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ABSTRACT 

Benjamin Britten was commissioned by the BBC to write 

music for a radio broadcast on Michaelmas (September 29) in 

1937. This was to be Britten's second work in the field of 

radio incidental music and in contrast to many earlier BBC 

radio programs he was the only composer for the Michaelmas 

broadcast. 

The document concentrates on the musical content of 

the eleven movements of The Company of Heaven, the source 

of the spoken and sung texts assembled by Richard Ellis 

Roberts, the compositiona~ techniques found in select works 

written by Britten from 1930-1937 that influenced the 

content of The Company of Heaven, and the influence that 

The Company of Heaven had on subsequent select compositions 

during the next ten years. 

7 



STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Benjamin Britten was commissioned by the BBC to write 

music for a radio broadcast on Michaelmas in 1937. The 

texts for the broadcast were assembled by Richard Ellis 

Roberts and gave Britten an opportunity to compose music in 

contrasting dramatic and contemplative moods. 

This was to be his second work in the field of radio 

incidental music and in contrast to many earlier BBC radio 

programs he was the only composer for the Michae1mas 

broadcast. Since Britten was responsible for the music of 

the entire broadcast, did he attempt to organize or unite 

the composition using motivic devices? Was Britten 

influenced by the techniques he used in earlier 

compositions? Did Britten use techniques found in 

8 

The Company of Heaven in later compositions? Did Britten 

write unique or unusual music for the chorus or orchestra to 

interpret the texts? Was this piece revolutionary in the 

development of Britten's compositional style? 

Through the study of selected scores, review of 

scholarly literature pertaining to Britten's compositional 

style and observations of The Company of Heaven, the study 

will try to answer the questions which have been raised 

above. 
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NEED FOR THE STUDY 

Since the first performance of The Company of Heaven in 

1937, there has not been a complete presentation of this 

radio cantata until the 1989 Aldeburgh Festival. There was 

a partial performance of the work in a concert version in 

1956 which was also broadcast on the BBC. The one American 

performance of this work was presented in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota in December of 1989. 

Up to this time, there has been no scholarly study of 

The Company of Heaven. An article has been published in The 

Musical Times (see page 28) that deals mainly with the 

circumstances surrounding the commission and performance of 

the cantata, and only briefly with the musical content of 

the work. 

Britten did write a substantial amount of incidental 

music for the theatre, for films, and for radio broadcasts. 

Much of this music is unpublished and therefore rarely 

studied. When some pieces are mentioned, they are seldom 

related to his other compositions. This study is the first 

to analyze an example of incidental music. 



LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The limited availability of published incidental 

music restricts access to any analytical comparison of 

10 

The Company of Heaven and Britten's other incidental music. 

Because of this restriction, The Company of Heaven was 

compared to a selection of the composer's more obtainable 

published works. Care has been taken however not to neglect 

the available sources concerning incidental music. 
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study will analyze the techniques that Benjamin 

Britten used in writing The Company of Heaven, and to 

compare these techniques to his other compositions, 

particularly the works written before this piece and those 

composed within a ten-year period after this work, in order 

to identify his style. 
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CHAPTER I 

BENJAMIN BRITTEN 

Edward Benjamin Britten was born on November 22, 1913 

at 21 Kirkley Cliff Road, Lowestoft, England, the youngest 

child of Robert and Edith Britten. He rec.eived his earliest 

musical training from his mother who was an active amateur 

singer and secretary of the Lowestoft Choral Society. 

Through his mother's association with the choral society, 

Britten was exposed to choral concerts and also to singers 

who came to Lowestoft for performances. 

Britten began viola lessons with Audrey Alston of 

Norwich at age ten, and met Frank Bridge through 

Audrey Alston. In 1927 Britten received composition 

lessons with Bridge in London at Bridge's home at Friston, 

England during school holidays. This association with Frank 

Bridge was a major influence on Britten's compositional 

style and technique. Bridge instilled in Britten two 

principles concerning composition and being a professional 

musician: 

One was that you should try to find yourself and be 
true to what you found. The other--obvious1y connected 
with it--was his scrupulous attention to good 
technique, the business of saying what was in one's 
mind. 1 

1Benjamin Britten, "Britten Looking Back", 
Musical America (February 1964), p. 4. 
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Britten won an open scholarship to the Royal College of 

Music, London in 1930. This was also the year in which he 

wrote A Hymn to the Virgin. During his studies at the RCM, 

he took composition lessons with John Ireland and piano 

lessons from Arthur Benjamin and Harold Samuel. 

Britten's first substantial instrumental piece, 

Sinfonietta, Ope 1, was written in 1932 and it was 

premiered in the following year. 1933 was also the year of 

his first major choral work, A Boy Was Born, Ope 3. 

Britten was keenly aware of new developments in music, 

particularly the works of Alban Berg. He heard a radio 

broadcast of Wozzeck in 1934 and later visited Vienna, but 

his intentions of studying with Berg were thwarted by his 

family and teachers at the RCM in spite of Bridge's 

encouragement. 

He intervened, with no greater success, when the 
question arose of my going on to study with Berg. I'd 
finished at the College with a small traveling 
scholarship and wanted to go to Vienna. Bridge greatly 
admired Berg. But when the College was told, coolness 
arose. I think, but can't be sure, that the director, 
Sir Hugh Allen, put a spike in the wheel. At any rate, 
when I said at home during the holidays, "I am going to 
study with Berg, aren't I?" the answer was afirm "No, 
dear." Pressed, my mother said, "He's not a -good 
influence," which I suspected came from Allen. There 
was at that time an almost moral pr.ejudice against 
serial music--which makes one smile today! I think 
also that there was some confusion in my parent's 
minds--thinking that "not a good influence" meant 
morally, not musically. They had been disturbed by 
traits of rebelliousness and unconventionality which 
I had shown in my later school days.2 

2Britten, "Britten Looking Back", p. 6. 
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An important development in Britten's career happened 

in 1935 when he began associations with the General Post 

Office Film Unit, Group Theatre, and Left Theatre companies 

in London. His career in incidental music commenced with 

music for the films The King's .Stamp and Coal Face; and for 

the theatre Timon of Athens and Easter 1916. This was also 

an important year in that he met W. H. Auden who was a great 

influence both professionally and personally. 

Britten continued to write incidental music for the GPO 

Film Unit and the theatre, and in 1936 he completed his 

first major song cycle, Our Hunting Fathers, Ope 8, based 

on poetry selected by W. H. Auden. 

1937 was a pivotal year in Britten's life. His mother 

died in January; he wrote Variations on a Theme of Frank 

Bridge, Ope 10 and On This Island, Ope 11; he began his 

life-long fri~~aship with Peter Pears; and he composed his 

first incidental music for radio--King Arthur, Hadrian's 

Wall, and The Company of Heaven were all composed for BBC 

broadcasts. 

Peter Pears and Britten left England for the United 

States in reaction to the growing tensions throughout Europe 

in 1939. While in the United States, Britten wrote a number 

of important works including his Violin Concerto, Ope 15 

(1939); Les Illuminations, Ope 18 (1939); Sinfonia da 

Requiem, Ope 20 (1940); and his first opera, Paul Bunyan, 

Ope 17 (1941). 



Britten and Pears returned to England in 1942, and on 

the Atlantic crossing he wrote two important choral works; 

Hymn to St. Cecilia, Ope 27, and A Ceremony of Carols, 

Ope 28. By this time, vocal works, accompanied and 

unaccompanied, were the bulk of his compositional output. 

15 

Britten established himself as a composer of opera with 

his production of Peter Grimes, Ope 33 in 1945. This was 

followed by the chamber operas, The Rape of Lucretia, Ope 37 

(1946) and Albert Herring, Ope 39 (1947), and the 

foundation of the English Opera Group to present these 

works. 

The first Aldeburgh Festival was held in June of 1948 

and his participation in subsequent festivals was to become 

a major part of his life as a performer and composer until 

his death. Britten continued to write major works for the 

stage and concert hall with Billy Budd, Ope 50 (1951), and 

War Requiem, Ope 66 (1961) among the highlights of his 

career. 

In 1976, Britten was created a life peer, Baron Britten 

of Aldeburgh in the County of Suffolk, and on December 4 of 

that year he died at the Red House in Aldeburgh. 3 

3 Information complied from The New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, s.v. "Britten, Benjamin," 
by Peter Evans; and John Wells Jennings, "The Influence of 
W. H. Auden on Benjamin Britten" (D.M.A. Thesis, University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1979), pp. 19-39. 
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CHAPTER II 

OVERVIEW OF SELECTED COMPOSITIONS 1930-1937 

Britten began to compose at an early age, writing many 

songs for voice and piano including "Oh, That I'd Ne'er 

been Married" and "Beware!" from 1922-3. As he progressed 

in his musical training, he also continued to write more 

complex music. During the years 1924-30, before he attended 

the Royal College of Music, Britten expanded his oeuvre to 

include chamber, choral and orchestral works, as well as 

more music for the voice and the piano. Much of this 

early music has remained unpublished. 

In 1930 Britten composed an anthem which is his first 

well-known choral piece, A Hymn to the Virgin. This is the 

first example of Britten's acute awareness in dealing with 

the text. He chose an anonymous macaronic text, circa 1300, 

from the Oxford Book of English Verse. The form of the 

piece is derived from the text. The antiphonal effect, one 

of many English choral techniques, is established with 

Choir I singing the English text and Choir II (may be a 

semi-choir or solo quartet) singing the Latin text. 

The Latin text functions as a commentary on the English 

text, and Britten makes each pair of choral phrases 

harmonically related and musically united. The harmony for 
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the entire piece is influenced by modal ideas, but not to 

the extent of his later works. 

