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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

"It is quite a good thing to please people, even if only for today.

That is what we should aim at-- pleasing people today as seriously as we
can,

and letting the future look after itself.

"1

So spoke Benjamin Britten in 1964 after receiving the first an-

nual Robert O. Anderson Aspen Award in the Humanities,

established in 1963

to honor "the individual anywhere in the world judged to have made the

greatest contribution to the advancement of the humanities. "2
Aspen, Colorado on the 31st of July, the citation read,

Given in

"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. "3

Britten's music is the music of light, although there is something dark in it as well.

The darkness is definitely there, as he under-

stood very well human failings, and spent much of his life battling his
own inner doubts and misgivings.

But as any great artist, there were

1Benjamin Britten, On Receiving the First Aspen Award (London:
Faber and Faber, 1964), p. 17.
2Britten, On Receiving, p. 7.
3Britten, On Receiving, p. 7.
1

2

those times of dissatisfaction and unhappiness, although not because in any
way his life was tragic.

He was loved by his family and friends, and knew

success, especially in the last three decades of his life.

Britten had no

financial worries to speak of, making his living in a profession he adored,
music with people as dedicated and talented as he was, and enjoying wide-

spread recognition of his work by the public.
It is one particular area of Britten's music that will be dealt

with in this paper, that of the art song, a genre he utilized throughout
his compositional life.

It is an area that has been overshadowed by his

better known compositions - -the operas.

In spite of this, a wealth of

quality material is available in this genre, and it deserves much consideration and study.

Edward Benjamin Britten was born on November 20, 1913, a date that
coincides with the feast of St. Cecilia, the patron saint of music.

His

father, Robert Britten, was a successful dentist and together with wife
Edith, had four children, Benjamin the youngest.

The Britten family re-

sided in the coastal town of Lowescroft, Suffolk, and lived a comfortable
life.

music.

It was Britten's mother who first instilled in him the love of fine

An accomplished singer, many musical evenings were graced by her

interpretations of lieder, arias by Bach, Handel, and Mozart, and English
songs and ballads.

She also held the position of honorary secretary of

the Lowescroft Choral Society, and many times professional soloists, singers,
and instrumentalists visited the Britten household, where many impromptu

musical events occured.
Britten was an intensely sensitive young child, and was very responsive to the music heard in his home.

In later life he recalled that his

first real memory of sound came from an exploding bomb towards the end of

3

World War

I.

It has been suggested that this was an incident that could

have begun his long devotion to pacifism, a recurrent theme in his compo-

sitions.

But on the whole, Britten was an outgoing and much loved child,

and led a lively and happy home life.
Thus, at age five he began piano lessons, with his mother as his

first teacher.

lessons.

Almost at once his desire to compose coincided with the

He had an uncanny aptitude for the instrument and as his key-

board fluency increased, so did his ability to improvise and notate.

By

age eight he was composing prolifically, childish works to be sure -- songs,

tone poems, and symphonies.

In 1923 he began viola lessons with Audrey

Alston, who was to be responsible for Britten's first major step as a

serious composer - -an introduction to Frank Bridge, his first composition

teacher and mentor.
Frank Bridge was a composer- conductor of England's pastoral school.
Their meeting took place in 1927 after the Norwich Festival, where Britten
was very impressed with the rich harmonic language and melodious orchestra-

tion of Bridge's piece The Sea.

Their relationship was quite amiable

although Bridge proved to be a tough taskmaster, demanding good technique
and strict attention to detail.

Bridge was responsible for the broadening

of Britten's knowledge of the musical scene as well.

Attendance at concerts

and discussions with fellow artists gave Britten a sense of artistic life
he heretofore had not experienced.

Bridge also encouraged the growing

feeling of pacifism in Britten by relating stories of his experience during
the First World War.

Thus, Bridge's influence was profound, but not enough

to satisfy the young composer's thirst for new and exciting sounds.

4Christopher Headington, Britten (London: Eyre Methuen, 1981), p. 17.
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By July of 1930, Britten had applied to and won an open scholarship
to the Royal College of Music.

Expectations were high, as he was at this

time experiencing full creative energy and composing very freely.
this was to be a disappointing time for Britten.

However,

Faculty members John

Ireland and Ralph Vaughan Williams did not know what to make of what was to
them Britten's chromatic, contemporary style, and so only one composition
was performed at the College during his three year attendance.

