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ABSTRACT 

This document is an indepth examination of the compositional and 

intellectual bonds Benjamin Britten applied to the following operas and 

Canticles; Albert Herring, op.39 & Canticle I, op.40 / Billy Budd, 

op.S0 & Canticle II, op.S1, The Turn of the Screw, op.S4 & Canticle III, 

op.S5 / Owen Wingrave, op. 85 & Canticle IV, op.86 / Death in Venice, 

op.88 & Canticle V, op.89. The striking musical and literary 

similarities of these works are compared to especially provide students 

and teachers of Britten's music with a much needed performance guide to 

the Canticles. 

The five Canticles incorporate many of the key stylistic elements 

found in Britten's larger works yet are often neglected due to their 

sophistication of texts and music. Although titled "canticles", these 

chamber pieces for voices ( s ) and various instruments share only two 

common features; religious themes, and expansive musical forms. Apart 

from these unifying traits there is substantial variety in the choice of 

texts and in the development of the musical elements. Furthermore, the 

similar thematic nature of these opera/Canticle pairs reflects the life 

long personal commitment Britten maintained for the, moral, social and 

psychological concepts they espouse. 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Early in his career Benjamin Britten achieved fame as an 

innovative composer of opera, yet he was equally successful in smaller, 

more intimate works, like his Canticles. In the course of his career, 

Britten set five chamber pieces for voice and various instruments. All 

of these pieces are based on religious themes and range from seven to 

fifteen minutes in length. In these works Britten showed much variety 

in the choice of poets, texts and in the development of musical 

elements. 

I have learned that each Canticle was composed immediately after a 

major opera, and that these vastly different works share literary themes 

and musical ideas as well. However, with the exception of Canticle II / 

Abraham & Isaac, very few scholarly articles have every discussed the 

striking thematic similarities between these opera/Canticle pairs. This 

lead me to ask three questions: 

Did Britten compose the Canticles in order to explore the moral 

and social themes presented in these operas in a more intimate, less 

dramatic framework? Do musical motives and techniques have the same 

extra-musical connotations in each operas/Canticles pair? Finally, did 

these themes have personal significance to Britten? 
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NEED FOR THE STUDY 

There is yet to be a detailed study outlining the 

striking literary and musical similarities found in the 

operas and the Canticles, and there are only three scholarly 

articles and a smattering of incidental literature which 

discuss the Canticles in depth.! I suspect that this is 

due to the fact that the Canticles, unlike the operas and 

song cycles, are performed less frequently because of their 

sophistication of music and text, not to mention the odd 

combinations of voices and instruments Britten favored. 

In performance, I have discovered that the Canticles 

possess enormous spiritual and musical breadth. They are 

deserving of a much larger public than that which they have 

found to date. This lecture recital is intended to provide 

students and teachers of Britten's music with a much needed 

performance guide to these overly neglected masterpieces, 

and to inspire further examination and performance of the 

Canticles. 

L.E. Egbert. "Britten's Five Canticles." The Diapason 
68.5 (1977): pp.9-14. 

David Brown. "Britten's Three Canticles." The Music 
Review 21 (1960)1 pp.55-65. 

Peter Evans. The Music of Ben; amin Britten. London, 
Melbourne and Toronto: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1979. 
See Chapter 16, pgs.401-18. 
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

There has been a tremendous amount of scholarly 

material written and published dealing with all of Britten's 

operas, including the five discussed in this study. Albert 

Herring, Billy Budd, The Turn of the Screw and Death in 

Venice are among Britten's greatest operatic successes, 

heard regularly throughout the opera world. This is not the 

case with the Canticles. Although discussions of them are 

included in all the major publications on Britten's music, 

much of this treatment is superficial or simply analytical. 

Rarely is the thematic significance of these works pointed 

out and discussed at any length. Herein lies the limitation 

of this study. Most of my research had to focus on material 

which centered on the operas, and which included only b~ief 

passing statements regarding the Canticles. 

(However, further insight was culled from articles that 

revealed the personal motivation which inspired Britten to 

compose all of these works.) 



13 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to compare the literary, 

and in some cases, the musical similarities which exist 

between Benjamin Britten's five Canticles, and the five 

operas which were completed immediately before the 

composition of each Canticle. (see Table 1). 

This study consists of two parts: 

1) an indepth examination of the compositional and 

intellectual bonds which Britten used to connect these works 

(see outline); and, 

2) the preparation of a recital of Britten's 

Canticles I, III, and V. 
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OVERVIEW OF BRITTEN'S LIFE AND INTERESTS 

Benjamin Britten was born seventy-six years ago on 

November 22, 1913. This day also happens to be Saint 

Cecilia's Dayl, which in Britten's case is especially 

fitting, as many consider him to be England's greatest 

composer since Henry Purcell. Like Purcell before him, 

Bri tten had an affinity for traditional aspects· of music, 

placing great importance on melody, rhythm, counterpoint and 

on basic forms. Britten perhaps best expressed his personal 

philosophy when he remarked, "Music for me is clarification; 

I try to clarify, to refine, to sensitize. My technique is 

to tear all the waste away; to achieve perfect clarity of 

expression, that is my aim."J 

Britten's talents were nurtured by his mother, an 

amateur singer, and by his literary father. Britten showed 

early progress and was soon studying composition with Frank 

Bridge. Bridge helped Britten develop the technical skills 

which were to become a hallmark of his work. He also shared 

and supported the young composer's pacifist ideals, which 

were to become an important theme in Britten's music 

St. Cecilia is the patron saint of music. 

Ann Blyth's 
1981. 

Remembering Britten. Londonz Hutchinson, 
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throughout his life. Britten went on to study at the Royal 

College of Music and worked with John Ireland (composition) 

and Arthur Benjamin (piano). However, the pastoral 

tradi tion then popular with British composers and teachers 

left Britten cold. He found Alban Berg's opera Wozzeck more 

stimulating and proposed to study with him in Vienna. 

Although Bridge was supportive, the Royal College of Music 

and Britten's parents thought Berg would be a bad influence, 

and vetoed the plan. 

Britten's work in film during the thirties was doubly 

important. First, the rigorous demands of writing for film 

forced him to develop a musical language of emotional 

directness and technical conciseness. This was to be 

specially significant for his work in opera (e. g., Billy 

Budd, a single soprano saxophone note recalls the suffering 

endured by the novice). Second, he met Wystan Hugh Auden, 

an enormous literary and personal influence on Britten. 

Auden poetry was the basis of several of Britten's early 

song cycles, including the Cabaret Songs and Our Hunting 

Fathers. Auden's radical political and social beliefs 

stimulated and nurtured the composer's own convictions, but 

his unashamed homosexuality disturbed Britten, whose Puritan 

background encouraged him to sublimate his own homosexual 

leanings. Auden and his circle forced Britten to face 
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this most personal side of his personality, and left him 

with an intense nostalgia for what the young composer 

perceived as his "lost innocence." Innocence lost or 

corrupted is yet another important theme found in many of 

Britten's works. It's relevance in his life is reflected in 

the following lines Auden wrote for Britten's Hymn to Saint 

Cecilia: 

"0 weep, child weep, 0 weep away the stain, 

Lost innocence who wish'd your lover dead, 

Weep for the lives your wishes never led."4 

Paul Bunyan, an operetta with libretto by Auden, was 

written in the United States, where Britten and Auden, 

consciencious objectors, lived during the first part 

of World War II. Also living with Britten was Peter Pears, 

the English tenor who would be(.~ome the definitive 

interpreter of Britten's vocal music, as well as his 

lifelong companion. The relationship between Pears and 

Bri tten deepened into intimacy, and was to last for forty 

years. 

the 

During his stay in the United States, Britten composed 

orchestral song cycle Les Illuminations and the 

From Hymn to St. Cecilia, pub. by Boosey & Hawkes, 
London. 
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remarkable Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, wherein Britten 

broke free of the melodic restraints of the "English" 

tradition and developed a more individual, sweeping melodic 

style. His work attracted the great conductor and teacher 

Serge Koussevi tsky, who commissioned Britten's first maj or 

opera, Peter Grimes. 

Peter Grimes was rejected by Covent Garden, but was 

accepted by the more far-sighted Sadler's Wells. The opera 

premiered there in 1945 and became a great success, soon it 

was travelling internationally. Peter Grimes was the first 

of many operas to explore personal issues affecting Britten 

in this case the situation of a man who "holds himself 

apart" from society. Surely Britten was anxious about his 

return to England, having stood by his unpopular pacifist 

beliefs during the war. One can't help but notice the 

similarity between Britten's situation and that of Grimes, 

who defies society for the sake of individuality. Eric 

Wal ter White, Britten's first biographer, stated that "all 

who were present realized that Peter Grimes, as well as 

being a masterpiece of its kind, marked the beginning of an 

operatic career of great promise and perhaps also the dawn 

of a new period when English opera would flourish in its own 
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right. "5 

Britten cemented that opinion with his chamber opera, 

The Rape of Lucretia, which opened at the Glyndebourne 

Festival in the summer of 1946. The restriction of a small 

orchestra appealed to Britten, who developed a highly 

sensitive orchestration for the opera. The opera also 

refined his gift for dramatic commentary in the style of the 

classical "Choregos", through the use of a male and a female 

"Chorus", a gift which he had already explored with the 

gossipy villagers of Grimes. In a letter to Imogen Holst, 

Britten wrote: "I used to think that the day one could shock 

people was over - but now, I've discovered that being simple 

and considering things spiritual of importance produces 

violent reactions!"6 Themes of "spiritual importance," 

reflecting his definite Christian morality, factored more 

and more into Britten's music. This theme is seen in many 

major works such as the Church Parables and Cantatas -- but 

it becomes equally evident in smaller works like the 

Canticles. 

Britten's next opera was a companion and contrast to 

The Rape of Lucretia. 

5 Christopher Headington. 
1981, pg.1. 

Albert Herring" a second chamber 

Britten. London: Eyre Methuen, 

6 Christopher Headington. Britten. pg. 81. 
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opera, also premiered at Glyndebourne. Its libretto, by 

Eric Crozier is significant in that he and Britten 

transplanted a French setting to the familiar environment of 

a fictional English town called Loxford. At the same time, 

Britten and Pears were moving to the equally familiar 

setting of Aldeburgh,. Suffolk County, (having resided 

previously at Snape on the Mal tings) . Bri tten loved the 

rugged landscape of Aldeburgh, especially its seclusion, its 

proximity to the sea and its quiet stability. Britten was 

able to settle down into a more routine life than he had in 

his travelling, more spontaneous youth. Michael Kennedy 

notes It ••• Bri tten continued the work-obsessed puritanical 

regime which he followed almost to the end of his life, a 

routine which included cold baths, long walks with the 

dogs, plain food and early bedtime .... He had realized since 

his student days in 1933 that his idyllic childhood was a 

lost Arcady. "7 

It is important to note how Britten's music also begins 

to follow a philosophical scheme which parallels his 

personal and professional life with equal consistency. 

Britten clearly shows preference and commitment for themes 

and subjects which either interested or affected him 

7 Michael Kennedy. Britten. London: J.M.Dent & Sons, 
1981, pg.52. 
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personally. These are precisely outlined by Michael Kennedy 

in the following statement: 

(Britten's) 

"themes of innocence destroyed or betrayed, of evil 

triumphing over good, of purity besmirched, of grace 

and virtue defiled or derided, frequently recurs. But 

the innocence, purity and grace themselves are often 

triumphant and bewitchingly celebrated. "I 

The best known presentation of these themes occur in 

Britten's larger works, primarily the operas and church 

parables. The messages contained wi thin these works have 

been highly documented by numerous Britten scholars9 , but in 

most cases these writers do not give the Canticles similar 

examination. 

Though the Canticles are smaller works, the impact of 

their music and themes on both the performer and the 

listener are certainly every bit as significant. This study 

seeks to illuminate the thematic connections inherent in the 

five Opera/Canticle pairs for the benefit of all students, 

teachers and performers of Britten's music. 

Michael Kennedy. Britten. pg.124. 

Graham Elliot. 
Spiritual View." 
28-44. 

"The Operas of 
Opera Quarterly 

Benjamin Britten: A 
vol. 4, no. 3 (1986): 
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POETS, TEXTS & THEMES 

ALBERT HERRING / CANTICLE I 

21 

Bri tten' s first comic opera, Albert Herring was the 

second of two chCl.mber operas composed especially for the 

reopening of Glyndebourne during the summers of 1946-47. 

Eric Crozier adapted Guy de Maupassant' s short story, "Le 

Rosier de Madame Husson. n The French setting was 

transplanted to a fictional English town, Loxford, at the 

turn of the century. The hero is Albert, a repressed but 

sensitive young man, who's innocence and chastity earn him 

an honor he would rather do without. The virtuous nature of 

his life has lead to his election as "May King", in lieu of 

any chaste young ladies who might have been chosen as Queen. 

Despi te reservations, he goes along with the idea, little 

knowing just how much this "Coronation" will liberate his 

life. 

Thematically, the power (or influence) of love plays an 

important part throughout Britten's opera, and its influence 

on Albert arises from the blatant flirtations of Sid and 

Nancy. These characters embody the honest and loving 

emotions which will provoke Albert's own salvation. 



My Beloved Is Mine Francis Quarles 

Ev'n like two little bank divided brooks 
That wash the pebbles with their wanton streams, 
And having ranged and searched a thousand nooks 
Meet both at length at silver breasted Thames 
Where in a greater current they conjoin. 

So I my best beloved's am, 
So he is mine! 

Ev'n so we met and after long pursuit 
Ev'n so we joined. We both became entire. 
No need for either to renew a suit 
For I was flax, and he was flames of fire. 
Our firm united souls did more than twine. 

So I my best beloved's am, 
So he is mine. 

If all those glittering monarchs, that conunand 
The servile quarters of this earthly ball 
Should tender in exchange their shares of land 
I would not change my fortunes for them all; 
Their wealth is but a counter to my coin: 

The world's but theirs; 
But my beloved's mine. 

Nor time, nor place, nor chance, nor death 
Can bow my least desires unto the least remove. 
He's firmly mine by oath, I his by vow. 
He's mine by faith and I am his by love. 
He's mine by water, I am his by wine: 

Thus I my best beloved's am, 
Thus he is mine. 

He is my alter, I his holy place, 
I am his guest and he my living food. 
I'm his by penitence, his mine by grace, 
I'm his by purchase, he is mine by blood. 
He's my supporting elm and I his vine: 

Thus I my best beloved's am, 
Thus he is mine. 

He gives me wealth: I give him all my vows: 
I give him songs, he gives me length of days. 
With wreaths of grace he crowns my longing brows 
And I his temples with a crown of praise 
Which he accepts: an everlasting sign 

That I my best beloved's am, 
That he is mine. 
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MY BELOVED IS MINE AND I AM HIS 

Canticle I I My Beloved Is Mine And I Am His was 

wri tten for the Dick Shepherd Memorial Concert in 1947. 

Bri tten had been closely associated with Shepherd who was 

the founder of the Peace Union Pledge, a pacifist group 

organized in the 1930's. The rhapsodic text is by Francis 

Quarles, (1592-1644). Quarles was one of the most popular 

religious poets of his day. He especially had a prolific 

abili ty to create ''1orks which followed the sentiments and 

tastes of 17th century England. His success even 

overshadowed other metaphysical writers like Milton and 

Donne, but Quarles poetry lacks the deep felt personal and 

intellectual involvement and utterly original imagery which 

is a hallmark of these greater poets. Despite shortcomings, 

Quarles nevertheless achieved respectability among Puritan 

and Catholic readers alike. His own deep religious sense 

linked with a skillful metrical control gained him wide 

acclaim, especially for his Emblems. IQ In 1635 Quarles 

published five volumes of these works entitled, Emblems: 

Di vine and Moral. The text which Britten selected can be 

18 In the 17th century, an emblem was a fashionable, 
inspirational poem which incorporated an expanded meditation with 
an illustration that were both based on a specific Biblical 
phrase. 



23 

found in the Fifth Book of Emblems, all of which are 

expansions 

Canticles. 

of Biblical quotations from the Book of 

Quarles' poem is based on Canticle 2, verse 16: 

"My beloved is mine, and I am his; 

he feedeth among the lilies." 

The Book of Canticles is also known as the Song of 

Solomon, and comprises one of the most profoundly beautiful 

books in the Old Testament. Philosophically many of these 

texts symbolize the spiritual relationship between God and 

his people -- expressed in the language of a more physical, 

earthly love. Aesthetically they speak of man's 

completeness among all of God's creatures as a being who is 

endowed with both sensual and spiritual qualities. 

Quarles text reflects the imagery found throughout the 

Book of Canticles, but his meaning is far less enigmatic 

than these ancient love poems. Specifically, he mirrors the 

adoration for the "beloved" wi t.h frequent comparisons to 

inseparable elements of nature; water, fire and earth. 

However, these comparisons also mingle with New Testament 

references to Christ, in particular, 

"He's mine by water; I'm his by wine; 



24 

Any question of Quarles' "beloved" is resolved in an 

Epilogue to his emblem; 

"Sing Hymen ll , to my soul: What? lost and found? 

Welcom'd, espous'd, enjoyed so soon, and crown'dl 

He did but climb the Crosse, and then came down 

To th' gates of hell; triumph'd, and fetch'd a Crown." 

By omitting this Epilogue, (as well as the fourth 

verse), Britten retained the mystery surrounding the 

phenomena of love expressed so eloquently both in the Book 

of Canticles and in the body of Quarles rhapsodic 

medi tation. The remaining verse then coincides with the 

sensuous theme of love so important in the opera Albert 

Herring. Noting this connection, Britten's 

with reason while acknowledging the 

fused passion 

importance of 

physical love, he centered on the more abstract aspects of a 

spiritual, higher love -- unique, noble, lasting and most 

important, redeeming. 

11 Hymen was the Greek god of marriage. 
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BILLY BUDD I CANTICLE II 

Herman Melville (1819-91) ranks as one of our greatest 

American authors today mostly due to the rediscovery of the 

novel many consider to be his greatest work, Billy Budd. It 

is surprising to learn that this novella was completed only 

months before his death and subsequently left unpublished. 

This work, like many of his earlier masterpieces, was 

ignored until 1924 when the original manuscript was found, 

reconstructed and finally published. 

The idea to adapt Billy Budd for the operatic stage 

came to Britten in a round about way. In 1949 the Arts 

Council of Great Britain commissioned Britten to write a 

full scale opera for Covent Garden l2 • This offer presented 

the perfect opportunity for Britten to invite his friend, 

and well known writer, E. M. Forster to provide him with a 

subject and libretto. Forster was pleased at the challenge 

but felt his lack of theatrical experience would perhaps be 

detrimental to this undertaking. Britten solved this 

problem by asking his friend and close colleague Eric 

12 The opera premiered on December 1, 1951. 
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Crozier to assist Forsterl3 • Together these men preserved 

the atmosphere, dialogue and thematic material found in 

Melville's novella, making only the following major changes: 

Vere's does not die, (in Melville he dies in battle), 

but presents and concludes the tale symbolically 

in a Prologue and Epilogue; 

Claggart is given a dramatic scena wherein he declares 

his evil intentions against Billy; 

A climatic battle scene occurs just before Claggart 

speaks to Captain Vere about Billy's mutinous 

intentions; 

Billy sings an aria before his execution based on 

Melville's concluding ballad, "Billy in the 

Darbies." 