Sinfonietta, Ope 1 was written in 1932 and is 

representative of his development as a composer. By this 

time, Britten had been studying composition with Frank 

Bridge and John Ireland, and had been exposed to the music 

of Bartok and Schoenberg. Erwin Stein suggests that 

Schoenberg's first Chamber Symphony was an influence on 

Britten's Ope 1. The influence is not found in the harmonic 

language or scoring, but in the exposition of motives, the 

inter-relationship between motives, the development of 

motives, and the way in which elements of the "horizontal" 

melody are reflected in the "v~rtical" harmony.4 

Of these techniques, the one that was assimilated most 

effectively into Britten's style was motivic development 

and manipulation. It frequently appears in Britten's work 

as some form of variation. In Sinfonietta, the second 

movement, entitled "Variations;" the melody or motive is the 

basis of the piece and other elements are varied; typical of 

Britten's standard use of the variation technique. 

In Sinfonietta, Britten's use of the interval of a 

seventh and its inversion, the second, reveals the 

beginning of a harmonic and melodic trademark of Britten's 

4Erwin Stein, "The Symphonies," in Benjamin Britten 
a Commentary on His Works from a Group of Specialists, ed. 
by Donald Mi tchell and Hans Keller, (New York: 
Philisophical Library, Inc., 1953), p. 247. 
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style. 5 The use of the interval of a second can be traced 

to the use of expressive appoggiaturas in the nineteenth-

century English organ tradition through the music of Parry. 

Elgar also used the second, as did Delius and Ireland in the 

folk-influenced pentatonic harmony found in their works. 

The most direct influence would be found in the use of the 

interval by Frank Bridge, to whom Sinfonietta is dedicated. 6 

Britten composed his choral variations, A Boy Was Born, 

Op. 3, in 1933. In this piece, he again used the variation 

technique with the entire work evolving from the opening 

four-note motiv~ (Figure 1). 

Lento 

Figure 1. A Boy Was Born, measures 1-4. 7 

The work consists of the statement of the theme in movement 

I and six variations. In each of the variations the four-

note motive is the basic material used, but it is inverted, 

repeated, re-harmonized, and transposed. Britten's use of 

5 stein, "The Symphonies," p. 249. 

6Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten, (London: 
J.M. Dent & Sons, 1979), p. 19. 

7 Benjamin Britten, A Boy Was Born, (London: Boosey & 
Hawkes, 1933). 
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Figure 2. A Boy Was Born, measures 1-12.8 

A Boy Was Born also serves as an early example of other 

ideas that Britten used in later works. In Variation II, 

"Herod," modal influences are still heard in the harmonic 

structure, but now he fluctuates between major/minor 

tonalities, with sections in major and sections in minor 

8Britten, A Boy Was Born. 
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modes. This tends to create tonal ambiguity which mayor 

may not be resolved. Variation III uses a technique in 

which a single note, here in the soprano voice, is heard 

throughout accompanied by a changing harmonic progression in 

the lower three voices. Britten may have modeled this 

after the one note fantasy from Berg's Wozzeck. Also in 

this work, the prominence of the interval of a second is 

noticeable in Variation V. 

One more development in Britten's technique is his use 

of voices and the variety of sonorities and textures he 

achieves with the voice. A Boy Was Born is scored for 

SSAATTBB mixed choir and four-part boys choir. He utilizes 

many different combinations of voices to explore various 

tone colors and to express the text, which is another 

eclectic collection of poetry with a common idea. 

A Boy Was Born also serves as the first example of 

Britten's control of vocal writing in a virtuosic choral 

medium. Britten begins to use the voices in dramatic ways, 

I.e. writing alto and bass lines in a high tessitura to 

achieve B different vocal color to add to the intensity of 

the moment rather than giving the vocal line to the soprano 

and tenor. His concept of writing for the upper voices 

seems to be influenced by the English boy choir tradition. 

He often writes very close harmonies for divided sopranos, 

in intervals of seconds and thirds, high in their range. 

The effect of purity and clarity is achieved only through a 
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minimum use of vibrato by the singer, and it is very 

difficult for the adult female soprano to achieve the 

precise tuning as a section. 

Simple Symphony, Ope 4 (1934), does not show any 

development in Britten's style, nor is it truly 

representative of his style at this time. The work is 

scored for string orchestra or string quartet. Britten 

notes in the score the source of the thematic material: 

This "Simple Symphony" is entirely based on material 
from works which the composer wrote between the ages of 
nine and twelve. (The actual sources are given in 
footnotes to each movement.) Although the development 
of these themes is in many places quite new, there are 
large stretches of the work which are taken bodily 
from the early pieces--save for the re-scoring for 
strings. 9 

Simple Symphony does show Britten's knowledge of string 

writing with his ability to re-score these earlier works for 

strings without losing its original spirit. A Scherzo 

written for piano in 1924 was the source for Movement II, 

"Playful Pizzicato." He scored the movement with the 

strings playing'pizzicato throughout and in doing so, he 

creates a very effective movement. 

Britten's harmonic language begins to favor modulations 

to third-related keys. In the first movement, he writes a 

modulation from F to 0 (Figure 3). Third-related 

modulations become more important in later works, as well as 

9Benjamin Britten, Simple Symphony, (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1934). 
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how he progresses from one key to the next. Of ten Brit ten's 

third-related modulations will move by step in one voice, 

holding a common tone, or through linear movement. 

,/f, 

, • • I ' , =- pitif -= 
/l 

p 
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Figure 3. Simple Symphony, Movement I, measures 3~-4610 

Britten began his career writing incidental music in 

1935/6 with a ·commission from the General Post Office Film 

Unit for two films, Coal Face (1935) and Night Mail (1936). 

The budget for these films was limited, and Britten had to 

adapt his music to meet the monetary restraints. According 

to Britten: 

lOBritten, Simple Symphony, (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1934). 
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I had to work quickly, to force myself to work when I 
didn't want to and to get used to working in all kinds 
of circumstances •••• 1 had to write scores not for 
large orchestras but for six or seven instruments, and 
to make these instruments make all the effects that 
each film demanded. I also had to be very ingenious 
and try to imitate, not necessarily by musical 
instruments, bUf in the studio, the natural sounds of 
every-day life. 1 

Britten collaborated with W. H. Auden on both of these 

films, using some of his poetry as texts. Both films showed 

Britten's creativity in using limited resources, but 

Coal Face was additionally important because he used a 

chorus to enhance the film. 

Coal Face •••• set out to be a sort of impressionist 
study of the mining world. Ben worked very closely 
with Cavalcanti on the preparation of the soundtrack, 
which included a male chorus reciting from technical 
journals, reports of mining disasters, and lists of the 
various jobs and crafts in the mining industry. He 
also orchestrated some striking non-musical sound 
effects. The centerpiece of the film, however, was 
Ben's setting for female voices of Auden's "Oh, 
lurcher-loving collier, black as night"--a poem 
written especially for the film.12 

Kurt London also expressed the power that the innovative use 

of speaking chorus had on the effectiveness of the musical 

score. 

It is astonishing to observe how, with the most scanty 
material, using only a piano and a speaking chorus, he 
can make us dispense gladly with realistic sounds. 

11 Eric Walter White, Ben amin Britten: His Life and 
Operas, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970 , 
p. 26. 

12Basil Wright, "Britten and Documentary," Musical 
Times, Vol 104 (November, 1963), p. 779. 
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This stylization makes a much stronger impression than 
a normal musical accompaniment. 13 

Other film scores composed at this time include The King's 

Stamp, The Tocher, God's Chillun, and Peace of Britain. 

Our Hunting Fathers, Ope 8, is a symphonic cycle for 

high voice and orchestra written in 1936 using poetry 

selected by W. H. Auden. The texts and music deals with the 

relationship between man and animals, and not only satirized 

the "huntin', shootin', fishin'" segment of English society 

but also indulged in sharp political comment through the 

symbolism implicit in the song "Rat's away!,,14 The work 

premiered at the Norwich Festival with Britten conducting 

the London Philharmonic Orchestra and soprano Sophie Wyss on 

September 25, 1936. 

Britten's experience writing incidental music for films 

begins to reveal itself in the quality of the orchestral and 

vocal music. An immediate influence is seen in the 

dramatic quality his writing has achieved, and the wide 

range of vocal and instrumental techniques he uses to 

interpret the texts. The virtuosic writing for both the 

orchestra and voice show Britten's increasing ability to 

write effective, idiomatic music. 

The cycle continues Britten's use of a motive to unite 

13White, Britten: His Life and Operas, p. 26. 

14Michael Kennedy, Britten, (London: J. M. Dent & 
Sons, Ltd.), p. 21. 



the work through developments and transformations of the 

motive. The motive is not the sole thematic idea, but it 

does function as the main unifying idea (Figure 4). 

Largam"nte 

Ore 

Figure 4. 

f-=:: l~ntu 
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0 pride so hos -llle to our 
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'""· rit. 

f-

Our Hunting Fathers, measures 18-21 15 

1936 was also the year in which Britten began what 

25 

appears to be another trademark in his style. In a majority 

of works written from this time to the end of his career, he 

includes a movement designated as a "march," and often 

they are funeral marches. It is difficult to pinpoint the 

origination of the use of the march, possibly an influence 

by Mahler or Shostakovich. 16 In Our Hunting Fathers, the 

final movement is the "Epilogue and Funeral March," and 

Russian Funeral (1936) is a march for brass and percussion. 

Britten's output in 1937 included familiar forms, a 

march--Pacifist March, and additional music for the 

15 Benjamin Britten, Our Hunting Fathers, cited in 
Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten, p. 69. 

16 Kennedy, Britten, p. 23. 
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theatre. One of the more important scores for the theatre 

was the incidental music for the W. H. Auden and Christopher 

Isherwood play, The Ascent of F.6. 