He was

bored with the elementary lessons he was subjected to, after all for three
years he had been privately and exclusively tutored by Frank Bridge.

Britten was actually far in advance of his fellow students, and definitely

taking a different musical path with his admiration of the work of Mahler,
Strauss, Schoenberg,

Berg, and Stravinsky.

However, not all of the time spent at the Royal College of Music
was frustrating for Britten.

He was in an environment that encouraged his

interaction with other young musicians, and enabled him to exchange philosophies and ideas.

In addition, under the tutorage of Arthur Benjamin, Britten

became quite prolific in his piano skills, winning prizes for his performances.

During this time he became frustrated with the lack of performance

opportunities for his compositions.

A rift with the College occurred when

Britten suggested there be a score of Schoenberg's Pierrot Lunaire purchased
for the music library.

He let his dissatisfaction be known when this event

did not take place, and the conservative administrators became very wary of
him, his ideas, and his music from that moment on.

He was able however, to

have some compositions performed at his local church, St. John's in Lowescroft.

This brought his talent to the attention of many local musicians,

and set the stage for performances of many other early works.

Notices were

5

mixed, and in particular one negative comment made in reference to a perform-

ance of his Three Part Songs for women's voices seems to have set the pattern of Britten's intense dislike of critics that was to remain with him

throughout his life.
The years 1934 through 1939 proved to be some of the most impor-

tant of Britten's life.

He completed his degree at the Royal College at

the end of 1933, and immediately embarked on a vacation, also utilizing the
time for the writing of new compositions.

By 1934, Britten began to earn

his living by composing, working for a small documentary film company, the

GPO Film Unit.

The company employed many talented and illustrious artists,

among them poet W. H. Auden.

Their meeting occurred in July of 1935 as

they were to collaborate on two films, Coal Face and Night Mail.

They be-

came fast friends, and the outspoken and gregarious Auden was to influence

Britten profoundly, both philosophically and professionally, in their
seven year association.

It was at this time that Britten came under con-

tract to the publisher Boosey and Hawkes,

for the twenty -two year old

composer was beginning to stir the interest of the public with his innovative style.
In 1937 Britten met Peter Pears at the home of a mutual friend,

and there began a relationship that would last forty years, until the

composer's death in 1976.

An accomplished singer, educated at Lancing

College and the Royal College of Music, Pears proved to be an artistic
collaborator on an unparalleled scale, singing and interpreting much of

Britten's music over the years.

Britten was an intensely private indi-

vidual, and had been shocked and unnerved by Auden's flambouyant homo-

sexual behavior.

His feelings for Pears therefore were, for him, diffi-

cult to come to terms with as he found the conflicts of the adult world

increasingly contradictory to what he had known as a child growing up in

6

Suffolk.

Thus,

in addition to Britten's commitment to pacifism, a new

cause began to influence his music - -that of lost innocence.

This dichot-

omy was to remain and permeate much of his music throughout the rest of
his life.

Britten's musical output at this time included film music and
several important works not associated with the GPO Film Unit.

The princi-

pal and most influential piece of this period was the orchestral song cycle

Our Hunting Fathers, a collaboration with Auden that was to make a defini-

tive pre -war statement.

Satirizing the distasteful subject of the killing

of animals for pleasure, Britten and Auden indulged themselves in a pointed

political comment of this faction of English society.

The piece was a

success, if not totally understood, and Britten recalled in his diary that

after the first London performance conducted by Sir Adrian Boult in April
of 1937,

"They do my Hunting Fathers very creditably - -I am awfully pleased

with it too

.

.

.

it's my Op.

1

all right. "5

By the winter of 1938 -1939, the political scene of Europe had become increasingly ominous.

For Britten the musical atmosphere began to

deteriorate and he became more and more dissatisfied with life in England.
Critics consistently discouraged him with ambivalent reviews, and his
political convictions left him far outside the mainstream of English sentiment.

He was a "discouraged young composer-- muddled,

for work, longing to be used. "6

fed -up and looking

Auden had emigrated to the United States

in January of 1939 to find a new and fresh audience for his work, and to

acquire anonymity for his personal life.

5Michael Kennedy, Britten
p.

23.

6Kennedy, p. 27.

Thus in May of the same year

(London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd. 1981)

,
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Britten and Pears followed suit and sailed for New York.
were practical reasons for the journey as well.

