


A short biography

Edward Benjamin Britten was probably the greatest British
composer since Purcell and one of the few 20 ™ century British
composers to gain a truly worldwide reputation as composer, pianist
and even as a conductor. He was the first British ~ composer to be
made a Life Peer.

Born 22 Nov 1913 in Lowestoft, Suffolk  dfittingly his birthday fell
on the feast of St Cecillia, patron saint of musicians.

His mother was a keen amateur musician and it was clear to her
e I R e M R A B B e e e

talent.



A short biography

By the age of 10 he had composed over 220 works of various kinds
some of which he edited later for performance and / or publication.

Aged 9 he started to learn the viola with Audrey Alston, a friend of
hi s motheros, who was to play a pi \

The viola remained an I mportant | ng:¢
life and his music often includes interesting textures created with
the string section of the orchestra.



A short biography

Audrey Alston took the 10 year old Britten to the Norwich Triennial

Fesl i val Where e heard a per it or may
suite 0lThe Sead conducted by the ¢€Coc
st dewayso and b made a - lbast i ng g

In 1927 Frank Bridge again attended the Norwich Festival and was
staying with his friend, Audrey Alston. Bridge was reluctantly
persuaded to see Benjamin.

He immediately realised that the 13 year -old was exceptional and
agreed to take him on as a pupil. He also recommended that he
should have piano lessons with the pianist Harold Samuel in London.

Bridge remained a major influence on Britten.



A short biography

At sixteen Britten won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music.

He studied composition with John Ireland, whom he admired but often
found difficult to work with, and piano with Arthur Benjamin.

He was frustrated by the lack of interest at the RCM in the kind of
music that he wished to write, but continued to enjoy lessons with
Bridge wWho encouraged him to 1 nd h

o o e i  a aa
hi-s age. e bag ol vbelb-ng ot o0 ¢l e
Another problem he faced both at the RCM and later was that

performers, even professionals, often found his music too difficult to

play even to the extent of rioting in rehearsal



A short biography

Britten first came to public attention with the acappellac hor al w
Boy Was Bornd6é which was broadcast b

Thi s was foll owed by a®RuoantdsyeOp 020 ,hibs
chosen by the International Society for Contemporary Music for
performance at their Festival in Florence that year.

This brought Britten even more attention from musicians not only in
the UK but in Europe.



A short biography

Brititen rejected Tt e [ yprecal 0 En
Elgar and Vaughan Wil l i ams. He
much in vogue at the time and of the way these composers were using
folk music.

Whilst he never really embraced atonal music he was influenced by
Schoenberg and his pupil Alban Berg with whom Britten had hoped to
study.

gl |
di s

Nevertheless his music often used unusual harmonies and melodic lines.

He was happy to incorporate many styles and influences in his own
music.



Britten and Auden

Between 1934 -1938 Britten spent most of his time writing music for
cinema, theatre and radio amounting to more than 50 scores.

In 1935 he started to work with the legendary GPO film unit where he
was required to produce music for the soundtracks of their short
documentary films.

They required him to work very quickly and with minimal resources 6
something that was to be very helpful later on.

It was here that he met the poet and intellectual, W. H.Auden who
supplied the narrative for the films - their most famous collaboration
was ONight Mail 0.



Britten and Auden

Auden introduced Britten to many influential artists d poets,

playwrights etc.

He al so wrote many poems which Br i
A e R i T e

Britten met Peter Pears at around this time. Their friendship
developed into a unique lifelong musical and loving partnership.

By 1938 Auden had decided to go to America and persuaded Britten
and Pears to join him. Both had strongly held pacifist views and felt
that Europe was heading for disaster.

They also felt that moving to America would give them the opportunity
to develop their musical careers.



To America and back again
1939-1942

Britten gained in stature as both a pianist and composer during the
American years but by 1941 was becoming very homesick.

He and Pears decided to return to England and face the criticism
that was inevitable, as conscientious objectors. They avoided prison
but were required to travel the country giving recitals.