Of all these, the changes made to Vere have the 

greatest effect, for now the emphasis of the tale centers on 

the struggle between his duty and his conscience. 

13 

operatic 
libretti 
Nicholas, 

Crozier had worked closely with Britten on all his 
productions to date. He also had provided texts or 
for The Young People's Guide to the Orchestra, Saint 
The Little Sweep and Albert Herring. 
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ABRAHAM & ISAAC 

A similar personal struggle is also prominent in the 

biblical tale portrayed within Canticle II. Britten's 

setting is one of the Chester Miracle Plays (1268-76), and 

is based on the Old Testament Scripture, Genesis 22: 1-19. 

The text, around which Britten builds a mini-opera, tells 

the agonizing story of Abraham's devotion to God. 

The Chester Cycle is believed to be the earliest of 

these miracle or mystery plays, and consists of twenty-five 

plays, mostly in rhyming verse. These plays were very 

popular during the Middle Ages and they involved the entire 

Christian community in their planning and presentation. The 

Church happily approved of the straight forward manner of 

these dialogues as they espoused its central doctrine of 

man's redemption. 

The Canticle premiered on January 21, 1952, little more 

than a month after Billy Budd, so close in both 

approximation and theme that many scholars considered it to 

be a "second epilogue" to the opera. 14 

Michael Kennedy. Bri tten. pg. 201. 



ABRAHAM AND ISAAC Text from a Chester Miracle Play 

GOD SPEAKS Abr:mam, my servant, Abraham, 

ABRAHAM 

Take Isaac, thy son by name, 
That thou lovest the best of all, 

And in sacrifice offer him to me 
Upon that hill there besides thee. 
Abraham, I will that so it be, 

For aught that may befall. 

My Lord, to Thee is mine intent 
Ever to be obedient. 
That son that Thou to me has sent 

Offer I will to Thee 
Thy bidding done shall be. 

Here Abraham, turning him to his son Isaac, saith: 

Make thee ready, my dear darling, 
For we must do a little thing. 
This wooode do on thy back it bring, 

We may no longer abide 
A sword and fire that I will take, 
For sacrifice behoves me to make; 
God's bidding will I not forsake, 

But ever obedient be. 

Here Isaac speaketh to his father, and taketh a bundle of sticks 
and beareth after father, and saith: 

ISAAC Father I am all ready 
To do your bidding most meekly, 
And to bear this wood full bayn* am I, 
As you commanded me. 

Here they both go to the place to do sacrifice: 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

Now, Isaac son, go we our way 
To yonder mount if that we may. 

My dear father, I will essay 
To follow you full fain. 

Abraham being mined to slay his son Isaac, lifts up his hands, 
and saith the following: 
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ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

O! My heart will break in three, 
To hear thy words I have pitye~ 
As Thou wilt, Lord, so must it be, 
To Thee I will be bayn. 
Lay down thy faggot, my own son dear. 

All ready father, 10, it is here. 
But why make you such heavy cheer? 

Are you anything adread? 

Ah! Dear God! That me is woe! 

Father, if it be your will, 
l'lhere is the beast that we shall kill? 

Thereof, son, is none upon this hill. 

Father, I am full sore affeared 
To see you bear that drawne sword. 

Isaac, son, peace, I pray thee, 
Thou breakest my heart even in three. 

I pray you, father, layn* nothing from me, 
But tell me what you think. 

Ah! Isaac, Isaac, I must thee killl 

Alas! Father, is it your will, 
Your owne child for to spill 
Upon this hilles brink? 
If I have trespassed in any degree 
With a yard you may beat me~ 
Put up your sword, if your will be, 

For I am but a child. 
Would God my mother were here with mel 
She would kneel down upon her knee, 
Praying you, father, if it may be, 

For to save my life. 

o Isaac, son, to thee I say 
God has commanded me today 
Sacrifice, this is no nay, 

To make of thy bodye. 

Is it God's will I shall be slain? 

Yea, son, it is not for to layn. 
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Here Isaac asketh his father's blessing on his knees, and saith: 

ISAAC Father, seeing you muste needs do so, 
Let it pass lightly and over go; 
Kneeling on my knees two, 

Your blessing on me spread. 

ABRAHAM My blessing, dear son, give I thee 
And thy mother's with heart free; 
The blessing of the Trinity, 

My dear Son, on thee light. 
Here Isaac riseth and cometh to his father, and he taketh him, 
bindeth and layeth him upon the alter to sacrifice him, and saith: 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

Come hither, my child, thou art so sweet, 
Thou must be bound both hands and feet. 

Father, do with me as you will, 
I must obey, and that is skill, 
Godes commandment to fulfil, 

For needs so it must be. 

Isaac, Isaac, blessed must thou be. 

Father, greet well my brethren ying, 
And pray my mother of her blessing, 
I come no more under her wing, 

Farewell for ever and aye. 

30 

Here Abraham doth kiss his son Isaac, and binds a kerchief about his 
head. 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAH.Z\.M 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

ISAAC 

ABRAHAM 

Farewell, my sweete son of grace! 

I pray you, father, turn down my face, 
For I am sore adread. 

Lord, full 10th were I him to kill! 

Ah, mercy, father, why tarry you so? 

Jesu! On me have pity, 
That I have most in mind. 

Now, father, I see that I shall die: 
Almighty God in majesty! 
My soul I offer unto Thee! 

To do this deed I am sorrye! 



Here let Abraham make a sign as tho' he would cut off his son 
Isaac's head with his sword; then GOD speaks: 

ABRAHAM 

Abraham, my servant dear Abraham, 
Lay not thy sword in no manner 
On Isaac, thy dear darling. 
For thou dreadest me, well wot I, 
That of thy son has no mercy, 

To fulfil my bidding. 

Ah, Lord of heaven and King of bliss, 
Thy bidding shall be done,i-wiss! 
A horned wether here I see, 
Among the briars tied is he, 
To Thee offered shall he be 

Anon right in this place. 

Then let Abraham take the lamb and kill him. 

ABRAHAM 

ENVOI: 

Sacrifice here sent me is, 
And all, Lord, through Thy grace! 

Such obedience grant us, 0 Lord! 
Even to Thy most holy word. 
That in the same we may accord 

As this Abraham was bayn; 
And then altogether shall we 
That worthy king in heaven see, 
And dwell with him in great glorye 

For ever and ever. AMEN. 

*bayn: willing *layn: hide 
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THE TURN OF THE SCREW / CANTICLE III 

When Henry James was only twenty-two he wrote, "a good 

ghost story must be connected at a hundred points with the 

common objects of life. n15 Years later he fulfilled his own 

dictum and completed a short story that would be his longest 

and most tragic ghostly tale -- The Turn of the Screw 

which especially emphasized the frightening realities of 

human relationships under uncommon stress. 

Like many of James's previous works, this tale contains 

an important supernatural element manifested in the spirits 

Quint and Miss Jessel. However, James's story does not 

concentrate solely on these unhappy forms, but centers upon 

the "common" experience of the living, who lives are forever 

changed as a result of their supernatural occurrences. 

James's narrative is presented through the experience 

of the central character, the Governess. Eventually 

overtaken by her emotions, she unconsciously effects a 

collaboration with the spirit she hoped to destroy. 

Tragically, the victim at the end of this dreadful 

partnership is the child, Miles, whom she had sworn to save. 

The progression of her personal and psychological 

15 As quoted by Leon Edel in 
Ghostly Tales of Henry James, page xxv, 

his introduction to 
(see bibliography). 
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destruction is the heart of Britten's opera. 

The Turn of the Screw was completed in 1954 and first 

performed at the Teatro la Fenice in Venice by the English 

Opera Group. 16 It marked a return to the chamber opera 

forces which had been so successful in The Rape of Lucretia 

and Albert Herring. However, James's complex and often 

ambiguous story would need careful adaptation before it 

could be operatically viable. Britten selected Myfanwy 

Piper, a close friend and wife of colleague John Piper, as 

librettist and together they set about their task. 

James's structure was compact and fast moving and 

Britten and Piper maintained his relentless pace. From his 

twenty-four chapters they constructed sixteen scenes. These 

scenes were to be separated by short instrumental interludes 

which would reflect or accelerate . the intense, 

claustrophobic atmosphere of Bly. 

Britten and Piper did effect two important changes in 

James's story. One was an important structural change which 

eliminated the need for a large ensemble. The opening 

Christmas Eve party scene was reduced to a Prologue with one 

singer. However, Piper skillfully retained much of the 

significant background information, in particular the 

16 The first performance on September 14, 1954 was in an 
Italian translation. 
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Governess's naive infatuation with the Guardian: 

"But she was carried away; that he, so gallant and 

handsome, so deep in the busy world, should need 

her help." 

The second change resulted in a more controversial 

decision which allowed Quint and Miss Jessel sung dialogue. 

In James's tale neither of the ghosts ever utter a syllable, 

which has lead readers to ask if the ghosts are actually 

real or merely figments of the Governess's neurotic 

imagination. 

Bri tten felt it was more important to center on the 

evil at Bly and highlight its effects upon the occupants 

there -- especially those of the well meaning, yet misguided 

Governess. Accepting this interpretation, the tragedy at 

Bly can then be viewed as a collaboration between the 

psychological forces of good and evil as manifested in the 

characters of the Governess and Quint. This juxtaposition 

of good and evil builds throughout Britten's opera and 

progresses by degrees from the ambiguous opening to the 

inevitable climax where the manifestations of good and evil 

are virtually indistinguishable. 



STILL FALLS THE RAIN Edith Sitwell 
(The Raids, 1940. Night and Dawn) 

Still falls the Rain-
dark as the world of man, black as our loss
Blind as the nineteen hundred and forty nails 
Upon the Cross. 

Still falls the Rain 
Wi th the sound like the pulse of the heart that is changed to the 

hammer-beat 
In the Potter's Field, and the sound of the impious feet 

On the Tomb: 
Still falls the Rain 

In the Field of Blood where T~e small hopes breed and 
the human brain 

Nurtures its greed, that worm with the brow of Cain. 

Stills falls the Rain 
At the feet of the Starved man hung upon the Cross. 
Christ that each day, each night, nails there, have mercy 

on us --
On Dives and on Lazarus: 
Under the Rain the sore and the gold are as one. 

Still falls the Rain --
Still falls the Blood from the Starved Man's wounded Side: 
He bears in His Heart all wounds -- those of the light 

that died, 
The last faint spark 
In the self-murdered heart, the wounds of the sad un-

comprehending dark, 
The wounds of the baited bear --
The blind and weeping bear whom the keepers beat 
On his helpless flesh •.. the tears of the hunted hare. 

Still falls the Rain --
Then -- 0 lIe leape up to my God: who pulls me doune -- ? 
See, see where Christ's blood streames in the firmament: 
It flows from the Brow we nailed upon the tree 
Deep to the dying, to the thirsting heart 
That holds the fires of the world -- dark-smirched with pain 
As Caesar's laurel crown. 

Then sounds the voice of One who like the heart of man 
Was once a child who among beasts has lain --
"Still do I love, still shed my innocent light, my Blood, 

for thee." 
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STILL FALLS THE RAIN 

In 1942 Edith Sitwell published Street Songs, her first 

volume of poetry in over ten years. The volume contains 

many poems which symbolically express her deepest emotion 

over the madness which was then sweeping Europe. 

Falls the Rain (The Raids, 1940. Night and Dawn), is the 

most powerful poem in the collection. It is also one of her 

strongest statements against man's self-destruction and a 

fervent plea for the hope of spiritual rebirth. It is 

plainly evident Si twell' s poem appealed to Britten its 

sentiments mirrored his own hatred of war, carnage and 

oppression. More importantly, the awful truths of 

destruction it expresses simultaneously delivers an option 

which leads man in the direction of salvation -- another 

favorite Britten theme. 

Once again Britten was setting a complex text which 

contained both subtle and wrenching imagery. Britten did 

not make any changes or deletions in the text, a fact which 

probably pleased Sitwell who attended the 1955 premiere. 

She was so affected by the performance that she wrote to 

Bri tten and Pears after the event l7 : 

17 Canticle III / Still falls the Rain was first performed 
by Britten, Pears and Dennis Brain on January 28, 1955 at a 
concert given in memory of the pianist Noel Mewton-Wood. 
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"My dear Ben, 

11 

Lehamn 
pg.191. 

I am so haunted and so alone with that wonderful music 

and its wonderful performance that I was incapable of 

writing before now. I had no sleep the night of the 

performance. And I can think of nothing else. 

It was certainly one of the greatest experiences 

in all my life as an artist. 

During the performance, I felt as if I were 

dead killed in the raid -- yet with all my powers of 

feeling still alive. Most terrible and most moving 

the appalling loneliness, for all that it was a 

communal experience one was alone, each being was 

alone, with space and eternity and the terror of death, 

and then God. 

What a very great composer you are! and what a 

very great singer Peter is. 

I can never begin to thank you for the glory you have 

gi ven my poem ... " 18 

From Edith Sitwell: Selected Letters 1919-1964, ed. John 
and Derek Parker, New York: Doubleday and Co., 1981, 
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OWEN WINGRAVE / CANTICLE IV 

For the second time in his career Britten chose a short 

story by Henry James for the subject of his fifteenth opera, 

Owen Wingrave. This story also presents similar 

circumstances as those found in The Turn of the Screw, for 

instance; much of the drama of the work takes place in the 

confines of a ancient mansion, 

presence. Most importantly, 

complete with a supernatural 

Owen, the central character, 

(like Miles) is the victim of both a social and supernatural 

influence. 

Owen Wing rave is the tale of a young man who is born 

into a family with a ancient and bloody legacy of military 

service. Destined for a military career himself, Owen is by 

nature, temperament and convictions a man of peace. When he 

vehemently rejects this legacy, and announces this decision 

to his staunchly traditional family, a serious psychological 

and social conflict ensues. 

The striking parallels between James's fictional story 

and Britten's life are noteworthy. The sincere and valiant 

effort Owen makes by re j ecting the career of a soldier is 

not totally unlike Britten's own refusal to submit to 

mandatory military service during World War II. Upon their 

return from America in 1942, Britten and Pears had to 
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publicly justify their pacifism before The Tribunal for the 

Registration of Conscientious Objectors. Cleared of any 

illegal activity, they nevertheless had to provide numerous 

public concerts allover England to benefit the war effort. 

Bri tten' s interest in this character is obvious, for 

Owen is the fictional epitome of many of his own fervent 

beliefs. Furthermore, the massive escalation of the war in 

Vietnam in the early 1970's must have also affected Britten. 

Again, he seized the opportunity to dramatize a story which 

denounces the evils of war and extols the virtues of peace. 

This powerful, moral opera stands then with his other works 

on the same theme, especially War Requiem, it advocates 

the ideals he had felt passionately about for over forty 

years -- peace and redemption. 



Journey of the Magi 

'A cold coming we had of it, 
Just the worst time of the year 
For a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter.' 
And the camels galled, sore footed, refractory, 
Lying down in the melting snow. 
There were times we regretted 
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 
And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 

T.S. Eliot 

And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 
A hard time we had of it. 
At the end we preferred to travel all night, 
Sleeping in snatches, 
With the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 
Wet below the snow line, smelling of vegetation, 
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 
And three trees on the low sky. 
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 
And feet kicking empty wine-skins. 
But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arrived at evening, not a moment to soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 
This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or death? There was a birth, certainly, 
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 
But had thought they were different; this Birth was 
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensations, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death. 
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JOURNEY OF THE MAGI 

Bri tten selected one of the most intriguing and best 

known poems by T.S. Eliot (1888-1965) for his fourth 

Canticle. The poem itself dates from 1927, which in and of 

itself "las an important year in Eliot's life. It must be 

remembered for two major personal events. First~ in June of 

that year Eliot became a member of the Church of England, 

and second; in November of the same year Eliot became a 

British subject. The former is especially significant with 

regard to Journey of the Magi. Many scholars feel the poem 

is a noble expression of Eliot's own spiritual awakening and 

conversion. 

Eliot seems to have derived some of the inspiration for 

his poem from Bishop Lancelot Andrewes's Nativity Sermon of 

1622. Eliot included the first five lines in Lancelot' s 

sermon in his poem, which he modified by and placed in 

quotations. They seem to suggest a second voice, perhaps a 

scribe vlho is repeating the lines for the Magi. Eliot's 

long narrative then recounts the story of Christ's birth, as 

told by ,one or perhaps all three of the Magi, many years 

after their epic journey to Bethlehem. But the story is 

much more than mere historical narrative, for it is filled 

with vivid, oriental imagery. As the major events in 
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Christ's life are described, the true nature of the poem 

reveals a symbolic "journey," signifying the passage of the 

mind from one state to another, from the death of the old to 

the rebirth of the new. 

For the Magi this "j ourney" was more than physically 

trying. Its psychological and spiritual impact have Ie ft 

the Kings in a bewildered, often painful state. This Birth 

was unlike any other and has left the Magi caught between 

their old worlds and the new reality of Christ. 

they realize the spiritual transformation 

undergone will only be completed upon death. 

Eventually 

they have 

Death will 

free them from the "old dispensations," and restore them to 

a new life. 

In this respect the "connection" to Owen Wingrave 

becomes apparent. Like the Magi, Owen's life is almost 

completely dominated by the events of the' Wingrave past. 

His total rejection of a soldiers life coincides with the 

flowering of his own enlightened philosophy of peace. This 

realization leaves him isolated and rejected by his entire 

family and friends, as well as the omnipresent Wingrave 

legacy. 

Owen's night in the haunted room becomes a final 

battlefield where all psychological and spiritual forces 

meet. Al though he dies, his death is symbolic of several 
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things; his sacrifice ends tragically and releases Owen from 

the bloody Wingrave legacy for he is the last male of the 

line. More importantly, his death finally permits him the 

"Peace" he so fervently desires, and like the Magi, allows 

for the possibility of rebirth as well. 
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DEATH IN VENICE / CANTICLE V 

Thomas Mann (1875-1955) completed what was to become 

his most celebrated novella, Der Tod in Venedig in 1912. 

While primarily a fictional work, Death in Venice l9 was 

nevertheless inspired by events and individuals Mann 

actually encountered just prior to and during a journey to 

Venice he took in May of 1911. Mann combined these out of 

the ordinary characters and events with the philosophical, 

artistic and mythological concepts that were a trademark of 

his masterful literary style. Foremost of these was the 

dilemma Britten himself struggled with all of his adult 

life; why "must the (artist's) pursuit of beauty, of love, 

lead only to chaos"?29 

Dramatically, Mann's novella presented several major 

obstacles due to it's intellectual story line and it's 

exotic, unusual characters. Once again, Britten turned to 

his colleague and friend, Myfanwy Piper, to adapt the 

sophisticated prose into a coherent, viable libretto. 