However, there

Many forthcoming perform-

ances of Britten's music had been arranged by Boosey and Hawkes,
was the possibility of a film commission.

and there

Britten had cause to be opti-

mistic of his future as a composer in America, in that he would find a
more responsive audience for his compositions.
In the three years Britten remained in America, his music matured
and reflected his own artistic creed that he expressed many years later,
"to be useful to the living. "7

Most of the compositions of this period

were considered occasional music, that is, written for a specific occasion.

They included Sinfonia da Requiem, Diversions for piano and orches-

tra, the First String Quartet, and two important song cycles, Les Illumina-

tions and Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo.

Unfortunately for Britten, the

American reception of these works was quite adverse, and in fact the reviews were brutal.

This affected him very badly and the first signs of

ill health that would plague him the rest of his life began to appear.

This in addition to the worsening political conditions abroad made the

American years very traumatic and unhappy ones for Britten.
compounded by his need to return to his friends,

family, and his boyhood

home, drew him back to England in April of 1912.
at best,

These events,

His future was uncertain

prejudice and animosity would be directed towards him due to his

wartime pacifism.

Nonetheless, the most creative and profitable years

awaited him upon his return to his native country.
As Britten re- entered England in the spring of 1942, he found a

much changed atmosphere than when he left for the United States.
a musical England, where the

Kennedy, p. 36.

This was

unexpected alliance with Russia had stimulated
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interest in foreign compositions, and where Britten would find his artistic outlet.

As the close of World War II drew near, the arts enjoyed a

revival never before seen.

Britten himself realized this and stated in a

letter written in 1943, "It is encouraging that you too sense that 'something'

in the air which heralds a renaissance.

I

feel terrifically con -

cious of it. "8

For the remaining years of his life, with the exception of his
tours abroad, Britten lived and worked in his native country.

His reputa-

tion grew and his popularity soared as he began in earnest to write in the
genre he would be best remembered for -- opera.

Peter Grimes, Albert Herring,

Billy Budd, and A Midsummer Night's Dream, solidified his place among the
great composers of the contemporary musical scene.

He still was however,

very active in the composition of choral pieces, church parables, chamber
works, and of course, art songs.

One of the most important contributions Britten would make during
his career was the organization of the Aldeburgh Festival.

Although Peter

Pears made the suggestion of a small music festival in 1948, set in the
coastal town of Aldeburgh near the newly acquired home of Britten and
Pears, it was Britten's name and popularity that made the annual event an

overwhelming success.

Modest though it was, the Aldeburgh performances

proved to be a vital part of Britten's creative output, where premiere
performances of his works were given over the years.

For the rest of his

life his work schedule revolved around the festival's needs, and in addition to composing, Britten took on the various duties of conducting,

accompanying, and administrative leadership.
a

This rigorous schedule was

way of life for twenty -five years, until his health caused him to withdraw.

8Kennedy, p. 43.

9

Aldeburgh represented the ideal working scenario for Britten, writing in
highly familiar surroundings for specific performers.

Pears' very impor-

tant role was a constant, and in addition regular visitors such as mezzo -

soprano Janet Baker, cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, baritone Dietrich
Fischer -Dieskau, guitarist Julian Bream, and harpist Osian Ellis, helped
give Britten the creative tools he so desired.

Britten was warmly recognized and awarded during his lifetime as
a major composer, in England and abroad.

Honorary doctorates, medals,

and prizes were bestowed upon him as tribute to his musical and humani-

tarian contributions.

The greatest honor came from his own country, and

one he prized above all others, the supreme honor for artistic and intel-

lectual distinction, membership of the Order of Merit, given in 1965.

He

was further awarded the honor of Life Peer in February of 1976, the first

time a composer had been so chosen.

At the time of his death in December

of 1976, he had, beyond a shadow of a doubt claimed his place as a com-

poser of national and international stature.

CHAPTER 2

Britten's contribution to the genre of art song literature numbers
well over one hundred settings, encompassing his entire compositional life,

from Tit for Tat in 1928, to Phaedra, written in 1975 for Dame Janet Baker.
This output of songs numbersover twenty compositions, and dominate the

English scene where few contemporaries offer any rivalry.

He remained

true to the nineteenth century medium of solo voice and piano, although
he utilized other accompaniments including guitar, harp, horn,

and orchestra.

strings,

Realizing too, that in simple practicality singers per-

form more frequently in recitals than any other medium,

Britten conceived

his songs as cycles, typically ranging from five to nine settings.
of these do not effectively split into single songs,

Most

and it is this tendency

plus the writing of a cycle with a particular vocal timbre in mind, that

limits the frequency of the performance of this repertoire.

