L R 0218 01285 4

.* National Library Blbhotheque natnonale E J,
of Canada . du Canada ~ .
N N : ‘
Canadian Theses Division. Division des theses canadiennés

Ottawa Canada ’ A .

K1A ONd - 39096 ' .
' : . ' ’ w | _ ’ o

. PERMISSION TO MICROFILM — AUTORISATION DE MICROFIL MER
|

o Please print‘or type — Ecrire en lettres ‘moulées ou déctyloé*raphier

Full Name of Author — Nom complet de l'auteur ‘ ‘ ' R
GILLIAN  MARY  SANDERSON ‘
Date ot Birth — Date de naissance, - | ) ’ Country of .Birth — Lieu de-naissance
22 Juey 1438 . | EN&LAND

P manent Address — Résidence fixe,

1042€ - UNIVERS|TY i‘\)g R o DEPT of MUCIC,

FINE ARTS BUILDING

EDMONTON, ALRERTA ., UNIVERSITY gt ALRERTA
. Te& IV < © EDMONTON, At Th§ 264
Title of Thesis — Titre de la thése . '
THE DRAMATIC ROLE OF PERCUSSION (N ,
SELECTED  OPERAS OF BENJAMIN BRITTEN 4~ '
Y v

University — Université

UNIVERSITY of ACBERTA

Degree for which thesis was presented ——Grade pour lequel cette these fut presentee

MASTER OF MWSIC IN MUUCOLO&\/

Year thls degree conferred — Année d'obtention de ce grade Name of Supervisor — Nom du directeur de thése

)]a¢o0 ‘ DR. BRIAN L . HARRIS

.

Permission is hereby granted to the NATIONAL LIBRARY OF L'autorisation est, par la présente, accordée a la BIBLIOTHE-
CANADA to microfiim this thesis and to lend or sell copies of QUE NATIONALE DU CANADA de microfilmer cette thése et de
the film. . préter ou de vendrfa'des exemplaires du film.

The author reserves other publication rights, and neither the * L'auteur se réserve les autres droits de publication; ni la thése
thesis nor extensive extracts from it may be printed or other- ni de iongs extraits de celle-ci ne doivent &tre imprimés ou ’
wise reproduced without the author's written permission. autrement reproduits sans |'autorisation ecrite de 'auteur..,

o

Date

’ : . — ' Signature . : . .
qrg' géP}' Zwbe, 4¢0 { Gl 1 Caomdogm



I * National Library of Canada

Collections Development Branch

Canadian Theses on

Microfiche Service surmicrofiche

NOECE

The quality of this microfiche is heavily dependent
upon,.the quality of the original thesis submitted for
microfilming. Every effort has been made to ensure
the highest quality of reproduction -possible.

If pages are missing, ‘contact the university which
granted the degree.

rs

Some pages may have indistinct print especially

if the original pages were typed with a poor typewriter
ribbon or if the university sent us a padr photocopy.

Previously ;opyrughted materials (journal articles,

published tests, etc.) are not filmed.

Reproduction in fuil or in part of this film is gov-
erned by the Canadian Copytight Act, R.S.C. 1970,
c. C-30. Please read the authorization forms which

‘L accompany this thesis.

THIS ‘DISSERTATION
HAS BEEN MICROFILMED |
EXACTLY AS RECEIVED

i4

Ottawa, Canada ~ . /
K1A ON4 : \ ‘ S

 Bibliothéque nationale du Canada
~ Direction du développement des collections

Service des théses canadiennes

14

T

AVIS

La ‘qualité de‘cette microfiche dépend grandemeht de

la qualité de la these soumise au microfilmage. Nous
avons tout fait pour assurer une qualité supérieure
de reproduction. A

S'il manque des pages, veuulez commumquer
avec |'université qui a conféré le grade.

La qualité d’ irﬁpreséion de certaines pages peut
laisser -2 désirer, surtout si les pages ongmales ont été
dactylographuee\s a l'aide d'un ruban usé ou si l'univer-
sité nous a faiti parvenir une photocople de mauvaise
qualité.

‘Les documents qui font déja l'objet d'un droit
d’auteur (articles de revue, examens publiés, etc.) ne
sont pas microfilmés.

|
1

La reproduction, (neme partielle, de ce migrofilm
est soumise a la Loi canadienne sur le droit d’ teur,
SRC 1970, c. C-30. Veuiflez prendre connaissahck des
formules d'autorisation qui accompagnent cette théke.

LA THESE A ETE .
MICROFILMEE TELLE QUE
. NOUS L’AVONS RECUE



" THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBEPRTA
THE DRAMATIC ROLE OF PERCUSSION
 IN SELECTED OPFRAS OF

BENJAMIN BRITTEN

by

| A THESIS
SUBMITTED TO fHE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND RESEARCH
IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE
| OF MASTER OF MUSIC
IN
MUSTCOLOGY

DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC ¢

EDMONTON, ALBERTA

3 . .- : .
_ FALL, 1980

<::::>'CILLIAN MARY SANDERSON S *\\¥\ By

maar gt e e

et AT s Bt i o o




THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

 DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC

The undersigned cértify that they have rééd,'énd recommend
to the Faculty of thduate Studies and Research, for acceptance,"

a thesis entitled The Dramatic Role of Percussion in Selected Operas

. of Benjamin Britten submitted by Gillian Mary Sanderson in partial

fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Music in

Musicolbgy.

Date ﬂ/’,f/\%/;? /75"

‘*.




. .,

ABSTRACT

This study examines the dramatic uses of perctussion in

.

Benjamin Britten's three types of opera: full—scale opera, chamber

opera, and church parables. The discussion 1s limited to three

a

works chosen to represent each group. These are Peter Grimes,

A Midsummer Night's Dream, an& Death in Venice from ‘the full-scale

'operas, The Rape of Lucretia, Albert Herring, and The Turn of‘the

Screw from the chamber operas; and, all three church parables,

Curlew River, The Burning Fiery Furnece, and The Prodigal Soﬁ.

A prelimigery survey traces the chronological development of Britten's

percussion wniting through his non-staged works. ~ Examination of the
representative operas demonstrates Britten's method of usinp pitehed

and unpitched instruments to enhance'the text, characters, and plots

of his sung dramas. Throughout his career,‘the increase in number,

variety, and emphasis of percussion instrﬁments is shown in his instru-

mental vocal, and ‘operatic compositions. - His choice of percussion
includes ancient and mfdieval instruments, household utensils, and

especially invented instruments, in addition to the more conventional

members of .the percussion ensemble. Techniques and tone-colours from:

other cultures are used, such as the Japanese hogaku and Balinese
gamelan. A progressively complex?ﬁge o¥\ percussion 1s shown from an.

early reliance on the membrenophones the later pre-eminence of

3
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meﬂallophoneg and melodic pe;cussign.vuThéjfunction”bf percus§ion.\

. evolves from the'teprESentatioﬁ of reélisﬁ;c éffeqté in the early

.lworks fo_thé commuﬁicationiff\g§Wbol}g‘meaniﬁé in the later wotks.
Brittén's éxploratopy use of'different'iﬁstruménté; timbres,irhythmé;'

. and.tebhniques.transformed the percussion ensemble from ifs tradi-

" tional role of support into a princip&ﬂ'vehiéle of dramétic expfessidn.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1913 Igor Stravinsky shocked the artistic circles of Paris

"with the cataclysmic first performancé of le Sacre.dugpriﬁtemps. The

work's pounding rhythms and strong percussive emphasis marked a

turning point in musical composition. In Italy in the same year,
Luigi -Russolo (1885 - 1947)‘issued his manifesto on Futurism, a mdﬁe—
ment which'stressed the significénce of rhythm, suppressed the meiodiq
instruments, and‘grantgd a monopoly to percussion.1 These two
appargntly unrelatedzevénts, practical and theoretical, chart a path

for the continued exploration of the percussion ensemble during the

twentieth century. One of the major composers who followed this path’

was Benjamin Britten, born in the same year of 1913. Alrhough Britten
was never the extreme radical that Stravinsky was, his music never-
theless has certain stylistic aspects in common with that of the older

master. The works of both composers are Histinguished by th&ir clar-

ity of texture, rhythmic ‘and metric freeddém, economical orchestration, .

and painstaking’gyéétsmanéhip,'

Considered by the avant-garde as reactionary and‘by thé_

reactionaries as too avant-garde; Britten COnstantly expanded the

1 Luigi Russolo, L'Arte dei Rumori (The Art of Noises), see lLarry
vanlandingham, "The Percussion Ensemble: 1930 - 1945." Percussionist
IX (Spring, 1972):71.  For further information on this neglected inno-
vator, who influenced Stravinsky, Honegger, Varese, Milhaud, and Ravel,
see Michael Kirby, Futurist Performance (New York: Dutton, 1971),
Chap. V, also John C.G. Waterhouse, "A Futurist Mystery,' ‘Music and
Musicians EY_(April, 1967) :26-30. Y K :




séqpe and techniqués of tﬁe vérieq.genres in which he composed. His
'totalvoutput of appréximately 143 original published works can be
'groupéd into six main cafegories. ,Thgse consist of Stage Works,
ﬁOrchestral Works, Solo Véice(s) Vithvéécombéniﬁent; Choral Wérks; In-
strumental Works (solo, enscmble, and éhémbef muéid), énd‘Music for
Children. fhese groad categofies, however, giéé an inadgquate impres- .
sion of.the variety of his style, which in‘fact is characterized by a

reluctance to be bound by traditional forms of any kind.

Britten used innovative forms in each of the above categories.

For example, the stage work Let's make an opera (1949) includes an

opera within itself, The Little Sweep, brought into.being'with the

assistance of the audience,' Likewise, in hié‘opera»A Midsummer Nighf‘s
Q;gég_(l960); the ﬁhird act contains a miniature opera buffa which:
satirizes nineteenth—century'romantic dperatic conventions. The church
parableé consist of three works which‘s§ntheéize the forms of medieva%»
mystery play, Japanese Noh theatre, aﬁd‘opera inté a new genfe. Even
up to thé time of his death in 1976, Britten:wés stili—frying out new
cbmbinations of instrumenés and_voices:and exﬁloring different methods
by whiéh they ma}“be made to interact.

¥ | This agtitude of constant_experimentation is‘clearly fevealed 
by Brittén's use of pe;cussion throughout his career. In his works one
' can see an.increasing emphasis upon this aspect. ‘One need only compare'
the limited selection and ﬁse of percussion instruments in Our Huntiﬁg

Fathers (1936) with Children's Crusade (1968). This 'ballad for chil-

dren's voices and orchestra" features an orchestra which comprises

little more than a variety of percussion instruments.



&
In the introduction to ths 1974 recording of Britten's last |

opera, Death in Venice, Donald Mitchellaﬁroposed a strong case for

stndying the developing nsevof percussion in Britten's wcrk. ‘He con-
cludes: "It could be the subject for a whole;study_in its own right,
Just ‘to trace the evolution of*this particular component in Britten's
music.’ ? This thesis is a partial response to his suggestion. After
a summary of Britten's use.of percuseion in the non-staged works, the
study concentratee on representativeﬂexamples from each of the three
types of his stagec works—-the ﬁg}f ecale'operas? the chamber operas,
and the church parables. |

In choosing rhe particuler operas to be included in this study, "
an attempt was made to select those works which would offer a broad
view ofrﬁritten's style at differenr periods of his career. The’operas
therefore repreSenr his4ear1y; middle, and late periods in each cate-
gory (there are only three church parables, se they.are ail inclnded).
The chosen operas also indicate contrasting styles of writing between

the tragic (Peter Grimes, The Rape of Lucretia The Turn of the Screw,

Death in Venice) and the humorous (Albert Herring, A MidSummer Night 's

Dreem), and those with religious themes (Curlew River, The Burning

FieryﬁFurnace, The Prodigal Son). In the later works of these nine

operas, there occurs a marked increase in the number and type of per-

v}

cussion instrumenrs’used, ae_shpwn on the fo}iowing page»in Table 1:

2 Donald Mitchell, "An Introduction to Death in Venice," Booklet
for Benjamin Britten, Death in Venice, with the English Chamber Orches--
tra, conducted by Steuart Bedford (London OSA 13109, 1974), p. 8.

/




' TABLE 1

SELECTED, OPERAS ITH NUMBERS OF DIFFERENT

PERCUSSION INSTRUMENTS IN EACH X

Full-scale: . Peter Crimes.(l945) eeieensans ... 13

o < A Midsummer Night's Dream (1960) . 15

. Death in Venice (1973) ........... 25

Chamber: o The Répe of Lucretia (1946);...;.. 9
S ] Albert Herring (1947) ............ 13 ‘

' The Turn of the Screw (1954) ..... 12

Church Parables: Curlew River-(l9645 ...... ceeienes 3

: The Burning -Fiery Furnace (1966) : 7

The Prodigal Son (1968) .......... 11

In t@ese operas, a ;Qtal of.forty different percussion instru-
ﬁents are used: rsixteen of these are of’thefpitcﬁéd:variety and twenty-
four are unpitched. Britteﬁ's growing interest in perc;SSfoﬁ\is shown
by tbe exranding Iolé given to this component in relatiop to tﬁg‘ﬁthgr
instruments in thg overail‘musical texture; by the introduction in the\

later works of more unusual instruments (such as handbells, vibraphone,

. sistrum, and anvil); and by his increasingly specific directions for

k.
LG

‘ particular instruments. On several occasions James Blades had to con-
struct'special,instrUmgnts in order to fulfill Britten's requirements.
Britten seldom wrote or spoke abou; his own music. Essentially
ba private mah, he prefefred to concentrafe on theiwork‘of composing;
conducting, andvperforming. Eafiy in his career he wag'ridiculed by
‘fhis criticsvfor being too clever. Later on, he was often taken for
’ )

granted and ignored by-the'English musical establishment, as his works -

became internationally recognized and honours were heaped upon him.



In one of his rare statements of his attitude towards composition, he

revealed his indebtedness to two masters of twentieth—centﬁry art who

were both higﬁly versatile in their creative works:
I try. to write as Stravinsky has written and Picasso has [
painted. They passed from manner to manner as a bee passes
from flower to flower. I try to do the same. Why should I’
lock myself inside a narrow idiom? :
This comment indi;ated Britten's imagihative approach to néw

problems.of musical expression. , The following étudy investigates this

eclectic attitude from the van;agezpoiht of Britten's masterful writing

for the percussion ensemble. ' ' : B -

3 "Benjamin Britten, the truly towering talent of his age,

Obituary, Daily Telegraph (London), 6 Decegber 1976

LR
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‘instances of imaginative and effective use of percussion instruments. v

o .- CHAPTER I

A SURVEY OF PERCUSéION IN BRITTEN'S NON-STAGED WORKS
In Britten's non-theatrical works there are a number of notable
» ’

These.twenty-six works written over a span.of forty years can be divided
' ’ ¢

into three chronological periods: 1936-1944, 1945-1960, and 1961-1976.

~The first period contains works written before Britten's first’major

opera, Peter Grimes (1945), and can therefore be called pre—operatic

The second period includes works written during Britten's most prolific

‘period as an opera composer——a'time which saw the creation of the full-

scale andbchamber operas, the three-act ballet, The Prince of theh'

Pagodas (1956), and Britten's first venture into church-drama, Noye's

© Fludde (1957). This period will be referred to as:thé.operatic period.

: The/;inal period comprises’the works_f om the War Requiem (1961) to the \

Welcome Ode (1976) During these fifteeh years the three church par-
\

ables, the television opera Owen Wingrave (1970), and Britten's last .

o

opera, Death in Venice (1973) were written. N ’ .

The first work, written in 1935 36, was the film score to Night

Mail—— one of the most successful documentaries ever made.' nl Ihis film

was produced by the General Post 0ffice~Film Unit in, 1936 with verses

" by W.H. Auden (1967-l973).. Britten's employment with the Film Unit

shaped hfs musicalvstyle and Qorkingrhabits for the rest_of his life.

1 Basil Wright, "Britten and DOcumehtary,"iThe Musical Times,
Vol., 104 (Nov., 1963): 770-780. His music for another documentary
produced the same year, Coal Face, also with words by Auden, was-

scored for piano, percussion, and a speaking chorus.



) 1ouder and louder, stopping just short of the initial stroke 3

Because of economic difficulties and a small budget, Britten had to
. ( \
compose at great speed, often in unfavourable circumstances, and to

write for the handful of different instruments or players that happened

to‘be available at a given time. In ight Mail he included the unusual'

combination of sandpaper and wind‘machine. The following photograph

fromhthe MS. score (see Plate 1) shows how the'side—drumcand the voice

" of the commentator are used to imitate the rhythm of the express train

»

. wheels, while.the wind-machine gives the impression of the train's

Lo
)

speedy travel through the night 2

In the same film,‘Britten anticipated musigue—concrete by about

"~ twelve years: in order to provide the crescendo required for the train

'coming out of a tunnel ‘he recorded a single clash-of the cymbal and

then reversed ‘the sound track. The weakening vibrations thereby became

_ This early contact with film music provided Britten with

experience in writing for unusual combinations of instruments and in

transforming visual and literary ideas into music It encouraged him

to create clear orchestral textures and forced him to produce music for

1a specific occasion to a deadline. He c0ntinued to welcome.commissions

of varying kinds throughout his career. Thisvcoincided with his belief:'-

that the composer should work as a craftsman within the community, and

2 Ponald Mitchell with the assistance of John Evans , Pictures
from a Life: Benjamin Britten 1913-1976, A Pictorial Biography, (London

~ and Boston: Faber and Faber), plate 94. The score was not available -
. -for this study. : ) ‘ i\ - |

l

3 Imogen Holst, Britten, The Great Composers Series (London Faber.

and Faber, 1966) P. 29.

<
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never live removed in "splendid isolation" from real life.
Britten's first important commission--for the Norwich Festival

in l936——resu1ted in a symphonic cycle for soprano and orchestra, Our

v‘Hunting_Fathers Op. 8. As Peter Evans points out, this work holds a
kkey position in Britten's early development.A It.was his first}pub—
,lished score for full orchestra, his first song cycle, and the first
time he collaborated with Auden in a purely musical work outside the
media of theatre, films, and radio."Written at the~outbreak of the
. Spanish Civil War, Auden 5 text reflects his strongly pacifist and
humanitarian ideals, sentiments shared by Britten. "It is not sur-
“prising, however,_that these feelings were not greeted sympathetically
by the audience of the "hunting, shooting, and fishing ‘class, people
with a traditionally militaristic background PerhapS'due to its;

lukewarm reception, this important work has unfortunately still not

]

been recorded.ﬁ . . | L . R : ; ,:‘ i
In addition to chromatic timpani Britten required two per—
cussion ‘players to play six unpitched instruments and one pitched in~
strument; the xylophone. At this early’stage he already showed his
awareness of percussive sonorities by frequent instructions infthev
score”concerning choice of sticks and-artiCulation.‘_After the first
few pages, where the side—drum is played with and without snares, with

timpani sticks, and then with side-drum sticks, Britten found it

necessary to insert a footnote. "When it is not. specified to- the con-

3

, 4 Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten (London: Dent, 1979),
. pn 68- ’ ‘ " . ‘ ‘

?
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trary the percussion is to be played in the normal manner.»'f5 At other

:points in the score, timpani sticks are used on’the bass-drum, . tenor
drum, and cymbal while sponge sticks are required for the bass drum
and cymbal. Wooden sticks on the timpani accentuate the galloping
'rhythm of the hunt. In a slower section, marked‘"With parody. gro-
tesdue," the triangle is foliowed.by>a tremolo on'the tambonrine'with
both.hands'(score, o. 58). |

Towards the climax of the hunting song, entitled Dance of Death,

| Britten uses his unpitched percussion in an interesting manner which :
.aporoximates tuned‘instruments. In conjdnction with rising and falling
gliésendiﬁon the tinpeni'wthe tirst nercussion player heats triplets
alternately .on the tenor-drum and the side—drum, the second playerv
alternating on the bass—drum and the cymbal. Both players use timpani
sticks. The 1owér;eounding instrnments (the tenor-drum and bass drum)
coincide’with the'bottom notes of the'timpani glissandi while the
higher ones (side- drum and cymbal) match ‘the top of each glissando
This furious evocation -of the hnnters excitement, with fortissimo
: <&

strings and tutti-orchestre, builds up a long crescendo for eighteen

bars, before the mood relaxes and the hunt dies away.

It is also in the Dance of Death that Britten uses thevsolo

voice for percussive effect, long before the sound poetry of Bob Cobbing

> Benjamin Britten, Our Hunting Fathers 4ymphonic Cycle for High
- Voice and Orchestra, Op. 8, devised by W.H. Auden (London. Boosey and

- Hawkes, "1964), p. 7.

»

10
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eneral acceptance in the‘l960's.6 The

“and Kis followers came
soprsno'is asked for fiutteratonguiué and glissandi for the expletive, -
"Whureti"' The‘names offthe'huncing hounds,jused as a refrain;oetueen
tﬂe two verses, are also declaimed in a percussiye-rﬂythmical menﬁeg,

" shown below in Example 1 (score, p. 45).

\ ' ' : L .
t , S—— o
M very markrd ' . R
D o >A' > . . i Py ;
[ A & o 'ﬁ'J . r # ‘? ‘_; d — T Z o T
= = e =
Y P T o .
. Wan ton Sempster,Cal - lis, ~ Cal - lis, ‘Dan-cer, r-t-r- ret! .
el ) St b

\ .

.Ex; i;. Dance of Death, four;h Song fro£70ur HuntingAfachers.

The gylophone;isfused sparsely until the last movement, the_

Epilogue and Funeral March. Here it is given a repetitive phrase in
tripiets which recurs with'increesiog:frequencx;to'pecome the douinsciug
factorwet'the end -of the.ﬁofk; 'The rhythm is derived fpom toe-Dance of
Death, and the inStrument'sfoncéion is‘piimarily coioupistic‘ahd | R
 rhythmic. Its melodic qualities aré not yet exﬁloited.

Between Our Hunting Fathers and the last méjor work of this

- period the Sinfonia da Réquiem (1940), Britten wrote six works which

Include percussion instruments In the first and" 1ast movements of -

Soirées Musicales (1936), Britten began to use the xylophone for melo-
L

dic purposes. He also_used the castanets in Bolero, the fourth move-

6 It is possible that Britten knew about the ‘experiments 1n this
field by the Futurists (see Introduction), but it is more probable that .

he was influenced by Walton's Fagade (1922). 1In March 1936, he had
given a B.B.C. broadcast, accompanying Sophie Wyss in one of the songs
from that work (see Donald Mitchell, Pictures, plate 78). He started

work on Our Hunting Fathers in May of the same year.. The alto saxo-
phone 1s featured in both Britten's and Walton's works. :
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ment. This work is, an arrangementyof five moVementsLby Rossini;

¢

- 3 : ~
it was combined witthatinees Musicales, a second suite of movéfents

by Rossini, to form the score for a ballet produced in 1941 by the
American Ballet Company with- choreography by Georges Balanchine

Matinées Musicales makes extensive use of the celesta in the second

\
movement, Nocturne, and of the tambouripe in-the Waltz .

The Piano Concerto No. 1 (1938), although optimistically

,numbered remains the only example of” this genre in’ Britten s works.
This is surprising in view of Britten's own expertise and excellent
reputation as. a planist. The work is in- four movements entitled

) [} )
Toccata Waltz, Impromptu, and March ! The pianistic 1diom owes a-

lot to Prokofiev and’ Bantok and the composer s program-note for the
"first performance gives a lucid descriptlon of the style of the work

It was conceived with the idea of exploitlng various important ,
characteristics of the pianoforte, such as its .enormous compass,
its percussive quality [this author's emphasis] and its suita—
bility for figuration; so that it is not by any means a

Symphony with pianoforte, but rather a bravura Concerto with
orchestral accompaniment \ ‘

As Britten indicated,,the orchestra complements/rather than con-
i& o -
flicts with the soloist It is therefore understandable that the

brlllant percugdive writing for ‘the. piano is not apparent An the other o
? |

-7, In 1945 after his return ‘to England from the: United States,.J

~ Britten replaced. the oxiginal third movement (Recitative and Aria)
-with the entirely new Impromptu. : IR 3 —

8 Mitchell Pictures, plate 111« Britteﬁ S reference to'a ..
Symphony with planoforte was a’ posaible jibe at” Brahms ~whose Piano L
Concerto in B-flat also has four movements. Britten had a 1lifelong . /V

’ dislike for Brahms music, which: he tried to overcome--withOut success



vperCussion-instﬁyments, which play a relatively minbr role in this
concerfq.

» . .
* The 'next two works have an interesting feature in common.

Written in the same year, the Violin Concértb (1939) and Cdnadian Carni-

4

~val (KermesSe Canédienne) both begin qitﬁ‘intfoductofy.soloé by the pe;_

Py

. » N ) . . . .
cussion. The timpani (with cymbal) opens the.concerto with a staccato

motive which provides rh&thmicland‘ﬁelodic,unity throughout theimove—

ment:gf ' ) The stfingé 1étgr extend
" Timpani : ‘,\? )J cymbal._ . the ‘rh}{t'h?n of the"qriginal.
3 1A T v - N . - ) :
J: — | Lwe! x ~ motive (score, p. 10), K
y ,

1eadiné into D ninor fo}
' the recapitulation, Here

the timpani's first statement is lengthened to twelve bars (scofg;

"~ p. 11) from the originél thrée, before Eiiziéato strings ;tcompany-the

e

soloist's closing statement.

‘Cdnadian Céfhival repgats_ité first ééptibn at_thelend of the

work, using a fraﬁiﬁg device that is one of Britten's favourite struc- .

tural techniquqs;lo The opening percussion in this casé gbngiscs,of two

' susﬁended;cymbals,.one-smallfand_Qne large. Combined withia‘friadic 

_ - ﬁéﬁjémin Britten, Cohcerto for Violin and Orchestra, Op. 25, '
Revised version 1958, reduction for Violin and Piano -(London: Hawkes
‘and Son, 1940 and 1958), pp. 1-2. S

1O-T‘hivs"device was;previously—used in Béllad of Heioes'(1939);.and B

13

can be seen in numerous ‘later works, including such well-known-examples

. .a8 A Ceremony of Carols (1942), Serenade for Temor, Horn and Strings

(1943), The -Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra (1946), and the church

parables (1964, 1966, 1968).  The way in which the frame is used to en-—
‘hance the dramatic fmpact of Children's Crusade (1968) will be discussed

in the final section of this chapter (see below page 47y . e

o
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~ theme played by the trumpets "behind the stage, very distant" and the

gradual addition of the rest of the orchestra, these two cymbals have

long tremoli, with a crescendo from pianississimo to forte extending for

fifty-four bars.11 They are played with soft sticks, sometimes together

.and then alternately. The build-up of the tutti is reversed at the end

of the work (score, pp. 44-48), the instruments dropping out éradually
énd leaving the two cymbals again alone with the backstage trumpets.12
The xylophone has,0n1y a small part-(score, pp. 35-43), but

there are a few other percussive effects in: this work which need men-—

tion. Chromatic. timpani are required for glissandi They are‘used in

a more exPvosed manner than had been the case in OurﬂHuPting Fathers,
and togetﬁer with bass drum and side drgm;‘they act as‘the connecting
link to the penultimate section of the wbrk. After a‘climax of wind,
brass, herp, and strings, the timpani ﬁakes the transition with a

rising ‘glissando. At the same time,tqﬁ'PﬂpgdrUm marks the rhythm -

J

Allegretto, 8 to a Vivace 2 the side drum speeds up the same rhythm with

J J\J 7' with side4drum sticks. As the metre‘changes from the

a brush: 7\7}.[3 IJ\Y}H‘J\ This is an unusual example of one of

the traditional functions of percussion--to provide transition between

contrasting sections or movements. The choice of hard sticks here has

11
(London: Hawkes and Son, 1948), pp. 1-7.

12'Twenty years later, Britten was to use the cymbal in.a similar

‘way, in Cantata Academica (1959). In the fugue of that work, the cymbal

has a long crescendo for twenty-one bars, with.cumulative reinforcement
from other percussion instruments (see page3l).  The framing device is
also used in this work.

Benjamin Britten, Canadian Carnival: Kermesse Canadienne, Op. 19.

14,
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ajspecific d}namic purpose, as it does later on when the bass drum
employs the drag. ( jﬁ lb ) and the ruff ( Jjj J\ ), which are
usually reserved for the side drum (score, p 34 35) In bo#h cases
the normal soft—headed beater for the bass drum would not be able to
articulate these grace notes, so Britten has.carefully indicated the

¥

harder side-drum sticks to be used. It is again unfortunate that no
recording of this seminal work is available.

Thé Sinfonia da Requiem, Op. 20 was written in the United States

in 1940 to»oelebrate the 2600th anniversary of the founding of ‘the
Mikado dynasty in Japan. This sombre work is scored for alto flute,

| bass clarinet, double bassoon, alto sakophone, six horns, three trumpets
:and three trombones, tuba, two harps and piano, in addition ‘to the
regular woodwind and strings. In the percussion section Britten calls
for fonr players in addition to the timpanist.‘ Once again, the oniy'l

pitched percuséion is the xylophone, but the piano iS'alsofused per-

cussively, often reinfore¢ing the harps. The work is in three movements,

Laegymosa, Dies Irée, and Requiem Aeternam. In the Dies Irae Britten

brings hié full orchestral forees'to bear on.the explosive centrepiece
ofjthe work.. In thie movement, unlike tnose surrounding it, all the
percussion instrnments are used, in a scherzo of demonic»force which
.ends in disintegration. Donaid.Mitchell ealls it a "positive tour de

force of orchestral imagination, the summit of the work's pace and

tension."13 The driving rhythms, dramatic climexes, and imaginative

13 Donald Mitchell, sleeve notes to Sinfonia da Requiem. Danish
State Radio Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Benjamin Britten (London
LL1123).

15
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orchestration remind one of the wilder parts of Stravinsky's Le Sacre
¢ .

