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Preface





I was lucky enough to work with Benjamin Britten across one long weekend in July 1971. As a member of the London Symphony Chorus, I took part in Decca’s recording of Elgar’s oratorio The Dream of Gerontius, which Britten conducted at The Maltings in Snape. The previous month, we had worked with Sir Michael Tippett, who was conducting his own oratorio The Vision of Saint Augustine. As conductors, there was no contest. Britten won hands down. During the rehearsal in London, and the sessions in Suffolk, he proved to be methodical, efficient, crystal-clear – but also electrifying. With Peter Pears singing the part of Gerontius, it was an extraordinary experience. Few would have presumed any sympathy between the musical languages of Elgar and Britten, yet Britten was deemed to have been closer in spirit to Elgar’s own interpretation than any of the famous conductors (Boult and Barbirolli included) for whom Gerontius was a repertoire work. That Suffolk weekend gave me a direct insight into the physicality of his music-making which has never left me.


Later that year I had the memorable experience of singing in what was apparently the first student production of Curlew River, Britten’s extraordinary cocktail of medieval mystery play and Japanese Noh-drama. The story describes a madwoman’s search for her missing son: she is finally released from her torment when she finds his grave, and hears his voice. Most of this vivid and haunting score is still embedded in my memory 35 years later, entirely due to the intensity of those performances in the Oxford University Church.


There have been many other unforgettable Britten experiences: standing in the Royal Opera House to see Peter Grimes for the first time, in Elijah Moshinsky’s production in 1975; being gripped by concert performances at the Proms of Billy Budd and The Prince of the Pagodas; and singing in the 60th birthday performance of his Spring Symphony at the Royal Albert Hall, just before which the conductor, André Previn, read out a telegram of thanks from the composer, still recovering from his heart operation earlier in the year.


But there is no obligation on those who admire, even adore, the music to feel the same about the man. As with many other composers during their lifetime, Britten’s powerful magnetic field could repel as well as attract. Sometimes the polarity changed mid-career. But in his dealings with children Britten was at his most engaging and lovable – the adult friend and collaborator we would all like to be. In many cases, their parents were surprisingly trusting, and through their children they loved him too.


Although Britten wrote extensively for children, and about children, this aspect of his work has received surprisingly little attention, perhaps out of concern that, if too many stones were dislodged, something nasty might crawl out. So I am most grateful to Colin Matthews, chairman of the Britten Estate, for suggesting that this aspect of Britten might lend itself to a television documentary, and for his trust and encouragement as the film was made. The result, Britten’s Children, was shown on BBC 2 in June 2004.


This book substantially extends the scope of that film with further exploration of the Britten archive (much of it never previously published), and fresh testimony from hitherto unknown children whom Britten befriended. It cannot pretend to be a comprehensive account: there are others more deeply versed in Britten’s life and music who are far better qualified to provide that. But one of the great pleasures of making a television programme is to see and hear witnesses setting down their evidence as they recall it, rather than simply to read a written memoir. That allowed me to experience the visceral delight that most of Britten’s boys took in his memory and continued to feel about their friendship with him. This was for me the most powerful evidence that, whatever shadows may have lurked in Britten’s mind, his effect on these boys was benign, wholesome and inspiring.


We do come laden with preconceptions. Every time we read about the young Britten doing this or that, the use of his surname immediately conjures up the eminence and gravitas that properly adhere to one of the greatest composers of the twentieth century. This is misleading and unhelpful. In the years immediately before the Second World War, he was not yet a national figure, he was quite unselfconscious about the reputation he had begun to earn, and he was just a young man in his twenties. I have therefore tended to restrict my use of his surname to the occasions where his role as composer or musician is paramount: when his personality or character is to the fore, I have preferred to call him ‘Benjamin’ or ‘Ben’. This is not out of a presumption of familiarity, but because I want to emphasise that, at the time, he was relating to his friends as an engaging and energetic young man (whatever his actual age), not as a grand composer. That is certainly how his young companions perceived him.


I have listed separately the books from the considerable Britten literature which I have found of particular help. But I should here acknowledge the central importance of the first three selections of his letters, edited by Donald Mitchell, Philip Reed and (latterly) Mervyn Cooke. Their erudition is invaluable to any student of Britten. Following their example, I have retained Britten’s spelling and punctuation in any of his letters or diary entries that I have quoted. Humphrey Carpenter’s biography remains controversial in its approach, but I have found it indispensable. And the catalogue of Britten’s published works, compiled and edited by Paul Banks, has always been at my side.


I owe a considerable debt to the staff of the Britten-Pears Library under its Librarian Chris Grogan, for their patience with my persistent enquiries, particularly to its Curator for Reader Services, Nicholas Clark, and to Anne Surfling and Pamela Wheeler. I am also grateful for the understanding of my erstwhile colleagues at Mentorn, the production company which made the documentary; and to the BBC for commissioning it, in particular to Peter Maniura (Head of Classical Music) whose support was staunch. I was fortunate to have contributors with such vivid recall: my thanks to them too – particularly to the late David Hemmings and to John Woolford (alias Wulff Scherchen), who has now agreed, for this book, to the unrestricted publication of his correspondence with Britten and of his poems. The documentary was the work of many hands, each with his or her distinctive contribution: my assistant producer Adam Lively, my cameraman Dirk Nel, my sound recordist Paul Vigars, my film researcher Alex Cowan, and my film editor David Richards, let alone the camera crew during my flying visit to Australia, Steve Hider and Maurice Carvajal. Annie Dinner, Julian Hamlin and Alex Thiele played essential roles in managing the production throughout, along with others during parts of the journey: they ensured that the film hit the screen.


I am also indebted to Donald Mitchell, Paul Kildea and Philip Reed for their wise guidance (though any mistakes herein are entirely mine); to my editor at Faber, Belinda Matthews, her assistant Elizabeth Tyerman and my production editor Lesley Felce, for their faith and encouragement in this my first book; and above all to my wife Suzanne and our family – Jonathan, Julia and Holly – for their patience and support which were sorely tested during the gestation of both film and book. I should also thank Benjamin Britten for music which continues to entrance, fascinate and thrill me, and without which there would have been no point in writing this book.