19 The translated version consul ted for this study is by 
H.T. Lowe-Porter, Classics of Modern Fiction, Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, Inc., 1980. 

19 Quote from Peter Pears's interview during Tony Palmer's 
television film on Britten, A Time There Was. 
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The central character of the work is the highly 

successful and respected German writer, Gustav von 

Aschenbach. The entire story is expressed through 

Aschenbach, a man who has devoted his life to the pursuit of 

beauty, especially to his art. Aschenbach's lengthy musings 

and soliloquies, the basis of Mann's eloquent narrative, 

would somehow have to be reduced and translated into musical 

expression. Britten and Piper devised a system of ingenious 

and flexible recitatives, which alternated between the 

following styles: 

secco recitative for rapid, conversational exchanges, 

arioso-like lines, for emotional or dramatic moments, 

and a unique, unmeasured speech-song for the all 

important, ironic, yet intimate commentary Aschen"bach 

makes in his small book, "the symbol of his novelist's 

trade." 

Addi tional obstacles arose in the presentation of the 

other characters in the story. Early in Mann's novella, 

Aschenbach encounters a mysterious "Traveller" while walking 

in a Munich cemetery. Aschenbach is greatly unsettled by 

the man's presence for at the same moment he is seized with 

a sudden and powerful urge to travel to the south -- to a 

warmer climate, to seek the inspiration which evades him in 

Munich. 
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This character, the Traveller, is but the first of 

several who symbolically represent the presence of death, 

and include; the Elderly Fop, the Old Gondolier, and the 

Leader of the Strolling Players. 

Britten and Piper realized the importance of these 

symbolic figures upon Aschenbach's fate and carefully 

crafted each role so that they could be played by one 

performer. Furthermore, they expanded this Hermes-like role 

to included additional characters, including the Hotel 

Manger, the Hotel Barber and the Voice of Dionysus. One 

performer, a bass-baritone, would portray all seven parts, 

thereby highlighting the ominous presence of death in 

Aschenbach's life throughout the opera. 

Another major challenge facing composer and librettist 

laid in the presentation of the (practically) mute roles 

comprising Tadzio, his family and friends. (In Mann's 

story, Aschenbach can never bring himself to speak to 

Tadzio, and only learns his name by overhearing it called 

from afar by Tadzio's admirers.) This is also the case in 

Britten's opera.) Early in their collaborations Britten and 

Piper cast these roles as dancers. This decision maintained 

Mann's story line and also elevated the ritualized movement 

of dance to an important, dramatic level. 
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A final character, Apollo, was given a substantial, 

offstage singing role. Bri tten assigned the atmospheric 

voice of a counter-tenor to this important role, which is 

musically and dramatically in direct contrast to the other 

Greek god alluded to in Mann's narrative, Dionysus. These 

two gods symbolically represent the struggle Aschenbach 

wages within his own personality. Apollo, the God of 

Beauty, represents beauty, order and restraint in all forms 

Dionysus, the God of Wine, represents freedom and 

ecstatic joy of the bodily senses. These two characters 

define 

between 

Aschenbach's conflict, a conflict 

his intellectual, spiritual side 

passions of his physical desires. 

which 

and the 

wrests 

rising 

Recognizing the importance of this theme in Britten's 

life, 

with 

it is not surprising that he followed Death in Venice 

a second statement on this human dilemma the 

ambiguous and wrenching setting of T.S. Eliot's 

of Saint Narcissus. 

The Death 



The Death of Saint Narcissus 

Come under the shadow of this grey rock
Come in under the shadow of this grey rock, 

T.S. Eliot 

And I will show you something different from either 
Your shadow sprawling over the sand at daybreak, or 
Your shadow leaping behind the fire against the red rock: 
I will show you his bloody cloth and limbs 
And the grey shadow on his lips. 

He walked once between the sea and the high cliffs 
When the wind made him aware of his limbs smoothly 

passing each other, 
And of his arms crossed over his breast. 
When he walked over the meadows 
He was stifled and soothed by his own rhythm. 
His eyes were aware of the pointed corners of his eyes 
And his hands aware of the pointed tips of his fingers. 

Struck down by such knowledge 
He could not live men's ways, but became a dancer before 

God. 
If he walked in city streets 
He seemed to tread on faces, convulsive thighs and knees. 
So he came out under the rock. 

First he was sure that he had been a tree, 
Twisting its branches among each other 
And tangling its roots among each other. 

Then he knew that he had been a fish 
With slippery white belly held tight in his own fingers, 
Writhing his own clutch, his ancient beauty 
Caught fast in the tips of his new beauty. 

Then he had been a young girl 
Caught in the woods by a drunken old man 
Knowing at the end the taste of his own whiteness 
The horror of his own smoothness, 
And he felt drunken and old. 

So he became a dancer before God. 
Because his flesh was in love with the burning arrows 
He danced on the hot sand 
Until the arrows came. 
As he embraced them his white skin surrendered itself to 

the redness of blood, and satisfied him. 
Now he is green, dry and stained 
With the shadow in his mouth. 
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THE DEATH OF SAINT NARCISSUS 

T. S. Eliot wrote The Death of Saint Narcissus in the 

fall of 1914 while enrolled as a student at Merton College 

in Oxford, England. 21 It appears that Eliot did not 

consider it a totally successful poem and withheld its 

publication. However, parts of it, (the first seven lines), 

were incorporated into his monumental poem, The Waste Land, 

(lines 26-30). Finally, in 1967 The Death of Saint 

Narcissus was published in a collection of poems entitled, 

Poems Written in Early Youth. 22 

Obviously, because of the name and theme, the Narcissus 

of Greek legend immediately comes to mind -- but one would 

be incorrect in assuming that this mythological character 

was Eliot's only source and inspiration. The Narcissus of 

Eliot's poem was actually a Bishop of Jerusalem known as an 

austere, rigidly moral cleric. His discipline and severity 

earned him numerous enemies who fabricated charges against 

him in an vain attempt to remove him from his see. 

21 Most of my information on this Eliot poem was derived 
from the excellent article by Nancy R. Comely, "From Narcissus to 
Tiresias: T.S. Eliot's use of Metamorphosis", (see bibliography). 

Published by Faber & Faber, 1967. 



47 

Narcissus seized this confrontation to flee the entire 

church, especially since he longed to pursue a more 

hermetic, philosophic life. After spending many years alone 

in the surrounding deserts, he returned to Jerusalem and 

remained there as Bishop until his death in 215 A.D. 13 

Like many of Eliot's early poems, The Death of Saint 

Narcissus is concerned with the eternal struggle between the 

flesh and the spirit. Like Aschenbach, Narcissus questions 

the nature of beauty, life, love, wisdom and God. The close 

proximity of both character and theme undoubtedly interested 

and perhaps even inspired Britten. 

In fact, this was the first composition Britten was 

able to complete, (in 1974) following his convalescence from 

open heart surgery in 1973. Al though unable to conduct OE,,_, 

accompany any longer, his compositional skills remained as 

imaginative and expressive as in Death in Venice. This was 

the first of several works composed especially for tenor and 

harp, (Peter Pears and Osian Ellis), and was dedicated "in 

loving memory" to Britten's colleague and friend, William 

Plomer. 14 

13 Additional information on Saint Narcissus can be found 
in Butler's Lives of the Saints, (see bibliography). 

14 Plomer (1903-1973) was Britten's librettist for Gloriana 
and all of the Church Parables. 
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ALBERT HERRING / CANTICLE I 

My interest in this study originated from personal 

observations of the immediate thematic and musical 

connections between several operas and Canticles by Benjamin 

Britten. l But at first glance, Albert Herring appeared to 

have morp. in common with the operas which proceeded it than 

the Canticle which followed it. These operas, namely Peter 

Grimes and The Rape of Lucretia, were both tragic operas 

dealing with the various manifestations of oppression. 

Despite its' comical guise, the theme of Albert Herring also 

deals with oppression thematically distant from the 

sensual eXQortations of Canticle I. 

My concurrent investigations of Britten began to offer 

some explanations. Though early in his career, Britten had 

begun to demonstrate an affinity for characters and themes 

which reflected (to varying extent) his own personal 

situation. The is especially the case with Grimes, Lucretia 

and Albert, three individuals who, (like Britten in the mid 

1940's), are in conflict with society and more importantly, 

their own fears. In the course of each opera, Grimes, 

Lucretia and Albert face their conflicts Grimes and 

Lucretia become society's victims but Albert somehow 

achieves a victory. 

In particular, Billv Budd & Abraham and Isaac and The 
Turn of the Screw & Still falls the rain. 
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Albert's success is a personal and psychological one, 

and is the result of a gradual recognition and rejection of 

the repression which dominates his life. We re joice with 

Albert's "fall from grace," not because his night on the 

town is shameful (and basically uneventful), but because of 

it Albert has realized and strengthened his emotional 

"self". 

Canticle I, on the other hand, is a vocal chamber piece 

which goes far beyond mere sensuality in its vivid expansion 

of the Song of Solomon quote, "My beloved is mine, and I am 

his." It's message of love is sublime and transcends any 

earthly manifestations. Again, it seems to be far removed 

from the commonplace settings and comical caricatures of 

Albert Herring, especially since Albert is certainly not the 

epi tome of anything romantic, or even sensual. Yet the 

emotional awakening he experiences amounts to nothing less 

than a "sea change" in his personal life. Albert will never 

again be the demure, obedient mother's boy -- and as silly 

and farcical as the closing moments of this "serious 

comedy"2 are, we cannot ignore the impact of Albert's 

emotional liberation. 

Herein lies the connection with Canticle I. Albert's 

personal journey from oppression to liberation was initiated 

by his emotional awakening an awakening especially 

Mitchell, Donald. 
Herring", Opera Quarterly, vol. 

"The Serious Comedy of 
4, no.3, (1986), 45-59. 

Albert 



50 

influenced by the ever present examples of sensual and 

physical love in Albert Herring, namely Sid and Nancy. 

Britten composed some of his most extravagantly 

romantic music for these two lovers, placing great 

importance on their roles in a number of pivotal scenes. 

Britten's depiction of this relationship amounts to a 

sincere celebration of young love. Furthermore, their 

intimacies never go unnoticed by Albert and actually provide 

the spark which finally leads to his new self. This theme -

- salvation through love -- becomes 

theme throughout the opera. How 

an important secondary 

then does this theme 

influence Albert and connect with Canticle I? 

All of Albert's important scenes occur just prior, 

during or immediately after the scenes in which these two 

lovers interact. The effects of their flirtations and 

gentle encouragement can be seen from their first entrances 

in Act I, scene 2; 

Sid sings a long and suggestive aria to Albert 

describing the pleasures of "courting a girl". Nancy enters 

to buy a piece "of best English beef" and allows Sid to 

distract her with a juicy peach. Sid instructs her to bring 

them to night "and we'll each take a bite, to flavor our 

kisses with a dash of peach bitters!" 
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Albert's first soliloquy. 
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first encounter are heard in 

Albert finds his anger and sings 

of his feelings of loneliness. His stinging soliloquy 

questions his commitment to his Mum and the shop, 

sarcastically asking, "for what?" . The scene then 

culminates in two arioso sections which clearly state his 

mounting frustration; 

"It seems as clear as clear can be that Sid's ideas .. 

Are very much too crude for Mother to approve. 

'And yet I'd really like to try that kind of life .. 

And see how it compares with serving customers." 

Oh, maybe soon I'll have the chance to get away .. . 

And golly! Golly! It's about time, about time ... " 

The statement "that kind of life" is a direct reference 

to Sid's involvement with Nancy. The freedom and happiness 

they share together is like a siren's song to this lonely 

young man. 

Albert's questioning continues in Act II, especially 

afte"r Sid spikes his lemonade, to "loosen him up and make 

him feel bright." This is done, by the way, to the tune of 

the love potion music from Tristan und Isolde, which is 

certainly one of the greatest operatic depictions on the 

romantic theme of salvation through love. Britten's 

borrowing here pays homage to thi s theme (one of Wagner's 

favorites) and symbolically suggests that Albert, like 
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Tristan, no longer has complete control over his fate. 

Later that evening, with inhibitions aside, Albert 

sings a second soliloquy, expressing for the first time his 

true emotions and feelings. It is not surprising that he 

speaks of Nancy, especially of her "pretty name". Albert 

also voices his envy and appreciation for Sid's romantic 

abilities. But the lovers interrupt Albert once again, this 

time just outside the shop, and they discuss Albert's plight 

before running off for another tryst. Following this, 

Albert sings his climatic solo~ 

"Heaven helps those who help themselves." "Help myself." 

"0 go, .. Go! .. Go away! and leave me here alone ..... . 

With doubts and terrors you have never known! 

Enjoy your evening as you will! Kiss and hug your fill! 

Embrace and hug until the stars 

Spin round like Catherine-wheels 

Against the rainbow coloured hills! 

Then hurry home at dawn, proud of what you've done, 

Smile, smile, smile, to think I slept alone! ....... . 

But when, but when, Shall I screw my courage up 

To do what must be done ... by everyone?" 

Albert has finally realized he can no longer wait for the 

pleasures and freedoms which Sid and Nancy enjoy. 

a gold sovereign, (one of the "virgin ransom"), 

He tosses 

which as 

chance would have it is "Heads, for Yes," and embarks on his 

first night of emancipation. 
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Canticle I shares much of the sensual language of 

Albert Herring, but the emphasis now progresses far beyond 

the physical and fleeting, to the spiritual and eternal. A 

relationship more complete than Sid and Nancy's results, one 

which not only provides a healthy rapport of the body, but 

an equally heal thy harmony of the soul as well values 

lacking in Albert Herring but effusive in Canticle I. 3 

The stanzas of Quarles' poem reflects these values and 

emotions in a sensual, ambiguously religious way. 

Musically, Britten showed great skill in his setting, and 

especially demonstrates early versions of musical and 

thematic techniques which would re-occur in his following 

Canticles. This is evident in the opening measures in the 

piano accompaniment. Two contrasting lines depict the "two 

little bank divided brooks .. " randomly flowing past each 

other: 11 , Andante alla barcarola cJ .• so> p molto 

VOICE ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
V ~ 

fl I 

PIANO 

/ 

ll I sos tenuto 

like t~o 

( . 

.-. -
p 

~~simile 
can Pedale 

. ! f 
lit - tle bink di - ;i - ded brooks ...... - .. 

--==== 
.-r-1 • 

One need only look at the long artistic and intimate 
relationship Britten shared with Peter Pears for example of 
lasting love. Their relationship was already ten years old when 
Canticle I was composed in September of 1947. 
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The individuality of these two lines, akin to two 

contrasting, seeming indifferent personalities, is seen not 

only in the melodic content of each line, but in the 

contrasting rhythms -- 2 against 3. This opening melodic 

and rhythmic material becomes the basis of much of the 

thematic development, especially in the voice part, 

throughout the Canticle. However, at this stage, the voice 

line remains secondary, a static-like narrative, filled with 

seconds, major/minor thirds and tritones which emphasize the 

differences of the two "brooks." 

At the conclusion of this opening verse is the first of 

five refrain settings of Quarles' text, "So I my best 

beloved's am, So he is mine!" 

patl lib. ~ C:::ll~~~~~~~~f~,~· ~~§ I : ; . i . 2 I C ; t1 ·. si . I ~ 
-- - So · I" . my .. best 

1
be-Iav·- -ed1.s- -~· ~ am,~-;0 • he. is ' 

mine! 

~~1 : 1;~~: /~: 
_77· 

I 

Britten also begins an association with the interval of the 

sixth here, which serves moti vic functions throughout the 

work. 4 

This is the first of several important refrain figures or 
melodies which serve important musical and thematic functions in 
many of Britten's Canticles. 
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Quarles' imagery is as erotic as many of the lines in 

Albert Herring as he details the intensity of this love. 

Britten's lyrical · lines reflect this passion beautifully, 

especially in a series of long melismas set on the words; 

"joined", entire", and "fire". These startling melismas 

are among the most effective Britten ever set, and also 

foreshadow future works as well. 

I f.=:----.• •• • i' i w, : : 

..,,. 

The interval of the sixth first heard in the refrain is 

exploited in a playful canon beginning at measure 63: 

Presto cJ.a,1,1 
ll FP 

'1 mine. 

II 

~ :_ ( ppm"'•Q 
r • . 

pp . 

Nor time, 

. r • 

nor place, -- nor .. -

t) ~ • I 
chance,nor deat h ........ can bow my least de sires ....... can bow my least de - sires, un-

- .... 

Britten varies the treatment of the sixth with great 

rhythmic strength (short/long) within an ingratiating, 

soaring vocal line depicting the fervent love the lover 

holds for his beloved. 
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Beginning at measure 134 Britten features the most 

significant rhythmic pattern of the work again, seen here in 

Lombardic fashion -- sixteenth and dotted eight: 

11 , Lento <.J.,01 I\ I 

r r • • 
al - tar ....... - I his ho - ly v place guest 

It is interesting to note how subtly Britten has employed 

this notation with constant variety and freshness throughout 

Canticle I. In this Lombardic pattern, it is most 

prominent, and suggest the excited beating of the hearts of 

the lovers. Like the previous melismas, similar rhythmic 

pattern will be found in several later Canticles again 

used with equal ingenuity and emotional intention. 

Britten's music achieves the sublime during the last 

measures as it embodies the transcendental nature of 

Quarles' poem. Despite the sensuousness of Sid and Nancy's 

relationship in Albert Herring, their physical relationship 

does not equal the spiritual contentment sounded in the 

concluding measures of this Canticle. Britten achieves a 

truly sublime musical moment -- the vocal line assumes the 

melodic "brook" arpeggio first seen in the opening measures, 

while the piano continues the Lombardic motive in a solid G 

major. 



57 

n , 
pp dim. al1_:_fi~ne _________ _ 

. ~ --
sign .................................. . 

. 
That I ;.y best be - lov - ~d's am, t;at he Is mine .... 

fl I . a 

., ., .. --=: .. -. :: ~ -· 
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1'1 <1 ---......_ I . ] I -..........._ 
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., -,. :: .... :: -,-,.:: _ .... :: - ... .\ 
PPP .... .J~J .. .~1 .. - .... ~ .,. -

. . .. . . .. 
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This lovely coda is also the conclusion of two literary 

themes; in Albert Herring physical love was a powerfully 

motivator for it eventually lead Albert to a happier 

awareness. But in Canticle I, Britten obviously endeavored 

to present the ultimate conclusion to Albert's or, for ·that 

matter, anyone's self discoveries -- physical love can be a 

powerfully motivator, but it can only bring true fulfillment 

when it co-exists with a deeper spirituality. Canticle I 

is unique among Britten's works for in it he espouses an 

ideal wherein the sexual and spiritual do join in a 

beautiful, sublime harmony. 
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AFTERTHOUGHT ON 

ALBERT HERRING I CANTICLE I 

Philip Brett has described Albert Herring as a "parable 

of liberation"7 r crediting Britten's and Crozier's inclusion 

of the lovers as instrumental -- since such a liberation 

"cannot be achieved without repossession of the body and of 

feeling. "8 His description is fitting for at its' 

conclusion we realize Albert has finally freed himself of 

most of the psychological and emotional restraints which had 

had a suffocating hold on his life. But Bretts' descriptive 

word "parable" in of itself is reminiscent of another 

opinion, by Graham Elliot, who has detail the various and 

frequent Christian "messages" Britten provided in his 

operas. 9 Is there such a "message" in Albert Herring? 

