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Preface

In this thesis, | have tried to demonstrate my bdipaas a musicologist. Of course, this
endeavour is primarily aimed at fulfilling the reqaments for the degree of Bachelor of
Arts, but as a product of the research | have uakien the last year, it means more to me
than just that. In these confusing times for api(agy) musicologist, in which the value
of the work one does is regularly questioned, avliich one at least ceaselessly has to
validate this work, it is sometimes difficult (oven impossible) to stay truthful to one’s
personal affiliations with the subject matter.

In the past three years of my bachelor educationusicology, | have encountered
many different perspectives on musicology, of wHiblave enjoyed many, but disliked
others. For me, it was therefore of the utmost ingyace to contribute to the kind of
musicology | regard as indispensable, but whicfidrosee dispensed with. It is the kind

of musicology Joseph Kerman describes as “the rolagjists’ ideal:”

Musicologists strive to view [...] music within itsilf historical context: a context flooded with
lesser music which the theorists ignore, coloungdibtorical performance conditions different
from those we now accept, informed by complex eatinpsocial, intellectual, and psychological
forces, and cross-hatched by intertextuality —Heyreferences composers make in one work to

another as acknowledged model or unacknowledgégeimfe’

Although I have tried to be as meticulous as pdssltzan only hope | have been able to
avoid the “musicologists’ characteristic failure’superficiality which Kerman laments,
something which would have been absolutely impdssilthout the help from numerous
people. | would therefore like to thank my belovetbuk, for her unremitting support and
encouragement; my supervisor Dr. Paul van EmmemilQis challenging and reassuring
confidence; the staff of the Britten-Pears FourmhgtDr. Nicholas Clark in particular;
Rémy Baudet; Michael Charry; Charlie Cross; Leo Daeselaar; Mark Lubotsky; Arthur
Olof; Johan Olof; Prof. Steve Nicholson; Petra ips#n; Dr. Suzanne Robinson; Dr.
Jaime Trancoso; and many others without whom msisheould not have been what it

presently is.

! Joseph KermarGontemplating Music: Challenges to Musicolq@ambridge MA: Harvard University
Press, 1985), 72.



Thou mayst believe me, gentle reader, without sivgathat | could willingly desire this book (ahild of
my understanding) to be the most beautiful, gallantl discreet that might possibly be imagined;lbut
could not transgress the order of nature, whenegnyghing begets his like [...].

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (trans. Thomas Shehathor’s Preface t®on Quixote.



Introduction

“I will certainly tell you now the very little toay that there is about the Violin Concerto,”
Benjamin Britten wrote to his friend Albert Goldlgethe American critic, pianist and
conductor’ Indeed, other than some (admittedly, useful) imftion on the revisions
Britten made to the concerto, this letter contaionyaluable insights into the score
whatsoever. In fact, Britten deeply disliked dising his own music:

A composer’s job is to create, not to comment; thiglis not a theory, but a conviction & an
inclination. | hate talking about my own music,moy own musical inclination, & avoid it whenever

| can®

When researching Britten’s music — whether P&ter GrimesOp. 33 (1945)the War
RequiemOp. 66 (1962)l.achrymag Op. 48 (1950) or, as is presently the case, thbénv
Concerto, Op. 15 (1939 this ‘inclination’ of Britten’s is rather unfontate. Although
the abovementioned letter is certainly not the amg concerning the Violin Concerto,
and although Britten did comment on his music,ghemot much known of his views on
this concerto. Whenever discussing the work, hallysaonfined himself to truisms such
as the date and place of origin, and informatiomhenfirst performance (which we
obviously could as easily have found out by lookanghe first and last pages of the
score). On one occasion however (in the 1971 AldgbEestival Programme Book, in
which Britten authored notes on some of the contipos he was going to conduct),
Britten did comment on the work, albeit concisely:

The first movement starts with a tiny phrase foigani, answered by the cymbal [see Ex. 1]. This
becomes the accompaniment for the first long tuméhe violin solo, reappears many times during
the movement, and finally accompanies a melodieza descending slowly from the violin's
highest notes, in double- and triple-stopping. €lisra pleading middle section in the acrobatic

Vivace after which the previous material appears saitlgg muted. There is a slow crescendo to a

2 Donald Mitchell, Philip Reed and Mervyn Cooke, etlstters from a Life: The Selected Letters of
Benjamin Britten 1913-1976, Volume Three 1946-1®gtkeley: University of California Press, 2004),
621-622.

% Paul Kildea, ed Britten on MusiqOxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 239.



tutti which introduces a cadenza. This leads diyeotthePassacagliaof which the theme is

announced by the trombonis.

Moderato con moto (J = 80-84)
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Ex. 1 - Britten - Violin Concerto - Opening motif (mm. 1-3)

The violinist who was to give this performance (wiritten conducting), was Mark
Lubotsky. In the same programme note, Britten wtioé a recording made by Lubotsky
(and Kiril Kondrashin) of his concerto “was the feemance | had been waiting for.”
Although they met late in Britten’s life, Lubotskyd Britten stayed close friends until
Britten’s death; but even to him, Britten neveké&al about any unique, personal details
regarding the composition process of the Violin Gato?

Since extended research on the Violin Concertoniib mow is fairly limited (and as
shown above, since Britten did not really amplifytos views), it seems somewhat
curious that there is such a rich discourse reggrttiis work in both scholarly and
commercial writing. That is, a discourse which eywmore intricate than the structural
analysis Britten was willing to share, and far mooacerned with external stimuli
(musical and extra-musical) and subtexts. HumpRapenter writes for instance, in his
famous (and notorious) biography, that “[lundoubjgtiie work, conceived during the
first half of 1939 and sketched that summer, aegusome of its character from external
events.? Although the Second World War had started on itlse 6f September that year

(and the power of Hitler's Germany and other ttaaian regimes was steadily growing in

*Ibid., 365.
® Mark Lubotsky, in discussion with the author, 28ri2013.
® Humphrey CarpenteBenjamin Britten: A BiographgLondon: Faber and Faber, 1992), 141.



the preceding years), the “external events” Cagyenentions are generally assumed to
involve the Spanish Civil War in particular. Chapher Headington, for instance, refers in
his (compared to Carpenter’s, relatively short)gbaphy to the Spanish violinist who gave
the first performance, Antonio Brosa, as the one wiight have introduced the Spanish

Civil War subtext to the discussion:

Its first interpreter, the Spaniard Antonio Brosas to see Spanish elements in the work — perhaps

a sadness for the Spain Britten had visited ana skeen torn by its civil wa.

One of Britten’s (many) other biographers, Mich@él/er, makes a similar point, but in a

slightly more accurate and critical manner:

Brosa identified [the opening drum rhythm] as ad8igh rhythm’ [...]. The conclusion is a lament,
leaving in its wake an inevitable question aboetglgnificance of the ‘Spanish rhythm’, in a
concerto begun during the Spanish Civil War, foea&patriate Spaniard, and concluded in a World

War for which the Spanish conflict seemed to méke & sinister rehearsél.

David E. Schneider, author of the chapter “Consgrastd Common Concerns in the
Concerto 1900-1945” imhe Cambridge Companion to the Concetédkes a far less

critical (and much bolder) stance towards this pasubtext:

War, albeit viewed from a safer distance, is [..d flubject of Benjamin Britten’s Violin Concerto,
Op. 15 (1939). Completed in North America, whereifigt Britten took refuge from England
bracing itself for war, his Violin Concerto is alaaesponse to the defeat of the Republicans in the
Spanish Civil War. [...] Britten’s opening timpani tifat once [...] suggests a Spanish rhythm,
and, in its alternation of pitches a perfect fowatart (F-C), carries a martial undertone. Passages
composed of tattoos (figure 3ff.) and fanfare-ldtpeggios (figure 4ff.) strengthen the military
topic [...].2

Regardless of this audaciousness, Schneider th@anly one who considers the martial

features of the work (in addition to Brosa’s cotiiem) in the context of the Spanish Civil

" Christopher Headingto®ritten (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1982), 48.
& Michael Oliver,Benjamin Britter{New York: Phaidon Press, 2008), 79.
° David E. Schneider, “Contrasts and Common Condertise Concerto 1900-1945,” ithe Cambridge
Companion to the Concerted. Simon P. Keefe (Cambridge: Cambridge UniteRiess, 2005), 147.



War. Eric Roseberry sees these elements éanghssanadding a few) equally as

indications of a Spanish Civil War subtext:

The use of imagery with Spanish associations (nastlythms, flamenco-like guitar sonorities, the
slow sarabande rhythm of the section beginninggt3®6 in the finale) together with pre-echoes of
the War Requienffanfares, threatening trumpets and drums) wouddnst® point towards a

Spanish Civil War sub-text. The hidden agenda sstggeby such imagery links the work with
Britten’s contemporaneous tribute to the victimshaf Spanish Civil War, thBallad of Heroes
(1939)%°

On a less abstract (but nonetheless sometimessingjuevel are the various
contemplations of musical influences on Brittenislvi Concerto. Britten, for instance,
“knew his Prokofiev and Shostakovich,” as Headingbats it, when dealing with the
violin and the piano concertd5“The 1938 Piano Concerto’s Toccata first movenjerit
echoes a type of writing that was especially tyjpa¢drokofiev’'s early period, for
instance in the hammering rhythms of his First @hild piano concertos,” writes Lyn
Henderson in a contribution idhe Musical Timesn which she discusses Prokofiev’s

influence on Britten. She also notes, regardingWioéin Concerto, that

[...] we know from the evidence of a diary entry ¢hMlarch 1931 that [Britten] had already heard
Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto [when composinig kequivalent]. Even if his immediate response
to the Prokofiev concerto had been to declare,kéfiev op.19 VIn. Concerto didn’t contain much
music, but was rather like a compendium of SchooMirtuosity vin. exercises”, a lingering
remembrance of the earlier work is still perhapbédelt in Britten’s much later concerto, and

especially in the second movement’s predominamépwise-rising outline&?

It seems rather far-fetched to deliberate on tlsesdarities when we know Britten
disliked Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto, Op. 18917), but we need to take into
account that Britten’s musical taste changed cemaldy during the 1930s (the decade
which spans his seventeenth to twenty-seventhofdde). Furthermore, the similarities

19 Eric Roseberry, “The Concertos and Early OrchéSicares: Aspects of Style and Aesthetic, The
Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Brittesd. Mervyn Cooke (Cambridge: Cambridge UniverBitgss,
1999), 238-239.

" HeadingtonPritten, 53.

12|yn Henderson, “His Influence on Britten: The ViRrokofiev,” The Musical Time&44 (2003): 19.



in overall structure are hard failing to noticencg the slow-fast-slow outline which
Britten’s and Prokofiev’s concertos share was nutegwidespread at the time, or as

Schneider writes:

Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto is a highly orital work — it may well be both the first twentieth-
century violin concerto in three movements to brigakn the fast-slow-fast pattern, the first
twentieth-century concerto to end slowly and softiyd, on a lighter note, the first concerto to

contain a tuba solo (one of several details thainse have inspired Britteny.

