till we were eighteen or so, when I guess we were too much for the mother – till we went up to London [Britten at the Royal College of Music] … and I was at Oxford. Then she couldn’t take control. Everything was absolutely controlled before; the length of time that we two could be together, what we could do together – absolutely controlled … Entirely determined by the mother; absolutely structured, you know – might have been a Communist state … It was astonishing; but when we got away it wasn’t like this at all, you see … She was a very formidable woman with him. No, I could only see him with her permission.





Dr Reeve also touched on the sense of driving ambition generated by the mother:




DONALD MITCHELL: … it’s clear from the early letters and the diaries that she certainly was the dominant figure in Ben’s early life.


















	
BASIL REEVE:  Absolutely.






	
DM:

	And you were aware of that, were you?






	
BR:

	Oh yes … these astonishing things happened, that, for instance, when we would walk out to Morlings [the music shop in Lowestoft] and back again, we would have a lot of conversation, and quite often we would talk about the three Bs, or the four Bs. The three Bs were Bach, Beethoven and Brahms, and the fourth B was Britten, and when I told this to Beth, she said, ‘I don’t believe it; because if my father had ever heard this he’d have pooh-poohed it, he’d have said, ‘This is ridiculous.”’8 So she had this tremendous drive; but also I think she must have had a hell of a lot of sense to make him into an outstanding musician.















It was a crucial point in this interview to which we returned: 












	
BR:

	And this terrible drive – ‘You’ve got to do it, you’ve got to do it’, you see –






	
DM:

	Become the fourth B?






	
BR:

	Yes.






	
DM:

	Do you think that was something the mother really – do you think she saw him as a fourth B?






	
BR:

	

Oh yes; oh yes. We talked about this perfectly seriously … No, the mother was determined that he should be a great musician.


















It was a combination, Dr Reeve suggests, of the mother’s ‘drive’ and the father’s ‘down-to-earth attitude’ (‘She must have done all this management without the father’s knowledge, or with very little of the father’s knowledge’) that was influential in shaping the boy’s character. Certainly ambition remained with Britten as a conspicuous feature of his personality, though perhaps of a rather different kind from the ambition his mother had for him. It was not part of his personality to see himself as a fourth B: the idea, in later life, would have appalled him. Small wonder that he kept quiet about, or suppressed, the memory from childhood. (In any event, he was eventually to ditch two of the Bs whom his mother admired.) But the drive which motivated his own form of ambition, which maybe he owed ultimately to his mother’s determination, stayed with him. I quote from a 1963 BBC interview, on the occasion of his fiftieth birthday celebrations: 












	
BBC:

	What would you like to achieve in the years ahead?






	
BB:

	Write better music.9
















And he was writing despondently to Pears in Denmark just a year later on 17 November – his impending fifty-first birthday may have brought on another fit of self-doubt –




I’ve been madly low & depressed – you being away mostly I expect, but worried about my work [first Cello Suite, Op. 72] which seems so bad always. If I could only have a longer stretch at it – these “Screws” are a ruddy bore [performances of The Turn of the Screw at Oxford which Britten was to conduct] but I fear the fault lies really in me. I must get a better composer some how – but how – – – but how – – – ? [Cf. Albert’s scena in Albert Herring, Act II scene 2, 7 bars before Fig. 97.]





Not a fourth B, not necessarily the best, but always to be better: that was surely part of Mrs Britten’s legacy to her son. If Frank Bridge was his conscience with regard to his technique, his mother was the source of expectations of himself that were never satisfied. (Bridge was also a substitute parent figure – the musical father his own father wasn’t – and one of the first of those dominating sources of authority and influence which were an indispensable part of Britten’s life, from which, needless to add, he was obliged to free himself, from Bridge eventually, as from others.)


Music was central to family life at Lowestoft; on occasion, it might seem, music-making was raised to the status of a ritual. On those Sunday afternoons when Britten and his mother played piano duets, it was Wagner who was the chosen composer. Beth remembers the repertory as ‘Mastersingers and Siegfried Idyll’. Dr Reeve recalls more specifically that when Britten was young,




I think after lunch every day he had to play the … Siegfried Idyll to his mother, and he played it from a score. It was extremely good …





Even though the details of timing and frequency may differ, the two accounts significantly match up in the emphasis they give to the Siegfried Idyll; and in the Archive we find the very score that Dr Reeve mentions, a well-thumbed miniature score of the work, inscribed ‘E.B. Britten’ and numbered ‘No. 16’, which allows us accurately to attribute its acquisition to 1926. It was this score, undoubtedly, that serviced the curious domestic rite at 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, when Britten rendered at the piano Wagner’s famous declaration of love to Cosima.


There were of course many other differently constituted musical occasions. Reeve recalls Mrs Britten’s ‘private concerts’ in which he, Britten and (later) Charles Coleman (see note 1 to Diary for 1 January 1931) were conscripted to play:




We had to play in these goddamn concerts, and Miss Astle [see note 1 to Letter 4] would come and she would always play her one piece … one piece that she always played, and played quite well … and it absolutely horrified me, the whole performance.





He adds that Mrs Britten always saw to it that her son, marked out by his ‘great ability’, felt himself to be




the centre of everything … and so it became, I’m sure, later, very easy for him to be at the centre of things, because this was how he’d been brought up.10





Thus music was at the centre of the household – by Mrs Britten’s command, so to speak – and at the centre of that was the son ‘fifty times more gifted than anyone else’. But central to his musical experience had been, and still was, the talented singer who was his mother;11 and it is about her voice that Dr Reeve remembers something wholly remarkable:




… this is another strange thing. Peter Pears’s voice – [Mrs Britten] used to sing a lot, and Ben used to accompany her. His mother’s voice and Peter Pears’s voice were fantastically similar … that’s the first thing I noticed.





Dr Reeve was unable to remember what Mrs Britten sang, but he was in no doubt about the character of the voice:




Oh, that voice, it’s the same voice. He [Britten] couldn’t miss it. And I told this to Beth, and she said, ‘My God, yes!’12





One has to be careful not to appear to trivialize the relationship of two great artists. Psycho-history cannot account for the composer’s genius or Pears’s incomparable interpretative gift. But it can tell us something about choice; and it seems clear that a significant history was influential in determining Britten’s choice of a singer as lifelong companion. His mother’s voice, all the evidence suggests, had been at the centre of his earliest musical and emotional life. Now Pears’s voice was to be a central creative preoccupation, with momentous consequences for the history of Britten’s music. A letter from November 1943 (No. 438) makes the point in his own words:




It was heaven to hear your voice, & to know you’re feeling better. Practise hard & get the golden box back in its proper working order again. Something goes wrong with my life when that’s not functioning properly.





That last sentence speaks – sings – for itself; and what was true in 1943 held true for the remaining thirty years of partnership and prodigious compositional fertility. 



Mrs Britten Dies



Mrs Britten died, in tragically ironic circumstances, in January 1937. The event is fully documented in the letters and diary entries appearing in this first volume.13


Her son’s grief was profound,14 and in 1940, perhaps when all the passion of grieving was spent, he was to memorialize both parents in the Sinfonia da Requiem, the history of which was to become so oddly entangled with the amour propre of Imperial Japan. But it was clear to his friends that throughout 1937 the impact of his mother’s death was the cause of conspicuous distress and disarray. At the end of the year he went to Sussex, to stay with Marjorie Fass, an immediate neighbour and leading member of the circle surrounding Bridge, and there was much concern over his health and a hectic life-style that was perhaps a means of keeping personal miseries at bay. His host wrote anxiously to Daphne (Bi) Oliver:




Benjy has gone up to town for the day & I’m having a bit of a rest, as he’s so tired & over worked he simply can’t be still for one second, & will go on having music on the grammy & getting excited whenever he isn’t doing a bit of his own scoring. The Brits [Bridges] were so worried abt him being on the verge of a complete mental & physical breakdown – & as he’d been fainting about lately we thought his heart might be groggy (it’s not) – so I got [Dr] Downing to vet him yesterday – & she was fine with him, & evidently gave him just the same kind of lecture that Mr Brit had given him in the morning – that it rested with him to refuse work that wasn’t worth while – not to stay up till 2.a.m. every night & get up at 8 & instead of decent meals fortifying himself with brandy, when he felt rotten. Mr Brit had told him if he went on like this he’d find one day he was so tired his legs would simply refuse to support him & his brain cease to work – & Downing said he was half starved & simply must contrive to get a decent midday meal [ … ]& when he said he was too awfully busy she just looked at him & smiled for a moment & then said it was quite possible to feed properly even for busy people [ … ]& he looked back at her & felt a fool. He ought to go to bed for a week so that his mind doesn’t for ever go on with the work he’s trying to do. So instead of going up to town until next Wed: as he meant he’s coming back here tonight, & I’ll try & keep him in bed for a couple of days – just a case of over excitement & bad management.





And in another letter from these same days, Fass, with a remarkably sure touch, identifies the source of much of Britten’s disorientation:




After dinner he sat looking the picture of misery & depression as I know he is in a mental muddle abt a great deal & dreads the future, so I had to go & put my arms round him & give him a good hug & he said ‘thank you, Marj, that was nice of you’. He really hates growing up & away from a very happy childhood that ended only with his Mother’s death last Christmas – so he dreads this one.





These fascinating reports from a critical year in Britten’s life have all the immediacy and verisimilitude of snapshots. They also suggest that Marjorie Fass, a singularly gifted woman in her own right, was the first of the long line of motherly women who were to play such a prominent role in Britten’s life: in 1939, Elizabeth Mayer was to assume the mantle.


Inevitably, however, the death of Mrs Britten, wholly unwished for and arbitrary as it was, must have brought with it some sense of relief.


Dr Reeve was not alone in finding Mrs Britten a powerful and dominating woman, and perhaps especially so after the death of her husband in 1934. For example another close musical friend of Britten’s during his young manhood, Henry Boys, ‘found her a little intimidating. She was a newly made widow, as it were …’ It seems clear that when the mitigating, albeit strict (and maybe sceptical) father was no longer a presence, the ‘control’ factor in Mrs Britten’s personality was significantly heightened.15


It is absolutely not my intention to make out some sort of a case ‘against’ Mrs Britten. Others saw her differently, particularly in those years when the family was together and much younger: John Alston, for example, a boyhood friend of the composer’s (his mother taught Britten the viola and introduced him to Bridge), ‘liked her very much. She was a charming person, but I can’t remember very much except that. I was only a kid at the time. Of course, the sisters were around, Beth and Barbara …’ 16 John Pounder, comparing her with her husband, remembered her as ‘very much softer and gentler’ though ‘more strait-laced’. In any event, if a ‘case’ were to be made, it could be made as much positively as negatively. She was not only a loving, talented mother but, as Dr Reeve reminded me more than once in his interview, determined both to nourish and to protect her son’s exceptional gift. ‘Determined’ is a word that crops up in Beth’s family recollections:




She was a very determined lady … If she thought her ewe lamb was being ill-treated or overworked down the hill she would run [to South Lodge Preparatory School] in order to protest. She insisted always that he must have time to practise and write his music.


(EWB, pp. 52–3)





Dr Reeve was to suggest in his interview that although the mother, in his estimation, ‘made’ Britten, ‘she didn’t really give him – she didn’t release all that enormous warmth that was in him, I think’ – which was another way of saying, perhaps, that in this intense relationship the son’s capacity freely to feel, to make external relationships, was repressed.


If we were obliged to rely solely on Dr Reeve’s witness, it would be no more than prudent to bear in mind that he is clearly a man of strong views, views moreover that include a distinct antipathy for Peter Pears and an implied regret for what he feels to be the impoverishment of Britten’s homosexuality. These are views that, I think, undeniably colour his memories, but do not necessarily distort them. One can accept the accuracy of the observations, without accepting all the conclusions Dr Reeve draws. There is, indeed, striking evidence to confirm, not any inability on Britten’s part to feel in and through his music (no lack there of passionate engagement), but a difficulty in feeling outside it, in the particular sense of making positive commitments to other human relationships, and perhaps especially physical commitments. This, surely, is the conclusion that has to be drawn from the crucial and influential friendship with W.H. Auden, which began in the summer of 1935, and which is fully documented here for the first time. It is neither here nor there whether or no Auden was a successful or unsuccessful ‘suitor’ (it is improbable, in fact, that this was a role he played). What is more to the point are certain of the revelatory poems he addressed to the young composer during the first years of their brilliant association, poems that testify to the refrigeration of feeling that seems to have been a consequence of the bonding with his mother. We explore all this in considerable detail (see note 3 to Letter 71), and a couple of anticipatory quotations here must suffice. In a poem addressed to Britten, that Britten was himself to set in 1936, ‘Underneath the Abject Willow’, Auden enjoins his friend, whose ‘unique and moping station’ has proved him ‘cold’, to






Stand up and fold 


Your map of desolation








and ends,






Coldest love will warm to action, 


Walk then, come,


No longer numb,


Into your satisfaction.17








‘Cold’, ‘coldest’, ‘ice’, ‘numb’ – these are all key words in the poem. The assessment, the message and the injunction are clearly spelled out. Further, there is the hope expressed by Auden in his ‘Last Will and Testament’ from Letters from Iceland (with Louis MacNeice, 1937, p. 238): ‘… I beg/That fortune send him soon a passionate affair.’ There is little doubt that the new friends that Britten made in London soon after leaving the College – and in particular Auden and his friends – recognized the young composer’s seeming emotional ‘block’ and set about dismantling it; while at the same time encouraging him to come to terms with his own sexuality.18 But until Mrs Britten died in 1937 – when Britten had known Auden for some eighteen months (‘Underneath the Abject Willow’ was written in 1936) – all the evidence points to her son existing in a strange kind of void, in which the most intense human relationships were extensions – or perhaps attempted replicas – of the friendships and above all the hierarchies of school. The extraordinary story of Piers Dunkerley (one of the dedicatees of War Requiem, see note 3 to Diary for January 1936), whom the twenty-year-old Britten met when Dunkerley was thirteen, powerfully illumines this whole area of the young Britten’s emotional life. The relationship – so close to the public school concept of the senior boy who is his junior’s mentor – is fully documented in the diaries, where, one may note in passing, the language often reflects schoolboy slang: things are ‘beastly nice’, ‘simply topping’, or ‘absolutely ripping’. Dunkerley is a ‘first-rate kid’.


But post-January 1937, Britten, however gingerly, begins to allow himself to be led out of his time warp and away from low-temperature, non-physical relationships. On 5 March, he writes in his diary: ‘I lunch with David Green – who is very decent – & emphasises the point (very truly) that now is the time for me to decide something about my sexual life.’ A crucial entry, one might think.19 He begins to explore, to experiment.20 His letters and diaries from this period (and letters from friends) give sufficient indication of the ‘liberation’ that followed in the wake of his mother’s death; and it is not surprising that it was a friend of Auden’s – Christopher Isherwood – who had become a friend of Britten’s, who was one of his guides:




3 July 1937


After dinner I go out with Christopher Isherwood, sit for ages in Regent’s Park & talk very pleasantly & then on to Oddeninos & Café Royal – get slightly drunk, & then at mid-night go to Jermyn St. & have a turkish Bath. Very pleasant sensations – completely sensuous, but very healthy. It is extraordinary to find one’s resistance to anything gradually weakening. The trouble was that we spent the night there – couldn’t sleep a wink on the hard beds, in the perpetual restlessness of the surroundings.





(The Jermyn Street Turkish Baths (off Piccadilly Circus) were well-known pre- and post-war as a meeting place for homosexuals.)


