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Foreword





How reassuring and exciting it is when a compendium of fact, an assemblage of the details of a life and its works, can throw up a character, who seems to walk into the room fully-formed. No one can turn to John Bridcut’s meticulous account of Benjamin Britten the musician – at first perhaps only in search of a mere date of composition or first performance – without being drawn on, and feeling that the man is there, finishing a string quartet in his head before starting to write it down, plunging into a cold bath before a morning’s work, turning to the piano to produce ‘the shimmer of sound like the shudder of electricity’. He is alive in these pages.


The man who was, in Leonard’s Bernstein’s words, ‘at odds with the world’, was simultaneously an adornment of his age whose reputation ebbed and flowed in the course of too short a life but who is now unchallenged in the pantheon of the great musicians of his century. They are all here – the works, the tastes and opinions, the nerves and shyness and cold moments, the fast cars and the friendships, the loves. Bridcut has done a service by insisting that the facts – the joy of a pocketbook, after all – can’t be left untouched by his own enthusiasm and deep feeling for the music, which gleams on every page. He is right to let that emotion lighten his task. I for one did want to know whether he thinks that The Turn of the Screw is a better opera than Peter Grimes, if only to disagree.


Anyone who has journeyed with Britten, or is beginning on that adventure, will want this book as a friendly guide along the way. Invaluable in its organisation of the story of an extraordinary life in music, it is also a reminder, laid out in all its simplicity, of how much is owed by all of us to Britten. No one who turns these pages will leave without wanting to listen to something again, perhaps a piece that has been long-forgotten. Then you remember how, when he has you in his grip, he never lets go.


James Naughtie


August 2010
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The status of Britten 
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The Britten Top Ten





The name of Benjamin Britten as a composer has made its indelible mark. Thanks to its alliteration, it trips off the tongue. Thanks to his surname, he cannot escape a national identity.


During his lifetime, his partnership with the similarly alliterated singer, Peter Pears (pronounced like the Lords, not the fruit), brought him further attention. Although they never spoke of it, most people knew then that they were an item.


The music of Britten was so distinctive that it sustained two parodies on the stage. As part of their early-1950s revue, Airs on a Shoestring, Michael Flanders and Donald Swann devised a ‘Guide to Britten’, which poked affectionate fun at about a dozen Britten works. They were warned it was a bit highbrow for provincial audiences, but in the event it went down well and everybody ‘got’ it – which showed how far the forty-year-old composer had penetrated public consciousness.


Eight years later, Dudley Moore was rather crueller in the way he mimicked Pears’s voice and Britten’s music in ‘Little Miss Britten’, a sketch for the satirical revue Beyond the Fringe. Moore’s acute musical ear was near the knuckle in the way he adapted the nursery rhyme ‘Little Miss Muffet’ into a very Brittenish setting. Just like the prime minister of the time, Harold Macmillan, who turned up one evening to watch himself being lampooned, Britten went to see it and was not amused. He would not have been amused. But even this mockery was a compliment. It is hard to imagine a skit about any other contemporary composer having traction with a general audience.


Since his death in 1976, Britten’s music has avoided the eclipse that so often afflicts composers posthumously. Many contemporary composers have been influenced by his ideas and techniques, and his reputation is greater today than it was for the last decade of his life. In compiling a list of the pieces most popular with the public at large, I have avoided those, like the War Requiem and Death in Venice, that many may know of, rather than know. This is my estimate of how the Britten Top Ten currently stands, with the number of currently available recordings in brackets, as a ready reckoner.






	
The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra (23)


	
Four Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes (17)


	
A Ceremony of Carols (18)


	
Simple Symphony (16)


	
Serenade for tenor, horn and strings (16)


	
Soirées Musicales (4)


	‘The Foggy, Foggy Dew’ (4)


	
A Hymn to the Virgin (26)


	‘The Salley Gardens’ (9)


	
Tell me the Truth about Love (2) 








It’s not a bad list at all. It contains four or five indisputable masterpieces. But it covers only the first half of Britten’s composing life, and includes nothing sung in his fifteen operatic works. It cannot therefore represent the full measure of his music.


But it’s a good starting-point.
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My journey through Britten





My own journey to Britten began when I was about eleven, when we sang at school the ingenious four-part canon ‘Old Abram Brown’ from his ‘kids’ songs’ (as he called them), Friday Afternoons. Soon after came Britten’s Jubilate in C, then the exhilarating choral setting of Psalm 150 for children, and ‘As Dew in Aprille’ from A Ceremony of Carols.


At secondary school, I enjoyed hearing the string orchestra play his Simple Symphony, and moved on to take part in the whole of A Ceremony of Carols in the arrangement for women’s and men’s voices with piano – though the original version for trebles and harp is far superior. Then came his wonderful miniature for men’s voices, The Ballad of Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard, a tale of love, treachery and revenge, told in its limited range for three-part choir and piano with great poignancy and drama. Before I left school, I learnt (and loved) ‘The Choirmaster’s Burial’ for the singing competition, from his Hardy settings Winter Words.


I was lucky enough to work with Britten just after leaving school, when as a member of the London Symphony Chorus I took part in his recording of Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius. I remember him arriving for his first rehearsal with us at Cecil Sharp House in London, when he greeted our chorus master Arthur Oldham with a kiss on both cheeks. (It was only later that I realised Arthur had been his protégé twenty years earlier in Aldeburgh.) Then we travelled to Suffolk for the recording sessions at Snape Maltings over several blissful hot days in the summer of 1971.


It was my first visit to Aldeburgh. The place was so sleepy that you could lie down in the middle of the High Street at about nine o’clock on a Saturday morning without mishap – and I proved the point by doing just that. We stayed in dormitory accommodation just up the coast at Thorpeness, and earned our Britten brownie points by bathing before breakfast in the cold North Sea. The recording in the freshly rebuilt Maltings was a thrill – we could find out what this great man had to say about Elgar (a combination that then seemed bizarre, though now I no longer think so), and also experience the electricity and efficiency of his conducting, and hear his precise, deep voice. I only wish I had recorded every precious moment in my memory. The Decca producer had the choir removed for all the solo singing (by Peter Pears, Yvonne Minton and John Shirley-Quirk), until we plucked up courage to ask Britten if we could remain in our seats – to which he graciously agreed. When I bought the boxed set of LPs the following year, I barely dared touch the sacred discs – and they remain a treasured possession even now.


My first experience of Britten opera was not the great Peter Grimes, which launched his operatic career, or his children’s piece Noye’s Fludde, but the black-and-white televised performance of Billy Budd, with Peter Glossop in the title role. I was absorbed, rather than overwhelmed, by it, but sufficiently to ensure I didn’t miss the premiere of his television opera Owen Wingrave a few years later. I felt then, rather as I do now, little sympathy for the young pacifist, Owen, being bullied by his military family, and remain unconvinced by this opera as a piece of drama. Only on my third attempt was I really drawn into the operatic canon, and by a surprising route. It was later that year (1971) that I took part in what was apparently the first student performance of Curlew River. Its exploration of a mother’s grief, through strange oriental sonorities threaded with plainsong, has gripped me ever since.


While at university I also encountered the Nocturne, his breathtaking evocation of night and dreams, and took part in his perfect schoolboy miniature A Hymn to the Virgin, as well as his ebullient choral work (too seldom performed today) Spring Symphony, which the London Symphony Chorus sang for his sixtieth birthday concert at the Royal Albert Hall. Britten was too ill to attend, but sent us an encouraging telegram, which the conductor André Previn read out at the final rehearsal.


Two years later I went to the Aldeburgh Festival for the first time, where I particularly remember a bizarre recital of songs by the eccentric composer Lord Berners, interspersed with poetry by Ronald Firbank. Pears performed with a scarlet handkerchief in his breast pocket, and I could see Britten chuckling from his wheelchair in the Jubilee Hall box.


Shortly afterwards, bitten by Britten but not yet smitten, I ventured to see his newest opera, Death in Venice. It was towards the end of the first run at Covent Garden, but I found it tough going, and it was only many years later that I warmed to the extraordinary symphonic poem it actually is. But, having failed with his final opera, I turned on the advice of a friend to Britten’s first success. She urged me to wangle myself a ticket to see the Royal Opera’s sold-out new production of Peter Grimes, sung by Jon Vickers and Heather Harper. I queued for a standing-room ticket, stood (like many in Mayor Swallow’s courtroom) for the ten-minute inquest into the death of Grimes’s apprentice, which forms the Prologue to the opera, and then, during the first Sea Interlude, glided gratefully into an empty space in the front row of the stalls circle (one of the best seats in the house) where, uninterrupted by any latecomer, I was held – trapped for the full three acts – by the power and stagecraft of this astounding score. With the crowd thrust towards us at the start of the manhunt, shouting ‘Peter Grimes!’ as they all teetered on the very lip of the stage, about to tumble into the orchestra pit, it was terrifying but magnificent, and one of the most exciting evenings of my life.