 


John Bridcut


Liss


December 2005
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CHAPTER 1


It’s because I’m still thirteen





A swarm of friends and admirers was jostling for position outside Britten’s dressing room at the Royal Albert Hall. It was 12th September 1963, and the forty-nine-year-old composer had just conducted a long Promenade concert of his own music. The door opened, and an assistant called out: ‘Is there someone called Robert Saxton here?’ The whole queue turned round in surprise as a nine-year-old boy was carried past them on the shoulders of his violin teacher, and deposited – tiny and tongue-tied – at the feet of Benjamin Britten, whom he had never met or even seen before. The great man bent down over him (Saxton says he can still smell the after-shave to this day), and said, with a twinkle in his eye: ‘My, aren’t we tall?!’


Britten had invited him ‘to come & say “hullo”’ at the Proms, after receiving an unsolicited letter from Robert, who wanted advice about writing music. Even after conducting the British première of his Cantata Misericordium, followed by the Sinfonia da Requiem, and then the Spring Symphony, the first thing in the composer’s mind was that out there in the crush was a small boy who wanted to meet him. It led to several years’ correspondence, as Robert sent in his manuscripts, and Britten replied with practical suggestions and criticism. Saxton went on to become a professional composer in his own right. But that first September evening he was just a small boy. And Britten relished the company of children.




*





Among the treasures in the archive of the Britten–Pears Library in Aldeburgh, which covers Britten’s whole life, is a series of Letts Schoolboy’s Pocket Diaries, in which he noted his engagements. Each volume came complete with lists of Latin and French verbs, logarithms, Morse code, kings and queens of England, athletics and swimming records, and an explanation of the Metropolitan-Vickers gas turbine locomotive. In one particular diary his Personal Memorabilia are completed in full detail. They begin with his name, given simply as ‘BRITTEN’. His height is recorded as it was when he was thirteen: 5 ft 2 in, and his weight as 7 stone 9. Then come his bicycle number (4652), his season ticket number (6390), his National Savings Registration number (6755), and the train or bus service: ‘To School: 7.55 From School: 4.22’, with the addition: ‘via Knodishall [a village near Aldeburgh]’. Further inside, he has filled out his weekly timetable. At the top of the frontispiece, the words ‘SHALL WE?’ have been written in pencil. Immediately below, the publisher’s name, Letts, has been amended to read: ‘LET’s!’


The anomaly is that opposite the Personal Memorabilia is a photograph of the newly crowned Queen Elizabeth II. The year of this well-thumbed pocket diary is 1954. Its proud owner was Benjamin Britten, Companion of Honour, illustrious composer the previous year of the Coronation opera Gloriana, and of Peter Grimes and Billy Budd before that. He was forty years old.




*





E. B. Britten never completed his schooldays. After five years at South Lodge preparatory school on the Suffolk coast, he moved to Gresham’s public school in north Norfolk. But he was whisked away at the age of sixteen to specialise (and be frustrated) at the Royal College of Music in London. He never reached the point where he had outgrown his school, and so he seems to have spent the rest of his life unconsciously hunting for those three missing scholastic years. Although he never professed particular nostalgia for his schooldays, the pattern of Britten’s daily timetable, his physical exercise, his food – all harked back to the comforting rhythms of school and the companionship of schoolboys.


After leaving South Lodge, he kept in touch by organising (as captain) the Old Boys’ cricket team and even dropped into the school in March 1933 for an unseasonal game of cricket with the boys, in which he made ‘a quick 25 not out’. He also invited the new generation of senior boys round to tea at his family home, which was only a few minutes’ walk away on the Lowestoft seafront. He took a photograph of one such occasion in June 1934, when he was twenty: his mother appears a rather bored chatelaine in the background, while four boys sitting on deckchairs in grey flannel suits look towards the camera (see plate 1). One of them was the thirteen-year-old Piers Dunkerley, a strikingly good-looking boy whom Benjamin described as ‘disconcertingly witty’. He was the first of a virtually unbroken chain of favourites threaded through Britten’s busy life.


The friendship with Piers became much closer during his years at Bloxham public school in the mid to late 1930s. At the same time, Benjamin also took under his wing a young chorister from north London, Harry Morris, and gave him treats which his impoverished parents could never have contemplated. Just before the war, he became infatuated with an older German schoolboy, Wulff Scherchen, whose long interview with me sixty-five years later marked the first time he had spoken publicly about their intense relationship, explored in detail in these pages. During Britten’s American years in the early 1940s, he was briefly captivated by the teenaged son of friends on Long Island, Bobby Rothman. Back in England, he became close to the children of other friends of his, John and Jean Maud, in particular to their son Humphrey during his years at Eton. At the same time, he championed the cause of a budding schoolboy composer, James Bernard, who went on to write the scores for many of the Hammer horror films.


In the late 1940s it was the turn of Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy, his siblings and cousins (who gave their names to the child characters in The Little Sweep), and he felt protective of David Spenser, the thirteen-year-old treble who created the role of Harry in his opera Albert Herring. Photographs during the gestation of Billy Budd show Britten and his librettist, E. M. Forster, aboard a fishing boat, with a young boy nestling beside him, holding the tiller: this was Robin Long, or ‘Nipper’ as he was known. He corresponded affectionately with David Bedford and his brother Steuart, delighting in the colourful ties they gave him, and nurturing their early musical skills, which were to develop professionally as composer and conductor respectively.


He went out of his way to help another musician destined for the conductor’s podium, Benjamin Zander, who was just a schoolboy in the early 1950s. He had an intense, even poignant, friendship with the adolescent Paul Rogerson, who was about to become a monk. He was also the first to spot the young David Hemmings, who created the role of Miles in The Turn of the Screw, which launched his stage and screen career. Some of those working with Britten at the time were worried that his infatuation with Hemmings might result in a scandal. In the later 1950s he was devoted to Roger Duncan, whom he treated almost as his own son: indeed he persuaded his father Ronnie to ‘share’ Roger with him. Humphrey Stone was another teenaged son of a friend of Britten’s who was given favoured treatment.