‘du printemps, and, although on a émaller‘scéle, the Dies Irae is no,

less impressive in its own context.

At the beginning of the movement, marked Allegro con fuoco, !

the thuds of timpani‘and bass drum from the first movement yield to
the flutes announcing the main rﬁythmic motive with flutter—ﬁbngning:

??D

grcat climax, before the work commences its unnerving collapse. 14 At

J\ ‘This is later taken up by the entire orchestrd a* the

this point five of the seven percussion instruments are used within ore
bar (timpani bass drum, xylophone, side drum, and cymbal) and contlnue

togegher for the follow1ng five bars. The remaining two (tambourine

" and whip) occur two and four bars later ré%pectiveiy. There follow five

pages of disconnected chaos, with a different percussion instrument

played in nearly every bar. The contrasting textures are shown in

Examples 2 and 3 on pages 17 and 18.

A rising chromatic passage for the xylophone, harp, and flute

(scdre, p. 55) leads to the slower, closing section, where soft rolls

on,side drum and bass drum emphasize the dying away of the lower in-

struments. This is one of the most exciting and dramatically effective

movements in Britten's entire oeuvrg.

0f the. three remaining works of the pre-operatic period

Matinees Musicales has already been mentioned. The percussion writing

in Scottish Ballad (1941) 1is not particularly remarkable. Diversions,

14 Benjamin Britren,,Sinfonia da Requiem, Opus 20  (London:
Boosey and Hawkes, 1942), p. 51. o .
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Op. 21 (1940)15 for piano (left hand oﬁly) and orchestra é;mprises
eleven variationéAon‘a theme. it waévwritten at thevféduestﬁpf Paul

: Witthnstéin. In this work thé timpani makes a.forceful coﬁtribution

to the theme in its first statement, énd in theifiﬁal Tarantella rep;ats
the ‘theme as an ostinato before the cloéing éﬁEEi' Theré are short

~ solos by several percussion instruments in the Tarantella which serve fﬂ

to accentuate:the whirling rhythm in g time, marked presto: con fuocb.

At the end of World Wér 11, Britten completed his first .full-

scale opera, Peter Grimes.17’ He had also begun work on his first

chamber opera, The Rape of Lucretia, when he was requestéd to write .

- another film score. This commission resulted in The Young Person's

‘Guide to the Orchestra which was completed on New Year's Eve, 1945.
The works of,the'pre-operatic period demonstrate the colour- €

istic use‘of/percussion and its role in providing rhythmic and dynamic

support to the orchestra. Occasionally, as in the Violin Concerto and

Canadian Carnival, pechssion had been used motiVically; providing
internal unity to and between sections. However, it was not until The

Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra that the percussion was made to

_ function independently and the melodic possibilitiesiof the pitched

instruments were ekplored for the first time. The work in fact summa-

15

The work was revised twice) in 1951 and 1954, -

6 Benjamin Britten, Diversions for Piano (Léft Haﬁd);and'Orches-
tra, Op. 21, Reduction for Two Pianos (London: Boosey and Hawkes,
1955), pp. 47-65. ‘

17 Paul Bunyan, Britten's first operetta, was written and performed:
in the U.S.A. in 1941, However, it only received its British premiere ‘
in 1976 and remained unpublished until 1978. See Mitchell, Pictures,
chronological table, pp. 4 and 10.




rizes 1 the functions of;percussion which Britten had explored in his
earlier compositions, and shows‘his mastery of instrumental .effects with
both pitched and unpitched percussion in contrast with each other and
with the rest of the orchestra. :

This instructional work consists of thirteen'variations and a

fugue on a theme‘from»Purcell's Abdelazari(1695),.;Britten requires:

"at least" three players and timpanist in the percussion section The
pitched instruments are timpani, xylophone and gong,ls. the unpitched
instruments.are bass drum, tamhourine, side drum, cymbal, triangle,
Chinese hlock, castanets,fand whip,} Duriné the course of this work
each instrumental'family has three solo sections. There are six

statenents of the theue, first by full orchestra, then by woodwind,
brass, strings. and harp, percussion, and full orchestra again There
follow thirteen variations, one by each instrumental type often in
different metres, accompanied.by different percussion and other instru—
ments in turn. . The final variation is for the whole percussion section
.In the ensuing fugue, the theme is taken up by each instrumental group
in the same order that it occurred in the variations, the percussion

entering last. The finale combines Britten 8 fugue simultaneously with

~ the Purcell theme, augmented'by the brass, before'the majestic tutti

18 The gong is frequently confused with the tamtam, which is inde
terminate in pitch, owing to the multiple overtones present. See Jameg
Blades, Percussion Instruments and their History, new & rev. ed.
(London: Faber and Faber, 1975), p. 383n.




ending. The structure of the work including independent sections for‘

percussion, is presented in Table 2 on page 22,
Britten applied the percussion ensemble to Purcell's famous :

theme as indicated below in Example 4.19

Allegro maestoso e largamente ' : : v .

. THEME A (Piesslo) . . ... . Sl S SR
”?ﬂr‘l—"w'" e
e " S— — ;335;;;“1“”"*"
."' = —— 7

35 g
1
i
Y
[
il

4
-

Ex. 4. Opening bars of Purceﬁl s theme in The Young
Person's Guide to the Orchestra.

The thirteenth variation (score Variation M, p. 44),.scored for strings

and percussion, introduces each percussidn instrument gradually. The.
timpani-starts‘with a melodic phrase which remains the dOminant motive
of this section. After the entry-of(the Chinese block, the xylophone

is given. a phrase which demonstrates 'this instrument's characteristics
for the first time in Britten's work. Thelfast chromatics; chords,

and glissando‘are shown in Example 5 on page 23 (score, p. 46)_o

19 Benjamin Britten, The Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra:
Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Purcell, Op 34 (London: Hawkes
and Son, 1947) P 5. '

21



TABLE 2

STRUCTURE OF INSTRUMENTAL ENTRIES IN

THE YOUNG PERSON'S GUIDE TO THE ORCHESTRA

44-49 - -

THEME :
— 1 2 3 4 5 6
3 3 3 3 3 3
Hetre 2 2 2 |2 2 2
Main : . 5
In Full Orch.|Woodwind|Brass|Strings+Hp.| Percussion Full Orch.
nstrument || ; : N A -
|Perc.Instr.|| Bass drum,} - - - ' Bass drum, Bass drum,
Timp., Timp.,Cym- Timp.,
Side drum, bal, Side  Side drum,
Xylophone, drum,Tamb. Xylophone,
v » Cymbal Triangle Cymbal
Score Page 5-7 8-9 10-1112-13 14 15-16
' VARIATIONS: |
12 3 4 5 6
2 4 [ 4 3 3
Metre s 4 8 |4 4 e
Main Flutes+ Oboes | ClaritBassoons Violins Violas
Instrument || Piccolo |: | nets ' '
Perc.Instr.|| Triangle | Timp. - |side drum Bass drum Timp.
o s : : | (no snares) : -
Score Page || 18-20. 20-21 | 21-23]24-25 26-28 28-29
7 - 8 9 10 11 12
L 3 2 4 3 2 ‘ 4
| Metre 4 >,4 2 2 4 4.
Main . ' o ;
Instr. Celldi D.Bass | Harp Horns. v Trumpets .| Tromb+Tuba
Perc. Inst. - Tamb'. Gong+| Timp. (Side |Side drum -
- Cymb.|Dr. Sticks) .
" I T , "JPURCELL TH.|
13 ' FUGUE: . AND FUGUE:
Main 6 _ Entries 2 Flutes/Picc.,Oboes,}{3 6
P i . * ]
Instr. 8-52!2521121 ﬁin same 4 Clarinets,Bassoons,|i4é 8 .
Timp.,Bass drum, [order as Violins,Violas,'Cellif{Full Orch.,}
Cymb., Tamb., in the D-Bass ,Harp,Horns, Cumulative
Triangle, S:.drum,||Varia- Trumpets,Tromb.+Tuba,|{Percussion
' Chin.Block,Xylo~ fitions: Percussion.(61-63)
. phone, Castanets, - S
Gong, Whip : ' i
Score Page 50-63 1163-69 End.

22
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Ex. 5. Xylophone part in Variation M.

The last entry of the fugue theme, for percussion is scored for timpani
xylophone, ‘cymbal, bass. drum, tambourine,‘side drum, and gong Other
examples of imaginative use of.percussion instruments include the timb—
res of the gong and cymbal which effectively colour the harp solo in the
ninth variation,(score pp.'34—35)z andlthe rhythmic ostinato of the side
drum which supports the trumpets in Variation K (score, pp. 38-39).

In 1948 Britten wrote the cantata Saint Nicolas which, with

~Noye's Fludde (1957), was to become a prototype for the church parables

(see Chapl IV). The cantata was written to celebrate the Centenary of@r
Lancing College, a well-known boys' school in Sussex;: Like Children s
Crusade twenty years 1ater, it involves both amateur and professional "
performers In an introductory note in the score, Britten explains how
it can be ‘played and sung by school children,‘but with a professional
string'quintet, 3010,tenor, timpanist, and a separate_conductor for the
gallery choir. 'He gives specific instructions for the two percussion
parts: | |

The first percussion part is obligato and should be

played by @ professional drummer, who may play as
many of . the instruments included in the second part

.23



as is fessible, the second part is ad 1ibitum and
may be played by as many gifted angéor enthusiastic
amateurs as there are instruments
The percussion instrumenEs are timpani, side’drum3 bass drum, tenor drum,
cymbal, triangle, gong, whip; and tambourinei»-The timpani is*given 5'
prominent supportive snd descriptive role in this work. In the intro—‘
ductory prayer, it is tneﬁonly percussion instrument‘used for the first‘
seuen pages, the part consisting of regular half-note;, beats on a.oedai E
until the entry of Saint Nicolas, wnen it‘changes to a fortissimo'roll
on Cl with a clashed cymbal (score, PP. i—8)f_ In the fourth movement,

He Journeys to Palestine,‘the saint. encounters a storm at sea. Soft

tremoli on timpani, side drum, and tambourine provide an ominous atmos—
phere while Nicolas warns the ship S crew of the impending storm. When
"'"Lightning split ‘the waves that poured in wild cascades ‘on board " the
timpani's tremolo rises by semitone, with a crescendo. Should the mo-
dern chromatic timpani not be available, Britten‘suggests thatvthe ,
tremolo can be played on Fl—natural only (score P. 38. footnote).lAfter
the thick scoring of the storm scene the timpani creates an effective
hiatus in the dramatic flow——providing a mood of tension-and suspense

that continues throughout'Nicolas' recitative (score, p. 51):

20 Benjamin Britten, Saint Nicolas, Op. 42, A Cantata for Tenor,
Solo, Mixed Chorus, Piano.Duet, Strings, Percussion and Organ. Words
by Eric Crozier (London Boosey and Hawkes, 1949) introductory note.

24
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Ex. 6. Saint'Nicolas"prayer.

Although the timpani is used extensively in this work other
1petjussion instruments are not neglected, and there are important
for triangle, tambourine, cymbal whip, and side drum, each

played separately The timpani part in Saint Nicolas does indicate,

however, that after. its effective use in Britten S‘firSt three operas,
_theﬁtimpani continued to be the main percussion instrument employed

for dramatic purposes;.21

o particular cases in point are the Nocturne Op. 60 (1958),
"and Geemta Misericordium Op. 69 .(1963), where the timpani is used, in

f L work as a solo obbligato instrument, and in the second . work/
as th 5 percussion instrument. ‘ .
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The percussion section required for the Spring Szmphonz, Op. 44 '
l (1949) is the largest in Britten's works to this date. ~Britten had

" now reached maturity;in his percussioh writing.i He: used a greater
vnumberiof instruments,’1neluding;-for the tirstftime—-the vihraphone;'v
'and‘he elevated them to a lepel of 'considerable importance. They are

used both independently and tqgether, and for motivic,'rhythmic, and

dynamic support. But in only two of the twelve movements is the full

complement of instrumentsrrequired; six movementS“employ no percussién

N b . . ’ .
whatsoever, and four movements use between one and three percussion

«

instruments each:

“As in the Violin Concerto and Canadian Carnival Britten ch\gé

-~

' percussion*instruments to introduce the work Seven percussion’ instrUff

ments are used in the opening four—bar phrase 22 This phrase"with the

- timpani doubling the first harp ] motive, provides thearitornello that

N
g ¢

gives_the first_movement‘definitionﬁand,unity.i“In each bar there is a-
:Acumulative addition of two instruments until”the‘lastghar, nhichpringsie{<\;)
_with a solo sustained chord from the vibraphone. ‘Theré is here a'grada-A
-vtion from the unpitched instruments at the ‘beginning’ towards the pitched

instruments which conclude the phrase'&/"- B . Sy

. 22 Benjamin Britten, Spring Szmphony, Op. 4& for Soprano Alto and
.‘;sggr 8011 Mixed Chorus," Boys Choir and Orchestra '(London: Hawkes and .
1950), p. 1. . Sl - ' R R
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Ex. 7. Percussion ritornello, Sprii Symphol

This example reflects Britten S new awareness of the melodic possi—

R

bilities of the percussion section, five of the, twelve instruments ‘

' being pitched’.

/

T

The unpitched percussion instruments are used ta begin the ‘

massive finale The . cow horn adds rustic colour to this exuberant
4 Caer s
May—day festival and there are short solo sections for the xylophone,

3

timpani, whip, triangle, and side drum The colouristic possibilities
" of the percussion section are emphasized by contrasting and combining

the pitched with the unpitched instruments

Britten shows - in this work that he cah manipulate the timbral

o

resources of percussion in several different ways Timbre can be used'

-

"as a single baSic'colour‘over. long periods f,and as a succession of

. Sy |
contrasting colours,g or the two usages can be combined "2«3, The func-‘

tion of monoc010uring is shown in three songs: Spring, the Sweet: Spring,

The Driving Boy, and The Morning Star, use the timpani the tambourine,

‘and the bellsnrespet:_t:ively.° The ' succession of contrasting colours

Kl

Rﬁginald Smith Brindle R Conteglporary Percussion (London. Oxford
UniVersity Press, 1970) P. 184 : ,

N



is shown in the gpening of the work, and the:last '"combined" function

) o
is apparent in the finale.

Britten did not write another choral and orchestral work for

the next ten years. ‘The‘intervening period saw the production of four

operas; the full-length hallet, The;?rince of the Pegpdas, the setting

of the Chester Miracle Play, Noye's Fludde (1957), the second and

third canticles, two song cycles, and other vocal and instrumental
works; including Nocturne, Op. 60 (1958). Nocturne is the first non-
staged work to includ%,percussion since the S ri Symphon , with one

of the seven remarkable obbligato parts being written for timpani
*This part occurs in the excerpt from Wordsworth "5 Prelude,

which ‘tells of the sleepless poet s fears in the middle of the

’ night, at the time of the French Revolution. The ominous rumblings

of the timpani, suggesting both the poet s .dread andnthe tumbrils ,

W

of the guillotine make this the most dramatic song oﬁ«the cycle.

-Its forceful impact is due to the distinctive tone colour of the

timpand 1n juxtaposition with the horn and cor anglais bbligati
of the surrounding songs and to the manner in which the drums are
used.24 The sinister mood of the text is enhanced by employing a

steady march tempo with increasin dynamics.gndcirregular metrical
ea , : g R

groupings‘of‘notes. The 1latter are f1lustrated in the apening pages,

. } : i
where the fastest notes are triplets (score, p. 33}! There is a five-

‘note group at the word "Massacres,” followed by groupings of six

]

" Benjamin Britten, Nocturne for Tenor Solo, Seven Obligato In-

strumenta, and String Orchestra Op. 60 (London. Boosey and Hawkes,

1959), pp 33-43.
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notes during a crescendo. This exciting virtuoso part is shown below

in Example 8.25

S : ; — = — ‘
B2 e e e e sR E s s
® e , e

Ex. 8. Timpani obbligato in Nocturne, Op. 60.

* During the long crescendo from pianississimoAto forte, the tension

builds until thé voﬁcé and timpani break into a new section, "the’
-horse 4 taught his manage" (score, p. 39). At this pﬁint there are
freéuent changes of metre preparing the singer 8 declamation "The

- earthquake is not satisjied at once'" (score, p. 41). In the last
section ‘the tension is furthér increased by‘the timpani struck with
wboden sticks comﬁinéa with ;remolo strings,‘reaching a final clim;#
| witﬁ the, cry "Slgep no more!" ) -
| Ten years after the Spfiné Szmphoni Britten wrote aﬁother

work for chorus and orchestra, Cantata Academica Carmen Basiliense

(1959), commemorating the 500th anniversary of the University of Basle.

25 As a percussionist, James Blades cites this part as exploiting
the full range of possibilities of the modern machine drum. The chro-
matic ascending and descending passages were carefully planned by the .
composer. Each drum recommences on the note on which it has previous- ‘ﬁ
ly halted, allowing the player full concentrat‘gg on one drum at a time.
See Blades, Percussion Instruments, p. 423, . ' | :




30

Aithough the work is on a smaller scale than the Spring Symphany, the
percussion secéién is used more exteﬁsively and the pitcﬂed instru-
ménts Play a larger role. As in Britten's éhamﬁer opera The Turn of
the Screw of fiye years earlier, the work is constructedbon a twelve-
| note theﬁé but-employsja basically diatonic»idiom.zs The Cantata is
in two parts, the first cohtaining seven sectiéns, tﬁ;'second con-
taining six. The two outer movements form the familiar Britten framé.
The~percussion instrumeﬁts are heard more frequently in these move-
ments, .as they had also been in the outer movements of the Spriﬁg
Symphony. |

As in the earlier work, the batteria éontaihs twélve instru-
menéé.'_However, the tenor drum, gong, vibraphone, and castanets have
- now been replaced by trianglé, tamtam, glockenspiel, and delesta. It
is signifié&nt that these are ali metal instruments, two of them Qith
meiodic functiop'in the upper range. This choice may have derived
from Britten's exposure to Balinése gémelan music during-his Far East

tour of 1956,27 although the bells and celesta had already been used

with brilliant effect in The Turn of the Screw.

6 For a discussion of the use of the theme, see Evans, The Music
of Benjamin Britten, pp. 433-436.

7 For a description ofvthg Far East tour, see Prince Ludwig of
Hesse, "Ausflug Ost," in Tribute to Benjamin Britten on his Fiftieth
Birthday, ed. Anthony Gishford (London: Faber, 1963), p. 56.




In theifirst and last movements the glockenspiel and bells
give festive colour to £hé‘§g§§lg. The glockenspiéi's three-bar
. phfase becomes a recurreﬁt themé at the end of>Soth movemeﬁts,
accompanied by rising glissandi fromvfhe bells‘(Example 9 be‘_low)."28
In the final movement the bellé are also given their own melodic

solo, which is a variant of the glockénspiel theme (score, pp. 88 -

93). Maeshoso
TMil.
o

Gock, [flE==n=

Comp. “?J’S"*

Ex. 9. Recurring theme for Glockenspiel and Tubular
Bells, first movement of Cantata Academica.

The glockenépiel is featured again, with‘célesta; in the

soprano solo Arioso con canto populare, the tenth. movement. Here

the two'bell-like instruments have a monocolouring function, holding
a high pedal on“dl and d2 throﬁghout, Qith the‘celesta sometimes
doubling the harp.  The xylophone pfovides melodic reinforcement in
the Scherzo, doubling the flute, piccdlo, énd first Qiolin parts
(score, pp. 38;41 and 48-49). | |

| The uhpitched instruments are psed,in similar ways, se%dom
played together but often heard thsecutively in short solos. The

long creséendo‘by the cymbal in the exposition of the fugue in Tema

_-28.Benjamin‘Britten, Cantata Academica Carmen Basiliense, Op. 62,

Hawkes- Pocket Scores (London: Boosey and Hawkes, 1960), pp. 9-11,

31
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-

Seriale con Fuga, has already been singled out (see page l4n.). The -

_side drum has an elaborate part in the Canone ed Ostinato. For al-

most the entire movement, it is played molto marcato semgre aolo in
a 1oné snceession of syncopated phrases requiring great concentra-
tion and.dexterity (score, PP. 74—87). |

Except for a short intervallic theme in the Scherzo, the
,timpaniis mainﬁfunction is to provide.pedal points in four movements
of this work. In the‘framing movements, it'holds a pedal on Gl’
‘which is the first note of the seriai theme. In the second ("mirror?)

1 and A1 which forms a rhythmical

ostinato with tne wind, brass, and double bass., In the ninth move-

movement, it has a chord of F

ment, Soli e.duetto, the C pedal is used as a punctuating accompani-
mentvto the solo bass voice.  Since these pedal points represent in
all cases. the note of the serial theme on which each respective move-
ment is based, it can be said thatvthé timpani is used thematicall&
in this work. In general however, the percussion writing is not in-
dependent in the Cantata, but lends colouristic ‘melodic, ;nd rhyth-
mic support to the rest of the orchestral texture. |

After Cantata Academica, probably in 1961 Britten wrote ‘a

short work for James Blades.29 Timpani Piece for Jimmx,is scored for

pedal-tuned timpani and piano and t akes one-and-a—half minutes to

2 See Blade's reference to this work in hia Drum Roll: A Pro-
fegsional Adventure from the Circus to the Concert Hall (London.
Faber and Faber, 1977), p. 229.
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perform. 30 It is worth mentioning as another indication of Britten's.
affection for this instrument, and, incidentally, for the indefatig—
" able percussionist who has helped to bring s0 many of Britten s per- o
..cussion scores to life since meeting'the composer in 1936

In the final period, from the War Reguiem (1961) onwards,
the emphasis on percusSion'increases in Britten's works. There is
greater metrical and textural independence from the rest-of the or—
chestra, -and unusual techniques and combinations within the percus—
sion ensemble. This new development in style which can be observed
in most of the_works of this period, was the result of the influence
on Britten of the 1955-56 tour to-the.Fsr East. During this trip, he
- was greatly impressed by the»Japanese Noh . theatre and by.the music of"

the Balinese gamelan orchestra. The exotic gamelan—like scoring in

The Prince of the Pogodas represents the first and most immediate re-
sult of the visit. Further influence is apparent in the choice of

_some of the instruments and techniques in the War Reguiem and is most

/
obvious in the wholly new idiom of Curlew River (1964). . f
'The War Requiem brought unexpected acclain for Britten from
around the world. This massive work is scored for soprano, tenor, and

baritone soloists, mixed chorus, boys' choir, full orchestra,.chamber

: L \\
orchestra, and organ. Each orchestra has:a percussion section, for

30 It is included, on side 2, on an excellent educational record,
introduced and explained by Blades: Blades on Percussion. The Voice .
of the Instrument. All About Music Series (Discourses ABK 13, 1973).
~There 18 a sixteen-page booklet enclosed on the history of percussion,
and descriptions of the instruments illustrated by Blades. The score
of the Britten work is unpublished. : .

\
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which six players are required,. four for the larger number of instru-

ments in the full orchestra, two for those in the chamber Orchestra.31
' ‘The full orchestra requires timpani and fourteen additional percussion
instruments: two side drums,:tenor drum,‘bsss drum, tambourine, triang-

le, cymbals, castanets whip, Chinese blocks, gong, bells (C and F1

-gharp), Vibraphone, glockenspiel and antique cymbals (C and F1
-sharp). It will be noted that half of this number consists of metallo-

phones. The percussion instruments in the- chamber orchestra are tim-

'pani, side drum, bass drum, cymbal, and gong.' The“vibraphone 1is used

for the first time‘slnce thevépring Symphony, and the antique Cymbals,i‘:
or finger cymbals, mske their.first appearsnce in Brit;en's non;theatri— |
~ ¢al works. Often referred to as_crotales;‘these instruments are“usually.
played in pairs, one held in eithervhand. If they sre suspended from - -
the index finger and thumb of one hand they can be played very fast,

1lke castanetsw.32 If a full set of crotales is to be used, they are
'Vmounted on a stand in keyboard order and are struck with beaters. Since
Britten specifies that . these: cymbals be tuned to C1 and Fl -sharp, and

‘he scores for an unusual tremolo from them in the Sanctus, it is clear

-

that he requires finger cymbals, noting "if Antique Cymbals are not
. o]

3L The only previous works which required as many percussion
players were Billy Budd (1951) and The Prince of the Pagodas. The
only subsequent work which requires’ more than these is the Children 8

Crusade (see below, page 43).
32

Smith Brindle, Contemporbry Percussion, p. 71.

.




available—-use untuned pi&x of small cymbals (cl’ashed)‘instead."33

The'vibraphone occurs only'onee in the War Requiem, asla

metallophone (played "without fans") combined with the glockenspiel,

antique cymbals, and bells; all of which introduce the Sanctus.

Two:

'metal'beaters are required to play the tubular bells, glving them a

much harder, mbre,metaliic.sound than that produced by the usual raw- -

hide hammers.

These four pitched instruments give an excellent

exampie of monocolouring function, providing an accompaniment of

"metal" tremoli (as opposed to membrane or wood) for the soprano part:

Ex.10.

§anctus from the War Requiem.
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The tremoll shown here are exceptional in that they imitate the slowly

accelerating, unmeasured tremoli of the Japanese drummers of the Noh

theatre, shown by the‘sign.dﬂ

33

,in the score. A few bars later the

Benjamin Britten, War Requiem, Op 66 (London Boosey and

Hawkes, 1962) p. 140,

35
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same instruments imitate the reverse effect, where_the tremoli

decrease in pace,.indicated thus'l“h~.._ The metrical freedom of

B

this section is further shown by the dotted“barlines and the lack
: of a metre signature.

Britten uses percussion for monocolouring in other sections
of this work. The gongs and bells reiterate the unifying tritone in

the opening Requiem Aeternam while the Libera Me is based on a con- ,

stant membranic background of the side, tenor, and bass drum.
Britten's tendencf to use'his percussion instruments con-

‘ segutively rather than-together isivery apparent-in the War Requiem.
In this work’hekuses the varied timbres and characteristics of wood,
| membrane, and metal instruments to contrast with andlcomplement each
other.in ‘ways not explored in previous non—staged works. in effect, |
the associative symbolism of the instruments begins to be. significant
This is particularly noticeable inrkhe use of the different types of
drums The dull thudding quality of the tenor drum is often associ—
ated with fatevand death. . Britten makes use of these associations in
| the Libera Me section of the Requiem. The tenor snd bass drums begin
the movement with a sombre, 1nexorable march rhythm which dominates .
the whole movement, shown in Example 11 on page 37 (score, p. 178).

| In the Dies Irae movement there~are several-occasions‘where,
instead of the timpani, the unpitched bass drum is preferred to under-
line the dark,phrases of the chorus and orchestra (for instance, see

score, pp; 72-73). This instrument is used frequently throughout the -

~work for a variety of purposes. It provides dynamic support, different

/
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Ex.11. Libera Me from the War Reguiem

14

rhythmic figurations, and colouristic effects. Most orchestrators

recommend restrained use of the bass drum, "yet nobody has complained

i

~vthat the - drum has been over-used in this WOT|

The timpani is used--as in the Nocturne—-for extensive and

highly'effective.dramatic~expression.' It often takes on a guasi-

obbligato. function in accompanying the baritone soloist. “In 0wen s
wrathful description of the huge gun, the timpanik arpeggios, played

L
fortissimo with hard sticks, present a sound image of the gun being

'-34 Smith Brindle; Contemporary Percussioné‘p. 131.
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raised to fire, as the baritone sings "Bevslowly lifted up, thou
.iong black arm " in Example 12 below (score, p. 67).
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'Ex; 12.“Reprssentation of the Gun in the War Regsiem,

' Iﬁ the closing solo fof baritone, dwen prophesies that futhre gesers—
tions will revolt against the world they inherit after the destruction
of war. At the words, "They will be swift wﬁth swiftness of the
tigress;" a_rhythm;c ostinato is begun by the solo timpani played withf‘
.side—drum sticks. fhe dreamlikelurgency‘of tbs’text‘is enhanced byvthe
-discrebantybih tempo between this bstinsto and the voicelthhe timpani

part is marked "deliberate—-no connection ‘with main tempo."35 This

> Britten,-WhrbReguiem, p. 224,
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~ disjunct rhythm and tempo between voice and drum is followed

7_ent metre changes, both early indications of the non- alignment
L?le‘which became so prominent in Britten' s later works. |
The‘metrical irregularities, choice of instruments, and ther
tal tremolo technique make the War Reguiem the first of Britten s
i.age works to. reveal the influences of his. oriental experience.

In his next major work“with percussion, Britten returns to a

“clas

g#4cal form and title. This is the Symphony for.Cello and Orchestra,

’: op. 68 (1963) It is one of five works WTitten for the great Russian

stisla¥ Rostropovich, and it is the longest purely instrumen-‘
hat Britten produced. |
The percussion scoring in.this work shows an equal division
between membrane and metal instruments, with the whip as the only in—
strument made of wood The instruments specified are bass drum, tenor
drum, side drum, tambourine, gong, tamtam, cymbals, vibraphone and whip.
For the first time the composer distinguished between the gong and the
tamtam, requiring both. The percussion instruments are used in several
remarkable passages of considerable ingenuity. JIn the first movement.,
the bass drum and gong support the c0ntrabassoon tuba, and double

36

_bass. In the vivo section of this movement, crescendi by the solo:

timpani (with side drum and cymbal) accompany the high strings and

.36 Benjamin Britten, Symphonj for Celio and Orchestra, Op. 68
(London: Boosey and Hawkes, 1964), pp. 1-42. o
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‘rapid scale-passages in the solo cello part. Flute and vibraphone

V(played with fans) arenused.in similet COntrasting roles in the

40

‘;winds. In the third movement, a‘timpani obbligato is combineo with

the solo cello part and extends into the cadenza, shown in Example' B

13 below (score, p. 86).
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 Ex. 13, 'Cadenza linking third and fourth movements, S o
: Cello Symphonx. ‘ . ' L
Percussion 1s also used for contrasting tone- -colour. In ' ' vooad
the second movement the Eambourine~provides a suitable foil to the: -

final.?eesacaglia: L B o - =
Once again and . for the 1ast time, the timpani is used as.the

¥

sole percussion instrument in Cantata Misericordium, Op. 69 (1963)

2
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Written for'the centenary -of the Red CrOss'in Ceneva, the work is

‘scored for tenor and baritone soli, chorus, and orchestra The tekt
. o , :
is by Patrick Wilkinson and recounts the parable of the Good Samari-

- tan. As in the War Requiem, Nocturne, and Saint Nicolas, the pre—‘
sence’ of a narrative seems to have stimulated Britten s expressive

“writing for the timpani.

