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EDITORIAL METHOD





THE TEXTS OF THE LETTERS


In one regard we have departed from a principle that guided us in our transcription of Britten’s letters in volumes 1 and 2. Since Britten’s death, it has often been remarked that when he sat down to write a letter or a postcard – and it is important to remember what a substantial proportion of his letters was handwritten, especially in his earlier years – he customarily had to hand an English dictionary, although there must have been occasions when the indispensable dictionary was absent, for instance when he was on his travels. His spelling, as he was himself aware, could be uncertain. Throughout the text that follows there are many examples of his questioning himself, even when he had a spelling correct; these self-doubts we reproduce as they appear in his letters. However, we have silently corrected his mistakes; it seemed needlessly pedantic and distracting not only to reproduce every one of his errors but also to identify it as such, lest, as could all too easily be the case, the mistake might be read as a printing error. We have occasionally retained a mis-spelling but only when it adds something to the character and flavour of what Britten was writing or provokes a smile. (We have found nothing to match the classic entry in one of Britten’s diaries when he refers to a ‘Bach sweet’.) Likewise, in the case of his sometimes eccentric punctuation, we have added to or adjusted it in order to clarify his intended meaning; often he was writing, it should be emphasized, under pressure and at high speed. While generally more reliable than Britten’s, Pears’s spelling and punctuation have received similar editorial attention in this volume. In Britten’s and Pears’s letters, the writers’ use of ampersands, ‘s’- spellings (e.g. ‘realise’ rather than ‘realize’) and underscoring have been retained; deletions are shown only when meaningful. In letters and documents by other hands, obvious mistakes have been silently corrected and the presentation of the text conforms to current publishing practice.


FORMAT


The diverse layout of addresses in the original letters has been rationalized, and small capitals indicate a printed letterhead. Dates appear in the format given in the original document. Where addresses have been supplied or dates conjectured, this information appears within square brackets, as does editorial information about the medium of communication, e.g. postcard or telegram. When a complete letter (or a substantial extract) has previously appeared in another publication, this information is also displayed in square brackets. We indicate where letters are typed (as distinct from handwritten) and where handwritten interpolations have been made. Carbon copies of typed letters can be identified by the lack of a signature. All postscripts are placed after the signature, although Britten, having finished the main text of a letter, would often add an afterthought at the top of the first page, above the date and address.


Opus numbers for Britten’s works are not used in the annotations but are included in the Index of Britten’s Works (pp. 719–26). Full bibliographical information for books cited in the annotations is included in the Bibliography (pp. 703–18).


When referring to specific passages in Britten’s scores, we have used the convention of a negative or positive superscript digit to indicate the number of bars before or after a rehearsal figure; e.g. fig. 6-6 = six bars before fig. 6, fig.6+6 = six bars after fig. 6.


The abbreviation IC1/2 refers to the Index of Correspondents for volumes 1 and 2.


INDEXES


As in the earlier volumes, the index has been divided into three: an Index of Britten’s Works, an Index of Other Composers and a General Index. Additional information – for example, a work performed by Peter Pears, tenor, and Benjamin Britten, piano (PP–BB), or both these artists (PP/BB) appearing at different times in a particular location (in Britten’s case also perhaps as a conductor); or the location or premiere status of a work – is supplied wherever it would appear to be helpful or of interest to the reader. As both Britten and Pears are constant presences on virtually every page, it has not proved useful or desirable to reference every element of their lives in their individual entries in the General Index, although a number of personality traits and recurring aspects of their lives are listed there. The reader might find it easier to trace a particular event or performance through one of the Works indexes or through an organization or a venue in the General Index.


Where a reference is to a plate or an illustration in the text, the entry appears in italic type. Bold type is used to show the recipient of a numbered letter and underlining indicates a major biographical annotation. Abbreviations used in the indexes are as follows:












	AF

	Aldeburgh Foundation

	PP

	Peter Pears






	BB

	Benjamin Britten

	pp

	private or domestic performance






	c

	conductor, conducted by

	sop

	soprano






	IOC

	Index of Other Composers

	vla

	viola






	ms

	mezzo-soprano

	vln

	violin
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I am often asked, ‘Where is the biography of Britten you were invited to undertake by the composer a few months before he died in 1976?’ Or, as it is sometimes put more bluntly: ‘Why haven’t you written it?’


It is true, as I have recounted elsewhere,1 that I made the commitment, though even my early outline of a book, talked over with Britten and approved by him, was already perhaps rather distant from the concept of a straight biography. I had mapped out a sequence of creative phases and key works that would be framed by an account of the particular circumstances of and events in Britten’s life that were relevant to the creation of the works singled out for attention. I certainly saw this at the time as an integration of ‘life’ and ‘work’, though not quite in the sense that fashionable biography is pursued today.


In the event, after Britten’s death, which brought with it access to a vast mass of correspondence and auxiliary documentation – Britten had already sent me off in the summer of 1976 with the shoebox in which he kept his pocket diaries for the years 1928–392 – it became clear, to me at least, that my original ambitions would best be solved otherwise, by a chronological account of his life extrapolated from his letters, his diaries and other personal statements. This would be amplified, contextualized and, I hoped, illumined, by a scarcely less vast mass of annotations, drawing on the widest range of diverse sources, primary and secondary, an attempt to recover what might otherwise be thought irretrievably lost time. It is indeed, in the spirit of Proust’s towering masterpiece, A la recherche du temps perdu – a work that has been an influence on my own thoughts and feelings of a scale quite comparable to the music of Britten or Mahler (not to speak of Mozart) – that I have pursued, with due humility, this very text, encouraged by the publication of a biography of Proust, by the leading Proust scholar of our time, Jean-Yves Tadié,3 which, while scrupulously recounting a life that gave birth to the art, no less scrupulously ensures that each keeps its distance from the other.


Proust himself, Tadié makes the point, believed that one of the principal tasks of criticism was to chart a ‘spiritual biography’, to reconstruct, for example, the particular spiritual life of a writer ‘obsessed by […] unusual realities’ such as those of Ruskin, for whom Proust had a profound passion. The artist’s inspiration, Proust suggests, ‘matches his vision of those realities, his talent re-creates them in his work and his “morality” encourages the instinct that drives the artist to sacrifice his own life to this vision and its reproduction’.4 I would beg the reader to keep Proust’s priorities – inspiration, vision, talent, morality, sacrifice – in mind, and not least these words from Tadié’s preface: ‘The biography of a great writer is not that of a man of the world, or a pervert or an invalid: it is that of a man who draws his stature from what he writes, because he has sacrificed everything to it, including his lesser qualities.’5


Without question, music would be at the heart of the enterprise I have described, and specifically the evolution of Britten’s own creative genius and the works in which it was embodied. It is sometimes overlooked that in one important respect composition, writing music, was virtually an immediate presence in the story of Britten’s life, something we owe to his prodigiously gifted childhood. It is almost always the case that among composers whose exceptional talents emerge in youth or young adulthood, the very earliest years are the most difficult to render in terms of musical creativity and evolution, so slender are the available materials. With Britten it was quite else; music was abundantly – almost embarrassingly – there, from the start. It was music indeed that was already telling the story of his life; and so it was to continue until his life ended. Thus it was, or so it seemed to me, that the best biographical approach was to assemble an account of a life, mostly in the composer’s own words, the telling of which – because of its peculiar dedication to music – had no option but also to function as a powerful illumination of the oeuvre itself. To be sure, analysis, description or interpretation of individual works or periods formed no part of the editorial scheme, though these modes of writing surfaced in the guise of published commentaries generated by first performances. This is not to underrate the importance of independent evaluation and comparative assessment, a still outstanding example of which remains Peter Evans’s The Music of Benjamin Britten and, in the same vein, though intendedly less comprehensive, Arnold Whittall’s The Music of Britten and Tippett and important recent studies by Mervyn Cooke6 and Philip Reed.7 Nor should the pioneering and sometimes provocative studies of Philip Brett be overlooked; 8 the volume he edited on Peter Grimes (1983), and to which he made major contributions, opened up new areas of debate which he continued vigorously to explore and expound until his untimely death. His masterly entry on Britten in the second edition of the New Grove showed him, I believe, at his best. I may not often share his approach to the music but the seriousness of his work and conviction of his own insights never fail to be a source of challenge and stimulus, even if the latter proves to be, finally, a stimulus to disagree. But what the modification of my original commitment to a biography turned out to be, in the shape of the first two volumes of Britten’s letters in this series, was an effort to show the interaction between Britten’s life and his music which would then form a useful basis for both interpretation and evaluation; and also, perhaps, the basis for punctilious biography.


Since Britten’s death there have appeared a number of biographical studies which also incorporated at various levels commentaries on and descriptions of the music, notably by Christopher Headington, Michael Kennedy and Michael Oliver,9 but it was Humphrey Carpenter’s major biography of 1992 (Benjamin Britten: A Biography; hereafter HCBB) that effected a fundamental change in much writing about the composer. This was not only due to the fact that Carpenter enjoyed virtually unrestricted access to all the papers – I can think of only insignificant exceptions, and if these were made, then it was at the request of the owners of the materials, not at the request of the Britten–Pears Library or the composer’s Trustees – but because he brought to his task exceptional professional skills as a biographer, among them tireless energy and an irrepressible zest for leaving no stone unturned. But somewhere along the way the enterprise was hijacked by the issue of Britten’s sexuality, to which it seemed (and seems) to me Carpenter paid an excess of attention. For one thing there proved, ultimately, little to report on Britten’s relationships with boys – scarcely, one must remark, the only relationships in his life of importance to him – for another, and more damagingly, the sexual issue, which then became linked with Britten’s supposedly sado-masochistic character, was deployed as the chief instrument of interpretation in Carpenter’s discussion and description of the music.


If I use the word ‘damagingly’ it is not because I think in the longer term that Britten’s music will suffer but, rather, that the quality of the biography itself will come to be seriously underrated. If one ignores these preoccupations and the simplistic musical commentaries, what remains is a biography of the composer to which all future biographers must be indebted. It would be ironic indeed if those parts of the book that I believe to be open to very serious question, while undeniably gaining it a certain notoriety, may prove eventually to undermine its genuine importance.


The truth is that the practice – the whole culture – of ‘biography’ has radically altered in our time and become an unthinking pursuit of what is often represented to be the ‘dark’ side of the biographer’s subject. Everyone, it is assumed, has a ‘dark’ side that is compulsive, socially unacceptable, and therefore concealed; and the main task of the biography is to strip away the wrappings and reveal the dark ‘truth’; and the ‘truth’, need one hardly add, has become inextricably associated with sex.10 One should not hold Carpenter responsible for those who have perhaps been unduly influenced by his emphases and exaggerations and gone on to exaggerate them, copiously, to fantasize about them. However, it says something about the culture of biography that became predominant towards the end of the twentieth century that BBC Radio 3 should have chosen to salute the 50th anniversary of the Aldeburgh Festival by commissioning a radio play, The Ceremony of Innocence, by Martyn Wade, first broadcast on 7 June 1998, the central theme – preoccupation – of which was Britten’s supposed preoccupation with ‘the boys’ who, again supposedly, were not only fundamental to his life but also to his creativity. The level at which this ‘drama’ was conducted, especially when attempts were made to link music and the composer’s ‘life’, can be illustrated by just one example, the reading of a list of boys’ names to the accompaniment of the procession of the animals to board ship in Noye’s Fludde. Or there was the telephone call by ‘Imogen Holst’ to ‘Peter Pears’ informing him that Aldeburgh Parish Church was declining to host the premiere of the work because it had ‘hundreds of boys’ in it. (There had been a precedent of a kind for this event in a drama, Once in a While the Odd Thing Happens, by Paul Godfrey, subtitled ‘A Play from the Life of Benjamin Britten’, commissioned originally by the National Theatre Studio and given its premiere at the Cottesloe, National Theatre, in September 1990. But this was a work serious in intent and ambition, seriously researched and rooted in the main in fact, not fantasy.)


More to the point there is an arresting, if exaggerated, first sentence in a monograph entitled Benjamin Britten’s Operas, by Michael Wilcox, the intention of which in fact was entirely honourable – to draw attention to the scandalous homophobia of the society in which Britten and Pears lived and worked: it begins ‘Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears, two criminals under both English and American State Law on account of their homosexual relationship …’ It is in the specific context of Wilcox’s observation that I reproduce below a document of classic relevance and resonance that appeared in the People on 24 July 1955:


MUSIC CHIEF LEADS BIG CAMPAIGN AGAINST VICE




A campaign against homosexuality in British music is to be launched by Sir Steuart Wilson, until last month Deputy General Administrator of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Sir Steuart, 66, told the People last night:


‘The influence of perverts in the world of music has grown beyond all measure. If it is not curbed soon, Covent Garden and other precious musical heritages could suffer irreparable harm.


‘Many people in the profession are worried. There is a kind of agreement among homosexuals which results in their keeping jobs for the boys.’


And Mr Walford Davies, the famous composer and conductor, said: ‘Homosexuals are damaging music and all the other arts. I am sorry for those born that way, but many acquire it – and for them I have nothing but contempt. Singers who are perverted often get work simply because of this. And new works by composers are given preference by some people if the writer is perverted.’11





The passage of time and growth of more civilized attitudes, public and private, does little to diminish the sense of shame aroused by this eruption of dreadful prejudice from 1955. Nor surely can it be questioned that verbal assault and battery of the kind I quote here exemplifies the hostility to homosexuals that had characterized preceding decades, let alone the 1950s, when it enjoyed a particularly poisonous revival. It would have made an impact on the composer, the degree of which it is difficult to quantify. Peter Grimes speaks for itself; and never more clearly than in its articulation of the theme of social rejection and expulsion that is central to the opera’s drama, though we should remember how potent a reality persecution was in Europe during the 1930s, a history of which Britten was vividly aware and by which he was often fiercely occupied. While it would be approaching the absurd to suggest that the fact of Britten’s homosexuality did not have a significantly determining hand in the creation of Grimes,12 is it not essential to stand back from declaring an equivalence of life and art and instead pursue the evolution of Britten’s unique creativity and those positive interactions between life and work that led him to explore new areas of feeling and find the forms, words and sounds to match them? These new areas of feeling and above all an appropriate dramatic articulation of them may indeed have had their roots in his sexuality but they also constitute an unequivocal acknowledgement of it: as the three Israelites in The Burning Fiery Furnace so memorably aver (though little remarked on),‘What we are, we remain …’ But as always what we experience, what we hear, is not an item of biography but its transformation, if you like, into a musical experience or communication of relevance and importance to us all, irrespective of our sexual orientation.


Grimes, in fact, proved retrospectively to be only the first of Britten’s parables about human behaviour in the twentieth century. The point is made by the second of the three Parables proper, The Burning Fiery Furnace, which, like Grimes, is undoubtedly another parable of rejection. But it brilliantly introduces into its vocabulary of images (if the paradox may be forgiven) specifically racial and cultural conflict (new to Britten, this), the manipulation of a mindless ideology that climaxes in a frightening display of mass hysteria (shades of Nuremberg and its rallies). The Furnace, it cannot be missed, has in fact its own (Babylonian) lynching chorus; and there are many other parallels with Grimes in terms of preoccupations and protest: intolerance, exclusion, persecution and execution. The parallels are often so telling that one has to remind oneself that the Furnace in terms of format, resources and compositional techniques is virtually the diametric opposite of Grimes on almost every count. But again like Grimes, and many other works of Britten’s, the Furnace takes significant note of those phenomena in our century that have accounted for huge volumes of human suffering. Since we are what we are and how we have been made to be, it is scarcely surprising that certain preoccupations remain a constant presence throughout our lives, whether mundane or unique. It is self-evident that for Britten the experience of rejection, of expulsion, of social condemnation, however that came to be assimilated and incorporated into his personality, often, though not exclusively, plays an influential role in the dramas that he chose to imagine as parable operas; and I am not thinking here only of the Church Parables. (Is there an opera of Britten’s that is not a parable?) But in saying that, one has not really said much about the process of transformation and transcendence which in truth creates our experience in the theatre (whether it be Grimes, the Furnace, Lucretia, Gloriana or Billy Budd, to choose a handful of titles at random), something quite other, I want to suggest, from re-experiencing – as it were at (musical) second-hand – an experience, however fundamental, that ultimately belongs to the composer’s biography. It is of the first importance to move away from the bald system of equivalence in which Britten’s sexual orientation ‘equals’ (that is to say, ‘explains’) his preoccupation with the idea of social rejection, embodied in the symbolic figure of the nonconformist, the outcast, etc., etc. This may be true at one simplistic level of comprehension but it says nothing about the extraordinary diversity and richness of the musics that Britten summons up to meet the challenges posed by the sheer complexity of his responses, not only to the problems of his own life but to the problems, as he saw them, of the world at large, prominent among them violence, and a later preoccupation, the protection of our earth (perhaps there was early indication of this in his passionate admiration of the coda to the ‘Abschied’ in Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde, ‘Die liebe Erde …’).


As I come to suggest much later, the narrowness of the focus of which I complain has toppled over from the interpretation of the music into accounts of the life itself which, in a comparable sense, can all too easily be bleached of its human, and sometimes all too human, complications and contradictions. Here again, one needs more than one key to unlock the many doors offering access to Britten, not only the Britten who was the predetermined ‘outcast’ but the many Brittens who went to make up the social being and serious citizen that he was. I believe it to be essential to achieve a change in emphasis and address how it was that Britten responded creatively to the consequences of ‘rejection’. We might then find ourselves talking about the music as distinct from speculating about its psychological origins. Thus it is a different interaction between life and art that it is one of my prime purposes in this introduction to pursue.


We might make a start with the image of the family and its creative significance for Britten. This has often been overlooked, first as a source of inspiration – diverse and contrasting inspiration, it must be said – and secondly as a format: a ready-made community with built-in potentialities for drama. In this latter category, at one extreme we have the ferocious, feuding family of Wingraves (Owen Wingrave, 1971); at the other, Noye’s Fludde (1958), a setting of the Chester Miracle Play that depicts what one might think of as humankind’s Ur-family. Noye, in particular, anticipates the Ur-Father of The Prodigal Son, yet to be composed.13 Noye’s Fludde was to bear the third and last of Britten’s ‘family’ dedications, in this case, members of his own family: the inscription reads, ‘To my nephew and nieces, Sebastian, Sally and Roguey Welford, and my young friend Roger Duncan [the son of Ronald Duncan, and one of Britten’s godsons]’. Albert Herring(1947), too, may have been Britten’s only social comedy in music, but there can be no denying the seriousness of Albert’s oppression by his Mum, a familiar family situation that gets the serious music it deserves in Act II scene 2 (Albert’s great scena). A happier domestic context was provided a little later in The Little Sweep (1949), the miniature opera that was originally conceived to form the second part of Let’s Make an Opera; and that musical initiative, an altogether novel enterprise, especially at the time it was written, introduces a notable example of those ‘family’ works that often had their roots in a family to which Britten was close, to the children in particular: The Little Sweep was dedicated to a team of children, the ‘models’ for their counterparts in the little opera. The dedication reads: ‘Affectionately dedicated to the real Gay, Juliet, Sophie, Tina, Hughie, Jonny and Sammy – the Gathorne-Hardys of Great Glemham, Suffolk’. As Eric Crozier himself recollected in his foreword to the libretto: ‘We chose Iken Hall for the setting because it was a large rambling farmhouse on a lonely stretch of the river Alde where occasionally we went to visit friends: we took our children ready-made for the sons, daughters and nephews of other friends living at Great Glemham.’


The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra on the other hand is not a piece of music theatre, though from one point of view it is: the instruments and their characters comprise its ‘cast’. The work surfaces here because, like The Little Sweep, this famous set of variations that started life as an educational film in 1946 was again dedicated to a family to which for a time at least Britten was very closely bonded through ties of mutual affection, to the children especially. Once again the dedication reads: ‘This work is affectionately inscribed to the children of John and Jean Maud: Humphrey, Pamela, Caroline and Virginia, for their edification and entertainment’.14


Jean Redcliffe-Maud, in response to questions put to her in 1984 by Elizabeth Sweeting (General Manager of the English Opera Group from 1948 to 1955), remembered Britten’s exceptional ways with her own children, whose world – which a little later I am to explore in more detail – he was able to enter it seems without condescension or affectation:












	ES

	You must be very happy that it was your family who exemplified another one of Ben’s notable qualities, and that was his sincere and exciting love of children and young people, because you said that he dedicated the Young Person’s Guide, and after that of course he wrote Let’s Make an Opera, Noye’s Fludde and so on. So that the early acquaintance with your family made obviously a milestone in their progress.






	 

	 






	JRM

	Yes, yes. He was absolutely delightful with children and happy with them and they were happy with him in the most unaffected way – I mean, when we went (before he moved to Aldeburgh) to Snape, to the Lighthouse, wasn’t it?






	 

	 






	ES

	The Old Mill.






	 

	 






	JRM

	Yes, and he enjoyed Humphrey’s company very much and Humphrey his. But as I say, later on more and more people got involved, whom we didn’t know. And so roughly speaking, there was a time when it really wasn’t possible to see much of him.






	 

	 






	ES

	Indeed, well his life became very peopled and of course the coming and going of so many people with whom he was associated in his work kept him really always in a close community of his own of changing composition.15


















From a much later date – in 1969 – when Britten and Pears, in the wake of the fire at Snape Maltings, made fund-raising visits to New York and Boston (a brief tour on which I accompanied them), comes a recollection from the American conductor and author Frederik Prausnitz, which once again reveals the striking empathy that marked Britten’s relationships with children (it was the immediacy that was so remarkable, as this occasion suggests):




It began with an unforgettable concert: Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears, in a joint recital in Boston, last stop on their American tour of 1969. The programme included Britten’s Thomas Hardy songs [Winter Words] and Schumann’s Dichterliebe […]  


The reception afterwards was in my house. Our rooms were large, connected by wide archways, and with high ceilings and tall windows overlooking Boston Common. It was as well that we had moved tables and sofas to the walls in anticipation of a crowd, for soon it seemed as if the entire concert audience had come to meet the performers. The film crew which had recorded the Britten and Pears American tour for a BBC documentary16 had just stashed their voluminous equipment on our back stairs when our guests of honour arrived. Much applause. Margaret, my wife, was thrilled to receive an inscribed score from the composer. And that was the last we saw of Benjamin Britten.  


Pears was elegantly in evidence as he towered over the noisy crowd. After a while I asked my wife, ‘Have you seen Ben?’With a happy gesture to the piano on which rested Britten’s gift to her, she replied,‘He’s here, of course.’But where? Three rooms and the hall encompassed the social territory of the evening, and it should not have been difficult to locate one of only two men in full evening dress, even in that crush. Nevertheless, a slow and soon somewhat anxious exploration of that densely packed space produced no trace of our composer.  