Britten had included a strong Christian message in The 

Rape of Lucretia, the opera written immediately before 

Albert Herring. Lucretia, like Albert, is also a victim of 

society's mores and views. Unlike Albert, she allows these 

negati ve opinions to shame her into taking her own life. 

Britten included an uplifting moral to this tragic opera in 

Philip Brett. "Character and Caricature in Albert 
Herring." Musical Times 127, no.1724 (1986): 545. 

8 Philip Brett. "Character and Caricature in Albert 
Herring." pg.547. 

Graham Elliott. "The Operas of Benjamin Britten: A 
Spiritual View." Opera Quarterly. 4.3 (Autumn 1986): 28-44. 
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an attempt to justify Lucretia's death. This was 

accomplished by allegorizing Christ and Mary figures through 

the use of the Male and Female Chorus. 1O Britten was widely 

criticized for including this Christian allegory in 

Lucretia, but he felt the "message" was inherent. He was 

later defended by his close friend Imogen Holst who wrote, 

"he would never have set a cruel subject to music without 

linking the cruelty to the hope of redemption. "11 

The comic mood of Albert Herring does not allow for 

such strong moralizing in its final moments. The important 

themes of oppression and saving the example of love are 

frequently overshadowed by the satirical, comedic moments. 

Though the conclusion is joyous, one wonders how successful 

Albert's nj,ght on the town actually was -- and if his new 

self-awarenesss will continue to remain undaunted against 

the overbearing citizens of Loxford. 

Britten was a very methodical composer who in the 

course of his career devised an innovative, unique musical 

language. Even at this stage of his career this was already 

in evidence in his song cycles, chamber and full scale 

operas. It is not merely coincidental then that Britten 

devised the subtle means to express important moral, 

19 In particular, the moving final recitative by the Male 
Chorus implies that belief in Christ will lead to salvation. 

11 Imogen Holst. Bri tten. London and Boston: Faber & 
Faber, 1966 (1970 & 1980), pg.40. 
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personal and especially more spiritual themes. Here at the 

beginning of his career this seems to be the case with the 

Canticles. Canticle I especially seems to provide the 

answers to these unresolved questions at the end of Albert 

Herring. The ambiguously religious poem which Britten chose 

can be viewed as a commentary (or epilogue) which reflects a 

spiritual, moral, or Christian interpretation of the themes 

present in both works. 12 Furthermore, this type of 

spiritual expression was constant throughout Brittten's 

career, and brilliantly flowered in the more extensive, 

dramatic Church Parables. 

For the time being, the Canticles could relate personal 

sentiments apart from the operas and avoid the criticisms 

encounter in Lucretia. In this light, the optimism 

portrayed in the closing scene of Albert Herring is only 

reinforced by the unshakeable self-awareness found in the 

Quarles text, "My beloved is mine, and I am his." More 

importantly, the emphasis on physical love is diminished and 

the ultimate contentment of body and soul, when linked by 

spiritual love, is celebrated. 

12 Britten I s next two operas, namely Billy Budd, and The 
Turn of the Screw contain powerful moral messages. The thematic 
similari ties of the poems he selected for Canticles II & III, 
which follow these operas, lends substantial validity to my 
present observation. 
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BILLY BUDD / CANTICLE II 

Billy Budd and Canticle II are two of Britten's best 

known and most performed works, a popularity due to the 

intensely human stories they depict. Of course, the texts 

of each are familiar throughout the world -- but it is 

undoubtedly the overwhelming dramatic situations faced by 

Captain Vere and Abraham which both readers and listeners 

find so compelling. The resulting musical fascination is 

therefore totally justifiable, especially in lieu of 

Britten's success in bringing these human struggles to life 

in vivid musical presentations. What are the themes of 

these tales, and what is significant and similar in their 

presentations? 

Both works portray themes where contradictions between 

moral truth and earthly or divine law are in serious 

conflict. These themes are depicted by characters who face 

life or death decisions affecting individuals whom they 

ei ther admire or love. In Billy Budd, this character is 

Captian Vere, and in Canticle II, this is of course, 

Abraham. Britten, (with the help of several skilled 

librettists), carefully crafted his texts to highlight the 

personal dilemmas of each of these main characters. Two 

highly focused, personal moral tales resulted -- depicting 

the devastating ambiguities of right and wrong or good and 

evil. How did Britten (and his librettists) shape these 
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texts to convey the themes and conflicts in his music? 

Herman Melville's posthumous novel, Billy Budd, Sailor, 

is an often painful account of the confrontations of good 

and evil. The characters are broadly symbolic: hero, 

villain and administrator of impartial justice. Melville 

was able to imbue these stock figures with life and depth, 

and Forster, Crozier and Britten preserved and developed the 

originals: Billy is the hero, the embodiment of goodness and 

innocence; Claggart the villain, forever empty and envious 

of the beauty and virtue of the Christ-like sailor. But 

Britten and his librettists opted to give special attention 

to Captain Vere endowing him with more compassion and 

complexity as he is forced to choose between the agonizing 

dichotomies of earthly law and moral truth. 13 

13 Claggart is undoubtedly an important figure in 
Britten's opera, who at the least represents an evil 
influence in both Billy and Vere's life. However, his role 
is not included in this document as my concern is primarily 
with Vere and Billy. 
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This theme, the struggles between good and evil, and 

the dilemma it poses for Vere are featured presented in a 

moving Prologue in Billy Budd. 14 But at the same time, 

Britten also establishes a musical motive which depicts the 

conflicts of good and evil in the opening measures: 

Warda by 
E.M. FORSTER and ERIC CROZIER 

BENJAMIN BRITTEN 
Op .50 · Prologue 

Slowly moving J : u 

S
•l:o l~ii: ;~:~;;:;;, 1:ir:1 
~~ 

A second important motive is heard as Vere articulates his 

personal agony he still experiences over the troubling 

events on board the Indomitable long ago. 

The melodic motive, of a rising fifth followed by a half 

step, is significant as it is associated with human 

suffering throughout Billy Budd. This is especially the 

most important theme heard from the long suffering crew: 

14 It is important to remember that in this operatic 
version Captain Vere has survived to old age. The Prologue 
and Epilogue are presented as personal flashbacks. 
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The two parties liar tog.sther at their work. 

UNO RS P -

A similar thematic and musical treatment is found in 

the opening measures of Canticle II. The story of Abraham 

and Isaac found in Genesis; Chapter 22, remains unsurpassed 

as a tale of devotion and sacrifice. 15 Britten's selection 

of this Chester Miracle Play is significant in that it is 

frankly far more descriptive and dramatic, in a human sense, 

than the original Biblical text. This reflects Britten's 

preference, ( as just noted in Billy Budd with Vere), to 

convey the personal dimension of Abraham's struggle. 

Furthermore, Britten chose to begin the work with a 

prologue-like opening which also presents the conflict and 

struggle. This is heard in the opening measures as the 

voice of God intones: 
Abraham and Isaac 

BENJA...',IIN BRITTEN, Op. 51 

l'I , Slow recitative --= 
ALTO 

~,...,.A • bra- ham!.. .. ,;;l!'Y servant A-bra-ham, 

1P r-~ 

15 My source for the Biblical story 
Version as published by Thomas Nelson, 
Tenn., 1976. 

is the King James 
Inc., Nashville, 



65 

In addition to the other worldly effect of this masterful 

combination of the solo voices, Britten again musically 

establishes the theme and conflict; 

a noticeable dissonance suggests Abraham's conflict, E-

flat against d-natural I 

a melodic motive is introduced, which becomes one of 

Abraham's expressive lines: 

ij~A~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ma~r~hid~~~~~~ A. 
~ -,, .. ... . -+ ' ... ....___...... 

And in sa - cri- fies of - fer him to me ....... : 

A ' 
mark t!d 

sa - cri - fice of - fer him to me ..... .. . 

Later, th i s melody especially reflects Abraham's mixed 

emotions ranging from anguish; 
\Ov 

I ..... mus t thee .... kill! 

~ -

f ==--
' ·, 

to joy: 

( ( ( 

...__ 
==--

FP clearly 
' 
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Both of these works also contain concluding messages 

which reinforce and, to some extent, resolve the conflicts 

presented in their opening material. In the Epilogue of 

Billy Budd, this message is again sung by Vere who now 

understands that salvation can only be achieved through 

acceptance of and resignation before God's infinite wisdom; 

" ... For I could have saved him, I could have saved him. He 

knew it, even his shipmates knew it, though earthly laws 

silenced them." Although Vere's agony and guilt are again 

heard in the suffering motive: 

~ broad- f passionatelv 
fl larg amente __---: u ---=' " --

Y« ~ [€'· ~~~~~~~~~~ 
r r , ~ 1 r i 
0 what have . I done ? 0 what, what have I done ? .... ... . . 

f) ~ rau 

~ ~ 

.fP r------- r· 

we also hear that his faith in Billy's goodness, especially 

his blessing, has offered much comfort to his tortured soul; 

"But he has saved me... and blessed me, and the love that 

passes understanding has come tom~." 
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The conclusion of Abraham and Isaac offers an even more 

uplifting message. Following a brief recapitulation of the 

opening material representing God's nullification of His 

previous commandment, Abraham sings of his jubilation: 

ENVO[ 
Easily moving 

A . ~~p~~~$g~~~~~~~~~ 
(./~ly ) 

':'. ,; 
Aad ail, Lord , through. .... Thy 

Such o - be - di - eac11 graat us , 0 Lord! .... ... ........ . 

T. ~~~-----~~~~~~~~~~p~~~~~~~~~~~ 
,; grace. ............ Such. o - be - di- ence grant us , 0 

Here again is the melodic motive of the opening, 

ecstatically expressing Abraham's thanks to God. 

All the above are examples of Britten's deliberate 

"framing" of each work with a theme and message ( s). This 

type of commentary has of course been used in theatrical 

works for centuries, but with Britten it is incorporated 

into the drama so subtly that we are unaware of it's 

moralistic "message." This technique ( of highlighting the 

theme or message) can already found in the allegories of the 

"Chorus" in The Rape of Lucretia, the Prologue and Epilogue 

of Billy Budd, as well as in Canticle II. This becomes a 

favorite devise in Britten's music, and recurs frequently, 

especially in several of the opera/Canticle pairs of this 

study. It's effectiveness here, is immediate, for it draws 

the listener completely into the story. We not only witness 

the ethical and human dilemma experienced by Vere and 

Abraham, but are compelled to an emotional empathy with both 

men. As each story unfolds we witness the inescapable 
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anguish present in both men as the reality of their 

circumstances are fully realized. 

There are other significant musical devises found in 

Billy Budd and Canticle II which merit discussion. One of 

the ways in which Britten makes his musical treatment so 

original, is in his use of revolution simple (for 1951 and 

1952) harmonies to underpin exceptionally complex moments in 

the drama. In the Canticle a simple E-flat major arpeggio 

(missing the fifth) in the piano evokes the voice of God and 

the terrible choice Abraham must face. 

GOD SPJ:A.D:T:11 Clt!ar/u 

hA~~Sl~ow~r~ec~it~at~iv~e~~~PP~~s§~~~~A. ~~~~~~~~~
7

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
~ ., '-' Take I - saac, ... thy SOD by name, That thou lov-est the best oi all, ... . 