Between Cantata Misericordium and Children s Crusade Britten ,?

wrote the church parables, along with two shorter works Hankin Boohz,

(1966)——1ater incorporated into the Suite on English Folk Tunes, Op

90 (l974)-—and The Building of the House, Op. 79 (1967) In. the latter

Britten s delight in metal percussion at this time is shown by- his '

. [
scoring for four of these instruments with only the. side drum, to make :

.‘,up the percussion section. The xylophone part requires three mallets
to play three-note chords.

1

Children s Crusade, Op. 82 (1969) is the largest score- that

~ | o
' Britten wrote for percussion. It is tbe gylmination of a lifelong

interest in this section of the orchestra. With the possible exception .
S e .

of his 1ast opera, Death in Venice, this work exploits the dramatic

potential of percussion more than any of his otherﬁtzrks. '

Donald Mitchell describes the impact of this woxk scored for -

‘an orchestra of percussion instruments. : Lo e
o .
‘ One of the most remarkable aspects of the Crusade, indeed
1is the sharply etched musidal depiction of the incidents ‘-"“p
 which make up Brecht's searingly poignant narrative of the -
~ Tost, wandering "five and fifty" children, harassed by war, -
blinded by blizzards, homeless and direction—less,atheir '
{ only aim to find a land "here peace reigis.” The Crusade
« . is a cantata, but the music is felt throughout with a dra-
o matic iutensity which’ brings -to vivid>life pot only the '
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principal figures in the band--the anxious leader,
for example, the little Jew ("Velvet Collar'"), the
drummer-boy, or the boy from the Nazi Legation--
but the events by which they are overtaken and the
pitiful efforts they make to alleviate their.
plight.37

[¢] o°

. The work 1is seoredufor children's voices, two pianos, a

small organ (chamber-or electronic), two conductors, and two large

groups of percussion. The solo group requires six players, while

the tutti group should be "as large as possible" to play any number

of nineteen_different'instruments. A three—page“preface in the
scorefe#plains details of notatioﬁ, voices; percussion, and special ’
instruments. Because of the pre—eminence of percussion in this

work, and to Aemonstrate the relationship between;the two groups éné

the way in which they are 1aidaout in the score, the instruments are

listed on the following page, ia;Iable 3.

The three categories of the Tutti group,--1. Tuned, 2. Rhyth-

mic, and 3. Clashed -or Ringigg&—sre_llsted as such in the score. This

avoids t?e nEcessity of naming each Qnstrument, and reduces the stave
requirements to one staff for the Tuned section and two extra lines for
the other two sections. The instruments of the solo group are apeci-

L‘

filed by the player responsible, 8o that the fourth and fifth players

sometimes have a complete staff when their. tuned instruments are used,

o

 otherwise one’llne each suffices. The opening of the work 'is shown in

Example L4 on page 44.

= 2

S 37 Donald Hitchell brochure for Benjamin Britten: Children's

Q;ggggg, with the Wandsworth School Boys' Choir, conducted by
RusseIi Burgess (Decca SET 445, 1970), p. 4.

e -

o -
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PERCUSSION INSTRUMENTS - IN CHILDREN'S CRUSADE

. TABLE 3
38

1 SOLO GROUP:

" 2nd

‘1st Player

.Small Gong, Bass Drum (variable)* ) A
: . Cymbal (suspended), Wood Block

- 3rd Triangle, Side Drum
4th” " : Tabor, Glockenspiel, Tambourine,
Bells .
5¢th " Tenor Drum, Xylophone, Glocken—
, splel
6th " Small Cymbal, Large Cymbal (sus—
' pended), Gong, Tamtam, Scrgper*
* e Special Instruments, see below, (page 45).

II TUITI GROUP:

|
"as large as'possible, but care must be taken
not to swamp the voices or other instruments."
Any number of the following:

~

1. TUNED . o 2, RHYTHMIC 3. CLASHED OR RINGING:
Bells (tubular) Side Drum . Cymbals (clashed)
Xylophone Tenor Drum : Triangle
Vibraphone Tabor ' + Gong or Tamtam
Glockenspiel Bass Drum - Anvil
Celesta Woodblocks Cowbells

etc. Tambourine Sleighbells
Castanets etc.
Rattle )
Triangle
Cymbals (suspended)
etc.
.
- 38

Benjamin Britten, Children's Crusade, Kinderkreuzzug Op. 82

A Ballad for children's voices and orchestra. Words by Bertolt
Brecht, English translation by Hans Keller (London. Faber Music,

1972), pp viii and 1.

.0
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Slow and solemn (d=100)

Lento e solenne
. .
o A—-——:
1 (Tuned) §_ o= ——
A}J ey
g 107 - ~
2 (Rhythmic) H_W%‘//%WW
E s :\""‘ (irreguiar patterns) PP
. * I
3 (Clashed) g - ——
. J ~
r‘“nG"." sble) 21 * i - s
ass Drom{vari . -ﬁ> o .
: dim . D ————
Cywbal (suspended) Cyn-r N ﬁ{ \
Bood Block B :
Yriangl — |
l:de r.- §- T
dim.and rall. R ———
Tabor .Glockenspie! é 4 M, ' .
Tembour ine T——, . T N
Bells g === dimandrall. —
U > . . —
T [ —p—1-
o e : ==
Glockenspiel 0 ———
Scraper 5aall Cysbel dimand rall.
Large Cymbal (suspended)
Gong . Teaten
9
i
Electronic organ — " Py
S —
N
URIS. g LT
) ~ J > > 2 2 Y ‘l JI. “ ‘l J"A )I- o —
Teetles 12 Mt = EEE e
‘ ' In  Po - land, in nine-teen thir-ty - pine,
CHORUS n Uf?‘ls' ﬁln) Po)- len, in Johr Neunund - drei-ssig
" 55X — 3K I ]
Altos 1,2 “x P j‘! .{‘1' 5 f .lq fq El' vﬂ Vn ﬁg —4—
- . .In Po 7‘ land, in nine-teen thir-ty - nine,
. In Po - len, in Jahr Neun-und - drei-esig
Slow and solemn (J+100) ‘
Lento ¢ solenne
Piano 1
Piano 2

Ex. 14. The Opening of Children's Crusade.
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Trgditidnal key‘and metre signatures are hardly used. Tempil,
hdﬁeyer, are indicated pfeciseiy with meﬁrondme markings, as they
change throughdut. Sometimes (score, p. 22) two differept tempi.occur
simultaneously. The metrical and rhythmical non-alignment, together
with the unmeasured tremolandi and‘nOﬁational irregularities, are'
further examples of Britten's»"oriental"(gtyle, spgcifically developed
during the writing of the thrch parables.

Two special instruments are £equired:'one bass drum with
variable pitch and another to imitate ‘a ddg's bark, James Blades
describes in detail his attempts to fulfill thesé,requirehents. A
notched bamboo scraper used in Latin American orchestras, the reso-
reso, gave the most:realistic sound for the dog;‘"Placed with théu
open end on a desk or a drum and 'rasped' w;tﬁ a'steel rod, this
'primitivé' instrument produced a healfhy bark. When scrgped gently
with a pencil or the slender shaft of a xylophoné beater a faiﬂter_
'woof'! was Produced."39 The variabig bass drum was much more difficult

to find, and Blades had to experiment with several alternatives befofg

he céme up with a %olution:

I finally threaded a cord through the centre of a
singleheaded drum and applied the tension by pul-
ling the cord. An appreciable rise and fall was

produced, leading me .to secure the end of the gut

39 Blades, Drum Roll, b; 250.

E.C
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string to an upright post fixed to the side

of the drum, and applying variable pressure.

to the string in the manner the pitch is ‘
changed on the double bass. When used in the’
orchestra one player varies the pressure on

the gut string whilst simultaneously bowing

it with a 'cello bow, while another performer
plays a tremolo on the drumhead with two soft-.
headed drumsticks.*0

" The completed drum is illustratéd below, in Figure l.w

Fig. 1. Bass drum with variable pitch,
" Children's Crusade.

: {?e work begins with a loud crash of all the instruments
togetherf'playing'unmeasﬁred, decreasing tremoli, as the chorus in

recitative style introdg?as the story.41 This crash; of solo and/or

4Q o \ ST
Ibid., see also Example 14 for glissando in the score.

41 Britten, Children's Crusade, pp. 1-16. - b*‘ 




v tggt}_groupe followei’by recitative, formezthe unifying freme which
recurs twice nore during the work. The first recurrenCe'is veryvsoft
and slow to illustratevthe musing of a commentator on the story,
"Whenever I close my eyes, I see them" (score, pp. 91—100);_ The last
use 6f the framing device is at thé end of the\wotk (score, pp. 102-
7 103), again very quiet andvsolemn, tq‘emphasize the tragic notice
e dangiing from the dogis "scraggy" neck:\"Please come and help uef
Where we‘are weveannot»sey ‘e the'deg knows the way." Between tbese
framing seEtions there afe charecter sketches and drematic events .
which form_a:continuous narrative. | |

Examples of associlative scoring abound in this work. Apart
from the obvious screper representing the deg's Bark,.sinéleiinetru-
ments are chosen ferbotherieharacters: theisolo tambOufine'introduces
| the Little Jew; the bass drum éives a‘sonbre‘picture of the Naziibof;
the triangle and tenor drum show the cheerfui drummer boy, 1onging:to
play his drum but anxious that it should not betray the children's
location. Groups of instruments portray different events: the metal
group ef'gong, tamtam, bells,and vibraphone clang solemniy for the
funeral of the Little Jew;"dtums, cymbals, tamtam, and wbodbiocks

imitate the guns and bombs of the war that the children wander into.42

42 Compare this picture of war with the side drum's "stuttering
rifles".and "wailing shells" in the tenor solo of the War Requied,
pPP. 18—19. ‘
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Metal instruments with éanelan—like pianos introduce a reflec-
tive episode after the funeral ("So there,was faith,.there was hope
too"). The dry»membranes of the drums give a vividfimpreSSion‘oflthev,
1lost children finding a.signpost turmed around in the snow: the alter-
nate drum taps of tenor drum, bass drum, tabor, and side drum indicate
their, indecision ‘in looking for the way to go (score, pp. 78~ 80) The
only adult that the children encounter; a dying soldier, is character-
ized by the pianos, more "adulth instruments than the multiple percus-
sion. “ -

For this bleak story of wartine refugees, Britten's percussion
orchestra wes an,inspired‘choice. Historical'associations with both -
‘soldiers and children make these instruments a most appropriate vehicle
‘for a work about children attempting to escape the ravages of war. In

addition the use. of percuSSion enables a 1arge group of children to

perform the work themselves, although the impact of this work is far

from childish As Donald Mitchell points out: "Surely it~ is the case .

here that, though Britten uses children as performers and marvellously -
exploits their musical abilities, the musical experience the work

reveals is of an order quite distinct from the actual nature of the

.forces_employed."43

'There remain three non-staged works with'percussion, written in.

1974, 1975, and 1976. A.Time There Was--Suite on English Folktunes, Op.

90 is a cheerful work which’employs percussion in all ekcept one of its

i

( |

43 Mitchell, brochure for Children's Crusade, p. 4.
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five sections. fhe timpani opene the first movement with a boisterous
rhythm in 18’ setting the tempo and pitch. A bell.is used with the

horns and harp in the second movement and the tamburo has a dominating

ostinato throughout Hankin BoobXJ the third movement (score, p. 40—41).
The timpani part (with skde drum and bass drum) in the final éong,

Lord Melbourne is as much tonal as rhythmical, as it has a slowly
. “ : _

rising‘chromatic écaie, oner,sevefal bars.
" Phaedra, a dramatic cantata for mezzo—soprano and small orches-

tra, employs three metel instruments, timpani, and two drums. There is

a transparent.texture throughout, and the different colours of bell,

_ cymbal, gong, timpani; and tenor and bass drums are clearly discernible.

Dry timbres are produced from the gong and timpani by the use of hard

‘sticks and, in one instance, a ruthe—switch 45 Pnaedra's madness ié-.

conveyed by an ostinato pattern played on the cymbal bass drum, and

~ tenor drum (score, pp. 11, 16, 19, and 38). This 1s one of the compos-

g er's.most economical ecores, with dramatic effects created tnrOugh

timing and contrast.
-

Welcome Ode, Op. 95 for young people's chorus and orchestra 1is
a five-movement work of approximately eight minutes duration. Two of
the movements are purely_instrumental. The first of these, the Jig,

has a'cnmulative'texture with different instruments added gradually

hé Benjamin Britten, Suite on. English Folk Tunes. 'A Time There
Was..., Op. 90. (London: Faber Music, 1976), pp. 50-51. o

45

- ‘Benjemin Britten, Phaedra, Op. 93 (London: Faber Music, 1977),
'p. 36' v ’ V ‘

\
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until the final tutti. This cumulative instrumentation in the rest

of the orchestra 1s also followed in the writing for percussion. The
L ) .
triangle is the only percussion instrument for eight bars. 46 A solo _

ostinato for the side drum follows, joined by the tambourine and then.

by the timpani, there is no perCussion used in the second instrumen—
tal movement, Modulation. This was Britten's last completed work,

finished four months before he died in December, 1976.

8

46 Benjamin Britten, Welcome Ode, Op 95 for Young People's
Chorus and Orchestra (London Faber Music, 1977), pp. l4-21.
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CHAPTER II

PERCUSSION IN THREE FULL-SCALE OPERAS

The growing importance of percussion in Britten's staged works

can be followed through three of the full-scale operas. Peter Grimes

e SR

. (1945) was his first and most famouS'example‘of this medium. Death
in Venice (1973) was his last operatic venture. Both of these'operas
deal with tragedy; the plight of an individual at odds with society;

struggling against the psychological and physical destruction that in-

evitably awaits him. A Midsummer Night's Dream (1960) comes from the
-middle period of Britten's creativeyoutput) and, as a comedy, provides
a contrast to the other,two worke. Although it uses a smaller orchee- : '. : i
tra'and hae fewer choruse§, it ie considered a»full—scaie rether than
a’chamber opera. ihe intricacies of the plot, the,fuil—bodied'treat4
ment of". orchestral and vocal forces, and its length of nearly two-and-

a-half hours make it comparable with thelother 1arger operas.

PETER GRIMES

'So much has been written on the subject of Peter Grimes that it
would be superfluoys to include yet another synopsis and character study

" of the opera. However, Arthur Oldham's description of its first recep-

&

tion serves as a remi’ger of its significance 1in the history of opera'

~impact on the musical world of the first performance

ter Grimes on 7th June, 1945, at ‘Sadler's Wells

Meltre, was immense. At first the reaction was ‘astonish-
ment. Later it changed to delight mingled with apprehension.

51
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The explanations followed. The majority of people before

‘that night would not have believed it possible that an

English composer was about to make a contribution to oper-

atic literature which would not only be on a level equal to

the highest contemporary musical standards, but becomg a : 1
major box-office attraction in the repertory of theatres g B
throughout the world. Since the death of /Purcell, many : '
English composers had attempted to do the same thing; all
to a greater or lesser degree, had failed.

: Thirty—four years after thevopera's premieref Peter Grlmes-is‘
still a "major'box—offloe attrection" and has become part of the stand-
ard repertoire of the major opere houses of the world. 'Its success has
stimulated other oontemporary Englisn oomposers to venture into this
medium. "Peter Grimes,was‘uni?ersgllyIrecognizeddas_a~symbol of the
renascenoe;of English opera; end its success went‘far to break down the
inferiority under which'English_opera:had 1eboured:for so manp years.'_'2

. This opera is uritten for a large castiand orchestra lncluding
an off—stage pipe-organ and dance-band. In addition to the - timpanist,
two performers are required to play ‘thirteen percussion instruments,

four of which are pitched. The percussion 1nstrumentation consists.of

timpani, side drum, tenor drum, bass drum, tambourine, cymbal triangle, L

i

- gong, whip, rattle, xylophone, tubular bells, and celesta

-~

vl Arthur Oldham, "Peter Grimes: The Music; the Story not Excluded," ‘ S
Benjamin Britten: A Commentary on His Works from a Group of Specialists, .

- eds. Donald Mitchell and Hans Keller (New York: Philosophical Library, C .
1952), p. 101. Synopses and character studies for this opera can be ,
found in this work and in books by Eric Walter White, Patricia Howard,
and Charles Stuart. Excellent analyses 'of Peter Grimes by Peter Evans, ‘ o .

'R. Gary Deavel, and Peter Garvie are also listed in the Bibliography. . -

. 2'ErioWalter ﬁhite,‘The Rise of English Opera, with an introduc-
tion by Benjamin Britten (New York: Philosophical Library, 1951), p. 168.

o




In spite of the number of instruments required, the percussion -

writing is concentrated mainly on the timpani and other drums and the
cymbal. The rattle is heard only once, at the beginning of the last
interlude, and the pitched instruments other than the timpani are re-

" served for specialieffects.

- The Interludes
The six orchestral interludes which separate the scenes of the
three acts are much more‘than merely instrumental pauses in the drama.
They dre highly diverse’in thelir formallstructure, style, and_texture;
_The ﬁirst,‘third;.and fifth interludes functionlas.prologues to each
act,yintroducing a musical picture of the time ofbday inrwhich the
following scene,takes place The second fourth, and sixth interludes
¢

are more profound commentaries on the action and serve as cumulative.
'images of Grimes' psychological disintegration. Three of the inter—
vludes are evocative seascapes conveying the mood of the sea at dawn,
in a storm, and in moonlight. | ’
| The first of thé_siniinterludes convevs a sound-picture of the
_sea ‘at dawn. Its structure consists of the alternation of three'motié‘

'

vically contrasted sections played by different instrumental groups.3'

It demonstrates Britten 8 tendency to divide his orchestra into differ-'v

f:ized groups instead of concentrating on ‘massive tgtti

vred tybe of orchestration is most apparent in Britten's .
Young Person 8 Guide to the Orchestra, and in the Rring

53
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e shuddering quality._ These three motives, played consecutively, nake up

54

effects.‘ The first motive is-announced by the flutes‘andyviolinSQ ihis '
is foiloWed by thebsecondNnotive of arpeggii from the clarinets, harp,
and violas. This vave—like effect'is further.enhanced hy a”qoiet'roll

on the suspended cymbal (played with a soft stick) which evokes the
seaspray This use of the cymbal is one of the most memorable sound—

.pictures of the whole opera

Lento e tranquillo B

Cymb susp (soft atick) j MW-M
‘ DR TR ) S s
Clar. (éL = ‘;5-’?7;:%-.‘?: Pt g g —— '

Hps. - =7 e E<=—T,-

i ——— =

Ex. 15. Seaspray effect in:Interiude_l; Peter Grimes.5

Theithirdvmotive.of‘the interlude consists of slow sostenuto chords
: played hy the-brass,,bassoons, and\the 10wer<strings; ‘These are 8uppor—

ted by tremoli from the timpani and bass drum which provide a mysterious,

LU
+

.a remarkable picture of the quiet sea in eariy morning andzcontinue into

LD

scene 1 as the background for the opening chorus,:"Oh hang at open doors
the net, the cork " This interlnde music recurs, as a characteristicv
framing device, at the end of'the opera. Several days iater itvis early @“

14

morning once more, and the finalvchorus'USes the'same'melody‘fbr-nTo.

5\

4 "Has a cymbal note ever conveyed 80 eerily and overwhelmingly the
salt and sound of remote surf on a lonely shore?" See Charles Stuart, R
Peter Grimes, Covent Garden Operas Series (London' Bbosey and'Hawkes,
1947), p [ , L B S :

’ Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes. - An Opera in Three Acts. and a Pro-
logue derived from the poem of George Crabbe Op. 33._ Words by Montague c
~ Slater (London: Boosey and Hawkes, 1963), p. 27 o o L |




those who'pass, the Borough sounds'betray the cold beginning of another

4]
day." The villagers g0 . about their work as before apparently obli—
vious that they have driven Grimes to sink himself and - his boat out at

‘sea. The listener is " left with this image of the sea, the splash of

foamgfrom‘the cymbal, the‘strong ebb "atid flow of_the tide suggested by'
) e ‘ . - B , v o

" timpani and bass drum rolls. _ ‘ S T

The second interlude is also‘a,seascape,bbut thistone showslthet

-
v

 fury of a storm.Q. it is a.dramatiC"evocation on three'levels:iit
-evokes the natural elementS’OVerwhelming the village, theivillagers'
,growing anger towards Grimes, and Grimes internalized savage distress.

Unlike the first interlude, the percussion is here used throughout.

‘There is an expressive part for pedal timpani which gives rhythmic and"

B harmonic support to the main theme played by the strings._rThere are

Substantial parts for the gong, side-drum, and tambourine in addition
- to those for'the timpani ’bass drum, and cymbal 7

The second interlude 18 a massive four—part rondo extending

through thirty—two pages (score, pp 135 168) Part of the opening

theme which recurs three times, is shown in Example 16 on page 56 with

- | .
. 6 Storms on the. East coast of England still bring_floods, fear, )

and destruction to the inhabitsnts. the Moot ‘Hall in Aldeburgh used to-
stand in the middle of the. town, but now it is almost at the edge of .

~ fhe beach. 1In 1953 severe storms and floods left 32,000 homeless: and
307 dead in this area.. Protective sand-banks were built to repair

the sea. walls, and government assistance was. required fOr the survivorsgw-

o T There is a fine recording of the second'Interlude (with c;earer
percussion than on the Decca recording of the complete opera) ‘performed
- by Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic on A Tribute to Benjamin ‘

7 Britten (Columbia 34529, 1977) - _

I
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the timpani's rhythmic and.harmonic emphasis (score; p. 135).

Presto con fuoco o o o /

Tnnr Solo

.—%&E’Wﬁ =]

& molto peracnee

I E

Ex. 16. Opening bats of Interlude IT (timpani, lower
) strings only).

The paﬁtern of the rondo is ABACADA. As ghe storm bpilds,
more‘percussion instruments are used in eacﬁvsuclessi§e section.  The
bass drum's oyinpus rumble is heard first in aecti&n:B. In section C
the gong and side-drum are added to it. Here the side drum's alterna-

—tive beats are 'on the rim" JJJJJJ } Vgiving added 1mpe‘t:us to

the rising tension. With the storm at its height in section D tim-
pani, cymbal, and tambOurine appear with the previous instruments

(excluding the gong). Although this climax of the‘interlude contains
the thickest texture oﬁ tutti scofing, the percussion instruments are

played consecutively rather than simultaneously, or in pairs of con-

trasting tone colour. Bass drum rolls and a cymbal clash alternate

',mwith'rapid,staccato eighth—notgs fromwthéwtimpaniuand.side<drun. Tre- . .
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moli on the tambourine convey the howling wind and rising waves. In
the last twenty-three bars of gradual crescendo the bass drum plays
reiterated triplets with‘side drum‘sticks, y;ei.ﬁng to a long tremolo
on the suspended cymbai, played with soft sticks. The whole orchestra
ends with a loud staccato chord, as the curtain rises on scene ii, in-
side The Boar Inn. The psired erums snd tambourine are illustrated

.

below in Example 17 (score,vp.v159).

a tempo ' " largamente
o~ =m===s=ssiiE = =1 —_—————
- - 3-__71.f?|71x T q X
e — — [ o
} qﬁ 334 334
»™ ~ =
o 1269 I ST T
1 ¢¢o-¢ E;T: - -
: . 8D , 13 e: ' < J 3 .| ! JTI -3 B}
; S = +—¥; ¢
S B ——

Ex. 17. Paired percussion in the "Storm" interlude.

. Two aspects of these final bars Qf the interlude are
characteristic of Britten's methods for achieving dramatic impact .
' Both methods have already been noted in connection with the non—staged
works, and they occur again in subsequent operas of this study. The

e

first is the long tremolo with crescendo by the cymbal, previously en-

countered in Canadian Carnival (1939), and appearing again in Cantata

Academica (1959), (see sbo#e, Chap. I, pp. l4and 31). The second

aspect is the tutti crescendo to a loud chord, which then leaves a sing-

le percussion instrument as the only accompaniment to solo voices. At

this point in Peter Grimes, the climax of the storm gives way to a

tremolo from the bass drum as the sole background to Mrs. Sedley s and

Auntie tg rec;tative .
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The music of Iﬁterlude‘Ii extends into the following scene,
in the Boar's £nn, but it is reétricted to occasions when different
peopie enter ‘the inn. Each time they struggle with the aoor, the
stofm ;usic_blo&s in with them, like the raging wind and rain;'until‘
they manage to fasten the door securely against .it.

| The third interlude, at the beginning of Act II, is in ternéry
form. In: contrast with the "Stq;m" interlude, but in common wi&h
Fnterlude_I; it produces the quiet.moodbof_an early morning. It is -
_Sunday, énd‘thé village and the sea are at rest. ihe ove%all calm
effect comes f?om an ostigatb of overlapping thirds, rising and falling,
played by the horns. This gibes a strange impressidp of bells, which
.in fact are heafd'at the bLginning'of ;he foilowing scene.’ ‘Resfrained‘
ﬁée is made éf the percuséion, only the cyybal‘and timpani being
required. Thié interlude also doés not end with the opehing of scene
i. After tﬁe curtain rises, the orchestra continues to evoke,a‘cheer?
ful picture of Sunday morning. Church bells annouﬁce the service of |
gatius, which then commences with a hymn éccompénied‘by an offstage
pipe-organ (?core, p. 254).

Betw;en the raising of the curtain and the first h&mn, there
are ten éagés of music for church béils. The first five pages (score,
PP. 243-248§ coﬁtain the interlude music, with an'off—stagé church bell .
in Béflat.%nd éong prov{ﬁing rhythmic support. As the-o;gan bggins,

the1gong c%ases, and the church bell (now on E-flat) commences a ‘con-

‘ctnuous beat of half—notes through the last five pages (score, pp.
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249—253). This is a faithful reprod@ctionﬂéf the s;und to be heard
in most English counﬁ}y towns; at approkimately 10:55 a.m. oﬁ‘any.
Sunday morning, whenva single beil riﬁgs toiremind latecomers that
. the sgpvic; is ébout to beg:ln.'8 |

This last secfibn of the interlude deQOnstfqtes an example of
the monocolouring fdnction of métal percussion (the cymbal is .

occasionz;ly heard, as well as the gong and bells). Similar examples

of this function by metallophones have been observed in the non-staged

works (the Spring Symphony [1949], Cantata Academica‘[1959], and the

’ War.Reguiem [1961]; see Chap. I). The most celebrated example ofvbeli

. ‘\\: o
writing in Britten's operatic works occurs.in The Turn of the Screw
(1954) (see Chap. III). Excebt for the introduction to Canadian

Carnival (1939) (where two cymbals only were used), the third interlude of

" Peter Grimes contains the first appearanéevof meta1<percussion in a
monocolouring réle in Bri;ten's works.

Interlude IV is onme of Britten's most famous passacaglias._ It
is published separately as Opus.33 and it.is often performed witﬁ the
Four Sea Interiudes, op. 33R in orchest;al programs. There are forty‘

.

statements qf theiground, which is a modified version of Grimes' cry

of despair after he has struck Ellen during their argument in the first

" 8 Many English churches, including Aldeburgh, still have a peal

of at least eight bells, which are usually rung on Suridays and festivals.
The skilled art of bell-ringing continues to be a cherished hobby for
Englishmen, and bell-ringing teams frequently travel to distant churches
to compete with each other. ' '

0 -
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scene of Act II. This "fate" motive9 is shown in Example 18 (seore,

p. 282).

a tempo, energico

- . o - A TS
) L 3 —P AR _Pp-—p s —ft b= #
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g Sobe R,._ And God have mer - cyu-pon maet
» ‘ .

- Ex. 18. Peter's "Fate" motive, Act II, scene 1.

y

The grdhndvof the passacaglia extends this motive from four

beats to eleven. This enables each successive stétement to start on

-a different beat in the bar, an example of Britten s interest 1n metri-

cal freedom. The thirty—fifth statement of the ground by the timpani,

S {s shown in Example 19 (score, p. 362).

con sldncio . | o ‘ \ :
5 ‘ , -

1—%
nnnnn

Ex. 19. Passacaglia: statement_of thexground by timpani.
In this'{nterlnde, seven different'bercussion instruments are

used, but of these only the drums are given‘major parts in announcing

the ground.

Since,the tenor drum 1s unpitched,

&

ments in the last five repetitions.
¢ v '

? R. Gary Deavel "A Study 6f Two Operas by. Benjamin Britten:
Peter Grimes and The Tuwn of the Screw" (Ph ,D. dissertation, University

.of Rochester, - 1970), p. 84. -

The timpani contributes melodic as well eslrhythmic‘state— ‘
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it beats the rhythm only, in statements 19-24. The side drum, also
unpitched, plays the rhythm.of the gr;und in‘stafements 28 and 29,'andb
1s accompanied by the ;ambourine to give extra colour and rhythmic
coﬁtrast. |

Part of the complefe stateméntloflthe ground consists of two
short trémqli, played by percuséion,‘over'the repeatéd fin;I F. Each 
time.the,a;nouncihg instruments of the éround are changed, tbe-ﬁércus-
sion instrgment'&hich plays thé tremoli 1s changéd also. . For exampie,,
. étateﬁenté I throﬁgh 11 are anhounced by cellos_ahd déubleebasées, with
timpani tremoli. In statements 12 to 14, the gfound is played by bas-
'sooné, double-bassobn, ﬁorhs;htuba,\cellos,.aﬁd”bagsesf These stateménts_
use tremoli by the bass-drum only. Statements 15 to 18 are’giveﬁ'to the

solo harp, and'the tremoli are now played by the gong. It is only in

R

vjthé‘i;st three Statemghts that aniadditiopal percuésion-instrupent is
used for the~tfémoli. Here, the suspendedbcyﬁﬂal joins the bass. drum.
Inlalllp:evioﬁs sgatements of the ground, only one‘ﬁercussipn 1nétrumént
at a ﬁime was giyén this function.-'Iﬁ Example>20, the fifteentﬁ state-

ment of the ground is shown, ﬁlayed by the harp and goﬁg‘(écore, p. 354).