Britten invited many of the boys who performed his music to stay with him in Aldeburgh, such as John Hahessy, the first boy to sing the alto part in his second canticle Abraham and Isaac; John Newton, who sang in early performances of his church parable Curlew River; and Stephen Terry, who played the parts of Harry in Albert Herring and Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The early encouragement he gave to Adrian Thompson, just as to Robert Saxton, played a part in his decision to become a professional musician. He had a soft spot for Charles Tait, the son of his doctor, and, while he was writing his last opera Death in Venice, in deteriorating health, he devoted many hours that he could ill afford to a wild and passionate music student, Ronan Magill.


Even this extraordinary list of Britten’s children is far from complete. There were the Lascelles boys – children of his close friends George and Marion Harewood – quite apart from his nephews Alan, John and Sebastian, and nieces Sally and Roguey. He also befriended a local boy, Richard Kihl, and his sister Alys. This gives some idea of the important part that children played in Britten’s existence as a creative artist. But it has cast a long shadow over his reputation. The paradox is that, if this aspect of Britten the man is his most dubious, it is also his finest.


In many respects he treated adults in a cavalier way. They would often demand too much from him in time and affection. He found this hard to handle, and, instead of managing the difficulty, he would simply withdraw himself. The deliberate rupture of relationships caused hurt and offence. But, as far as boys were concerned, his time and affection were a bottomless well from which both he and they drew in full measure. He was at his most generous and natural when engaging with adolescents: through them he re-encountered and re-charged himself. When he turned back to adults ‘a kind of frown came over his face as the world had to be confronted again’.


Almost without exception, his tenderness brightened the lives of these teenaged boys, and today their faces light up as they recall a unique friendship. Humphrey Stone remembers him as alert, sporty and funny: ‘he made you laugh: for a boy who enjoyed larking about, he was fun to be with, and totally unpompous’. Humphrey Maud recalls his boyishness, as exemplified in his curly brown hair. For Ronan Magill, he was kind and patient, but also ‘incisive and demanding’. Robert Saxton regarded him as ‘a youngish grandfather’ in cardigan and ‘neat shoes’, a figure of ‘great safety, comforting and very polite’. Roger Duncan’s sister, Briony Lawson, says he was ‘so sweet with children. We were just so happy with him, that’s all.’ Many of their father’s friends were above their level as children, ‘but he was with us. That was what was so lovely about him. He kept us amused the whole time.’ For Roger Duncan himself, it was ‘a very close, loving relationship. I was very aware that he loved me. I wasn’t in love with him, but I was very affectionate to him.’


Britten was aware, of course, of his own weakness for boys. His friend W. H. Auden taunted him about his ‘attraction to thin-as-a-board juveniles’, while his homosexual partner, Peter Pears, knew it was a part of Britten beyond the reach of their own enduring relationship. There were some overlapping areas of enthusiasm: Pears spoke of Britten’s twenty-two-year-old former schoolfriend Francis Barton as ‘just the sort of person I should hopelessly lose my heart to’. In the early 1950s, Britten wrote to Pears in some excitement about a concert invitation that had arrived from a contact in Germany: ‘You remember the glamorous German youth who visited us in the Summer – Lederhosen & all? – well, he’s just written the sweetest letter, presents of sweets & a tie, & lots of love to you.’ Twenty years later, they had a shared interest in the Adonis-like son of the Maltings caretaker. But Britten’s delight in the company of younger boys was different. Pears recognised that when he reported from his Amsterdam hotel that ‘the sweet pageboy asked tenderly after you’. On another occasion he tried to cheer Britten up with the words: ‘remember there are lovely things in the world still – children, boys, sunshine, the sea, Mozart, you and me’. The deliberate distinction between children and boys is significant.


Britten assumed an openness and transparency in his dealings with boys that prevented any secret desire devouring him through repression and denial. It was a sublimation which enabled him to control his weakness – perhaps even to transform it into something wholesome and good, as it emerged in his friendships and his music. That is why he always needed to have a favourite of the moment: it was an essential part of his creativity, and of his knowledge and understanding of himself. But his unabashed association with boys set tongues wagging, even among his own friends and family. No one was ever quite certain whether some of his boy friends were not boyfriends.


These friendships did not prevent him forming close adult relationships with musical colleagues. Nor did they supplant them. But Britten’s world stopped for his children. According to the singer John Elwes, ‘When we, the boys, were around, Peter Pears definitely took second place. We were very much at the forefront. Ben was the boy, the lad. Peter wasn’t – he was an adult and never joined us in Ben’s fast cars, ripping around the Suffolk countryside.’ Elwes says he can visualise Ben only with the ‘huge, crinkly grins’ he had on his face as they ‘zoomed along’. These occasions gave Ben the chance to ‘indulge in that time of life that he missed or remembered with joy. He was happy. I don’t really think that we could do wrong.’ One of Britten’s librettists, Eric Crozier, observed these relationships at first hand.




It was almost a return to his own youth, but a kind of idealised image of himself at the age of ten or twelve, the gay, attractive, charming young Lowestoft boy, unerringly skilful in his use of a cricket bat or a tennis racquet, and being able to do things with a ball that no other child of his age could do. It was like a flirtation that he carried on with any child that he met, particularly of course young boys, trying to dazzle them and astonish them by his virtuosity and his charm, making them his undying friends.





Crozier’s analysis rings true in every particular except one. The ‘idealised image’ did not relate to E. B. Britten at the age of ten or twelve: it was most definitely at the age of thirteen, as he was entering his final year at South Lodge prep school. Thirteen was the age for Britten, the age that crops up again and again when boys began their friendships with him, the age when, as an adolescent, a boy first found himself on the threshold of experience and knowledge. It was the age the inner man in Britten felt himself to be throughout his life. We have this on good authority from Imogen Holst, his music assistant and daughter of the composer Gustav Holst. In February 1953, she was working with Britten on his forthcoming opera Gloriana, and keeping a journal about all her meetings with him – an invaluable insight into Britten’s working methods, domestic rhythm and conversation. One evening, emboldened by rum before supper and sherry during it, and feeling ‘completely lightheaded by halfway through the soup’, she talked to him about the second scene of the opera’s third act. She told him how much she enjoyed the effect of the quaver rest he had written at the end of each line in the boys’ song ‘Now Rouse Up All the City’. In a revealing flash of self-knowledge, Britten replied: ‘It’s because I’m still thirteen’.



