No, Peter had not seen him either, but he would help us to look. He had the advantage of height – to no avail. Then, just as we began worrying in earnest and trying not to look it, as we ploughed once more through the jammed bodies of Boston’s celebratory musical elite, the buzz and hum of our party in full swing was topped by happy noises from the far end of the hall, where a corridor led off to the nursery. Peter and Margaret and I hastened along there.  


And there he was, in the nursery, giving his second performance of the evening. Benjamin Britten, our son Sebastian aged five, and our old dog Timmy (designated babysitter for the evening), were romping on all fours across the floor, while little two-year-old Maja crowed with delight from her crib. The master, having decided perhaps that he had already given of his best to the lionizing crowd, had discovered the children. While graciously apologetic, he seemed as regretful as his playmates about their interrupted idyll. But a few moments later, once again in the front rooms, Britten was listening smilingly to a succession of his grown-up admirers, every inch the world-famous composer he was expected to be.17





It is not for sentimental reasons that I have quoted Jean Redcliffe-Maud’s words above or included Prausnitz’s revealing memory;18 and to the Redcliffe-Maud family I shall return. But for the moment I want to stay with the idea of the family, and its possible significance for Britten. There are other manifestations of the family in Britten’s dramatic works that I have not yet mentioned, most notably the third and last of the Church Parables, The Prodigal Son (1968). Interestingly, it is perhaps only now, after thirty years or so, that the stature of the third Parable has been recognized; and part of its strength, I have come to believe, derives from the powerful appeal the image of the family, in all its diversity – its unities, hostilities, liberations, absences and oppressions – had for Britten, as man and artist.


It was surely no accident that it was the childhood card game of Happy Families that Britten liked to play, when childhood was long behind him. From all accounts, a certain scepticism might occasionally attend this Christmas ritual; and perhaps it is not surprising that, with the exception of The Little Sweep and Noye’s Fludde, those other works in which the ‘family’ is a defining factor reveal a remarkable complexity of response. The Prodigal Son is a particularly interesting case because it embraces both the loss of Innocence and the acquisition of Experience and articulates a whole array of inter-family tensions and jealousies; and yet, at the end, the wheel turns full circle and the Younger Son returns, along with and by means of the music which accompanied his departure. It is this ‘travelling’ music (the long walk home), in which the solo viola plays a leading part, the characterizing instrument which is the Prodigal Son’s (compare its compassionate role as the ‘voice’ of the Apprentice at the beginning and end of the Passacaglia in Grimes), which returns the chastened youth to the [image: alt] which from the outset of the Parable has represented family, home, integration, stability and, not least, the Father.19





I almost wrote ‘harbour’ instead of ‘home’; and in recalling Grimes’s ‘What harbour shelters peace?’, one recalls that Grimes as he is known to us in the opera – in an early draft there was a moment when he is envisaged singing about his father – is a man without a vestige, a shred, of family history: he lives and dies an outsider. So too does the boy Apprentice who shares, with Grimes, ironically, a family history of equal blankness, and comes to share his tragic fate. This absence of any family context makes its emphatic contribution to the intensity of Grimes’s tragedy; and I find it of some interest at least that even in those operas or Parables where the image of the family is by no means central, the absence of ‘family’ – of father and mother figures especially – makes its own telling point. This is certainly the chilling case in The Turn of the Screw, where the children, like Grimes, have no parental history – ‘Poor babies,’ sings the Governess on her way to Bly, ‘no father, no mother’ – while in Owen Wingrave, the opera’s protagonist again is parentless. His father, of course, has gone down in battle; his mother’s miserable history briefly stated: she ‘died bereft’, we learn, ‘bearing my dead-born brother’ (Act I scene 4), after which she is mentioned only once again, by Mrs Julian in the big ensemble that opens scene 5 – ‘Better dead,’ she exclaims. On the other hand, he enjoys what in effect are proxy parents, in the shape of Mr and Mrs Coyle, whom Britten takes care, musically, to characterize with a sympathy denied to Owen’s family proper. (Nor should we forget that Billy Budd, was a ‘foundling … found in a basket tied to a good man’s door, the poor old man’.)


Even in The Little Sweep, which ends happily, aside and apart from the cruel practices inflicted on him by his brutal owners, the sweep boy’s suffering is intensified by his parentless isolation. (We note, incidentally, that it is Rowan, the kind-hearted nursery maid, who assumes the (mother’s) caring, quasi-parental role in relation to Sam.) In the ensemble in which the child’s plight finds its fullest expression, ‘O why do you weep/Through the working day?’, the response that the boy makes in the shape of a refrain – ‘How shall I laugh and play?’ – to his rescuers’ comment, ‘Father and mother are far away’, projects an image and a situation that recur, albeit in hugely different musical realizations, throughout Britten’s oeuvre; it is the persistence of the image that unifies the disparate musics it gives rise to – differences, that is, of style, genre, period and use – and testifies to the powerful role it played in Britten’s imagination. But what impresses, and what, ultimately, must be the principal concern of those who want to write about Britten is the richness, variety, complexity of the compositional response. Why else bother?


As Britten’s music developed and moved towards what proved to be his last phase, whether or not a work was destined for the theatre, the tendency to share common techniques, preoccupations and imagery greatly increased; and I make no apology for isolating one number from the last orchestral song-cycle, Nocturne (1958), as an example of Britten’s acute awareness of the uncertainties and vulnerabilities created by the absence of family. It is spelled out for us in the third song of the cycle, a setting of Coleridge’s poem, ‘The Wanderings of Cain’, for harp and strings (shades of Mahler!), in which the poet describes his vision of a ‘Beauteous boy’, seen by moonlight:






Alone, by night, a little child,


In peace so silent and so wild –


Has he no friend, no loving mother near?








In which context one cannot overlook what must be the earliest instance of outside/inside imagery in Britten’s music, one that is also one of the most remarkable and illuminating. I am thinking of the third of the Quatre Chansons Françaises for high voice and orchestra composed in 1928 by the fourteen-year-old Britten, inscribed and dedicated, one notes, to his father and mother on the twenty-seventh anniversary of their marriage. It is a setting of Victor Hugo’s ‘L’enfance’. Outside the window a child sings and plays. Within there is the ‘absent’ mother; she lies dying. There is not only an unequivocal outside/inside juxtaposition but also the use of two quite distinct musics to represent the bleak contrast: without, the poet tells us, ‘the poor creature sang all day’, while within, ‘the mother coughed all night’. ‘L’enfance’must be reckoned a key document in the evolution of the images of parental absence and loss, of outside and inside, that were to haunt Britten’s creative life and provoke some of the most memorable of his feats of invention.  


Nor can one help but observe that in a late work, Curlew River (1964), the first of the Church Parables, although a family history of the kidnapped boy is vouchsafed as the ferryboat crosses the river, it is above all a story of absences; the boy dies bereft of both his father and mother. For him, in life at least, there was no amelioration of the absence of parents. This deployment of absence as a sometimes defining dramatic presence is, in its own way, and perhaps in a related way, as eloquent and meaningful as Britten’s elevation of silence to major status in many of his dramas. One needs to take only one small step further to be able to suggest with some confidence that if absence could constitute a dismaying experience, then exclusion – exclusion from the family – might be no less so. Outsider status is thereby confirmed, not only as an outsider but as an outsider looking in. When Gustav von Aschenbach, the celebrated author, arrives at his hotel in Venice, he is greeted by the Manager with a prediction – ‘Signore, outside [N.B.!] your room, but private, unfrequented, you may sit and see the world go by …’ – the implications of which are almost immediately fulfilled by the gathering of a Polish family in (of course!) the lobby, before dinner: ‘Poles, I should think,’ notes Aschenbach. ‘Governess with her children – a beautiful young creature, the boy.’ (However, it is not – this time – a governess who is an important presence in later events but Tadzio’s glamorous mother, the extravagantly named ‘Lady of the Pearls’.)  


Death in Venice is ‘about’ many things; but one of them certainly is exclusion, and specifically the impossibility and impracticality of Aschenbach becoming an integral part of the family that rivets his attention at the very start of his visit to Venice. His own isolation is intensified by what he observes of the boy’s relationships with his sisters and, not least, with his especially beautiful mother.


Like Grimes before him, Aschenbach is virtually a man without a history. Clues are few and far between but for rhetorical statements like ‘I, Aschenbach, famous as a master-writer …’; while any kind of domestic context for himself is confined to his single mention of the ‘death of a wife and marriage of an only daughter’. As for Tadzio, is he not, as I have suggested elsewhere, entirely a creature – a creation – of Aschenbach’s imagination? His only ‘voice’ is in fact the composer’s, that is to say, Aschenbach’s; and his music is exclusively how Aschenbach ‘sees’ him, obsessively longs for him, feels about him.20


In this respect Tadzio in Death in Venice has even less of a voice of his own than the silent Apprentice in Peter Grimes, for whom Britten himself speaks up in the Passacaglia between Scenes 1 and 2 of the opera’s second act. The composer’s explicit compassion (viola) endows the boy with a felt human image, eloquent of his suffering.21 Tadzio (vibraphone) on the other hand does not have any feelings of his own to be reported.


Even this brief digression is, I hope, suggestive of the exceptional wealth of nuances that Death in Venice unfolds by means of an elaborate performing apparatus and accumulation of late-style techniques drawn from Britten’s encounter with non-Western musics. The very complexity of the compositional processes involved, and one’s own tentative speculations about the ‘meaning’ of them, emphasizes again the need to look to the work and the composer’s oeuvre as a whole for ‘explanations’ and illuminations, not to a cartoon-like representation of the life.


We find, then, even in Death in Venice, the subtext of family persisting. Who can doubt that it was of real importance to Britten creatively, scattered as it is both positively and negatively throughout his dramatic output and surfacing on occasion in other genres? And that would be the reason for drawing attention to parallels in the life that are clearly of specific relevance to the materialization and characteristics of specific works, not to ‘explain’ them (or as some would wish, explain them away) but to show what Britten makes of his materials, at which point the autonomy of the making asserts itself and the biographical parallels, such as they are, cease to have much significance.


It was surely a heavy blow to Britten that he had lost both of his parents by his mid-twenties, but during his formative years of infancy and childhood his parents had been a constant and loving presence; it would be hard to attribute that painful awareness of loss, absence, rejection, conflict and abandonment, which was so often to take shape as distinctive music, to events or parallels in his early life. That his childhood was happy, stable and, yes, successful, was as amply documented as was possible at the time when the first two volumes of letters and diaries in this series were completed.


What had become a generally held assumption – ‘idyllic’ was a word Pears often used to describe Britten’s childhood – was subjected to later scrutiny by Carpenter in his biography, who comes up with disquieting recollections from two of Britten’s closest friends and librettists, Eric Crozier and Myfanwy Piper. Crozier claimed that he had been told by Britten that he had been ‘raped’ as a boy, supposedly at preparatory school, and Piper that she had been told by Britten himself that his father had an ‘interest’ in boys. It is not my purpose to rehearse all over again here what is carefully and indeed cautiously documented by Carpenter in his biography,22 but to remind readers that this was information that was not available to us when compiling volumes 1 and 2, and – possibly of greater significance – that, to my knowledge, absolutely no further evidence to substantiate or verify these matters has emerged in the interim.23 Of their very nature, of course, the character of such events would preclude ‘documentation’ as we would normally understand it, but recognition of that does not prevent me from having uppermost in my mind a wise remark made (I think) by Ray Monk, the biographer of Ludwig Wittgenstein, who pointed out how difficult it was in principle to prove that something that had not happened, had not happened.


If Britten’s own family life was as stable and relatively unclouded as it seems to have been – and I am not overlooking the tension that was undoubtedly part of his relationship with his father – then perhaps it is not surprising that the idea of ‘family’ in his work was often a real presence, nor that throughout his life relationships with families – belonging – mattered a lot to him; hence, no doubt, the dedications of Let’s Make an Opera to the Cranbrooks and the Young Person’s Guide to the Mauds, in which affection and, not least, inspiration were combined.


We have read above how Jean Redcliffe-Maud, in 1984, recollected Britten’s particular gift with children, her children, that is – Humphrey, Pamela (see n. 14 above), Caroline and Virginia. This particular idyll was not to survive; and for a description of the manner in which it did not survive – a longer and fuller account than he has given hitherto – I am indebted to the very Humphrey who was one of the original dedicatees. His memories, it seems to me, are of such outstanding interest that it is worth quoting from them at unusual length.24 I have chosen excerpts that specifically illumine Britten’s relationship to a family and one particular member of it, who was born in 1934 and whose recollections belong principally to the period 1943–49, when he was between the ages of nine and fifteen and was himself, it is important to understand, a very musical child. He begins by relating an ‘absolutely typical occasion’ when Britten and Pears







came down to Eton for lunch and stayed for tea and supper and the night, because there was so much to talk about. And I think that my mother would have been a very welcome interlocutor of his because [Ben] having been away out of Britain since 1939, there would have been so much to catch up on, though of course he had [had] constant correspondence with Beth [Welford, Britten’s sister] and other members of his family.


[…] I have a very vivid recollection of him because, being a mere child, a sort of add-on to the family party, I was very conscious that he took a great deal of interest in me and listened to what I had to say, which little boys don’t often have, particularly from a great man like that. And we struck up a strong friendship between a grown-up and a boy of a very natural kind, which then blossomed in my case into something which became very much closer, and didn’t involve my parents, save that it was they who agreed to his kind invitations that I should join them [Britten and Pears] on various school holidays […]





He continued:




Well, as I say, I think he clearly had a lot of sympathy for young children, and one sees this in the wonderful skill with which he writes for children’s voices, not only boys’ voices, though he had a wonderful aptitude for that. I think there was a side to his personality which hadn’t ever grown up. There was a kind of boyishness about him which gave him great pleasure in boyish activities, like playing tennis, for instance. I remember playing quite a lot with him. He coached me quite purposefully. The games were fun but they were also serious. I remember him saying, ‘Get your first serve in, hit the first serve with a flat face and then when you have a second serve, cut it with a fiendish spin.’Which of course he did, in a most hideous fashion. He liked to win. When he was playing with me it was extremely enjoyable but rather purposeful singles, and he thought that I could indeed be a good deal better than I was, and so gave me some ideas about that.





If tennis was, in its own way, seriously pursued, much more so was music:




I suppose [Ben] was the first person, other than a few schoolmasters and music teachers that I’d had – but not in any comparable sense – with whom I’d had serious musical conversations. And this went on till I suppose about the age of fifteen, because I saw him really pretty often. So, as one was discovering on the old 78 [r.p.m.] records, particularly when I went to Eton where they had a wonderful music library and record library, I would as it were test out my reactions to particular bits of music on him, and he always listened extremely sensitively. He never contradicted one. He often had a very different view; I remember for instance my enthusing about Beethoven and quoting particular bits of music, or movements or bits of movements that I particularly liked, and he listened, but had a sort of reflective smile on his face and said, ‘Well, actually I don’t go for Beethoven at all now. I find that he shouts, that he’s too obvious: it’s all too’ – as we would say these days – ‘in your face’ (he’d probably not have used such a phrase). ‘But,’ he said, ‘when I was your age I couldn’t have enough Beethoven. The house was full of little plaster busts of him.25 I was always playing his music on the piano. I played all the sonatas, I played all the symphonies, and would play through the scores.’ I remember him saying, incidentally, how when he was a schoolboy, when other boys would take a book to read in bed before lights out, he would take a musical score and this was just as lively, just as vivid for him as the boys who were reading Rider Haggard or Buchan or whatever it was the others read.


I had a very powerful personality in my mother, and music was very much in the household from my earliest recollection, and indeed this was one of the great strengths that I recall in the friendship between her and Ben. They played together for CEMA during the war. But she had been a pupil of Schnabel’s, as had Curzon; and Ben, I remember him talking about, in rather a different sense from what I was saying earlier about Beethoven, how he regarded Schnabel as being the Beethoven pianist, and having very technical discussions with my mother about how he taught, and his interpretations, chiefly, of course, of the Beethoven sonatas, but also works like the Schubert [image: alt] Piano Sonata. This was a great bond between them, and I would as it were eavesdrop on this conversation without of course knowing the detail of what they were talking about. But I was so struck by the fact that he would answer all of my impertinent questions without any sort of hesitation; and that encouraged me to speak in a very spontaneous way to him about my own musical interests. On one occasion, when we were staying outside Cliveden, the Astors’ place, and my parents had a little cottage there, Parr’s Cottage, I remember I hadn’t been able to bring my cello over, back from Eton, and so we drove over, Ben and Peter and I, and picked it up, so we could play. And I remember from quite an early age playing with him whatever it was that I was learning at the time; the last occasion that this ever happened must have been in the 1960s, when we played the Shostakovich Sonata all the way through. I made a recording of this, and of course it got mislaid. In any case it was only made by sitting the tape recorder on top of the piano, so it was full of distortion and everything, and anyway I was lamentably out of practice – I remember kicking myself round the block for being so. But even so it was he who said, ‘What are we going to play?’


So really over that period, on and off quite consistently up to, as I say, about the age of fifteen or so, and then later on a more occasional basis, we would meet and play; and I was very conscious of what a wonderful pianist he was, technically, and of course how he accompanied in a very discerning fashion, and how music represented a kind of unity. There were two instruments and the goal of the performance was achieved by two people. But there is no separation between the two – or at least there shouldn’t be. No sense of independence at all. And he conveyed this to me at a very early age; and since I have played a lot of chamber music since then, it has been for me one of the fundamental lessons, particularly when playing the cello.


Basically, I remember him as a sort of wonderful boy’s companion. There was one occasion, I remember, when he and I went upstairs after supper. We got into a conversation of some sort and I suppose talked for really quite a long time, perhaps an hour or two in the evening, and on my return my mother said something to the effect of ‘flying the nest’ or ‘Good, good that you should spread your wings, Humphrey’ – some sort of remark like that – and in a way this was absolutely right.


But as I say, although we had lots of interesting people coming to our house, musicians and people from all sorts and conditions, Ben was someone to whom I felt I could say anything, and who treated everything I said seriously, whatever value it may or may not have had.


I can recall asking who the main influences on him as a writer of opera were, and he said without any hesitation, ‘Mozart and Verdi.’ And he talked about Tchaikovsky; and indeed with Pears took me to hear The Queen of Spades at Covent Garden later on, you know, when I was a schoolboy, and that was absolutely marvellous. A marvellous piece of music but equally, to go with them, and listen and to hear Ben then comment on the music – I mean one just learnt so much, one’s ears were so to say enlarged whenever one was in his company, and everything he said I have an absolutely accurate recollection of. It really went in, as something which has stuck. For instance, he took the view that people these days ‘didn’t know how to play slowly’; I was very intrigued by the lovely recording that he and Slava [Mstislav Rostropovich] had made of the Schubert ‘Arpeggione’ sonata, which is quite eccentrically slow. It is a unique performance; and I did immediately make that particular link with his saying that it is jolly difficult to play slow and ‘that’s why lots of people don’t bother to do so’. That was certainly one of his observations.





And then there was the family:




Whenever we were there, when my two sisters were there, it was all, you know, a jolly family holiday. I think that Ben had a special affinity, to put it that way, with young boys as embodiments of his own self, the boyish side of his character. But I remember him being very sweet to Caroline, my next sister, and very sympathetic about the last one, Virginia, who was a diabetic, and has since died of that [in 1992]. But every time there were family visits or family expeditions, all the children were made equally at home and very happy. I think at a trivial level he enjoyed being a family favourite. I mean whenever he came to stay it was always: ‘Oh great! What train’s he coming on? Shall we go and meet him?’ He was a welcome member, and I certainly think he loved that. And he would play up to the children and play games and tease them, tease us, and be as it were one of us; but I think that particularly where the parents were visibly extremely close – even though, in the case of my parents, they were very, very different personalities and characters – I think that he felt there was a kind of structure there within which he was made very welcome: he could come in and out, as it were, he could befriend now one, now another member of the family, and this was very reassuring for him, and made us particularly welcome as guests, as we so often were.





And then the unexpected rupture:




Let me tell you all that I can recall about this. We were, as I say, very close, Ben and I, and I was not at all the only one of those young boys with whom Ben had a close rapport. Michael Berkeley was saying the other day that he too was always made to feel completely at home by Ben. Ben enjoyed his company and we indeed found that we had had just the same sort of responses, and that this had been a very formative influence both on Michael and on me.


But when I was about fourteen or fifteen, my parents knew very well a man called Bobbie Shaw.He was Nancy Astor’s son by her first marriage to Robert Gould Shaw II. He was always around at Cliveden, an extremely funny man, homosexual, and making no secret of it.26 But he took my father on one side, it seems, and said, ‘I think you should know that Humphrey is known to be an intimate friend of Benjamin Britten’ and that he [Shaw] thought that I might be at risk because Ben, being a practising homosexual who enjoyed the company of others of that ilk, was not for that reason entirely to be trusted. My father and I never discussed this, neither then nor afterwards. But he suffered real agony about this, because he knew that I greatly enjoyed Ben’s company and Ben enjoyed mine, and that this had been going on for years and there had been absolutely no problem. That’s the sad thing. If Pa had asked me, I would have been able to put his worry at rest, and offset this well-intentioned but utterly misguided bit of advice. However, he did decide that it was in a sense his moral duty as my guardian to bring to an end something which involved a risk to me as his only son. My father, who was high-minded – not old-fashioned exactly, but still perhaps very much a son of the Manse – had never, I may say, uttered any kind of warning about homosexuals.


So it was that he asked Ben to come and call on him at the Ministry of Education where he was Permanent Secretary, and said that our friendship, formally – I don’t know in what terms he said it – but, basically, it must have been that he didn’t want me to go on going and staying with Ben. I know that Ben was absolutely shattered by this. And the more one understands Ben’s nature, the more one can see why he would have been, because it was a gross affront to what had been a long-standing friendship of the most innocent kind, and innocence misunderstood or affronted, it’s a theme that of course goes through his operas – ‘The ceremony of innocence is drowned’, for example.


I think in a word that it was a dreadful mistake on my father’s side, and I remember my younger sister, Ginny, also being absolutely outraged by it, speaking of it in later life, as something that was completely unnecessary. Happily, it didn’t mean that his and my friendship was for that reason completely switched off: I think my father meant that Ben shouldn’t go on inviting me to spend summer holidays with him and Peter. But my parents went on meeting them and they came down to Oxford, and with my mother in particular they continued the strong musical bond, when my parents were at University College, Oxford, where they were from 1963 onwards. My mother ran the Friends of the Radcliffe Hospital, and outraged the local musical establishment in Oxford by successfully inviting Ben and Peter to come and give a recital at the Town Hall when others had tried and failed. I remember them staying at the Lodgings, and indeed that may have been the time when we played the Shostakovich Sonata together.