Grimes took me captive. Since then I have never been released from the Britten spell. When I heard the news of his death on the car radio and the accompanying extract from the Serenade for tenor, horn and strings, I felt deeply moved. It was, for me as for so many, a personal as well as a national bereavement, even though I never knew him.


So, if you have yet to embark on a journey round Britten and his music, I would offer the following three dozen stopping-points (in alphabetical order) on the route-map to its heart. I believe each of them is indispensable. 




Albert Herring


Antiphon


The Ballad of Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard


Billy Budd


A Birthday Hansel


A Boy was Born


Canticle II: Abraham and Isaac


Canticle III: Still Falls the Rain


Cello Suite no. 3


A Ceremony of Carols


Curlew River


Death in Venice


Four Sea Interludes and Passacaglia from Peter Grimes


Hymn to Saint Cecilia


A Hymn to the Virgin


Les Illuminations


A Midsummer Night’s Dream


Missa Brevis


Nocturne


Noye’s Fludde


Our Hunting Fathers


Paul Bunyan


Peter Grimes


Rejoice in the Lamb


Serenade for tenor, horn and strings


Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo


Sinfonia da Requiem


Spring Symphony


String Quartets nos. 1–3


The Turn of the Screw


Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge


Violin Concerto


War Requiem


Winter Words


The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra 





I also couldn’t be without some of the popular songs he so artfully arranged: ‘The Foggy, Foggy Dew’, ‘O Waly, Waly’, ‘Oliver Cromwell’, ‘The Plough Boy’ and ‘The Salley Gardens’.


As someone who never particularly enjoys short journeys, I’m glad this journey is a long one. It’s full of discoveries and surprises as each new generation of performers finds its own way into the music. Britten himself made so many definitive recordings that for a while he inhibited alternative ideas. Tenors often thought they had to sound like Peter Pears. But, just as no parliament can bind its successors, no composer can bind his or her performers. Britten’s music needs no such protection anyway, and we are the richer for that.
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The things they said about Britten





Britten drew plenty of fire for being (a) clever, (b) successful and (c) homosexual. Not everyone was as mischievous or ungrateful as those who called Billy Budd ‘Twilight of the Sods’ (supposedly the conductor Thomas Beecham, who was never short of a bon mot), or ‘The Buggers’ Opera’ (reputedly Britten’s prickly composer colleague, William Walton).


But some were.


THEODOR ADORNO



German musicologist 1903–69


A taste for bad taste, a simplicity founded in ignorance, immaturity that fancies itself clear minded, and a lack of technical capacity [faults he said were shared with Stravinsky and Shostakovich]. (1949)


W. H. AUDEN



British poet 1907–73


I think you are the white hope of music. (1942)




 





Wherever you go you are and probably always will be surrounded by people who adore you, nurse you and praise everything you do. But beware. You see, Bengy dear, you are always tempted to make things too easy for yourself in this way, i.e. to build yourself a warm nest of love by playing the lovable talented little boy. If you are really to develop to your full stature, you will have, I think, to suffer, and make others suffer. (1942)





JANET BAKER



British mezzo-soprano 1933–


To be with him was a bit like being with the Queen: in those circumstances you’re never quite natural. I suppose it’s almost like the sensation of being in love. Something happens to time, and one seems to be living in a highly volatile present. Nothing matters except the other person, and the moments you spend with them. (1981)




 





From those who worked with him he demanded absolute loyalty. The commitment had to be complete. If anybody fell below his high standards, they were asking for trouble. (1981)


BEVERLEY BAXTER



Canadian-born theatre critic and Conservative MP 1891–1964


(on Gloriana)


For minutes at a time – minutes piled upon minutes – it was as clamorous and ugly as hammers striking steel rails. (1953)


LENNOX BERKELEY



British composer 1903–89


(on hearing Britten play the first act of Peter Grimes on the piano in 1944)


Though greatly excited, I was not astonished, because I knew already that he was capable of something like this, and was expecting it.


LEONARD BERNSTEIN



American composer and conductor 1918–90


You are among the few composers whose work I cherish, in the most personal way. (1973)




 





Ben Britten was a man at odds with the world. It’s strange, because on the surface Britten’s music would seem to be decorative, positive, charming, but it’s so much more than that. When you hear Britten’s music, if you really hear it, not just listen to it superficially, you become aware of something very dark. There are gears that are grinding and not quite meshing, and they make a great pain. (1980)


R. V. BRITTEN



Father 1877–1934


Oh! Ben, my boy, what does it feel like to hear your own creation? Didn’t you want to get up and shout – It’s mine! It’s mine! (1933)


ERIC CROZIER



Producer of Britten’s operas 1914–94


From the first bar he was on top of his form, like a trained athlete beginning a race, nervously intense, poised, determined to succeed, and revelling in his mastery – and at such times he radiated a kind of magnetism that inspired everyone who played or sang with him. (1966)




 





I have been puzzled and astonished to see how much he has altered and how ugly he has become. His neck is thicker, his features coarser, and when his face is in repose his expression seems to be largely compounded of arrogance, impatience and hostility. (1966)


JOHN DRUMMOND



Television producer and arts administrator 1934–2006


Eventually Britten agreed to be interviewed [for a film about the singer Kathleen Ferrier] on condition that neither Nancy Evans, Ferrier’s closest friend, nor Evans’s husband, the librettist Eric Crozier, appeared in the programme. In a way typical of how things were at Aldeburgh. The proposal to exclude him and his wife was preposterous, and one I found it very hard to accept. (2000)




 





I never had any difficulty with Pears, right up to the end of his life, but with Britten I always felt I was walking on eggshells. It made for uncomfortable meetings. (2000)


QUEEN ELIZABETH THE QUEEN MOTHER


1900–2002




 





The record of Les Illuminations has arrived, and Ruth [Lady Fermoy] & I have played it several times, & listened with the greatest joy. There is no sound here [the Castle of Mey in northern Scotland] except the shushing of the sea & the crying of the seabirds, & this music is exactly right for the atmosphere here of sea & sky & silence. I find it extraordinarily moving. (1970)


OSIAN ELLIS



British harpist 1928–


Ben liked his players. He knew them by their names. He would remember your wife’s name, even your kid’s name – which is very unusual for a conductor. He was the one conductor who made you play your best – you couldn’t do enough for him. I don’t know another conductor who does that for you. (1991)


DIETRICH FISCHER-DIESKAU



German baritone 1925–


(on taking part in the premiere of Britten’s War Requiem)


I was completely undone; I did not know where to hide my face. Dead friends and past suffering arose in my mind. (1989)




 





(on Britten’s 1972 performance of Schumann’s Scenes from Goethe’s Faust, the year before his heart operation)


The applause kept swelling and would not die down. I can still see Ben, tottering slightly during and after the performance. 




 





It made him seem like a tall tree shaken by the wind. His ‘wonderful’ at the end was almost inaudible. He seemed like someone who makes a religious profession in a delirium. Blissful and exhausted, he held out the score to the public in honour of Schumann. (1989)




 





Ben found it difficult to deal with the world. Though he was careful never to let anyone see that side of him, darkness reigned all the more frequently in his music, speaking of the shadow side of life. (1989)


E. M. FORSTER



British novelist 1879 –1970


I am rather a fierce old man at the moment, and he is rather a spoilt boy, and certainly a busy one. (1950)


ALAN GARNER



British novelist 1934–


(on writing his novel Elidor)


I found myself playing the War Requiem in the frequent periods of floor-walking and breast-beating, and at the end of each playing I usually saw the answer to the problem. I should say that I am musically illiterate: my response is always limited to the emotional. I turned up the volume, wept, and then wrote. (1965)


JOHN GIELGUD



British actor and producer 1904–2000


(on producing Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream)


I do hope we have done some credit to your beautiful work, which I love more and more. (1961)





COLIN GRAHAM



British opera producer 1931–2007


He was besotted by youth – he just worshipped youth and tried to maintain it in himself, in his own life, until the day he died. (2003)


WALTER GREATOREX



Britten’s music master 1877–1949


So this is the little boy who likes Stravinsky! (1928)


JOYCE GRENFELL



British comedienne 1910–79


Of course Ben B is famous for hot weather friendships that cool in a trice and out goes whoever is the victim. But let’s hope it’s different this time. Why not? (1960)




 





(on singing to Britten a song she had written about the Aldeburgh Festival)


I sang it well and the reaction was so extraordinary that I was quite flummoxed. Ben ran to me and embraced me, weeping! He was very touched and moved. It was very dear and entirely unexpected. (1967)


PETER HALL



British theatre director 1930–


There is something thoughtful about him – like a precise headmaster who is going to stand no nonsense. But he has infinite charm and a great sense of humour. He has a reputation for gathering a court around him so that he can play the wilful emperor. But he is already a living legend. (1972)





VICTOR HELY-HUTCHINSON



British composer, BBC music executive 1901–47


I do wholeheartedly subscribe to the general opinion that Mr Britten is the most interesting new arrival since Walton, and I feel we should watch his work very carefully. (1933)