CHAPTER 2


Britten’s at it again!





The boy Benjamin was of course a special thirteen-year-old. He was the fourth ‘B’ in the Britten family, born in 1913 after his siblings Barbara, Bobby and Beth. But his mother nursed a much higher claim to fame for him, as the fourth ‘B’ in the musical pantheon: Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, and then Britten. His childhood friend in Lowestoft, Basil Reeve, remembers her making the point as she escorted the two of them back from Morling’s music shop, where Benjamin was often allowed to demonstrate his prowess informally on one of the pianos for the delectation of Mr Morling’s customers. But Beth Britten never realised the extent of her mother’s ambitions for Benjamin. When Reeve told her the ‘fourth B’ story many years later, she was astonished. ‘“Mother never said that in the family”, she said. “If my father had heard that, he’d have laughed them out of the house.”’


Basil Reeve first met the boy Benjamin in 1925. His father had just arrived in Lowestoft as vicar of St John’s Church, which Mrs Britten and her children attended. When Basil first visited his new friend’s home in Kirkley Cliff Road, the eleven-year-old Benjamin struck the dinner-gong in the hall before taking him upstairs to the drawing room, where he proceeded to replicate the sound of the gong on the piano, note by note, until he had built up a cluster of twenty. Basil was then thirteen, and ‘staggered’ by the younger boy’s brilliance at picking out the harmonics. ‘He had this incredible ear and sense of pitch. I could only hear two notes at a time, but he could hear twenty or more. His brain must have taken apart the sounds he heard, and so he could put them together again.’


Basil was an untrained pianist, but was swept along by Benjamin’s enthusiasm and knowledge. He soon found himself playing and studying all Beethoven’s piano sonatas, some of the piano concertos, the symphonies of Beethoven and Brahms (in four-hand piano arrangements), and then Schubert chamber music. Together with Charles Coleman, son of the church organist, they played trios day after day. Basil’s young friend was ‘the Pope of music. He decided what we should do, and he explained what the music meant.’ At one point they tackled the new viola concerto by William Walton, at another pieces by Delius and Frank Bridge. It was musical education in the fast lane, boy to boy, and in the process Britten was discovering his craft as a composer. Reeve remembers how excited Britten was to realise that Schubert often began pieces with an upbeat: they did not have to start at the beginning of the bar. He was also thrilled by long pedal notes in Brahms.


Their joint musical adventures were always under the supervision of Mrs Britten. ‘She was the queen bee that controlled the outfit’, he says, ‘and you were allowed in and out. It was almost absurd – like being at boarding-school, where everything is controlled.’ When the boys went for walks, the departure and arrival times were dictated by Benjamin’s mother. She did the same when they wanted to play tennis or go swimming. This continued until they were fifteen or sixteen. ‘She was really possessive of Benjamin, so being too close to him really wasn’t encouraged.’ Although Basil became a good friend, he did not find much warmth or fun in the larger household: he was never invited to stay to lunch, and his offers to take Benjamin sailing on the Norfolk Broads were rebuffed. But then most days Edith Britten required her son to play Wagner’s Siegfried Idyll to her as she rested in the drawing room in the early afternoon – which he did at the piano, from the miniature full score.


Apart from the regular excursions to Morling’s music shop, Benjamin’s precocity was on display at Mrs Britten’s musical soirées. Her husband remained sceptical that Benjamin’s talents were sufficient to provide him with a livelihood, but he dressed up formally for these occasions, at which ten or fifteen invited guests listened to Benjamin playing solo, or accompanying his mother’s soprano. One such evening would be devoted to Beethoven, another to Brahms, another to ‘modern music’ – featuring Schönberg and Skryabin. His piano teacher, Miss Astle, would add her party piece (always the same bit of Chopin), and a terrified Basil Reeve was sometimes drafted to perform, but the purpose ‘was really to hear Benjamin – pro bono Benjamini!’ When, almost thirty years later in The Turn of the Screw, Britten portrayed the boy Miles giving a virtuoso display of his piano practice, it was familiar ground for him and no wonder that the mother-figure (the Governess) exclaimed: ‘Oh, what a clever boy!’


Reeve remembers that Edith Britten had ‘a pleasant singing voice’, but she sang with ‘an unusual sound’. Many years later he heard Peter Pears sing, and the particular quality of Pears’s tenor reminded him immediately of Mrs Britten’s soprano. He mentioned this to Britten’s sister Beth some while after Britten had died. She was so startled by the acuity of his observation that ‘she stopped, looked at me and said that it had never occurred to her. It was a revelation to her.’ Reeve deduces from this that Pears was, in effect, a surrogate mother to Britten. He first met the composer only a month after Edith Britten’s death in 1937, and later adopted her role, by providing a reassuring and stable domestic environment in which Britten’s composing genius could flourish. In Reeve’s opinion, Pears would have remained an indifferent singer without the influence of Britten, and he knew it. Similarly, he reckons Mrs Britten knew that her son had transformed her existence: without him, it would have been quite humdrum.


The adult Basil Reeve lost contact with Britten for many years, after emigrating to America. But their reunion in Colorado in 1964, when Britten was given the first Aspen Award, seemed to confirm his thesis. Reeve complimented his old friend by saying how proud of him his mother would have been, and was amazed when Britten replied that he could not remember a thing about his mother. Reeve took this to mean that Britten’s loving relationship with Pears had not just replaced that with his mother, but had displaced it – perhaps because she would never have countenanced his homosexual lifestyle.


Basil and Benjamin met only in school holidays, because Basil was at boarding-school in Norwich, while Benjamin was at South Lodge, in walking-distance of his home. Britten later purported to be dismissive of it. He said there was ‘no music at all – that’s not quite true: at the end of each term, on the last evening, we sang some songs – but that was the limit of our music.’ Yet somehow, by the time he left aged fourteen and a half, he had a stream of compositions to his credit, all neatly catalogued with opus numbers. He said he learnt about writing music from reading scores, even if it made the masters and mistresses ‘a bit cross. They thought I was showing off – they always do. The boys themselves made no trouble at all. They thought it was rather amusing. I used to sit up in bed writing music, and they took that for granted: “Britten’s at it again!”’