I remember too that when I was posted to the British Embassy in Madrid in 1961, I asked Ben to come and visit us there. But he said he didn’t think he would be allowed to enter the country, having signed so many letters and declarations against Franco.27 But the implication was that he would have liked to do so had this been possible, which I think was a mark of the strength of our continuing friendship.





I asked Humphrey Maud about his reaction to the rupture in 1949:




In a way, I barely noticed it. You know, I was busy growing up. In holidays I had different things to do and one stayed with other friends but didn’t have this kind of concentrated experience of, you know, improving one’s tennis, playing new works with Ben, which would have been lovely to have. And then one came through it; and I did National Service and Cambridge. I well remember them coming up to Cambridge to perform The Turn of the Screw and I went I think to all of the performances there and had, again, you know, a perfectly happy and friendly relationship with them both. I had always got on very well with Peter, too. We had perhaps rather the same kind of sense of humour.





It is not hard to imagine the pain caused to Britten by this seemingly entirely unforeseen and arbitrary severance of a valued family relationship and valued friendship with Humphrey (reciprocated, as we have read above, on the boy’s part). One has no wish to rake over what are now distant unhappinesses; it is, after all, the Young Person’s Guide and its dedication that will be remembered and constitute their own testament to a remarkable alliance. Moreover, the family friendship, though it may have temporarily faltered, was to continue. Britten’s later letters to the Mauds bear witness to this. We find him writing to Jean Redcliffe-Maud on 7 May 1967, ‘Thank you all for your great kindnesses to us last week – it was a great joy to be with you & John and the dear Family again’ – one cannot but note the capitalization – after which he adds – and again one cannot but sense a charge of emotion colouring what is otherwise a perfectly conventional form of words – ‘it was as if no time had gone by since those lovely early days’. None the less, the sorry tale of the imposed breach makes its own point about the homophobic fears that, under pressure, could be released in the 1940s even among some of the most civilized, courteous, gifted, intelligent and warmly admiring of the composer’s friends.


This bruising rebuff, however politely and reluctantly it may have been put, must have seemed to Britten like a fall from grace, and undeniably lends substance to the point that Michael Wilcox makes; not only because of the embargo peremptorily imposed on a friendship that meant a great deal to Britten but because suddenly, and without warning, he found himself (or felt himself) expelled from a family that had generously welcomed him and in a sense become his own. Tom Sutcliffe, in his article ‘Parental Concerns’,28 is perceptive in suggesting that Britten ‘felt his personal exclusion from natural parenthood as the most regrettable and painful aspect of his homosexuality’; hence, ‘when his collaborators had families he revelled in the chance to be in loco parentis’. In fact it was not only the opportunity to be in loco parentis that Britten welcomed. In one significant instance and in a unique context, he was able to assume the role of full-fledged father figure.29 David Hemmings, who as a boy created the character of the fatherless Miles in The Turn of the Screw, delivered the text that follows as an introduction to the production of the opera by Scottish Opera shown on BBC2 on 13 August 1994. It is not widely known and is of particular interest, perhaps just because of the ‘infatuation’ to which Hemmings himself refers. This in itself tells us something about Britten’s relationship with him, though he (Hemmings), it seems, was unaware of it, or at least not troubled by it, at the time:




1953: A very small boy stood on the stage of La Scala Theatre in London and sang [Handel’s] ‘Where e’er you walk’, and a voice came from the back of the auditorium saying, ‘Thank you; thank you very much.’ It was Benjamin Britten’s.


I’ve no idea to this day why I got the role, but from that moment my energies were dedicated to the English Opera Group and the process that was to become The Turn of the Screw – perhaps the finest British opera since Purcell’s Fairy Queen.


[…]  


Benjamin Britten was born in Lowestoft and he made his home in Aldeburgh where he spent with Peter Pears the most significant, creative part of his life.


[…]


I went to stay with Britten in this wonderfully claustrophobic atmosphere and he cared for me, he developed my voice and he was a deeply considerate father figure. It was only later that I learnt that he was very much infatuated with me and that caused some problems between himself and his long-time companion, Peter Pears. In all of the time that I spent with him he never abused that trust. My parents, I suppose, were effectively banished, so I spent most of my time sitting at the piano listening to him play wonderful, wonderful music, Peter Pears singing cadenzas with extraordinary clarity, powerful and thrilling, an ever-recurring theme that as I began to know Britten and his work seemed so synonymous with the two of them.  


As a composer, pianist, and conductor, sometimes revered, sometimes deeply misunderstood, he remains one of the most significant creators of twentieth-century British music. I had the good fortune to know him well, to sit by him and listen at his piano and share in some of the creative moments that went into this score; and I suppose it was frightening that the intensity of Aldeburgh somehow became entangled with Bly [the country-house setting of The Turn of the Screw].  


For my own involvement I can only say that at the premiere, at the Fenice Theatre in Venice in 1954, the curtain fell to a miraculous, terrifying silence.


The Governess had just reprised the simple Latin lesson that I as Miles had sung to her in Act I. Now it was not a lesson, it was a reassurance. She had saved this poor sagging child into her care. She had made him whole. His – perhaps their – ghosts, she thought, were gone.  


She clutched me tighter and she gasped, ‘Miles, what is it? What is it?’ There were only breaths, and then she showed the realization of the price that she had paid, and there was a sudden burst of vocal energy which haunts me – and Peter Quint – to this day:






Malo, malo, I would rather be


Malo, malo, than a naughty boy


Malo, malo – what have we done between us?








Never in my career have I ever felt that strength and moment when the audience applauded us, as they did beyond all measure, never have I ever known a moment that told me this was a very special thing to call yourself a performer.


And when I listen to The Turn of the Screw now, I remember that moment, and it is perhaps one of the best gifts that anybody could give anyone, and I thank Benjamin Britten for that because no one else could have given it to me – particularly at eleven years old.30





But there is more to the recollections of the original Miles than I have so far suggested. Indeed, one might think they rather pointedly expose the danger of merging – confusing – life with art. If the chronology of the opera’s composition had been otherwise, how convenient it would have been to have a ready-made ‘infatuation’ as an ‘explanation’ for its existence. But Miles, in fact, was a creature of Britten’s (and James’s) imagination, without a specific human model; while the very nature of the later relationship with the boy who in fact had brought to musical life the Miles whose only begetter was the composer himself, is itself revealing of the complications of the feelings involved in Britten’s own acted-out imagination of himself as Father. That this bit of his biography post-dated the opera does not mean that it is therefore of no relevance to the opera. On the contrary, it simply testifies to the complexity and richness of the sources, deep in the composer’s psyche, from which the opera was born, an act of creation that, for sure, was related to the composer’s personality – how could it be otherwise? – but which no single biographical event or personal relationship or stretch of time can account for, can ‘explain’.31 The work is its own ‘explanation’. It requires no other. 


This is not an approach, a mode of understanding, that finds much favour with Carpenter, even when writing about a work, the Young Person’s Guide, that one would have thought was a fairly straightforward exercise in the education (‘edification’, as Britten had it) and entertainment of young people; it was, too, only one of the many manifestations of Britten’s fascination with Purcell in this same period. Carpenter, however, trivializes the genuine importance and innovations of the Guide by creating the impression that the work was all ‘about’ the eleven-year-old Humphrey Maud, the ‘particular young person’ he claims that Britten ‘had in mind while writing it’; ‘Britten became especially friendly with Humphrey, who played the cello’. Hence – of course – the ‘passage for solo cellos, which has a Mahlerian tenderness that stands out from the rest of the work, may be another mark of dedication’. For good measure, in ‘the exuberant simplicities’ of the Guide Carpenter hears the composer ‘restoring his faith in life by impersonating a lost innocence’.32 Phew!


The note of exasperation must be excused. To whom, one wonders, is the tender melody of the solo oboe addressed in Variation B, manifestly more espressivo to my ears than the melody for cello (Variation G) and twice marked largamente? Or the violas’ variation (Variation F), marked successively dolce e commodo and espressivo? Events and contexts of genuine musical and creative significance which we can safely presume were vitally involved in the making of the Young Person’s Guide should make us cautious of attributing its existence to Humphrey and his cello; it would have happened without him. I hope he won’t take this amiss; indeed he has no need to: as he himself observed, the dates don’t work, in that his friendship with Britten took root in music-making only significantly later. (In fact, he started his cello lessons only in 1945 at the age of eleven.) Think, for instance, of the specific aesthetic that was the raison d’être of the work, the education of young people, a thrust already firmly rooted in Britten’s compositional character (e.g. Friday Afternoons, Simple Symphony, etc.); indeed, the educational factor, and its evolution, was something that he owed to his own family, and in particular the career in teaching of his elder brother, Robert, while by the time Britten came to compose the Guide he had behind him the years he had spent collaborating with John Grierson and the GPO Film Unit in the creation of documentary film, a form of film-making that was also an innovative form of social education and (above all) information. We should not forget that it was as soundtrack of a film (Instruments of the Orchestra (1946)) that the Guide was originally conceived.33 It is scarcely surprising that the work came to be so famously linked with a family in which the composer had not only found talent and happiness but also a fortuitous combination of music and education, the latter personified in the figure of Humphrey’s distinguished father, John Redcliffe-Maud. The family bond, the encouragement of a communal musical experience, is implicit in the aesthetic of the Guide. As Humphrey interestingly observed to me in his recollections from which I have already extensively quoted, the Guide helped parents ‘introduce their children to music. After all, apart from school, we were probably brought to our first concerts by our parents. I think that is often so.’ Times change, of course, and have changed radically since 1946 when the Guide was first heard and seen. Worth remembering, therefore, that it was addressed to the broad swath of generations that the family comprises. A piece of its period undoubtedly, but all its other excellencies apart, its communal, supragenerational appeal has guaranteed it a frequent and popular presence in the concert hall.


Even this bit of history, both biographical and musical, is suggestive of the complicated interaction between the life of an artist and his art; and the better the artist, the more complicated the relationship. To pretend that Britten’s sexual orientation tells us anything useful or revealing about the Young Person’s Guide seems to me to get us nowhere. On the other hand the Maud ‘story’ powerfully illumines the role of the family both in his creative imagination and in his day-to-day life, a role in a continuous state of transition between life and art. This illustrates once again the danger of drawing parallels between the supposed chronologies of a composer’s life and his creations. Or, as P. N. Furbank – himself an admirable biographer of E. M. Forster – has written when reviewing a biographical study of Virginia Woolf, subtitled, needless to add, the ‘hidden life’ of that author:




I think […] that Leaska’s book has certain weaknesses. The first relates to the problem of writing the Life of a writer and the (to my mind) fatal theory that knowledge of the life will help one to respond to the works.


[ … ]


What we are encountering here is a causal theory, a matter of explaining, by biographical causes, how a given work of art came to take the shape it did; and I am with Wittgenstein in thinking that causal explanations have no rightful place in aesthetics. One can indeed extend this objection and say that biographers (like historians) might do well to eschew causal explanations in general, for – the events they are studying being non-repeatable – such explanations can only ever be pure guesswork. They might be better left to the reader.34





A later story, once again with a ‘family’ dimension to it, though not of a scale comparable to the earlier experience, belongs to 1970–71, to the period that immediately followed the rebuilding of the Maltings at Snape after its destruction by fire in 1969. The events I go on to describe were eventually to lead to the resignation of Stephen Reiss, the then General Manager of the English Opera Group and General Manager of the Aldeburgh Festival, a resignation attended by much tension and bitterness. It was undoubtedly a cause célèbre among those close to Britten and Pears, to Reiss, and to those involved in managing the activities of the Festival, the English Opera Group, and the use of the Maltings.35


I was fortunate to have the opportunity to talk at length to Reiss himself, before he died in 1999,36 during the course of which there was an exchange that centred on a feature of the breakdown in his personal relationship with Britten. Reiss had described it thus to Carpenter:  




We decided that we had to have a full-time caretaker at the Maltings, and Ben and Peter were very keen that I shouldn’t engage the person myself, but it ought to be a collaborative effort, a collective decision. Anyway, we engaged this chap before reopening in 1970. He was an absolute disaster, but he had this very, very beautiful son, who was athletic to boot – he was practically an England international. I think he was more or less the prototype for the boy in Death in Venice. Ben and Peter were crazy about him.37





Reiss was obliged to sack the caretaker, an event that brought to an end what had been a period of spectacular development at Snape and Aldeburgh under Reiss’s – perhaps sometimes reluctant – management; the end, too, of a long-standing and productive friendship between Reiss (and his wife, Beth) and the composer and Pears.38 After the breach, he was never to exchange a further word with Britten. However, in the light of my 1998 conversation with Reiss, not to speak of my later (1999) and extensive interview with some of the principal participants in the ‘caretaker’ affair, on which I report below, I began to wonder whether the implications of the account he gave Carpenter might not be rather differently interpreted if looked at from another angle.


Let me make a start by questioning the notion that the ‘very, very beautiful’ boy was the ‘prototype’ for Tadzio in Death in Venice, because it can be answered and, I believe, disposed of, on a factual basis.What it represents, however, is a classic example of an immediate and, after a moment’s reflection, patent mis-identification that even as experienced a biographer as Carpenter does not doubt or pursue: the assumed equivalence between life and art he has so vigorously expounded has taken so strong a hold that any thought of submitting the proposition to sceptical scrutiny is repressed. At the same time the very fact that Reiss himself casually, one must suppose, introduces the equivalence into his recollections, shows how easy it was, without any help from Carpenter, to slip into matching up quite unrelated persons and creative events.40 One might well think that even on the grounds of probability alone, so sophisticated, elaborate and innovatory a work of the character of Death in Venice, with its roots in a key text by one of the most complicated of twentieth-century European authors, was unlikely in any serious sense to have had anything much to do with matters relating to the caretaker and his son, which in any case are not supported by the chronology of the opera’s composition. Britten had had this in mind for many, many years – the seeds of the opera date back to the 1950s or 1960s, when he made his first acquaintance with Mann’s novella – before embarking on the project. (One cannot help but recall in this context Mann’s remarks to his son, Golo, that, if asked, the composer he would have chosen to ‘realize’ the imaginary music of Leverkühn in Dr Faustus would have been Britten;41 hardly surprising, perhaps, that an initiative – a film? a play? – that might have prompted the invitation to be put to him never materialized. If it had done, Schoenberg would certainly have been surprised by Mann’s choice.)  
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I think the table on pp. 32–3 spells out the point I am trying to make: in the account that Reiss gave Carpenter, the sequence of incidents he describes simply does not fit the creative facts (i.e. the relevant dates). In particular, it is difficult, to say the least, to see how it could be thought possible that the new caretaker’s son, who would have surfaced presumably around May 1970, was the ‘prototype’ for Tadzio in Death in Venice, a project that Britten had already been pondering for some years. However, that this mis-identification42 could be made so readily is itself of no little interest, an issue to which I shall return.


It is clear, I think, that the work that was Britten’s active creative preoccupation at this time was Owen Wingrave, his penultimate opera. The need to complete Wingrave was lent extra urgency by the destruction of the Maltings. The fee he received for his first and only opera for television (£10,000 if my recollection is correct; the equivalent of about £95,000 in 2004), he allotted in its entirety to the rebuilding fund – ‘to help get the roof on’, as he told me. He embarked on Death in Venice just as soon as the TV commission was done and the recording made in the resurrected Maltings. The ‘authentic’ Tadzio – that is to say, the creature of Britten’s imagination – had in fact been waiting in the wings since the 1960s to make his debut. (Similarly Owen who, be it noted, had been in Britten’s mind since at least 1954. The Screw had hardly been completed and first performed when the composer wrote to Eric Walter White (5 November 1954), ‘By the way, do you know another short story of James’ called “Owen Wingrave”with much the same quality as the Screw?’ Fifteen years were to elapse before Wingrave was written, a typical example of the long period of gestation that in Britten’s creative process so often preceded a work’s birth.)


If all of this were just a question of tidying up the chronologies, why on earth make a fuss about it? To which my response is this: that the very readiness with which the assumption was made – the speed if you like, with which the reference, the equation, the identification of the ‘prototype’, was established that the caretaker’s son = Tadzio – is striking evidence of the culture, predominant today, in which the artist’s biography and his or her work of art have become inextricably locked in a far from productive embrace.


The contemporary culture of biography, and in particular that sector of it preoccupied with sexual orientation, has itself responded to – indeed reflected – the relatively recent liberalization of attitudes to and discussion of homosexuality, the onset of which Britten, in later life, both witnessed and, it is often forgotten, profoundly welcomed; and to which, it might be argued, his own work and life – lives, rather – as composer and performer, significantly contributed.43 All the more ironic that one of the consequences of this entirely to be applauded liberalization should be to empower the casual use of an artist’s sexual orientation as a prime retrospective means of interpreting his works. This, to use the jargon emblematic of the last decade of the last century, is dumbing-down with a vengeance. (Ironic too, one may think, that the period should itself have invented a description of one of its leading characteristics of a peculiar appropriateness.)


In his dialogue with me, Stephen Reiss had something to say about an issue that was prominent during the years under discussion and which, I believe, had a bearing on the story of the caretaker, George Hardy, and his family: Britten’s and Pears’s ‘vision’ of what the Maltings might ideally become. (It is perhaps of some significance that in the Festival Programme Book for 1971, p. 4, Hardy is listed as ‘Maltings Concert Hall Warden’.)


Reiss, as the excerpt below shows, repeated again what he had said to Carpenter about the dismissal of the caretaker, though with a new twist to it at the end, that his own – Reiss’s – dismissal at Britten’s hands fulfilled the need for a ‘sacrifice’. But what had preceded it was mention of a ‘theatre project’ for Aldeburgh in 1957:














	SR

	[In 1954 Ben] had got a model made and everything; it was going to be on the high grounds above the Wentworth [Hotel] […] and [Lord] Harewood – there was a preface to the [1957] programme book – I mean great celebrations – this was [something that was] going to happen.44 He [Britten] hadn’t arranged it with Elizabeth Sweeting [then General Manager of the Aldeburgh Festival, and Reiss’s predecessor] or anybody. They [Britten and Pears] simply threw it out on to Aldeburgh, and it was turned down. And it was the sort of snub or the indignity of it which infuriated Ben. It did make him very angry that he should be –






	 

	 






	DM

	– rejected –






	 

	 






	SR

	– treated like that, you see. Now the same thing –






	 

	 






	DM

	– and did he blame Sweeting for that, do you mean? Or that it brushed off on you? –






	 

	 






	SR

	Well no, I mean that blood had to be drawn; I mean, there had to be something –






	 

	 






	DM

	– sacrifice? –






	 

	 






	SR

	Some sacrifice; exactly. There had to be a sacrifice. That’s the only way he could sort of recover his sense. And over this – the real truth of it, over this Tadzio thing, this boy, was that he had invested quite a lot in the family. He was fond of the father, fond of the mother, fond of the boy. They’d made a big fuss of him. As soon as I gave him [the caretaker] the sack, in effect he immediately came to Ben, talked to Ben here in Horham,45 in fact (I think he lived quite near here), and it was a kind of [pause] it was a kind of slap in the face to Ben. D’you follow what I mean? It wasn’t the romantic thing [the Tadzio ‘connection’], it was a slap in the face to Ben that here he’d invested in the – you know –






	 

	 






	DM

	– in the family –






	 

	 






	SR

	– they were his friends – in the family; they were friends and they were nice to him, and he’d made a fuss of them, they’d made a fuss of him, he’d made a fuss of them; they’d done – they were at his service, doing everything for him when he was abroad and everything and it wasn’t – it wasn’t – Ben didn’t like it. [After a long pause] I think that’s really what it was.






	 

	 






	DM

	So in this case, you were the sacrifice.






	 

	 






	SR

	Yes […] I was put on the bonfire.
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Model of the proposed Festival Theatre (1954), which was on view during the 1954 Aldeburgh Festival. A flyer headed ‘A New Theatre in Aldeburgh’ indicates that the venue would seat between 600 and 700 people, and that it would be situated ‘behind Aldeburgh Lodge, on high ground, with an uninterrupted view over the marshes, and near enough to the sea for interval promenading’.
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Aerial view of Aldeburgh showing the site of the proposed Festival Theatre (1957). This scheme, apparently more ambitious than the 1954 proposal, sited the theatre in the heart of the town on land south of the Parish Church. 








In the event this theatre project did not materialize, but it gives us a glimpse of the objectives and ambitions that Britten and Pears had in mind, eventually to be realized in the building of the concert hall at Snape. It is important, I believe, to bear in mind their ideas about the possible further evolution of the Maltings, post-1970, when the new caretaker was appointed, which may have added a complicating factor that goes unmentioned by Reiss. (It is this possible extension of Snape into an arts and crafts centre which Mrs Hardy interestingly mentions in her interview with me (see p. 41 below), in which context the name of Sidney Nolan, the distinguished Australian painter, whose work often took shape as a significant form of ‘collaboration’with Britten’s music, seems to have cropped up. There was, it seems, to be a ‘Nolan Gallery’.)


It seemed worthwhile to me to approach the surviving participants in the drama, Mrs George Hardy (the caretaker’s widow) and her son, Alistair, and attempt at least to document their side of the story. This was one area that the normally indefatigable Carpenter, it appears, did not explore; and, as our very long conversation progressed,46 some surprises did surface. For example, until the occasion of my interviewing them, the Hardys seem to have been totally unaware that Reiss had been actively involved in the uproar leading to George Hardy’s dismissal and that his ultimate judgement of the caretaker’s competence, like that of his Festival colleagues, was unequivocally negative. Mrs Hardy’s recollections were pretty clear on this one point: 














	DM

	You must know that Stephen [Reiss] considered that your husband was not up to the job, that the job didn’t work out successfully and therefore he had to be asked to resign, and that really upset Britten –






	 

	 






	MRS H

	Yes.






	 

	 






	DM

	– and as a result of what he thought was an arbitrary dismissal of your husband –






	 

	 






	MRS H

	Yes.






	 

	 






	DM

	– in the end Stephen himself had to go.






	 

	 






	MRS H

	Oh, I hadn’t heard that, you see, because we were all – I mean my husband was very upset about it all, but I think perhaps it was – I mean, it was nothing to do with Stephen or Ben you know and my husband directly; I think it was other – other people involved, who were –






	 

	 






	DM

	Really?