These new friends – Auden, Isherwood, the GPO Film Unit crowd – broke the mould of old friendships and introduced tensions into existing circles. The observant Marjorie Fass, writing in December 1937 to Daphne Oliver in a series of remarkable letters, which throw much fresh light on how the young Britten was perceived by at least some of his old friends and mentors, singles out Isherwood for a candid commentary:




I’m having a bit of fun with him [Benjy] by not being bowled over with everything that Auden & Christopher Isherwood do – I’m definitely bored with Christopher’s adolescent ‘smartness’ & his unwise interest in prostitutes male & female – & Benjy so hoped I’d like his last book called ‘Sally Bowles’ [1937] that he insisted on giving it me – & I find it even more boring & not so good as ‘Mr Norris’ [1935] – I’ve just read it this afternoon & shall tell Benjy that the theme is so stale, the prostitute with the heart of gold, having been done in every possible way ever since ‘La Dame aux Camélias’ of Dumas, that I think it a sheer waste of 3/6. Yesterday to keep him quiet I read aloud to him, his eyes are very inflamed, & he said he loved being read aloud to, but the only other person who’d read to him was Christopher – so I said I didn’t compete & had no ‘method’ of reading aloud & only read because I liked things. So I read first two Theocritus Idylls, neither of which he knew, & both of which he adored – & then began a short story of Somerset Maugham that I find a bit dull but he got interested in – & couldn’t finish it by tea time.


In the evening he told me he wished I’d meet Auden as I’d ‘got the same kind of brain’!!!! Oh oh said I, no no – but that I was sure I’d like him & we might meet some day. Dear Benjy he is so young & so dazzled – & we 3 sober unshockable Brits are so good for him!!





In August 1938 there was the first performance at the Proms of the Piano Concerto and, according to Fass, a ‘happy party at Pagani’s afterwards, Brosi, Brits, Audrey & John Alston & a friend or two of Benjy’s’, a happy occasion, maybe, but one on which the contrasted circles of friends clearly did not overlap:




[Benjy] came & sat with us rather than the noisy others who make so much of him, & with whom he shld make it his business to keep in – which shews that his heart is still entire even if his head rather goes up in smoke. [ … ] He knows we know, & that he can’t fake to take us in – & we love him so much some day he’ll have to hear and bear exactly what we feel abt him but at the moment it’s difficult.





The Piano Concerto was not much admired by members of the Bridge circle (see note 1 to Letter 145); and the features of the work they deplored were seen, one may safely assume, to be a consequence of Britten’s hijacking by a new set of acquaintances: ‘The thing that is bad for him’, Fass had written a few months earlier at the end of 1937, ‘is that he’s meeting brilliant people who are not brilliant in his sphere, but their own, & so make a mutual admiration society – & if one pricks his bubble he bleeds – .’ 


The year 1937, however, was also to see the beginning of a friendship with someone who did indeed belong to Britten’s sphere, an aspiring young tenor, Peter Pears.21 They were to set up home together in a flat in Nevern Square in March 1938. (See PPT, pp. 109–12.) Finding a flat was not easy, and while the search was on Britten was himself without a settled address: the Old Mill at Snape was under conversion and part of his time was spent at Peasenhall, at the home of Beth’s parents-in-law. It is this fact, I am confident, that explains the entry in his diary for 9 February, ‘Sleeping with Peter P.’ This does not mean what it means in contemporary parlance, but is a characteristic documentary note in the diary of where Britten found a bed when he was in London in this period (a suitable flat was signed up on the 25th).


It is a necessary and important point to make because in fact the evolution of the relationship was altogether slower and more complex than an incautious reading of the entry for 9 February might suggest. As these volumes of letters reveal, there were other relationships first to be discarded or dismantled, some of which were sustained in parallel with the new and still to be tested relationship that was in train with Pears (and one of which, at least, was an obsessive, passionate attachment that had found some form of physical expression). It is Pears’s 1974 letter to Britten, which I quote in full below on pp. 60–61, that enables us to establish when and where it was that the final act of possession and commitment was made. (Peter sometimes spoke of the moment as a mutual ‘pledge’.)


We know that Britten and Pears were in Grand Rapids between 12 and 17 June 1939. It was then, precisely, as Pears’s letter makes clear, that their love was consummated, physically and completely for the first time, though it seems to have been mutually recognized a few days before, in a hotel on Toronto’s University Avenue; Pears was to recall the occasion in 1959 when writing to Britten from Toronto, on 28 February: ‘I wonder if you remember what happened in Toronto 19½ years ago? It is a place which cannot help having a certain importance in my life.’ Pears was always the fervent, uninhibitedly physical lover22 and the dominant partner. In 1974 he was to write, ‘[ … ] it is you who have given me everything, right from the beginning, from yourself in Grand Rapids!’ It was with the gift of himself to Pears in June 1939 that the bond was sealed, and Britten at last entered into the ‘satisfaction’ that his friends had wished for him and which was to endure until his death. Already, in 1937, he had composed an orchestral song specifically for Pears’s voice (in The Company of Heaven). The seventh song, ‘Being Beauteous’, of Les  Illuminations (completed in the USA in 1939) was dedicated to him. (No.3b, ‘Antique’, was dedicated to Wulff Scherchen.) In March 1940, at Amityville – less than a year on from Grand Rapids – he embarked on the Michelangelo Sonnets, a sequence of love poems, and the first song-cycle written expressly for, and dedicated to, Pears. When the two men returned from the States to wartime England in 1942, their relationship had fundamentally changed. Henceforth, as I was to suggest in 1978 (PFL, p. 234), the two lives were one.


And Mrs Britten? Laid to rest? Expelled? Dispersed? Extirpated? There can be no doubt at all that the relationship with Pears was the ‘passionate affair’ that his friends had wished for him, as an escape, one must suppose, from his mother’s spell. It was an ‘affair’ with a man and a voice that was not only a release in that sense, but also the agent of a release of creativity embodied in the extraordinary series of vocal works and operatic roles that poured out of Britten from 1940 until the very end of his life, music destined for and generated by Pears. The huge cycle of compositions opened with a dedication, ‘To Peter’ – the Michelangelo Sonnets – and closed with one – Death in Venice – again, ‘To Peter’. In between, there was a phenomenal mass of music, written for, round and about Pears: ‘It may not seem like it to you‚’ Britten wrote to Pears in April 1966, ‘but what you think or feel is really the most important thing in my life. It is an unbelievable thing to be spending my life with you; I can’t think what the Gods were doing to allow it to happen!’ The music flowed out of this overwhelming sense of gratitude and admiration.


There was also in the relationship, on Britten’s side at least, a strong dependency (he was always anxious when Pears was away and eager for him to return); and this, coupled with the musical format of the partnership and the obsession with the ‘golden box’, suggests that combined with the release was also a continuation of the pattern of life, exterior and interior, from the earliest Lowestoft days, in which Britten’s mother’s role had been so dominant and influential and her absence a source of pain.23


Britten, post-Pears and post-Grimes, it is clear, was in some important respects a different sort of composing animal from what he had been pre-Pears. That had to be, given the pre-history of the relationship and, yet more importantly, the qualities of Pears as an interpreter: fortune, in 1937, had sent Britten not only a passionate lover but also an incomparable artist. (One cannot but wonder what the case might have been if Pears had been all passion but a lesser artist. Odder still, one reflects on the fortune that sent Pears not only a man of creative genius but a pianist who proved to be one of the greatest accompanists of the century.)


The extraordinary release and fulfilment, then, that was Pears also brought necessary and inevitable constraints. We can hardly regret the succession of masterpieces Pears inspired; and in any event, the impulse to compose for the voice and for specific voices – Sophie Wyss, Hedli Anderson24 – was strong in Britten well before Pears appeared on the scene. But his joining the composer meant, from 1940 onwards, an intense concentration on and upgrading of the vocal dimension. Despite this, Britten continued to work extensively in other genres, as indeed he had done in his works up to and including the first years of the war. One might well conclude that his non-vocal works post-1940 never received the attention that was their due, and perhaps remain relatively unfamiliar and undervalued, simply because he came to be regarded as a composer whose vocal music was predominant. Dominant, maybe, but predominant? Our view of the post-1940 music has been distorted by crippling omissions and gaps. It is only comparatively recently, for example, that a monumental orchestral score like The Prince of the Pagodas (1957) has been first recorded in its entirety, and the score published, the longest orchestral work that Britten ever wrote.25 Growing familiarity with it will alter our perception of him as a composer. Likewise, the picture we had of his pre-war works was a partial one. A handful of pieces were well known, but major scores, like Our Hunting Fathers (1936), and other essential works from the thirties and forties, especially from the American years – Paul Bunyan (1941), for example – have only recently come to public notice.26 As a result, we find ourselves in possession of a prolific pre-war composer, with some features quite distinct from the composer we knew post-1942, after his return from the States and with Pears as his partner, though I think we can assume that Britten would have devoted himself to the musical theatre however his personal life might have shaped itself. The dramatic compulsion was there from early days onwards (nursery theatricals at Lowestoft, which surely provided the precedent for The Little Sweep!).


The contrast in character: it is this, I believe, that is the interesting distinction to be made between (roughly) pre- and post-war Britten. The mix of vocal and instrumental works was present from the start. What changed in the music were some things that went out of it. Whereas up to the mid-point of the war satire, parody, a certain scepticism and a passionate indignation were often uppermost in the music – indeed, it was precisely in these areas that the composer’s feelings declared themselves unreservedly – these were characteristics that were not sustained, or at least not with the same unsettling intensity. Other characteristics took their place, perhaps more important or enduring ones. War Requiem (1961), to be sure, is not wanting in passion or protest. None the less it is permissible to miss and regret a little the caustic, sardonic, wild brilliance of some of the early works, and to reflect on the reasons for its muting, a particular brilliance of which we have become aware only through our reclamation of the music from the thirties and the American years. One wonders if these singular manifestations of feeling – the attachment to parody and satire, for example – were not in fact tied in with the character of Britten’s emotional life in young manhood. Did the ‘tone’, the ‘voice’, change along with the fulfilment of his feelings in a passionate human relationship?


And Mrs Britten, I ask myself again: was she laid to rest? Dispelled? We shall never be able to answer that question with total confidence. Sometimes it seems to me that the extraordinary history of Britten’s life is close to that of Michael Ransom, the hero of Auden’s and Isherwood’s The Ascent of F6, who reaches the summit of the mountain only to find there a mysterious figure, ‘whose draperies fall away, revealing Mrs Ransom as a young mother’: 




RANSOM: Mother!


MOTHER (MRS RANSOM): My boy! At last!





One cannot doubt that Mrs Britten helped her son to scale his Everest. Was she always there, beckoning him on with the litany of her four Bs? Did she, in some sense, create the need for a dominant or dominating personality in his life?27 And did she live on, her voice encapsulated within Pears’s? But the mountain, the magic mountain of Britten’s music: that was his creation. It is the mountain that matters to us.






* A Childhood Recollection from Dichtung und Wahrheit, quoted in Sigmund Freud: His Life in Pictures and Words, edited by Ernst Freud, Lucie Freud and Ilse Grubrich-Smitis (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1985), p. 71.

























II LETTERS





Words


Britten was always fond of saying that he had no facility with words, that notes were his business. Words, he gave us to believe, did not come naturally to him; and beyond that, in later life at least, he was overtly suspicious of words in many of their manifestations. Criticism is a familiar example of that suspicion, not only adverse opinions, but verbal ‘explanations’ of music, even when they were positive. Britten cared for none of this. Words in the service of analytic method were largely anathema to him: the relentlessly, unstoppably ‘clever’ talker (see note 7) made him feel uncomfortable. One might well conclude that he was happy with words only when setting them, when consuming them musically, a process that required no verbalization – when his response to them was embodied in the notes.


The music is sufficient evidence of just how analytic and superbly penetrating was his response to language, indeed to literary experience in general. That much we know or could guess from his close reading of the texts of his songs and the sources for his operas. To choose only one example, Death in Venice, the opera itself constitutes a brilliant interpretation of Mann’s novella, in which not a single point is missed: everything is made articulate in music. Everything that Britten might have wanted to ‘say’ about Mann is said in the score.


It might appear then – and I think did appear to be so during his lifetime – that his relationship to words was a singular one in the sense that, music apart, the relationship was unproductive, intendedly so. It was a picture that the composer himself did nothing to modify. On the contrary, he encouraged an impression of verbal disengagement.


Like so many conclusions about Britten’s personality, this one demands reconsideration. The reality, we shall find, is something different from the appearance, which may have been an appearance that he wanted to make but was none the less misleading for that. In our rethinking of his relationship to words, his use of them, his facility with them, his letters and diaries, naturally, have a crucial role to play. I shall want to suggest that far from having a passive relationship, and despite the buttressing across the years of an impression of verbal diffidence, he was in fact quite exceptionally and verbally articulate – how indeed could it really have been otherwise? – and more than that, that the written word was for him a vital means of communication and self-expression. His letters, and to a lesser but still significant degree the pocket diaries, speak for a compulsive, necessary relationship with words, which allow us no longer to subscribe to a view of a word-less Britten. The truth was otherwise.


Perhaps the first thing to remark upon is the extent of the letters. Since Britten’s death one of the main tasks of the Britten-Pears Library and Archive has been to locate the whereabouts, and wherever possible secure copies, of his correspondence. This has been a remarkably successful operation which has led to the recovery of a very large quantity of letters and postcards, the majority of them in his own hand. Undoubtedly some important correspondence has been lost or destroyed. There are instances where we know that significant correspondence must have been exchanged but where we must now assume that Britten’s side of it no longer exists; for example, as I have mentioned above, his letters to Frank Bridge, and those to W.H. Auden, of which, to date, we can report only one survivor (Letter 182). In Bridge’s case it seems virtually certain that Britten’s letters were lost at the time of the dispersal of Bridge’s papers. He was concerned about the fate of his old teacher’s manuscripts; but it would not have occurred to him, I think, to make a point of conserving correspondence, and least of all his part in it. Quite rightly, it was the legacy of manuscripts he exerted himself to protect.


The loss of his side of the correspondence, however, was grievous. Were it available, it is hard not to believe that we should learn a great deal more about this crucial relationship. Its enduring significance is not in doubt. But as the important Fass letters have already revealed, the relationship with Bridge and his entourage began – inevitably – to show signs of stress and dissension. There was the invasion of new friends and, as the ‘son’ no less inevitably grew up and away from the ‘father’, assertions of musical independence. One such incident is vividly described by Marjorie Fass in a letter from December 1937:




As Franco [Frank Bridge] got out of his car he muttered to me that never again wld he try to help Benjy over his work, as some of the things he pointed out, the boy simply wldn’t alter, so why waste his time & energy? And as I drove home with Benjy & asked if he’d had a good afternoon he said he’d had to ‘stick up for himself’ a thing he’d never done before with Mr Brit – so I said that was allright, but surely it was of value to him to have Mr Brit’s criticism & he said, ‘Yes, but they’re my songs’ & I said ‘certainly, but since Mr Brit knows so infinitely more about music than you do I shld have thought his wisdom & experience were worth your accepting’ which left spoilt young Benjy in a silent temper – & I had to have a quite light hand over everything at dinner & afterwards & didn’t touch again on his work.





The songs in question were Britten’s settings of Auden’s On this Island, Op. 11.


What Fass reports gives us an indication of complexities in the relationship with Bridge which have been very little documented. There were, it seems, and especially as the thirties came to an end, not only doubts about Britten’s new friends, but doubts too about the direction his music was taking. The year 1937 saw Britten struggling to accommodate himself to the death of his mother. One emancipation had already, as it were, been thrust upon him. One wonders, in the light of this fresh evidence, if there were not something a shade claustrophobic about the atmosphere at Friston which provoked further demonstrations of emancipation: the affirmations of independence that disconcerted Fass and the Brits and the accumulation of new, and in Friston’s terms, iconoclastic friends? The influence of the latter was no doubt responsible for generating the occasional political discussions that Fass did not like (she preferred to share ‘beautiful things’).


Ironically enough, Britten’s letters to one of the suspect new friends, W.H. Auden, were to suffer a similar fate to those he wrote to Bridge, though in the case of Auden, it was not indifference or malign neglect that led to the loss of Britten’s letters but the known custom of the recipient: the poet’s policy was not to keep personal correspondence, but to get rid of it, a policy he wanted his friends to adopt after his death with regard to his own letters, an injunction Britten was to ignore.