. . s

Pl

1 $olo destinde

Ex. 20. Harp and Cong,fétatement 15 of the passacagiia.
- The economical use of percussion instruments for the tremoli
“as well as in statements of the ground indicates once more Britten's

preference far consecutive changes of tone colour rather than for the

@



composite‘sound.of the.instruments played simultaneously. In addition;
\this interlude shows the use of monocolouring function by the membrano-
phones, in contrast to the metallophones used An Interlude ITII. Four
¢ ,

of the seven percussion instruments are drums, which monopolize percus-
- sion statements of the ground and'the tremoli‘effect. There occur only vé
two examples out of forty where non~-drums play “the tremoli These instru—
ments are the gong (see Example 20 on page 61 ) and the suspended cymbal
at the end of the passacaglia. The tambourine provides a mixed colour:
of membrane and metal and is used for neither statement for tremoli func-
tion. |

The.passacaglia ends as the‘curtain_risesvon‘Act’II, scene ii;
.when Grimesbenters‘his hut in a "towering ragel" The passacaglia, with
Grimes""fate" motive as a ground, accentuates his obsessive state of~mind
and-the.inexorable‘fate that awaits him. ﬁy using the same.motive as in
the previous chorus "Grimes is at his exercise" (score, pp. 283- 304), |
Britten conveys the grim determination of the villagers to destroy Grimes.

The fifth interIude, at the beginning of Act 11T, is the last
of the sea—pictures, entitled "Moonlight" in_the separate'publication of |
the interludes;~ It‘is monothematic, nith sustained syncopated chordsl
indicating the quiet surge'of~the sea on a moonlit night. For half the :

" length of the interlude (score, pp. 396-406), no percussion is used at

' all._ Then, against a background of tremoli on the timpani the xylophone

suggests splashes of moonbeams reflected on the wavetops;' Its octave

leaps are doubled by the flute, piccolo, and harp. The brittle tone .

162
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of the xylophone is particularly effective here, and comes as a sur-~

prise after the previous lack of percussion (score‘ p- 404)

Andante comodo e rubato-

— —

Tirp. n‘r
b m-—,.lv_ O =2 = - P ——
e— —{ =cmee— QM. Zip) i | S—
Xylo. '3 B- . . . _—— Py f——
Pl S W S L . Y I I e
Perc. o R et STy - | B3P T - S 4 o s & . e e s 2w b o S
b - T 3 1 J Ay L 4 A D &y X ;ﬁ; » n
e b e P “J—‘“"*; o g, B ] — J
T sempre aim.

Ex. 21. .Xylophone indicating reflected light, Interlude V.

Like the celesta the - xylophone makes only rare appearances. in

this opera. Apart from its use in this interlude, the only other sub— o

stantial pert for it.occurs in Act I, scene i. There again, it is re-
’served for a speciai effeot: the click’of the cepstan as Balstrode

and Keene help haul in Grimes' boat (score,. pp. 62-66)} The interlude
in Act III ends uith the opening of scene i,;where the;Barn.Dance takes
over. e ' L

The sixth and final interiude is thertest and least struc-
-tured. It extendsnoverfonly four'pages of fulluscore (8core, pp. 484~
488) and containS'distorted motives from the whole opera. It acts as

a short prelude to Grimes' disintegration, before he enters exhausted
and insane to sing his last soliloquy. Once again very little ‘percus-

sion 1is used.- The'timpani is required in the first four bars. In the

middle of the interlude, the tambourine has a long tremolo, ending with

a short rising motive from the xylophone. As in the previous interlude,

*

AS

the_gylophone is doubled with the flute, piccolo, and harp. No other

percussion is used, It is as if all the storm, fury, and strenmgth of
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~ the preceding events of the drama have done their worst and subsided
The dramatic temperature has dr0pped to allow the final denouement to

be enacted with greater impact.

The :Vocal Music
Timpani and drums are the .chief percussion instruments used to

accompany the voices They provide rhythmic support and additional
colour, mainly in recitatives and choruses. Many of‘thebconcerted en;
sembles and solo arias contain no percussion at all Its»absence'is a
conscious technique used by Britten to create as much dramatic effect ‘
as its presence,does. A striking example occurs in Act l, scene i1 at -
The Boar Inn. The'feeling of‘the villagers‘has hardenéd‘againstfcrimes,»’
v'and Boles has picked a fight with him. ‘To'redUCe theitension,'Ned.
Keene starts a round "01d Joe has gone fishing. The timpani;is chosen‘
as the sole instrument to keep all ‘the voices in strict rhythm, and
(with the double-bass) provides the tonic base of E-flat. The importance

of the timpani here is shown by Britten ] precise indications of
sticking technique for each hand.k The first bars of the rhythmical
ostinato are illustrated in Example . 22, on page 65 (score, P. 205)
As each voice enters in turn, the timpani resumes the ostinato phrase,
thus holding the whole round together. However, as soon as Grimes tries.
to join 4in (score, p. 216), off—key, out of rhythm and with different
words, the stable influence of the timpani ceases. The strings,- chorus,
| and ensemble try to keep going, but the round is upset . Only when Grimes

_ie overwhelmed (score p. 220) does the timpani recommence its rhythm
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Ex, 22. Timpani ostinato in the Round, "01ld Joe."

and the round regain its proper key and proportions Grimes' disturb-
ing power and his alienation from the rest of the crowd are dramatically
. demonstrated by the absence of the timpani. Earlier in the same scene, |
. these aspects of QrimeSa character are shown by a similar device. Storm‘ .
. music, foilowed by.long solo timpani rolls, coinc%delwithhhis entry into
the inn (score, pp. 193-196). ,Thepchorus sings "Talkvof.the devil, and o
there he is,". accompanied only by the timpani s tremolo. Grimes then

‘sings his visionary aria, "Now the Great Bear and’ Pleiades, supported

by the strings, with tii timpani noticeably absent (score, p. 196)

In the recitatives, the percudsion often highlights the
character of the person singing and underlﬁes aﬁe dramatic situation,“
,sometimeéasimultaneously. In the courtroom scene of the Prologue, for‘

instance, the pomposity of the lawyer Swallow and the solemnity of the

* occasion are aptlyanveyed by. the bass drum, In Act I, scene i Hobson ‘
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‘ describes his job as carter:~;"I haye to go‘from puh'to"puh, picking
up parcels," and the tambourine adds the SOund of his horse's jinglingh
harness. 'Then, as‘Ellen decides to go with him to collect the appren~
tice,(she sings the same melody to theISame accompaniment of‘the tam;‘
_bourine (score, pp. 72 and 75’).‘10 In the same scene,dBalstrode advis-
es Grimes to move away from the town or marry Ellen. During this dia-
1ogue, the side drum, bass drum, and timpani hint at the rising anger
.between the two men, and at the storm gathering around them (score, pp.
105-118). At one particular point the solo timpani is given the dual
function of expressing Grimes' agitation and the menace’ of.the villagers'
gossip. This is effected by a sudden increase in dynamics, with a
rising glissando followed by a, rapid decrescendo on a constant roll lt
y

is illustrated in Example 23 on page 67 (score, p. 112).

‘In the unmeasured recitatives in Act I, scene ii, there are

further indications of Britten' s interest in freeing rhythm from the

regular metrical framework Sung senza misura, most of these recitatives.

. are accompanied only by tremoli from a single percussion instrument.
"The bass drum supports Mrs. Sedley s and Auntie 5 dialogue (score, PP.
168-169) Side drum rolls support Balstrode s remarks (score, PP. 169—

17Q), immediately followed by tremoli from the cymbal,.as he berates

10 Four years later, Britten again used the tambourine to suggest
horse - harness, in "The Driving Boy" in his SpringﬁSymphony (see Chap.
I, p. 27). ‘ .
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Ex. 23. ‘Solo timpani in recitative, Act T, scene 1.
7 . . , | _ S R
‘Auntie for leaving the window shutters open (score, pp. 172-175).

Ned Keene and Hrs.,Sedley are aécompanied by the solo tembourine (scoie,

PP. 192 193) CAt the'climax'of the passacaglia in Act II, there is

: nother example of this effect. Grimes follows ﬂis apprentice into the



‘ percussion‘(score,:pp. 293-304).

68

hut "in a towering rage." He shouts "Go there!" to an unmeasured,

melismatic phrase which rushed down furiously for almost two octaves.,

‘The only accompaniment is a soft tremolo from the timpani. The con-

‘trast thus produced is electric. Grimes' melisma is showgibelow in

Exahple 24 (score, p. 366).

|
== —_—=, "

- Timp. f:::? Y
£ '59) L, A -
od tibitum Y i i R ; i . .
PETER ff === f:—‘—n— morcare . . ‘ - —
e : = S S i A
v Go . there) , Go_there! .
“Ex. 24. Unmeasured melisma with timpani roll C “?g‘

~Act II, scene i1.
Once again Britten has raiSed the tension by the p§ECeding cresCendo
and tutti scoring of an interlude, only to. heighten the dramatic effect

of Grimes entrance and outburst by. removing the rest of the orchestra '
? "

~at this point and interrupting the metrical beat. j

In the choruses, which form a substantial part of the opera,

percussion is featured in several different ways. No percussion at all

occurs in some choruses. In these, the voices have enough rhythmic impul-

ge to lessén the need for additional supporta. One example is/the pub

scene in Act I, where the villagers sing self-righteously, "We 1ive and

let live, and 1ook we keep our hands to ourselves" (score, pp. 187 191)

:'In the first gcene of act II, where the people begin ‘to express their

hate for- Grimes, the chorus "Grimes is at his exercise" is also without

- . . .. ~
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In choruses connected with the sea, such as the opening chorus

[/

' of Act I and the ensemble and chorus "Now the flood tide" in the same

-scene, the drums and cymbal give added impetus, colour, and tension. - In
N

'the first one, the voices are accompanied by the sea music of the "Dawh"

Interlude with timpani and cymbal (see above, p. 53) In the second,

o

_ Balstrode introduces the ensemble and chord% "Now the flood tide,' which

v

expresses thejvillagers anxiety at the growing storm (score, P. 87)

At first the timpani marks the entry of each voice part with a single' ;
v ~ A A
. beat, preceded by a drag: n; }«After the fifth and last voice of the

‘ensemble has entered with ‘the same theme, the side drum and bass drum ]

- are added. As the ensemble and chorus combine homorhythmically, the

P

rhythm of the side drum becomes more insistent. A loud clash ‘of the
3: S

cymbal fortississimo and crescendo from the timpani illustrate the words

"Look the storm cone" (score, .p. ~§§) The storm motive is. then

announced by the strings, followed by the tim ani (soore, PP- 97 and 99) '-{

,This m%tive becomes the basis of the "Storm" Interlude before the next
1‘scene. The repetitive rhythm with whidh the sfringSAQnd timpani build bb"ﬁl’
'.'up the tension to the climax of the chorus, is shown in Example 25 |
DA(score, P. 99) | | | | 7
. Finally, ensemble and chorus sing loudly "O tide, that waits '
V‘_for no man, spare our coasts!" This phrase 18 sung unaccompanied, alter- .
nating with the orchestra, which includes side drum, cymbal and timpani.

f’ The emphasis of the text is effectively heightened by the colour contrast

) between the voices and the instruments. This is another example of the

o -

1ouvred texture first seen in the "Dawn" Interlude."

ST S ST S,
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Bi. 25: Storm rhythn by'timpani,'chorus Act 1.

Already in this firgt opera, Britten reserves his pitched

netaliophones for»special ‘effects of a eupernatural or otherdworldly

-

n This tendency occurs again in The Turn,of the Screw, and A Mid- -

. summer Night's Dream, and it increases in his later operas. In The Turn
- of the Screw, the celesta represents the ghost,, Peter Quint, and in

TR Hids ummer Night‘s Drean 1t indicates the magtc spell of Oberon. -

- >~
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gservice in Act II. The celesta, which is used only once during the

whole workf’;QZE\fs an instrument of horror. In the second scene of

Act II, Grimes' appraptice slips, screams, and falls down the cliff.

At'fﬁis moment of dramatic tension, Britten again reduces the orches-

tral sound, The celesta, with 6nly a éingle desk of violas and cellos,

| ¥
"babbles prettily and inarticulately of death"12 and literally dies

away down the scale to end the Act. The harp technique, bisbigliando,
‘{ndicated for the celesta here, is particularly appropriate: a re-

iterated finger movement, giving a soft tremolo (score, p. 391):

Grave
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Ex..26. Solo Celesta at the Boy's death, Act II, scene ii.

12 Cﬂaries Stugtt; Peter Grimes, p; 27.
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There are many instances which show Britten's skill in using
certain instruments to illuminate the text and to convey a particular
atmosphere. Some of these have already heen discussed: the xylophone
representing the click of the capstan, the sea~spray from the cymbal,
the horse's harness from the tambourine, the church bells, and the

\ 4

celesta. The whip 1s used succinctly to express a violent/threat by

Grimes towards his apprentice ("I 11 tear the collar off your neck, ' »

‘score, p. 368) and to make the sound of a door slammed shut (Auntie,

- in Act III, scene i, score, p. 45?).

Several instruments are played outside theiorchestra pit, ’
either behind~the scenes or on stage. They contribute directly to
the sound picture in which the‘action takes place. Hobson's‘drum.is
played on stage:in both scenes of Act II, and. its symbolism is
especially powerful fn the first scene'the tenor drum solo--1like
African "talking" drums--summons the people to gather at a particular
place: Grimes hut., It also harks back to the ancient Town Crier in
England, as well as having the military association of drums signalling
the attack of troops and accompanying their marches into battle. These
associations, together‘with the repetitive march rhythm of Hobson 8
drum, are particularly effective in communicating the villagers'~venge—
ful intention of seeking out and destroying Grimes.  Part of the rhythm
b_..,,.__and mds_gx_e shown _ in_ &Lample 27 on page 73 (score, P. 337)

In the next scene, in Grimes hut, the distant Hobson s drum

rhythm‘becomes more insistent a8 the crowd approaches. While giving an

omfnous varning to Grimes, the drum also underlines his fantasy of the

<
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Ex. 27. Hodson's drum and Chorus, Act'II, s?éne i.
‘ A ; -
previous apprentice who died at sea (score, pp. 379-380). It is ironic
that the same instrument actually prebipitates the traged§ of the second

apprentice's death. As Grimes hears the approaching dtum,fh realizes

that the crowd is coming to get him and urges the boy out onto

warning him to take care not to fall. Knocking is heard on'the:door
" (an unusual téchnique from:the tenor drum), and as Grimes hesitates, ‘the

bby slips and falls (score,;pp.‘390-391).
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The Dances

| The stage band plays off—stage‘in the first scene of Act TII.
"Its main function, whether playing alone or with the regular orchestra,»
is to provide the dances for the villagers in the Moot Hall. The four
dances are authentic country dances of the mid-nineteenth century: Barn
Dance, LEndler,.Hornpipe, end‘Galop. Percussién instruments give a'
characteristic quality to each oneAin turn. In the Barn Dance, side d
drum, hhés drum, and.suspended cymbal prouide rhythmic support and colour
contraet to twoiclarinets, solo violin, and double—bass. They are played
in succession in a fixed pattern which coincides with the. symmetrical |
four-bar phrase of the other‘instruments. The phrase has two sections
‘~with'0pen‘andvclosed endings. ‘In the first section the bass drum plays
alternate_beats‘uith the'side-drum. hIn the second section the bass drum
plays the first three beats‘giee;ing the cymbal for the finel beat. This
effect is reminiscent of many old—time dance hall bands.; The.fiISt ohrase
of the Barn Dance is shown in Example’ 28 on page 75 (score, p. 406).
i . There follows a humorous duet in 13 metre between»the Two Nieces
”and the 1ewyer,ASwallow.. Between the Nieces' jaunty phrases, the stage
band interjects a sharo chord on the fourth beat (score,‘p. 408). The
| bass”drum end c&mbel, playedvtogetherﬂet this point, bring to mind a dance

band drumeeet, where a movement by each'fooé would give a thump on the

. bass drumaand'a clash from.the high—hat'cymﬁaldat the'same monent._“;,;;_‘wi o

‘Swallow's lugubrioua flirtation with ‘the . girls, couched .in legal language,
~1is accompanied by timpant, hatp, and stringggfrom the regular -orchestra-

~in the pit. As both Nieces escape from SVallow,‘the three percussion .
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' the second dance (score, P. 417) , S _}“

. The vili uh«mdbooch 0 few nights Jafer_dack nlit.
A domal’;«ﬁm place in the Moot Ig' anJ the band con
- -Scene 1 . weord pigying @ Barn Dance — ludlymd distinctly. . o
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Ex. 28. Barn Dance, Clarinet and Percussion. : s
instruments of the stage band have a solo which exaggerates the buffoonery

between the three characters. This solo ‘also illustrates a traditional

. function of percussion as a transition between different musical sections.‘ ’

In this way the duet is linked with a short orchestral interlude bef%re

¢ . -x=
‘ . ) ot

3

In the Landler, the slow waltz rhythm is suppor-"

beats of the cymbal, vithout the drums Mrs. Sedley 8 chromatic melody,

»

“"Murder most“foul it is," is accompanied by the bass drum and long

: 3 - o
) tremolt on the Suspended cymbal. Thie givEG a- faithful lmitation of

traditional melodrama (ec0re, pp 424-426) ,%;‘ fld;. fie*f"t

»
L



The third dance is a Hornpipe. In typical nauticai style,
the side drum is used for this centuries—old sailors dance. The
rhythm 2 fj |JJ J ﬁ IJJ J : continues thrOugh the ensuing
chorus of Burgesses,‘"Goodnight, good people, goodnight!" (score,
pp. 429-436). . § | ‘

_The 1astvdance, a Galop; acts as a backdrop~to Mrs. Sedley's
argument with Auntie. 1t also heightens the excitement of ‘the . gather-
ing crowd as a posse. ;s raised to apprehend Grimes. Once more, the
" percussion is used in%; different manner. The dance.commences with a
‘i long tremolo on the side drum, followed by rhythmical beats of the bass
drum (score,’ pp 446—458) | |
As the.macabre chorusm"Him who despises us, We'll destrop"
develops, the stage band giues way to‘the_rest of the orchestrd. The
bass drum keeps the rhythm going as. the texture thickens.and.the tensioni'
vrises. The side drum adds a brighter and more: urgent character to the

\ chorusr The gong seems to signal Grimes doom as the crowd laughs '

: *maleuolently, “We'll make the~murderer'pay." Timpani played with wooden.
.sticks and cymbal interject between cries of "Peter Grimes. Finally _; L
the whip and rattle are added as the lsst interlude leads into ‘the
c¢losing scene of Peter s mental and physical destructicu.

‘ This opera makes diverse and highly effective use of the per—

yuﬁcussion ensemble; Drums,andmcymbal are featured:mnre than.the other
instruments, and have significant parts in depicting the sea and the
storm. anocolouring functions are given to the metaltophones fOr the A’l

+

first time in the interludes. Percussion 18 used at points of great

-

]

-
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: dramatic tension as the sole accOmpaniment for the voice after an
orchestral EEEEL» Britten 8 search for metrical freedom is assisted
by percussion, as'exemplified‘in the unmeasured recitatives Differ—
ent percussion instruments contribute ‘to the characterization of the
main singing roles., Percussion instruments are usually played consecu-
:tively rather than simultaneously, a technique that provides colour .

contrast with the voices, orchestra, and other percussion instruments

Percussion enhances . the text and heightens the dramatic atmosphere. The
pitched instruments are usually reserved for Special effects. The

symbolic use of ’!rticular instruments adds immeasurably to the impact

1y
/

of the drama on the audience. Percussion is occasionally used indepen—

dently, but usually in conjunction with the voices or other orchestral
'instruments. The more: technical functions, such as harmonic, rhythmic,
- and dynamic support, are still provided by the percussion, ‘but Britten
. shows his more imaginative ambition for this section of the orchestra by
;xploiting its sonorities and'hy giving it a fullvpart in the dramatic
expression of the opera, | . |

/ . .
3 -~ A MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM

- 'In the fifteen ‘years between Peter Grimes and A Midsummer Night 8

: Dream Britten 8 skill in writing for the theatre had been demonstrated in -

< . \

. a variety of dramatic works. During this time. he completed the three

chamber operas (discussed in Chap. III), two full-scale operas (Bill

Budd and Gloriana ,‘The Beggar's Opera, The Little Sweep_(for children), '

a threeeact ballet (ghe Prince of the Paggdas), and his first experiment

¢
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v

. in church drama (Noye’s'Fludde) To appreciate the chronological develop—.

ment of his percussion writing it is therefore important to emphasize —

4

that A Midsummer Night 8 Dream was the first opera written after The: Tu{g

L]

of the Screw’(see5Chap. III), Dritten 8 subsequent-operas‘all belong to

his final'period ofework,“disbinguished by transparent textures and evo-
cative percussive effectsi the church parables (see Chap. IV), 0wen

o Wingrave and Death in Venice. . - o ‘-v.;A‘

N

Britten wrote A Midsummer Night 8 Dream to celebrate the struc-’

.tural improvements madevin 1959 to the Jubilee Hall in his tome town of

'Aldeburgh.t‘As a result of the increasedlfacilities of the hall, he'pro—

. vided for an orchestra of twenty-seven players. This was. considerably E
more than the usuaEsEnglish Opera Group ensemble of thirteen soloists for '
'.whom he had written the three chamber operas. However, since the hall

| was still relatively small (seating capacity 316), it would not acconmo—
date the full complement of musicians reQuired in his larger operas such.

as Peter Grimes, BillymBudd and Gloriana (1953) A Midsummer Night s

Dream can therefore be considered as a compromise between chamber and
full-scaleropera.‘ The scoring is given in Table 4 on page 79.

| It will be:noted'that~ofbthe sixteen'percuSSion'instruments listed :

. . 3

eight of them, including the gelesta, are metallophones which make up half
| the number of the whole percussion section&ln addition the proportion of
”_metal instruments~t0'drums has-increased to 8'5 These proportions are
' revealing in comparison with those shown in the chamber operas (see Chap. ..
'III, P 112),.and they lead‘to three important obaervations. Firstly,.ﬁ'm

Britten‘has expanded the numbervand'variety of percussion‘instruments

s

B
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TABLE 4
+- SCORING FOR A MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S. DREAM IR
——= = = === |
2 Flutes (doubling Piccolos) '2 Horns, 1 Trumpet, 1 Trombone
1 Oboe (doubling English Horn) 2 Harps, Strings (minimum 4222)
- |2 Clarinets, 1 Bassoon . Harpsichord and Celesta (one
) player)
o : Percussion (2 Players)i

Triangle, Cymbal Gong, Vihraphone, Glockenspiel, Xylophone, 2. Bells,
Tambourine, 2 Woodblocks, Timpani, Side drum, Tenor drum, Bass drum,
Tamburg in F-sharp '

N

- Stage Band: - . ' - . . o o

SOpranino recorders, small cymbals, 2onodblocks.
L ‘\

. required in this opera beyond the requirements of any of the previous
g

- operas under discussion. Secondly, the emph§§is on. the membranophones

in his earlier operas Peter Grimes and The Rape of Lucretia has now been

shifted to the metallophones.13~ Finally, the incidence of a large number |

of metal instruments is sigggficant in relation to the dominant role

' :

~p1ayed by supA

A4
The five acts of Shakespeare 8; play ‘were skilfully reduced to

three by Britten and Peter Pears, keeping about half ‘the original text

intact. The action of the opera takes place mainly in the wood with

only one change of location, to the Dﬁke‘% cOurt in Athens at the end of
: 5 .
Act IrI.A The drama proceeds on. three leveIs at once, with: only tenuous

i

13 Britten 8 tendency, to introduce more metal instruments into .
_works written after his visit to Asia in 1956 has been noted ‘in, Chap. I~,A,~

<

'”:tudéL»ﬁharactgrs in A. Midsummer Night's Dream. e




interaction between each until the last act. Each group of characters,
the Fairies, Lovers, and Rustics, has its own separate vocal range,
‘associated instruments, narrative, and musical style. The Fairies proe
'vide the animating function for the whole drama. They are characterized
by unusual vocal tYpes and high‘voices: counterftenor, coloratura4

o
(4 . N
soprano, speaking acrobat and boys' trebles. Their associated instru-

ments ‘are harps, harpsichord celesta and percussion »Their musical .

style is impressionistic and their supernatural power over the two'

]

grOups of mortals’ is indicated. by their opening and closing choruses

which frame the opera. The representative voices, instruments, and

N

styles of the respective groups are shown below in Table 5.

TABLE 5
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE THREE GROUPS IN A MIDSUMMER NIGHT S DREAM
' Roles | Associated Instruments V Voices ' rAm.bitus Type Style
: N o , Counter;tenor : B ‘High,
Fairies | Harps, Harpsichord Coloratura-Soprano |supernatural,
Celesta, Percussion. Boy acrobat ‘< impressionistic
IR (speaking) = |, .
, o ‘ R Boy trebles ' - .
| Lovers | Woodwind, = | Tenor, Baritone, | Middfe,
(Mortals)| Strings =~ Ll Mezzo-Soprano | natural,
. S ' ' Soprano . . |neo-romantic
Ruétics | Lower brass, .7 |Bass (2) B fprw;
' (Mechani-| Bassoon ° . Bass-baritone, buffoons,peasants,
| cals) : o : : Baritone, Tenor |satirical, recita—
‘ ' (2) - A tive »

The gamé coincidence of high voices, pereussion instruments, and :

supernatural elements to be observed in The Turn.of the Screw. (see Chap.

III) is also noticeable in A Midsummer g ht's Dream. ‘In additioh'toTthe'5‘}

80
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which precipitates the confusion of the Lovers and the Rustics, and

' The Histrumental Music | o .

81

group division shown above, this can be demonstrated by the use of

only one instrument. Oberon5,King.of the Fairies, is cast in the high

~ range and unusualvtimbre of a counter-tenor. He and his magic spell

o

are represented'by the celesta. It is hiS‘action (and Puck's mistakes)

also their happy resolution which concludes ‘the opera In-Peter Grimes

the celesta was associated with death in The Turn of the Screw with -

' ghostly menace, and in A Midsummer Night 8 Dream with a potent spell

\
|

Britten separated the action in Peter Grimes by interludes

"depicting different moods of the sea.v The'"overtures".to each-act of-

. \

' A Midsummer Night 8 Dream represent the wood at twilight at’ night and

Cat dawn As this 1is.a work concerned with sleep and dreams,14 the "over—

i
o

' tures" can also be seen to indicate the processes of falling asleep,
,dreaming, and awakening. Iﬂ keeping With the comic masque—like style e

“ of the plot Britten composed each of the overtures" in the form of

a

ritornelli, which reCur throughout the acts.‘ Each ritornello serves as

[y

‘a connecting link between different scenes, which are not formally " |

- divided in the score.’ R -kn, ; N . b-t' ) -._ R

AR R R T
The ritornello in Act ﬁfconsists‘of slowly*accelerating-glissandi;' w

HERRN

~ on the strinSB. based ‘on’ the twe}ve notes of the chromatic scale. Start- . b

‘.5

14

S Britten wrote several works. on this topic.A See John Warracki” ‘i o
‘ brochure foxr Benjamin Britten. A Midsummer Night 8 Dream (London OSA o
| ,]“1385), e 4—9 e RS N P
N 7 SN o

o
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'act it is also used with the. triangle ahd glockenspiel to accompany

v ’

ing with the low tones of the double basses, the higher strings are

' added gradually until the bright timbre of the plectra%s_ triangle,

,'and glockenspiel announce - the entrance of the Fairies.16 While this -

ritornello opens and closes Act I and separates the: scenes within the

»

the Fairies chorus and Tytania, their Queen (score,/pp_~lgorlﬁ3)

With. the addition of percussion then, this string ritornello represents )

%

the mysterious power of both the wood and of the Fairy Kingdom.,- '@dﬁf

82

~ The- second act opens with four tranquil chords depicting sleep,’_lV

the dream, and/or the wood at night Once more the twelve chromatic i:

tones are used but this time in a vertical rather than linear, e

i 'manner.~7 Each chord is played by a different instrumental group. e

strings, brass woodwind ‘and plectra and percussion. As in the ‘;

oo

first ritornello this one ‘also starts with a dark timbre at a 1ow

v

7four chords comprising the ritornello are shown in Example 29 on page

(condensed from score, P. 157)

¥ \
The term "plectra" aptly describes the harps and harpsichord

15,

J"which with the percussion, are . associsted with the Fairies. ‘See Jan

Morris Bach, "An Analysis of Britten's 'A‘Midsummer Night's. Dream'" o

~(D.M A thesis, University of Illinois, 1971), P 42

\;6 Benjsmin Britten, A Midsummer Night ‘8 Dream, Op 64 (London.., :
Hawke I S

and Scn,- —1—9—6—0)1 _11?4_ 1-5 . _ Sz e ..—---.-n» .

AR s e

1? Britten used the same chords to express sleep in Sonnet the o

o 18§t Song»of—§2522§§s; Op. 3L (1943) . See Eric Roseberry, "A Note om
. the Four, Chords in Act II of 'A Midsummer Night 8. Dream' " g 2 66—67r LW,_',
'"z';(Autumn/W1nter, 1§63) 36—37 e AR o

",4

RS

oAb
pitch rising to the high ringing colour of the metallophones. The’ '




S rehearse their play (score, Pe 165)
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Ex._29.. Ritornello in Act II A Midsummer Night F Dream. %;’

This example shows how the fourth chord expresses ehe somnolant
. AU

languor of Oberon '8 magic spell The chords of the ritornello are used '

_.as the theme for a set of variations, which ﬁollov the first statement.