	 

	 






	MRS H

	Yes, you know, not – nothing to do with musicians or Ben and Peter. I think it was various other people who had some connection with the actual Maltings and Festival.


















‘Other people’ it seems from these recollections of the Hardys, not – it seems – Reiss; or at least that is how they remember the crisis. It was a point I returned to, wearingly, more than once, but always got more or less the same response, e.g.:




I didn’t realize there was such an upheaval. No, I had no idea that there was any connection whatever [with Reiss].





or




I always thought it was someone putting pressure on Stephen.





or




I don’t know really whether he [George Hardy] fell out with someone or upset somebody and they complained about his attitude at one of their committee meetings or what, but it wasn’t anything like, where Ben was involved, I don’t think, at all, because it came, it seemed to be a complete shock to him when George [was dismissed].





That last comment of Mrs Hardy’s at least confirms one feature of Reiss’s account, the ‘shock’ Britten experienced on learning of the caretaker’s dismissal. It remains curious, however, that the Hardys remained, it seems, so unknowing about Reiss’s own dissatisfaction with George’s performance. Indeed, Alistair even went on to say, ‘People handle situations in the most appropriate way, and it’s possible that Stephen Reiss handled it in – shall we say – in the most appropriate way.’ But then he added, ‘But my recollection of it was that Stephen Reiss was entirely against it.’ A comment that introduces a yet further enigmatic complication.


Complications, in fact, abound, not only with regard to the act of dismissal but elsewhere too. Reiss, as we have read above and in the account he gave Carpenter, was explicit about Britten’s ‘investment’ in and dependence on the Hardy family: ‘He was fond of the father, fond of the mother, fond of the boy. They’d made a big fuss of him […] they were friends and they were nice to him, and he’d made a fuss of them, they’d made a fuss of him; they were at his service, doing everything for him when he was abroad’, etc. This would seem to imply a pretty constant flow of association and commitment; how else could ‘doing everything’ get done? But when one comes to understand that the caretaker was dismissed even before the accommodation that was being prepared for the family had been completed; that Mrs Hardy had a job and was working at Ipswich –




I would go to [Ipswich] station and pick up wigs for an opera or anything like that […] And I would go [to the Maltings] and help […] they used to set up a small bar at the other end of the hall you know, so that people could get their drinks and I would go and help and went to all the concerts.





– and that in the meantime the Hardys lived at Yoxford (about seven miles north of Snape), as Mrs Hardy explained,‘in the coach house of my parents’ place’, one begins to be a shade sceptical about the practicality of a relationship of this supposed order of intensity having been sustained with a family which in addition had other commitments and responsibilities (a daughter as well as a son).


This is not to suggest that there was not fondness on both sides – Britten is remembered still with affection and respect by the Hardys – but it is hard to gather from their collective recollections much sense of the disproportional emotional investment that Reiss describes, though it is clear too, given Britten’s predilection for acquiring families, his own loss of the family when the father lost his job would undoubtedly have caused him genuine dismay.


It is a somewhat disconcerting feature of the Hardy affair that the principals involved so often found it hard to recall what, in Reiss’s memory, had played such a vivid role – for example, the occasion when the caretaker failed to turn off the stopcock and the pit at Snape was ‘flooded’, a few hours before a concert was to begin. Mrs Hardy remembers her husband being at the Maltings ‘late one night, and it was something to do with water’. On the other hand if it had been the case that this was a key incident leading to the caretaker’s departure, she would have expected to remember her husband saying, ‘I’ve done a dreadful thing’; and that she evidently doesn’t remember. ‘It does seem odd’, was Alistair’s comment, ‘that we didn’t know about that […] I thought there was a little more responsibility to the job, other than switching taps off – and you know it seems odd that if you made a mistake and left a tap on, which anyone can do – the matter would have perhaps been brought to a head, discussed and then, immediately, action would have been taken.’


All of this may strike some as banal and trivial but in fact the pursuit of how, if, and why a stopcock was not turned off led to a further surprising illumination, this time of the character and personality of the caretaker himself. What Mrs Hardy had to say about her husband I found of particular interest:




There was an advertisement, I think, for a job at the Maltings. And as he was interested in music and – actually at that time there was a concept of having people involved with various arts and crafts, but it was all going to become – it was all going to belong to the Aldeburgh Festival; and so my husband was going to be involved with that. [My emphasis.] The hall of course had been destroyed by fire […] Well, of course it was rebuilt and they then realized they’d got to – they needed to be very sure of no further chance of fire, so they had to have someone there on the premises who would be knowledgeable of the building and have – liaise with the fire brigade, but also he would have other duties, you know, connected with the concerts. I mean, for instance, if a grand piano was coming, he [George] would be there, whatever was happening, to do with the Festival. And of course he was there every day while he was working there and so he would often see Ben and chat to him and Ben would play things, you know, on the piano in the actual hall and say, ‘What d’you think about this?’; and you know it was really very nice. And of course he had the Tannoy system in his office, so that when the concerts were on he could hear every bit of the concert and – the involvement was – I mean, to be quite honest, I don’t know all the things he did, but he was very familiar – he became familiar – with all the people from the English Opera Group. He used to come home and say, you know, ‘So-and-so’s doing so-and-so.’He didn’t mind what he was doing there, because all the time he was surrounded by music and could hear it all the time.





Mr Hardy, it seemed, ‘although he had had no musical training whatever’, was able to play the piano ‘by ear’. ‘He could play little bits of all sorts of things. He went to see the film The Glass Mountain, when he was working away from home, once. When he came back he sat down and played it.’ It was a gift, it seems, that, together with the proximity of pianos at Snape, resulted in musical encounters, on one occasion the caretaker at the keyboard, on another perhaps the composer.


This is just the kind of ‘bond’, if that’s not too strong a word, that would have amused Britten and that he would have enjoyed, and it formed a significant part of what the Hardy family’s recollections clearly suggest to me, a genuine and unusual rapport between Britten and his caretaker at the Maltings, the rupture of which would certainly have been a matter of sorrow to him. Furthermore, and perhaps of greater significance, it is clear from Mrs Hardy’s memories that the appointment of her husband (who had formerly held senior positions in the construction industry) was in tune with Britten’s and Pears’s concept of the Maltings as an accommodating centre for the arts, not just music but ‘people involved with various arts and crafts’. It was provision for those activities, a yet further expansion of the Maltings, with which Reiss was very possibly not wholly in sympathy; after all, he already had enough on his hands and very few other hands to render assistance. George Hardy could well have been not the right pair of hands to play the required role, whatever that was. But his caretaking competence is not at all what I am attempting to assess. It is, rather, to adumbrate what may have been the much more complex and intriguing matters involved in the caretaker’s story than had previously been imagined; and that the friendship of Britten and Hardy, with its idiosyncratic musical dimension, may have been more fundamental to the strength of Britten’s feelings about the unhappy affair than has been made clear elsewhere.


Alistair Hardy, for his part, when I put to him Reiss’s description of his family’s relationship with Britten commented, ‘I don’t think it’s fair to say that we were aware of this extreme relationship as you describe; but then again you must understand that Ben was, of course, busy. He was pressured by other people […] He was preoccupied, so it’s not as if one felt that you could sit down and have a quiet moment.’ But he went on to add, ‘I think Britten saw my father’s sincerity about the things that were being done and achieved and I think probably Ben, being at the centre of this thing, did get undivided attention; and you know if he said, “This is what I want to happen” – this is what happened.’


As for Alistair’s participation – he was seventeen at the time – it was limited, by his own account, to the role of driver, a part-time job ‘which covered a few [six to eight?] weeks during […] the year [1970] that Owen Wingrave was filmed [for BBC TV at the Maltings]’. He continued:




Well, I suppose it was because I was young and not doing anything in particular, and I suppose Ben must have said to Father that he perhaps needed somebody to drive him from the Red House to the Maltings as and when required, and Peter was sometimes there also, of course – depending on who was doing what. And it was just very simply that.





His duties chiefly comprised ‘running errands: going places in the car to pick things up. I might have picked other people up but it’s bad memory. I can’t actually remember.’ And there was the provision of a jar of peppermints, always to be kept in the car: ‘If he got frustrated he would ask for the peppermints and I would have to run down the hall and get them. Yes. That’s what he did. He would crunch them and get a little bit stroppy with everyone.’ (Philip Reed has observed that in some of the publicity photographs of Britten conducting the rehearsals of Wingrave the ubiquitous jar of peppermints is clearly visible.)  


It was Alistair, incidentally, who gathered holly and ivy from the moat at Snape to decorate the windows of Paramore for the TV production of Wingrave in the Maltings. I asked him if he were aware of Britten taking an interest in him, in what his future was to be. He replied:




Oh yes, I think he did. I think it’s fair to say that I probably didn’t – you know, wasn’t very worthy of the advice at the time in that I, you know, I was young and not sure in which direction I was going and he was, as you said, quite a good father figure; in as much – and indeed because he wasn’t a father, he, you know, he was probably listened to a bit more too. He took an interest, yes. Yes, we did talk about that sort of thing. I mean, I had supper there with him and Peter Pears, at least once if not twice and, you know, it was a great experience really to be – you know. He did take an interest and actually he, on one occasion, just before I went off, before the whole thing stopped and – but it was only ever going to be a temporary arrangement – Ben said, ‘Look, I’m really sorry to see you go, that this has to come to an end.’ He said, ‘Can I – would you like to borrow some money to start a business of some description? […] Can I help you? Can I give you some money so that you can start – something?’





He added a little bit later:




I think he was concerned that I was going to go off without a job and be off the rails. I didn’t notice that at the time. Isn’t that extraordinary? How stupid. So I wasn’t worried, but perhaps other people were. Perhaps he was one of them. I must have given him cause for concern, I think.





And on the more general relationship with the family:




I’m sure somebody in his position could at times feel isolated because of his fame and his position and his not being able to go out and just have a chat in the pub with somebody. Doesn’t happen. So perhaps people like myself, were the sort of people that, you know, perhaps could go to the pub and have a pint.





There exists at BPL a very slim file of letters exclusively consisting of conventional recommendations of Alistair by Britten to various prospective employers.


Alistair was certainly not alone in his experience. There were other young men – sons of parents who were themselves friends of Britten and Pears – who similarly made themselves useful; their help was generously acknowledged and sometimes accompanied by concern about their futures. Once again we encounter Britten in fatherly guise. For the rest, the central image of the ‘family’ apart, there are more divergences than parallels when one juxtaposes the Maud and Hardy histories. Both ended unhappily, though in 1971 there was no one about to play the role of Bobbie Shaw in 1949. On the other hand, when scanning the diverse recollections of those involved I sometimes sensed the uncomfortable presence of a seam of older-generation homophobia among some who were close to Britten and Pears and the affairs of the Festival and the hall, a deep-seated, prejudiced assumption that, albeit unconsciously in some – perhaps most – cases, none the less directly influenced how the Hardy debacle was ‘read’ and conclusions arrived at, that the caretaker’s son, for example, about whom, inevitably, Britten and Pears were ‘crazy’, must have been the model for Tadzio; while, at a later stage, this preoccupation with Britten’s homosexuality, observed and commented on, often critically, in his life as symptomatic of his life, has been transformed into a blunt instrument of interpretation.47


Before rounding off this extraordinary tale, and as a result of my own scrutiny of the Hardy file, I want to introduce a final and important perspective, this time taking account of another and very different ‘family’ altogether, of which Britten (along with Pears) was a member: the Management Committee of the Aldeburgh Festival.


In his letter to Britten (see entry for 5 July 1971 in the table above) George Hardy, seeking a meeting with the composer, wrote ‘On Friday last Stephen Reiss informed me that Aldeburgh Festival no longer required my services […] [He] also told me that the reason for my dismissal was due to a lot of people had complained that they could not work with me […] Now we are high and dry, without a word of warning, I am without a job and without a home.’ Hardy’s letter forms part of a file at bpl inscribed in Britten’s own hand ‘Affaire G.H.’. This was clearly made available to Carpenter who gives his own account of Reiss’s resignation in his biography. The missing dimension there is the Hardys’ chronicle of the fracas, and it is that, along with a calculation of its significance, that I have tried earlier to provide.


A letter to Britten from Reiss, dated 6 July, followed on the heels of Hardy’s; Britten and Pears were on the vacation they always took after the end of the Aldeburgh Festival, on this occasion at Horham, and were apparently inaccessible. Reiss wrote, ‘I do hope that you will understand about George Hardy. Apart from the fact that everyone encouraged me to take immediate action […] there were personal reasons [i.e. Hardy’s preparations to move with his family into a flat at the Maltings] which made it virtually impossible not to disclose my views to George.’ Reiss informed him, so the letter runs, that he was going to recommend to the [Festival’s Management] Committee that ‘he would have to go. In fact this is all that I did. I did not dismiss him; I simply said that I was bound to tell him of the report that I was going to make.’ (It is a somewhat fine distinction, one might think, that Reiss was drawing.) He then goes on to say, ‘I was fully aware, of course, that if it had been merely a matter between him and me the choice [as to who should be asked or compelled to resign, Hardy or Reiss] might perfectly well have gone the other way. But, in fact, right up to the end, I have always been the only one (at the administrative level) to defend him.’ That last remark makes entirely comprehensible Alistair’s remark, ‘But my recollection of it [his father’s dismissal] was that Stephen was against it.’


I have already insisted that it has not been my intention to debate the question of Hardy’s competence. However, from letters addressed to Britten by members of the Management Committee, it is clear that there was widespread dissatisfaction with his performance (it seems that the ‘water’ incident had led to the pit at the hall being twice flooded). But Hardy, efficient or inefficient, was not the real issue. It was Reiss’s own future that had come under scrutiny and increasing strain, that had become inextricably enmeshed by a strange quirk of fate with the Hardy affair, and was now itself at stake. It was his ‘dismissal’ of the caretaker (in whatever form it took) that led to a climactic eruption, the scale of which can be judged by Britten’s and Pears’s threat to resign from the Management Committee, which would have effectively and publicly dissociated them from the Festival and its management. A handwritten, four-page letter of 8 July to Rosamund Strode registers the exceptional anger and disillusion that seems to have fuelled Britten’s response to the turmoil he describes:




We have had some nice days in Horham, but unfortunately the affaire George Hardy, with all its quicksand feeling of ungraspable tensions, has rather coloured it. We have been backwards & forwards here, with each visit [to Aldeburgh] producing a new letter or telephone call. However, I have decided to cut out of all Management concerns now – P.P. will go on, but generally the Red House will do much less, & let’m stew in their own juice! I’m hoping Sue [Phipps, Pears’s niece, at the time Britten’s and Pears’s agent] will take on more of the go-between stuff between us & them (& I’ve made a new plea for a music editor for the [programme] book) – but it makes me feel sick even to write about it; we’ll talk a bit about it when we are back from our Henley–Sussex–London trip (it’s good to be getting away in spite of Horham being heavenly in glorious weather).


[…]


Sorry about the green ink – it matches my mood!





One cannot but remark on the image he introduces of ‘us and them’, with its powerful echo of the concept of outside(r)/inside(r) which I have earlier suggested to be one of the main preoccupations of Britten’s since his youth. It would have been hard, none the less, to predict that during the closing years of his life it would have surfaced in the context of the ‘family’ that was Aldeburgh and its Festival: ‘let’m stew in their own juice’ makes this letter unique of its kind.


The resignation was, of course, withdrawn, but for Reiss, despite his protestations to Lady Cranbrook, the Chairman of the Aldeburgh Festival Council in 1971, that he ‘fully realized [Britten and Pears] were fed up’ with him, and that he ‘did awfully want to get on’ with them both, there was, he came to realize, finally no other option but for him to resign; which he did. It is thus that a curiously ironic, even tragi-comic bit of Aldeburgh history was brought to an end, a history that yet again prompts the question: Happy Families? – whether it is Britten and the Hardys one has in mind, or the ‘family’ of friends and colleagues who managed the Festival. What it does demonstrate undeniably, and above all if considered in the light of the factual account of Britten’s hectic creativity that the table above represents, is the daunting, seething chemistry of the interaction between an artist’s life and work, which denies all possibility of simplistic explanations.


A last word: in the file of letters inscribed ‘Affaire G.H.’, there is no mention of Alistair; and a letter that Britten wrote in reply to George Hardy’s letter to him of 5 July, from which I have quoted, seems to be lost. That no copy exists suggests that it must have been handwritten. Mrs Hardy’s comment on it was brief but revealing: ‘Yes, … puzzled …’ At Christmas, after her husband’s departure, there was a card from Peter Pears (a photograph of Snape and the estuary).‘How are things going?’ he asked. The rest was silence.


If I have accomplished nothing else, I hope that I may have brought retrospective recognition to a rapport between the composer and his caretaker in the early 1970s that perhaps should not have been cast into oblivion for ever, and which for me was memorably – if haltingly – remembered in 1999 by Mrs Hardy:












	MRS H

	He would sometimes play to my husband and then say, ‘What do you think?’ […] They were really – That’s why he loved [the job] so, you know. They seemed to be alone a lot, you see. I mean he’d be at the concert hall often when it was empty and my husband was the only one there.






	 

	 






	DM

	You mean, Britten would try something out on the piano?






	 

	 






	MRS H

	Yes […] and then, he would [say to George], just someone without any knowledge or anything […] ‘What do you think?’















Towards the end of my dialogue with Stephen Reiss – the relevant excerpt appears on pp. 36–8 above – I found myself discussing with him the idea and image of obligatory ‘sacrifice’. If there were one person with whom it might be meaningfully associated, it would have to be Britten himself, whose life, from the start to its ailing end, was sacrificed to music. Nothing, ultimately, was allowed to stand between him and his compulsive creativity, not himself, nor the demands or needs even, of others.


That there were ‘sacrifices’ of others along the way is indisputable; Reiss himself is an example, one who one might think merited, at the very least, a more considerate exit. Likewise, Basil Douglas, Reiss’s predecessor as General Manager of the English Opera Group.48 There is no question that those colleagues of Britten’s and Pears’s who filled crucial posts in organizations such as the English Opera Group or Aldeburgh Festival were vulnerable to what may appear to have been exceptionally arbitrary severance or dismissal. The longish list of departures and attendant unhappinesses – of varying degrees of intensity – speaks for itself, and it is certainly not my intention indiscriminately to ‘defend’ Britten from the accusations of bad faith that have sometimes been aimed at him (amply documented in hcbb and elsewhere), nor excuse the hurt that was sometimes done.


On the other hand, having said that, I think none the less that one has to remember – the more easily, of course, if one has not been personally involved – that the performing arts have never been less than an area of high risk, high temperature and extreme volatility. These perils were scarcely unique to Aldeburgh. On the contrary, long before Britten was born or the Aldeburgh Festival thought of, an extensive international history – think only of Mozart and Salzburg,Wagner and Bayreuth, Mahler and Vienna, Stravinsky and more or less anywhere – confirms that abrupt explosions, exits and embarrassing confrontations are integral to the performing arts, and as much the source of success as failure. The rows, ejections, separations, disappointments and recriminations continue to resound, even in the wake of a long stretch of historical time. But was it not ever thus in the arts, that the hot seat occupied by administrators, without warning or the proprieties of a trial, can suddenly assume the function of an electric chair? (In this context it is ironic to recall that in 1952 Britten was invited to take on the job of Music Director at Covent Garden.) In short, it seems a shade unrealistic to expect an ineffable placidity to characterize an organization that had the good luck to be guided by a man of genius.


When heads rolled there was undoubted anguish, and Stephen Reiss was certainly not alone in thinking of himself as having been ‘sacrificed’. In the shorter term, or on the shorter view, perhaps there is some justification for the use of that image to match an unpalatable succession of exits. ‘Signore, it is the time of departure,’ the Hotel Manager remarks in the final scene of Death in Venice, words that might well serve as a rubric for that still unwritten chapter in the history of Aldeburgh dedicated to the Festival and the English Opera Group, along with the Hotel Porter’s preceding observation, ‘First one goes, then another goes, then five go – é vero, capo?’ But in the longer term, and on an altogether broader view, the concept of ‘sacrifice’ in the context of Britten’s own life and work takes on a meaning somewhat removed from domestic or organizational strife. It was recognized by very many of those who worked closely with him throughout his life that it was his creativity to which he wholly subordinated himself and which ultimately defined the trajectory of the life of which biography seeks to give an account. The totality of the dedication bears witness to the uncompromising truth of that often quoted remark of Britten’s made in reply at a tennis party to an acquaintance enquiring about his future: What, he was asked, was he going to be when he grew up. ‘A composer,’ he replied. ‘Yes, but what else?’ the interrogator insisted.49 The subsequent career and life’s work were to provide the answer: absolutely nothing else, though in the light of Britten’s eventual multiple musical activities – festival and opera-company director, conductor, accompanist – perhaps it should be slightly differently expressed: composition was always to take precedence. The self-sacrifice was total, and if it involved the sacrifice of others, then sacrifices there had to be.


If there were one person who would have hated the premise on which this part of my text is based, it would have been Britten himself; talk of sacrifice he would have found unbearably pretentious. But keenly though I feel his reproving presence as I write, none the less I shall pursue the point because I believe it can help us to understand his attitude to – his assessment of, if you like – his own gifts. His letters amply document the famous work ethic that was a predominant feature of his life; that, for sure, would have been his preferred way of putting it. On the other hand, while the general principle of working hard is admirable in whomever it may be found, one cannot overlook in Britten’s case the quite exceptional gifts with which, from childhood, he was prodigiously endowed and to the development and exploitation of which he made an unreserved, life-long commitment. It is as if, quite objectively, his finding himself to be in possession of rare talents placed upon him a conscious obligation not only to bring them to the maximum pitch of which he was capable – it is the already evident compulsion to refine, explore and exploit his gifts through ceaseless composition that makes the huge array of his so-called juvenilia so fascinating to study – but also to protect them.