Britten's instrumentation was for two pianos, chorus, 

and percussion. In the score he ~eused some earlier ideas 

that included speaking chorus and a funeral march. The 

music for the play consisted of: 17 

I Overture 
II Two Entr'actes for Mr. and Mrs. A 

III Entr'acte and Song "The chimneys are smoking" 
IV Pantomime and Mother's song "Michael, you shall be 

renowned when the Demon you have Drowned" 
V Chant, chorus in unison "Go, Go, morum tonga tara" 

VI Climbing Music and Funeral March and Chorus 
VII Spoken Chorus "Let the eye of the traveller consider 

the country and weep" 
VIII Cabaret Jazz Song "Forget the dead" 

IX Mother's Song with chorus "Acts of injustice done" 
Attacca 
"Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone" 

X Final chorus from the final pages of the text 

Britten returns to the variation technique with 

Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge, Ope 10 in 1937. The 

theme is taken from Bridge's Idylls for String Quartet of 

1906. Britten uses the theme as a basis to parody numerous 

European styles--"Aria Italiana," "Bourree Classique," and 

"Wiener Walzer." Also included in the eleven-movement work 

are two marches--Movement III "March" and Movement IX 

"Funeral March." 

The orchestral writing for this work continued to 

reveal Britten's command of orchestration and idiomatic 

17 Jennings, p.27. 
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string writing, and it also displayed Mahler's influence on 

Britten. Mellers writes: 

The influences in Britten's music may seem odd for a 
British composer--particularly that of late Mahler 
which with its widely leaping melodies and translucent 
orchestration is noticeable not only in the Sinfonia 
da Requiem but as early as the slow sections of the 
string orchestra Variations. 1 8 

Britten's harmonic language begins to include the 

tritone as a basic element. In the second movement, 

"Adagio," the lower string voices provide the harmonic 

background with chord progessions a tritone apart. In the 

first four measures of the movement, he demonstrates two 
~ 

typical bass line movements in the tritone progression. 

Either the bass line will move by a tritone (measure 1) 

keeping both chords in root position, or the bass will 

move by step (measure 4) which causes one of the chords to be 

in an inverted position (Figure 5). 

1 • Adagio cJ. a u. 10) 

Violioi I .., .-.;:_.; - - .___, 
Wi.gat;-=- =--

Violioi Il 

Viole 
J111 f ~ · aode11. '--=~-· p ., ~· 

d1Y. I I -

Violoocelli 

• ---=== ==-- p 

Cootrabassi -\ n,,,., ••. p 

Figure 5. Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge, 
Movement II, measures 1-4. 1 ~ 

18 w. H. Mellers, Music and Society, cited in Mitchell 
and Keller, Benjamin Britten. p. 13. 

19 Benjamin Britten, Variations on a Theme of Frank 
Bridge, (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1938). 



28 

CHAPTER III 

THE TEXTS OF THE COMPANY OF HEAVEN 

For the BBC radio broadcast on September 29, 1937 (the 

feast day of St. Michael and All Angels), it was announced 

in the Radio Times that there was "a programme specially 

devised for Michaelmas" by Richard Ellis Roberts. 20 The 

program consisted of texts selected by Ellis Roberts, some 

recited as narration and others set to music by Benjamin 

Britten in eleven movements. Of the texts set to music by 

Britten, it is not known whether or not he had any input as 

to the choice of these texts. 

Throughout Britten's career, he was always concerned 

with the texts he used. For The Company of Heaven, he 

was pleased with the texts that he set, but he was not as 

enthusiastic about the narrative texts. 

••• but the poetry 
don't understand the 
significance of i~~ 
nice words to set. 1 

side of it is pretty long. I 
programme really--I cannot see the 
What interests me is that I have 

The eclectic collection of texts by Ellis Roberts is 

divided into three sections. Part One: "Angels Before the 

20philip Reed, "A Cantata for Broadcasting: Britten's 
The Company of Heaven," The Musical Times, vol. 130 (June 
1989), p. 327. 

21 Ibid., p. 329. 
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Creation" deals with the defeat of Lucifer by Michael the 

Archangel, and the expulsion of Lucifer's followers from 

hea ven. Part Two: "Angels in Holy Scripture" uses 

Biblical stories of angels and concludes with the second war 

between the Devil and Michael from the Book of Revelation. 

Part Three: "Angels in Common Life, and at Our Death" 

has texts that express the relationship of angels in the 

lives of men and women in modern civilization. 

The following table is a complete listing of the texts 

found in The Company of Heaven. 

TABLE I 

Texts from The Company of ~eaven 

Musical Movements 

Part I 

1) "Chaos" (orchestra) 

2) Text adapted from St. 
Joseph the Hymnographer 
by an unknown hand 

Part II 

3a) Bible 

3b) Bible 

3c) Bible 

Spoken Texts 

-Theodosius, 6th Century 
-Gerard Manley Hopkins 

-Milton's Paradise Lost 

-Thomas Heywood 

-Genesis 28: 10-12, 16-17 
-II Kings 6: 15-17 

-Edmund Spenser 
-Richard Ellis Roberts 

-Luke 1: 26-28, 31, 38 



4) Translation of 9th 
century hymn Christe, 
sanctorum decus Angelorum 
by Athelstan Riley 

5) Revelation 12:7-9, 
18:1, 20:14 
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-Richard Ellis Roberts 
-Christina Rossetti 

-Richard Ellis Roberts 

Part III 

6) Text unidentified 
possibly by Ellis Roberts 

-extract from John Ruskin's 
Fors Clavigera 

-Francis Thompson's 
The Kingdom of God vs. 3-5 

7) Stanzas from Emily Bronte's 
"A Day Dream" 

-Richard Ellis Roberts' 
"A Victorian child's funeral" 

8) Funeral March for a Boy 
(orchestra) 

9) Text from Psalm 91 
Coverdale translation 
Book of Common Prayer 

-Christina Rossetti's 
"Golden-winged, silver-winged" 

from Birds of Paradise 

-William Blake's 
"Where wolves and tigers howl for prey" 

10) Speaker and orchestra 
Text from John Bunyan's 
The Pilgrim's Progress 

-Luke 20: 35-36 
-D. G. Rossetti's 

"I think they laughed in Heaven" 

11) Text by Athelstan Riley 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE COMPANY OF HEAVEN 

Britten's first essay in the field of radio incidental 

music was for the BBC broadcast of D. G. Bridson's King 

Arthur on April 23, 1937. His second commission by the BBC 

for radio was The Company of Heaven. The production was the 

fourth in a series of five programs, but this work differed 

from earlier broadcasts in the fact that unity was created 

by the use of one composer for all the music. Richard Ellis 

Roberts wrote an introduction to The Company of Heaven which 

appeared in Radio Times: 

As with previous programmes in this series--for 
Christmas, for Holy Week, and for All Saints--Robin 
Whitworth will produce the programme, and Trevor Harvey 
will conduct the orchestra. With this Michaelmas 
programme, however, we have made a change which is, I 
think, a very great improvement. It is always 
difficult to give an anthology of prose and verse, 
however carefully the pieces are selected, a convincing 
unity. In my previous programmes the music has been 
taken from different composers, and Mr. Harvey has had 
~he ungrateful task of "joining the flats," which he 
has accomplished with astonishing skill. 

Some very beautiful music has been composed 
especially for the earlier programmes; but at 
Michaelmas we have what I have always wanted--one 
composer has written all the music especially for the 
programme. He and I have discussed its plan together; 
and he has, by his music, given it precisely that 
unity of thought and feeling which is so desired. 22 

22Richard Ellis Roberts, "Immortal Joy and Supernatural 
Power", Radio Times, 24 (September, 1937), p. 17. 
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Trevor Harvey, the assitant BBC chorusmaster at that 

time, was responsible for securing the BBC commission for 

Britten. Harvey recalled the circumstances surrounding the 

commission for The Company of Heaven: 

••• we all joined up together and lived very well, 
very happily and comfortable in this maisonette ••• 
and ••• Ben was always on the scene. And we had an EMG 
gramcphone I well remember. One of the great 
attractions ••• was that ••• one of us had got the old 
Bruno Walter recording of the Mahler 9th. So of course 
that attracted Ben round a 10t ••• I was doing a series 
oL •• feature programmes, music and verse combined. The 
verse and the prose was put together by a man named 
R. Ellis Roberts ••• and we used to use ••• bit of various 
oratorios and bits of religious music ••• whatever suited 
the theme. We did one for all the great Christian 
festivals of the year, and also incidentally one on the 
death of George V, but then Robin Whitworth (who had 
produced them) and I had the idea that it would be much 
more satisfactory to get someone to write the music. 
And so I, at that time being very thick with Ben and 
knowing him very well, said "Let's try him ••• he's the 
chap to have." And so Ben was commissioned to write 
two scores. 23 

Britten refers to "a certain BBC proposal" in his diary 

on June 26, 1937. At this time he was also working on 

Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge which was completed on 

July 12 of that year. Britten worked sporadically on the 

score for The Company of Heaven, often referring to 

sketching for the Michaelmas program in his diary. The work 

was completed on September 22, 1937, the first chorus 

rehearsal was on September 27, and it was broadcast on 

23Trevor Harvey: Interview with Donald Mitch~ll, cited 
in Reed, "A Cantata for Broadcasting", p.328. 
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September 29. 24 

The work premiered with Peter Pears (tenor), Sophie Wyss 

(soprano), Felix Aylmer, Ian Dawson, and Stuart Rome 

(speakers), John Wills (organ), the BBC Chorus (section B), 

and the BBC Orchestra (section C), conducted by Trevor 

Harvey.25 

To unify the work as a whole, Britten used the 

technique he employed in Our Hunting Fathers and A Boy 

Was Born--motivic variation. He utilizes two motives 

taken i rom the hy m n, "Ye Watchers and Ye Holy Ones," and 

varies them throughout the cantata (Figure 6). 