He, by way of contrast, kept virtually everything, and in particular preserved – perhaps hoarded would not be too strong a word – a wealth of material of significance in and from his early years. There is no doubt that this was a period of fundamental importance to him, as a man and as a creator. It is scarcely appropriate to think in conventional terms of him growing out of his childhood. He certainly grew up. But he did not discard his childhood so much as preserve it intact within him, and protect and conserve it throughout his adult life. The outward signs of this inner preoccupation show up in the care with which he kept his musical juvenilia which, naturally enough, mattered specially to him, and of which, at the age of thirteen or fourteen, he compiled a characteristically meticulous list (see p. 102), perhaps in preparation for studying with Bridge. But there were also associated documents and memorabilia, for example his letters to his parents, which they carefully preserved and which he as carefully kept after their deaths. These indeed are the letters that open this first volume, letters that vividly record Britten’s childhood  experiences and his family relationships. I think one is not exaggerating if one senses in these letters a genuine impulse, perhaps even a compulsion, to record not only experience but the facts surrounding or giving rise to the experience. The childhood letters are indeed lively responses to events and experience – what one might expect from a lively child who clearly had, and wanted to sustain when separated from them, an intense and busy line of communication with his family, with his parents, with his mother above all.


But the diaries are something else, and surely unusual in their methodical concentration on fixing in words the ‘pattern’, the daily round, a means, above all, of documenting the facts, setting them down and getting them right. They are also a defence against memory’s infinite capacity for suspect improvement: as Primo Levi reminds us, ‘The further events fade into the past, the more the construction of convenient truth grows and is perfected.’ This insistence on accuracy was an early manifestation of a feature of Britten’s personality that remained constant throughout his life. It was certainly not a preoccupation with the importance of his autobiography. It was, however, a conviction that the record of a life, if made at all, should be precise.


There are many instances of this insistence on factual precision: whether it was an event in Britten’s life or an aspect of his work, the facts had to be correct. He was pained, aggrieved, on occasion angered, by wrong information, as if the imprecise somehow damaged the sense he had of the integrity of his experience. It would be grotesque to suggest that there was anything self-conscious about this self-documentation. He was certainly not documenting himself for posterity. And yet one has to recognize that the conjunction of letters and diaries leaves one with an impression of an artist, a personality, who – whatever his denials of skills with the written word – used words to record, to order, to document, confirm and communicate, many of the most important experiences and events of his life, to keep an account of the ‘real’.


We have adopted a chronological order for the letters throughout. Thereby one gains a sometimes day-by-day impression of his life, the continuity of it and the variety of its texture. One gets a real sense across the years of the bombardment of experience, musical and otherwise, the multiplicity of commitments, the diversity of friends, colleagues and acquaintances, the diversity of his involvements and the many faces he presents to the world: like the rest of us, the personality of the writer changes along with the addressee. The alternative was to group the letters by using the recipient as the organizing principle. This would undeniably have had the advantage of allowing a more immediate assessment of the important correspondents in Britten’s life. It would have shown the progress of a friendship and in some cases the evolution of an idea, the development of a work. But then life itself does not flow tidily along and works of art are often created in circumstances that one would have thought scarcely conducive to their making: a case in point is surely the music that Britten wrote on his journey home by convoy across the Atlantic in 1942, which is vividly described in Letter 372. Chronology has the merit of unfolding things as they happened and sharpens up the contrasts and confusions that surround the creativity.



An Analytic Ear



We have naturally been on the look-out for early signs of musical activity and impingement. There is, indeed, among the juvenilia evidence of the musical documentation of family events, e.g. a ‘composition’ by the six-year-old Britten entitled ‘Do you no that my Daddy has gone to London today’ (see p. 106). But in the letters and diaries too there are frequent observations that rivet the reader’s attention. A letter to his parents from his later schooldays, from Gresham’s, in January 1930 (Letter 18), is an example of the richness and diversity of resonance that a single letter may disclose. It opens with a paragraph that makes it amusingly clear that, when the resident composer of the GPO Film Unit in the 1930s came to write his celebrated score for Night Mail, an awareness of the mechanics by which mail was delivered by rail round the country had long been part of his consciousness:




This is the first of eleven epistles to leave my hand, travel via M. & G. N. [Midland & Great Northern Railway], pass through the G.P.O. and be disposited on your doorstep at a quarter to eight approximately on the following Monday morning.





This same letter also contains a striking aural observation which shows that a composer’s ear was already in evidence, taking note of the sounds of his immediate environment – in this case boys snoring in the dormitory, who summon up for him another aural memory, the warning to shipping emitted by buoys afloat on the surface of the sea:




I hope the buoys are as good as ever, Pop, and just as regular. I was reminded strongly of them the other night – there were two boys snoring in bed next to me; one of them snored taking breath both in and out while the other only when breathing in. For about five or even six times they agreed, & then gradually they got out of time, & they took quite a time to get in again. It fascinated me so much that I could not get to sleep.





And finally, again from this same letter, an exasperated comment from the schoolboy composer (‘Gog’ was Mr Greatorex, the music master at Gresham’s):




Gog seems to have meant what he said last term about performing one of my bally works this term. He asked me for one yesterday; and so I thrust the nicer modern one into his hands – but he nearly choked & so I had to show him the silly small one, and he even calls that one modern!!!





This is an especially interesting passage, revealing as it does the particular friction between Britten and his teachers (more of that below) and the particular source of the friction, the supposed ‘modernity’ of the music he was writing. His letter tells us something about the attitudes prevailing in England in the 1930s (he was to meet them again during his College years) when ‘modernity’, i.e. the influence of the new music from Europe, was perceived as something specifically pernicious, to be resisted at all costs.


This issue of ‘modernity’ was never to pack up and go away during his lifetime. Ironically (and just as mindlessly) it became a discrimination that in later years was used against him, i.e. his music was not (or insufficiently) ‘modern’. It was a post-war and perhaps peculiarly sixties evaluation of Britten, rooted in the assumption that the present was always in a state of perpetual crisis in relation to the past: it was for the future that composers should be writing. It was not a philosophy that he found persuasive; and its adherents were deaf to the unpublicized radical innovations that were a marked feature of the composer’s development. The eighties have allowed us to see – to hear – things differently.


I doubt if Mr Greatorex was troubled by such considerations. He may well have been made uneasy, however, by the remarkable gifts his pupil possessed, and disconcerted by his opinions, and especially by his opinions of the musical standards and literacy of his teachers, to which the schoolboy Britten gave caustic expression in his letters and diaries. His comments leave us in no doubt of the exceptional sensitivity of his ear, for example this, from a letter (No. 17) to his parents in October 1929:




They [visitors from Germany] went to the Music Recital last night, and what an opinion they must have of the music of Gresham’s School! It was the worst Music recital on record – even the least critical boys say that. It was silly, that is the only adjective which can qualify the playing. All three of them, Gog, Mr Taylor, Miss Chapman (who played on a small viola, which sounded like a cracked muted violin), sounded as if they were bad sight-readers, had never seen the music before, and had never had an hour of coaching.





And this was also an analytic ear, one attuned in particular to precise dynamics and rhythmic co-ordination at the keyboard, as an earlier letter (No. 10) to his mother at the end of his first week at Gresham’s in September 1928 shows (he had, in fact, already passed Associated Board Grade VIII at the age of twelve):




After nearly eight years of study, I had a very flimsy technick(?); he [Greatorex] as good as said I had none at all. His words were, when I finished playing, “And who taught you that?” Afterwards he made out that it was hopeless for a boy of my age to play later Beethoven, and that my love of Beethoven will soon die, as it does with everyone! I afterwards played the Chopin polanaize. You might ask Bobby to look up and tell me by letter whether the bars, 5–8, you know




[image: ]





etc. are marked p or f, I played them f, he said that they ought to be marked pp practically, and then demonstrated how, playing with no two notes together, and a gripping touch, and terrible tone. I don’t think much of his technick (oh I don’t know) technich(?)!





If Britten was ever active as a music critic, it was during his schooldays at Gresham’s, though in 1952 he was to contribute a review of Figaro (Covent Garden, 8 February) to Opera (May 1952, 3/5, pp. 308–9). ‘Something […] went wrong with the tempi relations of the last finale‚’ he observed, and went on to protest at ‘the tradition of cutting Basilio’s and Marcellina’s arias in the last act’ of an opera which, he reminded us, was ‘exactly considered from every point of view’. ‘Could we not once give Mozart the benefit of the doubt and include them?’ he asked. The tone may have softened since the days of Mr Greatorex but this is still a critic who speaks up for the composer. 



The American Dream                            




Every day America’s destroyed and re-created,


America is what you do,


America is I and you,


America is what you choose to make it.


W.H. Auden, Paul Bunyan (1941)





We find that a period of Britten’s life which is among the most richly documented are the years he spent in the USA, from 1939 to 1942. By the time he left England with Pears in May 1939 both his parents had died, which meant his shouldering the responsibility of keeping the lines of communication open with his family, with his two sisters especially (the relationship with his elder brother, Robert, was less close). Indeed, he clearly felt responsible not only for maintaining as best he could the traditional links with the family but also for the welfare of his sisters. We have a clear picture of an anxious, dutiful, caring brother giving his sisters the best advice he can and lending them financial support. There was certainly a ready assumption of obligations. I have sometimes wondered if this was not, so to speak, the younger son ‘proving’ himself retrospectively to the sceptical father; the fulfilment of that sense of obligation ensured a constant flow of letters to England, to his sisters and other friends. This in itself would have ensured a regular exchange of correspondence between North America and England. But the outbreak of war introduced a further obligation to keep the letters flowing, and he wrote to his sisters alternately on a roughly fortnightly basis, providing us with what is virtually a diary of the North American years.


It would be a redundant exercise to dwell for too long on the perspectives opened up on these years by this particular sequence of letters, when Britten himself recounts his American experiences with such exceptional clarity and verve. But there are a few points worth singling out for special attention. First, and possibly for the first time, we are able for ourselves to gauge the importance for his development of his stay in America. We have known, of course, of the major works that were completed, or written and first performed, in America – the Violin Concerto, Les Illuminations, Sinfonia da Requiem, and – a more recent acquisition – Paul Bunyan – but the letters permit us to apprehend fully the context in which those works were created: in particular, the story of the commission and rejection of the Sinfonia by the Japanese government is unfolded in all its labyrinthine and bizarre detail. (Our research has extended to the Japanese press of the period.) And in the conjunction of untiring creativity and sequence of first and repeat performances we can follow the shaping of Britten’s professional career – the letters to Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, Albert Goldberg and Serge Koussevitzky are of special importance in this respect – and the public reception his music enjoyed, at least as expressed in the press at the time. We have spared no effort, throughout these volumes, to document what the press said about major events, not because we have much more confidence than Britten did himself in critical judgements, but because press reviews and notices fascinatingly reveal the changing profile of public attitudes and opinions. We note his responses to his American critics, to his successes and his failures. There are many indications of the kind of responses that he was to make in similar circumstances throughout his life, but also some differences, to which I shall return.


The second point: did Britten and Pears mean to stay? It seems that, initially at least, the family was left with the impression that the two friends ‘had decided to go together to make a new life in the United States’. This was Beth’s recollection (EWB, p. 109), and she also remembered her relief, as 1939 drew to its close, and war had been declared, that ‘There had been no more talk of his taking out papers to become a citizen of the USA and we hoped that was the end of that idea.’


There must undoubtedly have been some influence from Auden’s and Isherwood’s disillusioned exit from England to the USA a few months earlier, and no less an impulse to explore a fresh continent and fresh possibilities: these were points that Beth made in an interview with the BBC producer Anthony Friese-Greene, c.1977. Pears had already travelled to the States, while Britten would have heard about the country and especially the potentialities of patronage from Bridge. There was another motive too, which Beth does not touch on. Although he had not yet committed himself finally to Pears, there was strong reason for him detaching himself from other close relationships which had become burdensome, demanding and difficult to manage: to cross the Atlantic was one way of reducing the temperature and removing proximity at a single stroke. This may not have been the sole factor but was certainly a contributing one (see Letter 174).


In any event, whatever the declared intention may have been at the outset, what emerges from the letters, and the actuality of the American experience, is something far less clear cut: occasional thoughts about staying on were inextricably counterpointed with expressions of resolve to return home. Already in January 1940 (Letter 244) Britten is writing to his sister, Barbara:




You see I am fairly O.K. as regards money. R.H. [Ralph Hawkes] will continue as long as possible with the guarantee, & I can pick up odd things. I had such a good success in Chicago, that I’m sure I can get dates playing in future. Anyhow – as soon as poss. Peter & I are going to get on the British Quota – which allows us to work normally instead of being just ‘visitors’. We shall go probably to Mexico or Cuba (a formality) & return as under this Quota. A curse & an expense but it must be done. I didn’t want to do it as it seemed somehow to cut another English tie – but it isn’t binding at all and I can return to England whenever I can (pray God – soon!), and Ralph & all are insistent.





The complications of the American quota system and the bureaucratic complexities of visa extensions run like an anxious theme throughout the letters. But after war had been declared, the ‘official’ British advice – often referred to – was to stay put, and it was not only Britten and Pears who were so advised. This was forgotten or ignored by vocal groups at home which were not slow to denounce them for their lack of patriotism. We give some space to the documentation of this unattractive episode (see note 2 to Letter 292 and note 7 to Letter 326). In fact, Britten’s sense of English ties that could not, must not, be broken continually surfaces in his letters home. In April 1940, the American experience seems to have stimulated him to thinking about himself in terms that remarkably anticipate a key passage in his Aspen Award speech of 1964 (be it noted, an American award!). This is how Britten saw himself, in Amityville, Long Island, in a letter (No. 253) to his brother-in-law, Kit Welford:




You see – I’m gradually realising that I’m English – & as a composer I suppose I feel I want more definite roots than other people.





It was a sentiment that was to find virtually identical, though much more elaborate, expression in the speech, which acknowledged the importance of the American years (personal relationships, one notes, were still what mattered: Britten prefers to salute Americans rather than America), and gives us a glimpse of how, a quarter of a century on, he remembered himself ( and his ambitions) at the start of his American period. It is a justly famous passage; and the letters permit us to experience, along with the composer, the clarifying of the realization, already adumbrated as early as this, that roots had to be put down, and in England:




I first came to the United States twenty-five years ago, at the time when I was a discouraged young composer – muddled, fed-up and looking for work, longing to be used. I was most generously treated here, by old and new friends, and to all of these I can never be sufficiently grateful. Their kindness was past description; I shall never forget it. But the thing I am most grateful to your country for is this: it was in California, in the unhappy summer of 1941, that, coming across a copy of the Poetical Works of George Crabbe, in a Los Angeles bookshop, I first read his poem Peter Grimes; and, at this same time, reading a most perceptive and revealing article about it by E.M. Forster, I suddenly realized where I belonged and what I lacked. I had become without roots, and when I got back to England six months later I was ready to put them down [ …] I believe in roots, in associations, in backgrounds, in personal relationships. I want my music to be of use to people, to please them, to ‘enhance their lives’ (to use Berenson’s phrase). I do not write for posterity – in any case, the outlook for that is somewhat uncertain. I write music, now, in Aldeburgh, for people living there, and further afield, indeed for anyone who cares to play it or listen to it. But my music now has its roots, in where I live and work. And I only came to realize that in California in 1941.





Only three days after he had written to his brother-in-law about his ‘roots’, he was writing to John Pounder, Letter 254:




Personally I’m crazily homesick, & if it were not that Peter looks after me like a lover, & the family Mayer were surely made in heaven, & that Wystan Auden’s about the place & always coming down here, I should be home, war or no war, like a shot.