This idea of protection surfaces, memorably, in the recollection of a fellow schoolboy at Britten’s Lowestoft preparatory school, South Lodge, from the cricket pitch:




Ben and I became friends, being of the same age, added to the fact that I was Captain of the cricket side with Ben as my Vice. (I appear wearing the cap in the group photograph No. 35 in your book [PFL].) I was invited on occasions to his home for tea, when he and his mother might have a musical session […] at the piano. Even at that tender age his talent was accepted with the expectation then that he would become a concert pianist. For this reason he always had to field in the deep and when a high ball was hit towards him the Headmaster, Captain Sewell, fearing for his fingers, would shout from the boundary, ‘You’re not to catch it, Britten! You’re not to catch it!’!!50





Captain Sewell and his school have had something of a bad press since Britten’s death – though here again Carpenter 51 is cautious in the conclusions he draws – for which reason it is perhaps refreshing to read of an incident in which Sewell emerges in a role other than that of an enthusiastic flogger. If that were indeed the case, one has to remember that the culture of beating was prevalent in British prep and (most) public schools in the 1920s and 1930s to a degree that today is hard to imagine. But while I am happy to be able to show that there was, it seems, a caring side to Sewell’s character, what is of greater interest, in relation to the course Britten’s life was eventually to take, is Mr Lyon’s own explanation of Sewell’s warning shout, which reminds us that at this early stage Britten’s promising future was expected to be that of a successful ‘concert pianist’. But in fact the boy’s inner life was already set on another course altogether, albeit one that did not manifest itself on the cricket field, and inevitably and understandably went largely unrecognized, except by his family and friends: composition. In retrospect, that commitment is already made explicit in Mr Lyon’s cherished autograph album where what represented his cricketing friend is a tiny composition, signed by the composer and author of the text. The composer as a working, functioning entity was already, so to say, in place.


There is something a shade ironic about Captain Sewell’s anxiety about Britten’s hands in relation to his piano playing; for, as things turned out, there was a very real sense in which as his life progressed, Britten the composer had to protect himself from the demands of his own multiplicity of gifts, confining his activities as a pianist to those partners – across the whole span of his life – with whom he had a creative relationship, pre-eminently Pears, but also Joan Cross, Clifford Curzon, Nancy Evans, Kathleen Ferrier, Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, Sviatoslav Richter, Mstislav Rostropovich, Galina Vishnevskaya, Sophie Wyss, etc., etc.: these partnerships in which Britten sat at the keyboard were tied in, often profoundly so, with his composing.


Likewise Britten the conductor, who was rarely permitted to encroach on Britten the composer, and then principally in the context of the Aldeburgh Festival or English Opera Group. This is not to underestimate the remarkable insights he brought to his interpretations (of other composers’ music besides his own) or the power he had at his command to achieve his interpretative ends, a power all the more remarkable because so outwardly undemonstrative.52


It was indeed a multiplicity of gifts with which he was endowed, though, from a very early stage, there was little doubt in his mind about which ‘gift’ it was that he was to commit himself. I sometimes wonder if Captain Sewell’s injunction did not continue to resonate in Britten’s mind. Sewell could not have foreseen that it was a composer his vice-captain of the cricket team was to become, not a career pianist. But it was perhaps the idea of ‘protection’, of protecting his gift(s), that had its origins in Britten’s early youth and was to take root and persist. It was a duty laid upon him, just as it was a duty, by means of incessant hard work, to develop the gift that he had been ‘given’. I am far from suggesting that there was something mystical about this.53 I am certain none the less that Britten’s belief in the importance and benefits of exploiting Man’s creativity – making the most of his spiritual life – was a profound one. If one were lucky enough to find oneself in possession of a creative gift, then it was also one’s duty to protect it, a duty one owed one’s fellows. Nor do I doubt that this idea of protection, whether consciously or unconsciously (Britten never spoke of it in my experience), had a role to play in the evolution of his pacifism and the fierce conviction with which he held it.


At the same time, I believe, he came to be conscious that because of his absolute opposition to violence, and thus his non-participation in the war of 1939–45, he had excluded himself from the immediate experience of events that shaped the post-war world and the lives and imaginations of countless of its inhabitants. This topic surfaces in an interview I undertook with Yehudi Menuhin in 1979,54 when I was asking him specifically about his visit to the concentration camps – Belsen and elsewhere – in 1945, when Britten had travelled with him, at his own urgent request, as his accompanist. He had in fact virtually insisted on displacing Gerald Moore who had originally been chosen to partner Menuhin.55 I had asked Menuhin if he thought that this might not have been a way in which Britten were able retrospectively to share in the experience of the war. To which he responded:




I think so. I think so. I think he felt that he had denied himself as a British man, as one living in that era, had denied himself an essential experience which was part of his nation, was part of his people’s experience, and by taking it as it were in one fell swoop, it wasn’t spread over many years – it came with a terrific power. I think that must have been a part of the motive, I’m sure.





And continued, after exchanging a few words about the 1945 premiere of Peter Grimes,




Yes, yes, I’m sure that the theme [I had mentioned the opera’s preoccupation with the theme of ‘conflict and the tragic destiny of man’] engaged his mind and his heart … since he was a child, probably, because that was Ben. […] His compassion was tremendous, but he had to have somehow the reality, the physical evidence of it as well. I think he needed it. [My emphasis.]





I am not for one moment proposing that once the war was over Britten suddenly started regretting that he had not taken part in it. But I find it extremely interesting, characteristic and revealing that while in no way modifying his stand against war, as expressed in his submission to the Tribunal for conscientious objectors – ‘I cannot destroy, and feel it my duty to avoid helping to destroy, as far as I am able, human life’ – he none the less felt compelled to acquaint himself with the reality of it, and as it happened, one of the most awful realities of it.


At the same time, I would suggest it was perhaps the confrontation with the reality of Belsen that finally generated the very long list of post-war works (of which War Requiemwas of course a notable but by no means solitary example) in which and by which Britten saw to it that his creativity, which had enjoyed protection, was passionately dedicated to the cause of non-violence and peace.56 It was thus, I believe, that he both guarded his gifts and discharged his obligations to humanity.


Protection of the ‘gift’ was not an issue of self-preservation or evidence of lack of courage but an affirmation of his belief that creativity had to take precedence over destruction and violence, on the longest view perhaps the only possible, albeit improbable, resolution of the world’s ills. It is in no trite spirit, nor lack of awareness of others’ suffering in and from war, that I believe that Captain Sewell’s protective ‘You’re not to catch it, Britten! You’re not to catch it!’ is worth more than a moment’s amused reflection. Is it not in fact a perfect example of the authentic – that is to say, unpredictable, unforeseeable, immeasurably intricate and often undocumented – interaction between life and art that I believe this volume of letters, annotations, and interpolations of oral history, like its predecessors, uniquely affirms, and in so doing, temps perdu – transformed – becomes temps retrouvé?
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24 The tape and transcript of Donald Mitchell’s original interview with Humphrey Maud, 11 September 1998, are available at BPL.


25 See PFL, plate 70, where one of these busts (were there more?) can clearly be seen in the photograph (1934) of Britten’s bedroom at 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, Lowestoft.


26 In 1931, it seems, he had served a prison sentence. See also James Roose Evans (ed.), Joyce Grenfell Darling Ma: Letters to her Mother, 1932–1944, p. 42, where Grenfell writes of Shaw,‘His conversation is so tinged with bitterness and his cynicism is so poisonous that it pervades and fouls the atmosphere.’ (He was Grenfell’s cousin.)


27 See also Donald Mitchell, ‘Violent Climates’, in MCCCBB, and particularly pp. 211–16, ‘Epilogue: prohibited immigrants’.


28 This appeared in the programme book for a production of The Turn of the Screw at Théâtre de La Monnaie, Brussels, in 1998. A further and longer article by the same author was published in the programme book for the Welsh National Opera production of the opera in 2000, ‘Haunting parallels between life and art’, pp. 30–33. The text is important in itself but also for a further reason. It ends (pp. 34–7) with the first publication of four letters from David Hemmings, the original Miles, to Britten written in 1954 and 1955 (the originals are held at BPL). The letters are of unquestionable interest and vividly confirm the character of the relationship as described in his later memories. (See pp. 25–8.) See also John Bridcut, ‘The boys who loved Britten’, Daily Telegraph (29 May 2004), pp. 8–9, and JBBC, in which Hemmings is interviewed and Britten’s relationships with children are examined in depth.


29 I write here and in the immediately ensuing text about David Hemmings (who died in 2003), whose relationship with Britten, like that of Humphrey Maud, had a highly significant musical dimension to it. There was another parallel case, though music perhaps was not at the heart of it. A detailed account of his quasi-adoptive ‘sharing’ of Roger Duncan, with his father, Ronald Duncan, the librettist of Lucretia, is to be found in HCBB, pp. 366–8, and in RDBB, pp. 131–3. ‘My young friend, Roger Duncan’ was among the dedicatees of Noye’s Fludde and was to become one of Britten’s godsons.


30 See also HCBB, pp. 357–8. In the recollections of Hemmings reported there he says, ‘Of all the people I have worked with, I count my relationship with Ben to have been one of the finest […] And it was never, under any circumstances, threatening […] Did I feel that he was desperately fond of me? I suppose I did, but I thought far more in a sort of fatherly fashion […] But there is no man in my entire life that has been more influential on my attitudes than Ben.’ To Tom Sutcliffe (see n. 28) he remarked, ‘I had a marvellous relationship with Ben as a surrogate father.’


31 The Screw itself was composed with extraordinary speed between March and September 1954 when it was given its premiere at La Fenice in Venice. Compositional revisions had continued up to and beyond the very last minute. (See Donald Mitchell, ‘Britten’s Revisionary Practice: Practical and Creative’, in DMCN, pp. 393–406. This article first appeared in an issue of Tempo in 1963. I had to approach Britten to seek his permission to use and publish discarded drafts. He readily agreed. It was the first time he had been asked to allow earlier stages in the evolution of a work to be made public.) Henry James’s story, as most now know, had been floating about in Britten’s mind since he had first heard it, in the shape of a play, broadcast by the BBC on 1 June 1932. He followed this up by reading the tale on the 6th and 7th, writing in his diary ‘Finish the “Screw”. An incredible masterpiece.’ Then began the long germinating period of some twenty-one years – long even by Britten’s standards – that eventually culminated in Myfanwy Piper undertaking the libretto. The idea of the opera had already been under consideration for the repertory of the English Opera Group by May 1951, with a view to its premiere at the Venice Biennale of 1952. But the composition of Gloriana (1952–53) intervened and later an attack of bursitis which meant that the Screw did not finally reach the stage until September 1954. In the meantime, doubtless, as was his practice, Britten was clarifying the composition of the work in his mind, which – the libretto done – he began to get down on paper at the very end of March 1954; and in 1952 and 1953 auditions were held to find a treble for the role of Miles, when Britten first encountered David Hemmings. Although not a note of the opera had been written, Britten would have had a pretty clear concept of the role and what it would demand of the singer. Basil Coleman, who staged the premiere, remembered that ‘the auditions were disappointing. One of the few boys brought back for a second hearing was a very shy but quite personable little twelve-year-old, with a true but very small voice. Despite this it was decided to risk casting him, in the hope that the voice would develop and grow during rehearsals – the boy was David Hemmings.’ (Basil Coleman, ‘Staging first productions 2’, in DHOBB, pp. 40–43.) The contribution made by Hemmings’s unique performance to the success of the Screw cannot be overestimated. However, the making of the long-contemplated Miles whom Britten brought to life in his opera, aided by his good fortune in finding the boy who could be trained to meet the role’s exacting technical demands, was one thing. Quite another was the ironical turn in events that led him to fall in love, it seems, with the boy who himself so admirably brought to life the Miles who had been created in the first place by the composer’s own imagination.


A participant in this same audition was another boy soprano, Michael Ingram, now celebrated as the actor, singer and entertainer Michael Crawford. In his autobiography, Parcel Arrived Safely: Tied with String (p. 42), Crawford writes of the occasion, ‘the pure terror of stage fright overcame me […] and my voice left me completely. I couldn’t sing a note. David Hemmings won the role, which marked his debut as a performer.’ This albeit unsuccessful first audition was, it seems, remembered by Britten, and Crawford later alternated with Hemmings in the 1955 production of Let’s Make an Opera at the Scala Theatre in London, conducted alternately by Norman Del Mar and Charles Mackerras. Like Hemmings, who went on to record the work in the same year, his memories of the composer are warm and untroubled. In his book he outlines the circumstances of his first encounters with Britten: a neighbour, it seems, read that




[…] the English Opera Group was looking for boy sopranos to play in a production of Benjamin Britten’s The Turn of the Screw […] So I went along to join the hundreds of other children who auditioned. I sang ‘Early One Morning’ and recited a poem about a donkey,Walter de la Mare’s ‘Nicholas Nye’, managing quite painlessly to get through that audition, and several more, until it got down to the last four boys. But the pure terror of stage fright overtook me at that last audition and my voice left me completely. David Hemmings won the role, which marked his debut as a performer […] He had a very fine, very strong voice, much stronger than mine, and he was certainly far more suitable for the role than I would have been. Both he and that production of Turn of the Screw enjoyed well-deserved success.


I must say something here about Benjamin Britten – indeed, I cannot say enough about the kindness of that great man. I was twelve when I met him, and he was at the time by far the poshest person I’d ever seen […] Benjamin Britten was the pre-eminent British composer of his time and he had a wonderful patience and affinity with young people. He loved music, and loved youngsters caring about music […]


From the very start he showed me enormous consideration and tolerance. I remember an incident when, in the midst of the studio recording of Let’s Make an Opera, the engineers began to pick up a crunching sound on one of the mikes. Everything stopped until the technicians could figure out what it was or where it was coming from. An engineer finally discovered the source of the problem off in a corner – me cracking chestnuts. As I wasn’t singing I thought it was perfectly all right to eat, never realizing it was all being picked up on the studio microphones. Mr Britten never scolded – the humiliation alone was enough to make me never do it again – but only gave a kindly word of advice about appropriate studio behaviour, which in its way was far more effective.





It is perhaps of some interest to note that Crawford’s vocal and theatrical potentialities were first discovered by his taking the role of Sammy in The Little Sweep at his prep school in South London (as it happens, conducted by Donald Mitchell), while it was Hemmings’s debut in The Turn of the Screw that brought his very striking talents to the fore. For a time at any rate Britten’s music often performed the then novel function of revealing and encouraging musical gifts at a very early stage. Crawford was to sing the role of Jaffet in the 1958 premiere of Noye’s Fludde. One should add that while Crawford’s recollections lack nothing in colour and exuberance they are not always wholly reliable in factual detail. But they constitute a valuable documentation of the impact Britten, both the man and his music, made on young lives, talents and voices in the 1950s. This is vividly borne out in a paragraph of a letter from Hemmings to Britten written in November 1954:




I certainly have tried not to forget my singing and acting, and I certainly miss working with members of the Screw. Lately I have, on successive Saturdays, won two cups in music festivals, and I am shortly to be in our new school house plays. I want to go all out now to make a recording. And so, working hard at both Mrs Brookes and Mr Kimble [his teachers], I hope to achieve my aim.





32 HCBB, pp. 231–2.


33 See Letter 522 n. 2.


34 Times Literary Supplement (11 December 1998), p. 9, a review of Mitchell Leaska’s Granite and Rainbow: The hidden life of Virginia Woolf.


35 With the Aldeburgh Festival’s growth in extent and ambition, the available venues, including the Jubilee Hall in Aldeburgh itself and a number of local churches, proved inadequate to stage opera satisfactorily or cater for the increasing audiences. The conversion of the Maltings at Snape – a building that Britten had looked out on from his balcony at the Old Mill in the late 1930s and even then imagined as a concert hall or opera house – was to provide a near-ideal space and acoustic. The building work was funded by public appeal, grants from the Arts Council and the Gulbenkian Trust, and donations from the Decca Record Company and Britten himself; the building was opened by Queen Elizabeth II at the start of the 1967 Aldeburgh Festival. After the first night of the 1969 Festival, the concert hall was destroyed by fire. The generosity of Britten and his friends and the superhuman efforts of the builders meant that a rebuilt and slightly redesigned concert hall was ready for the 1970 Festival, when the Queen returned to take part in a repeat opening ceremony.


36 The tape and transcript of my interview with him on 18 July 1998 is available at BPL, together with a later addendum in the shape of a letter dated 7 September. Some minimal editing of the excerpts reproduced here have been made in the interests of clarity. Reiss was appointed General Manager of the Aldeburgh Festival in 1955 and of the English Opera Group in 1958.


37 See HCBB, p. 524. The chapter (pp. 514–31) is entitled ‘Under the lash’.


38 It should not be forgotten that Britten dedicated A Midsummer Night’s Dream to Reiss, who was kind enough to send me a copy of the handwritten inscription in the study score of the opera, of which Britten had made him a gift. The printed dedication – ‘Dedicated to Stephen Reiss’ – was crossed out and the following substituted: ‘For Stephen, with much gratitude & admiration for so many things over so many years! – with love to both you & Beth from Ben. Feb. 1961’. The note accompanying the score read: ‘My dear Stephen – Better late than never, & gloriously full of mis-prints! With love, Ben.’ The premiere of the opera had taken place as part of the 1960 Aldeburgh Festival. In his interview with me Reiss had this to say about the thinking that attended the legendary production of the opera in the Jubilee Hall: 














	SR

	[Ben and Peter] wanted to have their own place, and they felt the limitations of the church [at first Blythburgh] partly on account of the artistic character, because certain secular works were not really right for it; for the sake of argument, Tchaikovsky, or Haydn’s The Seasons, and [similar?] large-scale secular works. They felt they must have their own place.






	 

	 






	DM

	Their own theatre, their own concert hall?






	 

	 






	SR

	Yes, yes. And the opera – I mean [they] were not pressing now so much for opera as they were for secular concerts. But we had meantime, of course, advanced the Jubilee Hall, in 1960 you know, as a prelude to doing Midsummer Night’s Dream. We bought the house next door, and that enabled us to enlarge the Jubilee Hall, and we enlarged the stage, we enlarged the orchestra pit, we added dressing rooms and we had the space next door for rehearsals and drinks in the interval and so on. And we had – originally it was only one entrance, and the whole thing was – well, it was just a villagehall situation, but we did improve it. But even so, Ben [was] not happy with that. It was better, but not good enough. And so the pressure rose to develop Snape.


















39 [See Table on page 32] See Rosamund Strode,‘A Death in Venice chronicle’, in DVDM, pp. 26–44. This Cambridge Opera Guide contains much information about the pre-history and evolution of the opera. This table shows only the specific works Britten was writing during a period of hectic activity in many other areas. Strode describes in detail the ‘punishing schedule’ characteristic of these years, which the table illustrates.


40 A reason for scepticism, my scepticism at least, would have been the improbability of an infatuation, on this scale and of this intensity – for so it was represented to be – with a seventeen-year-old youth. It was chiefly pre-pubescent boys to whom Britten was attracted and for one of whom, some sixteen years or so earlier, there had been an unequivocal infatuation (see pp. 25–6 above). It is necessary perhaps to remind ourselves that the beautiful child who was the model for Mann’s Tadzio was in fact just that: not an adolescent but a pre-pubescent boy. That the role of the boy in the opera demanded a young dancer old enough and skilled enough to fulfil the composer’s elaborate compositional needs is a telling example of a work of art superseding supposed ‘biography’ and dictating its own creative and technical agenda.


41 Golo Mann reported this conversation to Donald Mitchell while he and his mother Katia were visiting London in 1973 to see Death in Venice during its run at Covent Garden.


42 It is not only mis-identification that we encounter when giving an account of Death in Venice and its sources but also on occasion self-identification, in which an element of wishful thinking seems to figure. See, for example, hcbb, pp. 538–9, though I doubt if much time need be spent on considering the credibility of the claim (if that’s the right word).


43 See Donald Mitchell, Memories, Commitments, Communication, p. 16–18.


44 The Programme Book for the 1957 Aldeburgh Festival included a Foreword by the Earl of Harewood (then President of the Festival) in which (p. 9) mention is made of ‘plans for the new theatre’. H. T. Cadbury-Brown, the architect involved, contributed an article ‘Notes on an Opera House for Aldeburgh’ (pp. 10–11), while among the illustrations is an aerial photograph of Aldeburgh on which has been superimposed an outline indication of the site of the proposed Festival Theatre. Another important item and source of information in regard to the evolution of the Maltings is the brochure issued in 1974 by the Aldeburgh Festival–Snape Maltings Foundation and entitled ‘Snape Maltings Concert Hall – the next step’. There is a specific reference to two exhibition galleries, one for pictures and one for ‘crafts’.


45 The remote house (‘Chapel House’) in Suffolk, near Eye, purchased by Britten and Pears in 1970 as a ‘hideaway’ from the ever growing pressures of Aldeburgh and Britten’s ‘public’ life. (They had it in mind eventually to retire there.) After Britten’s death Pears retained the house until 1979 when it was acquired by Donald and Kathleen Mitchell, in whose possession it remained until 2003.


46 A complete recording and transcript of this conversation, which took place at Horham on 10 April 1999, is available at bpl. The excerpts I use here have been minimally edited.


47 In this particular respect one cannot but reflect on the impoverished state modish commentators pursuing this line of approach would find themselves in if it were not for the rich legacy of Britten’s operas – relatively easy game for those with an almost obsessional drive to prove that the composer’s sexuality was a virtually dominant conditioning factor. The long list that comprises Britten’s orchestral and chamber music – genres that include some of the most significant works he was to produce – are paid relatively scant attention.


48 See Maureen Garnham, As I Saw It: Basil Douglas, Benjamin Britten and the English Opera Group, 1955–1957.


49 See EWB, p. 37.


50 Personal communication (24 October 1996) from Mr Alan Lyon, of Bristol, who has in his possession an album to which Benjamin Britten contributed a composition with words by C. B. Dacam,‘a young master at South Lodge’, and Robert Britten, the elder brother, a pen and ink drawing.


51 See HCBB, pp. 21–2.


52 We are fortunate now in having access to a major series of performances conducted by Britten issued on CD in 1999 by BBC WorldWide (‘The Britten Edition’) and the further series (‘BBC Legends’ and ‘Britten at Aldeburgh’) released by the BBC and Decca in 2000 and after. Many, I think, will be surprised by the extent of his repertory and the stature of his conducting.


53 Or perhaps more specifically ‘religious’. Britten’s submission in 1942 to the wartime Tribunal for conscientious objectors (see Letters 375, 382 and 397) opened with the words, ‘Since I believe that there is in every man the spirit of God’, and then continued, ‘I cannot destroy, and feel it my duty to avoid helping to destroy as far as I am able, human life.’ There is little doubt – and this was my experience too – that Tribunals found it hard to accept a submission that lacked a conventional reference to Christian doctrine; and it may well have been that Britten was so advised and complied with the advice, which makes it the more striking (and courageous) that he went on to say, or had said on his behalf, that he did not believe in the Divinity of Christ and had not attended church for the previous five years, while reiterating (in his written submission), ‘The whole of my life has been devoted to acts of creation […] and I cannot take part in acts of destruction.’ It could well have been that the unequivocal denial of belief in Christ’s Divinity was responsible for the Tribunal on the first submission rejecting his application for exemption from call-up. His appeal, however, in which he argued that the Tribunal had ‘failed to appreciate the religious background [sic] of my conscience, trying to tie me down too narrowly to a belief in the divinity of Christ’, succeeded, and he was granted unconditional exemption. See also Letter XVI n. 6 and p. 94.