DAVID HEMMINGS



British actor, formerly boy soprano 1941–2003


You couldn’t have had a better father, or a better friend. I loved him dearly, I really did – I absolutely adored him. I didn’t fancy him, I wouldn’t have gone to b … – well, I did go to bed with him, but I didn’t go to bed with him in that way. (2003)


ROBIN HOLLOWAY



British composer 1943–


This music has the power to connect the avant-garde with the lost paradise of tonality. (1977)


IMOGEN HOLST



British composer and conductor 1907–84


Your music seems to me the only reliable thing that is happening today in a world where everything else goes wrong all the time. (1943)




 





He was looking so beautiful that my heart turned over so that it was thumping when he embraced me, but I explained that I’d run down the hill too fast. (1953)




 





We fought over the last glass [of claret]: I thought I’d won because I poured mine into his glass when he was in the kitchen, but as soon as I turned aside he poured it back into mine. I said: ‘Do you always have to win?’ and he said ‘Well, I get very cross if I don’t.’ (1953)





FRANK HOWES



British music critic on The Times 1891–1974


Mr Britten is still pursuing his old problem of seeing how much indigestible material he can dissolve in music. (1947)


JOHN IRELAND



British composer 1879–1962


This [The Turn of the Screw] contains the most remarkable and original music I have ever heard from the pen of a British composer. What he has accomplished in sound by the use of only 13 instruments was, to me, inexplicable; almost miraculous. This is not to say I liked the music, but it is gripping, vital, and often terrifying. I now am (perhaps reluctantly) compelled to regard Britten as possessing ten times the musical talent, intuition and ability of all other living British composers put together. (1954)


CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD



British novelist and playwright 1904–86


Well, have we convinced Ben he’s queer, or haven’t we? (1937)




 





I remember Ben as pale, boyish, indefatigable, scribbling music on his lap, then hurrying to the piano to play it. (1977)




 





(on visiting Britten in summer 1976)


I knew Ben was ill, but I didn’t know how ill he was. 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. (1977)


HANS KELLER



Austrian musicologist and critic 1919–85


Mozart and Britten are the only two composers I know who strongly and widely attract people who do not understand them. (1952)




 





I personally would not hesitate to call Britten the greatest composer alive. (1963 – when Stravinsky and Shostakovich were still living)


CONSTANT LAMBERT



British composer 1905–1951


No composer of today has greater fluency or greater natural gifts. For that very reason the temptation to fritter these gifts away must be very great. (1938)


ANITA LASKER-WALLFISCH



German cellist and concentration camp survivor 1925–


(on the recital given at Bergen-Belsen by Menuhin and Britten)


Both soloist and accompanist were dressed in simple attire bordering on the slovenly, which matched the surroundings perfectly. It goes without saying that Menuhin played faultlessly; he is, after all, Yehudi Menuhin. As for the accompanist, I can only say that I cannot imagine anything done more beautifully. He was completely unobtrusive and yet I found myself transfixed by him sitting there as if he wouldn’t say boo to a goose – but playing to perfection. (1945)


ELISABETH LUTYENS



British composer 1906–83


B. Britten is, to me, a brilliant journalist able to produce an instant effect at first hearing, understandable to all. Each repeated hearing yields less – or so I find. (1973)




 





BB’s operas are bad, for me, because they are superficial and the product of a talented schoolboy. There is no real thought of a man. (1973)





CHARLES MACKERRAS



Australian conductor 1925–2010


The greatest musician I have ever worked with. (2003)




 





Although we all revered Ben’s musicianship and loved him as a man in many ways, we were slightly amused by the homosexuality. (2003)




 





Although Grimes is the work that changed the face of British opera, The Turn of the Screw is the ultimate masterpiece. (2009)


YEHUDI MENUHIN



American-born violinist and conductor 1916–1999


Ben was quicksilver, all nerve and movement. (1985)


OLIVIER MESSIAEN



French composer and organist 1908–92


(on the diatonic nature of Peter Grimes)


Something very brave in its own way for its time … A masterpiece.


GERALD MOORE



British pianist 1899–1987


Since the presiding genius there [at the Aldeburgh Festival] is the greatest accompanist in the world there is no call for my services. (1962)


ARVO PÄRT



Estonian composer 1935–


Why did the date of Benjamin Britten’s death touch such a chord in me? Inexplicable feelings of guilt, more than that even, arose in me. I had just discovered Britten for myself. Just before his death I began to appreciate the unusual purity of his music. And besides, for a long time I had wanted to meet Britten personally – and now it would not come to that. (1984)


PETER PEARS



British tenor and Britten’s partner, 1910–86


He could make lighter sounds than anyone else I can recall; he was anxious to imitate the timbre of early pianos rather than emphasising that of a modern Steinway. In the Schubert cycles he knew precisely what colour he wanted to project, and he managed to do it because of the speed with which his brain could communicate with the tips of his fingers. (1981)




 





Ben was no bohemian. He adhered to a regular life, beginning with a cold bath in the morning, to whose delights he introduced me. In domestic matters he was somewhat at a loss. He could make a cup of tea, boil an egg and wash up, but not much more. If he made his bed, he usually made a mess of it. (1981)




 





He was low church, and therefore inclined to be puritanical. (1981)


MSTISLAV ROSTROPOVICH



Russian cellist and conductor 1927–2007


(on first rehearsing Britten’s Cello Sonata with the composer) After four or five very large whiskies we finally sat down and played through the sonata. We played like pigs, but we were so happy. (1977)


WULFF SCHERCHEN



Son of German conductor, Hermann Scherchen 1921–


Your friendship I have never been able to forget. It is an aching void of longing for the most intimate acquaintanceship I have ever known. Remember that when I lost you I lost half of myself, for you were my first friend, & the hours we spent together were and are the happiest and best of my life. (1941)





PETER SHAFFER



British playwright 1926–


(on the War Requiem)


The most impressive and moving piece of sacred music ever to be composed in this country. (1962)


DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH



Russian composer 1906–75


You great composer, I little composer.


EDITH SITWELL



British poet and critic 1887–1964


(on the First String Quartet)


It is still exploding in my head with a blinding light followed by new ideas, points of view, even new vision. I’m not sure that Britten hasn’t been, spiritually, where Coleridge went before he wrote The Ancient Mariner – to those polar regions. Only Britten saw it, I think, from a freezing height, like a bird – very, very high up. And Coleridge saw it from the sea. (1943)




 





(on Britten’s setting of her poem ‘Still Falls the Rain’ in Canticle III)


During the performance, I felt as if I were dead – killed in the raid – yet with all my powers of feeling still alive. Most terrible and most moving – the appalling loneliness, for all that it was a communal experience one was alone, each being was alone, with space and eternity and the terror of death, and then God. (1955)




 





(on the War Requiem)


The greatest work that has emerged from the grief, the horror, and yet the pride and faith, of our time. What a wonderful work it is! […] I am not a person who ever really cries. Tears remain at the back of my eyes. On this occasion, the tears were blood. (1962)





IGOR STRAVINSKY



Russian composer 1882–1971


We listened for a whole week here to Auntie Britten and Uncle Pears. Britten himself makes a very nice impression and has a huge success with the audience. (1949)




 





(on the tepid reception of his own piece Abraham and Isaac) What can you do? Not everybody can have Benjamin Britten’s success with the critics. (1964)




 





The tide of applause virtually packaged along with the War Requiem is so loud and the Battle-of-Britten sentiment is so thick that these phenomena, and the national inferiority feelings in music they expose, are at least as absorbing a subject of investigation as the music. Behold the critics as they vie in abasement before the wonder of native-born genius. (1966)




 





‘The drums of Time’ sings the baritone and ‘boom, boom, boom’ go the obedient timpani. (1966)


MICHAEL TIPPETT



British composer 1905–98


Britten has been for me the most purely musical person I have ever met and I have ever known. It always seemed to me that music sprang out of his fingers when he played the piano, as it did out of his mind when he composed. (1976)


RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS



British composer 1872–1958


(on Britten’s folksong arrangements)


The tune’s the thing with which we’ll catch the conscience of the composer. Do these settings spring from a love of the tune? Then, whatever our personal reaction may be, we must respect them. (1943)







 





I do not propose after a single hearing to appraise the work or the music of Gloriana. The important thing to my mind, at the moment, is that, so far as I know, for the first time in history the Sovereign has commanded an opera by a composer from these islands for a great occasion. Those who cavil at the public expense involved should realise what such a gesture means to the prestige of our own music. (1953)


GALINA VISHNEVSKAYA



Russian soprano 1926–


(on her performance with Peter Pears of the Romeo and Juliet love duet by Tchaikovsky)


The way Ben played the long prelude could not be called piano playing at all – it was a unique, unparalleled moment. Standing on stage, I was listening with such rapture that I missed my entrance. The ensuing silence brought me to, but at first I didn’t realise where I was or what I was supposed to do. Ben waited for a moment as if nothing had happened, then repeated the last bars of the prelude. (1984)