The same letter ends:




I suppose America will be in this war within a year and then I’ll be back —





a sentence that reminds us that, for Britten, what was absolutely central to the whole preceding decade, the thirties, was his pacifism. After the outbreak of war in Europe in 1939, and even though, as we have just seen, he was quick to apprehend that the USA would not long remain neutral, America was not, as he emphatically put it (Letter 253), ‘engaged solely with killing people (altho’ she may be thinking of it more every day)’. This was no minor consideration in his eyes. It was surely responsible for continually prompting him to suggest that his sisters and relations should find ways of leaving wartime England and join him in the States. There are constant references to this plan in his letters home. His brother-in-law, Kit Welford (Beth’s husband), was a doctor (Letter 253):




What I want so much is for you to come out here for a visit before you decide anything. I’m going to try to find out for you the medical possibilities here. You know that every emigré has to pass an exam.? Luckily speaking English, you won’t have to take the language exam, which is one of the worse bogies. I have an idea that there are some states which have no exam. – I’ll find that out for you. We could easily find affidavits for you – & by that time I [image: ] have taken out my 1st Citizen papers – which, incidentally, arn’t binding in the least.





Again, the same appeal to his sister, Beth (Letter 275):




Now for a serious word. I do want you all to realize – if by hook or by crook you can get visas to come across, I will guarantee everything this end – if the authorities won’t take my guarantee I can easily get the necessary ones from friends. This goes for any other relatives or friends you know.





Not, one might think in retrospect, a very realistic proposal. But the letter reminds us that fear of invasion (of England by Germany) was a real fear at the beginning of the war; and that during the period of the so-called ‘phoney war’, that strange year when the war itself appeared to be stationary, it was still possible to plan and plot family affairs as if the war were not in fact an insuperable hindrance to one’s ability to carry them out. That suspended situation was soon to come to an end and Britten makes no further references to his schemes to get the family over to the States. Evidence they were, however, of his deep roots in family ties and sense of family obligation.


As the war years progressed, and more and more nations and continents were involved in the conflict, the making of one decision came to dominate Britten’s and Pears’s lives: the timing of their return home. There were endless complications about visas, and constant checks on their status with British representatives in the USA. In September 1940 (Letter 291) Britten was writing to Beth, ‘Officially one must stay put’, in a letter that at the same time speaks for the paralysing difficulty of choosing the best course of action:




There are lots of problems to be settled at this moment, & it is very worrying. There are so many alternatives as to what to do, & what one wants to do too – that I, who never was good at decisions, don’t know where I am. I wish to God I could be back with you, but that’s no use, because obviously if I were back I couldn’t be with you – so that’s not much sense. One feels bad about not suffering as well – & of course many militant people here are very cross with us for being alive at all (esp. old ladies) – but one must try & be realistic, & that’s what I’m trying to work out now – where one is most use & least bother. If you have any ideas let me know!





And in September to Mrs Coolidge (Letter 289):




I expect to spend the winter in New York as it seems that still the British Government does not wish anyone to return – one’s absence and possible means of sending currency being more precious than one’s presence. I feel very lucky in being in a country where one is able to work and to think about other things than destruction, but it is a terribly anxious time. My family is scattered over the East of England and in London & I have friends in every part of the country.





In October Britten was writing to his publisher (Letter 292):




I have been desparately worried, not really about what people are saying (I feel that one’s real friends in England will be unselfishly pleased that one is being spared the horrors – that is in fact what every letter says so far), but about the fact that one is doing nothing to alleviate any of the suffering, that both of us again asked official advice on what we had better do. The answer is always the same – stay where you are until called back; you can’t do anything if you do go back; get on with your work as artistic ambassadors etc. etc.





The ceaseless, nagging questioning and uncertainty went on, with yet another flurry of activity about visa extensions in July 1941. But by October an irrevocable decision was taken, and Britten was writing to Mrs Coolidge (Letter 344):




I want to tell you something on my part. I have made up my mind to return to England, at anyrate for the duration of the war. I am not telling people because it sounds a little heroic, which it is far from being – it is really that I cannot be separated any longer from all my friends and family – going through all they are, and I’m afraid will be, in the future. I think I shall be able to continue with my work over there, which is what I most want to do, of course. I don’t actually know when I shall be sailing, since boats are so scarce & heavily booked up – and anyhow I have so much to get finished here, so I may not be leaving much before Christmas.





In fact, Britten and Pears did not leave the States until March 1942, so difficult did it prove to secure a passage.


It was during the visit to California that the famous encounter occurred with Forster’s Listener article on Crabbe, and then with Crabbe’s poem, which led not only to the birth of Peter Grimes but also, it has commonly been supposed, to the decision to return to England. It was clearly the case that these potent reminders of home and Suffolk were influential in reaching that decision. But the letters from America make cumulatively clear that from the very start – that is, after the declaration of war in September 1939 had converted a temporary stay into one without a perceived limit to its duration – Britten’s preoccupation was with home and England. These were extraordinary times and extraordinary years, and his circumstances were peculiar. It is scarcely surprising that he should have shown the same confusion of motives, schemes and actions as almost everybody else during a particularly confused period. But behind the confusion – behind the uneasy acceptance of ‘staying put’, the plans to relocate the family, the recognition that America, for the time being at least, was at peace while Europe and England were at war – behind all these considerations, some of them contradictory or competing, there was a clear perception on his part that his fate, destiny, call it what one will, was inextricably bound up with his own country, and perhaps even his own county: one catches a whiff of Britten’s intense sense of place – and his overwhelming nostalgia – when he writes somewhat intemperately about the USA to Enid Slater in April 1940 (Letter 255) and then adds:




I’m sorry – it’s probably Spring that makes one so bad tempered – England is so heavenly at this time – & I’ve got to let Snape [the Old Mill] – o dear, o dear …





It was a period of anxiety and continuous uncertainty about the future. How he felt, when writing to Beth in the same month (No. 256), was how he was to continue to feel until the decision to return home had been taken:




I think it’s probably just one’s mental condition that gets one down these days. One just feels so hopeless & helpless – & impossible to settle-down. In the normal way it wouldn’t be so difficult to decide whether to stay British or change to American – but at the moment I am just marking time until I can get back to England! I suppose there wouldn’t be much sense in coming at the moment – because my work is the most important thing, & I suppose it is best to stay where [I] can work most easily, & that is it over here.





This same letter continues:




But the idea of spending one’s life here appalls me at the moment. Probably in normal times it would be O.K. – but at the present time one is inclined to see all America’s bad points & England’s good ones.





It will not only be American admirers of Britten’s who may be surprised by the strength of his adverse opinion of the States, above all of ‘metropolitan’ America – that is to say, New York. In a letter to Bat Welford (No. 253), he writes:




You see, Kit, in so many ways this country is such a terrible disappointment. Sometimes it seems to have, forinstance, all the infuriating qualities of youth without any of its redeeming qualities. Of course I judge mostly from this State – & the little of New England that I’ve seen – the Middle-West when I went there was quite different, and had nothing of the ultra-sophistication of, say, New York. I hate New York – Wystan compares it to a great Hotel & it’s a damn good comparison. It is like the Strand Palace – all glitter, & little gold – nothing stable – everyone on the move – & terribly fashionable (in the worst sense of the word). Everything here is crazes – crazes – crazes.





In a letter (No. 254) written a few days later to John Pounder, after the comparison of New York to a ‘great hotel’ has surfaced once again, Britten was to continue:




The country scenery (or what I’ve seen of it) can be very striking, but it’s not like England as it hasn’t been lived in – it’s dead & colourless. The best part I’ve seen so far is the Middle-West – I went there to play in January, & found it much more serious & honest than the East coast – but terribly narrow of course, & reactionary. But America in general is reactionary – particularly at the moment – to be a liberal is dangerous – to be a communist is fatal (vide Fascist Dies committee). The present Bertrand Russell case has shocked us all – because of his ideas of Marriage, he was removed from his Higher Maths. lecturing position at the N. York University. America is nationalist & chauvanistic – her interest in Europe is patronising – full of advice but refusing to take the consequences. When I saw the way things were going in Europe I used to think that the only hope was America – now I’m sadly disillusioned.





The disillusionment had been rapid, though in fact he had already shown a conspicuous European orientation both musically – for instance, his ambition to study with Berg – and in terms of personal experience. The trip to Vienna and elsewhere he made in 1934, accompanied by his mother, and documented in detail in Letters 56–61, consolidated his feelings for Europe, besides providing him with his first contacts with European musical personalities, some of whom were later to play an important role in his life, for example Erwin Stein (see Letter 59). Britten had brought with him to the States his European inheritance. It was the measure by which he judged, fairly or unfairly, what America had to offer. It also explains part of the happiness he enjoyed as a member of the remarkable Mayer household on Long Island, to the history of which we attempt to do justice in note 1 to Letter 194. The Mayers themselves represented an island of European culture and values within America (see Letter 212 and EWB, pp. 121–2). There were many such islands; and when one takes into account the menacing world situation in the 1930s, one should add, preserved not only within but by America. Britten and Pears were lucky to attach themselves to a family at the centre of a particularly gifted circle of European writers, painters and musicians. The Old World was still theirs even while they were exploring the New, though, as it happened, it was a new friend (a patient of Dr Mayer’s) from the New World – the Canadian-born composer Colin McPhee (1901–1964) – whose influence, unacknowledged at the time, was to cast a long shadow on Britten’s own development (see note 12 to Letter 312).


The relationship with the Mayers had yet another significant dimension to it. It gave Britten a secure and sympathetic environment in which to work. These new friends on Long Island guaranteed him the family context that was so important to him and from which the accidents of mortality (both his parents dead) and history (the outbreak of war and its consequences) had divorced him. The family that had been lost to him was now miraculously reconstituted in Amityville. The need for the family, or at least to feel himself to be part of a family, was powerful in him; furthermore Mrs Mayer undeniably played the role of surrogate mother. There was never to be a repeat of this family relationship of quite the same order of intensity, the precedent for which was created in his own past; but it was to provide a model – pioneered, as we have seen, by Marjorie Fass – for many of the relationships in his adult life: there were to be many other motherly women whose role had something in common with Mrs Mayer’s.


Soon after the return of Britten and Pears from America they were, indeed, to relocate themselves in a family environment that in many aspects replicated the Amityville experience, but now it was the Steins, Erwin and Sophie, and their daughter, Marion, who played the roles hitherto assumed by the Mayers. (Mrs Stein kept house for the two men in London from 1944 to 1953; oddly enough, she had been born and brought up in the same part of northern Germany as Mrs Mayer, and her father too was a pastor.) There were, naturally, many differences; and in particular Stein (see note 9 to Letter 59), as a musician of the first rank, was able to counsel Britten on musical affairs in a way that had not been within the reach of the amiable and generous Dr Mayer. (It was his wife who was the musician.) But transcending the differences was a common characteristic of much interest. Like the Mayers, the Steins represented another island of Europeanism, though this time within England, not the USA. There is something to ponder on in these two powerful alliances with families originally from Europe who had found themselves uprooted.28 There were many excellent, practical, even mundane reasons for the overlapping of the lives of Britten and Pears with the Mayers and the Steins, but at the centre of the relationships there was also surely an altogether deeper appeal – the call, as it were, of Europe, of cosmopolitanism, which had always been strong in Britten’s life and sometimes sat rather oddly alongside his vigorous assertion of regional roots. And finally, in these family circles, we find an anticipation of the need for the orderly domesticity with which Britten surrounded himself when he settled with Pears in Aldeburgh.


Although Britten’s judgements often seem harsh and narrow, one should not, I suggest, conclude that these letters of disillusionment represent the whole truth about his attitude to America. It is important, not in this context alone but elsewhere, to remind ourselves that letters tend to represent the vivid moment, the immediate response – hence, indeed, their value. But it can well be the case that no sooner is the envelope sealed and in the mailbox than the writer’s mood entirely changes, from depression to high spirits or vice versa. This is a caution that we must exercise not just for the duration of the years in America, but throughout these volumes of letters and their successors. Moreover, it was not only place that could excite his alternating approbation and disapprobation. People too were sometimes  subjected to the same volatile swings of opinion. Once again, it is of the first importance to remember that a letter that reveals a decisive dip in esteem probably arose from a local or momentary irritation and should not be read in any sense as an ultimate judgement. One of the interesting and enlightening things we learn from his correspondence – and I am looking ahead here to the volumes that will bring us to the end of his life – is what one might describe as the staying power of old friendships and associations, among them some of the stormiest and most vulnerable to the temperamental fluctuations I have referred to above.


Britten’s long friendship with Lennox Berkeley is a case in point. If the sometimes choleric letters from America were all we had before us, then we might conclude that this was a relationship that had foundered. But we should be entirely wrong. There is no doubt that the extraordinary anxieties and tensions of the period and difficulties of transatlantic communication contributed to Britten’s outbursts of impatience and bad temper which seem to have led him, on occasion, to forget the generosity and encouragement that Berkeley had consistently offered as a friend. There was, too, a divergence of views about the war between the two men which further exacerbated already ruffled feelings. But as later letters will show – and indeed the long history of the continuing relationship – the friendship survived the wartime crisis and was publicly embodied in the commissioning of the Stabat Mater (1947) and productions of new operas by Berkeley at successive Aldeburgh Festivals: A Dinner Engagement in 1954, Ruth in 1956 and Castaway in 1967. It was a distinction accorded no other of Britten’s contemporaries.


The Berkeley–Britten association was of special significance. But there were other friendships too that came near to collapse, in fact did collapse but later were valuably and productively renewed – an example here is provided by Britten’s long – but interrupted – friendship with Clifford Curzon.


There were undoubtedly exceptions, and some famous (and complex) ones among them – the relationship with Auden, for instance, which finally expired (though it persisted, as we reveal, for much longer than has hitherto been supposed). But in general old friendships and associations, even though the exceptional circumstances of Britten’s life when he was working at the height of his powers may not have permitted an unbroken continuity of relationship, were remembered and valued with warmth and gratitude; and if contact was re-established, the old warmth and recollection of a valued past were there. Too many people, and perhaps not those especially close to Britten, were too quick to remember slights and affronts and other hurts, which were as much part of him (an unwelcome part) as they are of most human beings, and forget (or are unaware of) the profounder, enduring attachments.


But I must return to his relationship with America, about which there is much more to be said. Something a good deal more positive about the country was said and no doubt felt by Britten himself very shortly after his return to England in 1942. He now reacted to a reverse culture shock. For example he writes to Elizabeth Mayer on4 May 1942 (Letter 374):




Do tell her [Beata] from me that returning to Europe isn’t all that one imagines – it is pretty sordid, and although the country is unbelievably beautiful (& the cuckoo!!), the accent is horrible, and there is a provincialism & lack of vitality that makes one yearn for the other side.





And again to Mrs Mayer on 5 June (Letter 383):




I’m greedy about letters – it seems so easy to lose touch with things over the other side, and it is a thing I am so particularly keen not to do. Not that people are being nasty over here; remarkably (and suspiciously!) nice, and nothing is too much trouble for them to do – Louis MacNeice has been particularly helpful. It is merely that, however much I love this country, I feel that, come what may, half of my life is now tied up with America.





And to Beata on 6 June (Letter 384):




I was amused by your description of the Ulli visit. The woman seems a poor specimen. But I’m not so sure that I shouldn’t agree with some of the things she said about my countrymen. They can be very annoying, especially when you’ve known Americans. Awfully snooty, & lacking in vitality. But there are lots of nice things about them – & I do think they live in the most beautiful country in the world.





This incomplete letter ends:




We have been very lucky so far; no unpleasantness about being away; in fact people think it’s rather nice of us to have come back – certainly very silly! I still really don’t know why I did it – except that I happened to feel that it was the right thing. But I am quite certain that when this mess is over (& Astrologers say hostilities will cease in Europe in the late fall!!) I’ll come running [ … ]





It is not difficult to conjecture that the next and missing word was ‘back’.


And finally, to David Rothman on 29 September (Letter 394):




I was delighted to get your letter – really thrilled & both Peter and I read & re-read it lots of times. It gave such a wonderful picture of your life, that I know so well and cannot hear too much about. I really felt very homesick for you all – which I am afraid I very frequently do feel! Life is so completely different over here, one’s perspectives are so absolutely changed, that those three glorious years I spent in the States are becoming more & more dreamlike in quality – and a very beautiful dream it was too!