54 The interview took place during the filming of A Time There Was … , Tony Palmer’s documentary film of 1980, but no part of it finally was used. The omitted materials from the film have been generously given by Mr Palmer to BPL. The transcript of the Menuhin interview was made by Pamela Wheeler and Anne Surfling, to whose skills I am much indebted, likewise for the indispensable transcriptions of the interviews with Sir Humphrey Maud, Stephen Reiss, and with Alistair Hardy and Mrs Hardy.


55 See Letter 504 n. 4 and Letter 505.


56 In my contribution, ‘Violent Climates’, to MCCCBB, pp. 188–216, I have tried to give an account of all the music both pre-and post-war in which was manifest Britten’s preoccupation with acts of violence, whether committed by individuals, the community or the state.
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In the fourteen years since the publication of the first two volumes of Letters from a Life, a further 96 letters to 36 correspondents, spanning the period from 1932 to 1945, have come to light and now form part of BPL. These letters offer valuable new information and insight into Britten’s life and compositional development during this period. Many of them are addressed to correspondents already represented in the first two volumes of the series: for example, Lennox Berkeley, Edith Britten, Peter Pears and Erwin Stein; others are to recipients entirely new to the collection, notably Leonard Bernstein, Peter Burra and Christopher Isherwood. Most significant of all is the wholly extraordinary collection of letters to the critic and writer Edward Sackville-West.


We have selected approximately one-third of the total number of new letters available to form a bridge from volumes 1 and 2 to volume 3, the principal text of which comprises letters for the period from 1946 to 1951. The first half follows the convention of letter text with accompanying editorial annotations; the second, however, breaks with this convention and is devoted to a detailed exploration of the previously little-known relationship between Britten and Sackville-West by Donald Mitchell, the text of which incorporates many quotations from their correspondence.


In Part I we have indicated the location of the new letters in relation to volumes 1 and 2 in square brackets below the correspondent’s name. To maintain the continuity of this chronological sequence, we have repeated the three Britten letters from the Addenda to volume 2 (to Harry Farjeon, Stephen Spender and Rutland Boughton; see pp. 1334–6). 





 




CHRONOLOGY 1913–1945















	YEAR

	EVENTS

	COMPOSITIONS






	 

	 

	 






	1913

	22 November: Born in Lowestoft

	 






	 

	 

	 






	
c. 1919

	First music lessons with his mother

	First compositions






	 

	 

	 






	
c. 1921

	Piano and music theory lessons with Ethel Astle

	 






	 

	 

	 






	1922–23

	 

	Early piano compositions and songs






	 

	 

	 






	1923

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

	 






	 

	 

	 






	
c. 1923

	Viola lessons with Audrey Alston

	 






	 

	 

	 






	1925

	 

	Songs and piano music






	 

	 

	 






	1926

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

	 






	 

	 

	 






	1928

	Begins composition lessons with Frank Bridge;


Enters Gresham’s School, Holt; Begins piano lessons with Harold Samuel

	Chamber and orchestral music





Quatre Chansons Françaises







	 

	 

	 






	1929

	 

	
Rhapsody, for string quartet, ‘The Birds’






	1930

	Wins open scholarship to the Royal College of Music, London; Composition lessons with John Ireland; piano lessons with Arthur Benjamin

	Quartettino, A Wealden Trio, A Hymn to the Virgin, Elegy, Two Portraits, The Sycamore Tree (I saw three ships)






	 

	 

	 






	1931

	First performance of A Hymn to the Virgin and I saw three ships (Lowestoft Choral Society);


Wins Ernest Farrar Prize for composition

	
Christ’s Nativity (Thy King’s Birthday), Twelve Variations, String Quartet in D, Plymouth Town







	 

	 

	 






	1932

	Cobbett Prize for Phantasy in F minor;


First performance (Macnaghten– Lemare concert) and publication of Three Two-part Songs

	
Phantasy in F minor, Three Two-part Songs, Double Concerto, Sinfonietta, Op. 1, Phantasy, Op. 2






	 

	 

	 






	1933

	First performance of Sinfonietta (Macnaghten–Lemare concert) and broadcast (BBC); First broadcast of Phantasy in F minor and Phantasy, Op. 2;


Conducts Sinfonietta at RCM; BBC tries out A Boy was Born; Wins Ernest Farrar Prize;


Passes ARCM and leaves RCM

	A Boy was Born, Op. 3, Two Part-songs, Alla Quartetto Serioso







	 

	 

	 






	1934

	First performances of A Boy was  Born, Simple Symphony and Holiday Diary;
 Attends ISCM Festival in Florence, where Phantasy, Op. 2, is performed;


Father dies after a long illness;


Travels in Europe with mother and meets Erwin Stein in Vienna

	
Simple Symphony, Op. 4, Te Deum in C, Jubilate Deo in [image: ] Holiday Diary, Op. 5






	 

	 

	 






	1935

	Begins association with GPO Film Unit and Group Theatre;


Meets W. H. Auden

	
Two Insect Pieces, Suite, Op. 6 Friday Afternoons, Op. 7;


Films include The King’s Stamp and Coal Face







	 

	 

	 






	1936

	Signs exclusive publishing contract with Boosey & Hawkes, London;


Joins permanent staff of GPO Film Unit


Attends ISCM Festival in Barcelona, where Suite, Op. 6, is performed;


First performance of Our Hunting Fathers at Norwich

	
Russian Funeral, Our Hunting Fathers, Op. 8, Soirées Musicales, Op. 9,  Two Ballads  


Temporal Variations; Films include Night Mail, Peace of Britain, Love from a Stranger, The Way to the Sea







	 

	 

	 






	1937

	Mother dies;


Friendship with Peter Pears begins; Buys the Old Mill, Snape;


Bridge Variations performed at Salzburg Festival;


First performance of On This Island


	

Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge, Op. 10, On This Island, Op. 11, Mont Juic, Op. 12 (with Lennox Berkeley);


Theatre includes The Ascent of F6, Pageant of Empire, Out of  the Picture;


Radio includes King Arthur,


The Company of Heaven,


Hadrian’s Wall









	 

	 

	 






	1938

	Moves to 43 Nevern Square sw5 with Peter Pears and to Old Mill, shared with Berkeley;


Attends ISCM Festival in London and meets Aaron Copland;


First performance of Piano Concerto at Proms with composer as soloist

	

Piano Concerto, Op. 13, Advance Democracy;


Theatre includes On the Frontier;


Radio includes The World of the Spirit









	 

	 

	 






	1939

	

First performance of Ballad of  Heroes; 


Moves to 67 Hallam Street w1 with Pears;


29 April: leaves UK with Pears for North America; 


9 May: arrives in Quebec;


27 June: travels to New York; 21 August: Britten and Pears take up residence with the Mayers; 


3 September: Second World War begins;


First performance of Young Apollo




	
Ballad of Heroes, Op. 14,


Young Apollo,


A.M.D.G.,


Violin Concerto, Op. 15,


Les Illuminations, Op. 18,


Canadian Carnival, Op. 19;


Theatre: Johnson over Jordan;


Radio: The Sword in the Stone







	 

	 

	 






	1940

	First complete performance of  Les Illuminations in London;


First performance of Violin Concerto, in New York;


Ill with streptococcal infection;


Britten and Pears move to 7 Middagh Street, New York

	
Sinfonia da Requiem, Op. 20, Diversions, Op. 21,


Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo,


Op. 22,


Introduction and Rondo alla


Burlesca, Op. 23 No. 1;


Radio: The Dark Valley







	 

	 

	 






	1941

	First performances of Sinfonia da Requiem, Paul Bunyan and String Quartet No. 1;


Visit to Escondido, California;


Encounters poetry of George Crabbe;


US enters Second World War

	
Paul Bunyan, Op. 17, Matinées Musicales, Op. 24, Mazurka Elegiaca, Op. 23 No. 2, String Quartet No. 1 in D, Op. 25, An American Overture,


Scottish Ballad, Op. 26






	 

	 

	 






	1942

	First performances of Diversions, Michelangelo Sonnets, Hymn to St Cecilia and A Ceremony of Carols;


Commission by Koussevitzky Foundation of Peter Grimes; Britten and Pears return to UK and register as conscientious objectors

	
Hymn to St Cecilia, Op. 27, 


A Ceremony of Carols, Op. 28,


Folk Song Arrangements


vol. 1 British Isles,


Folk Song Arrangements


vol. 2 France






	 

	 

	 






	1943

	First performance of Serenade;


Moves to St John’s Wood High Street;


In hospital with measles

	
Serenade, Op. 31,


Prelude and Fugue, Op. 29, Rejoice in the Lamb, Op. 30, The Ballad of Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard; Radio:


The Rescue







	 

	 

	 






	1944

	Begins work on Peter Grimes


	
Festival Te Deum, Op. 32;


Radio: A Poet’s Christmas







	 

	 

	 






	1945

	First performances of Peter Grimes, String Quartet No. 2 and Donne Sonnets;


May: VE Day; Concert tour with Yehudi Menuhin of German concentration camps

	
Peter Grimes, Op. 33, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, Op. 35,


String Quartet No. 2, Op. 36, 


The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, Op. 34;


Theatre: This Way to the Tomb;


Radio: The Dark Tower




































THE CORRESPONDENCE








 








I To Harry Farjeon1



[vol. 1, p. 408; after Diary for January 1936]


Flat no. 2, West Cottage Road, West End Lane, N.W.6.2


Jan 6th 1936


Dear Mr Farjeon,


Thank you for writing to me about my ‘Boy was Born’. I am glad you liked the work; I think it was a good show that evening.3


I cannot promise that I shall go on ‘like that’ – as you say – always. One grows up, I find. And even now after four years or so I find that there is a lot in the work one wouldn’t do nowadays.


However – I hope you won’t be disappointed!


Yours,


BENJAMIN BRITTEN




1 English composer (1878–1948). Farjeon was a pupil of Landon Ronald and later studied with Frederick Corder at the Royal Academy of Music, London, where he was eventually to teach harmony and composition. Among his works were three operettas. He wrote many piano pieces for young players, and his sister Eleanor (1881–1965) was the well-known children’s writer.


In Friday Afternoons, Britten had set a poem by Eleanor Farjeon, ‘Jazz-Man’ (No. 10): the song was written on 15 November 1933. She later attended the first performance of Peter Grimes and wrote to the composer to thank him for it. Later still, in 1965, at the age of eighty-four, she wrote again with some recollections of a meeting at Sadler’s Wells during an interval in the second performance of the opera:




[…] on getting back my breath after the first Act [I] stumbled downstairs and booked for all the other performances. I seem to remember [your] stammering ‘Is it all right?’ when I reintroduced myself. I stammeringly suggested that it was.





The letter ends: ‘Thank you for filling my old years with joys and wonders.’


2 The flat that Britten shared with his sister Beth and their family friend Kathleen Mead from autumn 1935 (see Letter 71 n. 9).


3 17December 1935, on which date Britten’s set of choral variations A Boy was Born received its first concert performance. Britten’s diary entry is quoted in Letter 72 n. 2.














II To Peter Burra 1 



[vol. 1, p. 427; after Letter 82]


Biltmore, Pole Barn Lane, Frinton-on-Sea2


June 22nd 1936


Dear Peter,


I am very sorry not to have answered your letter before this. But I am working very hard here – slaving against time to get a work finished.3


I liked the photo & I am very glad to have it. Mine have also come out pretty well.4 When I get to town next week I’ll have the best developed & send them to you.


I hope you enjoyed your further stay in Barcelona.5 I suppose you are very fluent in the tongue now.


I have been here for about a month now – working very hard. I have got a hut in Cornwall6 for July where I am going to bury myself. A pleasant thought.


We couldn’t have had a worse evening for listening to ‘Jonah’.7 As well as the extreme unpleasantness of the atmospherics we were in great danger of being struck by lightning, by continuing to use the aerial. However we survived to enjoy it a lot.


Hope you are well.


Yours,


BENJAMIN BRITTEN




1 Peter Burra (1909–1937), writer and critic, a close friend of Peter Pears (they were at school together; see PFL, plate 87). He died in an aeroplane accident on 27 April 1937; his death and the sorting out of his effects cemented Britten’s and Pears’s friendship. See also Diary for 13 March 1937, n. 1, and the obituary in the Lancing College Magazine (June 1937), p. 47, in which the anonymous writer quotes from a letter that appeared in The Times shortly after Burra’s untimely death: ‘He was a man of great personal charm, infectious enthusiasm, and considerable artistic discernment.’


Burra contributed a review of Rupert Doone’s Group Theatre production of The Agamemnon of Aeschylus in the translation by Louis MacNeice to the Group Theatre Paper (November 1936), p. 2. Of Britten’s incidental music he writes that it ‘seemed […] completely successful – homogenous, unobtrusive but adequate and thoroughly appropriate’. A complete run of the short-lived Group Theatre Paper (June 1936–January 1937) is held at BPL.


2 The house to which Britten’s mother had moved in February 1936 after the death of her husband two years earlier. See also Letter 74 n. 6.


3 Our Hunting Fathers. The orchestral song-cycle was due to receive its first performance that autumn in the Norfolk and Norwich Triennial Music Festival. See also Diary for 25 September 1936.


4 Britten’s photograph album from this period includes eight pages of images taken in Barcelona. One of the snaps is of the folk dancers at the ‘Mont Juic Festival’ (see Letter VII n. 1). Three of the photographs Britten took while in Barcelona (see n. 5 below) are reproduced in pfl, plates 82–4; plate 83 includes Burra and Berkeley.


5 Britten, Burra and Berkeley all met for the first time at the ISCM Festival in Barcelona, which Burra was covering for The Times and the Monthly Musical Record. In ‘The Barcelona Festival’, Monthly Musical Record, 66 (June 1936), pp. 107–8, Burra wrote:




Only two English composers were included in the Festival, but they represented us well: Lennox Berkeley and Benjamin Britten. Evidently neither of them is particularly interested in being English and they are equally far from looking for their inspiration in theory. In fact their work belonged to the small body which seemed to have its roots in genuine individual character […]





6 Britten spent the summer of 1936 staying in a hut in the grounds of Ethel Nettleship’s home at Crantock, Newquay (see Letter 84 n. 1), where he continued to work on Our Hunting Fathers and studied Beethoven and Mahler. Lennox Berkeley was his guest for two weeks.


7 Lennox Berkeley’s oratorio, composed 1933–5, the first performance of which had been given at Broadcasting House, London, by Joan Cross (soprano), Jan van der Gucht (tenor) and William Parsons (bass), and the BBC Chorus and Orchestra conducted by Clarence Raybould, and broadcast by the BBC on 19 June. Among those present in the audience was Peter Burra, for whom Berkeley had obtained a ticket.


Berkeley sent Britten a score on 18 June in readiness for the following day’s premiere to which Britten listened while staying in Frinton:




[…] after dinner & then in spite of a colossal thunderstorm nearby, try & listen to Lennox’ Jonah from B.B.C. From what one could tell (& having score of course) there are some very good things in it. To its advantage it is under Stravinsky’s influence of course, but the harmony is extremely personal. A weakness is a comparative dullness in the vocal line. Some of the choral writing is extremely beautiful – especially at the end.





Britten attended a further performance at the Leeds Festival on 7 October 1937: see Letter 112 n. 1. See also Peter Dickinson, The Music of Lennox Berkeley, 2nd edn, pp. 28–33. Professor Dickinson’s assessment of the oratorio includes a previously unpublished letter from Berkeley (23 June 1936) in response to one from Britten which is now lost.














III To Peter Burra


[vol. 1, p. 432; after Letter 84]


Quarryfield, Crantock, Newquay, Cornwall


July 10th 1936


Dear Peter,


Here are the photos I promised. Some didn’t come out very well – something also wrong with my shutter – but these are the best of the bunch.


I came down here to work last Sunday, & it is frightfully quiet – just what I wanted – but the weather has been appalling – hail & wind & rain practically all the time. However as it isn’t much inducement to go out, it is probably a good thing & I have done a tremendous amount of work.


Lennox1 may come down here for a few days later on. I saw him once or twice when I was in town – but it was only for a short time. I shall be back there in September when we must definitely meet.


Yours ever,


BENJAMIN BRITTEN




1 Lennox Randal Francis Berkeley (1903–1989), English composer, educated at Gresham’s School in Norfolk and at Oxford University, and a student of Nadia Boulanger in Paris, 1927–32. He was knighted in 1974. See also Letter 86 n. 2; IC1/2; Peter Dickinson, The Music of Lennox Berkeley, 2nd edn, and Michael Berkeley, ‘We lived in a secret, intoxicating world’, Guardian (10 February 2003). In 2003 Lady Berkeley and the Lennox Berkeley Estate deposited the Berkeley Family Papers on loan at BPL.


Britten and Berkeley first met in Barcelona in 1936 and became close friends, a relationship that was consolidated by their work together on a joint composition, Mont Juic (see Letter vii n. 1) and by their shared occupancy of the Old Mill at Snape from 1938. That same year Britten dedicated his Piano Concerto to Berkeley, while Berkeley reciprocated by dedicating his Introduction and Allegro for two pianos to Britten. Post-war they remained close, with Berkeley’s music frequently performed at Aldeburgh, while the English Opera Group gave three of Berkeley’s operas – A Dinner Engagement (1954), Ruth (1956) and Castaway (1967) – as well as the Stabat Mater.


During the 1920s and 1930s, Berkeley had several homosexual relationships and it is clear that during 1936 and 1937 he saw himself as a potential partner of Britten’s. When Berkeley left Crantock on 30 July 1936, Britten noted in his diary:




He is an awful dear – very intelligent & kind – & I am very attached to him, even after this short time. In spite of his avowed sexual weakness for young men of my age & form – he is considerate & open,& we have come to an agreement on that subject.





The following year, when staying with Berkeley in Gloucestershire, Britten recorded in his diary for 11 April:




He is a dear & I am very, very fond of him; nevertheless, it is a comfort that we can arrange sexual matters to at least my satisfaction.





In 1937 Berkeley set two poems of Auden’s – ‘Lay your sleeping head, my love’ and ‘Night covers up the rigid land’ – both of which he dedicated to Britten, whose diary reveals a picture of Berkeley as pursuer and Britten as the pursued. The second of these two poems was also set by Britten in 1937.


The crisis in the relationship came in the autumn of 1938, a few months after they had begun to live together at Snape. Berkeley’s declaration of love for Britten would seem to have been precipitated by Britten’s close attachment to Wulff Scherchen (see Letter xvi n. 4), itself at its height during the summer and autumn of 1938. Berkeley was deeply affected by Britten’s rejection. This is borne out by his many letters to Britten from the end of 1938 and throughout 1939.














IV To Edith Britten1



[vol. 1, p. 435; after Letter 85]


[Postcard: Porth Johe, Cornwall]


[Quarryfield, Crantock]


[Postmarked 16 July 1936]


Everything is still going well here. I’m enjoying life a lot & the scoring is leaping ahead (half done already!) so I shall be – with luck – beautifully free in August for you. I hope you are enjoying Stroud2 – Just had a letter from Lennox Berkeley from there – Isn’t it tragic about our flood in Hampstead?3 Poor old Beth.4 I’ll write a letter later but funnily enough there’s so little time! Love to Flo.


Much Love


BENJ


Write occasionally please!




1 Edith Rhoda Britten, née Hockey (1872–1937), Britten’s mother. See also Letter 1 n. 1 and IC1/2.


2 Britten’s aunt, Florence Hay Britten (1875–1956), his father’s elder sister, lived at Whiteshill, near Stroud, Gloucestershire. See also Diary for 27 May 1931, n. 1.


3 Britten’s Diary for 14 July 1936: ‘Beth writes to say there’s been a tank leak in the flat & gives a lurid description of ceiling’s falling – carpets up etc. in the sitting room. It is hard for her to have to cope with it alone […]’


4 Charlotte Elizabeth (Beth) Britten (1909–1989), Britten’s sister. She married Kit Welford on 22 January 1938. Her memoir, My Brother Benjamin (EWB), was published in 1986. See also Letter 1 n. 1 and IC1/2. 














V To Peter Burra


[vol. 1, p. 443; after Diary for 19 September 1936] 


[Postcard]


[Flat 2, West Cottage Road, West End Lane, London, NW6]


[Postmarked 20 September 1936]


Thank you for your letter – sorry I haven’t answered it before but I have been off my head with work! Very glad to hear you are coming to Norwich, next Friday1 – but the outlook is black for me at the moment. I had an abominable rehearsal last night,2 & only 1½ more to come. Things may change, but I am doubtful. Come & see me on Friday & condole with me if necessary! I saw Dorothy3 the other day & she said she’d been with you. Let me know if you want names of hotels etc. in Norwich. I might be able to find something.


BENJAMIN




1 For the premiere of Our Hunting Fathers. Britten’s programme note for this performance and the preview from the Eastern Daily Press are reproduced in Diary for 21 September 1936, n. 1 (and see PKBM, p. 359). Press notices for the song-cycle are reproduced in Diary for 26 September 1936, n. 1.


Berkeley, who was in Paris at the time of the premiere of Our Hunting Fathers, wrote to Burra on 13 October:




I had a long letter from Benjamin about a week ago – he seems to have been pleased with the performance at Norwich, though he does not think the work was understood on the whole. Of course that was to be expected; although I have never heard it, I know the work fairly well, and having studied the full score I like it immensely, especially the beginning and the slow movement (Messalina), but I admit that it wouldn’t be easy to follow at first hearing, and Auden’s words, beautiful as they are, don’t make it any easier to understand for the uninitiated.





He had already written admiringly about the work in two previous letters to Burra. On 16 July 1936:




I saw Benjamin before I left London – he played me his new work which is to be done at the Norwich Festival in September. I think it is extremely good, and far the most important thing he has done so far.





And on 2 August, following his stay with Britten in Cornwall:




I spent a very pleasant few days with Benjamin. […] I am more than ever impressed by his talent which I think is very great, and his technical proficiency is extraordinary. I have read his new work – I think it ought to make rather a sensation. It is not only exciting but a lot of it is very beautiful. We played some of it as a duet from the full score on an awful old piano!





From Paris, on 22 October 1936, Berkeley wrote to Britten:




Many thanks for your letter and for the copy of [the vocal score of] Our Hunting Fathers which I have read and played to myself a lot. I like it all, but I like best the slow parts in the opening, Messalina, and the last movement. The funeral march is grand music. The whole thing is full of feeling and life, and no English composer, to my way of thinking, can do anything as good – or if there is one, he is keeping it very dark! I have lent my copy to Nadia Boulanger who is very keen to read it, having heard of you but never seen or heard a note of your music.