Micheal Kennedy sidesteps Prokofiev while descglimitten’s concerto as “[keeping]
step with the world of Shostakovich” in his linestas to the fairly recent release of Theo
Olof's 1948 recording of the worK.This “world of Shostakovich” most likely refers to
his operalrhe Lady Macbeth of Mtsensihich Britten admired; Shostakovich had not
written a violin concerto at the time, which makesh a connection practically
impossible (Roseberry nevertheless argues thattéBranticipates by nearly twenty years
[sic] Shostakovich in his First Violin Concerto b347-8,” when discussing the cadenza
between the scherzo and the finale which “[brirgsik material from both first and
second movement¥). Even at the time, the comparison with thoseshuimfluential
Russians (Prokofiev and Shostakovich, and somet8trasinsky as well) was already
made. Elliott Carter, for instance, commented ie\aew of the Violin Concerto’s
premiere (28 March 1940) that he thought Brittemsk was “an English counterpart of
recent Prokofiev and Shostakovitch musit.”

Equally interesting are the numerous statemente@mfluential connection
between Britten and Alban Berg. This connectionyéner, was completely unilateral:
Britten admired Berg, and even wanted to study With, but Britten never got the chance
before Berg died. As ‘substitute’ for this lossjt@n never missed a chance to study
Berg’s music, attend a performance of it, or lisiea broadcast. Britten was, for instance,
present at the International Society for Contemigyolkéusic’s 1936 festival in Barcelona,

13 Schneider, “Contrasts and Common Concerns,” 148.

4 Michael Kennedy, liner notes f@ritish Composers — Britten, Berkeley & Rubbtampact disc 3, EMI 0
29006 2, 2011.

!> Roseberry, “The Concertos,” 238.

18 Arnold Whittall, The Music of Britten and Tippett: Studies in Thearas$ Technique@Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 47.
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where he and Brosa played his recently completég &r Violin and Piano, Op. 6
(1936) on Tuesday 21 April. The Sunday two days earlier he attended the first
performance of Berg’s Violin Concerto of 1935 (ptdyed by Brosa, as Roseberry
erroneously states, but by Louis Krasner; Brosaipbsdid not even accompany Britten
to the occasion) and, among other piecesDite¢ Bruchstiick€1923) from Berg's opera
WozzecK1921), which leaves many commentators to conc{sithee Britten wrote that
he was very impressed by the concerto, which heddjust shattering — very simple &
touching” and that “the Wozzeck pieces [...] alwbemve me like a wet rag”) that Berg
had a primary influence on Britten, particularlyilghwriting his Violin Concerto for
Brosa two and a half years latér.

Among many other composers often mentioned in d&ouns about influences on
Britten’s Violin Concerto is Beethoveri His Violin Concerto, Op. 61 (1806) is usually
regarded as a source of inspiration for (or attJeapredecessor of) the opening timpani
motif, but many more influences or connectionsparssible, or at least worth considering
(for instance Bartok, Glazunov, Schénberg, Strdwirs Walton). Within the scope of
this thesis, however, the main question is howetimnain influences (the Spanish Civil
War, twentieth-century Russian composers and ABxng) converged in Britten’s Violin
Concerto (if at all). Which associations are likedyhave played a part in Britten’s
composition process, and what is the part they pbtaygeed? How should we interpret the
ones that are not that likely? Are these mere imedlustrations of a work which badly
needs some kind of narrative, or is there mor&?td his network of ideas, this intricate
discourse, undoubtedly played a valuable parteragbpreciation of the work, but the
irrationality of it and the entanglement makes aitmiogical appreciation sometimes
problematic. By analysing the historical data (eisyletters, contemporary reviews) and
studying the score in light of these associatibmsll try to disentangle this network and
sift the musicologically valuable information fraime codswallop — and everything in

between.

" Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, edketters from a Life: The Selected Letters of Bejabnitten 1913-
1976, Volume One 1923-19@3erkeley: University of California Press, 1991214423.

' Ibid., 425-426.

9 Michael KennedyBritten, rev. ed. The Master Musicians (Oxford: Oxford \nsity Press, 2001), 141.
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Chapter 1 — The Spanish Civil War

In a tribute to Michael Tippett in 1965, includeda symposium on Tippett's sixtieth
birthday, Britten wrote to his friend that he “musit be made to feel — as | was [two
years earlier, on the occasion of his fiftieth Huldy] — that you are already dead and that
the musicologists are busy on the corp&eBtitten indeed did not particularly enjoy
talking about and philosophising his music. In fé& once stated that he thought it “[one]
of the most disturbing features of this time [.. .4ttlso many people seem to prefer to read
about art rather than to experiencéitiinaginably this conviction grew from his
ambivalent relationship with music criticism, bubatever the case, he hardly ever
cooperated in musicological research conductetuttyshis life and works. Donald
Mitchell was one of the very few who was allowecdi@mine his private collection — and
recollections — but even so, only when Britten lfedtwould not live much longer, he gave
Mitchell his diaries and collected letters to sonse: as he would be a ‘corpse’ soon after,
he on the one hand possibly did not bother anynzore on the other hand wanted the
inevitable research to be done by his much adniirexdd >

Mitchell’s work ignited a raft of Britten studiesjost notably the annotated and
selected_etters From a Liféedited by Mitchelket al), of which the sixth and final
volume appeared in 2012. The letters and diarynieags from the thirties reproduced in
this vast ‘biography’ (Britten was a prolific letterriter, and kept a diary up to 1938), give
the reader a vital insight in both Britten’s musiaad personal life and the turbulent

historical context of which he was quite aware.

Antonio Brosa’s Rhythm
Britten detested (and feared) the rising totaktaism, and was particularly worried about
the tragic events in Spain during the Spanish @Walr, a concern of which the following

diary entry from 22 July 1936 (among many othess vivid example:

“ Kildea, Britten on Musi¢ 274.

! pid., 236.

2 Donald Mitchell, “Preface to New Edition” Britten & Auden in the Thirties: The Year 1936
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2000).
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News makes me sick from Spain. The rebel Fas@stisigo be doing better, & according to the
definitely pro-fascist Daily Telegraph — practigadill N. Spain, Morocco, & alot of South is in
their hands — including Barcelona! Toni [Antonio]RBeggy Brosa are staying there too. Let's pray

for better news to-morrow. A big battle is likety-tlay or to-nigh??

What, however, does not appear in either the dragments or the letters Britten wrote,
is a reading of the Spanish Civil War as subtexhefViolin Concerto. The connection
with Brosa (whom Britten wrote it for and who haglged him edit the solo part) as
Spaniard caught up in these troubles is the mgstfgiant suggestion that Britten might
have composed the work as a musical reaction $acttastrophe. But although there is no
further evidence to it, Brosa himself was convintteglconnection was important, as he
told in an interview for Donald Mitchell’s BBC ramldocumentarenjamin Britten: The
Early Yearsforty years after the first (and his first) perfmance’* John Evans mentions
this in his article on Britten’s concertosTihe Britten Companigrand — as an influential
early post-mortem publication (1984) on BenjamirttBn — this seems to be the seminal
source for later accounts (for instance SchneidertsOliver’s) on the ‘Spanishness’ of
the concerto (whereas Headington in his 1981 bpigrgrobably gathered his

information from the aforementioned interview):

Brosa recalled that the arresting, recurrent rhytinpercussion at the opening of the concerto [...]
was Spanish in origin; and he suggested thatdhi$ the sombre, intense nature of much of the

work, was Britten’s musical response to the dedeat horrors of the Spanish Civil War.

Of course, Brosa’s view might be accurate, at Ipasially, but Britten and Brosa had not
worked together for a very long time when Brosaegis interview (as a matter of fact,
at a performance of his Violin Concerto by Yehuddhin in 1968, Britten told Donald

Mitchell’'s wife, Kathleen, “the sad story of the méor whom it was written. He seems to

% Mitchell and Reed.etters from a Life: Volume Oné34.

2 Donald Mitchell,Benjamin Britten: The Early YearSgeries: Sound Seminars, BBC Study Tapes
(Guilford CT: Jeffrey Norton Publishers, 1984).

% John Evans, “The Concertos,”Tine Britten Companigred. Christopher Palmer (London: Faber and
Faber, 1984), 413s stated in an undergraduate thesis from 1995Hayrl@ Cross, Brosa might have
mentioned this as early as 1963 in an unknown BR€rview, but this appeared not to be verifiable.
Charlie Cross, “The Benjamin Britten Violin Conae®@p.15: A Study of its Origin and Subsequent
Alterations,” (BMus thesis, University of Manchest&995), 5n14.
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have fallen on to stony time&%, and it might therefore be equally plausible thég
contemplation grew from Brosa’s own preoccupatibtihe time. The importance of the
Spanish Civil War to Britten was undeniably enorscawt after the Second World War
this memory would presumably have been rather gggpd in the pacifist's mind by the
horrors closer to home. For Brosa, on the othedhas a lifelong expatriate Spaniard he
would have continuously felt the emotional influeraf Franco’s dictatorship for thirty-
six years after the end of the Spanish Civil War.

However, as mentioned earlier, there is no questioatsoever of Britten’s feelings
about the Spanish Civil War. Britten mentions thee guite often in his diaries and letters,
and apparently did so in social conversations. Nog.Bowesman, the sister of Major-
General Francis Barton (whom Britten befriendethmthirties), recalled Barton
complaining to her that “Ben can't talk abautythingbut the Spanish waA” Moreover,
Britten’s pacifism in general is well-known, evenhis musical output: one has only to
think of the famou&Var Requienor the oper®wen WingraveOp. 85 (1971)This
pacifism was the main reason he did not join thiee® of the International Brigade, as did
his close friend Wystan Auden; Britten, on the otiend, did offer a home (though
because of domestic crises only briefly) to a Basgfugee boy, Andoni Barrutfd For
Britten, violence (however grim it may be) shoutat be fought with violence (and he
tried to persuade Auden of this outlook, who thduglite the opposite, as a letter by
Auden to his friend Eric Dodds unmistakably shoWshall probably be a bloody bad
soldier but how can | speak to/for them withoutdraing one?®).

War in Britten’s Music

Britten’s musical output showed his pacifism nolyan the last decades of his life, but
already in the thirties. Many works from this erguably belong to the most politicised of
his oeuvre. Especially noticeable in this respgsbime of his incidental music. For
instance the anti-war propaganda flleace of Britainthe satirical revu@ageant of
Empireor the special radio feature (actually an oratofio¢ World of the Spirgll show

% Kathleen Mitchell, “Edinburgh Diary 1968,” idn Mahler and Britten: Essays in Honour of Donald
Mitchell on his Seventieth Birthdagd. Philip Reed (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1995), 196.

" Mitchell and Reed. etters from a Life: Volume On&04.

*® Ipid., 555.