 





How often I ran my hand through his wiry hair! He would purr with pleasure, and say that in a past incarnation he must have been a horse. (1984)




 





(after Britten’s heart operation)


At dinner – sitting to his left, as always – I heard with horror the heavy, hollow beating of his heart, and saw the pronounced throbbing of his shirt on the left side of his chest. (1984)


SUSANA WALTON



William Walton’s Argentinian wife 1926–2010


(on the wedding of Britten’s friends Marion Stein and the Earl of Harewood)


When Ben Britten, who had composed the wedding anthem, and Peter Pears, who had sung it, appeared dressed as choirboys in white surplices over red cassocks, we burst into giggles and were silenced only by a severe reprimand from John Piper and his wife in the next pew. (1988)


WILLIAM WALTON



British composer 1902–83


In the last years your music has come to mean more & more to me – it shines out as a beacon in a chaotic & barren musical world, & I am sure it does for thousands of others. (1963)




 





(on reports that Britten had been offered the music director’s post at the Royal Opera House)


There are enough buggers in the place already. It’s time it was stopped. (1951)
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Britten online





Googling composers’ names is rather fun. It gives a rough pecking order, providing you remember that the more common surnames may have many non-musical entries. The scores shift day by day, so they offer mere snapshots. My latest one shows Handel yielding 47.1 million results, Bach 37.5m, Verdi 31.1m, Mozart 28.6m, Beethoven 17.2m and Schubert 12.0m.


Britten is not in this stratosphere. But he does score 3.4 million, ahead of Stravinsky (2.8m), Schoenberg (1.9m), Vaughan Williams (1.5m) and Tippett (1.4m), all of which I suspect would bring a smile to his face. But he might be displeased to find himself in the shadow of Elgar (3.9m) and Sibelius (4.3m, though a quarter of that can be attributed to the software brand name). He is also well behind Mahler (5.3m) and Debussy (4.1m), but ahead of Shostakovich (1.9m). Tippett’s haul reminded me that the Britten total could include results for the road haulage company Tibbett & Britten, the name of which has always amused me, but in fact they amount to only some 25,000, so Britten’s position is unaffected.


For individual Britten works, most of which have distinctive titles, Google provides a rough interest-level almost thirty-five years after Britten’s death. A Ceremony of Carols is comfortably in front, with The Young Person’s Guide a clear second. The leading opera is, surprisingly, The Rape of Lucretia, well ahead of Peter Grimes. The appearance of all three string quartets may be unreliable because of their unspecific titles, although I have tightened the search in these instances. It is intriguing, though not unexpected, that the schoolboy miniature A Hymn to the Virgin scores so highly.












	 1   A Ceremony of Carols


	546,000






	 2   The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra


	400,000






	






	 3   The Rape of Lucretia


	157,000






	 4   Rejoice in the Lamb


	151,000






	 5   String Quartet no. 2

	149,000






	 6   String Quartet no. 3

	144,000






	 7   Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge


	113,800






	 8   A Hymn to the Virgin


	113,000






	 9= Hymn to St Cecilia


	110,000






	 9= Serenade for tenor, horn & strings

	110,000






	11   String Quartet no. 1

	109,000






	12   Peter Grimes


	107,000






	13   Lachrymae


	96,500






	14   Let’s Make an Opera!


	74,200






	15   War Requiem


	68,900






	16   A Midsummer Night’s Dream


	65,400






	17   Violin Concerto

	62,400






	18   Billy Budd


	49,700






	19   Tell me the Truth about Love


	43,900






	20   The Turn of the Screw


	45,400






	21   Gloriana


	40,700






	22   Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo


	39,500






	23   Nocturne


	30,500






	24   Simple Symphony


	30,100






	25   Death in Venice


	30,000















A spot-check on Spotify (www.spotify.com), the website where people have sampled particular movements for free, reveals that the most popular Britten track is ‘Frolicsome Finale’ from Simple Symphony, followed by the other three movements. Also at the top of the list are ‘Dawn’ and ‘Moonlight’ from the Four Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes. Then comes the opening of the War Requiem, the cabaret song Tell me the Truth about Love, and The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra. But, on the day I checked, most popular of all (except ‘Frolicsome Finale’) were three separate recordings of Arvo Pärt’s Cantus in memoriam Benjamin Britten.


On YouTube, the playlist results show a tight race between Bach and Mozart (15,400 each) and Beethoven and Chopin (15,300). Close behind are Wagner, Verdi, Schubert and Handel (14,700). Britten scores 4,560, chasing Elgar (4,640) and Stravinsky (5,610), but comfortably in front of Schoenberg (3,090), Vaughan Williams (2,400) and Tippett (1,000).


But that’s enough figures.


Round Britten Quiz I


ANSWERS ON PAGE 410




	When was Britten prosecuted, and for what?


	For which country did Britten compose a national anthem?


	In respect of what was the fourteen-year-old Britten described as ‘tall and inclined to be clumsy, but very hard-working’?


	How many continents did Britten visit in his life?


	What contribution did Britten make to capturing Robinson Crusoe in London during the war?


	Who or what was ‘Seizer’?
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The things Britten said about them





Britten was not a man to mince his words. He kept a daily diary from 1928 to 1938, from the ages of fourteen to twenty-four, and it is peppered with brutally arrogant judgements of composers, singers, players and conductors. The one musician who could do no wrong was his mentor, the composer Frank Bridge.


Later in life he did concede that he had been somewhat ‘violent’ in his opinions, and he became both more generous and much more diplomatic as the years went by. But he never fully curbed the roughness of his tongue.


W. H. AUDEN



British poet 1907–73


He is the most charming, most vital genius & important person I know. (1936)




 





Auden was a powerful, revolutionary person. He was very much anti-bourgeois and that appealed. He also had some lively, slightly dotty ideas about music. He played the piano reasonably well, and was a great one for singing unlikely words to Anglican chants. (1963)




 





He was such a large personality, a whirlwind one, if you like, and I was swept away by his poetry. He was incredibly intelligent, very, very vocal; he talked marvellously well, he was very engaging and sympathetic and deeply interested in people. (1964)





J. S. BACH



German composer 1685–1750


The Matthew Passion written for a small group of young singers (half of them boys) in a smallish Gothic church – how can we recapture its original edgy resonance across the spaces of the damp (acoustically) Festival Hall, with a large chorus, mature & expressive soloists (half of them women) – to say nothing of the pitch having crept up nearly a tone, and with a paying audience rather than a worshipping congregation? (1963)


THE BEATLES


1960s British pop group


I think they’re charming creatures; I don’t happen to like their music very much, but that’s just me. But if a person likes the Beatles, it doesn’t by any means preclude their love of Beethoven. (1965)




 





Everything I read about the Beatles gives me pleasure. They have a wit and they have a directness – a freshness of approach which gives me a great pleasure, and I think they’re also frightfully funny. (1968)


THOMAS BEECHAM



British conductor 1879–1961


That irresponsible man. (1937)


LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN



German composer 1770–1827


Beethoven is still first [in his list of composers], and I think always will be. Bach or Brahms comes next, I don’t know which! (1928)







 





(on Fidelio)


This is a very deep religious & exhilarating experience. Well as I know the incredible music, I did not realise what a tremendous dramatic thrill it was. (1937)




 





Only yesterday I was listening to the Coriolanus Overture by Beethoven. What a marvellous beginning, and how well the development in sequence is carried out! But what galled me was the crudity of the sound; the orchestral sounds seem often so haphazard. (1963)




 





(on Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, op. 111)


The sound of the variations was so grotesque I just couldn’t see what they were all about. (1963)


ALBAN BERG



Austrian composer 1885–1935


I alternated between mad irritation at the ridiculous excesses of it [the opera Wozzeck], with the ludicrous, hideous & impossible vocal writing, and being moved to tears by the incredible haunting beauty of lots of bits of it. (1948)


ADRIAN BOULT



British conductor 1889–1983


Terrible execrable conductor. (1931)




 





(on his rehearsal of Britten’s Our Hunting Fathers)


He doesn’t really grasp the work – tho’ he is marvellously painstaking. (1937)


JOHANNES BRAHMS



German composer 1833–97


It’s not bad Brahms I mind, it’s good Brahms I can’t stand.