A - bra - ha.;r... . clearlv ,.-----, 

ALTO 

~~~,~~~~~~N~~r.'l~-~~T-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
TF.1'0R ~ ~ r.\Take I_ saac, .. . thv SOD by n~e, That thou lov-est the best of all, .... . 

~,__A - bra-ham!.. .. ~ · 

I 6==? r i..! 1~:::'3 
In Billy Budd, common chords are used to depict the 

final conversation between Billy and Vere, the conversation 

in which Billy learns that he must be executed. The ironic 

distance between the complexity of the situations and the 

pure sound of the common chords is one of Britten's most 

effective and moving technical achievements. 
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This particular moment in Britten's opera presents an 

fascinating comparison with Canticle II. There is a similar 

sonic experience in the intense moment just before Abraham 

is about to strike the fatal blow that will kill Isaac. At 

measure 247 the piano has a single measure of a long 

fortissimo tremolo on c# & d#. 

Bl:RE Ll:T ABRABAJII lllA.ICE .A. SIGN AS TBO"GB 
B:E: WOULD CUT OFF JUS SON IS~C'S B:E:AD ,.... 

tong v 
I am 3' 

; 
sor- rye .... 
~ ~( :> b:> 

,~h. € ~ ~~~ € ~F :;: 
ong 
/":\ 

ff 
-rh /":\ 

....__...--._....... ,. :> :> 
:> ~ ?· .fff . ======-t" 

\,"I 

li. ~ I 

Each of these events happen at the moment when both men 

have committed themselves; Abraham to God's law, Vere to 

earthly law. Both chords and tremolo underline the intense 

emotion in a way more striking than words, and though the 34 

measures in Billy Budd occur over a longer span, the single 

measure found in Abraham and Isaac is no less dramatic and 

effective. 

These seemingly identical moments demonstrate Britten's 

ingenuity and skill in depicting literal ideas (or themes) 

in musical terms. This is certainly the case with Billy 

Budd, for Melville specifically discusses the "offstage" 

event of Billy's sentencing. In Chapter 22 of his novella, 

Melville describes how Vere tells Billy in private that he 

is to be executed, but 
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"beyond the communication of the sentence, what took 

place at this interview was never known." 16 

Melville then speculates that the outcome may have been 

different if Vere had only let: 

"himself melt back into what remains primeval in our 

formalized humanity, (Vere) may in the end have caught 

Billy to his heart, even as Abraham may have caught 

young Isaac on the brink of resolutely offering him up 

in obedience to the exacting behest."17 

Though there is not any reference of this passage in the 

libretto of Billy Budd, Britten must have known of it, for 

his musical acknowledgement of Melville's symbolism is 

evident -- both the 34 measures of Billy's sentencing an in 

the re-creation of Abraham's story in Canticle II. 

Both of these works are further significant in that 

they are moving, early realizations of the type of human 

drama Britten would favor throughout his career -- powerful 

sagas which underline the frail ties of human society when 

faced with the painful realities of injustice or evil. 

16 Herman Melville. Billy Budd. New York: Penguin 
Books, 1986, pg. 366. 

17 Herman Melville. Billy Budd. pg. 367. 



71 

AFTERTHOUGHT ON CANTICLE II 

Melville would not be the last author to stimulate this 

highly literate composer to explore subjects depicting man's 

struggle for meaning or salvation. Throughout his life, 

Britten continued to ask questions and to seek answers in 

his music, frequently returning to subjects for further 

evaluation. This is also the case with Canticle II, though 

when Britten returned to this story years later, its 

uplifting message of hope was to be transformed into a 

grotesque parody of murder. Such a thematic and musical 

connection can be found in the War Requiem, Britten's most 

powerful rebuke of the horror and cruelty of war. 

During the Offertory, the chorus and soloists exchange 

material based on a melodies from Canticle II. The first of 

these is heard from the Chorus on the latin text: "Quam olim 

Abrahae promisisti et semini ejus." 

:. 
Y r ~ r I 

O...om o-llm A - bro - h~ pro-mi - si - sti, - et 

Ouomo-lim A - bra - hoe pro-mi- s i - sti,- et 
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This text refers to "God's promise to Abraham and his seed" 

and is reminiscent of the blissful Envoi in Canticle II. 

Even more striking is the tenor/baritone music which follows 

based on the invocation music, depicting God, at the 

opening of Canticle II. 

Such o - be - di - ence grant us, 0 Lordi ............... . 

T. ~~~------~~~~~~~~~~p~~~~~~~~~~~ 
<) 

grace . ....... .... . Such o - be - di- ence grant us, 0 

The text of this section, by Wilfred Owen 18 , is a grim 

distortion of Abraham's story. Owen's Abraham grotesquely 

refuses the sacrificial lamb sent to him by God and instead 

slays "his son--and half the seed of Europe, one by one .... " 

When the boys choir enter the parody is diabolically 

concluded: 

"We offer to Thee, 0 Lord, 

A sacrifice of prayer and praise; 

Do Thou receive them on behalf 

Of those souls whom we commemorate this day." 

18 Wilfred Owen was a promising, young English poet 
who was killed in the last days of World War I. His war 
poems were used by Britten in conjunction with the 
liturgical settings of the Requiem Mass as a chilling 
personal commentary on the horrible experience of war. 
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There are many moving passages in War Requiem, but this 

is certainly one of the most troubling. The murder of any 

child is especially repugnant to most societies and as 

appalling as Wilfred Owen's imagery is to us, such bloodshed 

is frequently the case. Mankind opts for conflict when a 

solution to war and death are wi thin his grasp. The most 

vulnerable and innocent are always the first to be 

sacrificed to satisfy mankind's greed. 

By developing and exploiting these powerful thematic 

and musical connections, Britten was able to continue to 

sound important personal warnings to society throughout his 

life. In the case of the War Requiem as well as the 

Canticles, he presented equally important themes which 

offered alternatives to suffering themes which could 

potentially "enhance the lives"19 of society by especially 

offering them hope. 

19 Alan Kendall. Benjamin Britten. London: 
Macmillan, 1973. 
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THE TURN OF THE SCREW I CANTICLE III 

From a musical and thematic stand point, Britten's 

eighth opera, The Turn of the Screw, and his third Canticle 

I Still Falls the Rain have much in common. To begin with, 

both works are based upon musical themes (loosely) 

constructed on a twelve tone row presented in an 

elaborate series of variations. In Turn of the Screw, this 

occurs within the dramatic framework of a prologue and 

fifteen scenes, linked by an opening theme and sixteen 

orchestral interludes. Canticle III also contains a similar 

al ternating sequence, in this case, an opening theme is 

followed by six verses of text and six variations. In both 

works Britten skillfully utilizes this theme and variations 

in a steady cresendo of intensity which also symbolizes the 

oppressive, claustrophobic themes of destruction inherent in 

both libretto and poem. How are these themes depicted? 

The destruction symbolically present in Britten's opera 

The Turn of the Screw, is again telling of the frightening 

realities of human relationships under stress. The 

supernatural atmosphere at Bly makes it especially difficult 

to discern just who is most responsible for the destruction 

which eventually befalls Mil es28. The equivocal 

28 On such ambiguity that has received much print and 
discussion concerns the two ghosts; are they real or merely 
figments of the Governess' imagination? 
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representation of good and evil runs throughout Britten's 

opera, progressing from the ambiguous opening to the climax 

where these manifestations become virtually 

indistinguishable. Britten and Piper explored the effects 

of these manifestations not only on the impressionable 

children but especially within the fragile psyche of the 

Governess as well. 

The drama revolves about the overwrought confrontations 

both real and imagined between this well meaning, naive 

young woman, the children and the pair of malevolent 

spirits, Quint and Miss Jessel. While living, this former 

valet and governess had subtly corrupted Miles and Flora, 

the two children. The extent and nature of this corruption 

is never clear, but it is obvious that Miles and Flora are 

psychologically well beyond their meager years. Tragedy 

results when the Governess unwittingly becomes a third 

partner in this psychic struggle, placing her own selfish 

delusions above the welfare of her charges. How does 

Britten depict the destruction wrought by these characters? 

As I have already stated, Britten organized this opera 

into a series of variations based on the opening, serial-

like theme, whose twisting character suggests a screw . 
. THEM;E 
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In addition to being an important unifying element, musical 

material from this theme also becomes the basis of motives 

which represent the duality of good and evil embodied in the 

characters of Quint and the Governess. In his extensive 

study of The Turn of the Screw, Peter Evans has charted 

these important motives, naming the most important one the 

"corruption" theme which happens to be the inversion of 

the "screw" theme, a musical manifestation of the topsy-

turvy atmosphere at Bly21
: 

0 
,, 

Ciov.:m~·s s 

@ J uB 3 
M rs <.ims.: ftr:utspo,.:dl 

@ f51J w..b,o 3 
Quiut (tra n5pl1'~·d) 

'J~la 1-,? I oJ .. ~n 

21 Patricia Howard has also studied and named this 
same motive as the "catalyst" motive. 
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The first occurrences of this motive are found in the 

opening scenes; in the first instance, the Governess 

expresses her anxiety towards her new position at Bly, and 

in the second, the motive is heard hovering ominously in the 

violin accompaniment as she greets Mrs. 

children: 
pp ~fr~~ly ____ ,-2-, , .. , 
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Even at this early stage Britten's motive serves several 

functions; firstly, it expresses the Governess' subconscious 

misgivings for excepting total responsibility of the two 

young children merely to satisfy the selfish desires of 

their handsome Guardian. More importantly, this theme also 

underscores the evil present at Bly, and heralds the 

progressively destructive power it will exert upon this 

sincere young lady. 
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Later, as the Governess reads a letter from Miles' 

headmaster expelling him from school this motive is heard 

again. This time it is played by the viola and accompanied 

by the celesta. 

In context especially with the celesta, the "corruption" 

motive foreshadows Quint and his prior influence over Miles. 

Though the Governess is unaware of this influence, Mrs. 

Grose has experienced it first hand, yet she opts to dismiss 

the troubling event. Mrs. Grose finally divulges the long 

suppressed knowledge only after the Governess describes a 

ghastly form whom Mrs. Grose recognizes as Quint. Britten 

seizes this dramatic moment to musically illustrate Mrs. 

Grose's passive complicity to the unacceptable ways of Peter 

Quint. Her variation of the "corruption" motive is almost 

identical to the prior examples: 

~ Slow and broad rJ,~, 
ll u f~_. 

Mn.0 .~'1~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Dear ... .. .. ...... God, fu1 is there his drea.d QO ead .... to 
Gott, . .... . .. .. .. . ... ... . "' ti,t "'" Uc!, a•in bii 

-I'\ -~ -1. -:z r-, -
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Quint receives his own version of this motive as well, 

though his curiously lacks the ominous overtones sounded 

earlier by the Governess and Mrs. Grose. Instead, Britten 

presents his as an embellished, seductive call, meant solely 

to lure the impressionable Miles into the grip of his 

power. 22 

Celnij';.'~ 
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V alirays pp j 5 
r., 

- 5 

As beautiful as his music is, it motivation is totally 

selfish. Quint's desire for a companion is primarily an 

excuse to dominate Miles. 23 In the following scenes, Quint 

reveals his "double faced" nature, candidly describing 

things (both good and evil) which would fascinate and excite 

any young boy. 

22 This is beautiful, 
the melismatic, sensually 
Canticle I. 

sensuous music not at the unlike 
descriptive vocal line found in 

23 This domination has been described in psychological 
and sexual terms by many authors including Michael Kennedy, 
Mansel Stimpson and Clifford Hindley. 



"I'm all things strange and bold, 

The riderless horse, snorting, 

Stamping, stamping ... on the hard sea sand, 

The hero highwayman plundering, 

Plundering the land. 

I am King Midas with gold in his hand. 

I am the smooth world's double face, 

Mercury, Mercury, Mercury's heels 

Feather'd with mischief and a god's deceit 

The brittle blandishment of counterfeit. 

In me secrets, half formed desires, 

I am the hidden life that stirs 

When the candle is out; Upstairs and down, 
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The footsteps barely heard, the unknown gesture, 

The soft persistent word, the long sighing flight 

Of the night-wing'd bird." 

At the beginning of Act II Britten affected his most 

powerful consummation of the musical and dramatic material 

to be found in The Turn of the Screw. This climatic moment 

is sung in the Colloquy between Miss Jessel 

succinctly combining the original "Screw" 

"corruption" motive with a frighteningly candid 

by the spirits: 

and Quint; 

theme and 

revelation 
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"Day by day the bars we break, 

Break the love that laps them round, 

Cheat the careful watchful eyes, 

~ The Ghosts come tog-other. / 

"The ceremony of innocence is drowned." 

<~-~) (.J2t08) / / 
pfirmly . · 
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I ~ 

break, 
Hit!r, 

Following this the Governess expresses her desperate sense 

of confusion at the mounting events. Her growing neurosis 

has alienated the children, confused Mrs. Grose and shaken 

her own judgement. She convinces herself that she alone can 

save the children, from the ghosts and from themselves, not 

realizing her possessiveness is now akin to Quint's: 

"O Miles -- I cannot bear to lose you. 

You shall be mine and I shall save you!" 

Britten's continued use of this motive does not appear 

to originate from a desire to identify these characters 

merely as evil, but it does seek to expose the detrimental 

nature of their influence ( the Governess herself is not 

immune to the corruptive influence of Bly}. The 

"corruption" motive, and its variants, reflects Britten's 

desire to underline the "evil that exist whether in life or 
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in the mind." 24 Britten's The Turn of the Screw is a 

dramatic, musical depiction of the awful possibilities that 

exist in all of us. It presents a dark side of the human 

personality and psyche which would appear more and more in 

Britten's music, especially with devastating effect in his 

next composition, Canticle III/Still Falls the Rain. 

CANTICLE III / Still Falls the Rain 

Bri tten applied a similar strict musical organization 

to this work, which is an even bleaker commentary on the 

destructive nature of man. Dame Edith Sitwell's wrenching 

poem is presented in an alternating series of seven verses 

and seven variations, for tenor and horn with piano 

accompaniment. As in The Turn of the Screw a serial-like 

theme figures prominently as a source of motivic and 

dramatic development throughout the piece. 

24 As quoted by Myfanwy Piper in Patricia Howard's 
study, pg. 23. 
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The ominous nature of the opening horn solo sets a 

tense, foreboding mood, suggesting the oppressive atmosphere 

of the bomb shelters during wartime England. This melody 

becomes a theme that unifies the Canticle: 
THEM E 

~===== mf :::==:-- PP -======= 
#f 
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There are three definite phrases within this theme which 

need to be identified; 

the first section begins on b-flat and ascends for four 

notes before falling a fourth to b-natural, 

the second section also contains five notes and is a 

transposed inversion of the first section, it 

begins on g-natural and descends to d-flat before 

it too moves by a fourth, rising tog-flat, 

the third section is a combination of the first two 

sections, the intervals of the 2nd and 4th remain 

prominent. 
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There are also several important aspects of this theme which 

are structurally vital throughout Canticle III; 

the overall tonality orbits about B-flat, which is 

usually the first and/or the last note sounded by the 

horn in each variation, (however, the recitatives 

gravitate about E-flat, and retain this plagal (IV - I) 

relationship to B-flat almost throughout) 

the overall shape of the theme/phrase recurs again 

in each variation, but the intervallic content 

(steps, leaps, etc.) greatly varies, and 

much of this variety is then applied or mirrored 

in dramatic fashion in the text of the vocal line. 

This last aspect of the theme, (the application of motives 

to the vocal line/text) is of great significance. Setting a 

poem as emotionally and textually complex as Sitwell's would 

require a solid structure that nevertheless allowed for 

dramatic expansion of the text, problems not unlike those 

Bri tten faced in The Turn of the Screw. Britten devised a 

strong plan the variations not only contain thematic 

material linking the entire piece, but the motives Britten 

included within these variations musically underline 

Sitwell's stunning text. 

The major difference between opera and Canticle lies in 

the greater variety, length and recurrence of the motives 

wi thin the Canticle (resulting from the brevity and 
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intensity of Sitwell's poem). What are the examples of 

these motives and what are their extra-musical connotations? 

Britten either expands or contracts the initial 

intervals first heard in the opening, the 2nd and the 4th. 

The interval of the 4th remains prominent throughout the 

work especially because it also encompasses the melismatic 

refrain featured in the voice part: 

VERSE I 
p Free recitative* ()>= about 121 

,·,;,.!@ 1H g@· WU H 
{ Still falls.... ... ..... the ..... Rain-, ... ,. 

As the bleak scenario of Sitwell's poem continues the 4th is 

I , 

heard again as it sounds, like fanfares, the descriptive 

words, "dark," "black," and "blind." 

In Variation I the basic outline of the phrase is 

retained but the interval shifts to 3rds and 5ths. The 

theme is heard over a throbbing accompaniment which 

foreshadows the life and death imagery of Si twell 's next 

lines: 
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Blind... ... .. .. as the nine-teen 
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The "pulses of the heart" continue in the piano 

accompaniment while the almost serene 3rds heard from the 

horn are transformed into diminished 4ths by the voice, 

highlighting the words; 

"sound," "heart," "changed," "Potter's Field." 

Further musical depiction is seen in the chromatic 1/2 step 

figures of Variation II, which may well have been inspired 

by a single word, "worm." A tempo accelerando adds to the 

sinister slithering of the horn; the figure is then mirrored 

in kind within the vocal line on key words: 

(recit.) 

I 

' (recit) ~ ,~.>~ 
I , f ? ~ · ~ t '. .· h - .~1 

I 
(reciU 
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where the small hopes 
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w z .•]F?; : 
breed .. .. ... ........ .. .. .. ..... ...... .... ...... ...... .. .... . . 

l 
and the hu-ma.n brain that worm ...... .... with the brow of Gain ................. ..... ..... .. .... . 

The interval of the 4th is featured again in both horn 

solo and piano accompaniment in Variation III, ( though the 

piano imitation is transposed up one 1 I 2 step). Visually 

striking, Britten has graphically edited this section with 

continuous staccatissimo markings. These sharply pointed 

fourths persist in the piano part of Verse IV seemingly 

inspired by Sitwell's allegory of Christ's crucifixion. 

Britten also juxtaposes remote, dissonant chords which 

underlie a climatic melisma: 
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"Christ that each day, each night, nails there, 

have mercy on us - " 

The melisma set on the word "mercy" is yet another example 

of Britten's uncanny sense of the apropos when it comes to 

this type of vocal/textual embellishment. 25 Si twell' snow 

speaks openly of Christ's redeeming power. Her prophetic 

text suggesting the hope of redemption for a long suffering 

nation is emblazoned through Britten's impassioned music. 

Variation IV begins with a series of dissonant 

tremolando chords combined with forte blasts from the 

brassed horn's quintuplet figures (not unlike the 

sustained notes at the beginning of the opening phrase). 

The Canticle continues to build toward an emotional and 

musical climax as Britten modulates up a minor third in 

Verse V: 

"Still falls the Blood from the Starved Man's wounded Side" 

25 Canticle I contains several startling melismas, on 
the words "joined, entire and fire": likewise, Quints 
invocations to Miles in The Turn of the Screw represents 
some of the most memorable and provocative vocal music 
contained within the entire score. 
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Now the vocal line declaims several of the poem's strongest 

statements, all set in a quintuplet pattern similar to those 

previously sounded by the horn (dots mark the quintuplets): 

"He bears in His Heart all wounds --

those of the light that died, 

The last faint spark in the self-murdered heart, 

the wounds of the sad uncomprehending dark, 

The wounds of the baited bear 

The blind and weeping bear whom the keepers beat 

On his helpless flesh, the tears of the hunted hare." 

Variation V and Verse VI represent the musical and 

dramatic apex of Canticle III. The thematic material 

contains the largest interval variation so far~ 5th's, (with 

several larger skips as well) -- occurring within a martial, 

heavily dotted rhythm which Sri tten has marked fortissimo 

throughout. The horn's last utterance is a dramatic plunge 

from E-natural again to S-flat. 
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The following Verse is the longest and most moving of 

the entire work. This climatic moment is an intoned 

"sprechgesang" to Si twell' s quotation of Marlowe's Doctor 

Faustus: 

"O Ile leape up to my God: 

Who pulles me doune - ? -

See, see where Christ's blood 

streames in the firmament" 

Britten continues this intoned feeling with three descending 

major 7th's (diminished oct.) set on the words "deep," 

"thirsting heart," "dark smirched", -- effecting a weary but 

resolute acceptance of Christ's saving grace. 

Britten's similar use of "sprechstimme" in The Turn of 

the Screw is immediately recalled. In Variation XII Quint 

convinces Miles to steal the Governess' letter to his 

Guardian. Almost all of Quint's dialogue in this scene is 

either spoken or freely intoned. 
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Both these examples demonstrate Britten's keen theatrical 

sense and create unforgettable moments of intense drama. 

Throughout Canticle III Britten has contrasted two 

keys B-flat in the solo horn and E-flat in the voice. 

This I I IV I I relationship further outlines the 

significance of the 4th, (and also subtly suggests the 

religious overtones of the poem by way of a plagal 

relationship, IV - I). This dichotomy of keys is finally 

clarified in the final moments of the coda. Horn and voice 

join in a sublime moment of unity as both prominent keys are 

subtly adjusted to compliment the other. The initial key 

(B-flat) now is dominant as voice and horn symbolically 

unite as if transformed by the power of Christ. 26 

Several important features of Canticle III also merit 

discussion for their musical and thematic significance, 

namely the manner in which Britten constructed the haunting 

refrain "still falls the rain"27 as well as the "corruption" 

motive heard throughout The Turn of the Screw. 

26 In his excellent study The Music of Benjamin 
Britten, Peter Evans notes the duality of horn and voice is 
not unlike the moving expression of faith and unity at the 
end of Canticle II I Abraham and Isaac, (pg.407). 

27 This was also an important unifying devise in 
Canticle I, though in this case the refrain carne at the end 
of each stanza, "My beloved is mine, and I am his." 
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In Sitwell's context this repeated phrase is symbolic 

of the terrible, continuous rain of bombs which causes the 