Britten also

assumed that the interpretation of his work would bring pronounced literary
sensibilities, as the range of the verse is wide, with settings of Auden,
Rimbaud, Michelangelo, Hölderlin, Donne, Hardy, and Blake among the notables.
It has been observed by several Britten biographers that Auden was a major

influence in this way, although Britten showed a fine literary sense at an
early age.
It was the poetry itself that was the key to Britten's creative

process.

Peter Porter's chapter "Composer and Poet" found in The Britten

Companion, offers invaluable insight into this area of Britten's style.
10

11

There have been few composers whose art has been so profoundly intertwined

with words as has Britten's.
musical and poetical elements.

His whole instinct was to sense the unity of
It can be said that what poets have pre-

figured in words, Britten has reworked in music.9

Throughout his creative

life Britten identified himself with poets and their poems.

It was the

same kind of poetry that appealed to Mahler, Berg, and Schoenberg, and that

which saved Britten from the avant -garde movement of late romanticism.

For Britten, poetry was representative of the world, and music only en-

hanced the message.

The power of Britten's music in relation to the poetry

is that it reveals the poet's world, which sometimes can be difficult to

grasp.

His genius for song illuminates the world of John Donne and William

Blake, whose world is abstract and yet profound.

He was willing to set

poetry in foreign languages, and did not hesitate to take on the most difficult ones, notably Pushkin in Russian (The Poet's Echo), and Hölderlin in

German (Sechs Hölderlin Fragmente), which are extensive and written in
complex meters.

A significant note to be

mentioned is that despite his

vast knowledge of literature, Britten never supplied his own texts.

His

use of words was never over -reaching, which may be why he turned so often
to forms such as the sonnet.10

None of the poems in the cycles tells a

story, they are in fact about states of mind, and the emotional reaction

that evokes.
It can be said of Britten that he was an eclectic composer, however

rather than manifesting itself in a varied array of diverse styles, his
eclecticism combined with his own musical sense resulted in a style that is

9Christopher Palmer, The Britten Companion (London: Faber and Faber,
1984), p. 272.

10Palmer,

p.

284.
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singularly his own.

He used many styles and techniques, and succeeded in

summarizing many different compositional principals from the past and
present.

It is clear that he did not unswervingly pursue some compromised

road of orthodoxy, but on the contrary ruthlessly and comprehensively ransacked the past and present, orthodox and unorthodox, fashionable and un-

fashionable, traditional and innovative,

and took whatever was useful to

him.11
This eclecticism took many forms as seen in the cycles, and re-

flected the styles of many notable composers such as Stravinsky, Berg,
Schoenberg, and Mahler.

Perhaps the figure with whom Britten had the

strongest creative affinity was Henry Purcell, and this was probably the
greatest single influence on his own vocal style.

Britten was very active

in the interpretation and performance of Purcell's music,

influenced by the realizations of the continuo bass that
ingly translated.

In the vocal realm, Britten,

and was greatly

painstak-

like Purcell, constructed

melodic lines in which the words dictated rhythmic shapes of such individuality as to form highly asymmetrical melodic phrases.12

It has been

observed that Britten was the first composer since Purcell to set the

English language in such perfect declamatory style.
a rhythmic freedom in the melody,

There is in Britten

which is balanced by orderly harmonic

phrase structures in the accompaniment.

Therefore, the voice and accompa-

niment achieve one generalized effect appropriate for the whole song, while
the voice often conveys significant verbal inflection with melismas on
the most important words.

11Palmer,
12P

&

p.

An example of the Purcellian influence can be

32.

eter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten (London: J. M. Dent
Sons Ltd, 1979), p. 351.
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traced throughout the cycle On This Island, text by W. H. Auden.

Baroque

style and flavor abound, in particular the opening melisma of the first
song,

"Let the Florid Music Praise ".

Each of his vocal works, with orchestral accompaniment, piano, or
any other accompanying instrument takes on many different compositional

techniques.

From the modal inflections of Les Illuminations to the basic-

ally twelve tone Songs and Proverbs of William Blake, Britten makes use of
as many different organizational

devices as there are cycles.

In each work

the influence of the poetry is the key to understanding the development of
the music.