FRANK BRIDGE



British composer 1879–1941


If anything happened to my musical father, I don’t know what I should do. (1936)




 





Not only did he keep my nose to the grindstone, but he criticised my work relentlessly, and I, who had thought that I was already on the verge of immortality, saw my illusions shattered and I felt I was very small fry. (1946)




 





At about eighteen or nineteen, I began to rebel. When Bridge played questionable chords across the room at me and asked if that was what I meant, I would retort, ‘Yes it is’. He’d grunt back, ‘Well it oughtn’t to be.’ (1963)


WINSTON CHURCHILL



British prime minister 1874–1965


Mr Churchill’s high living at Potsdam is an offence that stinks to high heaven. It is a political indecency – a moral crime. It is in this wrecked, beaten, hungry country that the United Nations leaders have met. And the first news we get is that they are gorging themselves on turkeys, hams, fresh eggs, juicy steaks, melons, strawberries, wines and whiskies. All around is the stricken enemy people, hungry and facing greater hunger. (1945)


AARON COPLAND



American composer 1900–90


As important and vital a composer as any living. (1940)


HARRIET COHEN



British pianist 1895–1967


She talks more unadulterated drivel than anyone I’ve ever met. (1937)





FREDERICK DELIUS



British composer 1862–1934


Perhaps the piece of music that brings tears most easily to the eyes of an expatriate Englishman is On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring. (1941)


EDWARD ELGAR



British composer 1857–1934


I am absolutely incapable of enjoying Elgar for more than two minutes. (1931)




 





Certainly the best way to make me like Elgar is to listen to him after Vaughan Willliams. (1935)




 





For the Fallen has always seemed to me to have in its opening bars a personal tenderness and grief, in the grotesque march an agony of distortion, and in the final sequences a ring of genuine splendour. (1969)


KATHLEEN FERRIER



British contralto 1912–53


I was impressed immediately by the nobility and beauty of her presence, and by the warmth and deep range of her voice. (1954)




 





There are many beautiful performances of hers recorded for our delight, but it is my own special selfish grief that none of my own music is among them – music that she sang with her own inimitable warmth, simplicity and devoted care, as indeed she sang everything – as if it were the most important in the world. (1954 – two Ferrier recordings of Britten have since been discovered and issued.)





DIETRICH FISCHER-DIESKAU



German baritone 1925–


I’m scared of Dieter. He’s the school bully! (1970s)


KIRSTEN FLAGSTAD



Norwegian soprano 1895–1962


(on her performance as Isolde)


She certainly is a wonder – marvellously accurate – scarcely a semiquaver wrong ever & a great voice with a tremendous variety of tone. (1936)


E. M. FORSTER



British novelist 1879–1970


There is no doubt that E. M. Forster is our most musical novelist. (1969)


WALTER GREATOREX



British composer and Britten’s music master 1877–1949


How ever the man got the job here I cannot imagine. His ideas of rhythm, logic, tone, or the music are absolutely lacking in sanity. (1930)


JOHN IRELAND



British composer and Britten’s composition teacher 1879–1962


(on Ireland’s choral work, These Things Shall Be)


All that pretentious tub-thumping, puking sentimentality and really flagrant dishonesty (to say nothing of the gross in competence of it). (1937)




 





He nursed me very gently through a very, very difficult musical adolescence. (1957)







 





A composer of strong personal gifts and real single-mindedness of purpose. (1959)


ZOLTÁN KODÁLY



Hungarian composer 1882–1967


There can be no composer of our century who has done more for the musical life of his country than Zoltán Kodály. (1965)




 





(on the folk-songs collected by Kodály and arranged for children’s voices)


They are of an originality, simplicity yet richness, which is startling. We can all learn from these, from their beauty of sound, freshness, their multum in parvo. (1967)


ERNST KRENEK



Austrian atonal composer 1900–91


The acme of pedantic dullness. (1935)


GUSTAV MAHLER



Austrian composer and conductor 1860–1911


(on the final movement of Das Lied von der Erde)


It is cruel that music should be so beautiful. It has the beauty of loneliness & of pain: of strength and freedom. The beauty of disappointment & never-satisfied love. The cruel beauty of nature, and everlasting beauty of monotony. I cannot understand it – it passes over me like a tidal wave – and that matters not a jot either, because it goes on for ever, even if it is never performed again – that final chord is printed on the atmosphere. (1937)




 





Emotionally, Mahler can be rather remote from me, but I love and admire his ‘ear’ for sound. (1963)





LAURITZ MELCHIOR



Danish operatic tenor 1890–1973


Melchior is simply superb. What a voice! The subtlety of his movements is incredible. (1933)


WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART



Austrian composer 1756–91


(on The Marriage of Figaro)


What gaiety and brilliance, what passion and tension, what characterisation, what construction. (1952)




 





(on Symphony no. 40 in G minor)


I feel that it is one of the most tragic and tense pieces which has ever been written. (1960)




 





The most controlled of composers, who can express the most turbulent feelings in the most unruffled way. (1962)




 





(on Idomeneo)


It is a really astounding piece, and every moment of it is red hot with excitement. (1969)


WILFRED OWEN



British poet 1893–1918


Owen is to me by far our greatest war poet, and one of the most original and touching poets of this century. (1963)


PETER PEARS



British tenor and Britten’s partner 1910–86


(on his performance of the ‘Agnus Dei’ in Britten’s War Requiem)


I think it’s marvellous singing, absolutely marvellous … It’s aiming at something so rare, and so special and so pure. (1963)







 





I was attracted, even in those early days, by his voice, which seemed to me to emanate from a personality, and not, like many other voices, to be a manufactured affair, super-imposed. (1967)




 





Pears has always possessed the all-important gift of being able to phrase music, of singing a series of notes in such a way that they make sense. (1967)


SAMUEL PEPYS



English MP and diarist 1633–1703


Last night I dreamt a most sensible dream imagining myself with him at a Ball as young Monmouth with Lady Castlemaine, and discussing, most distinctly, Bach, but adding ‘then of course, he’s not alive yet’. (1935)


GIACOMO PUCCINI



Italian composer 1858–1924


What makes Puccini a greater composer of operas than (in my humble opinion) a great composer is that he knows how long it takes a person to cross the room. (1950)


HENRY PURCELL



English composer 1659–95


There seems to be nothing this composer cannot do. (1945)




 





I recall a critic once asking me from whom I had learned to set English poetry to music. I told him Purcell; he was amazed. I suppose he expected me to say folk music and Vaughan Williams. (1963)


MSTISLAV ROSTROPOVICH



Russian cellist 1927–2007


Rostropovich freed one of my inhibitions. He’s such a gloriously uninhibited musician himself, with this enormous feeling of generosity you get from the best Russian players. I’d heard about him, and rather unwillingly listened on the wireless. I immediately realised this was a new way of playing the cello, in fact almost a new, vital way of playing music. He took the bull by the horns and asked me to write a piece for him, which was my Cello Sonata, written ‘on condition he came to Aldeburgh’! (1964)


ARTUR SCHNABEL



Austrian pianist 1882–1951


The greatest pianist I ever heard. (1952)


ARNOLD SCHOENBERG



Austrian composer 1874–1951


I mourn the death of Schoenberg. Every serious composer today has felt the effect of his courage, single-mindedness and determination, and has profited by the clarity of his teaching. (1951)




 





Not what you’d call a magic composer. (1953)




 





People in this country who thought Schoenberg was mad until recently have suddenly swung the other way and they think it’s all wonderful. Neither estimation is honest. (1963)


FRANZ SCHUBERT



Austrian composer 1797–1828


The Winterreise is not for a great auditorium; but for those who like intimate song recitals there is no work which is more loved than this highly personal, introspective, & devastatingly pessimistic, document. (1963)




 





It is arguable that the richest and most productive eighteen months in our musical history is the time when Beethoven had just died, when the other 19th-century giants, Wagner, Verdi and Brahms had not begun; I mean the period in which Franz Schubert wrote his Winterreise, the C major Symphony, his last three piano sonatas, the C major String Quintet, as well as a dozen other glorious pieces. The standard of inspiration, of magic, is miraculous and past all explanation. (1964)




 





My recent dream about meeting Schubert in Vienna blessed the following days in a way that I seldom remember in my life before. (1970)


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE



English playwright and poet 1564–1616


I feel that everyone ought to set Shakespeare to music in order just to get to know the incredible beauty and intensity of these words. (1960)


DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH



Russian composer 1906–75


(on the opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk)


The satire is biting & brilliant. The ‘eminent English Renaissance’ composers sniggering in the stalls was typical. There is more music in a page of Macbeth than in the whole of their ‘elegant’ output! (1936)




 





For years now, your work and life have been an example to me – of courage, integrity and human sympathy, and of wonderful invention and clear vision. I must say that there is no one composing to-day who has an equal influence on me. (1963)




 





When I was in Moscow he played Peter and me his two new string quartets. And I must say I was shattered by the tenth. I thought it was the most extraordinary piece of music – completely new for him, immensely simple, immensely direct, but quite, quite surprising and new, and much more for instance than the last two or three symphonies which I don’t feel an awful lot of sympathy with. (1964)







 





I have been reading the scores of two of his finest Symphonies, the Fourth and the Fifth. I am amazed that the same man could write them both – the Fourth so prolific with ideas, with a tumultuous exuberance, amounting at times to wildness, but with always a musical heart to sustain it, and never an empty or pointless gesture – the Fifth, so controlled, so classical, neat even, in spite of its energy. It is the musical heart which links these two works together. (1966)