suffering and death of both the guilty and the innocent 

alike. In his Canticle Britten endows this refrain with 

great musical and thematic importance. The refrain becomes 

the primary unifying device (or motive) of the work. It 

contains an almost mystic aura, musically depicting the evil 

suggested by Sitwell's imagery. 

The refrain is given solely to the voice and is 

centered about E-flat, a 4th away from the prominent B-flat 

heard at the outset of the work in the horn. The phrase is 

highly melismatic and encompasses the span of a 4th. Many 

of these characteristics are common wi th the "corruption" 

theme heard in The Turn of the Screw, in particular, Quint's 

melismatic invocations centering about E-flat and span the 

range of 4th, (see earlier example on page 74). 

As I have already mentioned, this motive became the 

means by which Britten sought to depict "the evil that 

exist, whether in life or in the mind." In both instances 

Britten associates the 4th with subconscious evil or 

badness. The particular treatment of the 4th is further 

seen in Miles "Malo" tune, (which could also be explained as 

a variant of Quint's motive 18 ): 

18 Patricia Howard discusses this in her study of The 
Turn of the Screw, page 88-89. 
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Even Miles simple, sad song acknowledging the evil he feels 

about himself reflects Britten's motivic inclination. In 

all of these instances Britten has carefully selected this 

single interval as a musical association to the phenomenon 

of evil in both its physical and psychological 

manifestations. 

Britten's skill and imagination in setting abstract 

concepts is amazing. Despite their strictness and technical 

mastery, these equally complex scores are both dramatically 

effective and profoundly moving. 

In the opera, the Governess wrestles with the corrupt 

forces influencing not only the children but herself as 

well. In her zeal to rid Miles of Quint's power, she 

becomes blind to the detrimental effects of her own 

possessiveness. The Governess and Miles both fall victim to 

evil, and in the end she is left alone with the sad yet 

vague realization of her actions. Such is the unhappy 

conclusion of The Turn of the Screw. 29 

29 Although The Turn of the Screw has a prologue it 
lacks the concluding epilogue found in many of Britten's 
other operas, (including several discussed in this paper) 
perhaps because it lacks any clear moral message. 
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=C=a~n~t~i~c~l~e:-~I~I~I~ provides the listener with a more 

optimistic ending. Britten's setting of Sitwell's poem 

challenges us to examine the horrors of war, and the selfish 

thoughts and actions which are the root of destruction, 

(also a theme of his preceding opera). Once again Britten 

selected a symbolic poem which" offers the hope for spiritual 

rebirth despite mankind's horrendous actions, Christ 

stands willing to forgive: 

"Still do I love, still shed my innocent light, 

my Blood for thee" 

Following Still falls the Rain, Britten did not compose 

another Canticle for seventeen years. I believe the reason 

for this lies in the fact that most of his operatic 

composi tions of the lote 1950' s and throughout the 1960' s 

were already based on religious stories and themes. 3Q (I 

refer mainly to a series of Church Parables -- gurlew River, 

The Burning Fiery Furnace, The Prodigal Son which all 

contain strong moral messages and are designed specifically 

for performance in a religious setting.) This phase of 

Britten's career exemplifies his lifelong desire to develope 

a unique musical language which would dramatize the moral 

issues he felt most strongly about. He would return to his 

3G The exception to this being A Midsummer Night's 
Dream in 1960 and The Golden Vanity in 1967. 
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Canticle form in 1971 following the completion of a second 

opera also based on a Henry James story, Owen Winqrave. It 

is not coincidental that Britten also returned to a subject, 

characters and themes which reflect a personal and moral 

retrospection of his own life, his beliefs and his music. 
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OWEN WINGRAVE / CANTICLE IV 

In 1967 the BBC commissioned Britten to compose a new 

opera, exclusively for a television premiere . Despite the 

novelty of the commission, this would not be the first of 

Britten's operas to be shown on television. Billy Budd had 

been recorded just after its premiere in 1952 by NBC, and 

Britten himself was preparing the filming of Peter Grimes at 

the Maltings, a task which would be completed in February of 

1969. Nevertheless, Britten carefully considered the 

subjects, endeavoring to find a text which would accentuate 

the intimate possibilities of the visual medium. He 

eventually decided on a short story by Henry James, which 

detailed the personal, moral and psychological struggles of 

a young military student, Owen Wingrave. 

Owen Wingrave especially marked the significant and 

long awaited return to a theatrical style opera that Britten 

had not attempted since A Midsummer Night's Dream ten years 

earlier. The intervening years had been almost exclusively 

devoted to the unique, highly stylized Church Parables, in 

which Britten explored the tonal and rhythmic possibilities 

of a small, virtuosi group of performers. Owen Wingrave' s 

colorful and dramatic score reflects the greater technical 
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control found in Britten's latest works 31 , but also 

represents a personal retrospection on Britten's part as 

well. 

Central in this drama is the re-appearance of the 

classic Britten hero -- the individual against. the crowd. 

Like Grimes, Owen is misunderstood and scorned by the 

society in which he is rooted; or even more so, like Billy, 

nei ther Owen's convictions nor his magnanimous ways can 

prevent his inevitable, tragic death. How does Britten 

present the music and themes in Owen Winqrave ? and how 

does this presentation compare to Canticle IV? 

Musically, Britten structures Owen Winqrave & Canticle 

wi th similar techniques found in earlier works. In 

particular, significant comparisons exist between Owen 

Winqrave and Britten's first great moral saga, Billy Budd. lZ 

For instance; the opening music of the Prelude in Owen 

Winqrave contains several motives which dramatically depict 

the nature of the human conflict within this opera. These 

motives symbolize the military, the Wingrave's and Owen: 

31 The Church Parables were the major "sacred" 
operatic compositions of the 1960's and are unique for the 
variety of sonority Britten achieved within highly 
economical, almost sparse settings. They represent the 
musical influence of trips to Bali and Tokyo in 1955-56. 

32 Donald Mitchell has noted this connection stating 
that Owen Winqrave marked the first (secular) opera in years 
which contained a moral dilemma similar to the one present 
in Billy Budd. His essay on this opera can be found in: 
"Owen Winqrave and The Sense of the Past", in the booklet 
accompanying the complete recording, Decca (SET 501-2). 
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This Wingrave motive 33 is especially important; 

firstly, it's rhythmic and melodic content are the basis of 

much of the musical development, and secondly, it 

dramatically depicts the dark past which haunts and 

oppresses all those living at Paramore, especially Owen. 

Most significant of this tri-part motive is the Ballad 

motive, for it is heard with increasing "unifying" 

importance throughout the opera. (The Ballad describes the 

tragic story of another, younger Wingrave boy who _also 

refused to fight and was subsequently murdered by his 

enraged father.) In this sense the Ballad music ( and its 

motives) "frame" Owen Wingrave much in the same manner - as 

the Prologue and Epilogue does in Billy Budd 34
, for 

instance: 

33 See Evans, page 505, or Donald Mitchell's excellent 
analysis, which accompanies the complete London OSA/1291 
recording, for more on this prominent motive. 

34 In this earlier work one recalls how Britten used 
the Prologue and Epilogue to dramatically define Vere's 
dilemma and salvation. 
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The Ballad motive is heard ominously throughout Act I, 

especially at the moment of Owen's first appearance: 
,'\ ~• I ' • \ • •, . • ' • . ,J 1,-: "' • -

; \ ~ ~:: ::=::;. i; :';,~ J!ei.~:,:~:~~ick · 

~~,:~,!{P~:? :'._...,~rx.r ~ ,~ 
11 

'.%X...., 

::;;.:~ 

This same motive opens Act II in its most complete form 

and is sung by the Narrator: 

PROLOGUE 

(The Ballad> (Du Baiuuu) 

l 

~cJ-sa, 
THE NAJUIATOR 

11 1 
ppfruly 

11 

11 . 

. ,- ' There wu a boy, 
Es u,ar ,in Knai, ', 

Far • - =Y 
ii - btr -12i11 

a Win-gnve born, 
Win-grave, Blue, 
I 

• I • 

A Win-grave born 
gt -1 bo - rm nur 

to lkill !us foe, 
::u Kri,g 11nd Tod, 

I 

I 
;c:i and land 
Su und L.urd, 

The Win-graves were a fight -mg 
tin Win -ircTu sn· • ne Fti,, . Je I band. 

/ and. 
I Tcumpc:e ldLSUno 

mf =-

Finally, the Ballad motiYe dramatically underlies much 

of the last sixteen pages of music, -- heard in a 

shortened form as a broken pizzacato figure in the 

strings -- creating a chilling effect in the final 

moments before Owen's mysterious death. 
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The melodic/intervallic content of the Ballad motive is 

almost identical to an important, recurring motive first 

heard in the Prologue (and later in the Epilogue as well) of 

Billy Budd. In both works, the motive appears as a rising 

5th followed by a rising 1/2 step and musically depicts an 

important aspect of the opera's theme -- oppression: 

Vere 

(But it is more prominent in the music of the long suffering 

crew, especially in the moments following Billy's execution: 

[TI T!:l<ORS 11 
~ ti u II P .-.:=:: , :::::,,-

• ) ' 
'pp - I 8~ 

M,:lia 

C1"r;SC . 

~ -1_ · 

Deck 

B.11 ~ I . ---.... 
I 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~;: l~B~.11 icr~•-~c. ~~~~~:_~· 

The examples above demonstrate Britten's skill for 

translating aspects of literary themes into a theatrical, 

musical language. 35 The similarity of these motives is 

35 I have already discussed this aspect of Britten's 
technique in the rising 4th's of The Turn of the Screw and 
Canticle III. It is important to note that Britten's 
refinement of this technique greatly enhances the dramatic 
impact of Owen Wingrave. 
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striking, but in Owen Wingrave one can not help but notice 

how this presentation has been further refined and 

incorporated into the entire musical structure, especially 

as a continuous unifying devise. 

This technique of unifying motives is also seen in the 

opening refrain of Canticle IV. Again, as just shown in 

Owen Wingrave, this melodic/thematic treatment introduces 

and thereafter serves as the basis of most of the musical 

material contained in this multi-sectional work. The 

refrain has three important parts: 

An ostinato heard in the bass of the piano (which 

orbits about g-minor throughout), 

A cell of three notes containing a Major third plus a 

note, (the most prevalent motive diminished 

intervals, sounding "Cold"), 

A cell of notes which alternates between Major 

and/or Minor triads, (I shall note it as M/m). 

,; 11 

C·T. 

I\ 
T. 

B. 

;-

I\ ' 

., 

d 

Rather slow :and measured ( J - ;z, 

" _ h'._""Y ,--':---, 

_;i, ppsmootlt 

' A cold 

l'P smooth 

'.\ cold 
ppsmootir 
!,._. i,...,... 

'A cold 

_.),, 

6 ~------r:.. .. 
s pp I 

~-

5 
8 

,r' .,,, • 

com-ing com-ing we tud of it, -- ~ 
com-ing com-mg we had of ii, 

r .... _-:;:--...._ t.-· 

com- ing com-i.ag we h.ad of ii, 

( .:i- .J>, ,----6-----, 

·14 pp •-__;- -:JI' 

14 1- , -. ' r--.. r-4-. 
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The later two motives listed above are important as 

they are heard throughout the work, especially in the 

homophonic trio sections. During these section the Magi 

speak as one in a tone which is conversational and neutral, 

almost "Cold." Yet the details of their journey are vivid, 

precise and unified (M/m). Britten's two motives help 

create and maintain the trying, wintry atmosphere which 

Eliot's imagery suggests. 

Britten varies the strict homophony of the refrain with 

alternating imitative sections. In these more soloistic 

sections Britten develops aspects of the three original 

motives in conjunction with a new and important fourth 

motive, the chant quotation of "Magi videntes stellam. " 36 

This quotation appears at ms. 161 on the important word 

"satisfactory,": 

C·Tf~=~· ~~~~.~,;~-~~~·~~::~~~~~~~~ s.-'~I\~-·~~· ~~~~~~~P~mr~oo~,lr~~~.--~J~~E~~~ . ,,J ~ .;3 ;J =:: .,,,., -' ~ :;·-,r_,.. J~ 
:t .. .... ... ~;;: ~ ~ -:;,' ... ~---

was (you may say you may say) sac· is • • • fac- to- ry * 1>'" 
~ --,:--~== sat· is -

T.b&51 ~ .1! i J\ ;' ,..,~ 
B. 1 ·;.,as(youmaysay you may 

1

say) sac-_is - - - .. --=-=fa=c-c=o-=ry 

! =~ F : T: . i ;- s: 1 ; = :: : ~ -

• fac-10-ry_ 

36 Britten quoted the well known folk song, "The 
Minstrel Boy" at significant moments in Owen Wingrave. One 
also recalls his quotations from Tristan, as well as the 
children's tune from both Albert Herring and The Turn of the 
Screw -- all demonstrate Britten's attempts to familiarize 
and thereby focus his listener with associations to past 
experiences and emotions. 
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This chant quotation completely highlights the second 

half of Canticle IV, and like the Ballad motive of Owen 

Wingrave, it too becomes more and more prominent as the 

works progresses. Furthermore, like the Ballad, it is 

subtly foreshadowed early in the Canticle in several of the 

imitative sections. It is especially recognizable by it's 

ascending rhythmic line which accentuates the 3rd and the 

4th, for instance: 

fp fp fp 

:ind . . . ., and . . . and . . . _______ _ 

l~~~~~~f~~~~~~~~~,>~>~ ~ T.,n I~~~~~ 
Then the ca-mcl men and grum _ bling_ And run-ning • o,ay, __ _ 

B.~~~~f~~~~~-~> ~,>-~~~~ ~~~ ~~~~~~ 
Then the ca - mcl men__ curs - in~-- And run-ning a - =r 

It becomes more noticeable in the following example 

(again notice the prominent rising 3rd): 

Finally, like the shining star it symbolizes, this 

motive blazes forth in it's truest form as the Magi arrive 

at the "satisfactory" place: 
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Britten's most masterful combination of all the motives 

employed in Canticle IV is seen in the final measures. This 

section has been building to the emotional climax of Eliot's 

text as the Magi reflect on the troubling aftereffects of 

the birth: 

"We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 

With an alien people clutching their gods. 

I should be glad of another death. 

Here, Britten reinstates all the motives within a span of 

four measures 37 : 

37 

, It f 
(long) - !':"I C·T 

pco pie duu:.11 - ing their gods 
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!,....---- - ---:. /~-~ 
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It r-=~ 
( long) 

r;,. 
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., 5 ,-~~ -~ '1 
r § ~·~-=--==t:~--, 

4 /~ '- _ 11b ... 1 r.-. 

t..--' I-- I -

.-' ft pd17::-- , _ ~ pp 
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In both of these works, Britten has presented rhythmic 

and melodic material in the opening measures which becomes 

the basis of most of the important musical development. Many 

of the ensembles in Owen Wingrave are indeed built on the 

music of the opening motives heard in the Prelude. 

Furthermore, several of these foreshadow the trio texture 

and motivic development of Canticle IV, for instance: 

In Act I just before Owen's arrival at Paramore, Kate, 

Miss Wingrave and Mrs. Julian sing a trio built on the 

Ballad motive. In addition to this important motive, 

Britten features a new, and subtle rhythmical motive which 

represents Paramore's presence: 

J(a,c 

~ Slow (as be.fore) . 11 -; > L,,nco ( ca,n• sop,ra) 

11 _P 

• - · !,r
- of us. 
· U '7011 WU • .,Z;.i , ~ ,_) 

I" 4 b<:C., 
~4 pp 
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wird tr l,i; - r,,r au/ J,u Haw , 

,\UlS. /ULL\N (from the other window) 
MRS. JUUAN (t1011 den a,ukren Fouur) prust . 

pswt. ...--J---, 

i,7' -- ---
Once h~ he will 

Kommt tr__ v:ird er 

Sure· iy__j 
s~ . cJ,u1 

-
lisr • en to the house. 
Ju; . ren au{ Jus Huus. 
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wird ,r lrD • rur au/ da, 

~ -

coo 
~~11~-=======----~-~~~~~~~~-~f§....--.~~~~~-~~~~~~~~~ .\\n.J. p 
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H=,----=-+--
11 ---== I· 
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11 
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;::-I 

I ----r~ 

lisr - en ro the house. 
J,;jr • .,, au/ dlU Hma. 

--= -

lisr . en ro the lb.ouse. 
l,i;r- m a,,/ d.as Haw. 

. , .. 
f- ==--

/ ·.· . . ! 
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Britten's use of this symbolic "Paramore" motive is very 

similar to his application of the Chant motive in Canticle 

IV. In both cases, the music is descriptive of important 

turning points in both libretto and poem the Magi have 

arrived at "the place" which will forever change their 

lives, and likewise, Owen has returned home to Paramore for 

his final confrontation with the Wingrave traditions. Most 

importantly, both motives actually create their own subtle 

presence, shaping the melodic and dramatic content of each 

work. 

The supreme example of this thematic effect is found in 

the final, intense moments of Owen Wingrave, where Britten 

again combines and applies the motives of his opera in one 

last recapitulation: 

Kate!__ what is_ · it? 
Kaul_.,.._ Was Uc_ UJs.) 

wruu is_ ir? 
Wasist_ losi 

Kate!__ wh.at is_ it? 
Kate! _ Was Uc_ /os.J 

f> > > --==..;.. 
Mn.J. ,~~~~~~~ 

K:uc!_~ what i5_ it? 
Ka.ct!~ Wl.lS Ur_ Im.; 

f> > >_--= ~ 

u = 1~ 

Slow (:as before) 
Lntto (com• sopra) 

. .. 'lJf--::'·--====- Pjrttly 

. ..,. ~·---t-, -----0-wcn, 0 -wcn, --+----- ~"'°'• O·wm, 

/ • . ~;;~ i ~~r,, 
pp J J~-

{f":'I). ' 

;.-- .-
ir's my fault. ir's my f':auiL 
mn··ncSclDJid,m1m1t'i • nc. 

.. . 

(f':',) 
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All of these examples demonstrate the developments and 

changes in Britten's compositional style. His earlier works 

show a strong dominance of melody, and motives (when 

present) usually blended into the melodic structure. But in 

these later Opera/Canticlepairs, the emphasis has changed. 

The motives, and their ingredients, intervals and rhythms, 

are not only more prevalent but have come to dominate the 

overall structure of his music. Harmony and orchestrations 

are now much more transparent -- motives are now the basis 

of much the musical structure. The combination of these 

moti ves, and the important literary, personal themes they 

represent, lends a new sophistication of tone and substance 

upon Britten's music 38 especially evident in his final 

opera, Death in Venice. 

38 Melody is still important, but it does not dominate 
as was the case in Albert Herring and Canticle I & II. 
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AFTERTHOUGHT ON 

OWEN WINGRAVE / CANTICLE IV 

In Owen Wingrave, the strongest theme present is 

pacifism, but like the other Opera/Canticle pairs of this 

study this is not the only theme Britten features. Also 

present here is the reconciling power of redemption. 

(Redemption, has frequently been included in Britten's 

operas through either a direct religious reference or by a 

more subtle religious analogy.H) 

Redemption was, almost expectedly, the maj or theme in 

all of the Church Parables. In Canticle IV / Journey of the 

Magi, this theme especially underlies the disillusionment of 

the Magi throughout. Eliot's dramatic monologue relates the 

wondrous tale of an arduous physical and psychological 

journey -- from life to death to redemption. But it is 

significant to see this theme return so prominently in a 

opera centering on the social issue of pacifism. In the 

case of Owen Wingrave, Britten employs the familiar devises 

of analogy and symbolism, which especially link Owen's 

personality and situation to Christ. 

19 Examples of both of these are: the direct Christian 
allegories in The Rape of Lucretia; and the numerous subtle 
references linking Billy to Christ in Billy Budd, ie. 
Billy's discussion of the Chaplain's story about another 
"good boy" who was also hung. 
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The first of these analogies is ambiguous but is found 

in the Cadenza which immediately follows the opening 

Prelude. 49 These Cadenzas musically depict the portrait 

gallery at Paramore. 41 Britten's unsettling music is vivid 

and angular, and increases in intensity and complexity as 

each successive portrait is viewed. Eleven images appear, 

( for one portrait also contains the Old Colonel and Boy), 

all musically etched by eleven solo instruments. ( The final 

note of each solo is sustained, eventually forming a widely 

spaced, sonorous, eleven note chromatic chord): 

Finally, Owen 

a tempo 

~J~ 

4 f""'i"'Tl'! JI I J , 

( ~-:------ :;;: if dim. 

appears, looking "like the last 

portrait," and suddenly the jarring, dissonant, eleven note 

chord dissolves into a unison "d". A solo horn plays a 

final, serene cadenza which accompanies Owen's entrance and 

foreshadows the Wingrave Ballad. 

49 Like the Prelude, the Cadenza contains much motivic 
material which returns throughout the opera, but 
unfortunately the limitations of time and priori ties will 
not allow for the in depth discussion that this sequence 
deserves. 

41 This sequence of musical portraits coincided with 
visual portraits during the original television production. 



109 

Britten's musical suggestion is simple and direct. In 

less than three pages Britten has musically established the 

uniqueness embodied in Owen; reflecting his inner calm, 

strength and resolve which remains unshaken despite the 

surrounding clangor of his ancestors. But the religious 

symbolism Britten and Piper have added to James's story can 

not be ignored. 42 Owen's isolation, though surrounded by 

his twelve ancestors, in these opening moments of the opera 

especially invoke images of Christ -- (recall how all of the 

Twelve deserted or denied Christ in His hour of need). 0 

These images are reinforced later in the opera during Act 

II, when Owen's radiant and enlighten soul shines 

brilliantly forth in his "Peace" aria. Though disinherited, 

scorned and rejected, Owen nevertheless remains steadfast, 

42 James story does not included such a detailed 
visual description of the Wingrave Gallery. 

43 This would not be the first time Britten distorted 
a well know religious scene or character, for instance: the 
murderous Abraham and Isaac scene found in the War Requiem; 
as well as the Abott, who is replaced in The Prodigal Son by 
the Tempter. 
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convinced of the goodness and the merit of his decision": 

"In peace I have found my image, I have found myself. 

In peace I rejoice amongst men and yet walk alone, 

In peace I will guard this balance so that it is not broken, 

Peace is not silent, it is the voice of love ... " 

(Owen's commanding, assertive delivery here reflects 

Britten's own mature philosophy that "peace, whether public 

or private, is not an abstraction: it is a real as its 

opposite -- violence and war. H ) 

In this masterful aria we learn the depth of Owen's 

compassion and understanding; his personal "Credo." Not 

only does Owen realize the importance of his break with the 

Wingrave past, but he also acknowledges the victory he has 

won for all the Wingraves. Symbolically, his victory 

amounts to the death of the old Wingrave traditions and the 

birth of new ideals -- now at last he "shall have peace." 

Why then at the moment of his great, personal victory does 

Owen die? 

H The placing of the Owen's peace aria immediately 
after his "trial" is reminiscent of Billy's aria, "Billy in 
the Darbies." 

H Quoted from Donald Mitchell's article "Owen 
Wingrave and the Sense of the Past", Decca (Set 501-2). 
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The answer to this question necessitates a brief, but 

justifiable deviation. Just prior to the first publication 

of James's story George Bernard Shaw read a version of Owen 

Wingrave and wrote a damning letter to James for killing his 

hero at the moment of his victory. James's reply was such: 

"Really, really we would have howled at a surviving 

Owen Wing rave who would have embodied for us a failure --

and an ineptitude. "46 

James's realistic reply is sadly true. Although Owen 

has established a new order of reality, it is doubtful any 

of the Wingraves will ever validate its worth. Owen would 

forever remain a stranger and outcast in his own home, 

despi te the transcending power of his convictions. Only 

through death can Owen truly triumph over the destructive 

influence of the Wingrave past and free himself forever. 

Likewise, the Magi have lived long and frustrating 