Often Britten organizes his songs around a motif, that may be

melodic or rhythmic, that unifies the work.

Our Hunting Fathers and the

German cycle Sechs Hölderlin Fragmente are examples of this type of composition.

The use of rhythmic unification in the Baroque tradition can be

traced to On This Island, Serenade, and The Holy Sonnets of John Donne.
Britten always was drawn to the tension that arose between diatonic and chromatic elements.

Yet his most conservative trait has been

the reliance on modulation as a dramatic agent, and the use of the triad
as a basic harmonic unit.

Of the eight mature cycles with piano, three

begin and end with the same tonal center.

The other five progress tonally

from one point to another, by means that may have been influenced by the

association of colors to particular texts, or perhaps dramatic progressions
set up by the circle of fifths.13

For the most part, Britten makes use

of two distinctive types of harmonic progressions.

First, he uses mono -

tonality, that is the overall work beginning and ending in the same key,
and then employs the remote relationships of the subdominant minor, the

13Arnold Whittall,
Spring, 1971, p. 3.

"Britten's Song Cycles With Piano," Tempo,

14

dominant of the flat mediant major, the flat mediant minor, and the sub mediant.

This technique can be seen specifically in the cycle On This

Island, although these elements are present in any number of other songs.
Secondly, he uses a progressive tonal pattern, that is, a succession of

tonal centers which do not in any particular way link one to the other.
The cycle Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo make use of this technique be-

ginning in A Major and progressing to D Major, then utilizing Dorian mode
on F #, progressing through C Major, retaining the raised fourth to C#

minor,

then restoring the mode on F# for the final D Major resolution.

In

this way modulation is combined with other harmonic and structural factors
to reproduce a richly integrated harmonic style.14
of view, the song cycle literature

From a musical point

of Britten reflects the unifying harmonic

devices that involve the modification of diatonicism, plus the use of chromaticism to expand or even eliminate the existing key or tonal center.15

/'Whittall, p. 3.
15Whittall, p.

11.

CHAPTER

3

A Birthday Hansel was Britten's last song cycle, based on the

Scottish poetry of Robert Burns, and completed in March of 1975 as an
offering to the Queen Mother on the occasion of her seventy -fifth birthday.

It is scored for high voice and harp, reminiscent of the 1942 compo-

sition A Ceremony of Carols, for boys chorus and harp, and Canticle V,
for tenor and harp, composed in 1974.

In his declining years, Britten

realized that he no longer could be the accompanist he once was for Peter
Pears, therefore he found a new way to present the literature, by writing

the accompaniments for harpist Osian Ellis.

Canticle V and A Birthday

Hansel were written specifically for this partnership.

All three of the

pieces composed with harp accompaniment show Britten to be an inventive
and knowledgeable writer for that instrument,
one.

as well as an affectionate

The virtuosity of the harp as seen in A Ceremony of Carols and

Canticle V can be linked to this charming cycle, if perhaps it is a little
more subdued in response to Burns'

lyric text.

The former two pieces re-

main standard repertoire for this instrument, respected for their diffi-

culty and beauty.

Robert Burns lived from 1759 -1796, a time which is referred to as
the age of sensibility,

or more commonly,

the sentimental movement.

He

is best known as a Scottish national poet, and it was the traditional

songs and ballads of his native country, countless of which he knew by
heart, which proved to be his greatest teacher.
15

Burns began writing poems

16

under this influence, however Scottish national verse and genteel English

were also influential.

In collaboration with other poets, he contributed

over three hundred folksongs to a collection gathered in 1783.

It is this

influence most strongly seen in his lyric poems in the Scottish dialect.
Burns distilled from his country's balladry the purest and finest poetry,

which yet reads as if it were the folk music of geniuses1 6

With great

affection and tenderness, he portrayed the life he knew and lived best.
It is this, and the social consciousness that pervades much of the verse

that drew Britten to the use of it for this particular project.

Critics of English literature are often indifferent to the work
of Burns.

Too simple, or lack of profundity due to the use of Scottish

dialect are frequently heard criticisms.

In more recent years however,

the charm and beautiful simplicity of Burns is enjoying a renaissance of

popularity.

Although at ease with writing in the Scottish dialect, Burns

also writes in a combined style - -the dialect with neo- classical English.
A Birthday Hansel represents this element of the poet's

style.

The dia-

lect usage is tactful, with the words spelled and pronounced in a manner

only slightly different from English.

