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A short biography

Edward Benjamin Britten was probably the greatest British 
composer since Purcell and one of the few 20 th 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 ðfittingly his birthday fell 
on the feast of St Cecilia, patron saint of musicians.

His mother was a keen amateur musician and it was clear to her 
from early in Benjaminõs childhood that he had an unusual musical 
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 
his motherõs, who was to play a pivotal role in Brittenõs career. 

The viola remained an important instrument throughout Brittenõs 
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 
Festival where he heard a performance of Frank Bridgeõs orchestral 
suite õThe Seaõ conducted by the composer.  This piece ôknocked him 
sidewaysõ and it made a lasting impression on him.

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 who encouraged him to find his own ôvoiceõ.

Brittenõs work was considered by critics as ôtoo cleverõ for someone of 
his age.  The tag of being õtoo cleverõ was to bug him for many years.  

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 a cappella choral work ôA 
Boy Was Bornõ which was broadcast by the BBC in February 1934.

This was followed by another of his pieces, his ôPhantasy Op 2õ, being 
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

Britten rejected the typical ôEnglishõ style of music as represented by 
Elgar and Vaughan Williams.  He disliked much of the ôpastoralõ style 
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.  

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 ð
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 ôNight Mailõ.



Britten and Auden

Auden introduced Britten to many influential artists ðpoets, 
playwrights etc.

He also wrote many poems which Britten set to music including ôOur 
Hunting Fathersõ one of Brittenõs early successes. 

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.

Within a month of the end of the war, Brittenõs opera ôPeter Grimesõ 
was controversially premiered at the newly re -opened Sadlerõs Wells.



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 
international 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.



Brittenõs vocal music

Many of Brittenõs compositions are settings of poems for the voice.

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.



Brittenõs vocal music

One of Brittenõs ambitions as a young man was to òtry to restore 
to the English language a brilliance, freedom and vitality that 
have been curiously rare since the death of Purcelló.  

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



Examples of Brittenõs vocal music

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

·ôBewareõ

·Quatre Chansons Françaises (1928) ðôSagesseõ

·ôMan is for the woman madeõ (Purcell arr. Britten)

·õO Waly, Walyõ (Somerset Folk song arr. Britten)



òBewareó

1922

A setting of a 
Longfellow poem 

written when 
Britten was about 

9-10 years old.

[This recording is by Neil Mackie (tenor) with Roger Vignoles (piano)]





Quatre Chansons Françaises

Written in 1928

Britten composed ôQuatre Chansons Françaisesõ for high voice and 
orchestra at the age of 14, although it was not published until after 
his death.  

He never heard it performed.



Quatre ChansonsFrançaises
õSagesseõ

We will hear the 2 nd of these songs, ôSagesseõ.

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 .

[This recording is by Jill Gomez (soprano) with the City of
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra/Simon Rattle



Quatre Chansons Françaises

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 th wedding anniversary.

[Almost all of Brittenõs works were written for a specific occasion  or 
particular people]



Quatre ChansonsFrançaises

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 ôloss of innocenceõ.



Quatre Chansons Françaises

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

They may show influences such as Debussy and Ravel, and even Berg 
but the invention and imaginative insight are recognisably Brittenõs.





ôMan is for the woman madeõ

This is a ôrealisationõ of a song written by Purcell 

ði.e. Britten has completed the harmony of Purcellõs song by providing 
a piano accompaniment based on that indicated in the ôfigured bassõ of 
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.  



ôMan is for the woman madeõ

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

.....but the result is an exciting and enjoyable piece, to be used ð
often as an encore ðin recitals with Peter Pears. 

[This recording is by Neil Mackie (tenor) with Roger Vignoles (piano)]





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. 



O Waly , Waly

In this case the piano 
accompaniment is modest in 

comparison with the Purcell but 
very effective in creating the 
atmosphere of the narrative. 

Here Britten accompanies Peter 
Pears and it is an example of 
Brittenõs  wonderful skill as an 

accompanist.