Britten begins movement I, "Chaos," with a variant of 

the first motive. He takes the first four notes of the 

hymn, changes to a compound meter and writes a lowered 

third to transform it to a minor mode (Figure 7). 

The G-minor tonality helps to establish a darker character 

for the movement in addition to the unison string writing. 

The lack of harmonic accompaniment, emphasized by the unison 

writing for extended sections, tends to create tonal 

ambiguity and adds to the dramatic quality of the opening. 

The unison writing ends in measure 28 with the entrance 

of the organ followed by the timpani. Britten uses three 

irregular phrases of five measures to repeat the organ's 

24 Reed , p. 328. 

25 Reed , p. 327. 
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Figure 6. "Ye Watchers and Ye Holy Ones." 2 6 

Figure 7. Movement I, measures l-s.27 

entrance in an ascending sequential pattern. In measure 39, 

the strings and organ continue a sequential pattern based 

26 The Hymnal of the Protestant Episcopal Church 
1940 edition. 

27 Benjamin Britten, The Company of Heaven, (London: 
Faber Music, Ltd., 1989). 



on chords built on the intervals of a major seventh and a 

minor seventh, both trademark intervals of Britten's style 

(Figure 8). 

~~: . Ji. 

Figure 8. Movement I, measure 38-42. 

The movement concludes with a statement of the hymn 
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tune "Ye Watchers and Ye Holy Ones" by unison strings over a 

tremolo on a G in the doublebass and timpani. Britten uses 

the well-known hymn tune as a way to involve the radio 

audience in the production. Britten varies the melodic 

line of the hymn by setting it in Bb-major and using the 

lydian or raised fourth degree (E natural) to add color 

and modal influence to the melodic line. The use of the 
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lydian fourth is a major development in his melodic 

style (Figure 9). 

Fig u.r e 9. Movement I, measures 61-70. 

Other characteristics that should be mentioned briefly 

include the incieased polyphonic texture at measure 43; the 

tritone relationship found in measure 53; the use of third-

related modulation between G-minor and Bb-major at the end 

of the movement; and the fact that the final interval of 

the movement is a minor seventh (G and F) and establishes 

the C-major tonality of the second movement. 

The second movement, "The Morning Stars," also begins 

with unison strings and the opening figure is based on the 

main motive of the hymn in C-major (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10. Movement II, measures 1-4. 

The choir enters in measure 4 with unison phrases, but 

Britten again creates tonal ambiguity with the enharmonic 

motive which is built on the pitches E-D#-C-E-C-D-C. Here 

the D# functions enharmonically as Eb and the tonality 

shifts between C-major and C-minor (Figure 11). 

Figure 11. Movement II, measures 4-7. 
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The form of the movement is determined by the harmonic 

structure--AABA. Each of the "A" sections are in C-major 

and the "B" section is in Ab-major--a third-related 

modulation. Each section is approximately the same length 

except for the final "A"; A = seventeen measures, 

A = sixteen measures, B = sixteen measures, A = eight 

measures. The motivic material for all the sections is 

still based on the opening enharmonic motive, but in the 

"B" section, the motive is found in the orchestra. It is 

interesting to note that Britten introduces the lydian 

fourth (F#) at approximately the same place in the choral 

melody in each of the first two "A" sections. 

The beginning of the "B" section in measure 34 is also 

signified by a change in the choral texture to a semi-choir. 

Accompanying the semi-choir is a solo viola using the 

opening motive now in Eb-major--another third-related key 

to C-major--in juxtaposition to the choir in Ab-major 

(Figure 12). 

In measure 42, Britten begins an intere=ting transition 

back to C-major with a chromatic descent in the bass line 

from Ab to C in measure 50. The violins and viola begin 

an ascending sequence based on the enharmonic motive while 

the choir functions basically as a part of the harmonic 

structure. 
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Fig u r .e 1 2. Movement II, measures 34-36. 

The return to the "A" section in measure 50 is 

signalled by a reappearance of the C-major tonality and the 

enharmonic motive. The movement concludes with the strings 

playing in unison and the choir singing a major second, the 

inversion of a minor seventh. 

The third movement is subdivided into three short 

sections with narration between each section. Illa is an 

incantation of the word "Jacob" using only organ 

accompaniment and the choir singing the pitches C and Bb--

the same pitches that concluded movement II. IIIb is also 

for organ and choir, but here the meter has changed from 4/4 

to 3/4 and the texture increased slightly with the choir 

singing a chord of three notes. Ille returns to 4/4, but 



40 

has two flats in the key signature. Again the organ is the 

sole accompaniment with the choir also functioning as 

accompaniment to the soprano solo on the text "Hail Mary." 

Movement IV, "Christ the Fair Glory," is a set of 

strophic variations. The text is taken from the ninth-

century office hymn, Christe Sanctorum by St. Rabanus 

Maurus. The melody is based on the Sarum Plainsong, mode I, 

and is taken from the English Hymnal, 1901 edition, which 

was edited by Ralph Vaughan Williams. Britten uses three of 

the six verses for the different variations scored for 

soprano and tenor solo, chorus, and orchestra (Figure 13). 

~ J' !Ito J" I ! i J l' r· J' J J J ~ s=t= ~ [' I • • I • • c_ ... 
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Figure 13. Hymn tune for Christe sanctorum. 

The strings begin an ostinato pattern on two chords, 

D-minor and A-major/minor 7th, in a 5/2 meter. The choir 

enters in the second measure with the alto, tenor, and bass 
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following the harmonic structure of the orchestra, and the 

melody based on the chant sung by the soprano. 

The use of the ostinato pattern may tend to make the 

harmonic language sound static, but Britten uses it to his 

advantage. In measure 2, the melody which follows the hymn 

tune exactly has a C-natural on beat 3, the orchestra and 

alto have a C-sharp from the A-major/minor 7th chord at the 

same time. This cross-relation adds greatly to the interest 

of the movement (Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Movement IV, measures 1-4. 

Britten's uses of the variation technique in this 

movement is built on keeping the harmonic progression the 

same and varying the texture. In the third line of the 

hymn, Britten breaks from the ostinato pattern with a 

progression to Bb-major, a third-related key from the 

tonic D-minor. He also changes the meter slightly in 

measure 7 to 11/4. These modifications are found in each 
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of the three verses. 

The verse ends in measure 9 with a cadence in G-minor. 

The transition between verses is a chromatic progression 

from G-minor (measure 9) to Gil-minor (measure 10) to D-

minor (measure 11) with the solo violin playing material 

from the hymn tune. The striking features of this 

transition are the tritone progression from Gil-minor to 

D-minor, and the voicing of the chords at this bridge 

(Figure 15). The G#-minor chord is in second inversion 

with a Dll in the bass which moves toaD-minor chord in root 

position. The chromatic bass line movement in tritone-

related chords was also used in measure 4 of "Adagio" from 

Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge (see page 27). 

Figure 15. Movement IV, measures 9-12. 

The second verse begins in measure 11. Britten uses 

the same harmonic structure, but in this verse the choral 

voices sustain the ostinato pattern and the solo soprano 

and tenor alternate phrases of the hymn tune. The orchestra 

also follows the same chord progression, but only plays 
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pizzicato chords on each change in the harmony. The solo 

violin continues to play short phrases as transitions 

between the lines of the verse. The transistion to verse 3 

again uses the chromatic, tritone progression. 

The variation for verse 3 has the choir singing the 

hymn tune in unison with the orchestra sustaining chords as 

it did in the first verse. The soloists now become more 

prominent with a dramatic obbligato which rises over the 

tex tu reo The movement concludes with all the voices singing 

the last phrase in unison and a cadence in the parallel 

major, D. 

"War in Heaven," the fifth movement, depicts the second 

war in heaven between Michael and the angels, and Satan and 

his followers. The text from Revelation gives Britten many 

pictoral ideas which he translates into the music. In this 

movement, the interval of a second becomes the primary 

representation of conflict. 

Britten opens the movement with a sustained E in the 

organ, followed by the timpani figure beginning on F" The 

military character of the timpani is strengthened by the 

clash of the minor second which becomes a major second in 

measure 3 and a minor seventh in measure 4. 

The strings enter in measure 6 and slice through the 

organ/timpani texture with a chord constructed of a tritone 

in the cello/viola, and a major third in the two violin 
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parts. Britten writes a grace note appoggiatura in contrary 

motion with the cello/viola tritone ascending and the violin 

major third descending. This clash of the tritone and major 

third could be Britten's representation of the battle 

between heaven and hell (Figure 16). 

Figure 16. Movement V, measure 6. 

The alternation between the strings and organ/timpani 

continues until the voices enter in measure 19. 

Britten chose to use a male speaking chorus to add to 

the dramatic quality of the orchestra. This probably 

derives from Britten's use of speaking male chorus in 

Coal Face (1935) and The Ascent of F.6 (1937). 

This is the first time in the work that the role of the 

orchestra is as important as the words and music of the 

choir. Britten seems to use the orchestra in as many ways 

as possible to interpret the text. The orchestral 

techniques are more varied and contrasting: the timpani has 

major solo sections; the string writing is much more intense 



and dramatic, often using pizzicato, accents, and dynamic 

extremes; and the organ provides another contrast in the 

texture. 
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Britten used a variation of the main unifying motive in 

measure 21. It is now an inverted form of the opening 

melody and rhythm from movement II, but now heard in an 

altered melodic structure (Figure 17). 