JEAN SIBELIUS



Finnish composer 1865–1957


I must confess that, for many, many years, the works of the Finnish master meant little to me. Then, by chance, hearing a performance of the Fourth Symphony, I became interested. I find his conception of sound extremely personal and original, and his musical thinking most stimulating. (1965)


RICHARD STRAUSS



German composer 1864–1949


(after receiving a score of Der Rosenkavalier)


I am impatient to see how the old magician makes his effects! There’s a hell of a lot I can learn from him! (1943)


IGOR STRAVINSKY



Russian composer 1882–1971


(on The Rake’s Progress)


I feel miserably disappointed that easily the greatest composer alive should have such an irresponsible & perverse view of opera. (1951)




 





Stravinsky, one of the greatest artistic figures of our time, has said some very silly things, and unless one is careful they are liable to prejudice one against his great music. (1962)





MICHAEL TIPPETT



British composer 1905–98


An excellent composer, and most delightful and intelligent man. (1942)




 





I wish your piano parts weren’t so difficult! (1965)


ARTURO TOSCANINI



Italian conductor 1867–1957


Of course the crowd went mad, & of course they were right, he is a great man. (1935)


RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS



British composer 1872–1958 


He can be imitated, but he hasn’t influenced. (1952)




 





We will miss him sadly – above all, his wonderful, uncompromising courage in fighting for all those things he believed in. (1958)




 





I was frankly suspicious of VW. My struggle all the time was to develop a consciously controlled professional technique. It was a struggle away from everything Vaughan Williams seemed to stand for. (1959)




 





The Fourth Symphony impressed me greatly. But Vaughan Williams was reported to have said of his own work, ‘If that’s modern music, all I can say is I don’t like it.’ This story, I must say, shocked me profoundly. In those days I was very violent in my opinions, very ready to have grievances. (1959)


GIUSEPPE VERDI



Italian composer 1813–1901


I am an arrogant and impatient listener; but in the case of a few composers, a very few, when I hear a work I do not like I am convinced it is my own fault. Verdi is one of these composers. (1951)




 





Verdi has the gift, which only the very greatest have had: that of writing a succession of the simplest harmonies in such a way as to sound surprising and yet ‘right’. (1951)


RICHARD WAGNER



German composer 1813–1883


He is the master of us all. (1933)


WILLIAM WALTON



British composer 1902–83


(on his First Symphony)


A great tragedy for English music. Last hope of W. gone now – this is a conventional work, reactionary in the extreme & dull & depressing. (1935)




 





He is so obviously the head-prefect of English music, whereas I’m the promising young new boy. (1937)




 





(on his Viola Concerto)


A great turning-point in my musical life. You showed me the way of being relaxed and fresh, and intensely personal. (1963)


ANTON WEBERN



Austrian composer 1883–1945


Peter Pears and I have performed some of Webern’s songs. We die a thousand deaths trying to get them exactly right and it is still nearly impossible. (1963)




 





I’m not particularly attracted by Webern’s music, though he was clearly a master and a very brave man. To my taste he was too limited a nature artistically on which to found a school. (1963)





HENRY WOOD



British conductor 1869–1944


Wood is an absolute vandal. (1934)




 





Henry J. Wood is a public menace – & ought to be shot quickly, before he does much more murdering of classics ancient & modern. (1935)




 





Wood is really a marvel considering the amount he has to do. (1936)
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Britten on screen





The amount of Britten material commercially available on DVD or Blu-Ray is at last expanding, and the impact of the 2013 centenary of his birth has encouraged that process.


In terms of documentary films, Tony Palmer’s seminal programme for ITV’s The South Bank Show, entitled A Time There Was (after the last song in Britten’s Hardy cycle Winter Words), has only recently become available. It was first shown in 1980, with the full cooperation of Peter Pears, who spoke frankly for the first time about his relationship with Britten – memorably describing how he had died ‘in my arms’. This film will always hold its place, because of the insights it offers from those who knew and worked closely with Britten.


Teresa Griffiths’ 2002 film for Channel 4, The Hidden Heart, elaborates the Britten–Pears relationship, drawing particularly on the love letters they exchanged shortly before the end of their thirty-seven-year partnership.


My own film, Britten’s Children, was shown by the BBC in 2004, and discusses Britten’s music for and about children in the context of his friendships with adolescent boys. It features interviews with several of his erstwhile boy companions, most notably the actor David Hemmings (giving the last interview of his life), and the German schoolboy Wulff Scherchen, who spoke out for the first time about his intense relationship with Britten just before the Second World War. This film is planned for release on DVD shortly.


Decca has recently issued DVDs of four Britten operas, shown on BBC Television. These are available separately, or as a seven-disc set, with some folksongs and Mozart’s Idomeneo thrown in. The ground-breaking performance of Billy Budd in 1966 was conducted by Charles Mackerras, directed by Basil Coleman, and starred Peter Glossop as Billy and Peter Pears as Captain Vere. This encouraged Britten to conduct a filmed performance of Peter Grimes in 1969 – the last time Pears sang the role. Directed by Brian Large, it also featured Heather Harper, Owen Brannigan and Bryan Drake. This in turn led to Britten filming his ‘opera for television’, Owen Wingrave, in 1971, again directed by Coleman, featuring Benjamin Luxon as Owen, Janet Baker as Kate and Pears as Sir Philip Wingrave. By today’s technical standards, both picture and sound in these historic films have ‘period flavour’ – indeed, only Wingrave is in colour. Back in 1963, there was also a television broadcast of Britten’s reworked The Beggar’s Opera, now issued on DVD. It stars David Kelly, Janet Baker, Heather Harper and Bryan Drake, and is conducted by Meredith Davies and directed by Charles Rogers.


More recent opera DVD releases include:




Albert Herring (Graham-Hall, Johnson, Opie, Palmer, Rigby, Glyndebourne Festival Opera/Haitink, directed by Peter Hall), filmed 1985 (Warner Classics)


Billy Budd (Allen, Langridge, English National Opera/Atherton, directed by Tim Albery), filmed 1988 – a gripping realisation of this opera (Arthaus Musik)


Death in Venice (Tear, Opie, Chance, Glyndebourne Festival Opera/Jenkins, directed by Reiner Moritz). This 1990 stage performance transfers very unsubtly to the small screen: the relationship between Aschenbach and Tadzio is very ‘in-your-face’.


Gloriana (Walker, Rolfe Johnson, English National Opera/Elder, directed by Colin Graham), filmed 1984 (Arthaus Musik)


Let’s Make an Opera! (Palmer, Flowers, Milne, Richardson, Graham Hall, Coull Quartet, City of Birmingham Symphony Chorus/Halsey, directed by Petr Weigl), filmed 1996 (Arthaus Musik)


A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Cotrubas, Bowman, Lott, Glyndebourne Festival Opera/Haitink, directed magically by Peter Hall), filmed 1981 (Kultur Films)


A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Sala, Daniels, Gietz, Dazeley, Teatro del Liceu/Bicket, directed by Robert Carsen), filmed 2005 (Virgin Classics)


Owen Wingrave (Finley, Hill, Barstow, Hellekant, Berlin Symphony Orchestra/Nagano), filmed 2001 for Channel 4. The impressive updating by Margaret Williams of this problematic opera also includes the documentary The Hidden Heart (Arthaus Musik)


Peter Grimes (Langridge, Cairns, Opie, English National Opera/Atherton, directed by Tim Albery), filmed 1994 – a remarkable performance (Kultur Films)


Peter Grimes (Dean Griffey, Racette, Michaels-Moore, Metropolitan Opera/Runnicles, directed by Guy Halvorson), filmed 2008 (EMI)


Peter Grimes (Vickers, Harper, Bailey, Royal Opera House/Davis, directed by Elijah Moshinsky), filmed 1981 (Warner Classics)


The Rape of Lucretia (Rigby, Opie, Rolfe Johnson, English National Opera/Friend, directed by Graham Vick), filmed 1987 (Arthaus Musik)


The Turn of the Screw (Delunsch, Miller, McLaughlin, Mahler Chamber Orchestra/Harding, directed by Luc Bondy), filmed 2001 (Harmonia Mundi). There is also a BBC film from 2004, starring Mark Padmore and Lisa Milne, conducted by Richard Hickox, but the visual direction by Katie Mitchell is disappointing





Among other, non-operatic, DVD releases is his full-length ballet The Prince of the Pagodas, starring Darcey Bussell and Jonathan Cope in Kenneth MacMillan’s Covent Garden production (Kultur Films), and several versions of War Requiem, including the film by Derek Jarman in which he illustrated the music with war newsreel, and added the voices of Nathaniel Parker, Tilda Swinton, Sean Bean and Laurence Olivier.


The Amadeus String Quartet was filmed playing each of the three Britten quartets. These were released on video separately, each with a companion piece by Schubert. They are available from Testament. Maxim Vengerov’s masterclass at the Royal Academy of Music on the first movement of Britten’s Violin Concerto is captured on a Masterclass Media Foundation DVD. There is also a valuable, and little-known, film from 1962 of Britten rehearsing a Canadian orchestra in his Nocturne, which they then perform with Pears in the solo role.