lives, baffled by the meaning or the lack meaning of 

their troubling pasts. The difficult physical journey has 

ended, yet the more difficult spiritual journey still 

continues. The realization of Christ's birth has changed 

everything about their world and beliefs, and left them with 

only one resolution to their earthly situation death. 

Death offers the Magi the hope of a new beginning suggested 

46 Quoted from an introduction written by Leon Edel, 
The Ghostly Tales of Henry James, pg.315. 
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the ultimate 

completion and resolution to the journey they began so long 

ago. 

Owen's symbolic sacrifice is therefore his last and 

strongest analogy with Christ. His personal stand emulates 

much of the nobility and goodness ever present in Christ, 

and his death marks the end of the Wingrave tradition of 

cruel ty and violence. More importantly, it especially 

creates an emotional impression which will forever promote 

his legacy of peace. 

The endings of James's ambiguous story and Eliot's 

paradoxical poem may be viewed as either triumph and 

tragedy. Britten's interpretations retain the ambiguity of 

both works, but at the same time shed a new and subtle light 

upon this spiritual theme -- redemption. 
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DEATH IN VENICE / CANTICLE V 

The period encompassing the composition and production 

of Death in Venice was one marked by great physical and 

emotional stress for Benjamin Britten. During this time, 

(from the autumn of 1970 to the first performance at the 

Maltings on June 16, 1973), Britten struggled with the 

increasingly debilitating effects of heart disease. This 

condition became so acute that it forced him to forego 

involvement in almost all of the preparations for the 

production. 47 Despi te his illness, or even because of it, 

Britten's final opera is his masterpiece the musical and 

thematic tour de force of his career. 

Thematically, Mann's novel was of great interest to 

Bri tten, who recognized parallels between his own life and 

Aschenbach. Mann's descriptions of Aschenbach actually 

mirror aspects of Britten's personal and artistic life, for 

example: "He (Aschenbach) began his day with a cold shower 

over chest and back; then, ••• I he sacrificed to art, in two 

or three hours of religious fervor, the powers he had 

assembled in sleep."49 This is virtually the same 

47 On May 7, 1973 Britten underwent open heart surgery 
which was partially successful. During the operation he 
suffered a slight stroke from which he never fully 
recovered. 

48 Thomas Mann, 
Literature", London: 
289. 

Death in Venice. 
Harcourt Brace 

"Classics 
Jovanovich, 

of Modern 
1980, pg 
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description, quoted earlier in this document, by Michael 

Kennedy of Britten's "puritanical regime. "49 

Aschenbach himself is a man who is at a loss when the 

elements of art, beauty and morality come into conflict. 

This conflict, between his intellect and sense of morality, 

versus the passionate desires of his suppressed sexuality, 

can be reduced simply to a favorite Britten theme -- the 

struggle between good and evil. Furthermore, on this more 

basic level the complexities of both opera and Canticle are 

now more discernable as the most "innig", psychologically 

devastating applications of this theme to date. 

The musical and thematic techniques present in these 

works are also more refined and transparent than those found 

in the earlier opera/Canticles. Britten's extensive use of 

motives throughout Death in Venice is almost continuous, and 

defines the unique characters, conflicts and exotic 

atmosphere. His careful musical selection of specific 

tonalities, intervals and motives amounts to musical 

depictions of each of the major characters and the nature of 

their conflicts or role. This application of specific keys 

and intervals to 

Death of Saint 

specific thematic 

Narcissus a 

ideas continues in The 

musical and thematic 

comparison due to the closeness of the dilemmas faced by 

Aschenbach and Narcissus. 

See page 19 of this document. 
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These advancements are seen in the opening measures of 

Death in Venice, where Britten defines his leading character 

and his conflict in a refined musical and dramatic language. 

Britten favors half-steps and adjacent major and minor 

thirds as this line ascends from Fl to E-flat4 comprising 

all twelve pitches of the chromatic scale. This first 

melody sung by Aschenbach also reflects the growing anxiety 

he feels about his life. 

2 , 1. ] " ] I' 

Britten presents 

i...:..J I' 
] 

this tone row five 

Pl!-c:----
m11od t !l11 . ~ 

times in the 

opening pages, either in it's original or inversion, be.fore 

he finally allows it a brief resolution on E2. Having found 

this tonality, (E major), Aschenbach confusion subsides 

briefly and he is able to declare his individuality and 

philosophy. 
IJJ Prou.dly Confiere::::a (.J- 16) 
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Throughout this opening, (as Britten intersperses this 

ambiguous row with moments of tonality), the musical 

depiction of two important literary themes becomes evident: 

the "row", being the growing canker of doubt and 

discontent within Aschenbach, and 

E Major, the tonality representing Aschenbach's 

strict, self-disciplined personality. 

Like the man it depicts, Aschenbach's music is about to 

undergo its' own transformations. Using material from the 

"row", Britten presents two motives representing the self 

destruction Aschenbach has allowed himself to become 

vulnerable to. The first recognizable motives, arising from 

Aschenbach's opening 

mysterious Traveller: 

material, are 

~ Ve ry slow Jfolto l ent o 1.J :.iol 

I 
y_. -· 

! smoo llr 
TRAVF.L L ER p -

·. I, : 
, (_ !·- . 

I 

:l!ar - ve ts un • 1 fo ld! 
Wun · d,r r,·n~s · um ! 

both sung by the 

And the second, seductive invitation which will eventually 

lead Aschenbach to Venice: 

13 
14 

to th e South_ 
,,. dtn S iid._ 
I':'. 

'-=' ~ 
p:~J~s/, 
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Within moments Aschenbach sings these same motives, 

marking the beginning of his fateful journey into the abyss 

-- a journey which he himself unwittingly inspired: 

(canfabtle) - I 

a I sud- den de - sire for the un-known. 
den pliitz- It' - cit en Drang naclt [Jn - he-kmmfem. I 

~ .. ~~ett ~ 
: 

Ill I I Ill I I I 
., 

I I I Ill II 
(.\ 

PP ~p 

11~-t'll .. .,. .. 
Britten's employs the development of initial musical 

material to symbolizes the physical and spiritual 

destruction of Aschenbach. The complexity of Aschenbach and 

the setting of Venice especially allows for a series of 

characters which influence and guide his journey. All of 

these characters come to represent the figure of Death, 

accompanying and encouraging Aschenbach to his fate. The 

first of these was the Traveller who suddenly appeared 

before Aschenbach in the cemetery. The second of these 

ominous figures is the Elderly Fop, who sarcastically 

confronts Aschenbach on the boat to Venice. He sings his 

own version of ~he Traveller's motives: 

. \ -
1\ ~ 

. . 
(.\ L 

-J 
0~ 
t '~ ~ ~q!\ (.\ ! 

Fop : 

Bound for Se - re - nis-si-ma, I'm sure. 

I Auclt naclt Se- re- n£s-st'-ma,niclzt walzr? 
0 , 

. l 

: 

(f.\\ ! 
: 



Fop 

mf (as 6tfo,.,) 

Pray lcee;, a• in mind 1--

- llnd drrutm Si, a11 :ms, _ .__ 

Au 
2 J•;.~. :1tr.p(':_ I .-

- · ' '-\/ 
'-.1...:..i 

(fruiy) 
f 

and, by the way, our lave to the I 
rn,d,1t1bm-6n; nrrpfelrlm Sit un.r 

I r... U2 
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The Fop is the most repulsive character Aschenbach 

meets on his journey because he is the grotesque epitome of 

the personal and sexual excess Aschenbach has rejected all 

his life. Sadly, this is exactly the type of man Aschenbach 

will become once he allows his emotions to surcome to the 

beauty of Tadzio. Three other characters also follow, all 

of whom foreshadow Aschenbach's physical demise: 

/II r . ' 
_- _ \ -·1 t?,J •' 

OLD GONDOLIER (to lztmseif.J 
! p slzort , , 

' ;,, : 
Pas-sen-gers must fol - low, ! 

1 Rei-sen-de soli'nfo/ -gen ·' 
. \. - I , , 

[[z}=J:60) Broadly ~ 
. HOTEL MANAGER( fr-.]--, .--3--, r--.] 

" --- -- + -#- .~ .p.. -P-
-

~ brass 

I\ u jj t'\> I > 

·.; 2 > I 

2
.ff p susi. (+ str. pizzf) 

~ u l-1 I 

.; t;--- ,11-
~ 

-6>-

f~• 
muted hn. 

I 
1 1 1 , 

~ 

\ We are de - light - ed to greet the Si - gno-re __ 
Wie es U11S freut, Sie zu se - lien, St" gno.re __ 

?" 

I 

--'-'-

::> > 

I I 

~ 

CJ --

Guar -da - te, Si· gno-re! Va 
Guar -da . le, S£ • gno-rel Va 

b_e 

p sust. 

;';" 

~-
> I 

~ -L4 

be - ne,Si · gno-re? 
be . ne, Si . gno-re? 

ba b7 

i 
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These examples clearly developed from the Traveller's 

motive, which itself sprang from Aschenbach's opening line. 

Aschenbach is ready for the "fresh turn" which the Traveller 

suggests, and hopes that his "ordered soul shall be 

refreshed at last." This deliberate sequence of motives on 

Britten's part clearly depicts the inevitable chain of 

events and characters which originated from within (Mann's) 

Aschenbach. Venice is also chosen because it is so contrary 

to Aschenbach's disciplined, ordered world known for 

centuries as a city of beauty, vice and corruption. The 

closer Aschenbach gets to Venice the more he is seized by a 

sense of foreboding and desire. 

The object of Aschenbach's awakened desire becomes the 

beautiful Polish boy, Tadzio also the most deadly 

messenger Aschenbach will encounter. Britten created a 

unique sound which epitomizes Tadzio captivating aura 

through the use of a percussion ensemble, (in particular, a 

solo vibraphone) 59 : 

Asch . 

. , ,. 

\ 
\ 
\ 

\ 

The Polish family (GOVERNESS, two girls and 
~ TADZrD) enter. ASCHENBACH notices them . 

.Dt"e polnisclre Fam£/ie (ERZIEHERJN_ .::1rJei .Madclten und 
TADZ/0) treten auf. ASCHENBACH hemerkt sie 

A , ~ ~ 

- tel. -
- tels. """". ·1 :.) ~-: J L ___. 

... ,..--:. :.r l i/ :.. '; 
. ratlrer slowly and freely ' - , · -

1

/ 11!1' :===-
vtb.f.:: =====-- II 

A_JL!o!'lt ;;-(,,, P•. ' ' ' ' ' ' .J .. Ill· ~ 

{ : pp Solo str. 
l.h ,...., 

f .... 
hp.~ \.:/__...... 

--,.., ~~----

59 This recalls the same resources which provided Owen 
his mystical "aura", especially in his "Peace" aria in Owen 
Wingrave. 
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But as important as Tadzio is in Death in Venice, it is 

necessary to point out that the music associated with his 

presence is likewise, inspired from Aschenbach's. For 

instance, Tadzio's key of A major is foreshadowed by 

Aschenbach on the boat to Venice; 

f 
Asch . 

\ 1', .. , . \ 
JLL.-, 

r--3-, 

. .. ---- -- -~1[ - ·· ====-· r... 

What ro. man- tic no -tio~- made me want to come by sea? 
Welc!t. ro-ma11-tz~sc!t.e Re. g-ung _ liess mtdt fa!t.-ren u - her's 1Weer? 

' I 

Aschenbach's romantic association with the sea continues 

when he arrives in his hotel room and gazes at the view. 

Here the shape of the romantic melodic line parallels the 

shape which will be present in Tadzio's t~eme; 

K. llao . : 

and look Si. gno- re , '--
1111d J,"er, Si-g-no. rt, '--f ,>_ -===· =:> === 

Moments after the boy's first appearance, it is obvious that 

the combination of Venice, the sea and Tadzio have had an 

noticeable romantic effect upon Aschenbach. Here he sings a 

line clearly a composite of both the "Sea" and "Tadzio--" 

motives; 

~ Slow Lento ~ ' ,'-..-,,-'-·· .... marked \ 
I\ ASCHENRACH • ..--.. • ll .] ~ -:;-....__ . . I 
~ 

r -.., 
I'll I'll 

- - ' I 
I 

stay, stay, can- not leave. 
!ck bleib: £ck b/et"b; fr:li kan11 mi:lr, fort. 

I\ J~ 

t)g(~ ~ t 
I I I ~ - -

" : -
.,...,_r~- __.-/I I 
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The sea and Tadzio symbolically depict the beauty which 

surrounds Aschenbach, beauty which he is sensitive and 

susceptible to. It is lure of beauty which summons passions 

long dormant wi thin in him passions which Aschenbach 

steadily surcomes to and which inevitably, destroy him. 

The influence of beauty and the threat it poses is 

expressed in Aschenbach's numerous recitatives and ariosos. 

One such moment happens .is in Act II, when Aschenbach pauses 

to contemplate his transformation. Exhausted, he stops his 

frantic pursuit of Tadzio to remember Socrates dialogue to 

Phaedrus, "Does beauty lead to wisdom?" This text 

(paraphrased by Piper and Britten) summarizes the dilemmas 

faced by both Aschenbach and Narcissus and merits 

reproduction here: 

"Does beauty lead to wisdom, Phaedrus? Yes, but through the 

senses. Can poets take this way then for senses lead 

to passion, Phaedrus. Passion leads to knowledge 

knowledge to forgiveness to compassion with the abyss. 

Should we then reject it, Phaedrus, the wisdom poets crave, 

seeking only form and pure detachment simplicity and 

discipline? But this is beauty, Phaedrus, Discovered 

through the senses and senses lead to passion, Phaedrus 

and passion to the abyss." 

Mann's references to Greek mythology and the dialogues of 

Plato and Socrates are given prominence in Britten's opera 

because they illuminate Aschenbach's dilemma. Aschenbach's 
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turmoil over Tadzio is given extra-musical meaning through 

Britten and Piper's reference to the opposing ancient cults 

of beauty -- epitomized by Apollo and Dionysus. Socrates' 

dialogue also lends an intensely human (and personal) 

equation to Britten's opera, for the love of which it speaks 

is, homosexual. This type of love was accepted by the vast 

majori ty of Greek males as the ultimate love, capable of 

satisfying a man's highest aspirations. But as noble as 

this love could be, teachers such as Socrates understood 

that it could also be a source of chaos and self

destruction. 

Homosexuality in Aschenbach's time was of course, 

socially unexceptable. He himself has lived his entire life 

in a traditional manner having enj oyed a "brief term of 

wedded happiness ... and .. a daughter." His desire for Tadzio 

is unprecedented and confusing, especially as it progresses 

from admiration to obsession. By the time Aschenbach 

realizes that desire is consuming him it is too late. The 

plague has infected his body, and his passionate emotions 

totally control his thinking and actions. 

Britten's homosexuality undoubtedly played an important 

part in his interest in Mann's novella. This factor has 

appeared in many Britten operas, (especially as a sub-theme) 

including, Peter Grimes, Billy Budd, and The Turn of the 

Screw. Earlier in this chapter I alluded to Britten's 

personal relevance to Mann's Aschenbach. A more striking 
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example of this is seen in the following extraction from a 

letter to Britten by W. H. Auden. In this letter Auden 

speaks openly of the "dangers that beset (Britten) as a man 

an artist." 

"Dearest Ben, 

..... Goodness and [Beauty] are the results of a perfect 

balance between Order and Chaos, Bohemianism and Bourgeois 

Convention. 

Bohemian chaos alone ends in a mad jumble of beautiful 

scraps: Bourgeois convention alone ends in large unfeeling 

corpses. 

Every artist except the supreme masters has a bias one 

way or the other. The best pair of opposites I can think of 

in music are Wagner and Strauss. (Technical skill always 

comes from the bourgeois side of one's nature.) 

For middle-class Englishmen like you and me, the danger 

is of course the second. Your attraction to thin-as-a-board 

juveniles, ie to the sexless and innocent, is a symptom of 

this. And I am certain too that it is your denial and 

evasion of the demands of disorder that is responsible for 

your attacks of ill-health, ie sickness is your substitute 

for the Bohemian . 

..... If you are really to develop to your full stature, you 

will have, I think, to suffer, and make others suffer, in 

ways which are totally strange to you at present, and 

against every conscious value that you have; ie you will 
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have to be able to say what you never have had the right to 

say -- God, I'm a shit. 

This is all expressed very muddle-headed, but try and 

not misunderstand it, and. believe that it is only my love 

and admiration for you that makes me say it ... 

All my love to you both, and God bless you. 

Wystan" 51 

Auden's letter reveals candid yet sincere concern for 

Britten and discusses the very topics which would become the 

basis of the conflicts in Death in Venice. 52 Britten's 

struggle to balance these intimate complexities of his 

personality appear to be lifelong especially in lieu of 

the fact that following Death in Venice he turned to this 

same theme again for his fifth and final Canticle I The 

Death of Saint Narcissus. 

51 Extracted from quote in Donald Hi tchell' s, Britten 
and Auden in the Thirties: The Year 1936, London: Faber and 
Faber, 1981, page 161-62. 

52 Donald Hi tchell notes that this letter probably 
dates from 1942. 
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THE DEATH OF SAINT NARCISSUS 

In his excellent, personal retrospect on Britten, 

Christopher Heddington notes; (Britten) spent "much of 1973 

recuperating at Horham, finding reassurance in reading 

Haydn (scores) and Eliot (poetry). 53 Eliot's early poem, 

The Death of Saint Narcissus must have interested Bri tten 

during this long period of convalescence as it poses the 

same theme and dilemma as that found in Death in Venice -

man's eternal struggle between the flesh and the spirit. 

It's narrative explores the dimensions of a psychological 

and metaphysical journey -- a journey which takes Narcissus 

into the darkest realms of his being. 

As was the case with Aschenbach, Narcissus has always 

lived a disciplined, austere life, despite the fact that he 

very much aware of his emotions and sensuality. He strives 

to banish all such worldly vanities from his life and hopes 

his hermitage will be a purification from "men's way's" -

but it is precisely during this self-imposed retreat that 

his unbelievable transformations take place. His desert 

journey initiates a psychological and sexual liberation 

which becomes so intoxicating that he can no long control 

any of his formerly staid emotions. 

53 Christopher Headington, Britten, pgs.140-41. 
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Throughout Death in Venice Britten employed a 

sophisticated system of motives and tonalities to translate 

Mann's complex narrative into a dramatic musical language. 

In Canticle V, Britten was faced with an equally complex 

text even more paradoxical than Mann's, compressed into a 

mere forty odd lines. The development of motives and 

techniques found in Death in Venice would therefore be far 

too extensive for this highly focused, fast-moving text. 

Britten intuitively responded to this challenge, perhaps 

taking clues from Eliot's line; "He could not live men's 

ways, but became a dancer before God." 

The artistic concept of dance of course involves the 

rhythmic movement of the body to music, and in Death in 

Venice and Canticle V such physical movement also becomes 

synonymous with sensuality. Dance is especially a major 

factor in Death in Venice, as Tadzio is only allowed such 

movement as his means of expression. Narcissus's 

metaphorical "dancing" is Eliot's poetical description of 

the ritualized, austere facade, Narcissus maintains before 

God, all the while repressing his true desire and 

sensuali ty. Rhythmic vi tali ty therefore becomes an 

equal partner in the thematic and motivic development 

representing Narcissus's physical and psychological 

struggle, (this is especially present in both harp and vocal 

lines throughout Canticle V). Frequent meter changes 

(reflecting the vivid text) enhance this emphasis and also 
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underline Narcissus's attempts to purge himself of earthly 

temptations. Britten employed a prominent Lombardic 

rhythmic motive in particular to highlight Narcissus's 

"dancing." This rhythmic motive serves as the basis of an 

prolonged, throbbing ostinato, which extends from measures 

28 7 5, and it's association with particular words, ie 

"shadow", reinforces Narcissus fervent journey: 

CTtSC. 

!,Ji I JI. 
I ,, r A 

And the gray_ sha - dow on_ his own rhy-chm own rhy-thm 

I! :! 
' 

j 

j ~ 
cresc. (ma~ked) 

. 
Aside from this importance on rhythm, much of the 

musical material that Britten employed in Canticle V is 

similar to that found in Death in Venice. This. is 

immediately apparent in the opening measures where Britten 

presents a rhythmical, chromatic vocal line, clearly 

expressing the turbulence of Narcissus's emotional state. 

This shifting and leaping vocal line, which favors the 

major/minor third, contains three important parts 54 : 

54 Peter Evans has aptly named them X, Y & Z in his 
extensive book, The Music of Benjamin Britten, page 416. I 
have done the same. 
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1cir---.r---7, 
II . 1 .~ 

I ; ' .,. J I 
~ · i---

The X motive is the basis of much of the melodic 

development throughout the Canticle; 

The Y motive is the source of the Lombardic "dancing" 

motive. 

The Z motive emphasizes the overall use of (outlining) 

the major and minor triads -- and symbolically 

depicts good and evil, (a favorite Britten 

technique). 

This first line especially resembles the content and 

movement of Aschenbach's "row" in Death in Venice, ie. 

movement by half step to major and minor thirds before 

outlining E major. 

As was the case with Aschenbach, once Narcissus 

initiates his journey, there is little he can do to prevent 

his fall. Both undergo gradual, destructive changes which 

are chronicled in a series of dreams or hallucinations, 

which occur at climatic moments of opera and Canticle alike. 

The Games of Apollo mark the first moments of self-

awakening by Aschenbach. In this extended scene, Aschenbach 

contemplates the beautiful Tadzio and likens him to a Greek 

god. As these "games" progress they become more and more 
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physical, and culminate in a sexually explicit description 

of the wrestling: 

"Measure to fight, face your man 

forehead to forehead, fist to fist 

limbs coiled round limbs, panting with strain 

tear apart and close again, immobile now, tensing! 

Inspired by the skill and beauty of Tadzio, Aschenbach sings 

his "Hymn to Apollo", and then attempts to speak to this 

amazing boy. But as Tadzio gazes and smiles at him, 

Aschenbach realizes "the truth at last" and sings this 

impassioned line 55 : 

I~ 
molto rail. (realising the truth at last.) 

(endHclt dt"e Waltrlte:r erkennend.) 

--=------=====~§1 ASCHENBACH 

,. I r- i 
1-lt====~==.=.======= 

very slow 
motto lento 

p (almost spoken) 

~; ] ' 1 I 
love you. 
He- be. 

very long
pause 

I':"\ 

II 

Aschenbach's full self-realization becomes even more 

painful following his Act II dreams. During this scene both 

gods of beauty vie for possession of his soul. Apollo 

implores him to "reject the abyss" but Dionysus 

55 Mann's description of Tadzio' s smile {Death in 
Venice, pg.324) is noteworthy for it likens him to the 
mythological Narcissus: Tadzio smiled ... "at Aschenbach, 
unabashed and fr~endly, a speaking winning, captivating 
smile ... such a smile it might be that Narcissus bent over 
the mirroring pool ... as he put out his arms to the 
reflection of his own beauty, enthralling and 
enthralled." 
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prevails, "Do not refuse the mysteries ... He who denies the 

god, denies his nature." As Aschenbach awakes he realizes 

that both his intellectual contemplations, as well as his 

passionate pursuit of beauty have led to his downfall: 

"It is true, it is all true. 

I can fall no further. 

o the taste, the taste of knowledge. 

Let the gods do what they will with me." 

In Canticle V Narcissus undergoes virtually the same 

realizations following his fantastical transformations. 

Like The Games of Apollo, these too appear in subsections 

that are unique from preceding material in both tonality and 

texture. Furthermore, as they develop, they also progress 

in their sexual intensity, for example -- the first of these 

hallucinations describe the twisting roots and branches of a 

tree the second, more erotic wri things of a slippery 

fish, and finally, the wretched, humiliating (self) rape of 

a young girl. 

Britten's illustrative skill is heard in the imagery 

of these subsections. His melodies still favor the 

major/minor third, but are now free of the technical 

restraint of the previous motives. They especially reflect 

Narcissus's growing preoccupation with his new identities. 

For instance, the harp arabesques beginning at ms. 78 

suggest the swaying, tangling branches and roots of the 
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tree, while the vocal line exudes a contentment previously 

unheard: 

t\ u p 
l 

l':'I 
-- -

~ - f 

First he was sure_ that he had been a tree, 

lvl 101 I I 