The photographic record of his years at South Lodge suggests a keen sportsman, rather than a musician. It was perhaps the one beneficent influence of his father: he may have been a rather unimaginative Lowestoft dentist, but he defied his wife’s mollycoddling instincts and insisted their son should take part in sport. In so doing, he unwittingly secured one of the mainsprings of Britten’s music, its competitive, athletic physicality. Each year Benjamin was in the cricket team, ending up as vice-captain and also the school’s top athlete after winning the title of victor ludorum. His headmaster, however, was under no illusions about what really counted for the boy in his charge: when a cricket ball hurtled towards Benjamin, he would bellow from the boundary: ‘Britten, you’re not to catch it!’ He knew that the boy’s hands (as pianist rather than composer at this stage) were even more precious than his own vicarious wish to triumph on the cricket field, and that he dare not risk Mrs Britten’s wrath.


Britten himself took great pride in the way he had ‘managed to do all the other things at school as well’. As an adult, he would sometimes refer to himself as ‘E.B. Britten (minor)’. On one such occasion, when he was twenty-nine, he boasted of his five credits in School Certificate at his senior school, and went on to add:




It might interest you to know I was also a valuable member of all the elevens, Victor Ludorum, held record for several years for Throwing the Cricket Ball (until broken by a beastly little boy in a gale), apart from my highly distinguished career in the Junior Tennis World1. So now you know the stature of the composer you’re dealing with – !





His abiding regard for South Lodge was evident not only in the old boys’ cricket matches he enjoyed, but in the exuberant setting of Psalm 150 he wrote in 1962. He was marking the centenary celebrations of the school, now reincarnated as Old Buckenham Hall2, and although he called it ‘a minor work’, he gave it the distinction of an opus number (67), and said it had given him ‘great pleasure’ to write it. He added that it was ‘a bribe to make his old school take music a little more seriously’.


The setting is tailored for children (two-part choir and simple orchestra), in C major, the first key that most children encounter. Britten did not prescribe particular instruments for the ensemble: he suggested pitch-ranges, so that schools could perform it with whatever resources they had. The only essentials were a treble instrument, some sort of drum, and a keyboard player. ‘The more instruments there are’, he said, ‘the merrier’. My own first, hugely enjoyable, experience of it was as a thirteen-year-old schoolboy pianist, when the other instruments taking part were: clarinet, two recorders, triangle, tambourine, cymbals and drums.


The piece is strikingly physical. It belongs to the energetic world of the football pitch or the playground, particularly in the marcato chords of the opening, each syllable of ‘O praise God, praise God: praise God in his holiness’ separated by a characteristic quaver rest, which therefore imposes fresh impetus for each note. If the rests were not there, the energy (and the essence) would evaporate. Britten the conductor made the same point to the London Symphony Orchestra strings when rehearsing Purcell’s Chacony in G minor at around this time: ‘Not too long on these chords,’ he said: ‘off on the fourth quaver’.


He jotted down a sketch of the opening of Psalm 150 as it occurred to him, in the back of his 1962 Schoolboy’s Pocket Diary. The second section (‘Praise Him in the sound of the Trumpet, Praise Him upon the Lute and Harp’) is sung, as it is spoken, to an irregular 7/8 rhythm – a dance with a hint of the Arab souq, building to the climax of ‘Praise Him upon the loud Cymbals’, when the final word is shouted.


The particular genius of this straightforward piece is that, as in Noye’s Fludde, his children’s opera of a few years earlier, it achieves its full effect only if it is performed, as Britten intended, by children. One recent professional recording is crisply accurate and hard-driven – and consequently sterile: it needs occasional imprecisions of pitch and rhythm to work. When the Oldham Boys’ Choir sang the piece recently for my television documentary Britten’s Children, the bright-eyed, vigorous response from many of the boys, straining at the leash in their eagerness, would doubtless have delighted Britten: it was a world away from the sedate, ethereal sound of the cloister.


In his last year at South Lodge, Britten was Head Boy, and was certainly no slouch academically – he ‘adored Mathematics, got on all right with History’, even if ‘scared by Latin Unseen’. He had sufficient familiarity with French to compose the first of Quatre chansons françaises just before he left the school, a work of extraordinary self-confidence in its writing for soprano and full orchestra, with a vivid understanding (appropriately enough) of the musical world of Ravel and Debussy, as well as Wagner. He completed it in the summer holidays. The four poems by Victor Hugo and Paul Verlaine were chosen from his copy of The Oxford Book of French Verse. His use of what came to hand was an early instance of his practical approach to composition. He happened to light upon the two shortest poems of either author in the anthology, but his choices – and his response to the unease beneath their romantic surface – presaged his later mastery of the song-cycle form.


By now he was travelling regularly to London for composition lessons with Frank Bridge and piano lessons with Harold Samuel. This was bound to mean that, when in 1928 he arrived at Gresham’s, his Norfolk boarding-school, the music department headed by Walter Greatorex would suffer in Britten’s esteem. When Greatorex ventured a perhaps kindly-meant opening gambit, ‘So you’re the boy who likes Stravinsky’, the fourteen-year-old Benjamin took it amiss. His best friend at Gresham’s, David Layton, recalls how irritated he was by playing duets with Greatorex, who was ‘incapable of playing staccato’ because he played the piano ‘as if it were the organ’. There was no abatement of Britten’s fury, to judge by A Poem of Hate, a startlingly dissonant 50-second paroxysm on the piano, ‘written at W.G.’ in 1930. The hapless music-master ranked higher in the estimation of one of Britten’s predecessors at Gresham’s: W.H. Auden, no great respecter of persons, regarded him as a first-rate musician, who set out to be a friend first and schoolmaster second. But young Britten, of the ‘long delicate fingers and protuberant misty eyes’, was implacable.


Later in life, he put his Greatorex grievance down to mutual suspicion, and acknowledged that Gresham’s was ‘for those days a progressive and enlightened Public School’. He gave it credit for the way it dealt with his burgeoning pacifism. He and David Layton both refused to take part in the School’s OTC army training, which resulted in a ‘considerable battle with authority’. He said there were ‘many hours of strenuous argument and close questioning of motives’, but in the end they were permitted to opt out. They would play cricket in the nets while the rest of the school marched up and down the parade ground, with the sound of the military band echoing off the surrounding buildings. Layton is convinced that those echoes planted the seed of the bugle flourishes in Noye’s Fludde thirty years later.