Britten’s music has been used as incidental music in various feature films and television programmes. Ingmar Bergman used extracts from the Cello Suites in Fanny and Alexander, and Derek Jarman used the Four Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes in The Angelic Conversation in 1985. Frank Seitz’s 1982 film Doktor Faustus features excerpts from A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the Cello Symphony, while Leos Carax, in the 1986 film Mauvais sang (or The Night is Young) used Simple Symphony and Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge – he used the latter again in Les amants de Pont-Neuf in 1991. On television, Ken Russell harnessed Peter Grimes and The Young Person’s Guide to his film Clouds of Glory: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner; the Corpus Christi Carol was used in two Jeff Buckley programmes on French TV, Fall in Light and Everybody Here Wants You, as well as in Todd Louiso’s film, Love Liza. The Spanish TV feature on Virginia Woolf for Aleph, Lectures contades featured Les Illuminations and the Cello Suites, while a BBC drama No Night is Too Long had extensive extracts from Missa Brevis.
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The things Britten said about Britten







Even at school I can remember clearly the vocal and energetic surprise with which the other small boys caught me reading orchestral scores in bed. (1962)


I couldn’t work alone. I can only work really because of the tradition that I am conscious of behind me.


Compared with Schubert or Mozart or the great ones, I write awfully little. (1961)


I do 99 per cent of my work thinking about it – walking, or in trains, aeroplanes, if it’s not too bumpy, and in buses and cars and so forth. Then when the music is fixed in my head I go to the paper and work out more precisely the details. I don’t use the piano except at the very end. (1956)


There is, unfortunately, a tendency in many quarters today to believe that brilliance of technique is a danger rather than a help. This is sheer nonsense. There has never been a composer worth his salt who has not had supreme technique. (1946)


I think I have all the technique to do anything. I must be more. (1944)


If I had been born in 1813 instead of 1913 I should have been a romantic, primarily concerned to express my personality in music. (1951)


I can’t see any great defect in sweetness as long as it’s not weakness. (1963)


Night and Silence, these are two of the things I cherish most. (1969)


I can find nothing wrong with offering to my fellow men music which may inspire them or comfort them, which may touch them or entertain them, even educate them. (1964)


All of us spend far too much time worrying about whether a work is a shattering masterpiece. Let us not be so self-conscious. Maybe in thirty years’ time very few works that are well-known today will still be played, but does that matter so much? (1966)


I would rather have my music used than write masterpieces which were not used. (1968)


I haven’t yet achieved the simplicity I should like in my music, and I am enormously aware that I haven’t yet come up to the technical standards [Frank] Bridge set me. (1963)


I always encourage my works to be sung, abroad, in the vernacular. Of course, something is lost, but not a great deal when you substitute the gibberish which can result from singers using languages they do not understand and cannot pronounce. (1960)


I like the piano very much as a background instrument, but I don’t feel inclined to treat it as a melodic instrument. I find that it’s limited in colour. I don’t really like the sound of the modern piano. (1961)


It is a bit of a strain all this playing with experts. It isn’t that I don’t know what to do, but with so little time to practise, my fingers simply won’t do what I want. I am gradually learning that one cannot do everything in this world. (1936)


I am the furthest removed from an ivory-tower composer that you can think of. (1969)


The whole of my life has been devoted to acts of creation, and I cannot take part in acts of destruction. (1942)


I wanted to have nothing to do with a military system that, to me, was part of Europe’s decay. Mistakenly, as it turned out, I felt that Europe was finished. (1959)


I believe in letting an invader in and then setting him a good example. (1942)


I’m certainly a dedicated Christian, but I must confess I am influenced by the Bishop of Woolwich and [Dietrich] Bonhoeffer, and at the moment I do not find myself worshipping as regularly as perhaps I will later. (1963)


I know I am horribly intolerant in a youthful hot-headed way. (1937)


There was one very serious quarrel which I myself was involved with, with one of my closest friends in the [English Opera Group] company. And I can remember Kathleen [Ferrier] taking me aside one day and saying ‘Look, do try and be nice’. And so I tried to be nice – and it worked. (1968)


(on A Boy was Born)


I can’t help but like this work as I feel it is genuinely musical. (1935)


(on his Violin Concerto)


So far it is without question my best piece. It is rather serious, I’m afraid – but it’s got some tunes in it! (1939)


(on ‘Parade’ in Les Illuminations)


It should be made to sound creepy, evil, dirty (apologies!), and really desperate. (1939)


(on his operetta Paul Bunyan)


Full of tunes that people even whistle! (1941)


(on being asked by an Australian music teacher why he had omitted the piano from his Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra)


The piano is not an orchestral instrument, but tell your students I’ll include it in my ‘Old Person’s Guide to the Orchestra’. (1970)


(on his Serenade for tenor, horn and strings)


Not important stuff, but quite pleasant, I think. (1943)


(on the opening to his Canticle II: Abraham and Isaac)


That’s worth a million dollars! (1952)


(on The Turn of the Screw and Canticle III: Still Falls the Rain)


I feel I am on the threshold of a new musical world. (1955)


(on War Requiem)


Some of my right-wing friends loathed it, ‘though the music is superb, of course’, they’d say. But that’s neither here nor there to me. The message is what counts. (1963)


(on opera)


I have been fascinated by the most powerful medium of musical communication that I know. (1972)


So many of the great things of the world have come from the outsider, and that lone dog isn’t always attractive. That is what I try to portray in Peter Grimes. (1967)


I want singers who can act. Mozart, Gluck and Verdi wanted the same thing. (1960)


Honours don’t really touch one, but there are moments in one’s depressions, when one feels one’s work to be hopelessly inadequate (all too often!), that they do encourage. (1965)


I must get a better composer somehow – but how, but how? (1964)


(while gingerly walking on a hotel carpet with red lines in its pattern)


If I can get right up and down the corridor without touching the lines, it will mean that I am a composer. (1946)


(on being complimented on the boys’ chorus in Gloriana)


It’s because I’m still thirteen. (1953)
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Britten in print





The most comprehensive biography of Britten remains Humphrey Carpenter’s brilliantly researched 680-page tome of 1992, Benjamin Britten: A Biography, published by Faber and Faber. Although it is often sour in regarding the music as the product of a one-track mind, its extensive testimony from many of Britten’s closest associates makes it invaluable. Its comments on the music, however, are not noted for their wisdom. For that we await the biography currently being written by the conductor and Britten scholar, Paul Kildea, which, on the basis of his other writings, is likely to offer a fresh contemporary take on the Britten phenomenon, unvarnished yet sympathetic. A biographical study is also on its way from Neil Powell, who recently chronicled both the father–son relationship of Kingsley and Martin Amis, and the life of George Crabbe, who ‘invented’ Peter Grimes.


Shorter biographies worth seeking out are Michael Oliver’s Benjamin Britten (Phaidon, 1996), which is full of original perceptions, Michael Kennedy’s Britten (1981) in Dent’s Master Musicians series (after thirty years, its well-thumbed contents have worn much better than its binding), and David Matthews’s Britten (Haus Publishing, 2003), which has the revealing insights of a fellow composer.


The magnum opus of Britten scholarship is the still incomplete selection of his letters and diaries, which currently stands at five volumes, with one more to come. Britten’s publisher at Faber Music, Donald Mitchell, began this project with the assistance of Philip Reed. The first two volumes, covering Britten’s life up until 1945, were published in 1991, and set a new benchmark of knowledge in their footnotes, which sometimes run for pages at a time. As the further volumes emerged, Reed and Mervyn Cooke became the lead editors. The books are indispensable for anyone exploring Britten’s life and music in depth, but their episodic nature is for most people inimical to a continuous read. The series is called Letters from a Life: volumes 1–3 are published by Faber & Faber, volumes 4 and 5 by Boydell Press, and they run to 3,598 pages so far!


A much more extensive selection of Britten’s 1928–38 diaries has now been made by another Britten scholar, John Evans, and published as Journeying Boy by Faber & Faber (2009). This allows us a fascinating gaze (rather than glimpse) into Britten’s daily life and concerns during his musical apprenticeship.


Reminiscences of thirty friends and associates are compiled in Alan Blyth’s Remembering Britten (Hutchinson, 1981), though they are long on compliments and short on anecdotes. Beth Britten’s memoir My Brother Benjamin (Kensal Press, 1986) is often unreliable on facts, but catches the family flavour. Imogen Holst’s journal during Britten’s composition of Gloriana is invaluable testimony from the coalface, and forms part of Christopher Grogan’s fascinating study Imogen Holst: A Life in Music (Boydell Press, 2007). Peter Evans’s The Music of Benjamin Britten (J. M. Dent, 1979) offers comprehensive analysis, but can be hard work for the layman. The economics of the music are deconstructed in Paul Kildea’s Selling Britten (Oxford University Press, 2002), and his Britten on Music (Oxford University Press, 2003) provides an almost complete compendium of Britten’s published judgments of his own and other people’s.