. .
SEpte R

The fifth variation is interrupted by the en ry of the Rustics to SS S

At thejend of the second scene the.t';

t

, e
\ritornello occurs again, accompanying Tytania 8 spellbound melody to I;~

Bottom, "o, how I 1ove theel" (score, p. 236) Three more variations

- follow as an instrumental transition to the third stene, n whicﬁ‘Ober-’ﬂ

237—242)

.;

“ on and Puck observe the distress of~the Lo "7(score, p

After Puck has led each of them to differ

them from fighting,»they fall esleep and he- reverses the unfortunate4

effects of the spell. The Fairies enter and sing a/chorus of Blessing o

;,f,‘- ;f

for the Lovers, tg\ﬁhe accompaniment of aevhn mor variations of t e ;f=

| ritornello, as the, conclusion to Act II._ In a1 5 there are sixte‘t“

P
.

o

}oﬁ 7he wood to prevent - el

variations sf the-ehordntheme which are_g_ed as prelude, interlqdw

ERRERESS

Fairies, moréTHEIiniter thaﬁ was its counterpart in thezfirst act,/

postlude to this.act. Once again the

This is:shown by it o"'urrence with?Ty'aniab Oberon, Puck'and the

’ and :' ' “.’ﬁ - "v ’ ) !

ritornello is asaociated with thej;%f };;'f':’




3 ’ . “ 3
Fairies' closing chorus, and by the fact that 'it does not appear in

connection with the other two 'groups of rcharacters, the Rustics and

g

the Lovers.

The introduction_to Act III is a contrapuntal ritornello which™

recurs three times before the scene changes from the wood to Theseus'

/

court. Since it is played by the strings alone and does not involve
A “
the percussion ensemble at all, it will not be described further
A Quick March makes the transition from the wood to the Duke‘s
court and suggests the‘journey of the Lovers ano the Rustics to Athens.
"This march is the only other substantial {nstrumental section in the
opera, apart from the three ritornelli. The timpani (doubled by the

plectra of harps and Eizziceto double;bass) provides a rhythmic : .

ostinato based on the theme of the Rustics' pléy, Pyramus and Thisbef

Above the timpani and sustained beats of the gong, cumulati&e orches-
tration through forty two Dbars produces a textural andgh§namic climax
as Theseus' palace appears (score pp. 385- 394) The two percussioo
- instruments in this interlude are‘dramatically effective’in anticipat-
ing a ceremonial ahd\festive occasion. |
Later in the same act a lively ﬁergomask is danced by the
Rustics at the end of their olay. ‘Originally a peasant dance of the
late sixteenth century, Britten enhences its folk-1like character with

articulation from the side drum and the teﬁboorihe (écore, pp. 460-466)..

18 Compare this effect with the use of the Babylonian drum and
metallophones in the march of the king's court in The Burning Fiery
Furnace, written six years later (see below, p.. 170).
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o

‘'Two shorter instrumental pieces demonstrate the impressive combination
of percussion with one other instrument. The first is the miniature

prologue and epilogue to the Rustics' piay in Act III (score, pp. 413- a

~

414 and 459-460) . The\fépetitive phrase played on the trumpet and

S

timpani (with wooden sticks) conjures up iﬁages of children BoaStfully.
displaying their traditional instruﬁents of drum and trumpet.. The other
exampie is'the stage-music in Act IT,'which Bottom names so aptly "the
tongs and bones"1 (score, p. 227). Tytania has instrched herfairies'
to entertain him with someﬁ%usic, and they oblige with a jéunty tune

which portrays delightfully their éiry and Tiséﬁievohs natures. The
. *U N . 0

_tune 1s scored for’ two woodblocks, small cymbals, and two sopranimo -
. A '

recorders. The high and sharp timbre resulting from the three instru-

/ : ‘
mental types, together with their fast tempo, sets this section apart

SN :
from the slower, melodious music surrounding it, played %F the woodwinds,
ﬁarps, and strings. The opening bars of the fairies' tune is shown in
Example 30 on page 86 (score, p. 228).

After an aside from Bottom, the fairies play again. This time,

however,-the metre is changed from a Quick March Z to g, and the tune

Tongs™ and bones refer to very ancient folk instruments. They
appear in, Filippo Bonanni, Antique Musical Instruments and Their Players:
152 Plates from Bonanni's 18th Century "Gabinetto Armonico," new Intro- ’
duction and captions by FrankLl, Harrison and Joan, Rimmer (New York:
-‘'Dover, 1964), plate 96. Britten chose very appropriate instruments. to
match Shakespeare's words: the small cymbals for the tongs, and the

woodblocks for the bones.
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Ex. 30. '"Tongs and Bones"‘Stage‘mnsic, Act II.

resembles an'old nursery rhyme ''Boys and girls come out to play." The

est of the orchestra is added gradually as Bottom clum31ly Joins

. begins to dance (score, PP-
small agile fairies and the large ungainly workman with his ass

is effectivelyvdepicted by the instrumental groups and musical style of

this section

i

voices, for instance, the Slow Marches in Acts I an

the entry of Oberon and hi

act.

The‘Vocal Music

230-232).

The dramatic contrast between the

' head

! Many of the set instrumental pieces in the opera accompany the

d TII which announce

s attendants, and the Sarabande .in the last

°

&

4“

Unlike the chamber operas written before A Midsummer Night's

~ Dream, Britten keeps the t

recitatives and arias, but without interrupting the course of the drama

within each act.

action between the different groups of characters int

folding of the Dream.

raditional operatic practice of alternating

- Thematic references and associative scoring link the

o a continuous un-

;; ]

There are vocal ensembles sung by the Fairies,

the. Lovers and the Rustics, but no choruses involving all of them to-

ether, gince each group is kept distinct from the others.

Because of
]

in and

86
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the particular connection between the sz?ies\ggg<the percussiony it

is within this group that most of the interesting percussive effects

are to be found.

Oberon's spell théme casts an atmosphere of eerie magic through
the entife épera.zo Its chromatic intervals generate Oberon;s melody
"Be it on Lion, or on Wolf, or Bull" (score, p. 42) which forms the
basis of his later ar%a*"I know a bank where the wild thyme blows"
(score, pp. 75-80). The‘sQeet, somewhat cloying timbre of the celesta
becomes a recurring reminder of the spell's power as Oberoﬁ and Puck
’ broceed to enchant Tytania, Lysander, and Demetrius duriﬁg the first
two acts. ‘Thé last‘appearahc; of the spell themé on the celesta iéL
speeded up as Oberon reverges the gagic and awékes Tytaﬁia in Act III
(s;ore, pp. 324-325). The entry of the theme and Oberon'svmelody are
shown in EXaméle 31 on page 88 (score, p. 42).
| The speaking role bf Puck is associated wiﬁh trﬁmpe; flourishes
and light drum taps on the tamburo. The dry, yet penetrating colour of

the drum is a perfect foil f&iihis VOice21 and conveys his playful

elfin nature. 1In Act II his tamburo is replaced by the‘xylophone for .

20 This angular ostinato figure played on the celesta bears a-
strong resemblance to Quint's motive, on the same instrument, in
The Turn of the Screw,.

2 Puck's part cannot be called Sprechstimme, since the level of
his voice does not change but is notated in monotone.
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~ Slow anoLaenliL
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Ex:°91. Oberon's spell theme on celesta. Act I.

several of his entrances and exits. This suggests that he too has
become confused by the magic spe}l he adminiéferé.‘ Oﬁeron_bergtes him
=for enchaptiﬁg the wrong mortalé, in a éceﬁe which displéys the
ﬁairies' associatgd inétruments of plectra and percussion with great
~‘effect (score, pp. 288-291). Oberon's rage and Puck's égonised ?ells
are,bunctuated by sharp strokes aitefnately on the cymbal, side drum,
tenor drum, baés dfum, and gong. The xylophone and timpani have
rising and falling tremoli. Puck assures hisAmasﬁer that'it was all
a mistakelana is sent off to puf matters right again to the aécompani—.
~ment of truﬁpet, cymbal, and gong.

Tytania ahd hervfaify attendants usualiy sing to the accompaﬁi—
menf of the metallophones As befits the colq&atura style of
"Tytania s role, her associated instrument is the high melodic glocken—

~

spiel. However, her graceful aria "Be kind and courteOUS to this



géntleman” ié»scored for plebtr;\and woodwind instruments, with no
percussion. Her retinue df.fé r§3§ities'are characterized by the
glockenspiél and triangle, with the addition hféthe.sharper wooden
timbres of the xylophone and woodblocks. At the end of the first act
these instruments are used in a carefull%ﬁstructhred lullaby as’

Tytania falls asleep (score; pp. 144-153). Part of the lullaby is

" i{1lustrated in Example 32 (score, p. 149).
| Livey and. vhyfmic
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Ex. 32. Fairies' lullaby for Tytania, Act I.
Although the metallophones and woodblocks oéihr mainly in con-

junction with the‘ hey are also used to highlight the text

and actiorf of other characters. The Rustics’ play, when finally per-

-

formed /in front of Theseus and his court, turns into a miniature opera

buffa,l with Britten satirizing nineteenth—century operatic conventions

jusE(a Shakespeare s text mocked Elizabethan customs of his day.

It is here in the ' vgry tragical mirth" of Pyramus and Thishzﬁthat the

Inetr

enta foarmerlv aggnoiated with mercurial spirits make ironical

89
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fun of the rongh,>untutoTed workmen and some of their pdrtrayais.
Mournful beats of the ‘gong accompany Pyramus' (and later Thisby's)

reference to Ninny's tomb (score, pp. 435 and -445). As Snout declaims

his role as Wall in an off-key Sprechstimme, a small woodblock pro-

- vides a sound picture of the chink through which the two lovers peep.
‘ y

~ However, the high tone-colour suggests that the chink is almost above
their range of sight (score, pp. 425-426 and 436#437)1 Snug, who
portrays the ferocious Lion, ingratiates himself to the ladies to the.

accompaniment of thewtriangle (score, pp. ?39—441). The Moon is first

*

' . . ' . 2
represented by ‘the shimmering tones of the vibraphone 2 and then by

tremoli on the glockenspiel (score, pp. 442-444 and 449). After
- - 3

~ .
Pyramus has.stabbed himself, he announces that he is dead and orders

’ ’
the Moon to leave. .Starveling, the Moon-man, exits to a final flourish

from the glockenspiel, shown below in Example 33 (score, p. 453).

Exit Moo,
N L ‘ : ) R - Mond eb.
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Ex. 33. The Glockenspiel as the disappearing Moor, Act III.

22 The vibraphone was first accepted into dance and jazz bands in~
the 1920s. Alban Berg used it in his.opera Lulu (1934), but it was
included in the classical orchestra only after er World War II. Britten

- used it previously in his Spring Symphony (1949) and it has a prominent

Nee 2. Nisael dm Uantra foan halaw) A



The “most ingenious use of the metallophones occurs at the
ed@ éf ﬁhe operetté, as the Rustics.and Lovers take leave of Theseus
anJ‘Hippolyta, and the Fa%ries creep in to give a protective bless-
ing pﬂ the house. The sounds of midnight are first heard from a

-sharp. The twelve strokes of the clock are

lafge bell tuﬁed Eb‘Gl
then played for thirty—féur repetitions by-variods instruments:éf
differentltimbres and with different.témpi,bpztches, dynamics,:and |
'durapions\(score, PP- 466;4805. After the bell, six more metallopﬂones
are used fo; eighteen of the repetitions in addition to one.from‘a
. no;—metal ﬂ;rcussién ihs;rumént.AAThe instruments ate: the glqckenspiei,
celeété (5 times eéch), vibraphone,(3_times),‘éymbal, griangle (twice each);
_ gong,.;nd-fimpani (Onpe each). Tﬂe nécturnal sounds of this orqheétra
. oflqmallvclocks.create a peaceful mood éfte£ the hilarity of the
Rustic's performancé,,and»prepare the audience for the slow finél chorﬂg
of the Fairies. : L

In this opera the dramaLic uses of the pércussion section have
been'mainly 20&used on the metal insgrﬁmentg. The drums are often used
to express discord between the characters. The timpani, -for instance,
initiateé g&s}"jealous Oberon" theme’in‘the first scene, ;nd wiéh side
drum and bass drum emphasi?es dﬁeron's argument with'Tytania. The séme
instrument punctuates the anger Qf Demetrius ;nd Helena;s agitétion_
while they"are at'cross-purposgs in Act I, but it is noticeably absent

during the tender exchanges between the other pair of lovers, Lysander

and Hermia. The rising quarrel of all four Loveré, in the second act,

‘is heightened by insistent ostinati on the timpani, followed by the



e o o 92

£ D

tenor drum, side drum, andltambou;ine (bléyed like a drﬁm, with
sticks). These are only a few_og the ﬁany examples that could be
déscrlbed_qf Bri;teﬁ's imaginative use!bf the membranophones. %he
emphasis iﬁ‘this ;ork reﬁains; however, with .the colouristic and

' meiodic features of the woéden,and metai‘éercussion instruments. .
Iheif fqnction in providing thematic references ;nd associative
scdring:is one of the most successful elemygzs in this opera; and
Britten continued to use the same techniques of percussién'writing in

o N
the church parables and Death in Venice.

DEATH IN VENICE
Britten's approach‘to percussion writing in A Midsummer

‘Night's Dream went through a period of rapid development during the

creation of the church parables (see Chap. IV). In his Jast two’

operas for theatre performance, Owen Wingrave (1970)23 and Death in ‘
Venice (1973), some of the rigorous forms of the parables were retain-
ed, but there was also a return to_fhe wnfmer, more full-bodied har-

monic and melodic style of Britten's earlier operatic works; The

difficulty ih approaching Death in Venice arises from its éppareﬁt
simplicity. There are few singing roles of any substance, a lack of

overtly dramatic events, and a spare musical ‘texture; yep.there are
_ o ‘ ' v

$23 Although' this opera was commissioned by the B.B.C. for tele-
vision, it has proved equally effective in subsequent performances
in opera houses. . : '
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many complex layers of meaning in the interaction’ between characters,
events; and music. "One feels pneself launched into new territory,
' 24

musical and dramatic, with only a minimal map to consult."

A formidable task is required from the singér who plays the

&

pért of Gustav.von Aschenbach;‘ He 1s‘required to be present on stage
for practicallnyﬁe entire work, which 1astslfor two-and-a-half hours. !
In addition, ali other charaéters and events are seen through his efes.
Thisfis virtually a’fuli—scalé opera for one %erson. Even Tadzio, who
is the only other protagonist, does not speak, let alone sing. 1In

A Midsummer Night's Dream, Puck, second in importance to Oheron, was

at least able to expreés his character thrgugh_speech. The lack of

r

_ substantial‘singing‘roles in Death in Venice leaves the Characteriza-

tion of the dramatis personae (of which there are many) maihly&\o
instrumental resources. This distance between:Asphenbach and the other
roles produces an ethereal and othéx—@orldly atmosphere more remote than

o & . ‘
the supernatural planes of either The Turn of the Screw or A Midsummer

Night's Dream. In Death in Venice Britten created a dream more powerful

“and convinéing.than in any of the works that heAwrbte concerning dreams

93

@

and sleep. This last opera 1is also the culmination of his symbolic use 2

. S\ [ . A
of percussion. More than in any other work, Britten here used percus-—

sion instruments to delineate not only diffeféht;pharacters and trans-
cendant elements, but also  the psychological conflict which is the

mainspring of the drama. !

4

24 Donald Mitchell, "An Introduction to Death in Venice," p. 6.
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P Py & A
‘ Thomas‘Mann s novella Der Tod in Venedig, deals with a

N
familiar predicament of the artist——the pursuit of beauty without the

-
corruption of excessive feeling An eminent and aging writer, Gustav
von Aschenbach goes to Venice to rejuvenate his depleted inspiration.
To his alarm he fiqu‘himself a victim of events and feelings that he

cannot control. Id his introspective and metaphysical deliberations,

his environmént and the people he meets become agents of the ancient ‘
, v ~ v ,

- Greek cults‘of Apollo and’Dionysus, each trying to gain his allegiance.

P

.emotional collapse as. well

.The‘Venice which he loves 1is distorted by the cholera epidemic which

-lies in wait to claim him, while his irresistiblelattraction'to the

Apollonian ideal of beauty in the boy Tadzio ensures his mental and

‘2

The opera that Myfanwv Piper and Britten created from this

-y

story is in seventeen short scenes, divided into two acts. Although

there is a long pause and an iftermission at the end of the first

“act, the second-act starts where the fixst left off, and scene vii

continues across the division. Britten's: ausical thOught is continuous

' and produces a rapid and uninterrupted kale doscopic setting of the

' confrdnt Aschenbach at.various times, each exerting a malevolent influ-

.drama Tadzio, his family, and friends communicate only through the

visual language of dance and athletics. Seven different characters o

,ence on him. These‘are the Traveller) Elderly Fop, 01d Gondolier,

Hotel Manager, Hotel Barber, Leader of the Strolling Players, and

ADionysus All seven roles are given to one baritone singer. This con-

veys exactly the one function which they all have in common: to guide -

Ve
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Aschenbach towards his fa%gful end. There are numerous other roles for
. < {0, . . ° ‘

tourists,‘children, and Street—sellers; some of whon‘have small singing
parts and some who dance.
’ o -

A «  The orchestral forces of this work are Similar to those of

A M&dsummer Night s Dream, but in addition they include a huge array of

twenty-five different percussion instruments This independent, almost
J 4

separate orchestra 1s made up as follows

TABLE 6

; —_— k , 0
L .
PERCUSSTION SCORING IN DEATH IN VENICE - - *
MELODIC _ | MEMBRANE = METAL
Vibraphone = 2 Side drums . "|2 Cymbals (pair)
2 Xylophones (1 small) |2 Tenor drums 2 suspended Cymbals
Marimba . o 2 Bass drums (1 large) 2 small Cymbals (pair),
2 Glockenspiels 3 Tom-toms ' - Triangle
 Crotales .| 3 Chinese drums 2" tuned Gongs (D- sharﬁ
¥ ' ‘ . o 4G) .
Tubular Belly small drum ' 2 Tamtams (large+small)
Timpani, Piano - /tuned drum (c) Bell-tree .
VARIOUS UNPITCHED ‘Tambourine, Woodblocks, Whipc’(large+small)
’ . Wind—machine
w ,///’”

- !
P . ’

This table shows eight melq@ic instruments, but the inclusion
of varied sizes of‘drums, eymbsls; gong,*tamtams, and whips enahled
.Britten to use these too in quasi-pitched or melodic patterns. ltAis
for this reason that this large ensemble‘has not been categorized into
the conventional‘types‘of pitehed and unpitched instruments, or solely

»

by their construction material.
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. ” v o ’ ‘ . ’ P
Pdrtly because of the lack of instrumental interludes in this‘v
. e
opera, it is no longer relevant to examine the use of percussion in the

diverse milieu of instrumental and vocal musical sections, as is nhe

case when discussing Peter Grimes, the chamber operas, and to a lesser

extent, A Mid8ummer N;ght s Dream “In Death in Venigg»the percussion

“

orchestra takes on a life of its own, set apart from the other orches-'

tral instruments; it becomes an.intérpreter of the dramatic action as

yital as the human voice. In effect the music and the drama become a
single unified\entity. The following discussion therefore highlights
. some of the most expressive examples to demonstrate the exceptional
‘ dramatic role fulfilled by the percussion ' S Q |
Since Tadzid *neither: sings nor Speaks-)his“sssociated instrument,
takes on a spécial importance by indicating his presence and ac‘}ons
‘throughout the drama His strange beauty and its pervasive influence
is aptly conveyed by the bright shimmering timbre of - the vibraphone

When he_first appears, in the fourth scene, the,vibraphone_has‘a short

introductory solo:

R (vaiﬁwslowd aud,jvcdj)_ .
e - > N
o ‘,*F,,*‘L a— r—— e .
= e " £
“ Vibr. F A ~ _ —
(doe ) . S ‘n}f

S : @ A
4 Ex. 34. Vibraphone's entry, scene iv.

- 25 Benjamin Britten, Death in Venice, Op. 88 Libretto by Myfanwy
Piper after the story by Thomas Mann. Photocopy of composér's full

' score kindly 1oaned by G. Schirmer, Inc., New York, p. 180.

B
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As Aschenbach notices. the boy's etﬁerical grace "A golden look, a

timeless air," the vibraphone's ‘phrase is extended into Tadzio's

theme (score, p. 182):.

SJow 4 , )
. {‘ "N ¢ Iﬁ S : “!!“,»' 9 }%1[;11 - ]llrw : {1
. Ier_qu_ i 7 AJ o = —

LANE £} 1 | { {17 ]

e R 2 i ]

Vibr. P | o : C

] ' : ” h ) "
Ex. 35. Tadzio's theme. .

thqﬁ&\retains its melodic shape and tonai area when Tadzio
) S
reappears alone. Hdwever, it is condensed and extended--sometimes on
other‘melodic @ercussion iﬁstruments——whenever ﬁe.is in company with
hié famiiy or friends. An3§Xamp1e of the condensed theme dccﬁrs.in

scene xiv, where Aschenbach observes the boys dancing on the empty

beach (score, p. 633)

V;bg#efg C Slow andp sadd

AY TL o .7
'L T e
P
'BLXLYI' \qu b T t b
) .
~ = &= e .

‘ BN X\l{. N . N Rt d 2 21 1 ] 3
| ' P gently - =

Ex. 36. Condensed theme with xylophone solo,
Boys' dance, sc. xiv. ‘

The three notes of Tadzio's theme shown above also demonstrate a tech-

| nique which Britten developed in the church parables, in which notes of
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the melodic line are combined Vertiéélly to produce harmonic accompani-
ment . ‘ N ' . s |

The music associated with Tadzio, his family, and friends has
a sonority and styleé distinct from that associated with the other
charaéters.' The instruments used are percussion keyboards, including
the piano, with the adéition of otﬁer %etallophones and occasionally
drums. The timbre and repetitive structure of this scoring.are un-
mistakably derived from the exotic Indonesian gamelan.26 Compared with
the Western musical style of thematic develdément and'thyough—composi—
tion, gamelan music appears relatively static. 'A complex texture is
created by cycli& melodies with hekeroﬁhonic variations played by
different instruments simultaneously. This is precisé&y what is
heard in Tadzio's music. It is this spé;kling,deﬁsity oflsound wﬁich
diéplays his remote beauty and aloof character. He is static, in_that'
_by the end of the opera he rémains apéarently unchanged, whereas
Aschenbach, in contfast, goes thféugh sévere emotional and physical
stress ending with his aeath.. A clear example of the gameian style is .
shown in scene vii, as Tadzio climbs on top of a human pyramid made by

his friends (see Example 37 on page 99) (score, ﬁ. 329).

26 The vibraphone, xylophone, and marimba correspondnto'the Bali-
nese gender, bronze keyboards over tube resonators; the glockenspiel
evokes the gangsa or saron, a type of trough—xylophone, and the tuned
gongs are reminiscent of the reyong or bonang, which are sets of bronze
- knobbed gongs. The crotales, cymbals,'and bells are all similar to
other metallophones of Java and Bali. See William P. Malm, Music Cul-
tures of the Pacific, The Near East, and Asia, 2nd ed.,Prentice Hall
History of Music.Series, H. Wiley Hitchcock, ed. (Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977), pp. 34-49. For references to Britten's
other uses of the gamelan style, see Chap. IV. )

P
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“Ex. 37. Gapelan Muéic; sc. Qii.

The melodic erCUSSibn ipdicate Tadzio's every actibn, for
instance, when he smiles to his mother's friends (vibraphone gnd
glockengbiel, score, pp. 238-9), and Qhen he starts ordering the‘boys

around on the beach in scene v (see Example 38 on page 100) (score,

p. 223%.

Tadzio's music 1s sometimes used to show Aschenbach's reactions .
towards Tadzio and his family. 1In scene ix, Aschenbach had heard .
rumours of the plague in the city, and he begins to follow the Polish

family th‘pugh the streets, He fears that they too will learn of the

L
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Ex. 38. Increased texture conveys Tadzio's action, //
sc. Vv, -

sickness and leave Venice. ’Hig anxiety is effectively shown in ExampléJ

39 on page 101(score, p. 464). |

It will be'noted‘from this example that the accelerating rhfthm ipcludes
the unmeasured tremoli degived from Japahese drumming, another

technique which Britten had used in the church parables and the War v !
2 ] o -—

- e

Requiem.

27‘The reverse effect, of tremoll decreasing in speed, is shown
in Tadzio's theme, Example 35 above. '
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Ex. 39.

Tremoli indicate Aschenbach's anxiety, sc. ix.

The climax of melodic pefcuésion wfiting occurs in the final

scene of the opera.-
with his friend Jaschiu.
- wétches'hélpléssly from his chair.

that they gever had, the peréussion

Aschenbach and Tadzio.

- Example 36,aboqu and the other melodic peréussion instruments are added

Tadzio is having a game which turns into a fight,

Ascheﬁﬁach, already stricken with cholera,

As if to symbolize the relationship

here portrays the distress of both

The scene commences with the xylophone (see

101
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gradually. The texture thickens with thevadditidn_éf brass, woodwind,

and harp, and a long crescendo and accelerando increase the tension

through forty-one bars (score, pp. 708-715). Finally, Jaschiu forces

|
™

boy, Jaschiu lets him go and runs away. This moment of defeat, physi- \\
is shown in Example 40 \\‘—\\

Tadzio s face into the sand, but as Aschenbach attempts .to help the

cal for Tadzio, emotional for Aséhenbach,

(score, p. 715).
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Ex. 40. Melpdic percussion, climax of the fight, sc. xvii
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The drums are combined only rarely with Tadzio's gamelan

music. While the glittering tone-colours of the kéyboard percussion
: LS . ’

cohvey Tadzig's radiant other—wprldliness (and the Apollonian side'
of Aschenbach's perception),kthe‘sombre membranophones represent the
£reagherous (and ﬁionysians éspécts qf the‘drama. This 1is démonstrat—
ed in the first scene, whére’Aschehbach meets the Traveller in a
Municﬁ ceﬁetery. Aschenbach does, not wish to acknowledge the man, who
desc%ibes the fetid Sensuélity of a tropiéal forest and urges the
writer ‘to travel south. .Aschenbach feels an inexplicable desire, g

hint of the Dionysian passion which.will-eVentually overcome him} In

'the‘follpwiﬁg example, Britten uses two sets.of three drums, each set

- , , : 28
approximating pitches of the melodic timpani (score, p. 37).
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-Ei._.41. ‘Quasi—melbdic druhs, the Traveller, sc.i.

28 The side drum, tenor drum, and bass drum play the high, middle,
and low notes respectively on one staff; the three tom-toms do the same
on the other staff, , : .
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AfterfAschenbach arrives in Venice, he watches the‘children
p&aylng on the beach, and the gamelan music is heard for the first

time.  As the game becomes more animated the timpani, tom- toms, and

tuned drum are added to the keybOard percussidn. Each type of drum

L

now hasAits own’ complementary rhythm. The tom-toms no longer imitate

the timpani line but have independent triplets, once again in a
quasi—melodic shape. The presence of the drums in the gamelan: music

suggest the irrevocable course of events that result from Aschenbach's

‘decision (a few bars later) to stay (Example 42, score, p. 207).
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Ex. 42. Quasi—melodic drums with gamelan music, sc. v.
" The association of the drums with Dionysian excess is con-

firmed in scene xiil when Aschenbach dreams of the 'stranger god

isuperceding his 1ife—long ideal of Apollo In the fitst act, The

Games of épollo (scene vii) include a pentathlon where the boys

-compete and Tadzio 1s the victor. Although the drums are used occa-

g

sionally in the games (and the wind—machine for the*vrestling),

104,
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dominant:instruments are the keyboard percussion and metallophones.
In The Dream, howéver, the emphasis is entirely on the drﬁms, as

*Dionysus and his followers drive Apollo away with their orglastic

- ritual. Tﬁe rhythm and pitcb of ‘the timpanf are again imitated by
the ofher drums. A ;arge bass drum 1s added with cymbai:and tamtam,
-and all these instruments contribute t3 a loud and ferocious orcﬁes—
tral'ggggl. The percugsion‘ensemble and chorus' are shown below

" (score, p. 624):
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Ex. 43.. Dionysian drums, sc. xiii.
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‘Shortly afterwards Aschenbach awakes and’&cknéwledge# thé’meaning of
the dream: "It is all frue, I can fall‘ﬁo further ... let the godé
' do what théy will with me.ﬁ Reasén, discibline, and objectivity no
longer gé&ern hféilife; he ié at the mercy of his feelings and accepts
the consequences\altﬁough'ﬁe knows them to be disastroﬁs.l |

| There.are,other occasions when the drumséare linked with
Dibnysus and Aschenbach's fate. 1In scene iii, he reflects on his omi-
ndus encounter with the surly Gondolier, accompanied by.the bass drum,

followed by the side drum and tenor drum (écore, pp. 128-140). .In the

‘second act at The Travel Bureau, the Englishman tells him of the

growing threat of the plague. The fimpani underlines his sinister story
with rising tremoli, additive rhythm, and a gradual creséendo'(score,

pp.'587—596). A particularly ironical example is at the end of Act I,

after Tadzio is hoﬁoured as the winner of the pentathlon. Aschenbach
- is inspired by the victofy "The power of beauty sets me free,"
§ , _ .
sings a hymn to Apollo. Slow beats on the timpani, side, tenor, and

and

bass drums, héwever, indicate fhat the writer's_exéitabié”state”is
leading him on .the downwérd path (score, pp. 387-400).