The two boys sat side by side in the same class in their first year. They both scored well in languages (German, French and Latin). ‘Britten was good at everything. He was very bright. He was top, and I was second.’ Layton remembers him as tall and slender, ‘not a robust person at all – but he was physically stronger than you might have expected’. They went on walks and played tennis together. They had a shared musical interest as well, as members of that rare breed in school orchestras, viola-players. ‘He played well’, says Layton, ‘and I had a good viola’. They spent hours in the music school, rifling through its supply of sheet music in the practice rooms or monopolising the big radiogram, with Britten sharing all his knowledge and discoveries with Layton, just as he did with Basil Reeve at home. Both Layton and Reeve remember Brahms’s 4th Symphony as a particular enthusiasm. Layton was struck by the way Britten would readily improvise music in the style of other composers while confessing he found it much more difficult to write his own. One visitor to Gresham’s at that time overheard a boy asking the headmaster if he could be excused rugger, because he wanted ‘to go and hear Britten practise’.


Britten left Gresham’s after only two years, with a composition scholarship to the Royal College of Music in his pocket. In his diary he had talked of suicide or running away rather than having to face another term at Gresham’s, which he seemed to regard with venom. He felt it was ‘rather a waste of time, my going on with general schooling’. But in later years he came to see that that feeling had been wrong. He said that he was grateful to Gresham’s in many ways, he remembered it with ‘great affection’ and on the whole he had been ‘very happy there’. At the moment of leaving in July 1930, he had indeed found it a wrench.







I spend all the afternoon with David Layton in music rooms, & walk. Walk with Willcock after tea. I am terribly sorry to leave such boys as these. […] I didn’t think I should be so sorry to leave.





He was still feeling the loss a few weeks later, and wrote a Sketch for strings to capture David Layton in music.3


It must have come as a surprise to discover that the school was also sad to lose him. His housemaster paid tribute to ‘a most excellent boy … His quiet capacity has always impressed me. I am sorry he must go and I wish him a brilliant career.’ The headmaster was equally fulsome: ‘a thoroughly sound & very high-principled & delightful boy […] His music has been a great joy to us all.’ He sent his congratulations on the scholarship, and said he felt some reflected glory: ‘He is such a dear boy & so modest about all his brilliant performances!’


As an adult, he perhaps tried to recover those missing years at Gresham’s by pressing the thirteen-year-old David Hemmings to go there, and even fixing him up with a place. When the school celebrated its quatercentenary in 1955, distinguished alumni were asked to mark the occasion. Britten was by then the renowned composer of Billy Budd, Gloriana and The Turn of the Screw, and it would have been easy to plead pressure of work, but he responded readily with a charming, simple and apposite song, to which he gave the title Farfield 1928–30 (the boarding-house he belonged to, and his dates). It set lines by an East Anglian contemporary of Chaucer, John Lydgate, the Monk of Bury. Britten added in a footnote that the words may have dated from the 15th century, ‘but they still apply …’ They speak of the wilful, irrational behaviour of the schoolboy, and the musical instruction to the performers is ‘gently reminiscing’. Despite the occasional caning (three strokes audible in the accompaniment),







Like a young colt that ran without bridle,


Made I my friends their good to spend in idle.





At the time of writing Farfield, Britten was working with David Hemmings, and following Roger Duncan’s progress through his last year at prep school. His own time as a schoolboy was much on his mind, so his response to the Gresham’s anniversary was born of sentiment, not censure.4


The boarding-school rhythm that Farfield encapsulated had come to dominate his life. That was where he had become such a consistent and methodical letter-writer: he first kept his head above water by writing what were almost love-letters to his mother, and, although he often decried his own epistolary skill, he must have known how effectively he could captivate his friends with the elegance and eloquence of his written word. However busy he became, he never stopped writing letters: his surviving correspondence amounts to the astonishing total of 84,000 items, which means he wrote an average of three letters every day of his adult life, many of them of considerable length.


Boarding-school also secured the daily routine of keeping a diary which lasted for eleven years, and now illuminates his youth. His lifelong favourite meals, often called ‘nursery food’, had more to do with school: steak and kidney pudding, mashed potatoes, kedgeree, trifle, milk puddings, steamed puddings, queen of puddings – these were more to his taste than the haute cuisine which Pears enjoyed. His passion for sport, his addiction to swimming, and the fierce timetabling of every working day – this was all part of a school routine he never shed. While he was writing his church parable The Burning Fiery Furnace, his long-serving music assistant Rosamund Strode helped him plan his schedule for the period after its completion: she was amazed to find that he even built in time for illness. ‘I’m always ill after a big piece’, he told her. But then there had always been something comforting (and productive) about being unwell at school, as he frequently was: it won him individual attention. Quatres chansons françaises were begun in the ‘san’ at South Lodge, while his anthem for unaccompanied choir A Hymn to the Virgin was tossed off one day in the sick bay, shortly before he left Gresham’s, at a time when he had the ‘absolute wind up’ over his School Certificate exams.


Schoolboy slang and jokes came readily to him all through his life. If he was impressed at hearing about a double century at cricket, or taken aback by the tale of a rider falling from his horse, the word that sprang naturally to his lips was ‘Coo!’. He would write ‘Boo-hoo!’ in his letters when he was appealing for sympathy. He used ‘old thing’ as a term of endearment, whether for his sisters, for Pears or for one of the boys he had befriended. He delighted in reciting a suburban version of the Lord’s Prayer (‘Thy Kingston come, Thy Wimbledon’). He always wrote ‘abit’ and ‘alot’ as single words. As a Tchaikovsky fan, he found Humphrey Maud’s awful pun about a place being hard to find because of a lac de cygnes ‘colossally funny’. One of his composer protégés, Arthur Oldham, remembered Britten saying ‘I one a dead rat in the road’, to which others had to respond in turn, with ‘I two a dead rat in the road’ and so on, until Oldham found himself saying ‘I eight a dead rat in the road’, whereupon Britten ‘laughed his head off’.