2 Britten’s description of this rehearsal appears in Diary for 19 September 1936.


3 Dorothy Wadham, Secretary of the ISCM, with whom Britten had travelled to Barcelona. He had first met her in 1934 in connection with the performance of his Phantasy quartet at the Florence ISCM Festival.











VI To Peter Burra


[vol. 1, p. 483; after Diary for 15 March 1937]


[Postcard]


[559 Finchley Road, London, NW3]


[Postmarked 16 March 1937]


The Forster article1 is first-rate. I haven’t had time to read the other yet. Christopher Ish.2 was here last night until very late, & we had a grand time. Told me a lot more about E.M.F.3


I hear from Dorothy that you enjoyed the romp last night. Hope you didn’t feel too sad.


My leg is getting on well,4 but I haven’t been out today. I may see you tomorrow night – not sure yet. Anyhow keep Sunday evening for Left Theatre revue.5 Is it too bourgeous [sic] to say thank you for a lovely weekend?


Love,


BENJ




1 This was probably Burra’s essay ‘The Novels of E. M. Forster’, which had been published in The Nineteenth Century and After, 116 (1934), pp. 581–94. Burra’s other essay might have been about the Oratory of All Souls (the Sandham Memorial Chapel) at Burghclere, the chapel decorated with murals by Stanley Spencer; Britten had visited the chapel while spending the weekend with Burra: see Diary for 14 March 1937. Burra’s drafts and typescript of this essay were purchased by BPL in 1991.


2 Christopher Isherwood (1904–1986), English novelist and writer, a friend of Britten from the 1930s and a collaborator with W. H. Auden on a number of plays and other literary projects for which Britten wrote incidental music. Isherwood emigrated to the US in 1939 with Auden and took US citizenship in 1946. For the last thirty years of his life he lived in Santa Monica, California, with his partner, the portrait painter Don Bachardy. Bachardy’s drawing of Peter Pears (November 1976) is reproduced on the jacket of TPP.


Isherwood is probably best remembered for his autobiographical Berlin stories written in the 1930s (e.g. Mr Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin), which formed the basis of the play and the film I am a Camera; this in turn was adapted in 1972 as the highly successful musical (and film) Cabaret. In later years he became interested in Eastern philosophies. See also Letter 35 n. 1; the Times obituary (6 January 1986); Stephen Spender, ‘The Secret of Issyvoo’, Observer Review (12 January 1986); Donald Mitchell’s account of a visit to Isherwood in 1978, ‘Down There on a Visit: A Meeting with Christopher Isherwood’, London Magazine, 32/1–2 (April/May 1992), pp. 80–87, reprinted in dmcn, pp. 441–9, and Peter Parker, Isherwood.


In his Diary for 15 March 1937, Britten writes: ‘Christopher Isherwood comes to dinner – a grand person; unaffected, extremely amusing & devastatingly intelligent.’ Isherwood and Britten remained friends right until the end of the composer’s life, though, with Isherwood residing in California and Britten in Suffolk, they saw each other only occasionally. In an article published in the Guardian, ‘Christopher’s jungle book: Christopher Isherwood discusses his autobiography with Christopher Ford’ (30 March 1977), p. 10, Isherwood recalled their final meeting, in the summer of 1976:




Last summer David Hockney, Don Bachardy, and I went for a drive, up to the north of Scotland, and one of the places we stopped off at was Aldeburgh. I knew Ben was ill, but I didn’t know how ill he was. Any emotion was bad for him. He was so moved at seeing us again that he could hardly trust himself to speak. The others left us, and Ben and I sat in a room together, not speaking, just holding hands.





3 E. M. (Edward Morgan) Forster, the English novelist who was to collaborate with Eric Crozier on the libretto of Billy Budd. For Isherwood and his generation of writers, particularly those who, like Forster, were homosexual, Forster was a literary hero and role model. When Isherwood was publicly criticized for remaining in the US after the outbreak of war in 1939, Forster was one of his principal supporters. Isherwood supervised the posthumous publication of Forster’s novel Maurice (1971), which has a pronounced homosexual theme. See also Letter 571 n. 9.


4 Britten had sprained his ankle playing squash two days earlier; see Diary for 14 March 1937.


5 Montagu Slater’s satirical sketch Pageant of Empire, for which Britten had contributed the incidental music, was included in the Left Theatre revue which had opened at Collins’ Music Hall, London, on 28 February 1937. In his letter to Burra, Britten refers to a performance of the revue on 21 March. However, as the next letter to Burra (Letter VII) reveals, this performance was postponed until 25 April, when Britten writes in his diary:




Beth & I […] go to the Left Revue – to which I did the music of Montagu Slater’s little Pageant of Empire. I feel that this is the best form of propaganda – guying the other side – especially when as most of tonight it is hilariously funny. A little discretion might be added here & there (such as regards length & overstatement), but the talent was very obvious throughout.

















VII To Peter Burra


[vol. 1, p. 846; after Letter 99]


BILTMORE, POLE BARN LANE, FRINTON ON SEA 


April 4th 1937


My dear Peter,


I am very very sorry but next weekend must be off. The Left Theatre show on the Sunday is postponed until 25th (I think) – & they’ve only just let me know. And I have been held up from going to Lennox until Monday (tomorrow) & I must get a clear week with him.1 I am naturally sorry about Saturday afternoon, but I hope you will go all the same & enjoy yourself. I have had a hectic time here – trying to work & to sort out stuff – furniture & books etc. – as well, which has been a hell of a business.2 Everything has gone smoothly, otherwise we could never have got things done in the time. What have you been doing? Any work? What have you decided about the Listener3 – or heard anything yet?


I shall be back in town permanently about the 15th – & therefore, please let me know when you are coming to town. Nothing decided about the cottage yet.4 But as soon as I have a free weekend and got a car – I want to bring a sister down to have a look.


How goes the motorbike?5 I hope your ecstasies are continuing.


Things [text missing owing to damaged document]


Much love – sorry about the weekend. Be good.


BENJAMIN




1 Britten and Berkeley spent a week together in Gloucestershire working on Mont Juic, their jointly composed suite of Catalan dances for orchestra. See Letter 122 n. 2. Later in April, while Britten was completing his contribution to Mont Juic, news reached him of Burra’s death in an air accident on the 27th.


While working on Mont Juic, Berkeley consulted a former collaborator of Britten’s, Violet Alford (1881–1972), who had a specialist knowledge of Basque folksong and dance; see Diary for 13 July 1931, n. 1. Berkeley wrote to Britten on 30 September 1937:




I have just written to Violet Alford – I have written out all the tunes for her, so I hope that having duly cogitated she will be able to throw some light on the problem. Otherwise we shall have to invent names ourselves!





Berkeley and Britten wished to identify the melodies they had taken down at the performance of folk-dancing they attended in Barcelona in 1936 and subsequently used in their suite. Berkeley does not refer to Alford again in his correspondence with Britten, and the tunes remain unidentified in the published score.


It was Violet Alford who had provided Britten with the scenarios for two ballets in the early 1930s: Plymouth Town (1931), and another on a Basque theme (1932); see Diary for 13 July 1931. While the latter remained unfinished, Plymouth Town was not only completed but submitted to the Camargo Society (see Diary for 15 November 1931, n. 4) on 6 December 1931, on the advice of the Society’s secretary, Montagu Montagu-Nathan (see Diary for 15 November 1931, n. 2). The Society rejected the ballet, and it remained unperformed until 2004, when the RCM Sinfonietta, conducted by Michael Rosewell, gave the first performance at the Royal College of Music, London, on 27 January.


In a little-known article published in the Radio Times (31 July 1953), p. 29, Montagu-Nathan documented the history of Britten’s submission to the Camargo Society and recalled his first meeting with the composer:




The party, which was at a flat in the purlieus of Earls Court, turned out to be, like the house-maid’s baby in Mr Midshipman Easy, only a little one, consisting as it did of less than a dozen people. After formal introduction of the very late arrival and the acceptance of a beverage which, like the above-mentioned infant, was quite unwanted, I found myself sitting alongside a young fellow of about eighteen years and of the most modest mien. My hostess, having made the usual mumbled communication as to his name, informed me that my new acquaintance was ‘musical’. I naturally took steps to institute a ‘probe’, for long experience had rendered me suspicious of that adjective. Eventually I enquired whether his condition of musicality comprehended an addiction to ballet. His reply, couched in tones as though the question had related to bicycling or gardening, considerably astonished me. He had written a ballet! Indeed? Well, my Society was contemplating a season and was looking for novelties likely to impress its subscribers. Among them, I explained, were such people as Lady Oxford, Lord Rothermere, the Bernard Shaws, Lady Cunard, H. G. Wells, Augustus John, Samuel Courtauld, Lord Berners, and Rex Whistler. Why not send the ballet to me for the Committee’s consideration? He promised to do so.


[…] And so, on the arrival of my young man’s ballet I at once sent it round to [Edwin] Evans with a request to vet the work and, having done so, to pass it on to our conductor, Constant Lambert. Our Savoy season, which included the production of Vaughan Williams’s Job, ran its appointed course – terminating, as this kind of effort so often does, in the loss of some thousands of pounds for our noble band of guarantors. Among those who had co-operated in our productions had been [Lydia] Lopokova, Ninette de Valois, [Alicia] Markova, Marie Rambert, [Anton] Dolin, Frederick Ashton, Walter Gore, William Chappell, and a very special importation from Paris in the person of [Olga] Spessivtseva.


But what of my young friend’s ballet? While busily engaged in cleaning up the financial mess and endeavouring to respond to claims somewhat difficult to satisfy I received a letter asking for its return. It was signed Benjamin Britten.


I cannot remember enquiring of either Evans or Lambert what was their opinion of the submitted score, and judging by what has since happened to its composer it seems charitable to suppose that neither had opened the parcel. A little later, feeling that I had perhaps let the tyro down, I wrote offering to use my best endeavours in the advancement of his career and received a grateful reply.





2 Britten’s mother had died on 31 January 1937 and the family was clearing her home at Frinton. In his diary Britten writes:







30 MARCH


We settle down in morning – the four of us [i.e. Britten and his brother, Robert, and their sisters, Barbara and Beth] – & in afternoon too, to dividing all the furniture & things in the house. Picking one thing in turn starting from Barbara. It all goes very amicably, & there is no disturbance or even discussion – people being extremely unselfish – which is a blessing. We all get good things – me of course with an eye to the future – cottage & flat of course – Beth to marriage & Robert for school – Barbara sticks principally to smaller things. It is a relief to get it done – but oh what an accursed thing to have to break up this charming little home after only a year.




 





31 MARCH


We spend the morning doing the Books – dividing them between us four; this arouses some bitterness, for I think none of us can bear to be parted from any of the books that have surrounded us all our lives. I get some of my special wants tho’.





3 It would seem possible that Burra had been offered a position – as music critic? – on the Listener, a weekly periodical devoted to discussion and debate about broadcasting published by the BBC.


4 Having been left a little under £2000 in his mother’s will, Britten was planning to buy a cottage; his diary entry for 29 June 1937, quoted in Letter 104 n. 2, refers to his ‘cottage quest’, which began while he was staying with Burra at his cottage in Bucklebury Common on 13 March: Britten viewed ‘a charming little cottage nearby – which I’m thinking of taking as it is such a heavenly part of the country’. His search was to end when he bought the Old Mill at Snape in July 1937.


5 In his Diary for 15 March 1937, Britten describes Burra’s motorbike as ‘his new toy […] which symbolises his craving for the normal or “tough” at the moment’.











VIII To Stephen Spender1



[vol. 1, p. 557; after Letter 132]


43 Nevern Square, S.W.5.2


May 26th 1938


Dear Stephen,


Thanks a lot for the letter & for sending the poem.3 I think it is grand, & have some ideas for setting it. I think it might go very well for Hedli4 – sung half-dramatically with backcloth or something – together with Wystan’s old dictator poem.5 Perhaps the Unity [Theatre] might be interested in them as interludes in a show or revue? This is all very much in the air & I haven’t thought at all about details.6 I am fearfully busy at the moment – I have a concerto down for the Proms.7 & the thing’s not nearly done yet. There’s your Danton play8 – Wystan’s & Christopher’s9 – & a Ballet for Sadler’s Wells10 – & possibly one for de Basil (with Sitwell (O) (!)11 – to be thought about. 


However the Mill (apart from domestic ructions at the beginning) is peaceful.12 You must see it.


I heard from Wystan this morning – they seem to be having an exciting time.13


Yours,


BENJAMIN




1 Stephen Spender (1909–1985), English poet and critic, who was much influenced by his friend W. H. Auden whom he first met while at Oxford. From 1970 Spender was Professor of English at University College, London. See also Letter 380 n. 1; Addenda to vol. 2: Letter 397 n. 2; John Sutherland, Stephen Spender: The Authorised Biography; and obituaries by Frank Kermode, ‘Grand Old Man of Letters’, Guardian (17 July 1995), Peter Porter, Independent (18 July 1995) and in The Times and the Daily Telegraph (both 18 July 1995).


2 Britten’s and Pears’s first joint home. They had moved in on 16 March 1938.


3 Spender had written to Britten on 11 May:




I enclose a poem I have written which might be suitable for a song. Let me know if you would care to write music for it. I shall be home in a week.


I heard from Wystan and Christopher today. They seem to have had a very interesting time. They’ll be in America by the end of this month.





Although the enclosure has not survived and Spender, when asked in 1990, did not recall the poem sent to Britten, it is known from other sources that Britten set at least two poems of Spender’s: ‘Not to you I sighed. No, not a word’ and ‘Your body is stars whose millions glitter here’. The former, distinctly remembered by Wulff Scherchen (see Letter 165 n. 2 and the addendum to this note in vol. 2, p. 1337), is lost; an incomplete setting of the latter survives at BPL.


4 Hedli Anderson (1907–1990), English singer and actress. She sang in a number of theatre and radio productions with music by Britten, including Auden’s and Isherwood’s The Ascent of F6, Edward Sackville-West’s The Rescue (see pp. 123–8) and The Dark Tower by her husband Louis MacNeice. Britten composed his Cabaret Songs with her in mind. See also Letter 126 n. 2 and Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, ‘“For Hedli”: Britten and Auden’s Cabaret Songs’, in Katherine Bucknell and Nicholas Jenkins (eds.), W. H. Auden: ‘The Language of Learning and the Language of Love’, Auden Studies 2, pp. 60–68.


5 Professor Edward Mendelson confirms that this must have been Auden’s poem ‘It’s farewell to the drawing room’s civilised cry’. Britten was to use this text in his Ballad of Heroes (1939). See Letters 92 n. 2 and 167 n. 4.


6 This project seems not to have materialized.


7 The Piano Concerto was due to receive its first performance at the BBC Promenade Concert on 18 August 1938.


8 Danton’s Death, a translation by Stephen Spender and Goronwy Rees of Georg Büchner’s play, first published in 1939. The outbreak of war in September 1939 prevented this Group Theatre production from taking place.


An advertisement in the programme for the Group Theatre’s revival of Auden’s and Isherwood’s The Ascent of F6 at the Old Vic in June 1939, furnishes us with some information about this aborted production. It was to have been directed by Rupert Doone and Rollo Gamble, with scenery and costumes by Robert Medley and John Piper. At the time of writing to Spender Britten evidently intended to provide the incidental music, but the advertisement in the F6 programme promises ‘Music by Lennox Berkeley and Brian Easdale’. Britten’s departure to North America in the spring of 1939 made it impossible for him to collaborate on Danton’s Death.


9 On the Frontier, first performed, with Britten’s incidental music, by the Group Theatre at the Arts Theatre, Cambridge, on 14 November 1938. See also Letter 155 n. 3.


10 Britten considered a number of dance projects at this period; see Letter 120 n. 2.


11 This otherwise unidentified and unrealized project must have given rise to Pears’s reference to Osbert Sitwell (1892–1969) in Letter 134: ‘Exciting about Osbert. Make him do a Tenor Cantata!!’ Colonel Wassily de Basil (1888–1951) founded the Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo in 1932 and was later sole Director of the original Ballets Russes from 1939 to 1948.


12 The Old Mill was Britten’s principal home between 1938 and 1947: see Letter 104 n. 2 and vol. 2, plates 49a and 49b. He listed the crises in Letter 130: ‘sacking of a complete family working here : reorganising of whole house : notice of housekeeper : pacifying of ditto : Andoni [Barrutia, a Basque refugee boy who stayed briefly at the Old Mill; see Letter 131 n. 2] is going – which bleeds my heart but it is better on the whole : And the moods & temperaments connected with all these. It’s been h—l.’


13 Auden and Isherwood were in China (January–July 1938), a trip that led to the publication of their joint account of their travels, Journey to a War. Auden had written to Britten, probably from the British Consulate, Hankow, in mid-April:




Dear Benjamin,


It was nice to hear from you. You can’t imagine how we long for letters. So glad about H.M. [unidentified], the [piano] concerto, and the Mill.


We have just come back from a month of wandering in the north including a visit to to the front line. When we watched a bombardment and drank a lot of tea. Most of the Chinese soldiers look about 15 years old. We also saw a dog eating a spy.


I have two albums of Chinese opera records for you, but I hope they won’t influence you too much.


I wonder how you, who are keen on trains, would appreciate the Zanghai railway. (This runs from Suchow to Sian.) The train stops for days on the way, but there was a carboy who gave us his photograph.


C. is very well and sends his love. Letters received to date from Cambridge highly satisfactory.


best love, 


WYSTAN


The reference to the ‘highly satisfactory’ news from Cambridge probably concerned arrangements for On the Frontier.


In Journey to a War, some of the events mentioned in Auden’s letter are detailed:







On a waste plot of land beyond the houses a dog was gnawing what was, only too obviously, a human arm. A spy, they told us, had been buried there after execution a day or two ago; the dog had dug the corpse half out of the earth. It was rather a pretty dog with a fine, bushy tail. I remembered how we had patted it when it came begging for scraps of our supper the evening before. [rev. edn, 1973, p. 102]




 





The liveliest of them [the car-boys] was called Chin-dung; his long floppy hair framed a charming, flat-nosed, impudent face. Chin-dung was exceeding vain: he was eternally combing his hair or admiring his figure in the glass. He wore a thick rubber belt, like a bandage, which squeezed his pliant body into an absurdly exaggerated Victorian wasp-waist. […] Chin-dung presented us with a signed photograph of himself looking loutish and rather touchingly ridiculous in his best holiday suit of clothes. The other car-boys soon joined him, bringing with them a portable gramophone which played wailing opera-airs. We both began to feel that we had lived in this compartment for the whole of our lives. [ibid., p. 112]














IX To John F. Waterhouse1



[vol. 1, p. 595; after Letter 155]


THE OLD MILL, SNAPE, SAXMUNDHAM, SUFFOLK


Oct. 17th 1938


Dear Waterhouse,


I have hurriedly written out an Introduction to Act 2 for you.2 I was rather at sea as to what was wanted – but Wystan said over the ’phone, that the motive might as well be ‘Doom’ or ‘Mountain’ – so I have used the Tibetan chant3 & concocted something, I hope, sufficiently striking to start the act in a suitable manner. I’ve not had time to copy out [the] percussion part. Would you please oblige – ?


If I can, I am going to have a shot to get to Birmingham next week to see the show.


Excuse incredible haste,


Yours, 


BENJAMIN BRITTEN







1 John F. Waterhouse (1904–1989), English academic and music critic, who was Reader in English at the University of Birmingham in 1938, and who left academia post-war to succeed Eric Blom as music critic of the Birmingham Post. He knew both Auden and Louis MacNeice at Oxford in the 1920s.


Waterhouse contributed to the Birmingham Post (‘Soirée Musicale’, 18 November 1963) an illuminating account of an evening spent in the company of Britten and Auden, some time during the winter of 1937–38:




One morning the poet W. H. Auden, whom I had known since Oxford years in the 1920s, rang up from his parents’ house in Harborne to say that Benjamin Britten was staying with him and could he bring him round that evening? I had never met Britten, though I knew some half-dozen of his compositions directly or from score. In those days I was not a music critic, so had no dreary professional scruples about meeting practitioners. Needless to say Auden’s suggestion was enthusiastically welcomed, and some sort of supper hastily planned.


I remember that when the two of them arrived I had the gramophone playing an early Duke Ellington record called ‘Echoes of the Jungle’, and that Britten’s first words within earshot of it were an approving identification of ‘the Ellington line’. He looked much younger than twenty-five, as he still looks much younger than fifty. At first, except momentarily, on Ellington, he was quiet and unforthcoming, and Auden did most of the talking anyway.


What eased Britten’s shyness, I think, was my wife or I for some reason recalling at table a rhyme about a greedy teddy-bear from a children’s picture-paper (it began: ‘Tea! Tea! Plenty of sugar for me!’) and Auden proposing that we should try it out as a sort of spoken, or rather shouted, four-voice ‘round’; which we did, with much hammering of spoons.


Across the end of our bit of garden, from wall to wall, was a big wooden studio erected by our predecessors in the flat. It was backed by a pocket of slum, long since demolished, near the corner of Bromsgrove Street. It housed, among other things, two pianos, also recently united in wedlock: my wife’s grand and my upright, neither of them very good, and both in some need of mutual tuning.


The upright still survives, if only just, in our present household: as a mere ‘instrument of reference’ in the attic study of one of our sons. It got wet during the war, and has never recovered. But on its deathbed, so to speak, it cherishes a proud spot of memory: for at it, that evening, Britten pencilled a few emendations into the score of his Opus 10, his Variations on a theme of his master Frank Bridge, which he had with him and which he would then be preparing for publication. It had recently had its first performance at Salzburg.


Yet apart from Auden’s persuading him to show us those dazzingly brilliant Variations, Britten’s talk, so far as it concerned music, always avoided his own. I recall enthusiastic discussion of Stravinsky’s Apollo musagètes, of which I admired a recent recorded interpretation that he thought unworthy of the music (and he, of course, was right); and I remember his pointing out some of the beauties of Berg’s Violin Concerto, with which I was just beginning to make acquaintance from a borrowed violin-and-piano copy. But the high spot of the evening came when, looking at the two pianos, he suddenly said, ‘Let’s play the Tchaikovsky Concerto!’