Figure 17a. Movement II, measure 1. 

Figure 17b. Movement V, measure 21. 

The most important use of the motive to integrate the 

movement with the entire piece is found at the end of the 

m ovem en t. Britten uses an almost direct quotation of the 

opening "Chaos" movement beginning in measure 66. 

now heard in 4/4 meter and F-minor tonality. The 

It is 

placement of this music at this point becomes very dramatic 
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as it recalls the first war between Michael and Lucifer 

symbolized in movement I. It also shows Britten's growing 

awareness of overall structure as this music concludes the 

second part of the cantata which is approximately halfway 

through the work. 

Part Three, "Angels in Common Life and at our Death" 

begins with "Heaven is here," scored for soprano solo, 

chorus, and orchestra. The mood is in sharp contrast to 

the combat that concluded Part Two. 

Britten uses 12/8 compound meter for the orchestra with 

the constant eiEhth-note subdivision to give the piece a 

feeling of gently flowing tranquility. Britten juxtaposes 

the soprano solo in duple 4/4 meter with the choir which is 

also in 12/8. 

The melodic material for the soprano solo is a scalar 

motive which varies throughout the movement. The first 

entrance in measure 3 is built on the E aeolial modal 

scale (Figure 18), the entrance in measure 12 uses F 

mixolydian. 

j -~- - -· --= ====== ~ 
Soprano solo(fi-~-~-:i==iJ§\j9~~--= 

~ Hea-ven is here-- and the an - gels of Heaven 

Figure 18. Movement VI, measures 3-5. 

The function of the chorus is basically like that of a 

counter-subject to the soprano line. Britten uses some 
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innovative techniques in unison writing along with sections 

of chordal harmonic part writing. Britten begins with a 

melodic line that is instrumentally conceived and then 

scores it for the choral voices. The melodic line usually 

covers one to two octaves and often begins in the bass and 

travels through the tenor, alto, and soprano and back again 

giving a seamless quality as it moves through the different 

ranges and colors of each section of the choir (Figure 19). 
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Figure 19. Movement VI, measures 9-12. 

The overlapping of lines is extremely difficult for the 

singers, but the continuous stream of sound is very 

effective. 

The harmonic language is at times nebulous and often 

leads to tonal ambiguity. At the beginning of the 

movement the first notes heard are C# and E which possibly 

could indicate C#-minor, but on beat 2 of the first 
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measure the tonality leans toward A-major with the A in the 

viola and it is reinforced by the key signature. The 

A-major tonality also establishes a third-relation between 

movement V (F-major) and movement VI (A-major). 

The first section of the piece, measures 1 through 11, 

solidifies the A-major tonality in measures 1 through 3, but 

throughout the rest of the section the harmony is determined 

by the descending chromatic lines in the accompaniment. In 

the cello, Britten writes a descending chromatic line from 

c# to E beginning in measure 2 and ending in measure 9. 

This chromatic motion also influences many of the 

modulations throughout the movement, but Britten is able to 

keep all of this within some sense of tonal boundaries. 

The second section begins in measure 12 with a 

modulation to F-major and a change of key signature in 

measure 13. Although this is a change to a third-related 

key, it is difficult to state that the whole section, 

measures 12 through 22, uses traditional functional harmony 

as a result of the extensive chromaticism. 

There is a return to A-major in measure 23, b';1t now 

there is a noticeable lack of chromaticism until measure 31. 

Here Britten begins to alternate A-major and Eb-major chords 

on each beat. The tritone alternation uses enharmonic 

spellings (D# for Eb) and stepwise motion in the bass which 

has the A-major chord in root position and the Eb-major 



chord in first inversion (Figure 20); similar to treatment 

of tritone progressions in movement IV of this work and 

Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge (see page 42). 

for_ 

L¢44 

Figure 20. Movement VI, measures 30-33. 

From measure 35 until the end, the only chord used 

is A-major except for short deviations in measures 38 and 

41. The chromatic alterations add color to the static 

A-major tonality. The movement concludes with the choir 

sustaining an A-major chord and the orchestra alternating 

between and A-major and G#-major chord, finally resolving 

in A-major to reflect the final tranquility of the text. 
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"A thousand gleaming fires," movement VII, is the only 

piece of the cantata to be written for tenor soloist and 

orchestra. This movement may possibly be the first vocal 

work that Britten wrote for Peter Pears since they began 



their friendship in 1937, and Pears premiered this work on 

the Michae1mas broadcast in 1937. 
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This movement is a prime example of Britten's intricate 

compositional skill and his ability to incorporate the 

Schoenberg influence of utilizing vertical characteristics 

of the harmony into the linear characteristics of the 

melody (see page 17). A major portion of the movement is 

built upon the intervals of a second and a third and their 

inversions, the sixth and the seventh. The development of 

these intervals takes place on three levels: 

accompanimenta1, and melodic. 

harmonic, 

The beginning harmonies, measures 1 through 7, 

alternate between B-minor and C#-major--a second apart. The 

C #- m a j 0 r c h 0 r dis ins e con din v e r s ion sot h e bas s 1 i n e 

movement between Band G# is a third apart. The same type 

of pattern continues in measures 8 through 12 with 

alternations between D-major--a third-relation to the 

opening B-minor chord--and F-minor. 

The accompaniment figure in the violin I and II uses a 

grace note to color the harmony. The interval of the grace 

note, constructed from both violin parts, is a sixth. This 

moves to the interval of a third with violin I descending by 

a second and violin II ascending by a third. Here also the 

melodic line for the tenor begins in measure 2 with an 

ascending second, followed by and upward leap of a sixth, 
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then a descending second and finally a descending sixth 

(Figure 21). This pattern is the basic melodic structure 

for the entire movement, but the presentation of the 

material may vary. 

Allegretto 

Figure 21. Movement VII, measures 1-9. 

In measure 18, the accompanimental figure uses the 

interval of a seventh in the grace notes leading into a 

third while the melody in the tenor solo inverts the pattern 

to make it a descending second, rising sixth, ascending 

second, falling sixth. Measure 35 now has the melodic 

material heard in unison octaves for the violins with the 



voice singing a monotone phrase, similar to the technique 

used in Variation III of A Boy Was Born. 

The second section of the movement begins in measure 
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45 with new melodic material and a new accompanimental 

figure. The melody takes on a new character with more 

conjunct motion, often doubled by the viola. The 

accompaniment uses a constant sextuplet division of the 

beat, similar to the sixteenth-note subdivision in the first 

section. The constant rhythmic subdivision in both sections 

establishes an energetic mood, similar to the "Moto 

perpetuo" movement from the Variations on a Theme of Frank 

Bridge. The contrast between the pizzicato subdivision in 

the first section and the arco subdivision in the second 

section adds to the color and texture of the movement. 

Britten's writing for the orchestra is one of the most 

striking examples of orchestral effects and color on a small 

scale. The wide variety of textures and sounds that Britten 

composed makes the string writing in this movement a 

highlight. 

The harmony for this section is similar to the opening, 

with alternation between two chords, but in this section 

Britten centers the tonality around the pitch F--functioning 

like a pedal point. A transition begins in measure 59 

using a descending chromatic bass line, with octave 

displacement, from F to F in measure 71. This transition 



is similar to the use of chromaticism in the opening of 

movement VI in the fact th~t the harmony is determined by 

the chromatic line (see page 48). 
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There is a brief return to the opening melodic figure 

in measure 71 with the accompaniment alternating between 

B-minor and D-minor. Again Britten uses enharmonic spelling 

of chords--in this example for the D-minor chord he writes 

an Ell instead of an F. The movement concludes with a 

cadence on a B-minor chord. 

The following movement shows Britten's affinity for 

marches. Movement VIII is the funeral march written 

for the orchestra as a reaction to the story of the guardian 

angel and the dea th of a boy read by the speaker. In a 

vast majority of works written before The Company of Heaven, 

Britten invariably includes a march. Britten's use of the 

word "march" is usually found as an indication of the spirit 

of the movement rather than the form used for each piece. 

Works containing marches written before this work include 

Our Hunting Fathers, Russian Funeral, Pacifist March, 

and Variation on a Theme of Frank Bridge. Rhythm is 

important in all of these marches in the fact that Britten 

tends to favor the dotted eighth-sixteenth note figure in 

all of these movements. 

This march begins with the timpani playing a repeated 

pattern on the pitch FII. Britten uses a key signature of 
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two sharps, but what he writes is not committed to either 

D-major or B-minor. The opening F# seems to function as a 

tonal center since it is heard for the first twelve 

measures, but Britten immediately obscures the tonality with 

the s tr ing en trance. 

The strings begin on F#, but immediately move to an 

A-major chord over the F# timpani ostinato in measures 1 and 

2. The next patterns are unison F# to Ab-major; unison F# 

to C-major/minor 7th; unison F# to G#-minor. This type of 

indistinct progression continues until measure 13 when the 

tonality seems to center in D-major. 

The material in this section is relatively diatonic in 

D-major except for some use of accidentals, particularly 

the lydian fourth--G#. The timpani ostinato now includes 

bo th F# and D. This section leads into another, still 

centered in D-major, but now the material is based on a 

motive from the hymn "Ye watchers and ye holy ones" and a 

descending chromatic line. The viola plays the chromatic 

line, F# to F# marked molto expressivo e lamentoso. The 

violins have in unison octaves a pattern based on the 

"Alleluia" from the hymn (Figure S). The tetrachord motive 

becomes a descending sequence as a result of the descending 

chromatic line of the viola. This section, measures 36 

through 4S, again functions as a transition to material from 

the opening section as did the transition from measures 

S9 through 70 in movement VII. 
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The return of the material from the opening adds 

symmetry to the form of the movement. The F# again becomes 

a pedal point and the chord progressions are similar. 