2 Humphrey Carpente¥V.H. Auden: A BiographfLondon: Allen and Unwin, 1981), 207.
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how Britten could ‘transform’ his pacifism into masin the compositions from this
period Britten regarded worthy of an opus numberdtare also pertinent examples of
politically engaged music: his orchestral song eg@lir Hunting FathersOp. 8(1936)
famously juxtaposes “German, Jew” and struggleb aiit ‘Orwellian’ plague of rats of
which Michael Kennedy notes that “was all aroundt&n as he composed this work —
Italy reducing Abyssinia to ruins, the Fascistseaaising in Spain for the Second World
War.”® Probably the most well-known work of this earlpfassional period of Britten’s
life is theSinfonia da Requien®p. 20(1940), commissioned by the Japanese government
to celebrate the 2600th anniversary of the Japaaesg®ere in December 1940 (although
the Japanese Government eventually did not thinlag suitable for the occasion, partly
due to its Christian naturd). The composition history of this work is quite famting,

and still a bit mysterious, but here it suffices#y that it was a rather impudent move to
propose aequiemsymphony for the Japaneselebrations Although the work officially
was dedicated to the memory of his parents, heessetl in a letter to his sister Beth that
the work was “combining my ideas on war & a memdoaMum & Pop.”? As Japan
was already in war with China (and the United Statere China’s diplomatic allies,
resulting in the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbd®4i), making the work “just as anti-
war as possible” was rather ironical indé&@ritten was well aware of this, declaring to
his publisher Ralph Hawkes that the work was “ratbpical, but not of course
mentioning dates or placedtLennox Berkeley, Britten’s British colleague amigiid

(and former lover), obviously not knowing the fstbry, was even positively surprised
that the commissioning was “really happening, thotigt they should commission an
anti-war work seems a piece of disconcerting irsfiyAlthough the Second Sino-
Japanese War did not affect Britten persondlthe memory of the Spanish Civil War

was (at least in 1942) clearly still on his mind:

30 Kennedy Britten, 20.

3L Kildea, Britten on Musi¢ 369.

32 Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, edketters from a Life: The Selected Letters of BeitjaBnitten 1913-
1976, Volume Two 1939-194Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991033

* Ibid., 705.

* Ibid., 703.

* bid., 705.

% Britten might have been truly aware and conceatsslit the worrying developments in China, since his

close friend Auden went there together with Chpbter Isherwood to write a (travel) book about tlstE
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For me to produce my best music it is always esadot the purely musical idea or germ to
precede the external stimulus. In the case o$théonia da Requiethis external stimulus was the
death of my mother a few years ago. It had an éaslhepowerful emotional effect on me and set
me, in self-defence, analysing my feelings in rdgarsuffering and death. To this personal tragedy

were soon added the more general world tragedigsed®panish and the present wArs.

On the whole, th&infonia da Requiemould probably to some extent be considered as
‘peace propaganda’, but not as being overtly palitiHisBallad of HeroesOp. 14, for
tenor solo, chorus and orchestra (1939) on the ddred — not to mention higacifist
March, written for the Peace Pledge Union — has defindestrong ‘agitprop’
underpinning, but although the work is rather netglé (written in a hurry before leaving
for North-America, on not altogether very strongdy, it does indeed sound a bit sloppy
compared to the Violin Concertbes Illuminationsor theSinfonia da Requiemit shows
an effervescent display of Britten’s orchestraliaibs and his political convictions at the
same time. It was dedicated to Montagu and Enite&%and written to honor the British
men who died fighting in the International Brigadeshe Spanish Civil War, which
shows that during the composition period of theli€oncerto the atrocities of the
Spanish Civil War were indeed strongly on his mihd@hat said, according to Donald

Mitchell, “one might interpreBallad of Heroes— written on texts by Randall Swingler

(Journey to a War However, not seeing this war from up close, Aus@nd Isherwood’s real concern was
for Europe, which was gripped by the German invasibAustria: “By this evening a European war may
have broken out. And here we are, eight thousatesraivay. Shall we change our plans? Shall we go
back? What does China matter to us in comparistimtivis?” W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood,
Journey to a WafLondon: Faber and Faber, 1938), 59.

37 Kildea, Britten on Musi¢42.

3 Montagu Slater (Enid was his wife), who Britteguéarly visited at his family home, was later tabme
the librettist of Britten’s first operReter Grimesbut they had already worked together on diffe(kit-
wing) occasions. An interesting detail in this @odtis that Britten wrote the music for a puppetyplon a
text by Slater, calle&pain It raises the issue of the Spanish people stingglith fascism, but
unfortunately has the music been lost (the poemtunh it was based, however, still exists).

39 Britten started work on his Violin Concerto in Nowber 1938 in England, did most of the work in
Canada, and finished it on 29 September 1939 ithted States. ThBallad of Heroesvas composed
between 28 February and 4 March 1939 (with thesitdre completed on 29 March). Only a few weeks

after the first performance he left for North-Anwexi
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and Auden (who wrote the poem for the central mamntit’'s farewell to the drawing-

room'’s civilised cry”) —

[...] as Britten’s farewell to more than his natiemd.Ballad of Heroesvas the last politically
engaged work of its kind he was to write, and i 8therzo, it included his last ‘Dance of Death’ —
a concept [...] that had its origins in Audeifse Dance of Deattproduced by the Group Theatre

in 1934. There was in fact one further ‘Dance o&fdéto come, though it was not thus entitled —
again a central scherzo, the ‘Dies irae’ from$fonia da RequientHowever, by 1940, when that
work was composed, the ‘Dance of Death’ idea hahlensformed and now belonged to the area
of private experience, rather than public comm&he concept disappeared along with the decade.
Ballad of Heroesvas Britten’s final exercise in quasi-politicalnsmitment, and he was never to
return to the style of substance of those workshbfped to shape the thirties. It was, indeed,

‘good-bye to you all’: not only to family and frids, but also goodbye to the decade itself {°..].

The Violin Concerto therefore, written both befared after this ‘goodbye’, cannot be
easily interpreted as either a “public commentadprivate experience.” Or can it? The
concerto indeed shows certain features that weesady present i@ur Hunting Fathers
and continued to appear in tBallad of Heroesand theSinfonia da Requierfand
eventually, thaVar Requiem For the second movement of the Violin Concesta i
similar ‘Dance of Death’ as the ‘Dies Irae’ fronet8infonia da Requieifwhich holds
true to theWar Requienas well). Both these movements are artistic re¢atof true
dances of death Britten wrote earlier: the secondement — on Auden’s lyrics — of the
Ballad of Heroesand the ‘Dance of Death’ (subtitled ‘Hawking tbe Partridge’) oDur
Hunting Fatherqgwhich, occasionally, is the movement where Brigerfamously placed
“German” alongside “Jew”). Although Mitchell did hdiscuss the full scope of this
leitmotif in Britten’s work in the 1981 studBritten & Auden in the Thirtieshe did
eventually so in his chapter “Violent Climates™The Cambridge Companion to
Benjamin BrittenIn this chapter he set out to “[acquire] a faarity with what [he]
would describe as [Britten’s] creative awarenessiofent climates’ [...]” and mentions

(although briefly) the Violin Concerto in this ppegtive:

There are works from [the 1930s], upSmfonia da Requienthat are altogether less explicit in
their articulation of climates of violence; and y@to can doubt that the strangely parodistic finale

of the Piano Concerto (1938) was not a kind ofgest thumb to nose — aimed at militarism? [...]

4% Donald Mitchell Britten & Auden 143-144.
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Or there is the Scherzo, the second movement ofitilen Concerto [...], a work which surely
makes reference to the Spanish tragedy, just cdedlin March, with Franco triumphant. The
Scherzo may not be a dance of death, but it isteess, ambiguous movement and one is aware of
something unnerving and unsettling when the tulmagst always the messenger of bad news in

Britten’s music, enters at Fig. 29.

Yet, how certain it is that the Violin Concerto “ke&s reference to the Spanish tragedy”
remains to be seen. Based on what notion can Miit@rel virtually all other
commentators mentioned here) be so sure? He ceuidlt, of course, but so can
someone who is sure there exists intelligent ettrastrial life. If Mitchell had more
tangible information, such as an explication bytt®n, wouldn’'t he have shared it? But
although the reference to the Spanish Civil Warhiigt be a ‘public comment’, it may
in a way show Britten’s ‘private experience’ of timatter; the scherzo in the Violin
Concerto is indeed “not [...] a dance of death,” thetmoto perpetudike edginess
(probably another — or the same? — leitmotif irttBri's early work®) is reminiscent of
the ‘Dance of Death’ i©ur Hunting Fathersincidentally, in ‘Rats Away!, a movement
with a similar edginess, representative of thec{fdsplague that infested Europe, the solo
tuba is quite prominent as a sinister orchestrimwdas it is in the Violin Concerto), and
Britten eventually would use that instrument simylan Death in VeniceOp. 88 (1973),
where it represents the plague that kills Aschenbac

In Death in VeniceBritten used gamelan music to construct the iteat the young,
attractive Tadzio, a music he used earlier (mosteably) inThe Prince of the Pagodas
Op. 57 (1956), and which Philip Brett (in)famoudigcussed in “Eros and Orientalism in
Britten’s Operas,” as a marker of his homosexufifjhis might seem like straying off,
but the point here is that Britten’s interest ihetmusics (including Indonesian music)
emerged already in the thirties. Among those muSpamish folk music was quite

prominent. So, to return to Brosa’s interpretatibthe opening motif of the Violin

“I Donald Mitchell, “Violent Climates,” iThe Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britted. Mervyn

Cooke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 192%.

“2 See for instance the second movement (‘Moto Peofjedf Britten’s Suite for Violin and Piano, Op, 6

the ‘Moto Perpetuo’ variation iariations on a Theme of Frank Bridg@p. 10, the first movement
(‘Toccata’) of his Piano Concerto, Op. 13, or "&8f fromLes llluminationsOp. 18.

“3 Philip Brett, “Eros and Orientalism in Britten’péras,” inQueering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian
Musicology ed. Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood and Gary C. TleriNew York: Routledge, 1994), 235-256.
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Concerto, it might be useful to consider Britteimterest in and usage of Spanish folk

music in a broader context.

“Castanet Rhythms” and “Flamenco-like Guitar Sonorities”

One of the earliest appearances of Britten’s istdreSpanish or quasi-Spanish music is
to be found in a letter to his parents on 26 Oatdl9&0. “My darling Parents,” he writes,
followed by a musical quotation of RaveB®léro, “I am just back from a concert and am
so mad that | can scarcely keep still. The cauieaisthere up above, which was last on
the programme? On 1 June 1932 Britten acquired a score of DeaisdHl Amor Brujg
which he heard earlier and found “Wonderful” (anliath he probably for this reason
conducted in the Aldeburgh Festival of 1972), bbew he started composing a ballet on a
Basque theme two weeks later — with a scenarioibtoia Alford, a well-known

authority on European folk dance — he confidessrdiary that he “can’t make much
head way with it” (although this was perhaps duth&ludicrous scenario) and he
eventually abandoned the project altogeffier.