In the early 1950s, he was enamoured of the affectionate caricature of prep school life in the Molesworth books. He would joust with the twelve-year-old David Hemmings in Molesworth catchphrases. When collecting him from Saxmundham station, Britten would say, ‘Chiz, chiz, trane late!’ Hemmings’s thank-you letters slipped easily into the same language. But Britten had entered this world six years before Geoffrey Willans and Ronald Searle published the first Molesworth book, to judge by a note in the back of his pocket diary in 1947. He had faithfully scribbled down a boyhood gem he had collected from a Surrey prep school (Hazelwood, in Oxted), under the heading ‘If I were a Headmaster’:




I would have a skoule: Down in a derstid part of Cormwole along way away from aney one. It would bein a wood on the clife.


 


If I onde a school, the ferst rool I would mace. I would mace this one is the boys must not rag in the dormertris. And anuther rool would be that they should not goon the cricit pitch with thire shooson. But they could goon it if they had primselson. The necst rool would be that they should not bring anyeattabols. The eattaboel they had they had a joint every week and rabitstue.





Britten himself had closer links with Molesworth than Hemmings ever guessed. One of his schoolfriends at Gresham’s was David Molesworth, who had earlier been at prep school with Willans and was later a prisoner-of-war with Searle. So he may have unwittingly given his name to the books. Molesworth always said that at school Britten had written him a song for his birthday, which thereafter he carried with him in his wallet.


He delighted in childhood games well into middle age: he introduced ‘Dover Patrol’ to David Hemmings, and played ‘Pick Up Sticks’ and ‘Jenga’ with Paul Rogerson. ‘Happy Families’ was an unmissable part of his Christmas Day ritual, but the cards were brought out on other occasions too. His close friend, the artist Mary Potter, gave him a special set, which she had painted herself, entitled ‘Aldeburgh Happy Families’, and marked ‘very secret’ and ‘very private’. Bones the Butcher, Bung the Brewer, Cure the Chemist and Nibs the Newsagent represented thinly-disguised local families. They engaged the cruel side in Britten’s childlike nature, and could be used only in the most discreet company. Imogen Holst recorded a game of ‘Happy Families’ during a ‘frivolous’ evening with him in October 1952. It came four days after one of the regular meetings of the Aldeburgh Music Club, in which Britten played the viola. She was conducting, but did not want to tackle one particular piece because she had not prepared it. ‘But he made such a fuss, like a small boy, scraping his bow on his open strings, so I had to.’


He continued to de-construct sounds, as young Benjamin had done with the gong in the hall. Sometimes it was with professional intent (as with the bell in ‘Would I might be hanged!’, the penultimate number in his exhilarating realisation of The Beggar’s Opera), sometimes it was just a party trick. But both were for fun. One of his conceits was to assemble the ingredients for a ‘really fruity sneeze. Everyone round the table was allotted a “hish”, a “hosh”, a “hash” and a “rats”. Ben’s conductor’s arm fell and this giant’s sneeze shook the kitchen.’


He spoke a private language with Roger Duncan. This involved putting the letters arp before any vowel, which resulted in complete gobbledygook, so ‘I want to play tennis’ became ‘ArpI warpant tarpo plarpay tarpennarpis’. They had long conversations in the car in this language, which amused Britten both because of its childish absurdity and because of the challenge of speaking it at speed without tripping up. It was a code in their letters too: ‘arpI harpavarpn’t farporgarpottarpened [sic] tharpe LARPIST’, he wrote when Roger was twelve. Years later he was still doing it. He would sometimes tell Peter Pears: ‘ArpI larpove yarpou!’


Roger and his sister would play ‘pub cricket’ with Ben (in which runs were scored according to the number of legs visible on pub signs they passed, and wickets were taken when a head was spotted) during their long drives to and from the family home in Devon. On one cliff-top walk with the children, Ben ran to the edge and apparently jumped off. As they gasped, unaware there was a ledge a few feet below, he reappeared as if by magic, with a childish grin on his face. At other times he would play hopscotch on the squares in a hotel corridor carpet, or try (and fail) to keep his balance walking along railway lines with his friend, the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich.


Roger Duncan, like Ben, was a keen mathematician, so it was perhaps with Roger in mind that he jotted down in the back of his 1957 pocket diary an algebraic absurdity, or maybe he collected it from him. Either way, its conclusion must have brought him a delicious sense of triumph.


 


    Let a = b


      ∴ a2 = ab


       ∴ a2 – b2 = ab – b2


  ∴ (a+b)(a–b) = b (a–b)  


  ∴ a+b = b


    ∴ 2a = a


       ∴ 2 = 1


 


This love of mathematical conundrums infused much of his music. He liked to set himself challenges, and proceed to overcome them. He had little time for the twelve-tone music that so many composers around him were embracing. For him, the idea of overthrowing the key system by giving all the semitones in the scale equal importance and repeating them throughout a piece in the same order resulted in desiccated music. But he was happy to play with the serial method, and apparently beat its practitioners at their own game – it attracted the mathematician in him. He did this in his opera based on the Henry James ghost story The Turn of the Screw, which incorporated the twelve-tone principle, but in a way that emphasised and reinforced the key structure.5 He had the last laugh: he turned the screw clockwise in the first act, by setting the key of each orchestral interlude one step higher than the last – and anti-clockwise in the second, by lowering the key each time. This scheme is more than just clever: it has a powerful musical and psychological result in increasing the claustrophobic intensity of the score, whether the listener is aware of the method or not.