Britten does vary the progression so that the final cadence 

is now in B-major rather than D-major. 

Psalm 91 is the text for movement IX, coming from the 

Coverdale translation of The Book of Common Prayer. 

The piece is scored for a cappella SATB choir, adding u new 

sound color and texture to the overall sonority of the 

cantata. 

The opening IQotive is based on the soprano solo in 

movement lllc with slight variations, and is used as the 

basis of the first section of the movement from measures 1 

through 22 (Figure 22). 

adlibil~ ~ --= ==-->. .. - - - > > >--.::...- -------...1":\ t:'\ ~~h s ~Rr u LUf£ffF£fiFfb=~==-5-===U 
Hail, Hail, M. _ ry! 

Figure 22a. Movement lllc, measures 4-7. 

_. pplegaro 

Figure 22b. Movement IX, measures 1-5. 



56 

Britten again uses unison choral writing for the opening 

presentation of the motive, first heard in E-major. He then 

gives the motive to each voice of the choir in different 

keys. The tenors have the motive in measure 6 in E-major; 

the soprano begim in measure 10 in A-major; the alto 

statement starts in measure 15 in CO-minor; and the basses 

have the motive in measure 19 in A-minor. The soprano 

statement of the motive is slightly different with the use 

of parallel thirds for divided sopranos and the presence 

of 011. Britten retains the 011 in the melodic line to add 

the color of the 1ydian fourth in A-major. 

The second section, measures 22 through 30, is also 

constructed on the opening motive, but now Britten uses a 

contrapuntal texture with the motive heard in all the 

voices. The section is the only place in the entire work 

where Britten uses a contrapuntal texture with imitative 

entrances for the choir. The new section is marked 

anima to, and the character becomes more aggressive to 

interpret the text, "Thou shalt go upon the lion and adder." 

There is a return to the mood of the opening in measure 

31 for the closing section of the piece. The motive is 

present in the divided sopranos, first in Gil-minor and 

then in A-m aj 0 r. The movement concludes with an unusual 

chromatic chord progression and a final cadence in E-major. 

The tenth movement is written for strings, timpani and 
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speaker. The speaker reads texts intermittently during the 

orchestra's music. The text itself determined the character 

of the movement--"Then came out also to meet them several of 

the king's trumpeters clothed in white and shining raiment, 

who with melodious noises, made even the heavens to echo 

with their sound." Britten marks the movement lento 

maestoso - quasi trombe, and writes fanfare music for the 

strings. 

Britten establishes a phrase pattern consisting of a 

sweeping, ascending scale followed by a series of dotted 

eighth-sixteenth note figures, after which the speaker reads 

the text (Figure 23). 

Figure 23. Movement X, measures 1-4. 

This pattern is heard five times and at different pitch 

levels, including A-major, F-major (third-relation), and 

D-major (third-relation). 

Much of the melodic material is built on the interval 

of a second and the descending tetrachord motive from the 

hymn. In measure 2, the use of the second is predominate, 

and in the third measure the tetrachord motive is primary 



melodic material (Figure 23). The movement concludes with 

the timpani entering and reinforcing the final A-major 

tonali ty. 
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The final movement of the cantata is a synthesis of 

many of the techniques Britten used in the preceeding 

movements, and to achieve a culminating effect he uses all 

of the performing forces. The first idea he deals with is 

the tritone. Movement X ended in A-major and this movement 

begins in Eb-major--a tritone modulation. 

The hymn tune for "Ye watchers and ye holy ones" is 

heard in its original form, but the harmonization of the 

tune includes numerous major and minor seconds. The most 

unusual aspect of the first verse, scored for choir and 

orchestra, is the use of mixed meter, often shifting 

between 3/2, 4/2, and 5/2 to organize Britten's phrase 

structure. 

To make the transition to the second verse, Britten 

uses the tetrachord motive in an ascending sequential pattern 

to arrive in the new key. The third-related modulation to 

G-major sets up the second verse for soprano and tenor solo. 

The choir is used at the modulations to new keys, first in 

measure 25 as the tonality moves to F#-major. The next 

phras~s are alternated by the soloists, followed by the 

choir entering in measure 31 for the modulation to third

related A-major. The soprano and tenor now alternate 

phrases again in measures 33 to 44, but for this section 
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the orchestra has become more significant. 

There is a series of modulations occuring--A-major -

F-major - Ab-major - Eb-major--in this section in which 

Britten combines both of the motives, the voices have the 

tetrachord and the orchestra has the main motive. Britten 

uses the main motive in the cello and bass, and he has them 

play the motive in its original and inverted form pizzicato 

(Figure 24). 

@ 

Al-le - lu ya , Al-le-

ya, Al-le - lu ya, 

----· E---, 

Figure 24. Movement XI, measures 32-36. 
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The third verse returns to E~major and the choir 

singing the hymn. Through the complete hymn, Britten has 

the upper strings play an augmented version of the 

tetrachord motive in an ascending sequence (Figure 25). 

ya ! 

b.o. 

ya ~ 

Figure 25. Movement XI, measures 42-49. 
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The sequence is diatonic until it reaches the seventh degree 

of the scale and it becomes Db instead of remaining a D. 

The final section of the movement uses the text "Amen" 

and at this point, Britten brings back the melodic material 

from the opening prelude for the orchestra in compound 

6/4 meter. In the first movement it was heard in G-minor, 

it reappeared in movement V in F-minor, and now it is heard 

in the last movement in Eb-major--all of the keys are a 

major second apart. 

There is a modulation to Cb-major in measure 76, a 

third-related key to Eb-major. Britten brings back the 

soprano and tenor soloists, and has the soprano sing text 

and melodic material based on the scalar motive from 

movement VI, "Heaven is Here." Britten retains the duple 

meter for the voices and the orchestra plays in compound 

triple meter, similiar to the rhythmic structure of movement 

VI. The final "Amen" is heard from the choir, and the work 

concludes in Cb-major. 
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CHAPTER V 

OVERVIEW OF SELECTED COMPOSITIONS 1937-1948 

The first piece Britten completed after The Company 

of Heaven was the song cycle for high voice and piano, 

On This Island. Some of the songs were completed before the 

broadcast of Company and others were finished in October of 

1937. Br.itten did use some of the same techniques in both 

pieces, but much of the music is quite different due to the 

dissimilarity in texts and performing forces. 

The second song of the cycle, "Now the Leaves are 

Falling Fast," employs an idea found in measures 34 through 

42 of the cantata movement "The Morning Stars." The bass 

line has a two-note interjection that remains at the same 

pitch level regardless of the harmonic progression in the 

upper voices (Figure 26). This ostinato, which has both 

the tonic and dominant pitches, serves as the anchor of the 

tonal center .for these sections. 
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com · fort in dis - tress__ And Ga- bri-el who w. 

Figure 26a. Company, Movement II, measures 35-37. 

Figure 26b. Island, "Now the Leaves," measures 4-7.28 

28 Benjamin Britten, On This Island, (London: Boosey & 
Hawkes Ltd., 1938) 
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Another similiarity is found in the accompaniment of 

"Seascape" and movement VIII of Company. In measure 24 

of movement VIII, the writing for the violins has an 

alternating pattern with the bottom note remaining constant. 

This figure happens throughout much of the accompaniment of 

"Seascape" in the right hand of the piano (Figure 27). 

Figure 27a. Company, Movement VIII, measures 23-26. 
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Figure 27b. Island, "Seascape," measures 6-8. 

In the song "Nocturne" Britten has a section where the 

voice has a single pitch while the accompaniment moves 

through a harmonic progression. This technique can be found 
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in movment VII of Company, as well as in Variation III of 

A Boy Was Born. 

Britten continued to write for the theatre, film, and 

radio in 1938, but this was also the year he wrote his piano 

concerto, Op. 13. In November of that year he wrote the 

a cappella choral work Advanced Democracy on a text by 

Randall Swingler. Britten's penchant for writing in the 

character of a march is evident with the marking Allegro 

alla marcia. 

The technique Britten used in "Heaven is Here" from the 

cantata, passing a melodic line between voices without a 

break, is found throughout much of Advanced Democracy 

(Figure 28). 
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Figure 28. Advanced Democracy, measures 7-lo.29 

29 Benjamin Britten, Advanced Democracy, (London: 
Boosey & Hawkes, 1939). 
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The Ballad of Heroes, Op. 14, is the first choral/ 

orchestral work written after The Company of Heaven. It was 

written in 1939 as a tribute to the British volunteers 

killed in the Spanish Civil War. The enlarged orchestra 

includes woodwinds, brass, and harp along with a tenor 

soloist and choir. 

The first movement is entitled "Funeral March," which 

by now is becoming a trademark feature of Britten's work. 

The choral writing is similar in many ways to Company. In 

"Funeral March" there is a predominance of unison writing 

for the choral .voices, as there was in movements II and IX 

of the cantata. The first two phrases for the choir are 

entirely composed on the single note Cover an ostinato 

pattern in the orchestra; the next section is entirely in 

unison. 

The harmonic language includes the use of tritones and 

seconds. In measure 8, the chord is constructed of a 

perfect fourth and a tritone in the brass, and the interval 

of a second heard constantly in the percussion (Figure 29). 

Figure 29. Ballad, "Funeral March," measure 5-9.30 

30 Benj am in Brit ten, Ballad of Heroes, (London: 
& Hawkes, Ltd., 1939). 

Boosey 



The movement concludes with the reiteration of a dominant 

seventh chord motive for five measures. 