~~~l':'I (6) (4) mf 
: -

- ~r r marked I I I I I 
mf resonant 8# 

~j I I I I I .lfl. I 15 l':'I 
: I 

;. ..,,. ~· ~ -~ 
> 

The excitement and delight Narcissus feels from the 

writhings of his aquatic form are obvious in Britten's 

ingenious chromatic, descending line: 

v I g Ii~ 1, , b)l I Ji ~) 
= Js 

f\ II : l':'I 

I g µ'. I p ;; 'j 
;_; 1-

With slip - per y white bd ly held tight in his own fin - gers, 
(7) (4) 

'? 
,hr~ 

/:'r 
fl II 

~ r ~ r ~ r I:. 
';_; ~ 

I I I fl II l':'I 

J : I .. 
ti 

This section reaches it's emotional climax as Narcissus 

is transformed into a young girl. 

('I I 
p pp-,.,-- ---- - .i 

l~ 

!/ r r 
Then he had been a young girl 

('I I' 

~ 
!/ 

5 
4 Fl. ,\I, 

~:~ 

1

4 tp,"'l-!!' 
4 PP (slm.o) v · 

~ - l • 

,g O Q I 1 ==-- sec 2 
4 

Like Aschenbach, Narcissus dream of beauty is shattered as 

his lust overcomes him with this final self-mutilation 

his fall is now complete. 
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A final important connection between Canticle V and 

Death in Venice is seen in the blurring of tonalities. In 

Canticle V, this is immediately seen in the bi-tonal harp 

accompaniment which shifts between c# minor and C major. At 

the same time Britten presents a prominent E-natural which 

serves as a steady ostinato, giving status to this interval 

of E, (common to all three tonalities, c# minor, C major and 

E major). As was the case in Death in Venice, the ambiguity 

of tonality creates an unsettled atmosphere, and again, 

belies the duality of character present, in this case, 

within Narcissus (E). More specifically, Britten's language 

establishes musical associations with specific literary 

themes. In Canticle V, these are: 

C major & c# minor depicting good and evil, 

E major, the tonality associated with Narcissus. 56 

I have already noted the similarities of Britten's use of E 

major for both Aschenbach and Narcissus. In each, this 

serve as a musical, thematic reference for each of these 

characters, especially for their conscious, overt 

narratives. More interesting is the continued use of close, 

ambiguously contrasting tonalities which underline the 

conflicts of good and evil present in opera and Canticle. 

56 This reasoning is based upon my interpretation of 
Narcissus as a man who has always been aware of the 
potentials of good and evil (even more so than Aschenbach) 
which lie beneath the surface of his ascetic composure. 
This also justifies the two dissonant keys existing side by 
side over the steady, repetitive E-natural. 
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In Death in Venice such techniques were prominent in 

Aschenbach' s Act II strophic arioso, "Does beauty lead to 

wisdom, Phaedrus?" Britten combination of harp and piano in 

a reflective, atmospheric moment clearly foreshadows the 

accompaniment of Canticle V. But more significant is the 

juxtaposition of tonalities, C major and c* minor, which 

occurs with each question and answer: 
~ Very ~~iet1y (Allegretto) .lfolto tranquzllo <.! = 7~) 

L. p-==:: ' ' ~ 

. .. Does beau-ty lead to wis--dom,Phae-drus? 
~ Yes,-X but through 1e ~n - ses. 

~

fa, I doclr durclr die Sin • ""· 
~ 

·. Fiiltrt Sclr.iinlr.ni uns r.lr Wns.-ni P.-ai· dros.' I 
-~ --.11r:ry clearly -J ' 

L - ~an,-,. ~ - r.\ 

~l}~p~~:3~,~~um~.) ~§I! 
II ~ 

"' --
p ====--- btr.harm.) 

-.._ ~ --
p{t. 

Also notable is Britten's extended use of the lowered 

second, c#/d-flat, a lengthened dissonance whose resolution 

is the ambiguity of both the E-natural and E-flat of C 

major/minor: 

I I ---.; --

Can l po - ets take this 
.,. 

way then_ 
Sotln .Diclt.-ter d£e -sem Weg- trau'n, 

~r.'\ 
~ - I b..- ~-

' -
--

-= --
,,--: h ... ,,,...- r-:..._r.'I 

- --
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This technique is also found in Canticle V, but in this 

case it is even more dissonant. Beginning at the opening, 

Britten juxtaposes a series of dissonant, arpeggiated triads 

built on C major and c#/d-flat minor: 

Even in the more serene moments of text, these tonalities 

are super-imposed upon each other, clearly emphasizing the 

intensity of conflict within Narcissus: 

Slow (rhythmic crotchets) 
1-:'1 psmooch 

II i1 -· 

O I . / 1 I I , 

r.-(3) 

p sec 
D~ 

j j .... 

I 
He 

. 

II 

a I ~ 

!) 
walked 

II 
~ 

I v 

I 

: 

~ 

~-
once becween the sea and the 

(5) 

v • ~~- i ... ~ ~-
I 
~ -· _;._· 

'i q-c_ r -:;. 
I r=-

high cliffs __ 

(4) > -
-- ~-q- ~ 

Al ~ 
I e;,,.., > -

-:;. - I -· 

The most graphic illustration of this musical depiction of 

Narcissus's dilemma is found in the closing measures of 

Canticle V. Faced with the knowledge of the impossibility 

of transcending his relentless desires, Narcissus finally 

surcomes to the ultimate sensual thrill -- death. Britten's 
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combination of c#/d-flat minor and C major 57 in measures 129 

-36 dramatically symbolizes the conflict still appar~nt even 

in the final moments: 

~J--, 

v ~ ~ '~. g I :;~ ( 
love with the rows ______ _ 

Britten does not offer any clear answer to the theme of 

Canticle V at the conclusion of this troubling work. Even 

Narcissus's death has seemingly proved unsatisfying for the 

ambiguity of tonality returns, and the work concludes with 

three empty, answer-less E-natural octaves: 

-
sha - dow in bu mouth. ___ _ 

( in umpo) 

' I 
~ I~ 

' ~ 

PF a, 

(p&ay P\ ) ........ J .... lff4 

A lack of thematic and musical resolution is also seen at 

the conclusion of Death in Venice. Aschenbach has 

collapsed, and Tadzio is continuing his walk far out to sea. 

Tadzio' s theme is prominent, but it is also accompanied by 

57 Britten's use of these striking, yet simple common 
C major chords is reminiscent of the climaxes in Billy Budd 
and Canticle II I Abraham and Isaac. 
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Aschenbach's melody, "Hymn to Apollo" his impassioned 

salute to the beautiful boy just before the conclusion of 

Act I. The close counterpoint of these melodies never finds 

a complete resolution, especially due to the A/G# dichotomy 

in the last measure: 

'8-- ---. 

(/\ (~~~-

=====~PPP 

Britten's symbolism here is indicative and faithful to the 

end. Aschenbach's struggle has ended, but man will always 

question the nature of Beauty, and forever struggle with 

it's irresistible allure. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Musically, there are significant techniques employed in 

each of these opera/Canticle pairs which link them. In 

particular, Britten favored the presentation of music at the 

onset of each work which establishes a musical and dramatic 

foundation. This is immediately evident in the Prologues 

which are found in Billy Budd, The Turn of the Screw, and 

Owen Wingrave -- as well as in the important introductory 

scenes of Albert Herring and Death in Venice. In these 

openings Britten presented the primary literary theme in his 

own musical language. . He then developed this material, 

associating it with the themes and conflicts upon which the 

work is based, in an intelligent, sophisticated fashion. 

A striking example of this musical/ Ii terary 

associations in an early opera is Captain Vere I s line, "0 

what have I done", in Billy Budd. This recurring motive 

becomes synonymous with the various manifestations of 

oppression which adversely affect Vere and the crew of the 

Indomi table. Melodic material at the beginning of both 

Canticle I and Canticle II also demonstrate Britten's 

technique for establishing musical motives. But due to the 

nature of the chamber medium and the relative shortness of 

the texts, these motives 

than those found in the 

are less prominent and expansive 

early operas. They do appear as 

refrains or recurring melodic fragments which join sections 
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and greatly enhance the overall structures. Such examples 

are Canticle I's "So I my best beloved's am, so he is mine," 

as well as "and in sacrifice offer him to me," from Canticle 

II. 

This technique continues with noticable refinement and 

new intensity in The Turn of the Screw and Canticle III. In 

Canticle III the initial horn theme is indicative of the 

oppression and suffering inherent in Si twell' s (and 

Bri tten ' s) graphic refrain, "Still falls the ra.in. " 

Throughout the series of Variations Britten presents short 

motives, all drawn from the original theme, which foreshadow 

the vivid imagery and text of each Verse. 

During the seventeen year gap between Canticle III and 

Canticle IV Britten refined this technique, making it even 

more cohesive and subtle. This is most apparent in the 

Ballad motive from Owen Wingrave, which serves musical, 

harmonic and dramatic functions throughout the entire opera. 

Foreshadowed early in the work, this motive but does not 

fully flower until the opening Prologue of Act II. 

Thereafter it returns, especially as a chilling ostinato in 

the moments before Owen is found dead in the haunted room. 

such subtle usage of a melodic motive is found in 

Canticle .IV also. Bri tten gradually develops this work 

along similar lines, using the Chant "Magi videntes stellam" 

in it's truest form at the climactic moment of the Magi's 

arrival. 
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Britten continued to show an affini ty for the 

presentation of motives which serve such dual purposes in 

his final opera/Canticle pair Death in Venice and 

Canticle V. In these works initial motives are again 

central to the musical development, but these are now 

reduced from the expansive melodic origins of the earlier 

works to a more compressed, cellular structure. The 

treatment produces a highly focused musical score which 

completely emulates the fevered intensity of the central 

characters dilemmas. Virtually all musical and dramatic 

development can be traced to the initial motives 

overwhelming evidence of Britten's masterful musical 

allergory of literary themes. 

Bri tten' s great success with the operatic and chamber 

music discussed in this document ultimately originated from 

his unique ability to set highly literate, often complex 

works to music. Many scholars have acknowledged this unique 

talent, including Eric Walter White who notes, "( Bri tten) 

was capable of assessing the different values of the 

syllable, the word, and the idea behind the word, and knew 

how to give them a musical gravity of their own. "58 But, 

for my part, the most remarkable facet of Britten's music is 

the recurrence of specific ideas or themes which served as a 

constant source of inspiration throughout his career. 

58 Quoted from Eric Walter White, Ben; amin Bri tten. 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983, pg.110. 
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Although often complex and highly involved, these 

themes can be viewed as various manifestations of good and 

evil as found in social, personal and spiritual issues. 

Some understanding of Britten's lifelong interest in some of 

these themes was revealed in an interview given by Peter 

Pears during the Tony Palmer documentary, "A Time There 

Was. "59 Pears's comments on the meaning behind Death in 

Venice are very insightful, both of Aschenbach and Britten: 

"Aschenbach asks himself what is it he has spent his 

life searching for. Knowledge? A lost innocence? And 

must the pursuit of beauty, of love, lead only to 

chaos? All questions Ben constantly asked himself." 

Like the dilemmas faced by many of his leading 

characters, these questions are both intellectually and 

personally ambiguous. Since Britten was such an extremely 

private and shy man, it is unknown if he ever found answers 

to these questions. We do know he attempted to explain 

these dilemmas through the themes and "messages" found 

throughout his music. 

59 Quoted from Pears's interview. The first showing 
of this film was on "The South Bank Show," London Weekend 
Television, April 6, 1980. 
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Imogen Holst may well have been referring to the 

Canitcles when she noted: "Britten never set a cruel subject 

to music without linking the cruelty to the hope of 

redemption, "69 for the Canticles, in particular offer 

such messages which are far more hopeful than the tragic 

conclusions of the operas which proceed them. The Canticles 

proximity to the five major operas 

central theme of each opera. 

clearly reinforces the 

More importantly, the 

Canticles also offer the spiritual consolation (or hope of 

redemption) which was lacking at the ambiguous or tragic 

conclusion of each opera. In this respect they provide a 

resolution more in keeping with the compassionate and 

spiritual side of Britten's sensitive personality. The most 

striking examples of this are of course evident in Britten's 

monumental works such as the War Requiem, the Cantatas, and 

the three Church Parables. But this is equally evident, on 

a more restrained and intimate level in his Canticles. 

Bri tten' s contributions to his art and humanity were 

officially recognized many times during his lifetime, but 

one award especially honored this facet of Britten's talents 

and endeavors The Aspen Award. The following is the 

citation, which appears on that award, and it clearly speaks 

of the interests and sensitivities which made so many 

69 Quoted from Britten. Imogen Holst, pg. 40. 
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wonderful contributions, such as the five Canticles 

possible. 61 

"To Benjamin Britten, 

who, as a brilliant composer, 

performer, and interpreter through music of human 

feelings, moods and thoughts, has truly inspired man to 

understand, clarify and appreciate more fully his own 

nature, purpose and destiny." 

61 Britten accepted the First Aspen Award on July 31, 
1964 in Colorado. 
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