The first completed work in which Britten made a$@ Spanish folk idiom, was the
music for the film (a commercial in fact, for thed® Office Savings Bank)he Tocher
(1935). For this film Britten made arrangements ffoys choir, woodwind, percussion
and piano) of music by Rossini. Britten rearrangeahe of these movements (in addition
to a few new ones) for his orchestral si@tarées Musicale©p. 9 (1936). As the title
suggests, among the original music used, songsRossini’sLes Soirées Musicalegas
prominent, and one of them was called ‘Bolero’ (ethivas also featured irhe Tochex.
Although Rossini’s score already contained Spaeisments (Phrygian modal inflections,
bolero castanet rhythms, see Ex. 2), Britten empbdshese constituents in his
orchestration (most notably in the later orchesttétle): the castanet rhythms are not only
heard more often (as a steady, persistent accompat), but are also played by castanets.
From a pianistic point of view, Rossini’s writind the bolero triplets is effective
(alternating octaves are easier to play than repgeadtes), but Britten enhances the

Spanish quality of this figure not only by using ttastanets, but also by prescribing

4 Mitchell and Reed, etters from a Life: Volume On&42.
* Ibid., 257.
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repeated notes for woodwinds and stringsaftandobowing (see Ex. 3} Although not

as ubiquitously, Britten used the same featuret-#miplets, however, but in straight
demisemiquavers — in the last movement of his ¥i@loncerto, in the variation at Fig. 37
(see Ex.4) — which, it might be noted, follows oonfi the slow sarabande variation Eric

Roseberry regards as Spanish (becauseatabandas Spanish in origin).
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Ex. 3 - Britten - Soirées Musicales Bolero

“® This style of bowing is reminiscent of Rimsky-Kakev's Capriccio Espagngla work which Britten
heard in a 1931 concert conducted by his compositacher Frank Bridge. Ibid., 165.
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Ex. 4 - Britten - Violin Concerto — Passacaglia (. 37

Although far removed from a baroque dance siient Juic Op. 12 (a Catalan dance
suite jointly composed by Britten and Berkeley 88T) has a movement in it — the third —
that could be described as a sarabande (and shadia minuet, the second as a gavotte,
and the fourth as a waltz). Britten and Berkeley atehe above-mentioned ISCM
Festival in Barcelona in 1936. Together, they madexcursion to a performance of folk
dancing, were they notated some of the melodigshibard. At the back of a picture

postcard from Barcelona Britten wrote to Grace Mfitis (a friend and fellow composer):

This is really a lively spot, and the festival lteen beautifully organized — not too much music,
good excursions (Montserrat is uncanny) — & greaicihg — the whole town turns out to dance

Sardanas on the slightest provocation! Oh — this@anusict’

47 bid., 425.
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This ‘native music’ was nothing like the SpanishsmBritten (and everyone else outside
Catalonia) knew or recognised as Spanish and meftlie made a kind of a priori apology

in a draft of a programme note:

The composers were struck by the charm and vitafitpmany of the tunes used for the dancing and
jotted down some of them. Back in England in thesier they decided to collaborate on a work
based on these tunes. Mount [sic] Juic is the reswlill be noted that the tunes resemble the

French and Italian rather than the Castilian, oatit usually expected of the Spanfsh.

According to Mitchell and Philip Reed, both compsseonfirmed on different occasions
that Berkeley wrote the first two and Britten thstltwo movements, although at first they
decided not to give too much details on the aliocatsince they (in Berkeley’'s words)
“discussed the form and orchestration of each giecensiderable detail, so that it
would, in any case, have been difficult to disegter...].”*® However, in a commentary
on the orchestral works issued by the Britten-PEatsdation in 2010, there still seems
to be a slight hesitation in accepting this assess$niThe two composers never admitted
which movement was written by whom, though it isegated that Britten contributed the
third and fourth.®® Musically, Mitchell’s and Reed’s argument seenteid very
acceptable: the third movement’s alto saxophone aodl the fourth movement’s
fragmented start (‘false starts’, as Berkeley chif¥) at the same time resembl@sr
Hunting Fatherq'Messalina’ and ‘Rats Away!’ respectively) and iaigates theSinfonia
da Requienf'Lacrymosa’ and ‘Dies Irae’ respectively).

Although the suite can be considered as a bittshghentertaining and effective
music (its premiere was featured in a broadcastexdof ‘light’ music by the BBC
Orchestra), the reference to the seriousness opasitions likeOur Hunting Fatherand
the Sinfonia da Requiemvas not only made in the scoreMbnt Juicbut in the title and

description of the third movement as well:

“8 Kildea, Britten on Musi¢ 362.

*9 Mitchell and Reed. etters from a Life: Volume On838-539.

*° Britten-Pears FoundatioBenjamin Britten: A Guide to the Orchestral Wo(R810), 7,
http://www.boosey.com/downloads/brittenorchestraksoatalogue.pdf.

*1 Mitchell and Reed. etters from a Life: Volume Ong38.
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M. Lament — Barcelona July 1936. (it will be remembdtet there was a civil war in Spain three
months after the Festival) This is a slow Sarabdit@edance, but in the middle comes a

suggestion of a Sardana, the Catalan national daneeforbidden in Fascist Spaih.

In the Violin Concerto, however, the Spanishneghefmotto rhythm and the Spanish
features Roseberry finds (“castanet rhythms, flasodike guitar sonorities, the slow
sarabande rhythm of the section beginning at Fign3he finale”) are well hidden,
especially when considering the facts that Britt&xs quite familiar with representing
recognisable Spanishness in his orchestrationkaed that it had to be recognisable if he
did not want it to be mistaken for French or Italidhere are indeed a few bars with
“castanet rhythms,” as well as a “sarabande s€cfatinough it would be intellectualistic
to regard this as obviously Spanish). The repegitedicato chords in the first movement
and the cadenza can be interpreted as “flamenegglii¢ar sonorities> but wouldn't it

be an equally viable interpretation to regard theksds as agitation through the
repetition of notes (a common feature in Brittemgsic)? The hemiola figures in the
second movement could as well be interpreted asiSpfamenco rhythms (a twelve-
beatcompasor metric pattern, is quite common in for instaseguiriyasor petenerakg

but they are not uncommon in Western classical ecrhustory as well. The same applies
to the motto rhythm Brosa considered Spanish igirariThe 4/4 time signature, silent first
beat and rhythmically important second beat coulzest a basic (flamenco) tango
rhythm forpalmas(clapping), but it is not clear-cut (see Ex>5)t is very well possible

that Brosa imagined this rhythm to be Spanish igimrhe might have simply been

*2Kildea, Britten on Musi¢ 362.

>3 Similarly (and almost simultaneously), Joseph Kamrmentions irf€oncerto Conversatiortiat the violin
in Britten's Violin Concerto evokes a flamenco guit equally without seeing reason to discuss the
presumed reference. Perhaps the first referenitestguitar family (probably also in reference tesé
pizzicato chords) was made by James Whittakei¢ @ittheNew York Daily Mirror when he wrote that
the Violin Concerto “digs up all the old four-stgidodges, the banjo, fife and buck-saw imitaticersd that
Britten had made “a $40.000 Strad sound like ac&&-ukulele.” Joseph Kerma@pncerto Conversations
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), $8zanne Robinson, “An English Composer sees
America’: Benjamin Britten and the North Americare8s, 1939-42 American Musid5, no. 3 (1997):
331.

>4 Corinne Frayssinet Savy, “De I'hybridation a lartslittéralité. Leanga un cante flamencoCahiers de
musiques traditionelle$3 (2000): 126.
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looking for a way to identify himself with this miasand present himself as Spanish
violinist, which was of great importance to himidtelling that one of his first recitals
after crossing the Atlantic Ocean (which he digp¢oform the premiere of Britten’s Violin

Concerto) included music by Granados and L8knfphonie Espagnol&’

Tango Pa[]“as ﬂ%ﬁ—D—J—J—'—L‘D—J—J—'—S—D—J—J—{

Britten WM@MM%

Ex. 5 BasicPalmasfor Tango Flamenco & Motto Rhythm Violin Concerto

In the late thirties and early forties, the Spar@sil War was often on Britten’s mind
when composing music. It seems arguable that thgsiw different when he was working
on his Violin Concerto, but it is not at all selfident. Never did he make a political
comment regarding the concerto (as he did witlSihénia da Requiennor was there
ever a program (as in tfgallad of Heroeor Mont Juig which pointed towards a similar
subtext. And although it would not be strictly nes&ry (theBallad of Heroessn't
musically Spanish either, although this might be tuthe fact that it was an ‘Anthem for
Englishmen’, as it was originally call®) it would be reasonable to assume that Britten
might have used more obvious Spanish folk idiorm&ke the supposed reference
reverberate more effectively, or as Mitchell petegarding the “Russian-ness” in
Britten’s Russian FuneralBTC — Britten Thematic Catalogue — 801 (1936)d@ass and

percussion:

It was a characteristic of Britten as an artiseft pf his ‘realism’, an aspect of his creative
character to which | find myself returning agairdayain — that he took great care over matters of
authenticity when composing a work that had quianty spelt-out associations or was tailor-made

for a particular event.

* His accompanist on this occasion was BenjamirtaritMitchell and Reed,etters from a Life: Volume
Twao, 748.

* Mitchell and Reed, etters from a Life: Volume Oné12.

" Mitchell, Britten & Auden 72.
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Chapter 2 — A Russian Trinity

Britten’s appreciation of Russian composers iskietiwn and well-documented. His
close friendship with Dmitri Shostakovich — and,cang others, with Mstislav
Rostropovich and Galina Vishnevskaya (and lateth Wiark Lubotsky) — which
commenced in the sixties gave rise to differendisiinto the mutual inspiration these
composers were to each otfi&But already long before these friendships, Britiad an
interest in Russian music (which evidently is apparent from hiRussian Funerdl In a
letter (dated 30 December 1935) to Marjorie Fastose friend of Britten’s composition
teacher Frank Bridge, he declared to her what gadathe death of Alban Berg had on
him, but looking for names of equals or successwms,omes up with just six, of which

three are Russians:

| am afraid that Christmas was practically spaittine by the news of Berg’s death. | feel itis a
real & terrible tragedy — one from which the wowdl take long to recover from. The real
musicians are so few & far between, aren’t theyarffrom the Bergs, Stravinsksys [sic],
Schoénbergs & Bridges one is a bit stumped for naima% one? Markievitch may be — but

personally | feel that he’s not got there yet. $aksvitch — perhaps — possibf.

Prokofiev

Although Britten had some reservations about Piekah the early thirties (according to
Britten, his First Violin Concerto “didn’t contaimuch music®®), he is conspicuous by his
absence in the quoted list of names. As Lyn Hemahectearly shows, Prokofiev had a
significant influence on Britten from his mid-twérg onward. She describBster and

the Wolfas possible inspiration fétaul Bunyanand she might have add€&te Young
Person’s Guide to the Orchesjrdieutenant Kizhéor The Prince of the Pagodaand

Prokofiev’'s First and Third Piano Concertos fortfgm’s Piano Concerto and the

%8 Eric Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid? Some ObservatmnShostakovich and His Late-Period Recognition
of Britten,” in Shostakovich Studiesd. David Fanning (Cambridge: Cambridge UnivgBitess, 2006),
229-253. Cameron Pyke, “Shostakovich’s Fourteegthghony: A Response #War Requierd,” in
Benjamin Britten: New Perspectives on His Life &vdrk ed. Lucy Walker (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2009),
27-45.

%9 Mitchell and Reed, etters from a Life: Volume On&91.