Percussion instruments also create some memorable sound images
of lighter mood. A realistic impression of the boat's engines is given
by the drums' 6stinati in scene i1 as Aschenbach travels to;Venice.
Example 44 shows the timpani played with wire brushes and the side,

tenor,and bass drums played with scrubbing brushes ("ordinary domestic

-

' type")! : ) . ) ' ’ .
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‘Ex. 44. Drums with brushes imltate boat's
engine, sc, 1i.

a

O
The tambo#rine and whips are used with drums in a rhythmical
accompaniment to the Strolling Players in Act II. 29 The hotel

management provides some entertainment for their guests hoping to

. | | N
deter them from thoughts of the plague. The Players display a somewhat

4

29 This 1is another example of a 'blay within a play" which Britten
often included in his stage works.,
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macabre humour, however, and méck their audience in a laughing song.
‘The syncbp;tion of the voices and peréﬁssion is infectious; and all
joiﬁ’in the'laughter excépt Aschenbach and Tadzio. Paft of the
syncopated rhythm is illustrated inﬁthe fﬁlloﬁing example,‘whichl

. : . , '
includes the use of the large and small whip (score, p. 559).
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=Fx, 45. Laughing song, percussiVe,and vocal
syncopation, sc.x.

.
| .

3;3fﬁ&d”metailophonés ¢onvey another scenic image in the only:

overture in the opera. The Overture: Venice sets the scere for the

¢

tourists' arrival in the city. A rippling baréarollqg%rom the strings

fs alternated with a Gabrieli-style phrase by the brass, and a gong and

.



- 109

bell. The two percuseion instruments evoke the timbre of Venet i
church bells (score, pp. 96-101). ' They are heard again in the second

act, when the Polish family and Aschenbach attend a service in St.

HMark's Basilica.>" o . ' L.‘

The treatment of the percussion ensemblé\in Death in Venice

is ideallyksuitéd to the internal psychological drama with which the
work is concerned. The opera 1s the éulminétion of over three

.decades of operatic composition, in which the pechssion‘playéd an’
increasingly prominent part in dramatic characteiization. “From its

more subdued use in Peter Grimes, Britten gradually moved the percus-

sion into a central role in depicting qualities of,charaéter and

/
©

emotional states of mind.

- With Peter Crimés, Death in Venice forms the frame of Britteﬁ's
- operatic output. Between these tragedies he produced thirteen,other

operas of varied style and structure. Comedy is»restrictéd to one

chamber operax(Albert Herring), A;Midsummer‘Night'g Dréém,and divertis-
/,/// : . v ; /' R . ‘

sements within the dramas. In the larger works Britten tended to

. prefer serious or tragtc themes. An apt distinction between comedy

and tragedy is‘giyén by Peter Gafvie, in his article on the character

of Peter Grimeé.- ;ﬁ comedy, the:drama'énds with the people changed,

~

f

|

30 Britten visited Venice several times and was,familiar‘with the
resonant acoustical properties of Venetian churches. The metrical’ non-
‘alignment fn the church parables and Death in Vgnice is directly

attributable to this influence. See Mitchell, 'Pictures, plate -331.
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T A | |
but not the‘world' tragedy ends with the world changed,»but'not the
H
people.3l This is particularly appropriate in the case of Britten's -

bperas. In A Midsummer Night s Dream, the protagonists, Oberon,

Tytania, Bottom, and the Lovers, are all changed by the end of the “

work. In Peter Grimes and Death in Venice, neither Grimes nor Aschen-

- bach are able to adjust to the changing events around them They both

evade direct confrontation, cannot communicate, and ‘suffer conseguent ;'
. isolation and'eVentual death Garvie 8’ definition is also relevant to:

the chief characters of two of the. chamber(operas, The Rape of Lucretia

9
and The Turn of the Screw, to be discussed in the following chapter .

e

3 Peter Garvie, "Plausible Darkness: Peter Grimes after a Quarter ’
‘of a Century,' Tempo 100 (Spring, 1972) 9-14.

« I3



fBeggar's Opera and The Little Sweep), The Young K

" CHAPTER III
PERCUSSTON IN THREE CHAMBER OPERAS

The chamber operas offer valuable insight into Britten's

evolving use of percussion in dramatic contexts. The smaller vocal and

instrumental forces involved allow a transparent texture in which the

sonorities and techniques of different instruments can be heard

_efféctively through the overall musical fabric.

The pér}odlof The Rape of Lucretia (1946), Albert Herring

'(1947), and The 2¥rh of the Screw (1954) was extraordinarily fertile

for Brltten He completed, ~among other works, two fuLl—scale operas

(Billy Budd and Glorlana), the first three Canticles, two song cycles

(A Charm of Lullabies and Winter Words), two more chamber operas (The

rson's Guide to the

Orchestra, Saint Nicolas, and the. Spring Symp oqy Britten intended

the chamber operas to provide a serious alternative to expensive metro-
politan productions of full-scale operas. The smaller works could be

rehearsed and performed more economically, and, as the repertoire of a

'small ¢touring company (The English Opera Groop, since 1975 the English

Music Theatfe), they could also introduce English opera to provincial
audiences in Britain and overseas. With these goals in mind, Britten
once again broke new ground in the Fnglish operatic tradition. His

pioneering example has since been followed by several other composers

"of chamber operas in England and the rest'of Europe. Britten reduced

" the number of instrumental musicians required from the thirty to forty
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in his full-scale operas ‘to thirteen in each of the chamber operas

under discussion. The scoring is given in Table 7

TABLE 7

\ N
below.

SCORING IN THREE CHAMBER OPERAS

The que of Lucretia

Albert Herring

JThe Turn of‘the'Screw

Flute/Piccolo/

Alto Flute
Oboe/Cor Anglais,
Clarinet/Bass

Clarinet
Bassoon, Horn, Harp,
String Quartet,
Double Bass,

Recitatives),
Percussion (1)

Piano (Conductor for .

Flute/Piccoio/
‘ Alto Flute
Oboe,

.Clarinet/Bass

Clarinet
Bassoon, Horn, Harp,
String Quartet,

Double Bass,

Piano (Conductor for
Recitatives),
Percussion (1)

Flute/Piccolo/
Alto Flute

 Oboe/Cor Anglais,
- Clarinet/Bass

_ Clarinet

Bassoon, Horn, Harp,

String Quartet,

Double Bass,

Piano (Conductor for
Recitatives),

Percussion (1)

-«

The percussion ensemble consists of seven basic instruments.  In
addition, there are certain percussion instruménts which are not common

to all three works. The tambourine and the whip occur in The Rape of

Lucretia and Albert Herring. The bells;>glockeﬁspiel, and wooablock

occur in Albert Herring and in The Turn of the Screw, while the castanets

are. used dniy in Albert Herring (which also contains special effects such

as a bic?tle bell,’a shop bell, a bounciﬁg ball, and others). The tom-
tom and celesta are heard only in The Turn of the Screw. The percussion
scoring is shown oﬁ the follo&ing page in Table 8. |

There is an increésing_number of metallophones (pé}ticularly the

pitched instruments) in proportion to membranophones in each succeeding

opera. .In The Rape of deretia, the drums and tambourine outnumber the

metal instruments‘by 5:3, but in The Turn of the Screw, the metal instru-

"~

i

A

112



R TABLE 8
PERCUSSION SCORING IN THREE CHAMBER OPERAS
! . .
The Rape of Lucretia | Albert Herring The Turn of the Screw
Timpani, Side drum, Timpani, Side drum|Timpani, Side drum,
Basic Tenor drum, Bass Tenor, drum, Bass |Tenor drum, Bags
Group drum, Triangle, drum, Triangle, drum,Triangle,
' Cymbal, Gong Cymbal, Gong Cymbal, Gong
Tambourine, .- Tambourine, Bells, Glockenspiel,
| Addi- Whip . Whip, Bells, Woodblock,
“tional N ) Glockenspiel, Tom-tom, Celesta
Percus-| R Woodblock; ' ’
sion Castanets
| : | Bicycle bell,
Special _ : Shop bell, ,
Effects : : bouncing Ball,
Door knock, .
Table rap

ments outnumber the drums by 6:5 and in Albert Herring by 7:5 if‘the.

special effects are included. This increase in the use of metallophones
has %een observea in the full—séale operaé and is also to be seeﬁ ih«thé
church parables (see Chap. IV). It is significant that.the chamber opera

- containing the greatest number of metallophones deals with the super-
natural as its main theme.

The single pefcussion player plays nine differenf instruménts

in the first chamber opera, thirtéen in the second (comparéd with Peter -
Grimes, where two players were required for the same number of-instru-

ments), and éleven in the third. The celesta in The Turn of the Screw

is played by the pianist, not the percussionist., Because of this restric-
tion to one player, Britten_organized his percussion'writing.in a linear

manner, allowing the instruments to be played and heard in alternation

L
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rather than in Egggi_percuséive effects. However, sevéral percussion
soloé feature three or more instrumeﬁts at the same time. This proce-
dure is shbwn in the following examples of drum muéic, whicﬁ aléo demon-
strate the facility of the drums to evoke different moods in contrasting

dramatic situations. $

The first example, from The Rape of Lucretia, uses bass drum,

tenor drum, side drﬁm,“and cymbal. The asymmetrical rhythm of the per-

cussion aptly conveys Tarquinius' cautious footsteps as he approaches

the sleeping Lucretia, sometimes hurried, sometimes pausing to make sure -

he is not observed (score, pp. 183-184). This is one of very few instan-—

ces in the chaﬁber operas where the percussion is heard independently

1

from the rest of the orchestra.

Poco lewho & misterioso . ' >
C M(Summ" ] ¥ : O
(y "T U4 by, ~
Side corum | =:
(?”Wﬂﬁ}u)' . ' . . R L t ot
3 -
B&SSW T

PFP

Ex. 46. The Répe of Lucretia: Percussion solo with four
instruments. Tarquinius approaches the sleeping
Lucretia. Act II, sc. i.

In Albert Hetring, the same combination of -drums gives an

onomatopoeic impression of the schoolchildren's ball-bouncing game in
the folldwing~scene. - This ocecurs in the Act I Interlude that sets the

rhythm and playful mood for the scene at Mrs. Herring's greengrocery

114
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store. The drums' short ostinato pattern reflects the customary

delight that children have in repetitive games (score, pp. 127-139).

i
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Ex. 47. Albert Herring: Percussion solo with
three Instruments, Act I, Interlude.

The last exémple, from The Turn of the Screw, uses the tim-

pani, tenor drum; tom-tom, and éymbal. After the Prologue in

Act I, the timpani and tenor drum play an ostinato which dominates
the orchestral statement of‘the Ihémg_and the firSt scene. The “
Governess is.tfévelling by coach to the country house at Bly, where
she i1s to look after the children, Flora and Miles. The movement
of the coach as well as the Governess' anxious théugﬁts are both.
indicated in the drums' subdued but‘reienﬁiess pattéfﬁ. This is
Ainterrupﬁed as she asks herself "Oh why did I come?" As she
_resolves to continue the task, and comes to the end of her journey,
the toﬁ-tom is introduced for the first and only time in the -
operae and the cyﬁbal adds two final ﬁotés of expectancyw(séé

Example 48 on pagells,score, p. 13).
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Ex. 48, The Turn of the Screw: Percussion solo with four °
instruments. Act I, scene i, The Journey. i

- THE INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC
The instrumental (as distinct from the vocal)'sectiéﬁs in
each chamber opera perform the same functions as those in the full-
scalé opérés. Int;odﬁctions ana interludes set the méod for the
‘following scenes,'and the interludes occasionally makesdramatic goﬁ—
ment on the preceding scenes,‘ In each opera, however, they are treated

differently. The.RApe of Lucretia has two acts and an épilogue. The -

interludes in this operé, unlike those‘in Peter Grimés and in most‘of
Britten's other ppefas are not strictly‘instrUmental.. Théy include

the voices o% £he Male ana Female Chofus, two chafacters who,stana out-
sidé the time and aétion of the drama but cbmmentgon it throughout the

work. Albert Herring has three acts with no interlude 'in the last act.

The interludes and the introductions to Acts II and III are purely

instrumental, but the introduction to the first act includes the voices

3

. of Florence and of Lady Billows offstage. The Turn of.the‘Screw has ‘a

prologue and two acts, organized in the controlled structure of a twelve

-note theme and fifteen variations. There are eight short scenes in »

each act, each linked with an instrumental variation that sets the méod

116



“and key of the scene. Only one of the‘variations‘includes a volce--
~that of the ghost, Peter Quint; This ooera also contains the only
-example in the three works ofvan interlude withour percussion~—Varia—i
tion II:

. ‘ Additional instruments beyond‘the basic group are reserved~for
enhancing the vocal characterization and the dramatic action within

the scenes. In The Turn of the Screw, where every variation is closely

related to its following scene; three of the five additional instru-
ments (bells, glockenspiel, and celesta) are heard in the interludes
ane again, it is significant that these exceptions to the rule are
pitched metallophones. hach-time‘they occur (in Variations VII, VIII?

IX and XI) they represent'the sinister power of the supernatural.

The Rape of Lucretia

In the introduction to the first scene, the Male Chorus and the
Female Chorus give a brief historical background in recitative, inter-
spersed by sustained chords from the orchestra. As the Male Chorus de-
scribes the terrible ‘deeds of Tarquinius Superbus and his wife that en-
abled them to assume the throne of Rome, the atmosphere of horror and
dread is conveyed by tremoli from the Side drum and timpani at the
words "And now rule Rome by force and govern by sheer terror." The
phrase is given more: impact by the drums'’ crescendo and by the use of
side-drum sticks on the timpani. The Female Chorus then describes the
.unp0pular war between Romans and Greeks, led by Prince Tarquinius Sex-

tus. "'So here.the grumbling Romans march from Rome. To fight the

117



118

" Greeks &ho also march from home'" is accompanied by double-bass, béésoon,
and timpani chords in thirds in strict march'rhyfhm.

| The gong and suspended cymbal are added to the closing hymn of'

the introduétion, sung by.fhe two Choruses. The Hymn occﬁrs again ét
the end of the introduction to Ac£ II and at the conclusion of the Epi-
logue, each time withlphe gong but withoﬁt‘the cymbai. IThis is anothef
. example of metal instruments'chosen to illﬁstrate a spiritual or otherf
worldly aspect. |

Junius, one of the Roﬁan generals, dares Tarquiniué to test

Lucretia'é chastity, and the inferludevbefore.scené II describes the
‘Prince's furious ride.to Lucretia's house in Rome. ' The horse's gallop
is .conveyed by élternating métreg of‘Z and g, and by varied rhythmic
and tonal batterqs played off the baSé drum énd sidebdrum. The tonal -
;contrast between the high and low drum, togethef with thé prep;raforyd
notes before the strong beats (flam,_dfag, and»ruff) andvthe changing
‘ mgtré combine to present a'vivid’sound picture of the horse andvridér.
The drum pattefns in this inferiu&é, which oqéur several,times; are
‘shown in Example 49 on page 119(score,'bp. 71-86).

. .As they reach‘the banks of the Tiber, thé Male Chorus (g?ting as
Tarquinius' moral guardiah) urges the Prinée not to attempt to‘trosé the
"river. But‘he plunges in and swims to thevother‘side.. The introduction
of suspended cymbal, played with sdft sticks, gives an qnganny-impres4
si§h of the impétuous Prince and his lathered horse entering the water
and swimming écross’the rivgr'(scére,'pp.'87—89). Thié ¥n§erlude'conf

"tains some of the opera's most memorable imagery, in which the percus-
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Ex. 49. ‘The Rape of Lucretia: Drum rhythms of
Tarquinius' Ride, Act I, Interlude.

sion writing is a prime factor.

"The'introduction to the first scene in Act II draws a
larger parallel to the violent act about to be perpetrated on Lucre-
tia. The Choruses describe the growing discontent of the Romans

suffering under cruel Etruscan rulers. An incjedsing sense of violence

is produced from the text with an insi ' rhythm recurring
in the wbodwihds, harp, and percussion: The percussion in~
G v trvew brwr Tr v strument assigned
7 — _ = =
h, Ty : + to this motive is
V d1vi V
‘f' 3 == - dim. =<

mainly the side
drum, but other iqgtruments take it over occasionally to highlight par-
ticular phrasés,in_thé,text; For example, "...the proud Romans sweat

as they toiled in mountain quarry" is accompanied by the motive on the
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bass drum,with side-drum éticks for heavier articulation; The'triangle
'lblays fhe motive to illusttate-"delicate‘silver and tapestries" (scqre;

PP. 1634164); As off;tage voices'sing'with mounting anger "Dowﬁ with

the Etruscans" and "Rome's for the Romans," éminous timpani tremoli .
replace the rhythmical motive. The hyﬁn sung by the_Chorﬁses, accompan-

-

ied once more by the gong, leads into the opening of scene 1 and the
gentle ﬁusic for Lucretia's sleep. ’ | |
The secﬁnd interlude draws a diécreét veil over Térquinius"
assault of:Lucretia, and. also provideS'the change of scene for her death.
: The Choruses sing a strophic hymn with instrumeétal accompaniment.‘ In
this interlude the role of percussion ié the mﬁré conventionai one‘ofk
" harmonic support from the timpani. |
|  The Passacaglia in the last scene presents a fatalistic conclu-
sion to the preceding events of the drama. The final entries of the
grou;d'take the major-third motive and extena it to a question éﬁd answer.:
"Is this 1t .all?" "It is‘ail!" Buﬁ'tﬁe Ebilégue continues the"
‘duestio?, as the Female Chorus asks, "Is all this suffering and pain, is
this in vdin?" Her commentary is based on the* same ﬁajor—third mbtiVe
echoed by the harp. The’timpani emphasizes her final_cry "Is this all

" loss? Are we lost?" by repeating the question-motive as a minor third:

Hor L Y bd et

\ (score, p. 319). As the Male Chorus answers

v

her with his Christian message of hope:

o

F —

"For us did he live..." the timpani plays the answer—motive,.returning
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3 2 b\ !
a.

to the major third: ._j}L%L-L-Lﬁia;'
.= X
PP

(score; p. 321).

HEHE

This example from the Epilogue shows the way in which melodic percus-
sion can take over a motive associated with the vocal text, become
identified with the text, and then lend the motive greater dramatic

significanEe'in conjunction with different words.

Albert Herring

“ Albert Herring,waa written as a comedic_fOil to The Rape of -

Lucretia. The opera also complements Peter Grimes in that it deals

£

with a similar situation of the "odd man out" in a small community.

Whereas Grimes was ostracized and eventﬁaliy destroyed for being too
different from his neighbours, Albert has to break out of his obedience

to convention in order to Qevelop as a mature person. . Albert Herring -

is the only one of the three chamber operas in three acts. 1Its ten i

"main roles and duration of two hours and twenty minutes make it almost

comparable to the full-scale.eperaslefbA Midsummer Night's Dream or

Death in Venice, except for the smaller orchestral and vocal require--

ments.
[

The:cur;ain risesvon scene’i as soon as the music commences. /
Hdwever, as Florence bustles, about tidying and duaping, receiving,Lady:

Billows' effstage orders with exasperatieﬁ, the orchestra sets the scene
and indicates Lady Billows' bombastic character qf moral rectitude.

Martial strokes from the side drum hint at her upright and inflexible -

\
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:principleé. «Tfemoli played on the bass drum, wifh side drum.sticks
for:clearér-afticulafion,vaccompany her directives to Fl&rence (score,

' pp; 4_aﬁd 10). Her character ig further delineated by'tiﬁpani anq
cymbalninytheﬂHeazz March which aﬁﬁountes‘her entrance for the commit- .
teevméeting (ééore, pp. 30-34). This introduétion and march give a
clear example of percuésion_instrumentsbu;ed'for associative scoring.
It is unusual in that séverai instruments, instead of oﬁe, depict a

i - - ;
single character. Throughout the opera bass drum, timpani, and cymbal
continue to be aggociated, though not exclusively, with Lady Billbws.,

iggrlude‘in Act IT and the iﬁttpductions to ‘the

sécond'{_ » ts, the interlude before the second scene of Act I

is s;ricék }:uental. _The three drums whicﬁ imitaté_fhe bouncing
ball are fi %;a by a real ball as the scene opens. .The_rbythm*og'the
ball's'bouéi is caref@lly ﬁqtatéd inbthe'score. | \
ﬁirf introduction‘in Act II is abfésiive prepafatiqn for‘
the May Da’; ilebratidn in the vicarage garden. Unmeésuréd fanfafes
horn lead intp a quick ‘movement for winds and strings with
- continuous i;;EEf&.Q“ the suspeﬁded cymbai. ThexmonbchOur bf this
metal instrument contfééts well with that of'the,dru@svin‘the previous -
I ' |

interlude. . |

' The second interlude startsbbefore the curtain falls on the

first scene. The assembled company éit down to eat amid a general

a

'hubbub of conversation. Teﬁpo indications refer only to the'dréhestra,

ugal interlude as the curtain falls. The cymbélvis__
i . » ) . . _-L'//‘
the sole percussion instrument until the timpani takes

. which announced

featured agai;
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oyer‘with a pedal figure based on the fugal themev(score; pp. 335-337):

L Vory quick andvgay
(1
e

pponse’

Ex. 50. Albert Herring: Timpani in Interlude, Act II.

Farirae s il

The gong and cymbal appear briefly before the contrapuntal texture runs
" into the 1yrical night music of scene 1i. This s the most substantial
"interlude of the whole opera. |
‘The last act 1s introduced by a syncopated ostinato played»by
the side drum, The woodwind then the strings take up the rhythm in - ; \§

e s

another fast instrumental movement which-indicates the frantic search
B - . X} .

~ for Albert. The side drum's ostinato: ., ,Pmﬁss'mw,

e lvm

continues“throughout_the introduction

and extends into the following scene. .

> : .
It recurs each time a different character enters with news of thetsearch.
In this way ‘the side drum increases the mood of . anxious excitement which |
culminates in the maghificent Threnody for Albert s presumed demise.
The . renody a parody of nineteenth century Anglican anthems, serves in
plgce of a third interlude to divide the act between the search for Al—

bert and his reappearance.

-~

-

This interlude makes an interesting: comparison with the lively
introduction to Act II in The Rape of Luctretia which . leads into. the
slow night music of Lucretia's sleep--at a similar stage in the drama.
Night music with the same combination of alto flute and bass clarinet
also occurs in The Turn of the Screw, Act 1I, Variation XI, and. scene iv.
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The Turn of the Screw

C’

The Turn of the Screw is a setting of Myfanwy Piper K libretto
7

based on the ghost story by Henry James Some commentators_consider

L~

it Britten's finest operatic achievement.2 ‘Along with influences from oo

Coay

Wagner and:Schoenberg,‘Britten demonstrated an aspect of Mahler's art

" not immediately apparent to the casual.listener:

o

Music which hirts at emotional subtleties and undertones
which, before and after Freud, make their effect mainly

at subconscious level. James' complacent English coun-
try house, undermined by indefinable (and therefore un-~
'assailable) powers of evil, demanded for its musical
/ - treatment all the ambiguities, of innocence touched
) with worldly wisdom, of terror mounting below high spic
‘,rits, that are of the essence of Mahler s art.

The theme which forms the-basis for the fifteen‘variations’and

sixteen scenes is a twelve -tone set, used tonally rather than serially 7

"es presence, like that of the ghosts, heunts the entire work. nl Since
the melodic percussion is sometimes used thematically, the basic set »l

is shown in Example Sl on page 125for reference
L4
There are four variation interludes with significant percussion
writing fn Act I and five in Act II. Since the variations are’ so close- ‘

‘-ly linked with each scene, the music" hehrd in a variation frequently

2. “See- Hans Keller, Introduction to The Operas of Benjamin Britten,
ed pPavid Herbert (London Hamish Hamilton, 1979), PP. Xxv and xxvii.

3 Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten, p. 203

4 Deavel, "A. Study of Two Operas by Benjamin Britten", p 71
excellent description of the tonal organization of this opera is found
in this work, in Evans' The Music of- Bepjamin Britten and in Erwin -
_Stein's article "The Turn of the Screw and its Musical Idiom," Tempo,
No. 34 (Winter 1954 5), pp. 6~ 14

-

° i : ' ‘ ‘ . { [+
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Ex. 51. rTweIQe—tone set of The Tu}ﬁ of tﬁe Screw.
continues into the following scene for which it has a preparatory
function. Thebostinatb by timpani and tenor drum in the Ihégg_and
throughout‘kcene i (élready mentioned3 see above p. 115) is a élear
example. | 0 |
Variation IT1 is a condensed musical picture in advance of
scene fv The Tower. Sustainedlch;rds.in the strings indicate the
Iqu@et sﬁmmer evening, with the flute repfesentiﬁg a:night bird. The
étring chords change to}treﬁdlo as a soft roll on the timpani, played
with fingerSAinstead of sticks, gives an ominous forewafni%%ﬁthat the
night is 1essridyllic than it seems, This music is repeateﬁhkronicaily ‘
in the followiné scene when -the Goverﬁ%ss sgems to have overcome her
‘first’misgivings. At the words "Those fluttering fears..." the timpani
~roll resumes. Its warning is made'clear é few minutes 1éter when the
égghost Peter Quint, makes his first appearance The Goéﬁrness' agitated -
speculation as to his identity. is followed by Variation IV, a quick

march. This march serves as a prelude to the ch@ldren s %}nging game,

"Tom, Tom, the Piper's son" in scene v. It is comparable to the first

interlude in Albert Herring, prior to the_childrén's ball game, which
used the same combination of bass drum, tenort drum, and side drum. The

march in The Turn of the Screw differs; however, in rhythm and mood.

* R




Here is an example of "terror mounting below high spirits" as the
heaviness and syncopation of the rhythmic pattern suggest something
odd and literally oﬁt of place. Part of the drum rhythm is shown

below (score, p. 57):

N \ijwddagndJquj $.D.
S.D. N T . I l l I 4
I.TP P T D ;£] P 'ﬁég;rjlilip i
s i : + ¥3
=4 N 1 AN
' B-b.
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Ex. 52. The Turn of the Screw: Syncopated rhythm
for three drums, Variation IV.

This‘ﬁusic too continues into the following scene, wiﬁh the tiﬁpani
.replacing the tehgé}énd bassffrggs.

Dramatic tensioﬁ rises towards the end of Act.I, the influegce
of the two ghosts becoming more powerf&l over the.aduit; as well as the
childrén. Variatioﬁ VII prepares for scene viii At Night, where the
voices of'Quint and Miss Jessel are heard for the first time, spell-
binding the children. By this time, with pfevious.appearances of the
ghosts, associative scoring of ﬁwo metallophones ﬁas become established

©

. for the supernaﬁural apparitions. The distinctive, ethereal tone of the

0 In his Percussion Instruments and their History, Blades states
‘that the timpani is additional. to the bass drum, tenor drﬁm, and side
drum in Variation IV (see p. 421-422). The author of the! present
study found no timpani in the score during the variation. It is
possible that Blades had access to a revised score or percussionist's
part which differs from the published full score.

.
%’ﬂ
-
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celesta represents Quint, while the enigmatié gong (with an F-sharp .
on the double bass) heralds Miss'Jessel. Both these instruments-are

[}

featured throughout this variation, the celesta part based on Quint's

motive:

Ex. 53. The Turn of the Screw: Quint's
s motive on celesta. :

In the final écenecof Aﬁt I, both Quint's vocal line and the cglesta
part make elaborate use ofvthe minor third and major second intervals
* contained in. this motive.

Act‘iI opens with the ghosts at the height of their powef.
They have won the children over to their side and sworn them to secrecy.
The introductory Variation VIII consists o; consecutive cadenzas on each
-of the twelve instrumeﬁts, intefpoléted with muted chordéJin wﬁich the
presence of tHe ghosts is constantly implied by the gong and celesta.
The cadenzas all begin on a different note of the basic sef, although
not in their original order. The last cadenza is given to the tiﬁpani,
which adds ﬁhe final note (B) of the theme and transposes its first

four notes to B-E-C-sharp-F-sharp (score, p. 171). Thisjleads into

scene i Colloquy and Soiilogqy,_where the ghdsts meet in limbo and

celebrate their macabre intentions (see Example 54 -on page 128).

As If to symbolize the ascendance of supernatural forces, Va-

riation IX and scéne {1 The Bells are dominated by these metal percus-:

C
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R R TUET i |

RS cemat— .
e P ‘itﬁntfl_y e more morked T T ——

Ex. 54. The Turn of the Screw: Timpani
" " cadenza in Variation VIII.

" sion instruments. Twelve bells aré_giyen a pefmutation of the theme
(in F—sharp) which continues‘into‘écene ii. The children are walking
to church singiﬁg their own versioq of the Benedicité with vérybunholy
-words. There ié non-alignment be£ween the strictlybﬁetrical bells and
" the free chanting of the children which enhances thel§inister‘atmosphere’
From the beginniﬁg of Variation IX to near the end of Act II, scene
ii, there are twenty—seven:paées of bell music.(score, pp. 188-215).
It is this kind of emphasis tHat prompted James Blades to describe this

work "a pearl among percussion scores':

In The Turn of the Screw the writing for the tubular
bells is such that it would be difficult to find a
work where the scoring for orchestral chimes has been
more fully explored. With the use of such effects as
grace-notes, a three-note clash,...the use of the
damping mechanism to clarify rapid passages, and the
unique employment of glissandi (played with the
handle of the bell hammer), Britten brings the belfry
to the opera house.

The version of the theme played by the bells in the variation

is given in Example 55 on page 129(égore, pp. 188-190).

Variation XI offeré a glimpse in advance of scene iv The Bed-

<&

room. Britten's favourite instruments for night-music, the alto flute

B 6 Ibid.
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Ex. 55. The Turn of the Screw: Permutation of
the theme by tubular bells, Variation IX.

and bass clarinet, play;a canon whicﬁ is twice interrupted by the '
glockenspiel-sounéing Quint's Qotive as a chord. This is the only
time in the Spera that an instruﬁent other than the celesta plays
Quint's motive, altﬂough i£ appears occasionally in the vocal line.
The glockenspiel's chord is heard in the following scéne each time
Quint's voice intérrupts the conveisation between Miles a;d Fbe

Governess. Since the celesta accompanies each of Quint's appearances

to tbe Govexness,‘th¢‘giockenspiel (with a similar ;imbre)vmay repre- .

sent his unseen influence upon the boy's troubled mind.