The wheel, one feels, has turned full circle. Here is Britten, in September 1942, homesick now for his friends in the USA! It is a chastening thought that if by some mischance the last batch of letters had been lost or destroyed, we should have been left with a significantly partial account of his attitudes to America.


To be sure he continued to be sceptical about the values and mode of life of what one might describe as metropolitan America, i.e. the big-city life of New York or Los Angeles (though he seems to have liked Chicago). Isherwood took a similarly jaundiced view of New York: ‘The nervous breakdown expressed in terms of architecture.’ But the truth was that Britten was never a metropolitan-inclined man, a happy urbanite. Had he had the occasion to write about London, for example, I have little doubt that he would have come up with a description quite as unflattering as his commentary on New York. This scepticism and suspicion of metropolitan values made him a reluctant visitor to the States in later years (in fact on only two occasions, 1949 and 1969), a reluctance reinforced by a sense that for a significant period after his return to England it was in America that his music seemed to be least successful in making headway and by his and Pears’s falling foul of a post-war act of Congress (the Immigration and Nationality Act, Section 212(a)(28)) which debarred those belonging, subscribing to or supporting ‘proscribed’ organizations from easily acquiring a visa to enter the USA. (Pears was finally rid of this impediment,29 Britten not: to be sure, he made no effort in his lifetime to have the ban lifted.) In July 1944 (Letter 470), he remarked to Elizabeth Mayer:




Things go well with me here – in Sweden, Portugal, Switzerland, & other pleasant places. But I don’t worry that America is so hard to conquer, except that it means you hear so few performances.





And at the end of December 1945, the topic comes up again in a letter (No. 514) to Ralph Hawkes:




[ … ] don’t be too depressed if things aren’t too good about me in the U.S.A. Let matters take their course there. I’m afraid that I am conceited enough to feel that eventually they’ll come round, as this country & the continent have – but at the moment my music is neither ordinary enough or shocking enough to hit them. I’m sorry, but only because of the good orchestras on your side – not because of the audiences, the critics, or the impressarios for whom I can’t care much!





Britten, of course, had always had his American admirers; and his partnership with Pears enjoyed an even wider constituency. But in later years it seemed as if there were a fundamental change of attitude to his music in the States, which must have pleased him; and since his death the change has been even more marked.


A perception of the American years as a period of growth and evolution, both personal and professional, is reflected in a letter to his sister Beth, written in May 1941 (No. 312):




I am glad you’d the feeling that I have ‘grown up’ – well, may be I have at last! If I haven’t with all this, I don’t think there’s much chance of me ever doing so!





And the letter concludes:




I am just about to leave for Brooklyn by train (about an hour away). I have a lot of business to do in the city & I shall stay a few nights in our house there – the house that Peter, Wystan & I share with a man called George Davis (one of the editors of Harper’s Bazzaar). It is quite nice & convenient, tho’ a trifle too bohemian for my liking – I like the ordinary dull routine more & more, the older I get! I can’t live wildly and work! I don’t think your brother would shock you, my dear, if you met him. He is still quite a sober, God-fearing person – & altho’ you never believe it, he does work pretty hard! But he only lives for the day, when he can meet his sisters & bro.-in-law & nephew – whom he thinks of continually, altho’ he fails to write as often as he should.





There is one phrase there that has a special resonance to it: ‘I can’t live wildly and work!’ It was a guiding principle throughout Britten’s life, though this particular letter was written out of his experience of the bohemian environment of the house in Brooklyn that he and Pears shared for a time with Auden and others in 1940–41 (see note 2 to Letter 291). The order/anarchy dichotomy was a preoccupation; and it surfaced yet again, in a rather more elaborate form, in a letter to Kit Welford (No. 367) written in March 1942:




I am so pleased that you have thought things out so carefully. From a very different angle I have come to an identical point-of-view (re discipline & obedience) – but in art, as you know, the bias is to the other direction, that of anarchy and romantic ‘freedom’. A carefully chosen discipline is the only possible course.





The American years were not only an exploration of the fabled New World but also, and equally importantly, a period of self-exploration and discovery in which were laid down, at every level of personal and professional life, recurrent basic motivations and inspirations. Is it not the case that in Death in Venice, his last opera, some thirty-four years later, Britten returned to the juxtaposition of anarchy and self-discipline that is the theme of the letter from 1942?


‘I have “grown up” – well, may be I have at last!’: it is a point that Pears makes in a letter from England to Elizabeth Mayer on Long Island, written in August 1944 (No. 473):




My roots are stronger than they were, I fancy – so are Ben’s too – He is a lovely mature person, no less vital but stronger and broader [ … ].





Some part of that maturing must be ascribed to the experience of the American years, which also saw a comparable stretching and extension of his creative powers.


This was something of which Britten himself was aware, however disillusioned he may have been about other aspects of his residence in America. When he writes to Enid Slater in April 1940 (No. 255) one gets the sense of an irrepressible creative exuberance and fertility – and, along with that, an early intimation of the composition of a key work, the Michelangelo Sonnets, the first and one of the most important fruits of the just beginning partnership with Pears. The pattern initiated here was to continue for the next three decades and more:




I have now got lots of things on the stocks. I’ve got a sudden craze for the Michael Angelo Sonnetts & have set about half a dozen of them (in Italian – pretty brave, but there are people here who speak good Italian, & after Rimbaud in French I feel I can attack anything! I’ve got my eye on Rilke, now & Hölderlin!) And a crazy commission from the Japanese government has come up again & I’m planning a work with plenty of ‘peace-propaganda’ in it – if they will accept it – And a string quartet – & arranging some Tschaikovsky, etc. etc.





On the very same day that he wrote that letter, he also wrote to another friend, John Pounder, a letter from which I have already quoted (No. 254). He ends, however, on a creative upbeat:




This country has all the faults of Europe & none of its attractions. Where that hope is to be found now I can’t think – except of course in art, & in one’s friends. I personally have never worked so well as at the moment – perhaps as an escape, but I don’t think so – but that is a long story & must wait till we meet.





Whatever his doubts and reservations about his temporary exile may have been, his sense of getting into his stride as a composer was surely justified by the productivity of the American years and the exceptional quality of the works themselves. By April 1940 he had already completed Young Apollo, the Violin Concerto, Canadian Carnival and Les Illuminations. Shortly to come were Sinfonia da  Requiem, Diversions, Michelangelo Sonnets and Introduction and Rondo alla Burlesca for two pianos, all of them works that belong to the same year. In 1941, he completed Paul Bunyan and composed the Matinées Musicales, First String Quartet, Mazurka Elegiaca for two pianos, Occasional Overture (see note 2 to Letter 343) and Scottish Ballad; and to this roll-call could be added the radio features (in which Britten collaborated with Auden) and arrangements for the ballet, all of which were part of his professional activities as a composer. He committed himself to the American musical scene with impressive energy. It was typical of the composer, with his conviction that communication was a prime responsibility, that in these ‘American’ works he addressed his audiences with a distinctly North American accent. Paul Bunyan is the pre-eminent example of the quickness of his ear in absorbing a vernacular style; but both Canadian Carnival and Occasional Overture show a similar skill in their incorporation of typically American gestures.


The letters from these years tell us a lot about his relationships with fellow musicians in the States, with Copland in particular: in fact, a fascinating comparison might be made between his specifically ‘American’ works and Britten’s. Britten was swift not only to recognize Copland’s great gifts but also to be of practical assistance to him. It was he who prompted his own publisher, Ralph Hawkes, to offer his friend a contract, even before he himself had left for the States. Hawkes replied on 1 July 1938:




[Copland] is already an old friend of ours. I met him in New York in February and arranged to take care of the Score and Parts of ‘EL SALON MEXICO’ for him. If he is back in London before the 12th, I shall be pleased to see him again with you but I am getting in touch with him with a view to taking over this work and others for our catalogue. Many thanks for the kind recommendation you gave him. I agree he is likely to turn out a ‘winner’.





As John Harbison, an American composer of a later generation, has remarked (Musical Quarterly, New York, 71/1, 1985, p. 98), ‘Copland was fortunate in his musical friendships, especially with Chávez and Britten, who helped to make him our first truly international composer.’


Thus the American years, compositionally speaking, reveal two Brittens, one continuing to write what might be described as mainstream works (concerto, symphony, song-cycle, string quartet), the other, with an extraordinary combination of technical versatility and sharp instinct for the available market, involving himself in American musical life, and going about it with characteristic seriousness, skill and determination. 


There were, naturally, setbacks and disappointments (Paul Bunyan was one of them). But Britten in America wore his tribulations rather more lightly than was the case in later years. He shrugged off adverse criticism with a cheerfulness that he seemed unable to muster, paradoxically, when his reputation was established. A letter (No. 310) he wrote to Albert Goldberg, the Chicago-based conductor, administrator and critic, and important early advocate of his music in the States, is typical in its exuberant disregard of criticism of the Bridge Variations and Goldberg’s reactions to the Sinfonia da Requiem (the broadcast of the first performance):




I am sorry the press was so bitter about the Variations – I thought that old piece was accepted by them now; certainly in most places it is – but perhaps Chicago is behind (or in front of) the times! Anyhow the audience liked it, & that’s what matters. Koussevitsky did it last week – by-the-way.


I’m sorry that you didn’t like the Sinfonia, because I think it’s the best so far – & people here (intelligent people – ha! ha!) think so too. Maybe something happens in the air between Carnegie Hall & Chicago. But you’ll hear it again – don’t worry!





His skin was to grow altogether thinner. But there was one attitude that was never to undergo modification: his belief that it was only composing that was his business and a consequent refusal to be sidetracked into any other activity. An invitation from Douglas Moore (in June 1941) to undertake a teaching appointment prompted the following response (Letter 321):




[ … ] at the present time, when one hasn’t the foggiest idea of what the future will show, I feel that I want to spend my whole time writing down what musical ideas may be in my head, and unless threatened with starvation I don’t want to spend my time doing what would be primarily an executive job, which incidentally I feel would be much more efficiently done by many other people. Also, at the moment, I do not want to spend much time away from the East Coast, where I have so many friends and where most of my occupation lies. Later on I may find it necessary to hold such a position, but for the time being I think I’ll risk just being a freelance composer, doing hack-work maybe, but in the composing line, and what little teaching just confined to composition. I do hope you understand.





It was a statement of intent to which he remained faithful for the rest of his life; his ‘teaching’, i.e. compositional advice, he confined to close friends and contemporaries, like Lennox Berkeley or Grace Williams, and young colleagues, among them Jonathan Harvey, Oliver Knussen, Arthur Oldham and Robert Saxton, none of them, strictly speaking, a ‘pupil’, and yet all of whom, I believe, would acknowledge the insights and encouragement Britten had to offer. (The same might be said of performers, who were advised in an identical spirit.)


A response to the public reception of his music rather more complex than his jolly rejoinder to Albert Goldberg, shows up in a letter to Beth (No. 312):




Well – I have produced my first Symphony (the Requiem one, in memory of Mum & Pop, paid for by the Japanese Government – nice touch that – don’t you think?) & my first opera. Neither could be called an unqualified success, but the reaction was everywhere violent which I suppose is a good thing, but personally I hate it. I’d much rather it was praised mildly everywhere – I feel embarrassed at being the subject of animated debate. Roughly speaking – the reaction of the public has been excellent – in every case much applause (three or four calls for me at each performance of the Symphony) – the reaction of the intellectual composers has been bad (I am definitely disliked (a) because I am English (no music ever came out of England) (b) because I’m not American (everything is nationalistic) (c) because I get quite alot of performances (d) because I wasn’t educated in Paris–etc. etc.) – the reactions of the press mixed – usually the respectable papers (like the Times) bad or puzzled – the rag papers or picture papers good – funny, isn’t it?





The key phrase is, surely, ‘I feel embarrassed at being the subject of animated debate’, which seems to have disconcerted him even more than the hostile reactions of the press. It represents, I think, an early manifestation of what was to become a prominent feature of his character. He was distinctly not, by temperament, a controversial personality; on the contrary, he shrank from controversy, from overt conflict, friction and debate. It was something that distinguished him from many of his contemporaries, who were either controversial by nature or by intent; and it singled him out perhaps especially in an age when to be pugnaciously articulate about being ‘modern’ (or innovative, or radical or revolutionary) was part of the very concept of ‘modernity’. There was nothing of the confrontational publicist about Britten. Manifestos did not come naturally to him. It is impossible to imagine him undertaking, and even less relishing, the role, say, of Stravinsky, of whose personality controversy and debate were an integral part, even a necessary creative part. (Boulez is a later example of an artist for whom controversy is a natural fuel.) Does one regret his reluctance to engage himself in aesthetic issues, in verbal combat? There were certainly enough of them about in his lifetime; and he held strong views about most of them. His shying away from the controversial, his distaste for debate, for confrontation, undeniably had its negative side. Had he participated in open debate, or if not in debate, then at least in discussion, his influence on the course of musical events – about which he often privately expressed dismay and scepticism – might have been greater; and, possibly more important still, he might have avoided the impression of self-imposed isolation that in some cases impeded his relationships with the younger generation of composers. The reluctance to debate sometimes made a dialogue across the generations difficult to achieve, as the production at the 1968 Aldeburgh Festival of Harrison Birtwistle’s opera, Punch and Judy, which became a veritable cause célèbre, was to prove.


But however intriguing the speculation, the truth is that a debating or controversial Britten was neither the composer we know nor the composer that he wanted to be. If there is one thing the letters reveal it is the extraordinary consistency and integrity (i.e. wholeness) of the personality from the early years onwards. What – who – Britten was, one might say, was established early, and though subjected to infinite variation and development, the fundamental constituents remained constant, even stubbornly so. It is this fact that makes these first volumes of letters so important: we find in them most of the keys to the later life and work, and – remarkably – rather few contradictions.


The consistency emerges in a letter to Elizabeth Mayer (No. 430), after the return to England, where, in May 1943, he professes himself uncertain about an excess of ‘success’:




I am a bit worried by my excessive local success at the moment – the reviews that the Sonnetts, St. Cecilia, the Carols, & now the Quartet have had, & also the fact that Les Illuminations is now a public draw! It is all a little embarrassing, & I hope it doesn’t mean there’s too much superficial charm about my pieces. I think too much success is as bad as too little; but I expect it’s only a phase which will soon pass. Luckily Peter & Michael [Tippett] are rigorous critics – but how I miss you & Wystan. There is one great critic here, Erwin Stein (late of Universal, Vienna), who is a great help. But I think I told you about him and his charming wife (from Mechlanburg, not Schwerin, but I think Strelitz) – who are so good to us both – they are almost second Mayers – but no, that’s just not possible. The Mayers are unique.





This letter strikes a sceptical note with which we were to become familiar in later years. Success certainly came to him; but he rarely courted it and remained, I think, surprised by it, and suspicious of it to the end of his life. Recognition, and above all recognition of what in his work as an artist he was trying to achieve, that was something else, and something, I think, he valued. Perhaps too, and particularly during the American years, he perceived ‘success’ as too closely allied to ‘publicity’, the success-manufacturing machine of which he had become uncomfortably aware when in New York: ‘[…] everything in this country’, he writes to Enid Slater in April 1940 (Letter 255), ‘is valued by publicity’. And again, perhaps contributing to his suspicion of success, there was his nervy suspicion of himself: ‘success’ prompted him to ask of himself if he was as good as he was made out to be (see also Letter 450). This indeed, for Britten, must have been one of the unwanted burdens of success. His insecurity, so hard to believe in, and yet ineradicably there, was paradoxically stimulated rather than soothed by the outward success that would have brought balm to most other composers. This is another instance of the cumulative compilation of character traits which can be made from the letters and which results ultimately in a portrait painted by himself.