For example, in the first song,

the line "Health to our well -loved Hielan Chief!" is seen, the word
"

loved" meaning loved.

The use of the vernacular makes the whole a

synthesized language rather than a true dialect.
Burns' best writings make use of local descriptive elements, for

the color and heightened emotionalism they evoke.

In the song "The Win-

ter" for example, this descriptive passage is seen:

16Stanley

J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft, eds.
British Authors
Before 1800, A Biographical Dictionary (New York: H. W. Wilson Co., 1952),
p.

73.
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The rose upon the brier, by the waters running clear,
May have charms for the linnet or the bee;
Their little loves are blest, and their little hearts at rest,
But my true love is parted from me.

The blending in this way of the vernacular and the Scottish dialect

enlivens the sentimental, while the conscious "poetic" English component

broadens the significance of the vernacular.17
The use of poetry in the Scottish dialect was not new to Britten in

the composition of A Birthday Hansel.

Twenty -eight years before he had set

the songs A Charm of Lullabies, an affectionate, if unusual group of five

different lullabies.
ren,

In addition, the 1971

song cycle Who Are These Child-

sets the Scottish poetry of William Soutar, comprising eight of the

cycle's twelve songs.

Composed for the 700th National Gallery of Scot-

land Concert, these settings reflect an affinity for the poet's humanistic

themes, and are among Britten's finest settings for the voice.
In A Birthday Hansel,

Britten does not hesitate to set Burns'

previously set poems "Afton Water" and "The Winter ", instead boldly giving
new and fresh realizations that are by far the most beautiful in the cycle.
The songs do not take on any particular model, either melodically or rhyth-

mically, but each brings forth an echo device that reinforces the Scottish
flavor.

The use of pentatonic scales, drones, and bi- tonality create

effects that are subtle and concise.

It is perhaps A Charm of Lullabies

that comes nearest to a precedent for this piece, and this results in a

work that is treated with much affection, as befitting a birthday gift for
a much loved person.

The songs are in the literal sense a cycle, that is they are per-

formed without a break, the harp accompaniment making the transitions from
17Carol

McGuirk, Robert Burns and the Sentimental Era (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1985), p. xxiii.

18

one piece to another.

This in addition to the improvisational manner of

these transitions help set the mood for each successive song.
The opening song is "Birthday Song ",

for a highland chief.

as befitting the title, and is

Set as a march, the declamatory fervor of the vocal

line enhances the tribute.

The harmonic

scheme is interesting, if a bit

The opening lines of the harp accompaniment illustrate Britten's

complex.

use of the pentatonic scale, centering around the tonal center of B natural.
Bi- tonality is achieved by the concurrent use of C Major, for the most part
in alternating patterns between the harp and voice.
March-like
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Measures 1 -6, "Birthday Song ", A Birthday Hansel,
Benjamin Britten.

The harp always avoids the D# that would support B Major, and the voice

never sings the E natural that would support C Major.

The harp also makes

use of C Major sixth triads at the end of both halves of the song that

definitely support C Major.

The obscurity of key is resolved in a climactic

passage in the accompaniment of descending sixth chords outlining a succession of pentatonic groups from C Major to a cadence in B Major.

f
they

ca'

me,

while BURNS they

ca'

me.

lf

Figure

2:

Measures 45 -50, "Birthday Song", A Birthday Hansel,
Benjamin Britten.

19
There is at this point a direct reference to the poet as sung in the line,
"For me,
ca'

shame fa' me, If neist my heart

I

dinna wear ye, While BURNS they

me."
The second song is "My Early Walk ", here set as a flowing and

etherial excursion.

The directions to both performers are "slow and cas-

ual" and suggest an unpremeditated walk on a beautiful afternoon.

feeling is supported by the song's tonal ambiguity.

This

Two kinds of musical

material can be seen here, both directly related to the poetry.

In the

first three lines of the first stanza, Britten uses a device he has used

before in the opening of Canticle V, notes that are repeated to exemplify
the Scottish accent and flavor.

The last sentence of the stanza employs

...

a highly ornamented, lavishly graced figure that recurs and ultimately be-

comes a unifying factor of the piece.
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Ere twice the shades o' dawn are

fled,-

Measures 67 -70, "My Early Walk", A Birthday Hansel,
Benjamin Britten.