129



The néxt variation,‘tﬁe prelude to scene.v leéi, is the only
‘one in the-opgré tb inélude a voice. To a background of écurryihg“
pizzicati in thg strings, Quint (seen’only‘in‘silhouetté) speculates
about the contents of the Governess' lettér. His frantic curiosity is

shown by reiterated sixteenth—ﬁote phrases in Sprechstimme: ''What has

she written?" and "Easy to take" as he sees the letter on the desk. - -

‘The phrases are preceded each time by'the éame rhythm played with a

brush on the side drum. Qﬁint's rising excitement is shown in the

A

example below (score, p. 251%.

i ST
: - ¥ vy — 7
Qumt Eo-5y o ke, _ €o-%y to toke, e - sy 0 toke, -3y to toke,
( Uﬂ-ﬂm) Dus nimmit sich ieleM, das piwnt sich lescnt, - das Nrynt sioh leicd | dos nimm! sich lesht |

Ex. 56. The Turn of the Screw: Side drum mimicking
Quint's Sprechstimme, Variation XII.

A f

#

Although it is played and '"sung" in strict tempo, the four-note phrase
heightens the effect of nervous anxiety by metrical displacement.
The dramatic climax of the finale is anticipated in Variation XV.

A one-bar crescendo of tutti tremoli chords from pianississimo to fortis-

w N 7
sissimo produces an expectation offultimate horror. The twelve-note

theme 1is contained simultaneously in the chords, which are interrupted
’ . . ) .

ZﬁAt the opening of Children's'Crusade,'written fifteen years
later, a similar expectation is produced by the same means.

s
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by two recitatives. These are played first on the highest instru-
ment, the piccolo, then on.the lowest, the timpani. Three aspects
~of this variation create extreme dramatic COntrast} the change in
textnre between tgtti_scoring and solos by two instruments, and
,hetween chords‘followed by recitative; the spatial contrast between
_all the instruments, then the highest, then the lowest' and, the var—.
ied timbre from the full orchestra followed by piccolo then timpani
This final variation (and scene) clearly demonstrates the .timpani's
emancipation from its traditional roles of harmonic or rhythmic sup-
port and special effects. It 1s treated as a partner equal to the
otherrorchestral instruments and integrated into the texture'and struc-

ture of the movement.

In the theme and eight variations having the most significant

percussion music in this opera, the first act contains a preponderance

of drums, while in the second act'the metal instruments have_supre—
macy . This balance between membranophones and metallophones obtains
in the total number of variations in the work, including those which
‘hane not been cqpmented upon. At the risk of belabouring the, point,
it is important to remember Britten's consistency in using netallici
pechSsion to represent the~supernatural elements of this opera (and'
others). As the power of the ghosts increases, the.metallic instruments

are heard more freduently‘and are given greater prominence.

131
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% THE VOCAL MUSIC

It has been noted that-except for The Turn of the Screw, the
percussion instruments used in the instrumental‘sectidns of the chamber

operas belong to the b;éic group of sevenvéommbn to all three works.

Theiadditionél instrhménts in The Rape of Lucretia, the tambourine énd

whip, also oécur in Albert Herring. 'They are used sparingly, appearing
only once each in the fifst opera'anditwice in close approximation in
the second opera;

The tambourine highlights a situation involving memory in both

operas. In the second scene of Act IT of The Rape of Lucretia, Bianca
remembers Lucretia as a young girl. The short taps on the tambourine
suggest the innocence and playfulness of her %?st in stark contrast to

herApresent circumstances (score,'pp. 277-279). 1In Albert Herring

(Act II, scéne i1), Albeft returné'home with happy memories of the May-
day‘party and starts fantasizingbabout'Nancy."As he regretfully reﬁem_
beré "Wé never talked or walked lightheartedly through tﬁe woods," the
tambourinevand woodwind recall‘fhe rhythm and metré éf Sid's first des-
cription of that pastime (in the second scenévof Act I). A few minutes
later, single taps'of the tambourine remind'Albert of his prize of

twenty-five golden soveréigné lying unused in his pocket. |

The whip‘iS'appropriately‘uged a£ moments of shock; Since 1t

conveys this element of surprise, its initial impact’is:diluted in in-

verse proportion to its repetition. In The Rape of Lucretia a single

, stroke of the whip is the only instance of its use in the whole work, .

alloﬁing it to create its maximum dramatic effect. In Albert Hefriqg,
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a‘singlelstroke accentuates the Superintendent's wish for "a robbery
withlforce" (score, p. 421). Later in‘the same ecene, Mrs. Herring's
grief—laden deseription of Albert's photograph iS censiderably light-
~ened by tepeated strokes of the whip as pert of the "circus" music
("It was took on the pier at Feliketoye," Act III, scene i, score,
pp.427-42§).

‘Three of the additional percussion instruments in Albert

Herring are also used in The Turn of the Screw: hells, glockenspiel,

and woodblock. The hells and giockenspiel in Albert Herring do not

»
have the symbolic and sinister aspects displayed in The Turn of the

Screw. 'They-are used for ironical, evenvfarcical effect. The bells
| in F, B- flat, and D announce the start of the Mayday festivities and
accompany thelcelebration song sung by the schoolchildren in Act II.
As the speeches finish and Albert is persuaded reluctantiy to rise,and-
speak,'the bells quietly suggest the saintly Qirtue for which he is
being rewarded. They occur again in the last act after Albert's wreath
of erange blossoms has been found "crushed by a cart." Here'theyvserve
‘asba quasi-religious introduction to the funereal Threnody. At the
same time,fh0wever, their referenee to Albert's innecence is ironieal
in that the audience already knews that his eecepade nas with quite
irreligidus intentions. .

The glockendpiel is used solely to represent clock chimes. In
the first act’the solemn'deliberations of the committee to choose a May :
lQueen are interrupted three times by the farcical chiming of the clock

Later, in Act II Albert tries to muster enough courage to go out on the
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town and’broaden his experience. While he hesitates he is aware that
time is running out and he‘has to make a decision. ihe-glockenspiel
repeats the notes of the clock in a;t I, but this time they continue
'urgently as Albert sings ”The tide will turn, the sun will set, while
I stand here and hesitate-—the clock begins its rusty whirr, catches
its breath to strike the hour" (score, P. 378-379).
In both operas the woodblock is heard in negative contexts

It indicates Albert's desperation in the second sceneKof Act 1I, vafter
he has overheard Sid and Nancy flirting. "0 go! -Go away! and leave

‘me here alone with doubts and ‘terrors you have never known'" he shouts

45 .the woodblock's clattering sixteenth—notes highlight his agitation

(score, pp. 368f369). In The Turn of‘the Screw the woodblock,conveys
an atmosphere of ominous portent as Quint attempts to enchant Miles-
with fantastic imagery 'At the beginning of scene viii At Night Quint
calls to Miles in long melismatic phrases, then sings of "all things
strange and bold." The words "The riderless horse, snorting, stamping,
on the hard seavsand" are accompanied by alternate beats from the bloCk
and the side drum, played on the‘rim. The dry timbre of both instru-
ments gives an unnatural impression of a static horse, enhancing the o
dramatic surrealism of this moment (score, pp. 135 137).

’ Besides the incidence of the woodblock, these two examples are
curiously similar. Both scenes contain more percussionvinstruments than

in any other scene in each of the respective operas. Six different per-

cussion instruments occur in Act I, scene viii of The Turn of the Screw,

vhile ten are used in Act 11, scene 11 of Albert Herring. In each
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opera, these scenes are the dramatic focal points where action is taken

,that affects all Subsequent dévelopment. In:The Turn of the Screw, the

ghosts succeed in enchanting the children.b In Albert Herring, Albert [
resolves to break out of hisZcustomaryabehavioural'pattern.hThe variety )\
of percussion used in these scenes helps to.emphasize their pivotal‘
position in the dramatic development of each opera.

Castanets are included among the additional percussion instru—
ments in Albert‘gerring. They: are used orly in the above scene where
they prowide a cheerful indication of Albert's high spirits in a short
interlude after he.has left on his escapade (score, pp. 3834385).

Britten showed an increasing tendency in each opera_to employ
the percussion ensemble for defining particular characters and the rela-

tionships between them Certain instruments or groups of instruments

are associated with different roles, often with a correlation in pitch

between the instrumental and the vocal range. In The Rape of Lucretia, -
for instance, the casting is in two symmetrical groups: four male‘and
four female'characters. The male element is pitted agginst the female
"element’in the structure as well as in the plot of the]opera, the first
scenes of bOth acts describing actiOns’of the men, the second.scenes
those of the women Drums are prominent 'in the former situation. ln‘
the first scene the bass drum underlines the quarrel of the generals and
stresses their competitiveness (score, PP. 17-26). The tenor drum
accompanies the insults exchanged by Junius and Tarquinius (score,

P 29) Timpani rolls indicate their anger and,Collatinus' order

"Peace! Peace! Save your swords till we meet the Greeks' (score, p. 30).
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'ly‘insistent
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The dr n; i .5’_;ssociated with the men and‘particularly:with‘Tarqui—
'nius. ;{rate the wholly different instrumental fabric of scene
ii (the wif ;scene) only as a background warning of Tarquinius'
approach wé. ;rLucretia calmly prepares to sleep (score pp 127-136) .
They contrié 3 to- the tensionrof the Seduction scene in Act II. Gra-
dually ascen{ e tremoli on the tinpani intensify Tarquinius' increasing-
j;_i.nds (SCore, Pp. 153—198). In the final scene timpani
are’used for the first time to accompanY'Lucretia, symboiizingvTarquini—

us' possession ;&? destruction of her (score, pp. 268-271, 286, 291-

293). Britte{i fiyses the absence as well as the presence'of percus-
sion for dramsﬁic effect. Timpani rolls played with wooden sticks under-

line Lucretia's despair as she sends a message to her husband Cbllatinus

4("Give him this orchid,ﬁ score, PP. 268—270). Then as she laughs madly

and‘sends her'love'to the messenger, the stable boy, and‘the coachman,

~ the absence of the. timpani indicates her hysteria (score, p 270) Solo .

timpani rolls accompany her final speech as she stabs herself at the .

climax of the tragedy.»,Britten'had used‘both these devices in ggggg“
In the nomen‘s scenes, the percussion»is used,duite differently. o i
In the first act the spinning scene uses the metal instruments of gong,r
cymbal, and triangle during the women's. discourse. ‘The drums are intro-
duced only twice——to indicate the approach and then the presence of ‘Tar-
quinius. in the closing ensemble (score, PP. 149-156). Likewise in the
final scene, only the triangle and cymbal accompany Lucia- and Bianca 8

~

celebration of the spring morning. The triangle is frequently associat-

I
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.ed with Lucia in both scenes, -and the gong or cymbal is 1ikewise

Iwassociated with Bianca

Thus in this opera a clear connection is made between the lower—
toned membranophones and the male characters and the higher—pitched
metalloohones and the female characters. At the same time, the symmetri—
cal contrasts between male and female in the casting and structure of
the drama are reflected in the way in which the percussion is used Al-
though the work 1is based 1argely on two themes representing Tarquinius
and Lucretia, the percussion is not used thematically, as it is later in

The Turn of the Screwr This is hardly surprising since the only melodic

' percussion'inStrumentkin The Rape of Lucretiaﬂis the timpani. . The Turn

- ends, how%var, since the~dramatic opposition is not between.these two

of the Screw contains four'such'inStruments: timpani, bells, glocken-
spiel, and celesta.

Albesrt. Herring ‘does not have the oprsition of balanced forces

that occurred in the first chamber opera. The cast consists of ten

main characters—ffive male and five female voices. Here the symmetry'

groups but between Albert and the rest of the village, as in Peter

Grimes. The village is represented‘by nine characters which have been

stereotypical of English village life in comedies and music-hall pro— o

ductions since the early‘nineteenth century. For this larger number .

of roles Britten providedla.variety of different ensembles and charac-

terizations.8

8 Eloquent descriptions of the. different characters and their

'musical styles are available in Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten,
" pp. l44- 157.- -

o




Unlike The Rape of Lucretia particular characters in Albert
, p -
erring are defined more by their vocal style (including parody) than

by . themes or instrumentation Apart frOm the example of Lady Billows, o

.‘quoted above (p. 122) there are few inStances of associatiVe scoring.

The percussion and special effects 111UStrate the text and action,
o
often using exaggeration for humourous or satirical effect The trian-

gle, for instance mocks the pompous Lady Billows, the unctious vicar\

and the fervent schoolmistress when they all sing of innocence. At thev

._‘(J

end of her speech, Miss Wordsworth presents Albert with two volumes of

_ Foxe's Book of Margyrs., A single’ stroke of the gong suggests the doom
[

of the book s title and the gloom of its contents  The effect is

exaggerated a few measures later when the Vicar citeS the same book as

7
.

"part of the national heritage Cwith The Bible and Shakespeare) In the

+

' next scene, the gong is again used to COnvey a feeling of doom and - final—

ity Albert concludes his soul—searching by tossing a coin to help him
& ‘o %

.“decide whether to break away’ from his mother s apron strings. The gong,,

v.sounds as he sings "Well you ve “gone 8nd done.it now! Its very plain'

[

you've burnt your boats and can't go back again“ (score, p. SE?)
Albert 8 self-questioning started previously in Act I, after 3
Sid and. Nancy taunted him with his dull and obedient lifestyle.. Aftér |

o

~they 1eave he. realizes that he is missing a great deal of fun.‘ "Yes! -
Mum 8 .uncommon keen about the need of living'hhaste and clean in word ‘
and»deed. For what?" he sings. The timpani echoes his last tWO wordgr

f with a rolled glissando upwards. s Albert deseribes his daily routine,
A

‘the words "For what?" become an insistent refrain Which the timpani con—"'

138




tinues to mimic (score, pp. 177-179). “In addition to the m%d/\

" momentum of optimism and expectandy. This culminates in Albgw

&

nine vocal p'ar‘ts contributés a characte:istic solo while the 04

A

imitation of the question, the timpdni's glissandi produce a " '\ fin%

Mo

Y = . , [4) ’ o
resolve to get away at. the next opportunity. The timpani pay,

shown in Example 57 (vscore, p. 179).

It seems as
Ich  giou - be,

_ For what?
Nberb . for wrats

Ex. 57. Albert Herring: Timpani imitates o
Albert's question, Act I, scene ii.

Many of’ the vocal ensembles are scored without percuyy '\ 4
‘ /A

\

P

mourn Albert's demise with a monotonous and morbid choral gr%/\ No

o

. o
notable exception is the Threnody, in which the timpani and Q)’/

distort fhe meaning of the text with hilarious effect. Each o/
: o \

LN

percussiom is heard until the ninth solo is completed and all/ \/g
B »"y * . ' .
have repgated together thetr various texts. The timpani playe/

. ) . /"
fortissimo and a sforzando clash from the cymbal then 1ntpodhc/ \4/(
' y

Lo ' - . " " ‘
accompany the vocal phrase "Grief is silent, Pity .d\mb.-- Th// k\yf‘t/%

is sung fortisosiqbcwith loud chords and tremolando support LX_ \ /
resbt of the orchestra (score, pp. 470-474). This splendid Ql/\ /Q
e - ,, \
the funeral lament is finally interrupted by the sound of the / \ v 1.1
as Albert reappears. » |

, . / \
. ' The percussion indicates geveral entrances and activu / \ fh

the opefa withd\ii the‘neéd for textual explanations. The b% p \t/l /‘\\

\ N

f

139



140

nounces the approach of Florence Pike to Mrs. Herring's'gfeengroeery
store (score, p, 187). Tremoli on the timpani announce the arrival
of Lady Billows and the committee (score; pp. 193-194). 1In the last

act,

the ggglggﬁg_on the éide drum is played fortississimo con tutta °
forza as the Smell procession appears with-Albert's crown (scqre,
PP. 450-453). Alpert drinks his lemonade laced wigﬁ_rum to the accom-
paniment of éilong'trem010 Onlthe suspended cymbal (scofe, pp. 320-.
3215. His high spirits énd rebellion after the festivities are shown
by his rePéated ringing of the shop bell (notated in the score) on his
return home (seore; PP. 342-344). As he struggles to find a maech
the cymbal produces @ realistie/piss of escaping gas followed by a
leud bang from ‘the tenor dfﬁﬁ'as the gas explodes (score, pp. 348- 349)
Iﬁ\Q\ftrast to !Zﬁgjgggiggllggzggié, the percussion in Albert
Herring tends to repr?sent sentiments rather -than Pa?tiCU1af persons.
The same sentiment expressed by different characters is conveyed (and
made’humoroue) by the use of the‘same instrument (trégpgle, gong) in
varied contexts, Extended passages of a solo percussive instrument fre-
quently indicete actiOn and/or entrance% (timpani, bells, cymbal, side
i drum). There ig no cqrrelatibn in pitch between the percussion and
either voices or gender. However, the associatidh of drums with Lady
Billows and metallic instruments with Albert does complement the
riéhteous;ess and innocence of their respective personalities.

There are fewer ensembles iﬁ The Turn of the Screw than in

Albert Herring or The Rape of Lucretia. The texture also is more trans-

8]
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parent, the action being carriedvmainiy by a succession of solos and
duos. This is iﬁ keeping Qirh the smaller cast of six voices (seven
with the Prologue, usually eung bybthe same singeyr as Quint). The
vocal parts are all in'the high range! three sdpranos,.two treéles
(the children), and a tenor. The opposing relationships.between the
characters are aslambiguous as the evil power of. the ghosts. The
children are victims of the power struggle.berween the "nateral"‘
figures (the Governess and Mrs. Grose) and the supernatural ones
(Quint and Miss Jessel). However they are also the catalysts:of the
whoie drama, aed at times show an indepeﬁdenee frem‘both pairs of
adultsr

The characters are defined by several motives taken from ;he
.basic twelve-note set (see p.125). ;;n addition the key structure of
aseending white notes in ActvI‘emphasizes the natural, humer aspects;
the descending flat keys and black notes of Act II underline the super-
naturel influence.’ It is significant that of all the roles in rhe
opera it is-only the ghosts who are conéistently ass;ciated with par-
ticular instruments--the metallophqnes of celesta and gong respective—.\
ly. |

The assoclation of the celesta'With Quint is developed gradual-
'ly. The firsg time the instrument is heérd, Quint is neither seen nor

. referred to in the text. In scene iii, shortly after the Governess'

arrival at Bly, she learns that Miles has been expelled from school.

, 9 Eric Walter White, Benjamin Britten: His Life and Operas
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), pp. 181-182.,

D




142

As she reads the 1etter‘containing this news, Mrs. Grose watches her

approvingly, "Now all will be well, we were far too long alone!" The

celesta makes a single statement of Quint s motive as the Gove;ness

‘exclaims '"Mrs. Grose! He's dismissed his sehgol," This first réference'
to Quint is an ironical comment on Mrs. Grose(s remark, as well as

a hint of the ghost's malevolent controi'of the boy's béﬁévior'(score;

p. 37). Britten made sure thaE this ﬁotive would‘not be overlooked

by giving the celesta an exposéd positiqnlandvb§ évoidihg the use 6f

any other percussion until the end qf this scene. rQuint,mékes his first

‘appearaﬁée in the next scene, again ironically, as the Governmess finds

herself "Alone, tranquil, serene." This time the célesta has an ex-

tended passage of several measures before the ghost vanishes. The ce-

lesta part (excerpt) and the Governess' startled reaction are shown

below (score, p..53).

/\
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Fx. 58. The Turn of the Screw: Celesta indicates
Quint's first appearance, scene iv.

As Quint disappears the Governess sings a short motive (''Who
is 1t?") which is derived from Quint's music on the celesta. This 1is
assumed by the woodwinds and recurs after Quint's second appearance in,

the following scene. The motive is'exténded by the orchestra while

LY
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Mrs. Grose quesrions'the Governess aoout what she saw ﬂScore, PP.
73—77).‘ When Miss Jessel appears for the first time in ecene vii
the words are no 1onger necessary: the timpani plays the 'Who is
it?" motive. It is then repeated b; different instruments as the
Governess ‘realizes that both children see the ghosts and are alrea-
dy influenced by them (score, pp. 125 130) By using the celesta
and the timpani motivically, Britten conveys the insidious presence
. of the ghosts as well as the inability of the Governess to protect
’the children from them. |

The first inetrumental reference to Miss Jessel is elso un-
mistakable. After the Governess has seen Quint for the second time,
Mrs. Grose tells her of his activities before his death, and of hon
"he made free with’her, too, with lovely Miss Jessel governess “to \
those pets.” ezi’i‘,he gong is introduced with an F-sharp played on the \\
horn, timpani, and double bass_(score, p. 83). At Miss Jesselte first AN

appearance by the lake the gong is sounded again, with F¥sharp from

the horn and piano‘(score,.p. 125). It is repeated as the Governess \

sings ﬁMiss Jegsel! It was ﬁisS’Jessel!ﬁ. At the scene's close, the
ghosts are linked in symbolic oartnership as the celesta and gong
(with an F-sharp from ﬁhe double bass) alternate (score, p.-130). Each
successive occurrence of,theee\instruments in Act I is of longer dura-
tion.than the last, until'both'the instruments (énd the ghosts of ’

course) dominate the entire variation and scene which close the act

(see page 126).

[
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Metallic percussion instruments are prominent in the first two
scenes of Act II and occur with greater frequency during this act than
'in'the'first half of the opera. The celesta, cymbal, and gong under-
.1ine the ghosts menacing celebration in Act II,_scene i;sﬁTheveere-
mony of innocence 1s drowned" (score, pp. 176- 184) lhe bells over-
shadow' the rest of the orchestra in the long second scene.; The peace-
ful bedroom scene is interrupted by the glochenspiel (see P 129j.h
The cymbal and gong emphasize Quint's orders to Miles in scene v. Miss
Jessel s gong sounds repeatedly in scene vii, as she wins final victory.
over Flora In scene viii, the celesta and cymbal accompany Quint's
last struggle against ‘the Governess for COntrol of Miles.

Even before the increasing use of metallophones at the end of

Act I,Ethe incidenee of these instruments,represents_the evil;influenee

of the supernatural. This applies not only to the ghosts' celesta
and gong but also to all the other metal instruments. Early in the
drama, the children welcome the arrival of the Governess. Flora cnrt—
sies to the accompaniment of the cymbal—:similar in'timbre,to Miss
Jessel's gong. Miles bows to the sound of the triangle--not unlike
»Quint's celesta (score, Pp. 20—24). When the cymbal is heard again,
.in scene v, Mrs. Grose is telling the Governess about Quint's death

In effect, every time a metal instrument is played during this opera,

&

0
In Act II, the children sometimes sing to the ghosts' instru-
ments (the gong for Flora and the celesta for Miles), implying the
power of the ghosts over them. -
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it 1s a reference to the supernatural.

The membranophones,.in eontrast, represent the human qualities
oﬁ the characters But because of their varied use, none of the drums
can be directly associated with a particular person. The timpani,
after its introduction with the Governess in the first scene, frequent-
ly coincides with her fearv however. The warning roll played with thé
_ fingers in scene iv and the "Who 1s 1te?" motive are examples in the
first act.. At the end of the churchyard scene in Act II, steady quar-
ter-notes mark her resolve to "go away ... away from my fears, away
from those horrors " (score, pp. 217-219). When she banishes Miss
Jessel from her:schoolroom, her cry "Be gone! You horrible,’terrible
woman'“ is underlined by a long tremolo from the timpani on Miss Jes-
sel s G- flat (enharmonic F-sharp) .

The 1ast scene of the opera features the timpani as the nost
important instrument. The Passacaglia, which forms the background to
the desperate struggle for-Miles' sdul, is held together by seventeen
repetitions of the ground on the-timpani. The ground consists of the

first six notes of the basic twelve-note sget:

1 ) . )
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Ex. 59. The Turn of the Screw: Ground of the
Passacaglia, Act II, scene viii.

Even in the well known Passacaglia in Peter Grimes the timpani .

did not play as an important role as it Moes here. In Peter Grimes,




repetitions. In the‘chambér'opera, every statement is made by the
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the ground was announced hy the timpani in only five of the forty

' timpani. Towards the end of the Paésacaglia, as %&1es becomes in-

creasingly disturbed by the conflicting commands of Quint and the
Governess, the tenor drum and side drum support the rhythm of the
timpani . After Miles'oestroys the ghosts power by uttering Quint's
name, he falls dead in the.Governesé' arms. . As a lament, she sings
his oong "halo" to thc acconpaniment of free dromning on the timpani
with the fingers. It gradually.dies away as the drama éndcf

The correlation of pitch bétwcen'the percussion and volces

- in The Rape of Lucretia is observed in a different form in The Turn

- of the Screw. The high vocal range of the cast coinCidesvwith the

predominance of metallic percussion which has been shown to represent

‘-

supernatural or other-worldly elements. This coincidence also occurg\

~ ,
in A Midsummer Night's Dream, Death in Venice, and the church parables

(see Chap. IV). Where human oentimenté in Albert Herringrafe conveyed
by severél percussion types, the expression of the“émotibns in The Turn
of the Screw is restricted to the membranophones. Unlike-the other

\ @
chamber operas, The Turn of the Screw uses percussion both thematically

and motivically. It is the first chamber opera to include the celesta
and the tom-tom, and it is the only one which uses these and other ope-

cial percussion:(additional to the basic group) in the interludes.

o e o R i




CHAPTER IV
| SYMBOLIC PERCUSSION IN THE CHURCH PARABLES
‘The church parables mark a fundamental stylistic change in
Britten's operas. Their transparent.textures, experimental techniques,

and the dominant role given to percussion recur frequently in sub-

sequent works, particularly in the &ast two operas, Owen Wingrave and

"~ Death in Venice, but also‘in such diverse works as the Cello Symphony,_n

Children 8 Crusade, and Phaedra Although'the parables were seen as_an
‘exciting venture into ‘new musical territory for Britten, hiS<orevious

compositions show several precedents for the dramatic as well as musi—.
cal elements‘which they exemplify. The framing device of unaccompanied
‘plainsong, snng'in,proceesion‘and recession; was first used in A Cere—

mony of Carols (1942).: 'Britten'began to require.audienceninvolvement

in the drama of Saint Nicolas (1948) . The barrier between stage and

audience was further broken down in Let's Make an Opera (1949), where the

audience assists in rehearsing the children's opera, The Little Sweep.

- Noye's Fludde (1957) offers the most obvious precedent for the parables.

. This setting of the Chester miracle play, a medieval drama acted. in church,
~shows Britten's 'progress away from oratorio towards church-theatre.

Conductor and orchestra do not intervene between the audience and the

stage, but rather are placed to one side. As in Saint Nicolas, communal
hymns are eung by the cast and the audience. The Orchestra'containsv

a large percussion section including handbells, which are used
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-again in Curlew River (1964), the first cherch perable; Uneeeel
percussive effects are obtaiped‘from invented inStrumeﬁtS, suchies
a row of slung mugs“hit with‘a wpoden-spoon, and two sandpaper blocks.
vThe.profand effect on Britten of the Japanese Noh theatre
dictated the dramatic and musical structure of the church parables
to a marked degree; .Neithefeméskerﬁer mime, heterophony, Japanese .
drumming fechniques,‘nor,robed musicians had previOuSly apbeared in.
his opefas.‘ Howeier, he had already esed the drumming'technieuesiin

the Sanctus of the War Reguiem in 1961 (see ebove, p. 35), and his

search fpr metrical freedom can be traced back to Peter Grimes and
earlier works.
The influence of the Balinese percussion orchestra, the gamelan,

became evident far soonmer than the Japanese iﬁfluences, in his only

ballet, The Prince of‘the,Pagodas,(l956).. In the pagoda mueic of ‘Act
II,jthe rhythpiealicomplexities and exhilarating tonelcolours of vibra-
'phone,.celesta, piaeo,v¥ylophone, bells, tom-toms, and gongs create a
‘realistic imbfession of the brilliant shimmering sound of the bronze
Balinese inetruments. In the churcﬁ parablee a_simile;?effect is pre—

Ty

duced from smaller forces, particularly in the march invpraise of Mero-
. . Y .

dek, the golden'image, in The Burning Fiery Furnace (1966). Balinese

scales differ between?end identify each village orchestra in Bali. 1In-
stead of these scales Britten suBstitutedzplainsong, used heterophoni-

cally, with a —— t chant chosen as the thematic basis for each

parable. Britten had encountered Balinese music 1eng before his.orienv

- t

tal tour, albeit second-hand, when he visited the Canadian composer

=~
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‘Colin McPhee in 1941 and played and recorded McPhee's two-piano
p o S _ o

~transcriptions of gamelan_music.i

s

/
/

‘Curlew River tells the tale of a widowed mother, mad with

griéf, croésing the river to search for her lost son. She finds his-

1grave, which has become'a pléce.of healing and piigrimage fdr the

local people. His spiritrappears and blgsseé her, whereupon she is

restored qo'sanity and peace. For the librettist, Britten was fortu-

nate in 6btaining the services of the eminent poet and author, William,

Plémer, who had spent several years in Japan.. From his knowledge of
Egh;theatre, ?lomer helped Briftenvtfansfer'the fifteenth-century
Japaﬁese drama of Suhiéagawa into a medieval Wésté;n setting, while
keeping essential Japanese elements of the stofy and style of perfor~

mance intact.2 The Burning Fiery Furnace (1966) is based on the 01d

Testament miracle of the three Jews thrown into the furnace by King

Nebuchadnezzar.. The Prodigal Son (1968) relates the New Testament

parable of the young son who returns home to a forgiving father afte:
squandering his patrimony in dissolute city life.