The Writing of Grimes


Early on in the American years, in a letter (No. 254) from which I have already quoted, Britten was writing to John Pounder, ‘I personally have never worked so well as at the moment.’ That sense of creative well-being was not uninterrupted. A feature of these years was the occurrence and recurrence of composing ‘blocks’ and fits of creative depression. He was never entirely to rid himself of them (there was a ‘bad patch’ again in 1943 (EWB, p. 181)), but in the States they were of an unusual severity. They may have been the by-products of the momentous decisions he was required to take in his personal life. But principally, I suggest, these were part and parcel of the conflicts, insecurities and fears attendant on the reappraisal and reassessment of his compositional goals and ambitions which I believe he undertook during these critical and often self-critical years; and which, consciously or unconsciously, was another motivation – perhaps the most serious one – of his temporary abandonment of England. He returned knowing the composer he wanted to be.


In a letter (No. 367) to Kit Welford, written only a couple of weeks before leaving New York on the start of the journey home, he remarks, ‘I have reached a definite turning point in my work.’ Another key phrase: the history of Britten’s American period seems to me to be contained between his sense, in April 1940, of working at the then height of his powers, while embarked on a voyage of self-reflection, of self-definition, and the conclusion to which that voyage was to lead him two years later, his sense of having reached in his compositional development a decisive ‘turning point’. Not only a turning point, but also a re-turning point. It is clear that the decision to return home and the bout of creativity that was finally to discharge itself in the completion of Peter Grimes (already outlined as an idea in California in the summer of 1941) were inextricably linked together. The aftermath of the ‘turning point’ to which Britten refers is mapped out for us in terms of the works he composed between 1942 and 1945. We shall want to pay particular attention to the evolution of Peter Grimes.


References to the opera begin soon after Britten’s arrival in England. In April 1942 (Letter 374) he writes to Mrs Mayer:




M. [Montagu Slater] has taken to Grimes like a duck to water & the opera is leaping ahead. It is very exciting – I must write & tell Koussey about it. He has splendid ideas. It is getting more and more an opera about the community whose life is ‘illuminated’ for this moment by the tragedy of the murders. Ellen is growing in importance, & there are fine minor characters, such as the Parson, pub-keeper, ‘quack’-apothecary, & doctor.





In June, again to Mrs Mayer (Letter 383) he is confident that his ideas ‘are crystalizing nicely, and I think that, given opportunity, we can make a really nice thing of it’. On 10 March 1943, however, in a letter to Slater’s wife, Enid, he writes: ‘the more I think of P. Grimes the more I like it & get excited over it. The trouble is that I don’t think anyone’ll be able to bear it on the stage.’


In this same month, perhaps somewhat unexpectedly, we find Britten studying the score of Richard Strauss’s Rosenkavalier, which he had asked for from his publisher, Ralph Hawkes, to whom he writes (Letter 417):




Thank you, more than I can say. I can scarcely contain myself to write this note – you see, I’ve never seen a score of Rosenkavalier, & I am impatient to see how the old magician makes his effects! There’s a hell of a lot I can learn from him!





He continues:




I am afraid my opera won’t be as lush or glittering as this one – after all there is a difference between Vienna & Suffolk!! – but I have great hopes of it, once we get the libretto right. I am working on it again now, with some new improvements in view.





And this same letter continues further with one of those extraordinary penetrations of the future which we realize in retrospect to have been so characteristic of the artist and the man. ‘By-the-way‚’ he adds, 




I have a feeling that I can collaborate with Sadlers Wells opera abit in the future – it would be grand to have a permanent place to produce one’s operas (& I mean to write a few in my time!) It may mean cutting down means a bit (no 4 flutes or 8 horns!) – but that doesn’t hurt anyone – look at the Magic Flute or Figaro, with just a tiny orchestra. It’s the ideas that count. This is only a scheme at the back of my mind, but I have a hunch that it’s at the back of theirs too, as Joan Cross & Tony Guthrie want to see me about something. Don’t say anything about it yet tho’.





In this one paragraph, in a letter from 1943, we find outlined the history yet to come of the English Opera Group30 and even more importantly the idea of chamber opera; and this even before Peter Grimes, which remains Britten’s grandest operatic conception, was composed, and while he was studying the score of Rosenkavalier! It is an arresting example of the penetrating insights the letters offer us into the working of his mind, one that obliges us radically to rethink the chronology of the chamber opera concept, which we can no longer analyse as a reaction against or divergence from Grimes but was clearly already part of his thinking pre-Grimes. We should note too his declaration to Hawkes of his firm commitment to future operas: ‘I mean to write a few in my time!’ This, surely, was also part of the sense of having reached a ‘turning point’, i.e. the discovery in himself of the fully fledged opera composer he was about to become. Paul Bunyan was behind him; Grimes beckoned.


It was again in March 1943, while in a London hospital, that Britten writes a letter (No. 418) to Erwin Stein, in which he discloses his thoughts about the character of Grimes. It shows the composer to have been among the first to be aware of the problems to which the psychology of his anti-hero gave rise and which have remained a preoccupation of analysts of the opera ever since 1945:31




[ … ] one bit of good work I’m doing is on the opera libretto – I am finding lots of possibilities of improvement, especially the character of Grimes himself which I find doesn’t come across nearly clearly enough. At the moment he is just a pathological case – no reasons & not many symptoms! He’s got to be changed alot.





This, one notes, was work on the libretto. Britten would certainly have had some musical ideas by this stage but the actual committal of the music to paper did not begin until early in 1944.


In April 1943 (Letter 426) he has come to a crucial decision about who is to sing the title role in the opera. He writes to Dr Mayer:




He [Peter] is singing so well, & acting with such abandon, that he is well on the way to becoming an operatic star. I wish you could see him, & we all could discuss his performances. When I write it, & if it is put on here, I hope he’ll do the principal part in Peter Grimes. The ideas are going well, but I haven’t had time to start it yet.





It was to Pears, on 10 January 1944 (Letter 446), that he announces that he has started work on the composition of the opera – an historic letter by any reckoning, and a particularly valuable example of how the correspondence with Pears enables us precisely to time the moment of the work’s inception:




Well, at last I have broken the spell and got down to work on P.G.. I have been at it for two days solidly and got the greater part of the Prologue done. It is very difficult to keep that amount of recitative moving, without going round & round in circles, I find—but I think I’ve managed it. It is also difficult to keep it going fast & yet paint moods and characters abit. I can’t wait to show it to you. Actually in this scene there isn’t much for you to do (I haven’t got to the love-duet yet); it is mostly for Swallow, who is turning out quite an amusing, pompous old thing! I don’t know whether I shall ever be a good opera composer, but it’s wonderful fun to try once in a way!





The note of exhilaration while composing Grimes remains pretty constant; but there were occasional dips into acute depression, as in June 1944, when he writes to Pears (Letter 464):




My bloody opera stinks, & that’s all there is to it. But I daresay I shall be able to de-odourise it before too long – or I’m hoping so.





The hope was fulfilled; and a month later he informs Elizabeth Mayer (Letter 470):




The opera is going well – I’ve just finished Act II, & it is the next production after Così at the Wells. Isn’t that thrilling! It is becoming a bigger and bigger affair than I expected and so topical as to be unbearable in spots! I am yearning to see it on the stage – with Peter, Joan Cross, & Kenneth’s sets, & perhaps me conducting!





The progress of the composition of the opera was monitored by Pears who writes to Mrs Mayer in August 1944 (No. 473):




Peter Grimes is now two-thirds done. The 2nd Act is finished, & Ben is starting the Third with confidence. We are planning to do it with the Sadler’s Wells Opera next April. The first Act is quite terrifyingly intense, from first note to last. Quite shattering. The 2nd is warmer & more relaxed, though it has the death of the boy at the end. It will be terribly difficult to do, for me especially, as the part is so dramatic it needs a Chaliapin – & my voice is still lyrical and not dramatic. However, it was a year before I could tackle the Sonnets, do you remember, and now they say I sing them best of anything. So perhaps I shall reach Grimes by April!





The pace of the composition was extraordinary: two acts completed in just over six months. And there is the use of just one word by Britten – ‘topical’ – that suggests how, in his own mind, the violence and pain of Grimes were bound up with the violence and pain of the war years.32


7 June 1945


Britten, I have suggested, was not a seeker after conventional success, and was sometimes surprised by it when it came. (War Requiem in 1962, was a case in point: Lord Harewood writes well about it in his chapter on Britten in his autobiography, The Tongs and the Bones (London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1981), p. 148.) But after the triumphant first performance of Grimes at Sadler’s Wells it is clear from a letter he wrote to Imogen Holst on the 26 June (Letter 503) that he was aware that what he had achieved had an altogether special resonance about it. Its implications were far reaching:




Thank you for your kind letter about Peter Grimes. I am so glad that the opera came up to your expectations, & it is sweet & generous of you to write so warmly about it. I must confess that I am very pleased with the way that it seems to ‘come over the foot-lights’, & also with the way the audience takes it, & what is perhaps more, returns night after night to take it again! I think the occasion is actually a greater one than either Sadler’s Wells or me, I feel. Perhaps it is an omen for English Opera in the future. Anyhow I hope that many composers will take the plunge, & I hope also that they’ll find as I did the water not quite so icy as expected!





The première of Peter Grimes, as we know now, represented a particular point of culmination in Britten’s work and an altogether particular moment in the history of English music. These first volumes of letters allow us to observe the development of the composer towards that climactic achievement. We follow him through childhood and youth, through his schooldays, student and apprentice years, to his first years as a professional composer, and stay with him during his temporary exile in America, which was to lead to the crucial ‘turning point’ and to the return home, to England, to Suffolk, and finally to the composition of Grimes.


Above all, the letters testify to the extraordinary preparation that preceded the composition of the works that placed him at the forefront of English composers of his generation. And by that I mean the ceaseless accumulation, elaboration and practice, from a very early age, of the techniques that would eventually nourish, and indeed permit, the creation of a work like Grimes, techniques that draw on his experience in an unusual number of fields – film, radio, theatre as well as the concert hall. From the earliest days, these letters show, this was a life dedicated wholly and unremittingly to music. There can be no doubt that he accepted the destiny that his superior endowment shaped out for him. Indeed, a significant subtheme that surfaces throughout his letters is the sense of duty he felt towards the protection and development of his compositional talents, all the more striking in an artist who was scarcely given to excessive self-esteem. For Britten, creativity entailed obligations. He looked after his creativity soberly, as if it were a responsibility, not just a heaven-sent gift to be exercised or squandered at whim.


Grimes brings these volumes to an end on a high plateau of achievement: the opera was a consummation of virtually everything that had been learned in preceding years. But the fame of Grimes should not blind us to the exceptional riches and achievements of the periods leading up to the opera. There has been some satisfaction in witnessing since Britten’s death in 1976 a growing appreciation of the totality and consistency of his work. One of the significant merits of the letters is that they document so faithfully the integral continuity of the creative life and are free of the discriminations and judgements – often false judgements – that have been introduced retrospectively by poorly informed criticism or superficial fashion. The letters get us as close as we can possibly hope to get to apprehending the context in which and for which so much of his music in the 1930s and 1940s was written.


His post-Grimes letter to Imogen Holst, with its key phrase – ‘I think the occasion is actually a greater one than either Sadler’s Wells or me’ – shows his awareness of that extra dimension which was certainly part of the Grimes phenomenon. But that same awareness was already part of his consciousness, even before he had started work on the composition of the opera. It was engendered by the response to that group of works which had been initiated by the critical ‘turning point’ reached at the end of the American years, among them the Hymn to St Cecilia, Ceremony of Carols, Rejoice in the Lamb and Serenade. It was these works, along with the Michelangelo Sonnets, their public reception, and the public interest they stirred, that provide the backcloth to the letter (No. 436) that Britten wrote to Imogen Holst on 21 October 1943 (a few days after the first performance of the Serenade had taken place at the Wigmore Hall):




I am not so self-confident ever to be blasé about appreciation, but when it comes from a musician of your standing, & from a section of musical life which I have hitherto imagined so unsympathetic to me, it is inexpressibly moving & valuable to me. It is also encouraging that you too sense that ‘something’ in the air which heralds a renaissance. I feel terrifically conscious of it, so do Peter, & Clifford [Curzon], & Michael Tippett & so many that I love & admire – it is good to add you to that list! Whether we are the voices crying in the wilderness or the thing itself, it isn’t for us to know, but anyhow it is so very exciting. It is of course in all the arts, but in music, particularly, it’s this acceptance of ‘freedom’ without any arbitrary restrictions, this simplicity, this contact with the audiences of our own time, & of people like ourselves, this seriousness & above all this professionalism.





It is a letter that is virtually an artist’s credo, entirely spontaneous, and yet disclosing principles and beliefs that were to remain fundamental to Britten’s thinking until the end of his life: freedom from arbitrarily imposed constraints (did he have serial dogma in mind?); simplicity (clarity?); the obligation to communicate; seriousness; and – ‘above all’ – professionalism (shades of Bridge!). The last item in the litany was something that still needed to be emphasized in England in the 1940s. As for his surprise at praise from an unexpected quarter – ‘a section of musical life which I have hitherto imagined so unsympathetic to me’ – it reminds us of his uneasy relationship with the music of the pastoral, folksong school of English composers where ‘professionalism’, at least to Britten’s ears, was discounted.


One of the more important letters, one may think, of the composer, who, more than any other, was responsible through his music for the renaissance to which he refers and of which he was aware of being part, and published here for the first time. The consequences of the extraordinary release of creativity in the early 1940s and the seismic shock of 1945, when Grimes was first launched, are still with us today.



The Pears Letters



It was Peter Pears whose idea it was that I should divert my attention from compiling materials for Britten’s biography and concentrate instead on bringing out an edition of Britten’s letters, though he could scarcely have foreseen the challenging scale and complexity of the finished publication.


I had originally discussed with Britten the character of the book that I would write about him, in response to his invitation, in the summer preceding his death in December 1976. We talked at length one afternoon sitting in the garden of the Red House, and that same night I drew up an outline scheme which he approved next morning. It is a book that I still intend to write.


There were two further important consequences of this discussion. The first was that Britten handed over to me in a shoebox the twelve volumes of his pocket diaries, which he kept from 1928 to 1939. There had been a few occasions when he had consulted his diaries, notably when he wanted to correct the faulty memory of Ronald Duncan. But this was the first time, I believe, that he had ever offered the diaries to be read and absorbed in their entirety (indeed, I had not known of their existence before the summer of 1976). I took the shoebox and its contents to Bangkok in July, where I had rented a house to work in, and started to assimilate the mass of information the diaries contained and to prepare a rudimentary index. Progress was slow, but out of that working vacation emerged the 1979 T.S. Eliot Memorial Lectures, Britten and Auden in the Thirties: The Year 1936 (published 1981). The theme of the lectures arose directly from my experience of the diaries and was an indication of my growing interest in a decade that has proved to be of fundamental importance to our understanding of the history and evolution of Britten’s creative life. I was also struck by the prodigious amount of work he got through and how hard he worked to get things right. He was particularly pleased to hear this from me on my return to England, and I can still remember him turning to Pears with unaffected delight: ‘Did you hear that, Peter? I told you so; and now Donald says those old diaries back me up.’ Even in 1976, Britten was gratified to know that the work ethic, which was so strong in him, had been alive and well in the 1930s and earlier.


The second consequence did not take the shape of a shoebox but of an injunction: ‘I want you’, he said to me when we were talking about my outline scheme, ‘to tell the truth about Peter and me.’ He said no more than that and indeed it was the only direct wish he expressed with regard to the biographical dimension of the book I was planning to write. His words, not surprisingly, have a special bearing on his letters to Pears, which I discuss below.


Well before Pears made his suggestion about publishing the letters in advance of my own study of the composer, it had already begun forcefully to strike me that Britten’s letters and diaries together formed a source that could provide a comprehensive documentation of his life and works in his own words. Had he lived, it was improbable that he would ever have contemplated an autobiography – perhaps not improbable, but impossible. And yet in some sense, as I have already remarked, the impulse to self-documentation, and above all accurate self-documentation, was a powerful one. It had the result, I believe, of our having access to an autobiography embodied in the letters and diaries; and it is the extrapolation and release of that autobiography that has been one of the editors’ principal goals. When complete, this series of volumes might be said to contain the autobiography that Britten himself would never have written. But write it, in fact, he did.