Wit e e o nth ol e e nd of t he w
e

was controversially premiered atthenewlyre -opened Sad| r



Opera

It was an unexpected and resounding success and Britten leapt to
International fame.

For the next fifteen years he devoted much of his compositional
attention to writing operas, several of which now appear regularly on
iInternational stages.

Britten single -handedly had revived English opera which had stagnated
since the days of Purcell......

..... But this is another story!



The legacy

Britten remained a controversial figure during his lifetime and after
his death: criticised for his pacifism at a time of war, disliked by
many for his homosexuality, envied by some of his contemporaries
for his success and in recent years scrutinised for his predilection
for young boys.

However we might see him, his music has stood the test of time.
Its popularity is greater now than in the last decade of his life, and
new young performers are keen to interpret his work afresh now
that Peter Pears is no longer its chief exponent.



Bri ttenns voea

Mamy “of Bt it bt enbs COmMpOsST I I ORNS o«

When he and Peter Pears became a partnership they gave many
recitals which included pieces specifically written for Pears, whose
voice Britten loved as well his ability to interpret words in a very
beautiful and meaningful way.

From an early age, Britten was a master when it came to setting
words to music. He spent hours searching for suitable poems to
use.

Over 170 solo songs exist in his output making him the greatest
writer of art songs since Purcell.



Bri ttenns voea

nes gl i Pl e RGN bl e ok o Y

to the English language a brilliance, freedom and vitality that
have been curiously rare since th

When asked from whom he had learned to set English poetry to
music he said oPurcell o.



Exampl es ol BrT |

We shall listen first to 4 contrasting examples of his songs:

OBewar eo0

Quatre Chansons Francaises (1928) 06 Sagesseo0
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BRITISH COMPOSERS

BRITTEN
The Heart of the Matter

Early Songs - Purcell Realizations
Serenade - Now sleeps the crimson petal
Rossini Suite - Folk Song Arrangements

Neil Mackie
Sir Peter Pears - Barry Tuckwell
Roger Vignoles
Scottish Chamber Orchestra - Steuart Bedford

CLASS!(




Quatre Chansons Francaises

-

Written in 1928

Britten cQuaie Chansbnsbrancaisesd f or hi gh v o

orchestra at the age of 14, although it was not published until after
his death.

He never heard it performed.



Quatre ChansonsFrancaises
0Sagesseo

-

We will hearthe2 ™Mo f t hes eSagessedgs, O

Listen for the luxurious textures in the music.

The harmonic progressions are fairly conventional, but notice the
wonderful use of the oboe and the semi -tonal motive at the beginning

which later intensifies the despair in the lyrics



Quatre Chansons Francaises

-

Settings of 4 poems of Victor Hugo and Verlaine, this was his first
song-cycle with orchestra.

They were a present to his parents on their 27 ™ wedding anniversary.

| Al most all of Brittenos WOrks were
particular people]



Quatre ChansonsFrancaises

-

The expressive woodwind writing and sense of form of each poem are
of an astonishing maturity.

There is also evidence of the beginnings of his lifelong preoccupation
with the 6l o9Ds. of innocence



Quatre Chansons Francaises

-

It Is clear that Britten already had a good understanding of late
Romantic and early 20 " century music.

They may show influences such as Debussy and Ravel, and even Berg
pbut the | pventi on and | magl hati ve



REQUIEM
SUITE O
‘A TIME T
BALLAD
ARNIVAI
/E GREAT
MEN AN AMERICAN OVERTURF

OCCASIONAL OVERTURE




OMan 1| s wioomma nt Mrﬁ(

This 1 s a oOrealisationd of a song

g o Britten has completed the ha
a pilano accompani ment based on t ha
the original.

Purcell would have used a sort of short hand to indicate the
harmonies he intended, but allowing for a variety of instruments to be
used and with some improvisation.



OMan 1|1 s wloomma nt Mrﬁ(

Britten has created a piano accompaniment of considerable virtuosity
and the effect is quite different from what would have been heard in

Pl e ol O e

..... but the result is an exciting and enjoyable piece, to be used o)
often as an encore 0 in recitals with Peter Pears.