With great gratitude I have drawn on information and ideas in all those books, which have been at my elbow throughout the preparation of this Pocket Guide. Other recommendations include:




Brett, Philip, Music and Sexuality in Britten (University of California Press, 2006)


Bridcut, John, Britten’s Children (Faber and Faber, 2004)


Cooke, Mervyn (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten (Cambridge University Press, 1999)


Headington, Christopher, Peter Pears: A Biography (Faber and Faber, 1992)


Herbert, David (ed.), The Operas of Benjamin Britten (Hamish Hamilton, 1979)


Mitchell, Donald, Britten & Auden in the Thirties (Boydell Press, 1981)


Mitchell, Donald and John Evans, Pictures from a Life: Benjamin Britten 1913–1976 (Faber and Faber, 1978)


Mitchell, Donald and Hans Keller (eds.), Benjamin Britten: a Commentary on his Works from a Group of Specialists (Rockliff, 1952)


Palmer, Christopher (ed.), The Britten Companion (Faber and Faber, 1984)





Round Britten Quiz II


ANSWERS ON PAGE 410




	What was the most northerly city Britten visited?


	When did Britten make his debut on BBC Television, and what was he doing?


	How many and which works by Schoenberg did Britten perform in public?


	What knocked Britten sideways at the age of ten?


	What did Britten send the King’s sister when she was ill?


	Who walked in on Pears and Britten sitting up in a large double bed one morning, surrounded by papers, and was invited by Britten to ‘come and join us – there’s room for you too!’?
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Britten the centenarian





Britten’s mother was wrong when she lined her baby son up to be the fourth musical B, after Bach, Beethoven and Brahms. Much the more significant marker was the year of his birth – 1913, exactly one hundred years after Verdi and Wagner. It meant that one of the greatest operatic composers of the twentieth century would be indissolubly bound to the two greatest of the nineteenth. As it turned out, Britten was addicted to Wagner as a young man, and swallowed his operas whole, while he never stopped admiring, and learning from, the way Verdi wrote for both voice and stage. So they make a happy trio.


The musical world and the general media love anniversaries. But for figures on the margins of history this can be either a blessing or a curse. They can shine in solitary splendour in unaccustomed limelight, or they can be overshadowed by the giants who happen to share it with them. So Delius has plenty of room beside his fellow 2012 birthday boys, Debussy and Cage, but the tercentenaries of C. P. E. Bach and Gluck in 2014 may be swamped by the sesquicentenary of Richard Strauss.


In every year ending -13 or -63, Britten will always have to compete with the Verdi and Wagner celebrations. It gives precious little chance to Mascagni, Alkan or George Lloyd, and even Lutosławski must struggle. Forty years ago, most music buffs thought Britten was passé; the idea that he could look Verdi and Wagner in the eye, and stand his ground, would have been mere illusion. That’s not how it looks today.


His centenary celebrations began early. The massive research project Letters from a Life, which makes a judicious selection from some 80,000 letters in the Britten archive, was long ago designed to reach completion in 2013. The two major new biographies of Britten are timed for the anniversary. Some of his juvenile manuscripts have been lined up for publication under the EBB label (Britten’s initials), while a complete Thematic Catalogue, numbering at least 1,100 works, is being made available online along with more of his extensive personal archive. Alan Bennett’s unsentimental 2009 play The Habit of Art imagined a reunion of Britten and Auden late in their lives, and in so doing cast a searching light on their characters and lifestyles, as well as on the creative genesis of literature and music. English National Opera has been locking every Britten opera into its current repertoire. Aldeburgh Music and the Britten–Pears Young Artist Programme (formerly the Britten–Pears School for Advanced Musical Studies) are no longer seasonal organisations, but operate all year round. The Britten–Pears Foundation is building a new research centre beside his old home in Aldeburgh. Jointly with the Royal Philharmonic Society (itself marking its bicentenary), it is honouring Britten’s concern for living composers by awarding six major commissions of new music.


All this is quite apart from specific concert and recital series, opera festivals, and exhibitions to mark the centenary – with a place of honour for the Aldeburgh Festival itself, sixty-five years old in 2013.


No easy task to make a splash with the centenary when Britten’s music – his operatic canon in particular – is already in such rude health. At the time of writing, the Operabase website lists twenty-eight professional productions of nine different Britten works in twenty-five cities around the world in a twelve-month span. It’s a remarkable spread across his output. Eleven of these productions are new. The Austrian city of Linz has seven performances of Albert Herring, Madrid eight of The Turn of the Screw, Paris eight of Billy Budd, and the German city of Gelsenkirchen boasts six of Gloriana. This suggests great confidence in Britten at the box office, and not just in the English-speaking world.


It’s no mean achievement for a composer who wanted his music to be ‘useful, and to the living’.






















PART TWO


The life of Britten
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Britten year by year





Age 0, 1913–14


Edward Benjamin Britten is born in the Suffolk town of Lowestoft on 22 November 1913, six months after the notorious premiere of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. His parents, Edith Britten (née Hockey) and Robert Britten, a dentist, choose the biblical name Benjamin to indicate he would remain their youngest and last child. They already have three others: Barbara, Robert (Bobby) and Elizabeth (Beth), so Benjamin is the fourth B of the family. His ambitious mother soon envisages him as the fourth B on a larger stage, to follow Bach, Beethoven and Brahms – appropriately enough, since 22 November is also the feast-day of the patron saint of music, St Cecilia.


At two months, he is baptised in St John’s Church, Lowestoft. At three months, he nearly dies of pneumonia, the first of many illnesses in his life. At eight months, the First World War begins.


Ages 1–2, 1914–16


Britten is called ‘Dear’ so frequently that he comes to believe it is his name. His earliest musical memory is of his mother singing him to sleep.


Age 3, 1916–17


Britten gets his first stage experience – as an elf in a domestic Christmas performance of Cinderella.


Bolsheviks take power in Russia after the October Revolution led by Lenin.





Age 4, 1917–18


Britten has his first piano lessons from his mother.


The poet Wilfred Owen writes ‘Strange Meeting’, which Britten was to set to music as the culmination of his War Requiem four decades later. Owen is killed in action seven days before the armistice ending the First World War.


Age 5, 1918–19


Britten, ‘with madly curly hair and pink tights’, plays Tom, the boy chimney sweep, in a local production of The Water Babies – thirty years before writing his own opera The Little Sweep.


He writes his earliest known composition: ‘Do you no that my Daddy has gone to London today’ (for two voices and piano).


Age 6, 1919–20


Britten writes his first stage work: a play, ‘The Royal Falily’ (sic), with a short musical interlude.


Age 7, 1920–1


Britten goes to his first school, Southolme, a short walk from his home, and begins piano lessons with Miss Ethel Astle.


Age 8, 1921–2


Britten passes his Associated Board piano examination at Elementary grade with honours in July, and his parents give him a book of Chopin Polonaises as a reward.


Age 9, 1922–3


Britten is given A Dictionary of Musical Terms for his birthday by his Uncle Willie. He writes a song, Beware!, which later becomes his earliest composition to be published. He starts viola lessons with Audrey Alston – a rare choice of instrument for one so young, who has not first taken up the violin. But it was also the instrument of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Dvořák, Vaughan Williams, Hindemith and Bridge.


He joins South Lodge preparatory school in Lowestoft.


Age 10, 1923–4


Britten’s parents give him Beethoven’s thirty-two piano sonatas (edited by Liszt and arranged in order of difficulty) for his birthday. Miss Alston takes him to an orchestral concert in Norwich, where the composer Frank Bridge conducts his suite The Sea. Britten is ‘knocked sideways’.


Age 11, 1924–5


Britten acquires his first orchestral miniature score: Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ Symphony. This is followed by Beethoven’s 5th and 6th Symphonies, Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite, and the Overture to Wagner’s opera Tannhäuser. He also acquires the complete Chopin Waltzes and a vocal score of Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius.


Age 12, 1925–6


Britten’s father sends the BBC the ninety-one-page full score of his son’s Ouverture Never Prepared for orchestra. (It is not known how the BBC responded.) Benjamin collects the scores of Schubert’s ‘Unfinished’ Symphony, the overtures to Mozart’s operas The Marriage of Figaro and The Magic Flute, and to Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg and Lohengrin. Miss Astle gives him a different edition of the complete Beethoven piano sonatas. He passes his Advanced level Associated Board exam with honours.


Age 13, 1926–7


Britten becomes head boy of South Lodge school. He also writes his first symphony (in D minor): 117 pages of full score for a vast orchestra, including eight horns and an oboe d’amore. At the Norwich Triennial Festival he meets Frank Bridge, who looks over his recent compositions and offers him lessons. Bridge also suggests piano lessons with Harold Samuel in London.
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