It scarcely needs to be said that no book that concerns itself with Britten’s life would be complete without including Pears’s life; and a volume of his letters would have been unthinkable without including his letters to his lifelong partner and supreme interpreter. A significant number of these letters were in Pears’s possession, and after reading them – and by now the project Pears himself had motivated was well under way – I approached him to seek his agreement on which letters could be included and how they should be presented. I was aware, of course, that highly sensitive issues were involved. It was an altogether special relationship and the letters themselves were intimate personal documents. I was not at all sure how much, while Pears was alive, he would want published, for which reason I made some editorial suggestions about omissions and exclusions. But everything of musical importance stayed in. There were certain aspects of the history of Britten’s music in the 1940s, for example, that were only documented in his letters to Pears.


In the event, Pears – in retrospect, I believe, with much more wisdom than I had shown – rejected any notion of editing and agreed in principle to the use of the final selection of letters appearing without cuts.


I should not, perhaps, have been surprised by this decision. On at least two occasions known to me he had referred in public, and positively, to the publication of these letters. In the interview I conducted with him for Tony Palmer’s documentary film, A time there was (1980), he remarked: ‘I have had some quite wonderful letters from Ben and I propose one day to publish them … he liked to take the line that he would never have done anything without me. There is a really wonderful letter to that effect which I’d love one day everybody to know’; and again in an interview published in the Advocate (San Francisco, 271, 12 July 1979, pp. 37-9). he replied to the question, ‘How do you see yourself mentioned in the biographies of Britten? I’ve just seen Donald Mitchell’s book … Pictures from a Life’: 




Well, he does stress, charmingly, I think, the fact that it isn’t the story of one man. It’s a life of the two of us. And that, it seems to me, is where I stand. That’s where I belong. I hope one day that we shall publish some of Ben’s letters. I hope the climate will be right then for publishing some of the most marvellous letters that one can imagine, which he wrote to me. And which will put it clearly.





There was no hurry on my part to reach a final decision about which letters, precisely, should appear, and I left a batch with Pears to reflect on and choose. There the matter rested, while work on the project continued. But not for long. Pears was to write to me – the letter is undated but must belong to late 1985 – and in effect withdrew his sanction:




Dearest Donald,


I have been mulling over Ben’s letters to me which you kindly left for me to think about. I should really prefer not to include them as the only letters in the first volume, and would prefer to include them in my own book which is beginning to take shape at last and where they would be more at home, I think.


Much love to you both


PETER





I confess that I was somewhat disconcerted by this reversed decision. I found it hard to envisage a volume of Britten’s correspondence without any letters to Pears; moreover, as I have said, there was musical documentation – especially about the composition of Peter Grimes – to be found nowhere else. I was also in difficulty with the biographical dimension. If the letters were to give a faithful account of the texture of Britten’s life – let alone the complexity of it – I could not see how that was to be achieved without at least some of – or some parts of – the letters to Pears.


On the other hand his own proposal, to write a book of his own, was clearly of overriding importance; and had it happened – and his friends, colleagues and co-Trustees did everything in their power to create the conditions in which it might happen – it would have been a unique narrative; and indisputably Britten’s letters to him would have belonged to it. (What Pears left amounts to thirty pages of a draft account of his childhood and youth, to the age of eighteen or thereabouts.) I recognized that, naturally, but still hoped that before it came to the point of submitting these volumes for publication I might succeed in persuading him to allow me at least to include those parts of the letters that had a direct bearing on the history and chronology of Britten’s music. But Pears’s death intervened, in 1986, and I never had the opportunity to discuss the matter with him again. 


While I had certainly conceded the unquestioned appropriateness of Pears’s letters from Britten appearing in the context of his own book, if it came to be written, I had not perceived that other, perhaps deeper, feelings on his part were involved. It was only after his death that I learned from others, close to him, that he took the view that including ‘his’ letters in a volume that necessarily included the fullest possible representation of Britten’s friends, relatives, acquaintances, colleagues and collaborators, somehow detracted from the special character of the relationship: to put not too fine a point upon it, downgraded it.


Perhaps a rather closer reading of his public statements on the letters, from which I quote above, might have given me advance warning of the change of mind I was to encounter. But while one may understand Pears’s anxiety, especially in his last years, when he seemed to feel the need to keep his own profile high – as if he feared that his unique role in Britten’s life and creativity might somehow be overlooked or undervalued – I find it difficult to believe that his forebodings were realistic. After his death – and after the discovery of a further batch of letters from Britten, equal in number and importance to those that he and I had first discussed, I did wonder momentarily if a separate volume of letters might be the answer. But thinking along those lines only confirmed my earlier conviction, that far from taking anything away from the unique nature of the relationship, placing the letters in the context of Britten’s life, and thereby in the context of the life he came to share with Britten, could only enhance and illumine our understanding of it. Britten, I think, wrote many fascinating letters, but his letters to Pears are like no others (perhaps with one exception). There is no conceivable sense in which they might be thought to be lost amid or overwhelmed by the letters that surround them.


I have already mentioned the importance of the Pears letters for the chronology of Britten’s music. There is another aspect which I think of no less significance. Pears, as we have seen, liked the concept I had introduced into Pictures from a Life: ‘… it isn’t the story of one man. It’s the life of the two of us.’ It seems to me that these volumes expand on that precedent: the letters from Britten to Pears, and no less Pears’s letters to Britten – he was himself an extraordinarily observant, witty and colourful correspondent – reveal precisely how those two lives merged to become (for them, at least) one life. It was not immediate. There was an exceptionally rich personal and creative life, as it were, pre-Pears. The crucial pre-war period of achievement and evolution, the influence of Auden and his circle, the first meetings  with Pears, the growth of the friendship, the gradual disengagement (on Britten’s part) from other commitments, wished for or wished on him – all of this is documented by the totality of the letters, down to the exact moment when, as we can know now and have read above, a final pledge was made, when we can safely assume the two lives fused.


‘Tell the truth about Peter and me’: I have tried to fulfil that injunction in the way that I believe was the only possible way; and if there remains even the palest shadow of doubt in anyone’s mind about the relationship that was distinct in kind from all the other relationships in Britten’s life, let me dispel it for ever by quoting an exchange of letters between Britten and Pears in November 1974, when Britten was convalescing from his open heart surgery, and writing from Germany, while Pears (at the age of sixty-four!) was making his début at the Metropolitan Opera, New York, as Aschenbach in Death in Venice.


Britten’s letter was dated Sunday 17 November 1974:






My darling heart (perhaps an unfortunate phrase – but I can’t use any other) I feel I must write a squiggle which I couldn’t say on the telephone without bursting into those silly tears – I do love you so terribly, not only glorious you, but your singing. I’ve just listened to a re-broadcast of Winter Words ( something like Sept. ‘72) and honestly you are the greatest artist that ever was – every nuance, subtle & never over-done – those great words, so sad & wise, painted for one, that heavenly sound you make, full but always coloured for words & music. What have I done to deserve such an artist and man to write for? I had to switch off before the folk songs because I couldn’t [take] anything after “how long, how long” [the last song of the Hardy cycle]. How long? – only till Dec. 20th33 – I think I can just bear it.


But I love you,


I love you


I love you – –


B.34








 Pears’s reply was undated but postmarked New York, 21 November:




My dearest darling


No one has ever ever had a lovelier letter than the one which came from you today – You say things which turn my heart over with love and pride, and I love you for every single word you write. But you know, Love is blind – and what your dear eyes do not see is that it is you who have given me everything, right from the beginning, from yourself in Grand Rapids! through Grimes & Serenade & Michelangelo and Canticles – one thing after another, right up to this great Aschenbach – I am here as your mouthpiece and I live in your music – And I can never be thankful enough to you and to Fate for all the heavenly joy we have had together for 35 years.


My darling, I love you –


P.





If these volumes show how the Britten–Pears relationship began, these two letters from 1974 show how it ended, with their love for each other magnificently intact. There are no words to be added to their words. I would only entreat the reader – and this, I hope, will allow Peter to rest easy – to read the correspondence between the two men published here in the radiant perspective that the 1974 letters unfold. Just two years later Britten was dead, after thirty-seven years of life with ‘the greatest artist that ever was’.
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NOTES







1 Or generated, as Hans Keller put it, the ‘conquest of new musical territory so far as the use of children’s voices in and outside the opera house was concerned, a conquest which, in 1954, contributed to what may be his greatest operatic achievement altogether – The Turn of the Screw’. Keller adds, ‘however little Britten may have been alive to the fact, his psychosexual organization placed him in the privileged position of discovering and defining new truths which, otherwise, might not have been accessible to him at all’. (‘Introduction: Operatic Music and Britten’, in The Operas of Benjamin Britten, ed. David Herbert (London, Hamish Hamilton, 1979), pp. xxv–vi.)


It was Pears’s strongly held view that there were no ‘conflicts’. For example, when Michael Kennedy was working on his 1981 study of Britten, he addressed a question to Pears about Britten’s ‘anguish through guilt’, to which Pears forcefully replied in his undated draft response:




Forget it! Ben never regarded his own passionate feelings for me or his earlier friends as anything but good, natural, and profoundly creative. In that direction there was never a moment of guilt. I do not believe that Ben’s private life plays any role in the ‘assessment of his artistry & personality’. He was a musical genius.


Is one really interested in the sex life of the great musicians – In Bach, Mozart, or the less great – Gounod, Stanford or Wm Walton? I don’t think so. Only if one is bored by their music, do we have to find something to blame. I’m sorry to be vague throughout.


One day before long I hope I shall write about Ben & perhaps help to clear up some doubts queries & print some letters.





Britten’s diaries, however, do not allow us to be quite so confident that feelings of ‘guilt’ were not attached to his perception of his sexuality.


2 Britten refers to the posthumously published Notebooks of Samuel Butler (1835–1902), the author of Erewhon.


3 On 11 April, when Henry Comer was the interviewer.


4 ‘I knew them all, but Barbara and Robert were, you know, away from home when I was there, and Beth I knew quite well, though she left, you see. In a way the only person that saw him at this time I guess was me!’


5 An almost exactly similar formulation was used by another childhood friend, John Pounder (Interview with Donald Mitchell, 24 June 1988, Aldeburgh), who described .Mr Britten as ‘severe … but not in a nasty sort of way – severe in a nice sort of way’. 


6 Basil Reeve, incidentally, helped his friend correct the words in A Boy was Born and was rewarded with the inscription ‘To the noble proof-reader’.


7 It was not, however, Britten’s thriftiness, sober dress and taste for plain living alone that may be attributed to his following his father’s example. We learn from Beth’s family recollections that for many years he wore his father’s tails ‘and always looked extremely good in them’ (EWB, p. 52); and it seems likely that it was Mr Britten who was the source of his son’s fondness for cold baths (p. 46), a consequence of the ‘character training’ (along with ‘cold bedrooms’) that Beth remembered as part of her childhood. Rather more interestingly it is possible that her brother’s suspicion of those who were conspicuously articulate may have had its roots in a like reaction by the father, who was never comfortable with Bridge, for example, because ‘He had long hair, was very excitable and talked a lot. Our father was very conservative and could not stand anyone who talked as much, thinking it showed an empty mind’ (p. 54; my italics). More than a trace of that scepticism about excessive volubility was inherited by the son.


Beth makes a further, singular observation: ‘… my father’, she writes (p. 29), ‘never intended to have children at all: there was no birth control at that time.’


8 See also RDBB, p. 23, where the Bs turn up again in a different formulation.


9 Many of Britten’s friends – I among them – will remember a street game (the subject of a poem by A.A. Milne) he played while out walking which reflected this same preoccupation. In Britten’s version he would hop from square to square of the paving stones and if he could complete a stretch without his feet touching any of the lines he would claim that this showed that after all he was a good composer – or going to be. See also RDBB, p. 86.


10 Britten describes in his diary, on 26 February 1937, a party that took place after the first performance of The Ascent of F6 and concludes: ‘In fact have a good & merry time (& me not far from being the centre of attraction strange as it may seem!)’.


11 To whom was dedicated the song, ‘The Birds’, with words by Hilaire Belloc, composed at Holt in June 1929 (and revised in 1934), the first title in the chronological catalogue of Britten’s published works. (He wrote in his diary on the 3rd, ‘Write song for voice & strings, “The Birds” by H. Belloc’; and on the 4th: ‘I touch up my song [ … ] and am more satisfied.’) But the song is only the tip of the iceberg. Between 15 October 1925 and 30 January 1926 Britten dedicated to his mother no fewer than twelve works for solo piano, including four suites and five sonatas. There was also an earlier work for piano duet dedicated to her, ‘The March of the Gods into Paridise’ [sic]. Two sets of songs were also written for her, the ‘Twelve Songs for the mezzo- soprano and contralto voice’ (1923/4), which carried a special inscription – ‘N.B. all these songs are dedicated to my mother – Mrs. E.B. [sic] Britten’ – and imprint – ‘published by “Home Songs” 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, Lowestoft’ – and ‘Six Songs for voice and piano’ (1926). There were also works jointly dedicated to his parents: a ‘Suite Fantastique’ in A minor, for large orchestra and pianoforte obbligato (for their silver wedding anniversary in 1926); ‘Chaos and Cosmos’, a symphonic poem for large orchestra (for their twenty-sixth wedding anniversary in the following year); and the ‘Quatre Chansons Françaises’, for soprano and small orchestra (for their twenty-seventh wedding anniversary in 1928, published posthumously in 1982). To 1927 also belonged another joint dedication: the Symphony in D minor for large orchestra. There are no individual dedications to Britten’s father among his son’s juvenilia, which makes the later dedication of A Boy was Born all the more exceptional.


12 In her memoir of her brother, EWB, p. 109, Beth writes:




… his chief creative power was writing for the voice, and there was something about Peter’s voice which gave Ben what he needed. A close friend of Ben’s who had known my mother well and heard her voice, remarked to me recently that Peter’s voice was very like my mother’s, and she had just died.





In October 1973, when he was inevitably much preoccupied with the past, Britten contemplated a programme of gramophone records and included an item, ‘Songs my mother used to sing, such as: Roger Quilter, “Now sleeps the crimson petal”; Cyril Scott, “Lullaby”; and Schubert, any of the better known songs: “Who is Sylvia?”, “Hark! Hark! the lark!”, “Heidenröslein”.’ The programme, ‘Britten’s Choice’, was aired on 25 November, as part of celebrations for Britten’s 60th birthday, and included the Quilter and Scott songs.


One cannot but remark, in this context, on the Quilter setting of Tennyson’s poem. Britten was himself to set the text when working on the Serenade, but then chose to exclude the song – unequivocally addressed to Pears – from the cycle. (See note 2 to Letter 419.)


The first item in the programme was to be Beethoven’s Coriolan overture: ‘Beethoven was my earliest love; until I was in my teens he completely dwarfed all other composers.’


13 In RDBB p. 47, Duncan writes: ‘[Britten] told me that soon after his return [from Paris, in January 1937] his mother had been taken ill and had become delirious before she died. “During the delirium,” he said simply, “she spoke to me, not as though I were her son, but her lover …”’


14 There is extant only one example of the many letters Britten wrote to friends and relatives in response to his mother’s death, a letter to John Pounder, 8 February 1937 [see Letter 97]: ‘It is a terrible feeling, this loneliness, and the very happy & beautiful memories I have of Mum don’t make it any easier […]’


Later diary entries speak for themselves:




9 May


Feel terribly lonely for Mum to-night – it is so hard to realise that this all has happened. I have some gramophone records on – but can’t have many, because it is through music that our contact was perhaps greatest.





15 May


Look at photos alot after supper – heart rending one’s of Mum & Pop included – Mum being shown as an absolute beauty, such a girl as even I could lose my heart to.





One of the very few public references by Britten to his mother’s death was made in the course of a broadcast in 1942 about the Sinfonia da Requiem, on the occasion of its first performance in England at the Proms on 22 July: 




For me to produce my best music it is always essential for the purely musical idea or germ to precede the external stimulus. In the case of the Sinfonia da Requiem this external stimulus was the death of my mother a few years ago. It had an especially powerful emotional effect on me and set me, in self-defence, analysing my feelings in regard to suffering and death. To this personal tragedy were soon added the more general world tragedies of the Spanish and the present wars.