Part of the fun of these musical games was when the performer, and the listener, could see and hear him winning, which appealed to his competitive streak. Canon was a device which enabled this transparency – a simple form which always fascinated him. Just as a child delights in the simplest rounds like ‘London’s Burning’ or ‘Frère Jacques’, so he loved to see how a tune could be superimposed on itself, several times if necessary, a few beats apart, and yield rich musical rewards. At home, he delighted in singing rounds and canons by his favourite composer, Beethoven. The first Britten pieces to be published (when he was eighteen) were Three Two-Part Songs, to words by Walter de la Mare and written with children in mind. Their original title (not one to make the pulse race) was ‘Three Studies in Canon’, each song using the device differently. He proudly sent a copy of these to the place where his competitive streak had been nurtured, South Lodge. His school songs Friday Afternoons culminate in a sonorous four-part canon, ‘Old Abram Brown is dead and gone’. Driven by relentless drumbeats in the bass, it builds to a point where half the choir sings the tune at half speed – and still the canon works. This little coup de maître makes the funeral march great fun to sing. Forty years later, he returned to canon to round off his final work Welcome Ode, again with children in mind. It was no coincidence. He had never stopped using canon in between, whether in the Spring Symphony, the Cantata Academica, his operas Noye’s Fludde and Albert Herring, or in A Ceremony of Carols. For many children, the favourite carol is ‘This Little Babe’, where the voices start in unison before splitting into two-part, then three-part, canon – all at a furious pace, with the ever more frantic harp accompaniment adding to the tension. The result is a shimmering blur of sound, and the canon seems so intricate as to be beyond rescue. Then, suddenly, with a flick of his pen, the parts are in unison again, and can reach their destination safely and in triumph. The final words ‘then flit not from this heavenly Boy’ seem almost a compliment to the skill of the composer. The countless children who have performed this piece can see and hear the conundrum, and contribute to its deft solution, though they do not always reach the end without some derailment along the way.


A few years later, in Peter Grimes, he managed to get a well-lubricated crowd in the Boar pub singing a canon (the round ‘Old Joe has gone fishing’) in the unconventional rhythm of seven in a bar. Yet such is the skill and élan of his writing that it feels as natural as a traditional community song. He devised canons with relish (almost as if he were constructing crossword puzzles), as he once admitted to Peter Pears: ‘The work [his re-composition of The Beggar’s Opera] goes well, & pretty fast […]. But I must stop myself too much “canonizing” of the music, which is probably more entertaining to write than to listen to!’


He set himself another conundrum, when in 1964 he came across twin thirteen-year-old boys in Budapest, both brilliant musicians. As well as the piano, Zoltán Jeney played the flute, and Gábor the violin. Britten decided to write a ‘quartet for two players’ for them, and the result was the Gemini Variations. During the twelve movements, he kept varying the instrumentation (flute and piano, violin and piano, flute and violin, piano duet, as well as each instrument solo), and then – of course, because this was Britten – hey presto! all four elements came together in the final movement. Even the final bar began with a four-handed piano chord, and ended with a chord for flute and violin. To emphasise how special the Jeney twins were, he noted magnanimously in the score that subsequent performances might need four players, rather than two.


This element of showmanship, which manifested itself from the start, led to criticism of Britten as a young man for being too clever by half. Thanks to his technique, of which he was so proud, he was thought to be flashy, ingenious, brilliant – all in a pejorative sense – leaving his music shallow, purposeless and cold. The trouble Britten had in rebutting this was that his work was undeniably clever, and the gamesmanship was part of the cleverness. But this was not superficial: it came direct from his musical soul. He knew better than anyone how music fitted together, and had great fun taking it apart and reassembling it. That is what he did in his much more impressive set of variations The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra. He did something similar in the little Fanfare for St Edmundsbury, in which three trumpets play, in turn, a minute-long solo flourish, each quite distinct in character and each in a different key. They then repeat it, but playing together – lo and behold, the jigsaw fits!


The Young Person’s Guide was originally devised as a score for ‘Instruments of the Orchestra’, an educational film funded by the government (an inconceivable project in Britain today). Britten completed it on the last day of 1945, in the wake of his triumph with Peter Grimes. He mapped it out in his Schoolboy’s Pocket Diary in a form surprisingly close to the eventual score. He envisaged the film’s opening titles being accompanied by the sound of the orchestra tuning up, then the full orchestra would play the main theme [the Rondeau from Purcell’s Abdelazar], followed by fourteen variations for different instruments, and then the main theme again. In the event there were thirteen: he shifted the string movements to a position between those for woodwind and those for brass, combined the tuba with the trombones, and the timpani with the rest of the percussion, and added a variation for harp. But the idea that elevates the piece into the realm of genius developed only during its composition: he devised a complicated fugue to follow the variations, and during its hectic career through the orchestra he magisterially superimposed the original theme in the brass. It is a moment of crowning glory. The composer Michael Berkeley, Britten’s godson, is full of admiration: ‘It lays out all the cogs of the engine, all the ball bearings, all the gearing, and then fits them together and says: “Now, this is what happens when you put the whole thing together and turn the ignition. Boom!”’ Britten himself was thrilled by the studio recording – the first time he had heard his creation. He was said to have been ‘jumping about and laughing with pleasure at hearing what he’d done’. During what was intended as a spoken interview in 2003, a transported David Hemmings sang, hummed and groaned his way through the piece (which he remembered Ben playing to him the first time he visited Aldeburgh as a boy), and as he reached the triumphant return of the theme in the brass, he cried out: ‘That’s the champagne moment! Fucking great!’






1 Both Wulff Scherchen and Humphrey Maud remember him saying he had been junior tennis champion of Suffolk.


2 During the stewardship of his headmaster, Captain Thomas Sewell, South Lodge had burned down twice. Some former pupils regarded this as neither unfortunate nor careless, but suspicious.







3 This was published posthumously in 1997 as the first of Two Portraits.







4 Gresham’s did not exactly respond in kind. Farfield’s first known performance there was not for another thirty-four years (1989), by which time Gresham’s was co-educational. So the earliest ‘young colt’ to sing it was in fact female. It was first performed professionally for the film Britten’s Children, by Philip Langridge and David Owen Norris: this recording was not in the end included in the film, but was broadcast on In Tune on BBC Radio 3 on 31st May 2004.







5 Britten was an admirer of Berg, who used the serial method in an often tonal way.













OEBPS/9780571260928_cover_epub.jpg
BRITTENS
CHILDREN

‘Unstuffy, often funny, frequently heart-rending
and always hugely readable, it also does what all
good biographies do: it sends you back to the
work wellinformed and newly enthused.
Peter Parker Daily Telegraph

FOH NABRID GCUsH





OEBPS/faber.jpg
fi

faber and faber