I’m afraid that my eyebrows must have registered a ‘shock of mild surprise’. Tchaikovsky was at that time very far from being an OK composer in musical fashion, and I simply could not have believed that a rising young modern would have  any truck with him. But Britten, again of course, was right and I note with interest (and no longer surprise) that, in Murray Schafer’s recent British Composers in Interview, he names Tchaikovsky among his eight favourites, along with Mozart, Purcell, Schubert, Bach, Verdi, Mahler, and Berg – not Stravinsky, now, but perhaps he was limiting himself to composers of the past.


Well, I unearthed an old copy of No. 1 in [image: ] minor, with orchestra arranged for second piano; and, at the upright, proceeded to bumble most abominably through the ‘orchestra’. Britten, at the grand, despite its limitations and the still more obstacular ones of his accompaniment, produced from memory and con evident amore what I still regard as one of the most masterly and revealing performances of the solo part I have ever heard. I knew pretty well for sure that he was going to be a great composer; but I had had no idea that he was already a great pianist.





Donald Mitchell recalls that when he invited Britten to talk informally to music students at Sussex University, the composer’s immediate choice of subject was Tchaikovsky’s ballet music and, more specifically, ‘the perfection of his small forms’. It proved impossible, alas, to find a space in Britten’s hectic schedules when the event might have taken place.


2 Entitled ‘Prelude to Act II’, this 47-bar Lento maestoso introduction to the second act of The Ascent of F6, scored for piano duet and percussion, was composed at Waterhouse’s request for a production of Auden’s and Isherwood’s play given at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre for two weeks from 22 October 1938 (see Letter 125). The production was directed by Herbert M. Prentice. Among the cast was Waterhouse’s wife, Elspeth Duxbury, in the role of Lady Isabel Welwyn; Britten’s music was performed by pianists Marjorie Hazelhurst and Michael Mullinar (no percussionist is credited in the programme). Sally Brighton, Waterhouse’s daughter, has a clear recollection that Britten sent his new Act II prelude by return of post. This music did not feature in the original Group Theatre production of 1937. The production had already been presented by the Birmingham Repertory Theatre at the Princes Theatre, Manchester, in the week beginning 4 July 1938, when Waterhouse was himself one of the pianists. It was presumably after participating in the Manchester production that Waterhouse decided to approach Britten for a prelude to the second act.


In March 1939 Waterhouse was involved in a production of Auden’s and Isherwood’s most recent play, On the Frontier (see Letter 155 n. 3). He was in touch with Britten about the music in January, evidently attempting to dispense with the trumpet parts. Britten wrote to him on 29 January:




Re the Frontier play – I am afraid that the two trumpets are a very integral part of the score – so many fanfares off, which help to characterise the two countries [the fictional Ostnia and Westland] (on different sides of the stage). The trumpet parts are not by any means virtuosi parts – but need good playing certainly.





3 The chant for male chorus in Act II scene 1, ‘Go Ga, morum tonga tara’.














[image: ]

The manuscript fair copy of The Ascent of F6: the opening of the Prelude to Act II, composed in October 1938 at the request of John F. Waterhouse














X To Peter Pears1



[vol. 1, p. 608; after Letter 164]


[Postcard: Maison du Roi, Bruxelles]


Brussels2


[Postmarked 5 January 1939]


Having a v. good time as you could imagine with Wys3 & Chrys (& Jackie!)4 about the place. F. André was very good at the rehearsal this morning – hope ditto tonight. Shall be back mid-day SATURDAY at flat. If away – please leave telephone number.


Love,


B.


Hope audition5 was success.




1 Peter Pears (1910–1986), English tenor, partner and musical collaborator with Britten for nearly forty years; creator of numerous operatic roles and first performer of many concert works written for his voice by Britten and others. See also Letter 113 n. 1; ic1/2; CHPP and PRPP.


2 Britten was in Brussels to give a performance of his Piano Concerto with the Belgian Radio Symphony Orchestra conducted by Franz André (1893– 1975). See also Letter 164 n. 2.


3 Wystan Hugh Auden (1907–1973), poet, and a profound influence on Britten’s convictions and creativity. They first met in 1935 and worked together at the GPO Film Unit. Britten set several texts written or devised by Auden, including the film Night Mail, the song-cycle Our Hunting Fathers, the operetta Paul Bunyan, and Hymn to St Cecilia, as well as lyrics such as ‘Underneath the abject willow’, ‘Tell me the truth about love’ and ‘Out on the lawn’ (Spring Symphony), and incidental music for The Ascent of F6 and On the Frontier. See also Letter 71 n. 3.


4 At this time Christopher Isherwood was living in Brussels, where he was joined by his friend Jackie Hewit (1917–1997), described by Britten as ‘a dear, nice creature’. After a brief liaison with Isherwood, Hewit returned to London and his former lover, the spy Guy Burgess. At the outbreak of war Hewit joined the army but he was soon seconded to mi5. See also Letter 164 n. 1;Miranda Carter, Anthony Blunt: His Lives; Duncan Fallowell, ‘The Spies Who Loved Me’, Sunday Times Magazine (8 April 1991), pp. 18–22; and obituaries in The Times (3 January 1998) and Daily Telegraph (8 January 1998).


5 This was most probably an audition with the BBC to be accepted as a solo artist; we do not know if Pears was successful on this occasion.














XI To Lennox Berkeley


[vol. 1, p. 618; after Letter 170]


THE OLD MILL, SNAPE, SAXMUNDHAM, SUFFOLK


March 30th 1939


My dear Lennox,


Thank you for your letter. I have done all that is to be done re license & registration card, & everything is going well with the car1 – I did 85 in her on Saturday just to show that the wheels were going round properly. But don’t worry I’m very careful! It was on the Newmarket road which is nice & straight. I’m leaving her at Wesby’s for an overhaul this weekend, before taking her away for Easter when I go down to the Bridges.2 It is grand to have such a car to drive! But it’s useless to say thank you! you can’t say thank you for a car – or should I say the permission to drive one – Which reminds me – Beth had a son3 on Sunday – & we’re all excited. She has been frightfully good & plucky – & luckily hasn’t had too bad a time, but it can’t be pleasant. But she was asking for a cigarette (& had it!) about an hour after the event. I’m going up tomorrow to see her & kid – I couldn’t go before because I’ve been ill with (a) a concert in Ipswich4 (b) ’flu – concurrently with concert – unpleasant this – however the Mangeots’5 brandy kept things going (c) a foul cold (d) the score of that something Ballad of somethings.6 But all that being now behind me – I’m going tomorrow.


I am sorry this letter’s a bit distrait (distré, distrai? – pity you aren’t here to help with my French!)7 – but I’ve been endeavouring to listen to Bartók & Bizet all done by Beecham, & then a funny man afterwards8 – & the telephone’s rung incessantly – & all of which is not good for concentrating – especially when one’s feeling slightly gooey after a week of baby-births, & the aforementioned troubles – (a), (b), (c) & (d). – & so what.


My love to José – & Marc – when you see him – & John9 when you write. Vally’s10 well but has been absent for a long time yesterday & today – & was Mrs Hearn cross! It’s awfully difficult talking to her about him – because we have continually to leave blanks in our conversations – ‘if he does – every night, he’s so exhausted’ – ‘if you’d had him – er – done – it would have been all right’! He’s too male for her liking – I think she’d have liked the place litter’d with kittens & then I’d have had to do the drowning.


I must off to bed now – & do some packing – I’ve got to catch the early train. Had a nice recital with Michel Cherniavsky11 on Saturday among all the girls at St Felix12 – but they were all plain & terribly unattractive en masse & so they didn’t convert me exactly –


Well – my dear – hope you’re feeling better now – see lots of Marc (you dare!!) – & come back a new man –


Love,


BEN







1 An Acedes coupé, which was on loan to Britten from Berkeley. See also vol. 1, plate 28a.


2 Frank Bridge (1879–1941), English composer and conductor and Britten’s first and pre-eminent composition teacher, and his wife Ethel (1881–1961); see also Letter 11 n. 2. Britten had become virtually a surrogate son of the couple. This visit to the Bridges’ Sussex home, where Britten had stayed many times over the previous ten years, would be his last before sailing to Canada in April.


3 Thomas Sebastian Welford, known as Sebastian, b. 26 March 1939.


4 A concert on 27 March 1939 promoted by the Ipswich Chamber Music Society, in which Britten joined the International String Quartet in a programme that included the piano quintets by Franck and [image: alt]


5 André Mangeot (1883–1970), French-born violinist and chamber musician who studied in Paris and settled in London after the First World War, becoming a British citizen.


Britten had many connections with Mangeot in his early life. Mangeot had led the Norwich String Quartet, of which Audrey Alston, a friend of the Brittens and the Bridges, had been a member, and he had also taught Anne Macnaghten, co-founder of the Macnaghten–Lemare concerts. As leader of the International String Quartet he had taken part in the first broadcast performance of Britten’s Phantasy quartet in 1933, and in the following year had played concertos by Haydn and Vivaldi (according to Britten, ‘v. badly’) in the same concert that saw the first performance of Britten’s Simple Symphony. While in Barcelona in 1936, Britten and Mangeot had broadcast a recital of sonatas by Purcell, (?Henry) Eccles and Michael Festing – ‘Pretty bad’, wrote Britten, ‘and very under rehearsed.’


6 Ballad of Heroes, due to receive its first performance on 5 April 1939, at the Festival of Music for the People at the Queen’s Hall, London. See also Letter 167 n. 4.


7 Berkeley’s command of French was complete and he had lived in Paris for five years.


8 Sir Thomas Beecham (1879–1961), English conductor; see also Diary for 31 January 1932, n. 1. Britten listened to part of the broadcast of Beecham’s concert with the London Philharmonic Orchestra from the Queen’s Hall, London, the programme of which included Bartók’s Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta and Bizet’s Symphony in C. The ‘funny man’ billed in the Radio Times was ‘Professor Billy Bennett introducing his “Almost an Academy”’.


9 José = Berkeley’s Corsican friend José Rafaelli, with whom Berkeley shared a flat in Paris, and to whom Berkeley dedicated his Five Short Pieces, Op. 4, for piano. In 1938 he and Berkeley had visited Britten in London and Snape. During the war Rafaelli was killed while working for the French Resistance.


Marc remains unidentified. John = John Davenport, to whom Berkeley dedicated his Serenade, Op. 12. When Berkeley ceased living at Snape in 1940 he moved in with Davenport and his wife.


10 Evidently a highly sexed tomcat owned by the housekeeper, Mrs  Hearn.


11 Michel Cherniavsky (1893–1982), Russian-born cellist and sometime chamber music partner of Antonio Brosa.


12 St Felix School, Southwold, Suffolk.














XII To Lennox Berkeley


[vol. 1, p. 618; following Letter xi, after Letter 170]


THE OLD MILL, SNAPE, SAXMUNDHAM, SUFFOLK


April 16th 1939


My dear Lennox,


Thank you for your (a) postcard from Belgium (b) wire (c) letter (d) card. Sorry not to have answered them before but I have been unconscionably (however you spell it!) busy – & anyhow I have only just been able to make plans for the near future. This has now been done – & Peter & I sail for Canada on April 29th – so as there is a bit to get settled and I’d like to see you before you go off – you’d better come back a few days before. This next weekend I think the Bridges will be here – but, as we’ve got that double-bed it’d be all right for you to be here – wouldn’t it? Anyhow – if you don’t come, don’t forget to listen to the new Rimbaud songs1 this Friday 1.15 from National – there’s this Britten programme from Birmingham.


The Ballad went quite well & was a great success – & I’ve never had more consistently good notices2 – & headlines in each paper! But it’s infuriating for such a sketchy little work.


I’m glad the ’cello work’s 3 going ahead. You must tell me what Eisenberg says.


No time for more, my dear. Let me have a card to say when you’re coming.


Love,


BENJAMIN




1 ‘Marine’ and ‘Being Beauteous’, two songs that were to form part of the song-cycle for high voice and string orchestra, Les Illuminations. See also Letter 170 n. 1.


2 A selection of the reviews is reproduced in Letter 167 n. 4.


3 Berkeley’s Cello Concerto (1939) composed for the German-American cellist Maurice Eisenberg (1900–1972). It would seem that Eisenberg, who had been based in Paris during the 1930s, returned to America at the outbreak  of war. Berkeley told Britten in a letter of 5 January 1940 (by which time Britten himself was in the US): ‘I think in some ways [the Concerto] is the best thing I have done, but it’s still so far from what I hope some day to do that I can’t get very keen about it really.’ The war disrupted plans for the premiere and the Concerto was not first performed until 1983. See Peter Dickinson, The Music of Lennox Berkeley, 2nd edn, p. 42.














XIII To Leslie A. Boosey1



Boosey & Hawkes


[vol. 2, p. 815; after Letter 263]


[Typed]


c/o Dr.W.Mayer


The Long Island Home, Amityville, N.Y.2


May 23rd, 1940


My dear Mr Boosey:


Thank you very much for your letter and for the enclosure of the assignments in respect of “LES ILLUMINATIONS”,3 which I return to you duly signed.


I was very pleased to get your letter and to hear your news. I am afraid things with you must have slumped again seriously since you wrote, but I do hope that you are able to carry on still.4 Everyone here is terribly worried over the situation but hope has not been given up yet that things will turn out the way we all want them to.


In the meantime I try to go on writing music which, as you can guess, is not always very easy under these circumstances; but more than I can say I am grateful for the encouragement that you and Ralph5 have always given me. Although this country is passing through a phase of chauvinism, people are being kind to me musically and I have had quite a lot of work.6 But I cannot feel it any more than a temporary period, and with all my heart I look forward to the time when we can all be working together again under normal circumstances.


With kindest regards,


Yours sincerely,


BENJAMIN BRITTEN




1 Leslie Arthur Boosey (1887–1979), English music publisher. He had been Chairman of Britten’s publishers, Boosey & Hawkes, since 1930. See also Letter 110 n. 1 and IC1/2.


2 The home of William Mayer (1887–1956) and his wife Elizabeth (1884– 1970). Dr Mayer was Medical Director at the Long Island Home, a psychiatric institution. The Mayer family provided generous hospitality and profound emotional support for Britten and Pears throughout their time in the US. See also Letter 194 n. 1 and IC1/2.


3 Les Illuminations was composed between March and October 1939. ‘Marine’ and ‘Being Beauteous’ had received individual performances and broadcasts, while the complete cycle was first performed by Sophie Wyss and the Boyd Neel Orchestra, conducted by Boyd Neel, in January 1940. Peter Pears’s first performance of the cycle, which was also the US premiere, was to be broadcast over the CBS network from the ISCM Festival in New York on 18 May 1941, an off-air recording of which was released on CD (NMC d030 Archive Series) in 1995. Boosey & Hawkes published the full score and miniature score in 1940 and the vocal score in 1944 (see below, pp. 129–30).


4 Leslie Boosey had written to Britten on 25 April 1940, enclosing the assignment in respect of Les Illuminations and describing the situation in London:




The world over here is a funny one, as I expect many of your friends have written and told you. The musical activities slumped to nothing at the outbreak of war, then reappeared gradually like a lot of rabbits who had been frightened into their holes by the sound of a gun. The Norwegian campaign was another bang and back they have all gone again but I suppose if nothing else startling happens, they will begin to peep out once more in a few weeks’ time.


Life appears to go on very much as usual but, of course, there is a tense atmosphere about everything, which affects everybody in different ways. I am afraid the musical fraternity has been as hard hit as anyone: in our own case, as Ralph [Hawkes] has probably told you, our business is rather like the famous curate’s egg ‘good in parts’ but anything but good in other parts. However, that is much better than being completely addled, as many are.





He responded to Britten’s letter on 6 June 1940, expressing his personal feelings about the war:




Yes, of course, things have slumped away here terribly and the anxiety of the last month is something which I never dreamed I should experience in my lifetime. The last war was nothing at all beside it. It is true I was in the firing line but one had no responsibility beyond the military ones and one’s attitude was ‘let’s eat, drink and be merry, etc.’ Now I am too old to fight but too young to feel that I can look on. My responsibilities to my family, to the business, etc. weigh terribly heavily on me but I know that I must carry on here and do nothing foolish. There are a great many people who are dependent upon Boosey & Hawkes for their livelihood and if the heads of the firm go rushing off on quixotic jobs what is to happen to the others. If I were free of these responsibilities, my decision would be quite different.


[…]


I hope, with you, that the world may one day regain its sanity.





5 Ralph Hawkes (1898–1950), English music publisher and a director of Boosey & Hawkes. He had offered Britten an exclusive contract with the firm in 1935 and had been unfailingly encouraging and supportive of him ever since. At this time he was running the company’s New York office. See also Letter 49 n. 2 and IC1/2.


6 In his letter of 25 April Leslie Boosey had written:




I have been watching your progress in America with much interest and was very pleased to hear of the success of your Piano Concerto. Ralph also sent me your article that appeared in the papers about America and American Music [‘A Visiting Composer Looks at Us’, New York Times (24 March 1940), reprinted as ‘An English Composer Sees America’, Tempo, American Series, 1/2 (April 1940); see PKBM, pp. 24–7], which I read with much interest and with which I fully agreed. America has always been a place which had a great attraction for me. I think the more one is in the United States, the more one becomes impressed with that feeling of limitless opportunity which has been so lacking over here. If only there were a United States of Europe, instead of 20 squabbling countries, what a marvellous place it would be. Who knows, perhaps this is the good that may come out of the present evil, though if one starts to think about it, one is appalled by the insuperable difficulties which appear to confront one.





Since reaching the United States, Britten had completed his Violin Concerto and Les Illuminations. The concerto was premiered by the violinist Antonio Brosa, with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by John Barbirolli, in New York in March 1940. At the time of writing to Leslie Boosey, Britten was working on his Sinfonia da Requiem; his first song-cycle for Pears, the Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, and the operetta Paul Bunyan.











XIV To Leonard Bernstein1



[vol. 2, p. 913; after Letter 310]


7 MIDDAGH STREET, BROOKLYN, N.Y.2


Main 4.9079


April 28th 1941


Dear Lenny,


Please forgive the lateness of this – but I have been working all day & night for the last three weeks on the score of the operetta3 & I haven’t had a moment for letters.


I was very, very pleased that you liked the Sinf. da Req.4 Judging by your remarks you certainly ‘got’ what I wrote, & it was extremely nice of you to take the trouble to write & say so. I am sure that it’s the ‘best so far’ – and as it’s the last, that is as it should be. I might argue with you about one or two of your remarks about my earlier masterpieces – but may be there is something in what you say. The only thing is, maybe those particular vices are less vicious than some others I can think of – such as inhibitions, sterility, self-conscious ideas of originality – but we won’t go into that now!


How are you? I saw you were conducting on the Radio on Saturday5 – how did it go? When do you come to New York? I shall be around until June 1st or thereabouts. Give me a call when you get here. How are your chamber concerts going? As you probably know – the Bowlesesses6 departed for Mexico.


The Operetta is chaotic. Goberman7 is not doing it – Hugh Ross 8 has taken it over – & although he has the right mentality for training choruses, (entre nous) he is not so hot on orchestras. However – we shall see.


Thank you again for your note. You ask how the others liked the symphony – all the ones I respect were pleased – including Aaron,9 Chavez,10 Colin,11 Lincoln12 et all –


Best of luck,


Yours ever, 


BENJY B.




1 American composer and conductor (1918–1990); see also Letter 205 n. 3. Bernstein studied at Harvard and the Curtis Institute, and was much influenced by friendships with Aaron Copland and Serge Koussevitzky, whose assistant he became at Tanglewood and to whom he remained devoted. He was appointed Artur Rodzinski’s assistant at the New York Philharmonic Orchestra in 1942, and his conducting career was spectacularly launched the following year when he deputized for the indisposed Bruno Walter. In 1958 Bernstein was the first American to become Music Director of the New York Philharmonic, a post he held until 1969. As a composer he wrote both for the popular theatre – On the Town (1944), Candide (1956) and West Side Story (1957) – and for the concert hall – three symphonies, the second of which, ‘The Age of Anxiety’ (1949), is based on Auden’s poem of the same title; Chichester Psalms (1965), commissioned by Walter Hussey, and Mass: a Theater Piece for Singers, Players and Dancers (1971), in memory of President Kennedy. From the 1930s onwards Bernstein had left-wing sympathies (he directed Marc Blizstein’s The Cradle Will Rock while at Harvard), was a friend of many leading Democrats, including the Kennedys, and was involved in the civil rights movement in the 1960s; in 1970 he courted controversy by holding a fund-raising meeting for the Black Panthers at his home. See also obituaries by Edward Greenfield, ‘Everyman’s musician’, Guardian (16 October 1990), Peter Dickinson, Independent (16 October 1990), and in The Times (16 October 1990).


Britten probably first met Bernstein through their mutual friendship with Copland; in an interview for TP, Bernstein recalled visiting the Middagh Street house on only one occasion. Following his conducting of the US premiere of Peter Grimes at Tanglewood in 1946 (see Letter 529 n. 1), Bernstein and Britten were rarely in touch. As Bernstein’s biographer Humphrey Burton notes, ‘perhaps Britten did not warm to his flamboyant interpreter’ (Leonard Bernstein, p. 153). Prompted by Burton’s description, Donald Mitchell remembers Britten telling him that, on one occasion, travelling together by cab down Fifth Avenue he became so exasperated by a show of Bernstein’s undeniably flamboyant personality – he could not remember exactly what it was that so irritated him – that he punched him in the chest in an effort to shut him up. It was the only time, Britten claimed, ‘that I have ever punched anybody’.


An undated letter (probably written in 1960) survives at BPL in which  Bernstein writes, ‘I’ve deeply missed seeing you all these years: but I’ve been hearing you & reading about you with enormous pleasure.’ In April 1973 he sent a telegram to wish Britten well for his forthcoming heart operation; Britten’s response has not apparently survived, but Bernstein’s answer (18 May) to Britten’s note has:




I can’t tell you how moving your note was to me. It seemed to put something right – to heal – something undefined that has been awry for years. You are among the few composers whose work I cherish, in the most personal way; and that is why I cherish your words equally dearly.





Two telegrams from Harry Kraut (Bernstein’s manager) to Britten from September 1974 survive at BPL; these indicate that Bernstein had been invited to conduct at the 1975 Aldeburgh Festival. When this proved impossible for Bernstein, the 1976 Festival was proposed, but this also came to nothing. It was through this renewed contact between them that Bernstein was given permission by Britten to make the first recording of the Suite on English Folk Tunes. The recording, in which Bernstein conducted the New York Philharmonic, was released in 1977 (Columbia m–34529) under the title A Tribute to Benjamin Britten, the composer having died in December 1976; the other works on the disc were the Four Sea Interludes and Passacaglia from ‘Peter Grimes’.
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