67 

The second movement of Ballad, "Scherzo," now has the 

strings playing in unison as they did in movements I and II 

of Company. The character of movement II of the cantata and 

"Scherzo" are similar in mood and rhythm (Figure 30). 

F i g u r e 3 a· a • C om p any , M o v em en t I I , m e a s u r e s 1 - 4 • 

Allegro con fuoco 

Figure 30b. Ballad, "Scherzo," measures 1-4. 

Progressions between tritone-related tonal centers 

are also a feature of "Scherzo." There is a tritone 

relationship between G-minor and Db-major in measures 

70 through 88, which is similar to the tritone key 

alternation in movement VI of Company. 

Britten creates a cyclic form by returning to material 

from the opening. For the final movment, "Epilogue," 

Britten brings back the "Funeral March" idea and unison 
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writing for the choir. The orchestra has independent 

material, and at the end of the piece the orchestra doesn't 

end abruptly, but rather it fades to the final note. This 

is very similar to the ending of Part Two of Company in 

movement V. 

Les Illuminations, Ope 18, was composed in 1939 for 

high voice and strings and dedicated to its first singer, 

Sophie Wyss, who also was the soprano for the broadcast of 

Company. The French poetry by Arthur Rimbaud gave Britten 

text of very vivid imagery to which he wrote highly 

expressive music. 

A number of the techniques Britten used in Company are 

found in Les Illuminations. The string writing shows 

Britten's continuing development as a composer who uses the 

accompaniment as a partner in the expressive interpretation 

of the texts. Some of the virtuosic passages for the 

~trings include sections of pizzicato and harmonics in 

movement I; multi-stop pizzicato strumming in movement IIIb; 

and the use of extended ranges and technical passages 

throughout the cycle. 

The rhythmic structure of various movements recalls 

some ideas from Company. The use of po1ymeter with the 

voice in 2/4 and the orchestra in 6/8 in movement IIIb is 

s i mil art 0 m 0 v e men t V I 0 f .££.!!!. pan y, a sis the 4 / 4 v 0 cal lin e 

and 12/8 orchestral accompaniment in movement VII of the 

cycle. 



Britten continues the use of chromaticism and tritone 

relationships in his harmonic language. Chromatic 

alterations have a majo~ role in the harmonies of movement 

II of the cycle. Movement VI, "Interlude," uses tritone 

alternation in the accompaniment at measures 22 through 

26, as does the E-major/Bb-major interchange in measures 

25 through 30 of movement I. The use of the tritone also 

produces examples of the lydian fourth which can be found 

throughout the cycle. 

One last recurring feature is found in movement VIII, 

"Parade." Here again Britten writes a march, marking it 

AlIa marcia. This march is unique in the total absence 

of the dotted eighth-sixteenth note figure. 
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Sinfonia da Requiem, Ope 20, is an orchestral work 

written in 1940 on a commission by the British Council for 

the 2,600th anniversary of the foundation of the Mikado's 

dynasty in Japan. It was later rejected by the Japanese for 

having Christian connotations. The three-movement work 

became an intense personal composition dedicated to 

Britten's parents with the subtitles 1) "Lacrymosa," 

2) "Dies Irae," and 3) "Requiem Aeternam." 

The important features of this work as they relate to 

this study are found in the use of motives, the harmonic 

language, and the expressive qualities of the music. 

The interval of a second becomes the basic element of the 



main motive in the first movement (Figure 31). Throughout 

the movement the germ of the main motive is inverted and 

augmented. 
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Figure 31. Sinfonia, "Lacrymosa," measures 8-ls. 31 

The tonal ambiguity of major/minor alternations found 

in movement II of Company also can be found in the first 
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movement of Sinfonia. The example in Sinfonia has a D-major 

figure in the strings and a D-minor figure in the trumpets. 

Britten then alternates the pattern in the next measure with 

the strings in D-minor and the trumpets in D-major 

(Figure 32). This cross-relation is also similar to the 

melodic and harmonic clash in movement IV of Company. 

31 Benjamin Britten, Sinfonia da Requiem, (London: 
Boosey & Hawkes Ltd., 1942). 
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Figure 32. Sinfonia, "Lacrymosa," measures 197-204. 

The emotional content of Britten's music continues to 

be highly effective and encompassing. Britten is able to 

write music that affects and mamipulates the emotions of the 
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listener, at times very directly and at other times quite 

subtly. He uses the orchestra effectively and efficiently to 

add color and sonority to the expressive qualities of this 

work. 

Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, Op. 22, was the first 

set of songs written exclusively for Peter Pears in 1940. 

These songs are good examples of Britten's lyric melodies 

and his sensitivity to texts. One feature of his melodies 

that is important is the presence of the lydian fourth. In 

"Sonetto XXX," the use of the lydian fourth is a primary 

element in the color of the melody and harmony (Figure 33). 

A d te t nquillo <J u 48 > n an ra ·= -ll ~ pp--- - ,.--...._ :::----..... 
VOICE 
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Veg-glo co' bel ........ .... vo..strl oc- chi uo dol - ce 
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Figure 33. Michelangelo, "Sonetto XXX," measures 1-4 32 

During the return voyage to England in 1942, Britten 

completed Hymn to St. Cecilia, Op. 27. and he wrote Ceremony 

of Carols. Op. 28. Hymn to St. Cecilia is for a cappella 

choir using three poems by W. H. Auden. Britten ends each 

poem with the choral refrain "Blessed Cecilia" which 

functions as the unifying motive to the work. Britten uses 

32 Benjamin Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, 
(London: Boosey & Hawkes Ltd., 1943). 



modal influences at various places in the work to add 

interest, but it is the 1ydian mode wh~ch predominates and 

which he uses more extensively. At the sections "0 Dear 

White Children," the lydian fourth is used consistently in 

the top three voices as a pedal on A is heard in the tenor 

and bass. 
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A direct effect of a technique used by Britten in his 

incidental music is found at rehearsal number 23. Here 

Britten writes solo lines for the voices, but he instructs 

each soloist to achieve an instrumental character. The 

alto is marked "quasi Violino;" the bass is marked "quasi 

Timpani;" the soprano is marked "quasi F1auto;" and the 

tenor is marked "quasi Tromba." This resembles the "quasi 

trombe" marking in Movement X of Company, the result of 

limited resources and Britten's creative solution of having 

the strings assume the quality of the "trombe." 

Ceremony of Carols was originally written for three

part treble choir and harp. Modal influences playa major 

role in the harmonic language of this work. Fluctuations 

between major and minor modes can be found in almost every 

movement, but the most familiar example of this feature is 

found in "Ba1ulalow." The opening six measures has three 

alternations between F#-minor and F#-major (Figure 34). 

The lydian fourth is used in many instances to change 

the character of a movement. In "This Little Babe," the 

use of the 1ydian fourth creates a surge of energy at the 
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cadence of phrases. The use of the raised fourth for "In 

Freezing Winter Night" heightens the character to a more 

intense and positive feeling in comparison to the phrygian 

character of the first section. 
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Figure 34. Ceremony, "Balulalow," measures 1-6. 33 

In 1943 Britten wrote The Rescue for a radio broadcast 

and Rejoice in The Lamb, Op. 30, in response to a commission 

from St. Matthew's Church, Northampton for its fiftieth 

anniversary. The Rescue was Britten's first piece for radio 

after his return to England. The story is a dramatic 

version of the closing books of the Odyssey. Here Britten 

uses the lydian fourth as a specific characteristic of a 

theme that was associated with a specific personage. Since 

33 Benjamin Britten, Ceremony of Carols, (London: 
Boosey & Hawkes, Ltd., 1943). 
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radio is a non-visual medium, Britten associated themes and 

instruments with certain characters. 34 

Britten continued to write in the same compositional 

language for Rejoice in the Lamb as he did for earlier 

works. The lydian fourth remained a strong characteristic of 

his style, along with the variety of sound achieved from his 

writing for the choir and organ. A slight modification of 

his style is seen in his use of the dotted eighth-sixteenth 

note figure found in the "Hallelujah" sections. Previously 

it had been associated with the frequent inclusion of a 

march, but now it assumed a more melodic characteristic 3S a 

result of an increasing influence of Purcell. 

For Christmas of 1944 Britten wrote A Poet's Christmas 

which was broadcast on the radio. The next piece he wrote 

for the theatre was for the play This Way to the Tomb in 

1945. This play was written in the form of a masque 

followed by an anti-masque. The incidental music for the 

masque consisted of liturgical chants for a four-part choir 

using the Latin words of Psalm 69 and a Franciscan hymn, 

plus three songs ("Morning," "Evening," "Night") with piano 

accompaniment for the novitiate Julian; and for the anti-

masque there were three jazz numbers for piano (four hands) 

34William Mann, "Incidental Music," in Mitchell and 
Keller, Benjamin Britten, (New York: Philosophical Library, 
1952): p. 300. 
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and percussion--March, Litany, and a Trio. 35 

In this incidental music there are some influences 

from Company. In St. Anthony's meditation, Quaerit loca 

lacrymarum, Britten scores the movement as a strophic song 

for soloists with choir functioning as the accompaniment 

which is similar to "Christ the Fair Glory," movement IV, 

from Company. The movement "Evening" has the cross relation 

between the B-major accompaniment and the B-minor melody, 

again resembling the treatment of the melody and 'harmony of 

"Christ the Fair Glory."36 

Peter Grimes, Ope 33, was completed in 1945 and staged 

at the Sadler's Wells Theatre in London. Montague Slater 

fashioned a libretto from George Crabbe's poem The Borough 

(1S10). This was Britten's first full-fledged opera 

produced in England, and it helped establish Britten's opera 

career and the resurgence of English national opera. 