It also shows Pears at his prime 
in interpreting the words and 

music.





More on Brittenõs vocal music

We will listen to extracts from the following:

· ôMissa Brevisõ

· ôRejoice in the Lambõ

· And later, ôNoyes Fluddeõ



ôMissa Brevisõ

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 
Brittenõs finest scores, with an unmistakable sonority.



Missa Brevis : Gloria

We shall hear the ôGloriaõ.

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.

This recording is by the Choir Of St. John's College Cambridge / Christopher Robinson



More on Brittenõs vocal music

Britten enriched the music of Christianity with inspired 
commentaries and unconventional texts, such as ôRejoice in the 
Lambõ and ôNoyeõsFluddeõ.

However he wrote little for the standard cathedral service 
repertoire.





ôRejoice in the Lambõ

We shall hear an extract: ôFor I Will Consider My Cat Jeoffrey õ

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 th 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 .

Listen for the organ portraying the catõs movements.

This recording is by the Choir Of St. John's College Cambridge / Christopher Robinson





Brittenõs most productive years

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 
ôcouldnõt stop the flow of musicõ.

It was on the journey that he wrote his celebrated ôCeremony of 
Carolsõ for treble voices and harp and  the ôHymn to St Ceciliaõ.

He was also mapping out his ideas for his first major opera ôPeter 
Grimesõ which would transform the world of English opera as well as 
Brittenõs career.



Brittenõs most productive years

During the 12 -15 years after his return to Suffolk from America, 
Britten wrote some of his most important works, including the ôYoung 
Personõs Guide to the Orchestraõ and the ôSerenade for Tenor, Horn 
and Stringsõ.

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) ðthe 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. 

It is a ôbreathless scamperõ exemplifying Brittenõs skill in really fast 
music ðbut 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. 

This recording is by the Choir Of St. John's College Cambridge / Christopher Robinson



Serenade for Tenor Horn and Strings
ôPastoralõ

1943

We shall hear the 1st song in the cycle ðôThe dayõs grown oldõ  - a 
setting of a poem by the 17 th century poet Charles Cotton.

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

Throughout the ôPastoralõ the horn plays in simple diatonic phrases 
while the tenor solo is given an elegiac melody.

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

[This recording is by Neil Mackie with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra/ Steuart Bedford]    



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 
harmonics of the instrument which particularly in the ôPrologueõ and 
ôEpilogueõ that begin and end the work, create a disconcerting and 
haunting sound.

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



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

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

Aldeburgh Festival.  

It is Brittenõs most extended and 
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.



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

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.  

Noye encourages his reluctant wife and her ôGossipsõ to enter the 
ark and then from the back of the church we hear the buglers 
heralding the arrival of the animals.



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

Noyeõschildren in turn 
point out each group to 
Noye as they appear, 
marching towards the 

ark singing 

ôKyrie eleisonõ 

and then enter the ark.



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

It is scored in such a way as to 
incorporate both amateur and 
professional musicians é 

é. Britten was very keen to 
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.



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

Local children 
from Suffolk in 

ôNoyeõs Fludde ô

First 
performance in 

1958



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

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

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

Brittenõs early experience of 
improvising with limited resources at 
the GPO Film Unit came into itõs own 
here!



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

Most of the vocal parts are written 
for children although adults are 
required for the ôVoice of Godõ (a 
speaking part), Noyeõswife 
(contralto) and Noye himself (bass -
baritone).

Children play the parts of the 
animals é.

éé..Britten used over 30 pairs of 
animals for the first performance 
and they must have had a great time 
as they processed through the body 
of the church singing ôKyrie eleisonõ



Noyeõs Fludde 1958

As in his ôSaint Nicolasõ cantata the congregation participates in 
the singing of hymns during the performance  é..

éé..  e.g. ôLord Jesus think on meõ  and later ôEternal Father 
strong to saveõ.  

This is somewhat reminiscent of the singing of some of the 
chorales by the congregation in Bachõs Passions.