% bid., 169.
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Diversionsfor piano (left hand) and orchestra, a commissiomfPaul Wittgenstein. She
also sees similarities between Prokofiev’s Firsilivii Concerto and Britten’s Violin
Concerto, especially in the “second movement’s @mradantly stepwise moving outline,”
(see Ex. 6-7) which seems perfectly reason&tiie addition to her premise, it seems that
Britten modelled the framework (slow-fast-slow)né$ concerto on Prokofiev’s, and both
concertos share an “ending [that] is uncommon, eampest and far from the
conventional ‘hoopla’ finale,” as Olin Downes wrateBritten’s concerto in a review of

the premiére in thBlew York Time®

V e ittt ettt 1
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Ex. 6 - Prokofiev — First Violin Concerto — Scherzqmm. 3-4)
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Ex. 7 — Britten — Violin Concerto — Scherzo (Fig. £

But although Prokofiev’'s concerto is far more opsitic and lighthearted in nature, the
real problem with this comparison is that Williamaltén wrote a viola concerto in 1929
that has the same characteristics (Walton admitigds modelled on Prokofiev’s First
Violin Concerto), or as Schneider puts it: “[it Bwork so pervasively modelled on
Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto that one suspéstalton had a copy of Prokofiev’'s
score open in front of him while composing [..%}.Britten knew this work well (he
played it through on viola with Henry Boys, to whdws Violin Concerto was dedicated)
and wrote to Walton on 16 December 1963 that “Ingayour Viola Concerto &

1 Henderson, “The Vital Prokofiev,” 19.
62 Mitchell and Reed., etters from a Life: Volume Tw891.

8 Schneider, “Contrasts and Common Concerns,” 149.



26

Portsmouth Point (works which [ still love dearlyas a great turning point in my musical
life.” But even a comparison between Walton’s ViGlancerto and Britten’s Violin
Concerto will eventually go off the rails when cmlesing the general atmospheres or,
more specifically, the endings of the works, as tfghinotes:

The analogy with the ending of Walton's Viola Cortoeof ten years earlier is of interest, but if
Britten was conscious of the precedent [which ledbably was] he was clearly not aiming to

reproduce Walton’s less overtly dramatic marffier.

What is therefore most of importance, is that Bnts model for his Violin Concerto
might indeed have been Prokofiev’s First Violin €erto, because the works share so
many distinct features, but the concurring simiilesi with Walton’s Viola Concerto make
Prokofiev’s influence on Britten’s Violin Concertoexcept perhaps on the second

movement — hard to pinpoint. Still, according tcsRioerry,

[...] Britten’s love of Russian music in general —piarticular his life-long fascination with the
Tchaikovsky ballet scores, his attraction towardskBfiev and, to a more reserved extent,
Stravinsky — is an acknowledged fact in the critarad biographical literature, and not hard to

pinpoint in the music itseff

Stravinsky

Roseberry considers Stravinsk@Pedipus ReandSymphony of Psalnas possible
influences on Britten’s opefehe Rape of Lucretj@Dp. 37 (1946), but Stravinsky’s
neoclassicistic style of violin writing was probwlain influence on Britten as well. Most
remarkable are the (quaggrbunko} peasant fiddle passagesOnr Hunting FathergEx.

8), Variations on a Theme of Frank Brid¢ex. 9), and the Suite for Violin and Piano (Ex.
10), which remind one of Stravinskyistoire du soldafEx. 12). Another work in which

this style of violin writing is apparent in Brittdand which clearly makes reference to the

® Arnold Whittall, The Music of Britten and Tippe#8.
% Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 234.
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folk-tale ofHistoire du soldatis the unpublished and lost symphonic poEme
Bewitched ViolinBTC 888 (1941) for violin and orchestra (Ex. £3).

Stravinsky’s Violin Concerto in D, although of a manatured neoclassicistic nature,
still makes use of the fiddling that was so promina Histoire du soldatwritten thirteen
years earlier. Since Britten was in the possessi@iminiature score of Stravinsky’s
concerto, and played the work (at the piano) tagrethith Brosa, it is very well possible
that certain elements of this concerto influenceittdh when he composed his oWn.

As Britten’s review of Stravinsky’s opef2edipus Rekor World Film Newg1936)
shows, Britten was well aware of the audience’kaiof the then ‘later’ Stravinsky, but

admired him (especially in his neoclassicistic v@)réll the same:

% It is noteworthy to mention that althoughe Bewitched Violiwas presumably never performed (or
indeed, never finished at all), it perhaps waschitl and Reed state Lretters from a Life, Volume Two
884-885:

The only association of Britten’s name with [Gedr8eell’s appears in an advertisemenTampo
1/4, American Series, January 1941, which listsrth€oming performance in March ©he
Bewitched Violinwith the NBC orchestra under George Szell. Szafl indeed guest conductor of
the NBC at this time and it may well have been ghigposal to which Britten refers [as “the Szell

matter”]. The work never materialized but for a difah of sketches [...].

However, according to an article in the British otarpart of this American journal (which were both
Boosey & Hawkes periodicals) issued August 194he'Bewitched Violifwas] performed in New York

by Georg [sic] Szell and the N.B.C. Orchestra a¥eeks ago.” Anonymous, “Music in the Making,”
Tempo5 [1941]: 7. Although this was published in Augi841, the publication was originally due for
September 1939, but it was suspended because whthdt is therefore unclear when this article was
exactly written and hence when this performancé fuace. However, cross-Atlantic correspondence was
tremendously slow and difficult during the Secondif War, so Boosey & Hawkes’ information might
have been obsolete.

Furthermore, the interesting history of Szell's ep@nces at Toscanini’'s NBC Orchestra is reasonably
well documented in Michael CharryGeorge Szell: A Life of Musibut there is no mention of Szell
conductingThe Bewitched Violiat one of his four concerts with the NBC Orchestrd941. Michael
Charry,George Szell: A Life of Mus{€hampaign: University of lllinois Press, 2011 the other hand,
Walter Kolneder includes the work in his list oblim repertoire irDas Buch der Violinewhich suggests it
should have existed in one way or another. Waltdn&der,Das Buch der Violine: Bau, Geschichte, Spiel,
Padagogik, Kompositio(Zurich: Atlantis, 1972), 516.

67 John Evansjourneying Boy: The Diaries of the Young Benjanittdh 1928-193gLondon: Faber and
Faber, 2009), 269.
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‘Oedipus Rex’ demonstrated Stravinsky’s remarkaklese of style in drawing inspiration from
every age of music and in leaving the whole a pedhape, satisfying every aesthetic and
emotional demand. But since the established idéariginality’ dies hard, it is easy to see why

Stravinsky’s later works are regarded with disfaviu

The same would apply to Stravinsky’s Violin Conodrt D, although the statement that
Stravinsky’s music satisfies every “emotional dethaoan of course be contested. In any
case Britten felt it did.

Among the many critical comments Britten receivae of them (by Edmund
Rubbra) said that “emotionally the music lives imaguum.®® Although Britten would of
course have disagreed with this ‘vacuum’, the contngeunderstandable: Britten’s early
works rely heavily upon sarcasm (the Piano Congepeistiche (th&ariations on a
Theme of Frank Bridgeplayfulnessi¥lont Juig and virtuosity in orchestratio®©(r
Hunting Fathery.”® Furthermore, an important and actually quite simiritique on his
work came from his friend Henry Boys, who in 193&te an article in th&he Monthly

Musical Recordabout Britten, saying that

Britten’s very spare harmony looks as though ithhige a reaction against English lushness [...].
Often, to get from one place to another, he wid barmony like Hindemith, pan-tonally. It
generally seems to me too easy; it keeps a sentartonality without the organic functions of

tonality, thereby becoming empfy.

Whittall argues that Britten dedicated his Violiori€erto to Boys as an answer to Boys'’s
critiqgue, suggesting that Britten wanted to couttierblow struck “at the composer’s

most necessary basis of communication”:

%8 Kildea, Britten on Musi¢17.

% Edmund Rubbra, review dfariations on a Theme of Frank Briddgy Benjamin BrittenMusic and
Letters19 (1938): 360.

" These couplings of categories and early Britterkware actually interchangeable.

" Henry Boys, “The Younger English Composers: V. jaerin Britten,” The Monthly Musical Recoi@B
(1938): 235.
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[The] most compelling of all is not the way in whifin the passacaglia] the return to D major is
plotted and placed, but the treatment of the rabdished D major to fill out the final, most

memorable pages of the concerto. Here is the daretidecisive answer to Henry Bdys.

This contention might hold some truth, especialhges Britten — who was notoriously
thin-skinned — and Boys remained on friendly teatfter publication of the article. Boys,
for instance, was asked to accompany Brosa atitim® pn the occasion of the first try-
out with Barbirolli in Londor® Boys kept on working with Britten at least up €48,
when he made the vocal scorelbie Rape of Lucretjiand they kept occasionally in
touch afterwards (although their friendship slowigtered down), at least up to 1953.
Britten, however, never made a written responskeéat insofar as is known) to Boys'’s
article, while it was quite unlike him to ignoreiatique like this. Given the dedication to
Boys of the Violin Concerto, this could suggest tBetten rather chose to give a friendly
response in musical form. Furthermore, Boys didamby criticise Britten, but also
praised him in some respects, for instance fomtag he dealt with the influence of
Stravinsky (Boys was a great admirer of Stravinskgy the most part, the article
considerately describes the way Britten’s eclestictook form in his music, and

acknowledges (for the first time) Britten’s musicalentation towards Stravinsky:

[He] has learned much from the less weighty andimis [than Nadia Boulanger] Stravinsky —
chiefly in matters of orchestration and the usadaits: Stravinsky’s wonderful flair for spacing and
his exemplary economy. One of Britten’s virtuethist he never tried, as so many have, to imitate
Stravinsky’s inimitable metric or his entirely pemal aesthetic. Nor has he used his works as a
dictionary. He has only taken from Stravinsky whatcould easily assimilate, but it is undoubtedly

a contributing factor to the piquancy of his muSic.

Among other works by Stravinsky, his Violin Coneewould have been an instructive
example of this piquant style. Britten’s Violin Gmerto, however, is less detached, more
emotionally involved than Stravinsky’s and Britter@wn earlier works, probably as a
reaction to the above-mentioned denunciationdhéavghat he could write music that was
more than an “impersonal comment on [the] drama Batten wrote oDedipus Rex

Nevertheless, Britten’s Violin Concerto shows slsanlehis (and Stravinsky’s) earlier

"2 Whittall, The Music of Britten and Tippe#8.
 Mitchell and Reed., etters from a Life: Volume Tw687.