BRITISH COMPOSERS

BRITTEN
The Heart of the Matter

Early Songs - Purcell Realizations
Serenade - Now sleeps the crimson petal
Rossini Suite - Folk Song Arrangements

Neil Mackie
Sir Peter Pears - Barry Tuckwell
Roger Vignoles
Scottish Chamber Orchestra - Steuart Bedford

CLASS!(




O Waly, Waly

-

This is an arrangement of a well known folk song.

Britten created many arrangements of folk music both for voice and
piano and also with orchestral accompaniment to make them suitable

for the concert hall

Notice how different this is from the style used by Vaughan
Williams and others of his time.






THE BRITISH MUSIC COLLECTION

ENGLISH FOLKSONGS

The foggy, foggy dew - Sally in our alley + Early one morning
The ash grove - The minstrel boy - The last rose of summer

Peter Pears - Benjamin Britten




Mor e on Britte.]i

-

We will listen to extracts from the following:
dMissa Brevis 0
ORej ol ce iOn t he Lamb

And | at erFluddédoNoy e s



dlissa Brevis O !
)

This is a short 3 -part setting for boys voices and organ, and now
part of the cathedral repertoire.

It was first performed in 1959 in Westminster Cathedral, marking

the retirement of George Malcolm as organist and choirmaster
there.

Like many of his works it is challenging to sing, but is one of
Br it e h s TS hest Sl o0 Wi T G



Missa Brevis : Gloria l‘]

We s hal hear e oG ot a0

Britten transforms the plainsong chant into a jazzy piece with a
tricky 7/8 syncopation.

It includes some marvellous harmonies and as always the matching
of the words to the music is masterly.



Mor e opn B I It e o

Britten enriched the music of Christianity with inspired
comment ari es and unconventional T ¢
L ambo Na g dludded .

However he wrote little for the standard cathedral service
repertoire.



v 4 Enghsh Choral Music  sssao

BRITTEN

Rejoice in the Lamb
Hymn to St Cecilia

Missa Brevis

and other choral works

Choir of St John's College,
Cambridge

Christopher Robinson
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We shall hear an extract: JeoiReyro | )

This unusual cantata is a setting of a text suggested to Britten by
Auden during the American stay.

Written in 1943 for chorus, 4 soloists and organ.

The text is a rather bizarre 18 ™ century poem by Christopher
Smart who spent 7 years in a lunatic asylum.



Rejoice In The Lamb

-

Rather than questioning the apparently mad ideas of Smart and
being embarrassed by his eccentric utterances, Britten sets the
words in such a way as to convince us that it is quite natural to
praise God for his creation and creatures such as cats and mice ...

... and portrays Smart as a visionary rather than a madman

e sten o T he o agan por P ravienog



v 4 Enghsh Choral Music  sssao

BRITTEN

Rejoice in the Lamb
Hymn to St Cecilia

Missa Brevis

and other choral works

Choir of St John's College,
Cambridge

Christopher Robinson
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From the time Britten and Pears boarded the ship to take them home
after their 3 year stay in America, (1939  -42), Britten found he
ocouldnot stop the fl|l ow of musi coO.

| t was o0n
f

the journey that he wr ot
Car ol so Bt e B V O

-
0 e |l ces and harp

He wWas  al so mappin
0 |

Gri meso® which wou
Brittenos career .

g ouUt his it deas
b ran st orm e



Bl [t e 65 HOSt P

During the 12 -15 years after his return to Suffolk from America,
Britten wWwrote some of his most | mp
Personods Guide to the Orchestrao a

A e TS e A T e

At the age of 30 (in 1943 -4) he began a lifelong recording
relationship with Decca.

He also established with others the English Opera Group (1946) and
with Peter Pears the Aldeburgh Festival (1948) o the latter
remaining an important international festival.



Hymn to Saint Cecilia

We shall hear the whole of this work:

It is a setting for unaccompanied chorus of three very different
poems written for Britten by Auden at the time he was
contemplating returning to England.