Britten's musical language contains many of the 

elements found in Company and subsequent works. The use of 

the lydian scale and tritone relationships becomes an 

important structural feature in Peter Grimes. Peter Evans 

states: "This association of lydian scales and tritonally 

opposed key areas is one of the strongest unifying elements 

35 Eric Walter White, "Britten in the Theatre," Tempo, 
no. 107 (December 1973): p. 7. 

36 Mann , pp. 304-6. 
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in the opera.,,37 

There is some use of motives found throughout the work 

and they are presented in various forms. The harmonic 

language includes intervals of seconds and their inversions. 

Third-related keys are important, as is Britten's use of 

unison orchestral and choral writing to vary the texture. 

Perhaps the single most important influence of Company 

is found in the presence of a protagonist/antagonist 

conflict. In Company this is represented by the rivalry 

between Michael and Lucifer. It is for the characterization 

of this strife that Britten writes his most powerful and 

dramatic music of the entire work. The cunfl~ct in Grimes 

is much more complicated, but the end result is a work 

filled with musical representations of the intense feelings 

of the characters and the situations created by this 

struggle. 

The Dark Tower, a piece for a radio broadcast, was 

written in 1946, as was the opera The Rape of Lucretia, 

Ope 37. The score of The Dark To~er is written only for 

instruments and is incidental music for the play ~ritten by 

Louis MacNeice. The music for the orchestra is highly 

virtuosic, and in many of the movements its function is the 

characterization of Bounds found in nature. 

The Rape of Lucretia is Britten's first chamber opera, 

37 Evans, p. 109. 
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and is written for an orchestra of twelve players, male and 

female choruses, and eight singing characters using a 

libretto by Ronald Duncan. The opera was first performed 

at Glyndebourne by the English Opera Group. 

Britten's compositonal language includes many familiar 

devices. In Lucretia, examples of major/minor ambivalence 

are found in the first scene chorus, "Whilst we as two 

observers." The antagonist/protangonist conflict is 

personified in the characters of Lucretia and Tarquinius. 

The passacaglia in the second scene of Act II is a funeral 

march. There is use of a speaking male chorus for the first 

time in a stage work by Britten in first scene of Act II. 

The influence of Company and ot~er incidental music using 

speaking male chorus cannot be overlooked. 

The use of motives has also been an important feature 

of Britten's work. In Company the motives from the hymn "Ye 

Watchers and Ye Holy Ones" functioned as a unifying device. 

He has also used motives in variations as seen in A Boy Was 

Born. In Lucretia, Britten's use of motives takes on a new 

dimension as their role is more like that of a leitmotif. 

Here he has specific motives for specific characters and he 

shapes and varies them to reflect the dramatic action. 

For the Christmas Day broadcast of 1947 Britten wrote 

Men of Goodwill, which accompanied the voice of Laurence 

Olivier and preceded a speech by King George VI. The 

broadcast consisted of live and pre-recorded messages from 
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post-war Europe and the Commonwealth. The music is a series 

of variations on the carol "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen," 

and is scored for full orchestra. 

The variation technique Britten uses is similar to 

A Boy Was Born and Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge in 

that he takes a motive from the carol and varies the motive. 

There are sections when most of the carol is heard, but he 

usually works with motives taken from the carol. 

Britten followed The Rape of Lucretia with the comic 

chamber opera Albert Herring, Ope 39, in 1947. The work 

uses the same instrumental forces as Lucreti~ and serves 

as a contrast and companion piece to Lucretia. The 

compositional techniques of Albert are typical of Britten at 

this time in his career, but it is interesting to see how he 

fuses his style into the realm of comic opera. 

Saint Nicolas, Ope 42, was written for the centenary 

celebrations of Lancing College on July 24, 1948. It was 

tailor-made for the resources available on that occasion--a 

large four-part boys chorus from three schools and the choir 

of a girl's school, together with amateur string players, 

percussionists and a piano-duet team. Britten did specify 

that professionals are required for the quintet of string 

players who lead their sections, the first percussionist, 

and the tenor who sings the role of Nicolas. 

Britten tells the story of the life St. Nicolas in nine 

movements based on a libretto by Eric Crozier. Each 
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movement is a vivid description of the events in the saint's 

life from his birth to his appointment as Bishop of Myra and 

concluding with his death. The techniques that Britten uses 

for this work include lydian influences, a march (movement 

VII), and unison writing among others. 

At the conclusion of movement V, Britten includes the 

hymn "All People that on Earth Do Dwell" to the tune of "Old 

Hundreth." This is the first instance of a well-known hymn 

appearing in one of Britten's work since Company. His 

intention is to include the audience in the singing of the 

hymn and he ingicates this in the score. (Figure 35) 
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Figure 35. Nicolas, Movement v, measures 87-96. 38 

Britten also uses the hymn "God Moves in a Mysterious Way" 

to the tune of "London New" to conclude the cantata. The 

uses of these hymns is a direct influence of The Company 

of Heaven not only in terms of musical ideas, but also in 

his conscious awareness of the audience and their emotional 

participation in the work. 

38 Benjamin Britten, Saint Nicolas, (London: 
& Hawkes Ltd., 1949). 

Boosey 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

Britten learned a great deal from his experiences 

writing incidental music, and in turn the incidental music 

that is available for study is a great example of his 

development as a composer. Although it is a relatively 

small and unknown portion of his overall compositional 

output, the incidental music shows the influence of his 

own compositions and those of other composers, as well 
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as h~w they helped him define his musical language through 

the use of mood-painting, telling a story, creating dramatic 

action, and involving the audience in the program. 

The Company of Heaven was Britten's second essay in 

incidental music for a BBC radio broadcast. This ~rogram 

was also the first to have one composer for all the music. 

Britten succeeded in making the work a complete entity with 

the use of motives and motivic variation. He selected 

two motives from the hymn "Ye Watchers and Ye Holy Ones," 

and made them the unifying elements of the entire work. 

The Company of Heaven was written relatively early in 

Britten's career. He was still experimenting with many 

different elements of his style, and he was partially 
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influenced by his own ideas and those of other composers. 

It is interesting to see how Britten uses an idea in a piece 

from his early career and to note its development. A good 

example of this would be Britten's use of tritone 

relationships. His use of the interval in Variations on 

a Theme of Frank Bridge occurs within a harmonic 

progression. In Co m pany, the in te rval beco m es the 

organizing factor for an entire phrase. Britten places 

further importance on the tritone as he uses it as the 

essential unifying element throughout Peter Grimes. 

Other techniques from earlier works that did influence the 

music of Company and subsequent works include the lydian 

scale, march movements, intervals of seconds and thirds and 

their inversions, virtuosic orchestral writing, tonal 

ambiguity, and motivic variation. 

There are four features found in Company that have 

considera~le influence on later works. The first is the use 

of speaking male chorus. This idea was first heard in 

earlier incidental music, but in these examples it was used 

as an aural effect. In Company, and later in The Rape of 

Lucretia, Britten uses the speaking male chorus not only as 

a contrast in the sonority, but also to either tell a story 

or to move the dramatic action forward. 

The next feature is the use of well-known hymns in a 

w 0 r k • In C o.!!!.~ the h y m n is" YeW a t c her san dYe HoI y 

Ones." This is the first example of Britten using any 
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existing tune in its entirety that was not originally 

composed by him. The next example of this is ten years 

later with the writing of Men of Goodwill which is based on 

the carol "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen," and in 1948 he 

includes two hymns in Saint Nicolas. It is particularly 

interesting to note that all of the congregational hymns 

that Britten used were familiar to his audience and were 

intended as a means of involving his audience in the 

production. 

The third idea taken from Company has to do with the 

dramatic quality of the music and Britten's awareness of the 

wedding of text and music to elicit emotional response. It 

would be difficult to deny that the music written for 

Company has no dramatic quality or emotional spirit. 

Britten is able to sense the innate mood of the text that he 

sets and writes music that is appropriate for that moment, 

and for the overall structure of the piece. The constrast 

in ·m~ods and dramatic quality of the music is carried over 

to the stage works that he wrote beginning with Peter Grimes. 

The final feature is the protagonist/antagonist 

conflict which is an essential element in the dramatic 

quality of the work. Britten recognizes this as a primary 

idea for dramatic works and uses it in most of his operas in 

one form or another. 

To achieve a variety of sonority and dramatic effects, 
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Britten wrote some unique music to interpret the texts. Up 

to this time, the only large scale choral work was A Boy 

Was Born. The choral writing for this piece was fairly 

traditional in its scoring, with some use of polyphony and 

homophonic writing. The choral writing for Company is at 

times far from traditional in order to be a part of the 

dramatic quality of the work. The speaking male chorus is 

quite effective in its portrayal of war. The extensive 

unison writing for both the choir and the orchestra is a new 

texture that Britten uses at every opportunity. One other 

new development in his choral writing is the treatment of 

the voices as an instrument for the weaving melodic line in 

the sixth movement of Company. 

The Company of Heaven is not a revolutionary piece in 

the development of Britten's compositional style. It was 

written early in his career and should more appropriately be 

recognized as an example of Britten's evolving style. It 

does contain some ideas that were used for the first time, 

but they are in no way indicative of a drastic change in the 

compositional style of the twenty-three-year-old Britten. 

Most musicians underestimate the importance of 

Britten's experience in writing incidental music for the 

theatre, cinema, and radio. To ignore this body of illusic 

would be detrimental in understanding Britten's development 

as a dramatic composer for the stage. The Company of Heaven 

is an example of a work that shows how Britten incorporated 
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many facets of his style into a piece of music that speaks 

to its audience with its soul deeply imbedded in the musical 

spirit of its composer. 
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