" Boys, “Benjamin Britten,” 235.
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fiddle style (see Ex. 13), as well as of Stravinskgiomatic violin writing in the concerto
(see Ex. 14-16), but it is devoid of the peasansyally encountered in his earlier works,
and it is never used as detached sarcasm (as pasisage “with parody!” between figures
46 and 48 irOur Hunting Father§) to make an impersonal comment on the drama, but

always as part of the same layer of musical naeatn that respect, Britten’s eclecticism
iIs much closer to Berg’s violin concerto than toa8insky’s.
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Ex. 13 Britten - Violin Concerto (Fig. 8) - Shadow®f fiddle style
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Ex. 16 Britten - Violin Concerto - Resemblances dbtravinsky’s idiomatic violin writing

S Which is of course reminiscent of the third moveinef Mahler’s First Symphony, a composer whom
Britten deeply admired.
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Shostakovich

In the same review in which Britten discus€@edipus Rexhe also commented on a work
by another composer, whom he then considered “ag/auan of steadily growing
reputation:” Shostakovich’s opekady Macbeth of Mtsensk is well-known that Britten
and Shostakovich became close friends in the 1¥%@®Britten’s veneration of
Shostakovich probably started with him hearing aceotante performance bady
Macbethon 18 March 1936 (two years earlier he had heardbthite fromrhe Nosen

the radio, but — except for the entr'actes — he mejuite as impressed by it aslady
Macbeth “Very amusing & exhilarating — but | shouldn’t barprised if it were found to
be uneventful & even conventional with all the tglittaken off — this, especially the Entre
Acts.””). In the review inWorld Film NewsBritten contrasts the emotional aloofness of
Oedipus Rewith the more involved music dfady Macbeth

A deep contrast to [Stravinsky’s] method appearkanly Macbeth.’ Here the music is the terrible
sadistic drama itself, and it is only in the rensdofle entr’'actes that Shostakowitch makes detached

comments on the previous gruesome events on the/éta

Although in Britten’s Violin Concerto the music aga's to be the “drama itself,” Britten

is probably more famous for his use of the kinddeftached comments” similar to those
in Lady MacbethThe interludes, including the passacaglidR etier Grimesare perhaps

the best examples of this procedure. The word Ghetd might however be inappropriate
to describe these comments, as it implies an emadtemptiness the music does not have
(nor the music foLady Macbethfor that matter); ‘sublimated’ would perhaps beren
fitting. For instance, ifPeter Grimeghe apprentice (a silent role) is given a voicéhm
passacaglia interlude by the solo viola, therebgddthe drama itself in a secluded and
sublimated form; or as Richard Taruskin calls @nlg “a vehicle of manipulative

authorial commentary’®

8 Evans Journeying Boy197.

" Kildea, Britten on Musi¢17.

8 Richard Taruskin, “Chapter 5 Standoff (1),”Nusic in the Late Twentieth Centuiiyew York: Oxford
University Press, 2010), accessed June 23, 2013,
http://www.oxfordwesternmusic.com/view/Volume5/acte-9780195384857-div1-005005.xml.
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Britten’s review is certainly interesting, but hede the most frank and open remarks
in his diary entry of the date of the concert. digitally, the “rest of cast” Britten refers to

included Peter Pears, the tenor who would beconteBs partner for the rest of his life:

Slobodskaya sings beautifully as Katerina, [...] sqadle rest of cast. Of course it is idle to préten
that this is great music throughout — it is stagesimand as such must be considered. There is some
terrific music in the entr'actes. But | will defeitdhrough thick & thin against these charges of

‘lack of style’. People will not differentiate beéwn style & manner. It is the composer’s heritage t

take what he wants from whom he wants — and tewmitsic’®

Among the things Shostakovich ‘took’ from earlieusit, one is of special interest here.
The entr’acte in Act 2, Scene 4 (or actually betw8eene 4 and Scene 5) is a passacaglia,
a variation form both Shostakovich and Britten vebinequently use during the rest of
their lives. As Susan McClary writes regarding sggenth-century passacaglias: “The
association of the figure with ritualized mournimgcame so strong that it could signal
grief all by itself in instrumental as well as vbpices.*® The same applies to Britten
and Shostakovich: whenever they employ a passadagin, graveness is never far away.
Also, the ties with the seventeenth century arakygstrong with both composers, but
according to Roseberry, whereas Shostakovich’s pleamight have been Bach, Britten’s
was Purcelf! The view that Britten used Purcell as an exampiss already
acknowledged in the 1950s, and indeed, the vaRausell realisations and works like
The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestnaw Britten’s deep admiration for this

English composef? Roseberry notes that

[in] his Second String Quartet, a commission far 390th anniversary of the birth of Purcell [it
was in fact the 250th anniversary of his deathitt®&r constructed his long, climactic finale on the
basis of the chaconne. The passacaglia was alregltlgstablished around this time as a

consummatory musico-dramatic device in Britten thlibe Holy Sonnets of John Donne and

9 Evans Journeying Boy341.

8 Susan McClaryDesire and Pleasure in Seventeenth-Century M{Bckeley: University of California
Press, 2012), 206.

8. Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 241.

82 Charles Stuart, “Britten, ‘the Eclectic’Music SurveySpring 1950): 249-250.
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Lucretiahave resort to the form’s capacity to effect aading concentration in underpinning a

wide span of valedictory imag&$.

Although Shostakovich’s passacaglia fraady Macbettwas of course not the first
passacaglia Britten ever encountered: he once mad®o transcription of Brahms’
Fourth Symphony — a composer whom he later candeslike — and he particularly
enjoyed Berg'sVozzeckin which a twelve-note passacaglia theme witmtyx®ne
variations is used to portray the cold-heartedoésise Doctor (Act 1, Scene 4).
Shostakovich, however, might have been the firshitmwv Britten how to incorporate such
a powerful, but outdated form in a contemporary isaldanguage more similar to his

own, or as Roseberry argues:

[With Britten and Shostakovich,] there is the strilkcommon attachment to baroque stylisations
(especially passacaglia and fugue), a rich mixedahand tonally ambiguous language which, as it
happens, is emblematised in a common use of theuai@d-S-C-H motif, a pronounced degree of
motivic obsessiveness, and the crucial importandkdir musico-dramatic work of the art of
thematic transformatiof{.

The first large-scale passacaglia in a long sequehpassacaglias Britten composed (his
first actual passacaglia being the 1937 ‘concedystReveillefor violin and pian), was
the third movement of his Violin Concerto, and aligh Britten (later) frequently used
Purcell as an example, the ground bass of the paglsain the Violin Concerto is
predominantly modelled on the ground in Shostakusientr'acte fronlLady Macbeth

The overall rising and descending scalar motiohabove all the tonally unstable
octotonic rise and diatonic — Aeolian — descergldearly in Shostakovich) seems
clearly ‘taken’ from Shostakovich’s example (see EX).

8 Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 241.

8 Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 232.

% The work was written for Brosa, and even had ayvfairy programmatic basis related to the violtnist
is well-known among his friends that the violinistind waking up in the morning a difficult underitady.
Hence the title of this concert study (the compesas a notoriously early riser), and hence toaehgpo
indicationAndante — rubato e pigroChristopher MarkEarly Benjamin Britten: A Study of Stylistic and
Technical EvolutiorfNew York: Garland, 1995), 130.
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Britten
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Ex. 17 Ground bass — Britten Violin Concerto and SbstakovichLady Macbeth

The similarities in musical language are alreadyaapnt inOur Hunting Fathersa work
which Britten wrote shortly after he hedrddy MacbethBritten’s song cycle displays an
indebtedness to Shostakovich’s potent sarcasnmé€Brionsidered it “biting & brilliant”

in Lady Macbeth in features such as the out-of-key xylophone ipathe ‘Epilogue and
Funeral March’, which “naive futility [...] is a typal Shostakovich device,” according to
Kennedy?® Furthermore, Shostakovich’s “tonally ambiguousgizage” is recognisable in
some of the woodwind motifs, which are even shovgingdes of a D-S-C-H pattern (see
Ex. 18)%
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Ex. 18 Britten — Our Hunting Fathers — Tonally ambiguous woodwind

Technically, this “tonally ambiguous language” cemore or less specifically explained

as ‘bitonality’, as ‘polymodal chromaticism’ asBartok, or as ‘mixed-modality’. Other

8 And also according to David Matthews and CamergkePDavid MatthewsBritten (London: Haus
Publishing, 2003), 35-36. Pyke, “Shostakovich's fi@enth Symphony,” 35.

8" The D-S-C-H motif was at the time for Shostakovieiely idiomatic. The first time it appeared ‘as
signature’ was probably in his Tenth Symphony ()9&3vould be pretentious to suggest that Britten
‘discovered’ the signature and made use of it ‘tsbaite’ to Shostakovich, even in such seemingiparete
instances (as Derek Hulme argues) as in “For | adeuthe same accusation” frdRejoice in the Lamb
Op. 30 (1943). Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 232.
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terms could be coined as well, but the point hertbat this extension (or departure) of
classical major-minor tonality in Britten’s musg&géomparable to that in Shostakovich’s.
The final bars of Britten’s Violin Concerto exenfplthis quite well. After the D major
climax at figure 43, Britten makes a transitioratthymnal’ passage (Lento e solenne) at
figure 45 with what Peter Evans calls “chant-likteases.®® Although there are some
tonal departures, the music finally returns to fdefefigure 47), now minor, with an open
fifth on D in the orchestra and the violin playitigg minor third. The “semitonal
inflections,” however, culminating in a final tritletween F and G flat on the open fifth,
leave the tonality undecided (as signifier for Waald’'s future, one might creatively add),
as many commentators argued. According to Whifialinstance, “[the] point, tonally, is
that either major of minor will ‘do’® However, the final trill could enharmonically be
described as a “shake between F and F sharp,” it i&/ written is a G flat, not an F
sharp, making the tonality not undecided, but ¢t fainforcing the minor character of the
final bars, by means of a lowered fourth scale éedas auxiliary note), a modality
Shostakovich regularly used in his “rich mixed-micated tonally ambiguous languag®.”
Britten’s musical kinship with Shostakovich wasealdy recognised in the early
1940s. In January 1943 William Glock (then musita@of The Observgrwrote a
lengthy article comparing Britten with Shostakov{gfich Britten very much
approvedy” but even earlier such a comparison was made bytisic critic of theNew
York Herald Tribuné/irgil Thomson whom Britten disliked (he called han “old
stinker” because of his negative criticisth)n a not altogether positive review of

Britten’s operettd®aul Bunyaron 6 May 1941, Thomson wrote:

Benjamin Britten’s music here as elsewhere, hasidenable animation. His style is eclectic
though not without savour. Its particular blendraflodic ‘appeal’ with irresponsible counterpoint
and semi-acidulous instrumentation is easily retaipie as that considered by the British
Broadcasting Corporation to be at once moderngstit safe. Its real model is, | think, the music of

Shostakovitch, also eclectic, but higher in phylsiteergy content than that of Mr Brittéh.

8 peter EvansThe Music of Benjamin Brittefi.ondon: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1979), 52.
8 Whittall, The Music of Britten and Tippe#8.

% Evans;The Music of Benjamin Britte52.

1 Mitchell and Reed, etters from a Life: Volume Tw113-1114.

%2 bid., 1008.