The third and fourth stanzas establish D Major as the only securely tonal

area of the song, symbolizing the "sweet rose -bud" in utter simplicity.
"Wee Willie Grey" is the third song,

ature of charming quality.

and offers a strophic mini-

The vocal line is nicely contrasted between

upper and middle registers, the harp accompaniment steady and decidedly
impish.
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Measures 120 -129, "Wee Willie Grey ",
Benjamin Britten.

Tonally centered in the keys of G Major and

e

.._

Birthday Hansel,

A

minor, it provides stabil-

ity in this way making the transition complete after the tonal ambiguity
of "My Early Walk ".
In "My Hoggie ",

the fourth song,

model strophe is explored.

a

progressive variation of

Opening with strongly defined

c

a

minor chords,

the vocal line immediately offers E natural, a raised third so closely

identified with Britten's style, a device of text painting for the idea of
the death of the ewe.

Although it should be noted that this is not

serious death, but rather one of tongue -in- cheek.

a

Rhythmic interest is

also used here as a unifying device, syncopations of the 6 time signature
8

remaining consistently difficult for the performers, and crisp in reflecting the declamatory English text.

stanza a raised fourth,

F //,

Shades of

C

Major and in the fourth

set the stage for the agitated return of the

unifying rhythmic motive for the doleful close of the text.

The harp

postlude provides an interesting scenario recalling the owl's eerie cry
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of the third stanza, and ending with a series of tonic pedals emphasizing

the hopeless outcome.
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Measures 205 -211, "My Hoggie ",
Benjamin Britten.

A

Birthday Hansel,

Thus far the harp's role in this cycle has been used much as a
piano accompaniment, harmonically supportive but not innovative.

"Afton

Water" provides the setting that unleashes the sterotypical accompanying

device so closely associated with the harp.

Britton here writes warm,

flowing, and free arpeggios that are so memorable in the harp writing
of Peter Grimes,

Figure 6:

and more notably The Rape of Lucretia.

Measures 215 -216, "Afton Water ", A Birthday Hansel,
Benjamin Britten.
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Here the squareness of verse is offset by the continual invention of the

harp's melodic shape, in particular the enlarging of compound groupings
at two points during the song.

Solidly centered in the key of E Major,

Britten provides a melody even more beautiful for its simplicity, in direct answer to Burns'

lines.

This coupled with the brilliant declamatory

setting of the text make it a true example of Britten's most easily recog-

nizable style, and showing the influence of Purcell.
Easily the most memorable song in the cycle is the sixth song "The

Winter ".

Its melodic patterns are few, but distinctive,

serene, and compounded by the simple use of harmony.

poignant and

The song begins in

Lydian A flat and travels to B flat at the mid -point of the first stanza,
then modulating to A Major.

The second stanza draws the addition of D #,

reinforcing the haunting and elusive tone of the text.

The use of major

and minor, another frequent Britten technique, paint the text thoroughly,

the minor flavor reinforcing the separation from a loved one.
the melody is serenely beautiful in its simplicity.

Once again,

The arch of the vocal

line rises and falls in unison with the text, bringing forth a portrait

miniature so reminiscent of the German masters of song.
The last song,

"Leezie Lindsay" is a reel, and applies the phrase

transposition up one degree and back, to drone bass and melody that is

fundamental to a true Scottish folk dance.

The harmonic scheme is fluctu-

ating in the harp between major and minor, the verses in D Major and a
cadence phrase in F Major.

present between verses.

This same process is then used in two episodes

The piece is very neatly organized and more than

portrays the wild abandon that so describes the Scottish tradition.

CHAPTER 4

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the legacy bequeathed by Benjamin Britten is three-

fold.

The Aldeburgh Festival and the Britten -Pears School for Advanced

Musical Studies, officially opened by the Queen Mother in April 1979, speak
Left also is a wealth of recordings,

to future generations of composers.

much of them of his own works, and that of other composers for which he
had particular affection and admiration.

Schubert, Haydn, Mozart, and

Schumann live and breathe as a result of his interpretation, expert accompanying, and flawless conducting.
the greatest gift.
of the musical

It is however his own music that leaves

He had the remarkable ability to arrange the symbols

language so that even people who knew nothing of the mechan-

ics of music could sense the logic, drama, and poetry of his art.

The

peculiar potency of his vocal music seems often to derive from his ability
to convey to his listeners the unexplored area of a text which was always

there but which needed revelation through his imaginative vision.18

18Kennedy, p. 271.
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