(‘How a musical work originates’, Listener, 30 July 1942, p. 138)





15 This must surely have made its contribution to the extraordinary depth-charge of feeling at the heart of Albert Herring (1947), which surfaces and erupts in Act II, scene 2. It seems to me now not far-fetched to suppose that something essential is said in the opera about the composer’s relationship to his own mother. Hitherto, one has read the opera, principally, as an allegory, as a parable of the transition from youth to adulthood and in particular the obligatory achievement of sexual liberation and emancipation. The opera is indeed all that, and many other things besides. But now it seems to me that, while the opera marvellously transcends and transforms the purely autobiographical, the musicalization of the relationship of Albert and his Mum must have been fuelled directly by Britten’s experience. In this light, Albert’s longings and yearnings for freedom take on fresh significance, as must his final dismissal of his mother at the end of Act III. Perhaps it was in Albert Herring, in truth, that Britten wrote the final act of a long-running, domestic drama: ‘That’ll do, Mum!’ (Fig. 73–4).


In RDBB, p. 21, Duncan writes of his pre-war friendship with Britten: 




Both of us were without a father, both of us were hopelessly tied to our mothers … Britten’s mother remained a considerable influence on him. She was a small bird-like woman with great energy and appeared to be most possessive about her son.





16 Interview with Donald Mitchell, 21 May 1988, Aldeburgh; Britten-Pears Library.


17 Britten’s setting of the text pointedly declines to accept the reproach. In his diary, on 17 November 1936, he describes his setting thus: ‘very light & Victorian in mood!’ Did Britten perhaps mean Victorian in its ‘moral’ stance? See also DMBA, pp. 163–5.


18 The influence of these same friends meant that Britten began to question some of the rules of conduct which his mother still wished him to observe. For example, on 11 April 1936 he writes at home in his diary: ‘Before bed we have the periodical row about going to Communion (for to-morrow). It is difficult for Mum to realise that one’s opinions change at all – tho it would be a bad outlook if they didn’t!’ Politics too – clearly an early consequence of his meeting Auden – were a source of conflict. On 2 August 1935, he writes: ‘[ … ] try to talk communism with Mum, but it is impossible to say anything to anyone brought up in the old order without severe ruptions. The trouble is that fundamentally she agrees with me & won’t admit it.’ But these manifestations of friction occur only infrequently and then only after 1935 and the influx of radical friends with their ‘subversive’ views. By January 1937, Britten was writing to John Pounder about (probably) a politicized Christmas card on the mantelpiece, ‘Mum never objects, in fact silently acquiesces, & my sisters are well-trained now!’ See also DMBA, p. 39 and pp. 77–8. 


19 The need for a decision had already begun to surface in 1936. On 5 June Britten writes in his diary: ‘Life is a pretty hefty struggle these days – sexually as well. Decisions are so hard to make, & its difficult to look unprejudiced on apparently abnormal things.’


20 Ironically enough, Mrs Britten’s death followed almost immediately on her son’s return from Paris, where, in the company of Henry Boys and Ronald Duncan, he was led off to a brothel (see note 1 to Letter 95): ‘It is revolting – appalling that such a noble thing as sex should be so degraded.’


21 A fateful sequence of events unfolded in the early months of 1937. In January, Mrs Britten died. In April, Pears’s close friend, Peter Burra, was killed in an air accident. It was these two deaths, one might say, that created the conditions that allowed the Britten-Pears relationship in the first instance to happen and then to flourish.


22 Britten was ardent in his letters to Pears but, characteristically, rarely amorous.


23 In a letter to Wulff Scherchen from Amityville, postmarked 29 September 1939 (Letter 210), Britten writes: ‘Peter sends his love, & says he’s looking after me – as he certainly is – like a mother hen! He’s a darling – – – ’


24 After an evening of listening to gramophone recordings of Lehmann, Schumann, Flags tad et al., Britten wrote in his diary on 28 March 1937, ‘I have such a passion for sopranos that I may some time become “normal”.’ Wyss had given the first performance of Our Hunting Fathers six months earlier, the biggest work Britten had yet composed for high voice and orchestra; and he was soon to embark on On this Island, and Les Illuminations, again for Wyss.


25 It was this work that prompted Imogen Holst in an interview with me (22 June 1977, Aldeburgh) to remark:




I must tell you that I got the impression very strongly throughout The Prince of the Pagodas, which lasted a long time and was a terrible burden to Ben … that Peter had no interest in it, because it hadn’t got singing things in it, and that therefore all that support that he gave Ben in all his compositions with a part for him in, which kept Ben going, was absolutely cut off at the main, not going there.





26 I remember Britten saying to me how surprised he was at the revival of interest in his Violin and Piano Concertos: ‘I had been told so often that they were no good that I had come to believe it myself.’ Of course, one of the reasons why these works were written off was because of the received opinion that Britten’s real strength rested only in his vocal music. The rest could be safely disregarded.


27 For example, before Pears there was the powerful and intoxicating Auden (‘Ben told me that Peter got him away from Auden’, EWB, p. 177); and it may not seem altogether fanciful to perceive in the stimulus to create that Britten found in specific events and specific performers a reflection of the fundamental relationship in his life. The setting up of goals – exterior, in the first instance, however much they would then become interiorized – was an indispensable part of his creative process. Some of the key texts quoted so often from Britten’s Aspen Award speech (1964) – e.g. ‘I want my music to be of use to people, to please them’; ‘There should be special music made and played for all sorts of occasions’ – might also be scrutinized afresh from this angle.


28 There was also an element of the ‘outsiders’ (in more than one respect) finding themselves most at home among those who were themselves, culturally speaking, from outside rather than inside.


29 Those interested in following up this singular political episode can consult the relevant file in the Archive.


30 Likewise, in a letter (No. 337) from September 1941, Britten, in commenting adversely on the ISCM Festival which had been held in New York in May – ‘the Festival itself was a wash-out – no real community feeling – no friendliness – all the people there one knew already, they’re living here anyhow – no trips, or local colouring’ – reveals by implication the very characteristics that were to distinguish the Aldeburgh Festival when it came to be conceived.


31 In a message designed to accompany the first Swedish production of Grimes in 1946, Britten wrote:




I can’t help feeling that there is a kinship between our Crabbe and your Strindberg. They both broke with the romantic tradition in literature. They both had a keen eye for the seamy side of life. They were without embellishments. They were perhaps, each in his own way, epoch-making in his harsh realism.


(BBC European Service, Swedish transmission, 19 March 1946)





32 From a letter to Beth (No. 256) we learn that the Sinfonia da Requiem of 1940 was not only a memorial to his parents but also reflected the explosive tension of the immediately preceding decade.


33 The date of the last performance of Death in Venice at the Met, after which Pears returned to Aldeburgh.


34 The letter ends with a postscript: ‘The Folk Song Suite (“Up she goes”?) is just finished – good I hope.’ Britten refers to A time there was … , Op. 90.

























Volume One


1923–1939








 









Letters of thanks, letters from banks,


Letters of joy from the girl and boy,


Receipted bills and invitations


To inspect new stock or visit relations,


And applications for situations,


And timid lovers’ declarations,


And gossip, gossip from all the nations;


News circumstantial, news financial,


Letters with holiday snaps to enlarge in,


Letters with faces scrawled in the margin,


Letters from uncles, cousins and aunts,


Letters to Scotland from the South of France,


Letters of condolence to Highlands and Lowlands,


Notes from overseas to the Hebrides;


Written on paper of every hue,


The pink, the violet, the white and the blue.


The chatty, the catty, the boring, adoring,


The cold and official and the heart’s outpouring,


Clever, stupid, short and long,


The typed and the printed and the spelt all wrong.







… none will hear the postman’s knock


Without a quickening of the heart,


For who can bear to feel himself forgotten?


W.H. Auden


‘Night Mail’ (1935)




























Childhood and Schooldays:


South Lodge and Gresham’s


1923–1930








 





Chronology: 1913–1930












	Year

	Events

	Compositions






	1913

	
22 November: Born at 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, Lowestoft, the youngest child of Mr and Mrs R.V. Britten. The other children were Barbara (1902–1982), Robert (1907–1987) and Elizabeth (Beth; 1909–1989)

	 






	
c.1919

	First music lessons from his mother, an active amateur singer and later Secretary of the Lowestoft Musical Society

	First compositions






	
c.1921

	Piano and music theory lessons with Miss Ethel Astle, a local teacher at the pre-preparatory school he attended with the younger of his two sisters, Beth

	 






	1922–3

	 

	Early piano compositions and songs, including ‘Beware!’






	1923

	Enters South Lodge Preparatory School, Lowestoft, as a day boy

	 






	
c.1923

	Viola lessons with Audrey Alston at Framingham Earl, near Norwich

	 






	1924

	
30 October: Hears Frank Bridge’s orchestral suite, The Sea, conducted by the composer at the Norwich Triennial Festival

	 






	1925

	 

	More songs and piano music, including waltzes, scherzos, fantasias, bourrées, suites and four sonatas






	1926

	
January: Passes finals (Grade VIII) Associated Board piano examinations with honours. 


July: Submits his orchestral ‘Ouverture’ to the BBC’s 

	Composes much chamber music and his first orchestral pieces






	 

	Autumn Musical Festival Prize Competition December: Advice sought from Charles Macpherson, organist of St Paul’s Cathedral

	 






	1927

	
September. Head Boy of South Lodge 


27 October: Hears Bridge’s Enter Spring at Norwich and meets Bridge for the first time through Audrey Alston. Begins composition lessons with Bridge at his homes in London and Friston, near Eastbourne, during school holidays

	More chamber and orchestral works, including a Symphony in D minor






	1928

	
Summer Term: Captain of cricket and Victor Ludorum 


20 September: Enters Gresham’s School, Holt, Norfolk. Continues composition lessons with Bridge 


November: Begins piano lessons with Harold Samuel in London

	
June–August: 


Quatre Chansons Françaises (Hugo and Verlaine), for soprano and orchestra






	1929

	 

	
January–March: Rhapsody, for string quartet 


June: ‘The Birds’ (Belloc), for voice and piano (rev. 1934)






	1930

	1 March: Bagatelle, for violin, viola and piano, performed at Gresham’s by Joyce Chapman, Britten and Walter Greatorex 


July: Leaves Gresham’s (School Certificate with five credits) after winning an open scholarship to the Royal College of Music, London

	
January-April: Quartettino 


May: A Wealden Trio: The Song of the Women (rev. 1967) July: A Hymn to the Virgin (rev. 1934) 


August: Elegy, for viola solo 


September: ‘I saw three ships’ (rev. 1967 as The Sycamore Tree)





















1 To Mr and Mrs R.V. Britten1





 





[88 Berners Street]


Ipswich


25 April, 1923


My Darling Mums & Daddy




    





I have had a most Lovely time, Auntie2 & I have juse been to the station & saw about 20 L & N e r [London & North Eastern Railway] Engines please tell Bobby I saw A 4.6.0 L & N.E.R. Engine a Lovely one a new one! It had got on the side plates




[image: ]





it was green with a gold rim round its chimmeny.


Mummie I am practising every day and have the C.L.O. [Cod Liver Oil] in malt every day too. thank you so much for letting me stay till saterday. I have writter a “sonata Fantaste”3 Please thank Daddy for the lovely letter.


With love


Your loveing son


BENJAMIN


xxxxx


oo


xxx




1 Britten’s parents. His father, Robert Victor, was born in Birkenhead on 4 January 1877. He died at Lowestoft, where he practised as a dental surgeon, on 6 April 1934 (see also Letters 46–48 and note 2 to Letter 136). He married Edith Rhoda Hockey on 5 September 1901. She was born on 9 December 1872 and died in London on 31 January 1937 (see also Letter 96, and Diaries for 27–31 January and 1–3 February, 1937). There were four children by the marriage: Edith Barbara (b. 11 June 1902; d. 20 December 1982); Robert [Bobby] Harry Marsh (b. 28 January 1907; d. 12 June 1987); Charlotte Elizabeth [Beth] (b. 10 June 1909; d. 16 May 1989); and Edward Benjamin (b. 22 November 1913; d. 4 December 1976). For further details of the Britten and Hockey families see EWB, pp. 15–21, 29–33 and 201–5.


2 Jane Hockey (née Holbrook; 1869–1942). She was Britten’s aunt, sister-in-law of his mother. Britten was visiting his Aunt Janie at Ipswich when he wrote this letter.


She married Henry William Hockey (‘Willie’), Mrs Britten’s brother (1870–1948) in 1900. Willie was organist at the Tower Church (St Mary-le-Tower), Ipswich, and conductor of the Ipswich Choral Society and taught singing both in Ipswich and London. There were two children by the marriage (Britten’s cousins): Elsie Mary (1902–1984) and George William (b. 1906). The Hockey family home was at 88 Berners Street, Ipswich. (See also note 1 to Diary for 10 September 1932.) Elsie, who became a prominent dancing teacher in Ipswich, took part in the documentary television film, TP, made in 1979 and first shown on 6 April 1980.


3 This work, for piano solo, survives among Britten’s juvenilia. It was subsequently, though no less oddly, entitled ‘sonata fantasti’. The first page (of seven) is reproduced below.







[image: ]





Britten, in the 1950s, was to write a sleeve note for a recording of the Simple Symphony (see note 2 to Letter 40) which took the shape of a vividly remembered account of his prep school days. It is the only document of its kind and we reproduce it here in full:




Once upon a time there was a prep-school boy. He was called Britten mi., his initials were E.B., his age was nine, and his locker was number seventeen. He was quite an ordinary little boy; he took his snake-belt to bed with him; he loved cricket, only quite liked football (although he kicked a pretty ‘corner’); he adored Mathematics, got on all right with History, was scared by Latin Unseen; he behaved fairly well, only ragged the recognised amount, so that his contacts with the cane or the slipper were happily rare (although one nocturnal expedition to stalk ghosts left its marks behind); he worked his way up the school slowly and steadily, until at the age of thirteen he reached that pinnacle of importance and grandeur never to be quite equalled in later days: the head of the Sixth, head-prefect, and Victor Ludorum. But … there was one curious thing about this boy: he wrote music. His friends bore with it, his enemies kicked a bit but not for long (he was quite tough), the staff couldn’t object if his work and games didn’t suffer. He wrote lots of it, reams and reams of it. I don’t really know when he had time to do it. In those days, long ago, prep school boys didn’t have much free time; the day started with early work at 7.30, and ended (if you were lucky not to do extra prep.) with prayers at 8.0 – and the hours in between were fully organised. Still there were odd moments in bed, there were half holidays and Sundays too, and somehow these reams and reams got written. And they are still lying in an old cupboard to this day – String Quartets (six of them), twelve piano sonatas; dozens of songs; sonatas for violin, sonatas for viola and cello too; suites, waltzes, rondos, fantasies, variations; a tone-poem ‘Chaos and Cosmos’; a tremendous symphony, for gigantic orchestra including eight horns and oboe d’amore (started on January 17th and finished February 28th); an oratorio called Samuel: all the opus numbers from 1 to 100 were filled (and catalogued) by the time Britten mi. was fourteen.


Of course they aren’t very good, these works; inspiration didn’t always run very high, and the workmanship wasn’t always academically sound, and although our composer looked up oboe d’amore in the orchestra books, he hadn’t much of an idea what it sounded like; besides, for the sake of neatness, every piece had to end precisely at the bottom of the right-hand page, which doesn’t always lead to a satisfactory conclusion. No, I’m afraid they aren’t very great; but when Benjamin Britten, a proud young composer of twenty (who’d already had a work broadcast) came along and looked in this cupboard, he found some of them not too uninteresting; and so, rescoring them for strings, changing bits here and there, and making them more fit for general consumption, he turned them into a SIMPLE SYMPHONY, and here it is.
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