* bid., 916.
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All things considered, the connection between thesecomposers seems already quite
intricate far before they first met and becamenfili® However, one caveat must be made:
not every similarity in “style & manner” needs toipt towards a progenitor, which is

why studies of influence are indeed risky, as Resgtstates. But rather than to “examine
certain aspects of Shostakovich’s creative perg#gnblography, style and aesthetic in so
far as they would seem to establish meaningful eotions with Britten” and vice versa, it
might prove more rewarding to take a chance antbtfind the closest connections
possible (not necessarily as ‘direct influence’jdweeal the ways in which that musical
relation was expressed, as the example of BritmmésShostakovich’s passacaglias
hopefully demonstrate¥’ That said, accuracy remains imperative: one nighsider (or
suggest) Britten’s passacaglia in the Violin Cotwess a direct ‘precursor’ of the one in
Shostakovich’s First Violin Concerto, but that wadble a bit coquettish, on the verge of
being deceptive, or at least specidum fact, it is quite unlikely that Shostakovicheum
Britten’s Violin Concerto already in the 1940s (B¥nh had not yet achieved worldwide
fame at the time, certainly not in the Soviet Unibabotsky and Kondrashin were
probably the first Russians to play and recordabek in 1968, as there is no record
whatsoever of the music being sold, sent, or playede Soviet Union before), but it is
nevertheless possible. The same appli¢%eter Grimeswhich Shostakovich probably

first heard in 1963 during a visit to Britain, aftehich Britten wrote to him:

[...] You know how much | love this operaddy Macbethor as it was called theKaterina
Izmaylovd myself, & rejoice that it has made so many newnfiiehere. [...] | must say that there
is no one composing to-day who has an equal infleem me. That you find pleasure in my own

works, had time to see Grimes while you were hgréked it, is for me a great thrill & honouf.

% Roseberry, “A Debt Repaid?,” 230.

% That accuracy should be equally imperative whertsictering the indebtment the other way around:
when Roseberry states that “the idea of the funatiplacing of the cadenza as a progressive tiangiom
slow movement to finale in the Cello Symphony isebpindebted to Shostakovich in both his Firstlio
and Cello Concertos,” he somehow overlooks thetfeattBritten did this already in his Violin Conter
(although here from fast scherzo to slow finalejsiles, this technique was actually already pradtic
earlier concertos, for instance by Glazunov iniin Concerto in A minor, Op. 86 (1905). RoselyefiA
Debt Repaid?,” 235n21.

% Mitchell and Reed.etters from a Life: Volume Twa113-1114.
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All the same, it is possible that Shostakovich alasady familiar withGrimesin the late
1940s, or perhaps just with the interludes (whieneapublished as Op. 33a, theur Sea
Interludes and Op. 33b, thBassacaglia If that can be plausibly demonstrated, it might
shed some fascinating new light on the similaritiesveen the passacaglia ground in
Grimesand the one in Shostakovich’s First Violin Concgdee Ex. 19-20). Until then,
we can do no better than note the striking simi&giin the musical languages from these

two composers.
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Ex. 20 Shostakovich — First Violin Concerto - Passaglia ground
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Chapter 3 — Britten’s Lament for Alban Berg?

Benjamin Britten’s use of orchestral interludes‘tablimated comments’) iReter
Grimesmight have been a feature he developed with Didldstakovich’s.ady
Macbethon his mind, but the same can be said — and inoftexd is — for Alban Berg’s

Wozzeckan influence on Britten which he himself gladbkaowledged:

‘Wozzeck’ had, for about ten years, played a gpaat in my life, not only, | may say musically,

but also psychologically and emotionally. Particiyias war approached us, of course, the figure of

the lonely, miserable soldier trapped in the greathine of war was something | thought about and

felt for deeply; in many ways | am aware now thafals strongly influenced by ‘Wozzeck’ when |

wrote ‘Grimes’. | am not at all ashamed of this:tba contrary | think | should have been very silly

if | hadn't made use of this great master.

Britten’s admiration for Berg is well-known and adly dramatically exemplified (not
least by Britten himself) by his denied requesittaly with this composer. Britten had
won the Arthur Sullivan travelling scholarship @3B, worth £100 GBP, which he
wanted to spend on a postgraduate study with Bevignna. He was, however,
dissuaded by his parents, who were probably engedrto do so by someone in the
Royal College of Music. Britten never found out whaactly happened, but often talked
about it in interviews, and wrote down what he kre@vguspected in 1963, in an article

called “Britten Looking Back:”

[Frank Bridge] intervened, with no [...] success, wiiee question arose of my going to study with

Berg. I'd finished at the College with a small e#ling scholarship and wanted to go to Vienna.

Bridge greatly admired Berg (he later, after Bedpath, introduced me to Schoenberg). But when the

College was told, coolness arose. | think, buttche’sure, that the Director, Sir Hugh Allen, put a
spoke in the wheel. At any rate when | said at hdoméng the holidays, “amgoing to study with
Berg, aren't I?”, the answer was a firm, “No dedréssed, my mother said, “He’s not a good

influence,” which | suspected came from Alf&n.

With Berg'’s death in 1935, Britten’s wish could loager be fulfilled, but his reverence

for Berg remained. In April 1936 Britten attendée tvorld premiére of Berg’s Violin

% Kildea, Britten on Music 292-293.
% |bid., 252.
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Concerto in Barcelona, at the abovementioned IS@8ti¥al where Britten would

perform his Suite for Violin and Piano with AntorBvosa. The performance made a very
strong impression on Britten, and although it igejunnecessary to repeat the whole
story, the importance of this impression cannobverestimated.

Within Britten’s oeuvre, there are certain indioas of the influence Berg’s music
had on him. Some of these indications, as mentianstidies on Britten, are more
convincing than others, and it might be usefuliszdss them briefly in order to give us
some guidance on possible connections betweende @ritten. Philip Rupprecht, for
instance, traces Britten’s quotation techniqueanhrymaeto the model of the Bach

chorale quotation in Berg’s Violin Concerto, argyithat

[the] conflated themes openihgchrymaerecall Berg's canonic overlapping of first and seto
phrases of “Es ist genug” (Violin concerto, finadé m. 134); Berg's score too (at m. 175) stresses

multiple transpositions of a single motivic fragrh&h

Although it is not unlikely that Britten’s quotatiqor variation) model foLachrymaewas
Berg’s Violin Concerto, it should be remembered thase techniques were already quite
ubiquitous in early polyphonic (variation) writing.quick glance at a round or even
choral prelude could tell us as much, but perhapsrtost convincing example (because
both elements of Rupprecht’s observation are timbied in there together) is the
quodlibet, Variatio 30, from BachBoldberg VariationsBWV 9882 Britten’s
counterpoint might be more complex than Bach’'yvadid by the ‘emancipation of the
dissonant’ in twentieth-century idiom, but arguthgt Britten imitated Berg'’s Violin
Concerto (which obviously makes use of complex teooint) in hisLachrymass too
guileless.

Although Britten was very much interested in thatemporary idiom of the Second
Viennese School, he was (and remained) reluctantctoporate it fully in his style.
Henry Boys regarded Britten “technically capabléusing twelve-tone technique and

even advised him in his article The Monthly Musical Recoitt do so, by saying Britten

% philip RupprechtBritten’s Musical LanguagéCambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 301n
1% 1n mm. 7-8 we can find the “canonic overlapping'tte first and second phrases of the German follgso
Kraut und Riben haben mich vertrieb&rhilst the rest of the variation consists maiolymultiple
transpositions of a single motivic fragment,” otuadly multiple transpositions of multiple motivic

fragments.
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“would be able to integrate much in English mushachk badly needs integrating” (in
order to make English music matter again, whigtoitonger really did after Purcell), but
Britten never felt completely comfortable withit. Besides Berg, Britten also admired
Arnold Schonberg (which Boys acknowledged as watll},it would be misleading to
regard the opening of the passacaglia in Britt®déin Concerto as inspired by
Schonberg, as Bernhard Stoffels argues:

Die liberraschenden Ahnlichkeiten zwischen markaBtéffnungspartien in den Violinkonzerten
von Schodnberg (1936) [opening first movement] umittéh (1939; vgl. die Halbton-Ganztonfolge,
den Rhythmus und die Aufwartsfiihrung) [opening peaglia] lassen vermuten, dass Britten

Schénbergs Schaffen auch spéter nicht aus den Awgbert %
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Ex. 22 - Schoénberg - Violin Concerto - Opening filsmovement

Although one can indeed regard these similariseg Ex. 21-22) as surprising, they
probably are just that. The year of compositiorff8® mentions regarding Schonberg’s
Violin Concerto is slightly misrepresentative: Sobérg did indeed finish the work in
1936, but only published it after Britten finishieig Violin Concertd® It seems therefore
unwise to assume that Britten was in possessiansocbre before the publication date,

191 Boys, “Benjamin Britten,” 237.

192 Bernhard StoffelsTradition, Einfachheit, Verzerrung und Brechungpgkte der Instrumentalwerke von
Benjamin Britten(Hans Schneider: Tutzing, 2012), 20.

193«Concerto for Violin and Orchestra op. 36,” Arnd¢hdnberg Center, accessed June 23, 2013,

http://www.schoenberg.at/index.php?option=com_au&teiew=article&id=217&Itemid=381&lang=en.
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since no such information is known. In fact, ibts even clear that he knew the work at
all.

Less unwise, and perhaps more to the point, igebétsf remark about the relation
between Britten’s feeling of guilt (about the tble suffering Europe had to endure in his
absence) and the partial quotation of the twelvet@w from Berg’s Violin Concerto in
Britten’s Introduction and Rondo alla Burlesc®p. 23 (1940):

Die [...] Ernsthaftigkeit zeigt sich etwa im Zitatrdéwolftonreihe aus Bergs Violinkonze®ém
Andenken eines Engglslas er 1936 kennengelernt hatte. Eingefligsi# eielntroductionaus
op. 23 Nr. 1 fiir 2 Klaviere. Der h-Moll-Begleitklgrih ist der Todeston in Ber§fgozzeckist im
schwerblitigen Rhythmus des franzdsischen Ouvertligpus gehalten — ein mehrfaches
Gedenken an Brittens biographische und kinstlegistdfimat Europa und an das von den Nazis
1940 besetzte Nachbarland Frankréf¢h.

Extract of inversion twelve-tone row

Extract of twelve-tone row
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Ex. 23 - Berg - Violin Concerto - Extracts of twele-tone row and inversion

Quotation extract of twelve-tone row Quotation of extract of inversion

Ex. 24 - Britten - Introduction and Rondo alla Burlesca Quotation twelve-tone row

But perhaps this observation (see Ex. 2%34sn't that to the point at all. Firstly, the
connection with France (and the French rhythm)prabably be equally well explained in

a perspective of Britten’s eclecticism (an eclasticthat was at certain points notably

104 stoffels, Tradition, Einfachheit, Verzerrung und Brechu8é.
105 (A;
Ibid.
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France-oriented; his song cydles llluminationsvas written just a year earlier) and
secondly, the idea that a single tone can evolkecedgions of death seems certainly
attractive, but this emotional charge is not somnetthat can be easily transferred from
one work to another: it should therefore be reghaeconfined t®Wozzeckunless it is
made (hyper)explicit — which it is not in th&roduction Even the Berg quotation can be
disputed, since stacked thirds are a common Bratésice in itself (see for instance the
‘Dawn’ Interlude fromPeter GrimesEx. 25), although the specificity of the quotatio
should give Stoffels the benefit of the doubt.

Clts. in Bb
Harp
Vla.