It was to be the last and probably the best collaboration
between Auden and Britten.

The first poem has a feeling of serenity.
The second of mercurial lightness

The third hints at the lost innocence theme that Britten was
to return to so often.

-



Hymn to Saint Cecilia

There are three sections and a refrain:
The work starts with an invocation to the muse:

‘Blessed Cecilia/Appear in visions to all musicians/Appear and
Inspire”.

Britten uses this as a refrain throughout piece.

The first section is very similar to the refrain, based around the
E phrygian scale and with the same melody. The gentle rocking
between the keys of E major and C major are progression often
used by Britten.

-



Hymn to Saint Cecilia

-

The second section is a scherzo with a modified fugue form.

]t I s a Obreathl ess scampero6 exempl
music 0 but very difficult to sing!

The third section is more lyrical, with solos in each voice describing
a different instrument, traditional in odes to St. Cecilia.

The several key changes subside eventually into a final E major
chord spread across 3 octaves.



Serenade for Tenor Horn and Strings

oPastoral s .J]

We shall hear the 1stsonginthecycle 66 The dayds-@r owr
setting of a poem by the 17 ™ century poet Charles Cotton.

1943

The languid feel of the music could conjure up a picture of a
Constable landscape.

T ooy e g a0 e o
while the tenor solo is given an elegiac melody.

[Do try to listen to the whole of this wonderful work!]



Serenade for Tenor Horn and Strings

-

1943

Britten wrote this undisputed masterpiece for Peter Pears to sing
with the horn player Dennis Brain, together with a small string
orchestra.

As in so many other works, his scoring is unusual, but so very
effective.

He specified the natural, valveless horn utilising the natural

hat-monl cs ol -t he P hstribment  Whitch
OEpilogued that Dbegin and end T he
haunting sound.

[Do try to listen to the whole of this wonderful work!]



Noevyeos FI i1ad6e

This cantata was completed in
December 1957 and first
performed in 1958 in Orford
Church, Suffolk, during the 14
Aldeburgh Festival.

| t Il S Brittenos
elaborate work for children.

He based his church parable on a
Chester Miracle play, a form of
medieval drama using church
liturgy with the addition of

dialogue and dramatic action.



Novyeoas F | udob]

The story tells of Noah ( Noye) and the building of the ark.

We shall hear a small extract from a recording made at the first
performance:

The ark is built and the Voice of Gad is heard warning them that
the flood is coming.

Noyeencourages his relbuctant witlbe
ark and then from the back of the church we hear the buglers
heralding the arrival of the animals.



plo v e 0 = P | udcb]

N o y ecltildren in turn
point out each group to
Noye as they appear,
marching towards the
ark singing
0 Ky elaiseno
and then enter the ark.




Noyeos Fl udde

It is scored in such a way as to
iIncorporate both amateur and
Rr O Bs s oAl sl

e. Britten was
include amateurs in music
making, and here he even
produced violin parts that were
graded.

In the first performance the
orchestra numbered some 150
players.



Local children
from Suffolk In
ONoyebos

First

performance in
1958




Noevyeos FI i1ad6e

The orchestra includes a solo string
guintet, piano duet, bugles,
recorders, a large body of tutti
strings, handbells and an array of
percussion instruments such as sand
paper bl ocksée

ee and famously, a
strung from string and struck with a
wooden spoon to imitate the sound of
raindrops.

Brittenos early exp
iImprovising with limited resources at
e SR M e
here!




Noyeos Fl udde

Most of the vocal parts are written
for children although adults are
reqguired for the 0Voice of Godo ( a
speaking part), N o y ewdes g‘a'&‘ " |
(contralto) and Noye himself (bass - '
baritone).

Children play the parts of the
ani mal s e.

o RS
animals for the first performance

and they must have had a great time

as they processed through the body

of the churchelsisonbgi ng O0Kyri e



Noevyeos FI i1ad6e
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ee. . O
strong to saveo.

This is somewhat reminiscent of the singing of some of the
E RG]l s hu a0 T OROT g an -