Ex. 25 Britten - Four Sea Interludes Dawn (Fig 1°) - Stacked thirds

The question therefore is if there are any refezsitioc Berg's Violin Concerto, as strong
as (or stronger than) the one in theoduction in Britten’s Violin Concerto. One can
imagine such possible clear references as asceadithdescending perfect fifths (as in
for instance Igor Raykhelson’s Violin Concerto inror [2007]), chorale quotations
(Hartmann’sConcerto Funebr§l939]), tone rows based on Berg’s (Bernstein’s
Symphony No. 3 “Khaddish1963]°9, or direct quotations from that tone row like the
one in Britten’sntroduction None of these or other possible strong refereappsar,
however, in Britten’s Violin Concerto. Indeed, ap@om just one (repeated) example at
Fig. 35 in the third movement, Britten’s Violin Czgrto contains no twelve-tone rows at
all (see Ex. 26). Incidentally, this dodecaphonagment was added by Britten in his 1950
revision of the concerto, which renders it imprdbads a response to Boys’s suggestion,

because of the long time span between Boys’s arictl Britten’s revision.

1% pavid M. Schiller Bloch, Schoenberg, and Bernstein: Assimilating Sewlusic(Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 151-152.
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Twelve-tone row

[ = 1
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Ex. 26 Britten - Violin Concerto (Fig. 35) - Twelvetone row

Overall, references in Britten’s music to Berg'©Mi Concerto are not abundant.
Kennedy regards the “saxophone’s rising and fakiegenth” in the first movement of the
Sinfonia da Requiems “perhaps a direct tribute to Berg’s Violin Cortegwhere the

same interval is given to the same instrument,”’dwein such a small and questionable
reference is lacking in Britten’s Violin Concerff.Roseberry, however, contemplates the
connection between the works from a different pecspe, regarding Berg’'s concerto a
“likely ‘'mood’ model” for Britten’s and claiming tht “[certain] correspondences between
the Berg and Britten concertos are unmistakabfeeaally the conception of a slow
(variation) finale [...].*°® Slightly more precise, but otherwise quite similar

Christopher Mark’s observation that “[the] finalnadion [of Britten’s passacaglia], an
impassioned arioso for the violin against a soleinymn-like texture in the orchestra, is
distantly reminiscent of the final section of Bex/iolin Concerto..**° He is right in
saying that the last ‘variation’ (actually, it istra variation within the passacaglia, but
rather a coda to it) has a “solemn, hymn-like textubut that is exactly the Achilles heel
of his argument: Berg’s chorale (or for that matkdindemith’s or Hartmann’s) is genuine
and recognisable, not just “chorale-like,” whiclofgyreat importance to the musical

narrative, or as Kerman writes:

At the beginning [of Hartmann@oncerto Funebrithe violin plays a chorale, a Hussite hymn still
remembered in Czechoslovakia, “Kdoz jste Bozi bayev' It's important that audiences catch this

reference, just as listening to the Berg they riedchow the unsung words of the Bach chotdle.

197 Kennedy Britten, 144.
198 Roseberry, “The Concertos,” 238.
199 Mark, Early Benjamin Britten167.

110 Kerman,Concerto Conversationd 16-117.
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If the supposed reference in Britten was to begiafy the recognisability itself would be
of equal importance. However, Britten’s ‘hymn’ istmecognisable at all. It is solemn, for
sure, and probably hymn-like as well, but as stehmore fitting for discussion in a
follow-up article on Graham Elliott’s chapter abdritten’s use of plainsong and hymn
tunes included iBenjamin Britten: The Spiritual Dimensidh Britten might have
wanted to make a delicate reference by leavingextyal implications out of it, but as
substantiated and probable reference to Berg’sv@bncerto, the suggestion won't
stand the strain.

On the other hand, referencesNozzeclare firmer and clearer in Britten’s Violin
Concerto, although some connections (with otheks/bl Britten as well), are still a bit
frail. In addition to the connection witPeter Grimesnentioned above, references have

been observed in, for instan€yr Hunting FathersOliver writes:

Britten’s motto phrase [A — F# — D — E — F] coukldibserted without much difficulty into the most
eloquent of th&Vozzeclnterludes [Act 3, between Scenes 4 and 5]. Likeskhlina’, that
interlude is in the key of D minor; Berg's opelifigl Britten’s cycle, is an expression of pity for

helpless suffering™

If Oliver would actually try to insert this mottdwmse into the lasozzecknterlude, he
would probably succeed (one way or another), bugtwbes that tell us? Sensibly
speaking, merely that Britten’s multimodal phras®ifits the extended tonality of this
interlude (which is in D as well) in a quite supedl way. This motto phrase, however,
does prefigure the opening of the Violin Concees flark shows?), which in its turn
can be plausibly related to the very same interbfd&0zzeckas Roseberry does:

[A] thematic connection with Berg suggests itselthe main theme of the first movement [of
Britten’s Violin Concerto], its falling shape anghic-dominant accompaniment corresponding
strikingly with the theme of the famous ‘Adagiot@nlude in D minor after the death of the title

character inWozzeck...].***

1n this chapter, Elliott discusses Britten’s u$épseudo-Gregorian incantations” as well. Grahalioff,
Benjamin Britten: The Spiritual Dimensig@xford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 47-73.

112 Oliver, Benjamin Britten58.

13 Mark, Early Benjamin Britten130-131.

114 Roseberry, “The Concertos,” 238.
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As mentioned in the introduction, Britten was partarly fond of “the Wozzeck pieces,”
theDrei BruchstickdBerg excerpted from his opera for concert perforrearat the
suggestion of Hermann Scherchen in 1923. In fafgrk Britten wrote his Violin
Concerto, he had probably heard the complete apdyeonce as a radio broadcast of a
concert performance shortly after Berg’'s death ¢(Wlivasn'’t very satisfactory as a
broadcast — voices too loud & blurring. Only thedhAct (& bits of second) were
intelligible.”**%. Conversely, Britten knew tHerei Bruchstiickevery well. He heard them
quite a few times, and studied them extensively Bibys, who visited Britten in

Lowestoft for a fortnight in August and Septemb®84, a visit Boys recalled vividly:

He used to play the viola sometimes, trying tofgough cello sonatas of Beethoven in that week
[...] and he showed me a lot of Frank Bridge and othiegs that | didn’t know very well, or at all,

and | tookOedipus Rexand Three Pieces froWozzeckl remembef®

According to Mitchell and Reed, “[Britten’s] friestip [with Boys] continued in London
and was characterized by the same ‘explorativénictsind much debaté"*” Two years
later, Britten’s and Boys’s shared fascination\idwzzeckadn’t diminished in the
slightest, as a diary entrance by Britten from IioDer 1936 demonstrates: “Henry
comes back to supper [...] & we talk & talk music @gtwstly pro-Mahler & anti-
Brahms), & play Wozzeck. | should work but thigisod.™2 All in all, if one considers
the Violin Concerto to be a kind of acknowledgmehBritten’s friendship with Boys, or
an answer to Boys’s article (although that wouldslghtly oversimplified), references to
Berg'sDrei Bruchstuckérather than his Violin Concerto) seem perfectlpraypriate.
From that perspective, the second half of Brittgg@ssacaglia ground is most likely a
reference to the opening of the first of iiei Bruchstickelongside the earlier
mentioned reference to Shostakovich (see Ex. 27r2¢ the tempo, the crescendo, the
tie across the barline, the descending scalar maiia the emphasis placed on each note.
Furthermore, as ‘Hauptstimme’ Berg’s melody is @fi@ importance to thBrei

Bruchstlickes Britten’s passacaglia ground is to the ViolimGarto.

115 Mitchell and Reed. etters from a Life: Volume On&93.
1% bid., 397.

" |bid., 398.

18 |pid.
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Andante lento J = 52-54

Trombones
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<P marcato —

Ex. 27 Britten — Violin Concerto — Passacaglia (Fig32°)

Langsam . = 60

Violin 1

poco

Ex. 28 Berg —Drei Bruchstiickefrom Wozzeck- | (m. 302)
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Conclusion

Combining the three main components related tdaédrs Violin Concerto discussed in
this thesis (the Spanish Civil War, Russian compsand Alban Berg), there emerges a
seemingly impenetrable, patchy and chaotic naeaifyossible influences on Britten’s
Violin Concerto, beautifully encapsulated by JosKehman (although his purpose

probably was just to illuminate):

[In] 1939, [a] precocious English composer tookdws measure of the Berg Concerto. Once again
[as in Walton’s Viola Concerto], the reference ierigamin Britten’s Violin Concerto, Opus 19

[sic], was evidently specific, though not specifi@ditten was mourning the Spanish Civil War

(with “disarming frankness,” according to a reviatithe time by Elliott Carter. Britten had

attended the touch-and-go premiere of the Berg &bmat Barcelona in 1936, when Scherchen
had to take over the orchestra from Webern). Tlemike violin cantilena with which the concerto
closes sounds above a passacaglia, rather tharaehThe same topos of threnody is encountered
in the finest of the Shostakovich concertos, th& iolin Concerto, another work with political

overtones [...J*°

Kerman’s resumé makes painfully clear what almesesty-five years of musicological
reflection on Britten’s Violin Concerto has madetloé work: an intricate story of a
young, talented English composer trying to conduiplace on the musical world stage,
who travels to Barcelona where he hears the premiga hauntingly beautiful work by a
composer whom he adores, but never had the chamoedt. His visit to this city is
shortly followed by the outbreak of the SpanishilGivar, whereupon he started to write a
modern masterpiece embedded in tradition to mollithese horrors of death and
destruction, prefiguring the great political worksa repressed Soviet composer. The
subplots of this story are his friendship with apariate Spanish virtuoso violinist, his
nascent homosexuality, the death of his parentshanescape from World War Il, trying
to find a better life in the United States.

It would most definitely make a convincing feattite (‘based on a true story’), but
as musicologists we should not write Hollywood sa@ays (at least, not within
academic writing). Narratives can be accommodatinghderstanding music history, but

care must be taken not to yield to anwilling suspension of disbelief'. For sure, there is

119 Kerman,Concerto Conversationd 17.
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no question of truth regarding most of the sepagkments of this story, but the
sophisticated fabric that musicology has tried &awe should not be taken for granted; a
musicologist’s narrative should illuminate musistbry, not make it. This narrativisation
has most likely been of great importance to theepation of the work, and is as such of
importance to musicology, but that does not necigsaean that it is equally important
to make musicology into a story telling contedthaligh that is sometimes inevitable in
constructing a convincing argument.

All of the discussed features have certainly, deast probably, played their part in
the composition of Britten’s Violin Concerto, or Britten’s life at the very least, but
should we really regard the motto rhythm of thetfnovement as Spanish, and therefore
as a reference to the Spanish Civil War? Shouldeakly regard the passacaglia as a
prefiguration of Shostakovich’s passacaglia infirst Violin Concerto? Should we really
regard the mood of the concerto as a referendeetmbod in Berg’s Violin Concerto?
Not without yielding to our unwilling suspensionditbelief. As critical musicologists,
however, we can at best try to describe the hsabdontext of the composition process,
and try to dissect the cross-hatching of the iatgual relations within that context we
encounter. Those intertextual relations, thosadexhusical references, whether
acknowledged or not (be it Beethoven’s Violin CameeBerg’sDrei Bruchsticke
Shostakovich’d ady Macbethone of Britten’s earlier works, Henry Boys'’s inéince, or
such horrors as war and death), have all influeréten’s Violin Concerto in one way
or another, but not always as unswerving as onddimmpe from a narrative perspective:

sometimes it is more than enough to simply note“dnaerything begets his like.”
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