All three parables are treated as medieval mystery plays.to be

performed in a church rather than in an opera house or theatre. The '

‘all-male cast and musicians are dressed as monks who process through

1 Mitchell, Pictures from a Life, plates 174 and 176.

2 Mary Ruth Rhoads, "Influences of Japanese Hogaku Manifest in
Selected Compositions by Peter Mennin and Benjamin Britten" (Ph.D,
dissertation, Michigan State University, 1969), pp. 154-158 and pp.

42-343. A detailed comparison between the Japanese original and
Curlew River is given in this work.
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‘the audience to the stage intoning unaccompanied plainchant. The

~ Abbot then addresses a homily to the audience concerning the miracle

or parable about to be enacted The chief characters ceremoniously

don masks and robes on the stage3 and proceed to perform the miracle

: At the close of each drama, the monks" resume their habits, the

Abbot reminds the audience of the message conveyed and cast and musi-

,cians recess through the church repeating the first plainsong chant.

A period of silence is required at the. beginning and end of each per—
formance which is not explicit in the scores. ,Before the procession.
started it was Britten s practice to ask the entire cast to'sit in
silence for fifteen minutes, in order to prepare themselves for the
drama‘4 The last page of each score carries a direction for no 1ights
to be turned on until after an apﬁreciable pause at the conclusion ofrfiﬁkl
the work, particularly if the performance is in a darkened church in )
the evening. Each work lasts little more than an hour. |

‘The parables .are not a trilogy, as they have sometimes been o,

called, since there '1s no theme or character common to all three How-

ever, the restrained and formalized manner of production, the similar

¢ ‘b- ’ . t

3 See A. Lewis Martin, "A Musico—Dramatic Study of the Church

* Choral Dramas of Benjamin Britten" (M.A. thesis, University of North

dopn. 38. Martin incorrectly states that the actors
kea to be costumed for the 'inner play' " P

on comes from the'late Cecil Aronowitz, the

first Director of String Studies at the Britten-
ced Musical Studies at’ Snape, in conversation
r in Aldeburgh

e

| ( ‘; A .
o
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‘ musical andedramatic.style;'and the symbolic use of instruments,
gestures, and costume together comprise a synthesized tryptich in
a new genre, Vertical diatonic harmony is virtually abandoned 1in
favour of horizontal.heterophonic'variation of the unison melodic
line. Succeeding‘notes of the melody are often piled up In accompaj
niment, creating cluster chords - Rather than consisting of set ’
numbers," the vocal style is distinguished by a continuous flow of
bdeclamatory parlando or accompanied recitative, occasional arioso,

’and Sprechstimme, interspersed by heterophonic choruses. “The drama

of each/parable proceeds without the interruption of intermissions or

’ 5
division between scenes. ‘There are no set metres, but there is a
frequent use of unmeasured bars, polymetre and metrical non—alignment

0

between the voices and their-accompanying instruments. The musical tex-

3

ture is extremely spare with associative scoring as a habitual feature

»

Owing to t%i unique character of the palables, the symbolism of the
, perCussion and of some of the oth&r instruments will be discussed more .

N R
fully than in previous parts of this study in order to convey their

x

3
]
i

vsingular dramatic impact. o

Britten 8 choice of instruments for the three parables reflects ,
his careful attention to his exotic Subject matter drawn from ancient
- oriental and biblical sources and also shows his economical uge of

forces to achieve maximum dramatic effect. Curlew River requires only

seven instrumentalists, The Burning Fiery Furnace eight, and the Prodi— :

! ’ Occasional metre-signatures ‘are included for some sections of
- concerted voices or instruments, but they are always written in paren—
theses. , _

o
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3 o

‘'gal Son eight, with five additional Acolytes to play one percussion

g
o . z’ - 2

instrument each on the stage.

The style, characters, and plot of each parable are illustrated
in a sound frame which Britten arrayed from a small group of unusual

instruments whose players are robed and included as protagonists of the

g

drama, and who perform without a-conductor. Britten avoided.the‘use of

‘conventional ensembles that would remind one of the tone—color of the

modern Western orchestra Instead he chose a basic group of six con- .
trasting instruments flute horn, viola double-bass, harp and cham-

' ber-organ, with an increasing number of percussion instruments in each

“succeeding parable._ To this basic group he added two instruments, the

alto- trombone in The Burning Fiery Furnace and the trumpet in The Pro— '
igal Son which are heard only in those works and which give an unmis*.

'_ftakable tonal character to each parable The flute, although part of e
, the basic instrumental group, is 8o closely attached to the role of ‘the

' Madwoman in Curlew River that it serves. the ‘same function in that parab—

le as the trombone and trumpet do in the other two works The instru-

\

;mentation for each parable 1s shown in Table 9 on the follbwing page. '
The soundscape created by the instrumental group, with the

visual elements of masks, mime, and costume, helps to suggest the. period

‘ apd location of each parable., At the same time, however, it also re- | .. ;

«flects the two very diverse cultural backgrounds from which the. works ‘

sprang. The melodic writing for the flute, particularly in Curlew '

River, reminds one of the Japanese shakuhachi the ‘popular vertical flu— = o

,te, and of the nokan, the transverse flute (the only melodic instrument

used in Noh theatre) Drums give a universal antique effect but the

e

/




TABLE 9

SCORING OF THE CHURCH PARABLES

Curlew River

hom

viola
double-hass

harp
chamber organ

The Burning Fie:z

horn

alto trombone
viola
double~bass
harp

chamber organ

The Prodigal Son

Furnace . :
flute?piccolo , \gfute7piccoioi alto ifute7piccoio

horn
trumpet in D
viola '
double~bass
harp

chamber organ

percussion: .
5 untuned drums

approximate range:

5 suspénded .
handbells:

Litohe o o

J
large tuned

gong (in C)

'\\\;

gercussion:
5-untuned drums

2 tuned woodblocks:

I ° N

v

anvil (small untuned
steel plate)

lyra glockenspiel
Babylonian drum:

':z;;;::i:::::

f

multiple whip (&4
varying sized untun-
ed whips)

small cymbals

gercussion:
5 untuned drums

2 tuned woodblocks:

#x

X

large tuned. gong:

5 v ——

2.

high-pitch woedblock

conical gourd-rattle
small Chinese cymbal

Acolytes on stage:
small drum (tambour)
pair of small cym-
bals

tambourine.

sistrum (jingle-
rattle)

small bell-lyra:
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five in the parables are used much in the same way as the three drums

of the Noh ensemble--the taiko, o-tsuzumi, and ko—tsuzumg‘3 They serve

to indentify different musical events with various ostinato patterns.
The flute and drum are reminiscent of the Furopean pipe and tabor, the
popular accompaniment to secular song and dance in the Middle ages.,

In The Burning Fiery Furnace the small cymbals, the lyra-

gléckenspiel, and the Babylonian drum suggest the heterophonic and
rhythmic structure of the Bélinese gamelan.' The timbre of these in-
‘struments is also akin to tﬁe oriental m_etallophones.7 From a wéstern
point of view, glashed cymbals aqd deep unpitched druﬁs have barbaricb
associétions éppropriate fouanciént Babylon. Cymbals and dF“mS have
represented royal and processional eventéfforlcenturies. The instru-
ments heard in these works thus create an ambience which contaiﬁs én—
cient, primitive, ethnomusicological, medieval, and religious elements

as well as allusions to secular folk song and dance.

6 The‘hazashi ensemble of Noh theatre consists of four imnstru-
ments: the flute (nokan), shoulder drum (ko-tsuzumi), side drum
(o-tsuzumi), and a floor drum played with sticks (taiko). See
Malm, Music Cultures, pp. 199-201. See also Malm, Japanese Music
and Musical Instruments (Rutland, Vermont: Charles E. Tuttle 1959),
pp. 119-127 for an excellent description of Noh instruments and their
techniques. ‘

7 Among the‘iargevvariety of flutes, gongs, and bamboo and
metal-resonating instruments which make up different gamelan

ensembles are hand cymbals (tjdngtidng) and drums (kendang) .
See Apel, "Bali," Rarvard Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. (Cambridge,

Mass: Harvard University Press, 1969), pp. 69-70.
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Using the parables as twentieth-century versions of the medieval
1ithrgicai.dramas, Brit;en hﬁs kept within the possible instrumentation
of his Western mod;ls. These devotional and artistic plaYs, perfdrmed
within European churehes betweéh circa 1100-1275, had little written
instructions for specified.iﬁstfuments, but inciudéd many other details
of production. The musiéal notation often indicated no mofe than a
single vocal line, but larger works show evidencé of the types of in\l
struments used.8‘ Percussion instruments included brass bells,ctinkling
cymbals (fingef cymbaIS); hand bells and chime bells (tuned to an oc-
tave on é wooden frame), and 1érger cymbals and drums of varying
éizes.9 The use of a portative organ was likely, since it was a common
instrument in éecular as well as religious perform;nces of the time.

‘ All thése instruments, OT their modern equivalenés, éreaused
in the parables.‘ In the.following illustration (page 156) from a late
eleventh-century Bible, it will be noted th;t four of Britﬁen's basic

group of éevén instruments are pictured, together with the chime bells,

which he replaced with handbells in Curlew River.

In this parable, the handbells are unusual since they are
suspended on a frame and played with xylophone beaters, similar to the
way in which the chime bells are shown. in the blate on the following

page. Usually, each bell has a clapper and is played, one in each hand,

8‘W,L. Smolden, "Liturgical Drama," Early Medieval Music Up to 1300,
.New Oxford Hisgbry of Music, ed. Dom Anselm Hughes, rev. ed. (London:
oxford University Press, 1955), 1I, 177.

9 Fletcher Collins Jnr.,The Production oflﬁedieﬁavahurch Music- .
Drama (Charlottesville, Va.: University Press of Virginia, 1972),
pp. 42-44.
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Plate 2. Harp, bell chimes,
recorder, vielle, and
" positive organ.
T1lustration from a late
eleventh-century;Bible.lo

10 Donald Jay Grout, A History of Western Music, rev. ed.
(New York: Norton, 1973), p. 72.
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with a 1ift of the arm. This is the only parable in which these bells -

- appear. Their diétinetive;timbre, reniniscent.of the Middle Ages,

makes a fine contrast with that of the glockenspiel in The Burning

Fiery Furnace and the emall bell-lyra in ThevProoig§1<Son.

| The relative siaes andxcharacters of;the varied pereussion
instrunents in each parable indicate the extent to which Britten was
prepared to go to achievé~an authentic atmosnhere for his medieval,
Babylonian and Jewish-nastoral scenarios. The five untuned drums are
the only instruments of the extensive percussion section which are
played in all three parables, they form a dominant part of the whole

Y

texture, but they are used in different ways. As in the Japanese Noh

'plays, they are played with thimbles, the bare fingers, the flat of the

hand, with soft and hard sticks, and. at the edge and centre of the drum.

In Curlew'River, the drummer uses the slowly accelerating tremolo of

the Japanese taiko, signified in the score by d”’ .. In the next

two parables the reverse effect is added: the tremolo starts on a

‘“'close roll" and loses speed, indicated hy "h- . This technique

is also used by other instruments in the parables, including the hand-

bells in Curlew River, the Babylonian drum in The Burning Fierx

‘ Furnace, and the cymbals in The Prodigal Son. Blades describes.thé

original sound as he heard it in Japan:
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In Shinto temples the giant drum (da-daiko) 1s
struck to herald the day. The awe-inspiring
strokes are delivered with an impressive
accelerando, suggestive of the approachihg
activity of daylight. The increase in tempo
of the strokes is so subtle that it could be
likened to the bouncing of a celluloid ball on
a hardtopped'table.ll .

This technique 1is i1lustrated below, played on the drums with

thimbles (Curlew River, réhearsal,scoré,;p. 1).

measured (misurato)

 —
) @ - — : o v
) m - - : %’ .
d [)
Organ ‘ \
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Ex. 60. Curlew River: Japanese drum technique.

The five drums are most frequently used for rhythmic
punctuatioﬁ, the announcement of dramatic events, and the support
of the more'direct statements of ;he Abbot, chorﬁs, and soloists.
There are numerous instanCes where they?illﬁminate the text

’dramatically.

2 .
Percussion Instruments, p. 129,

“oq
%

&
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For the first two-thirds of Curlew River, the drums are the

only percussion instruments used, until the gong sounds (score, p.
90). The drums indicate thekheavy‘footsteps of'the Traveller, as
the choruslsings “Far, far northoard he hust go; weery days of travel
lie before him " (score, PP- 15- 16) They emphasize the threat of
the Ferryman and chorus, when the Madwoman is pleading to be allowed
into the boat (score,'pp, 36<37). They announce the ‘arrival of the
boet on the other side of the.river and bring ‘the boat's ocoupants
back to reality after the Ferryman's.nerrative (score, p. 64).

The second parable, which 1s more extrovert in mood, intro-
duces other peroussion instruments at an earlier point--the entrance
of the king (soore, p. 12). Invthis parable, the drums mimic the

contour of the boys' Sprechstimme in The Entertainers Dance (score,

pp. 29-33). This is an effect similar to that of the tamburo

accompanying Puck in A Midsummer Night 8 Dream. The fear of the

Three Jews ("We do not lack enemies") 1s hinted at by the drums

‘(score, p. 57). The stealth and intrigue of the Astrologer 18

effectively represented by soft drum beats with thimbles, as the
wizard influences the king against the Three Jews (pp. 89—93).

Finally, in The Prodigal Son, the cymbal is given a part

almost as important as the drums, before even the,robing'ceremony has

taken place (see below page 169 concerning the Tempter/Abbot). In this -

work, rhythmic drum beats ihdicate the monotony and discipline of

| 'worklng in the fields, as the chorus sings "To till the groqnd, and

hoe rank weeds away" (score, PP. 17-19). Druﬁs convey the anger of

1}
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AN
the Elder Son, ageinst his Father for giving the Younger Son his

portion (score, pp. 46—47)1

L’ Vdj .o o) (J = JJ of drumy

Eider |F® . = 4
Son —3 v 1 3 } 3
YWhat are you giv-ing him?_
Was, sag, was gibst du  shm?_.

\Chy are you do-ing this?
War-um du dies mun tust!

dﬂb = =: éhibj::diij:t:—%&:f% o
e P e T S B 7 7 i | 3
: . . )

—-:f

Ex. 61. The Prodigal Son: Drums indicati%g
Elder Son's anger. '

After the Younger Son'sgdrunken stupor, the Tempter brings hiﬁi
to his senses with a fierce adﬁdnishmehg, "Your pleasures must be
paid for, pay what is due:" Once again, it is the drums which
awaken the Son and the audience to, a change of moeg‘and ﬁew

'ection. .
. \ » » .
Whenever Britten could not find the instrumentS‘égg% he
required, he invented them. James Blades, who had played in at least

ten of Britten's operes, collaborated with the composer on many

occasions to produce replicas of old instruments and to create

new ones.

' The last of the percussion group in Curlew River is the
1arge gong tuned to middle C. This is referred to in the score as

"big bell" (Curlew River, P. 90) but. Blades states. that Britten

first asked him to produce the sound of a ferryboat bell

4
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'Not a bell or a gong-you know what I want,' he
said. Now when a composer of the calibre of
Britten makes such a comment there is no point in
,arguing. If you camnot purchase the instrument
'you make it or get it made, and that is just what
I did. With the help of the Mitcham Foundry, a

 bronze plate was cast and machined to sound the
required pitch. I sent it to 'The Red House' and
received an immediate reply from Ben. 'Splendid,
please get another as a spare.’

The Burning Fiery Furnace requires three percussion instruments

which are not used in the other two parables: an anvil—-a'small untuned
\ . ..

steel plate made from a Rolls Royce automobile spring(') —-which

announces the entrance of King Nebuchadnezzar with a primitive clang; a

large bass Babylonian drum, played by the double-bassist; and, a multiple

whip for the crackling flames of the fufhace. In Noye's Fludde the whip

had- been used with particular effect to evoke two opposing moods, the
first when Noah's wife slaps his- face and the second in a calmer moment
when it portrays the gentle flapping of sails in the bteeze before the
;'atorn; ‘The drum, of eourse, is one.of the most ancient and widespread
of all‘instrnments; A Sumerian vase of circa 3,000 B.C. shows a huge
n-sized bass. drum, and drums together with haLps, lutes, flutes and
oboes appear on artifacts-of»the Babylonian era (51552_2,000—1,000

. B.C-) 014

12 Blades, Drum Roll, p. 236.

13 1b1d., p. 245.

laaApel, "Drum" and '"Mesopotamia," Harvard Dictionary, pp. 247
and 522. ' : :




In taking such péins to obtain these unusual instruments;

- Britten was not motivated by the wish for a bizarre effect to impress

the audience but, as' Blades and other collaborators point out, he was
trying tokreproduce'the sounds and appearance of 0ld Testament 4
Babylonieh instruments.15 The anvilb drum,‘and whip\can be seen in

Plate 3, below on page 171 together with other percussion used in

The Burning Fiery Furnace.

~In The Prodigal Son, the last of the parables, three extra

instruments are added to the percussion section. Two of them,vthe-
sistrﬁh'and the tambourine, are to be played on the stage for the

Servants' Dance to welcome the Younger Son home (score, pp.rll6—138).

. . . . - s ' ' o ~
~ The sistrum was an ancient Egyptian rattle, and a similar instrument was

the same as the loose bars on the older sistrum.

used in Sumeria circa 3,000 B.C.16 The medieval triangle is often

11lustrated with rings on the lower bar, which would have sounded much
| \ 17 | |

{

The tambourine known as the timbrel in the Middle Ages, is

" almost as anclent as the sistrum, although the tabret or tof of the

ancient Israelites may not have had the pairs of jingles which have been

- part of the tambourine since S%ignd-century Roman times. This instrument

15 .. B |
Blades, Percussion Instruments, p. 4247 :
16 ‘ " " ) —? ‘ @
: Apel, "Sistrum Harvard Dictionaryl p. 779. . -
17 ¥
Blades and Jeremy Montague, Early Percussion Instrumenta. from
the Middle Ages to the Baroque, Early Music Series, no. 2 (London:

" Oxford University Press, 1976), pp. 11 and 13. The illustration in
Plate 3 is from Blades, Per*sion Instruments, plates 58 and 59.

’@ k‘




has both sacred and secular connotations, it was frequently shown in
the hands of angels in medieval illustrations, but it was also used
by jugglers, showmen, and wandering minstrels.18 Britten specified

~again that all the Acolytes' instruments should look bibl_ioal.l9

~ Plate 3. Two bronze sistra. Egyptian,
' late period, after 850 B.C. The
discs and rods of the one on the
right are modern.

;8 Blades‘and Montague, Eatly'Pe;cuasion Instruments, PP . 14-15.

19 Blades, DPrum Roll, p. 250.
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The last additional instrument is perhaps the most~original

- example of Britten's‘inventiveness in realizing”the'dictates of his
‘inner ear. Some kind of rattle was required ‘to imitate the sound/of
- the Prodigal Son's feet plodding on his jOurneys to and from the city.
'  Of all the percussion which Blades was asked to orovide for this

parable, this was the most difficult. Although Hindemith had obtained

a similar effect from a tin box filled with sand in his Kammermusik

no. 1, the result was not considered suitable for Britten S purpose. .

-‘Blades describes his experiments with several alternatives and the

corinletely new instrument that ‘eventually resulted from his efforts

I made a few experiments with gourd rattles’such
as maracas, and in answer to an invitation from
Mr. Britten went to the Red House with a sizeable
casé of shakers of several descriptions. After .
1unch, over which we discussed the entire
percussion requirements- for the opera, we st&
work on the rattle. -Ben seemed most interested
in the sound of a cabaca: a gourd with an exterior =
mesh of beads which, when -spun in the palm of the
hand, produced -a distinct 'shush'. 'A very good
sound, Jim,' said Ben, 'but what else have you?'
I , 'Can we try a Latin—American chocolo?' _ :
is a tube rattle which when tilted from side, =~ - o -
to side causes the interior rattling pleces (seeds :
or similar) to strike alternately the small .vellum
l at ‘each end of the tube. 'Very good--we are o
‘ getting near,' said Ben. Then, after a pause he
added 'but what I really had. in mind was a left and
a right foot.' A left and a right foot! It seemed
to me that the rattling pieces had to strike either
'differently tensioned skins or different sized skins. w
So back to the 'Blades factory and, from a sheet of -
fibre I made a conical gourd rattle' which gave a
high and low 'shush' as well as a tiny thump.' In due
course I dqmonstrated this to B.B., who said, :
'Marvellous, but could you mute it in the quiet parts?'
Mute it in the quiet parts! After a little experiment-
“ing, the 'muted' effect was produced by placing the
- gourd in a cardboard 'jacket' and covering part of -
each vellum with a handkerchief and using my fingers to

Q
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adjust the tone further :
- The conical gourd rattle caused considerable
interest at Aldeburgh. Quite often whilst taking
' my stroll along the sea front I was asked, 'What
makes the effect of the boy trudging on his
journey?'20

21

This unique‘instrument is shown below in Plate 4.

Plate 4 Conical gourdératfledconst}uéted’for The Prodigal: Son.

)

20 Ibid., P 2,51@

b 21 Photograph by James Blades, kindly provided by the Britten—
Pears Library, : o
’ ‘ .. *

e
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The use to wh(‘h Britten put the instrumental ensemble while
often producing an ancient sound effect is far from archaic. He

requires unusual techniques like glissandi, scordatura, tremolandi

harmonics, and pizzicati, and includes some which have only recently ‘

been adopted by professional musicians, such as. fl%tter-tonguing on f

the flutezz in Curlew River (p..25), and others which are not even yet

accepted into common practice, such as the drums' unmeasured

4

'accelerando with tremolando mentioned above (p 157, see also Example

' Y,

62 on page 167 for an example with the reverse. effect, from The

' Prodigal Son, pP. 2). Several different “tempi happen simultaneously,

| indicated by dotted barlines and instructions in the score (see . ",

1

'Curlew River, p. 18 and 19), and thegg is a new sign for an indetermi— _

’vnate pause ('Vf "curlew sign) directing the performer to listen and

14

wait until the other performers have reacﬂ%d the next barline or

meeting-poin'gv

is placed on each musician, who is required to take the lead "whenever
the music demands it" in the absence of a conductor, sohetimes from a

iigesture or‘movement from the s}ngers at varioﬁs'points‘throughout:each

o

, , 2zFlutter—tonguing (Flatterzunge) ‘was introduced by
v Richard Strauss (1864-1949) See Apel, "Tonguing,
Harvard nictionarx, P 857 '

NS : . B 4 S 3
0 e ,{‘ . _' X . . Lo, g

L 3gee Imogen Holst, "Introduction." Curlew River, S e
" rehearsal score (London: Faber Music, 1965) and e o L
introductions to the other’ two parables. .

‘, N ..L e __i _/,’., v.w-: 1o

An additional responsibility—-perhapﬂgpnique in opera--. :
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cymbal suspended ,,—_\

_— ’f =

. Ex. 62. The Prodigal Son: Two types of taiko-style
: drum technique, plaved on,a small suspended
cymbal. o
. : & : 7
© Britten did not'use his instruments for a great deal of

concerted ensemble playing On the contrary, the music is often very

sparse and soloistic in nature, widh each instrument apparently
1ntended to blend with the voices and other instruments alternately

(or horizontally) rather than simultaneously (or vertically). Apart

from accompanying choruses, substantial instanced of concerted

o instrumental scoring are rare. They conhist of the robing and de—robing
\

ceremonies at the beginning and end of each parable the Procession

. around the church in The Burning,Fiegy Furnac,g_J and the homeward journey
of the Young Son in the last parable. Dther instances when the
instruments'play together are limited to interludes-at,the beginning or

end of dramatic events—-for instance the 1aunching of the ferryboat

: 1n Curlew River (pp. 50-51), the entry of King Nebuchadnezzar in The

§g~_;£@L_3erz>Eurnace (pp 13-14), and the drunken stupor of the Young

§yé”§hd Parasites in The Prodigal Son (pp. 70—71) - .
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The, infrequency with which Britten used the considerable.

" variety of percussion in ensemble is remarkable, particularly in view

of the time and effort spent selecting each instrument. The examples

S
o

cited above indicate how these instruments too are used in an

. eeonomical and soloistic manner: the launching music is accompanied

by tremolandiron ene drum only, the King's entry by single strokes of
the anvil, and the Sonis journey by the rhythmical gourd—rattle. The
robing ceremonies all have single rising beat’s on each of the five
drnms, and the de-robing ceremonies have single falling beats on ;he
same instruments, giving a mirror effect. Since tne five strokes
are made within the framework of a (rare) time-signature of 2, this
ostinato pattern begins on a different beat of the baw each time it
ocCurs.v This method of metrical displacement had been used by Britten
as early as Peter'Grime§, where each successive statement of the |
assacaglia ground started on a different beat in the bar (see above,
p. 60 ). The drum pattern in the robing ceremonies is shown "in Example

63. (Curlew River, p. 6):
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Ex. 63. Drum ostinato in robing ceremonies.
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The parables' economicél use of the orchestra is.closely 1inkedb
with Britten's method of characteriéatinn. Particular instruments are
often reserved for the portrayal of a specific event, characfer, or
e%ement in each arama. It is significant, for instance, than in Curlew

River and The Burning Fiery Furnace, tne Abbot 's honily to theﬂcongre—

/
|

,gation is accompanied by the organ and drums. In the last pa%able,
hovever, the‘Abbot is already acting the part of the Tempter at the
beginning and does not contribute to the introductory plainsong. In
this case his accompanying instruments are organ andagymbal,-instead of
drums. This teéhnique of orchestration presents some particularly rich
examples'of‘associative scoring.

In Curlew River the percussion group never play together. The

tuned gong‘is sounded only as a funeral knell, as the Ferryman exhorts

the Madwoman.to pray by the tomb, and it expresses their grief at her
: , i

son's death (scoie, PP. 90—92). The sole use of the handbells creates

a spiritual atmosphere while the Madwoman prays and the chorus sings a

plainsong hymn to the guardian angels before the miraculous appearance

‘of the boy's spirit (score, pp. 93 113) This passage is the only

—

24 In the first parable the horn identifies the Ferryman (Curlew
River, pp. 8-9), the double-bass and harp introduce the Traveller (score,
pp. 14-16), and, as mentioned before, the flute represents the Madwoman
(and also the curlew birds with which she identifies her grief).

25, A similar use of bells ‘to create an expectant atmosphere is in
the sounding of the sanctuary bell just before the climax of the Eucha-
rist in the Church's liturgy. Britten was certainly familiar with this
effect.  In fact, while working on the parable in Venice,- ‘he attended
mass at the monastery of San Giorgio Maggiore, where he was so impressed
by the ritual robing of the Celebrant that he incorporated the robing
ceremony into the parables. See Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten,
p. 48. o

Lo
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.instance in the parables of Latiq plainchant accompaﬁied by bells and
other instruments. It emphasizes the archaic qﬁality of the music and
drama and demonstrates'Brittenls ability'to integrate‘rgmote styles
into his own personal cémpbsitional idiom. |

- Again in The Burning Fiery Furnace, separate percussion

instruments are reservgd‘ftrvparticular elements: the flamesvare

indicated by the multiple whip (score, pp. 102—1165; thé anvil is only . s
played to announce the King's ceremonial arrival (score, pp. 12-19);

and, the woodblocks are used only with the flute in the dance of the

Entertainers (score, pp. 27-36).

‘ -
Vi de NS ™ v S v e ) ——
Vogmle pddp pAE pafu faiiEl s
Flute P AN of YU GO L_r_.‘l“{ 11111‘; : 1 T 1 I~ T I 1]
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Ex.\%ﬁ. The Burning Fidry Furnace: Woodblocks
in the: dance of the‘Entertainers.

The latter music can be compared to the "Tongs and Bones" music in

A Midsummer Night s Dream, where a sopranino recorder and woodblocks,

also in fifths, play in a similar style and create a similar mood
(vocal score, pp. 146-149). The 1yra-glockenspiel and small cymbals
are silent until the processional march around the church in praise

of Merodak, where they take on/the style and tone-colour of the'gamelén
orchestra*(hcbrg, pp. 74-81). 'The~repétitive.fivg—bar.phraée played

by the glockenspiel 1s shown on page 173, In Example‘GS. This example




Tuned wood blocks

Ancient ovibal

-~

Percussion instruments in ThE'Burning;Eigxy Furnace,

Four-tonad whip

Portatine” glochenapul

‘ [}

from Blades, Drum Roll, plate 31.- &

.
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. d

also‘shows‘the Babylonian'drum which is heard here for thebfirstl
'time, it is retained'after the march to add ominous thuds and rolls
to,the_pagan hymn to the g;lden idol (score,‘pp: 82-88).

V¢ The mellow tone of the alto‘flute emphasizes,the pastoral
serenity and warmth of the Father in'the thirdjand-last parable. ,
However, both the Tenpteriand the Yéfﬁgéf Son, the two main actors in
the play, have twofsided persdnalities reflected by two instruments
reach. Yhen the Tempter nakes,his evil intentions and achievements most
clear, the 'cymbal warns the listener, but as he subtlylputs thoughts

into the Younger’Son's.mind and leads him into temptation, one hears

the enigmatic harp (The Prodigal Son, score, p. 5). The Younger Son

is represented as a quiet, obedient boy by the vioi@,.but his extrovert

2

'wishes and foolhardy acts are indicated by the trumpet’ZLcore, pp. 60-
61).

As in the previous parables, separate percussion instruments are
reserved for special effects the gourd-rattle is used only for the

Younger Son s footsteps to and from the . city (score, PpP. 50 60 and

K107-112); the gong is associated with the darkudelights of love ‘in his

second temptation (score, pp- 74-81); and, the woodblocks are used?
the Gamblers' chorus, where he loses everything (score, pp. 84—89‘

The "biblical" instruments of the Acolytes make up the Servants Dance
T . e

to welcome the Younger Son back home at the end of ‘the drama, but,
-
unlike the dance of the Entertainers in the second parable, they do not

have much opportunity to show their distinctive timbres since they play

in ensemble with'uhe rest of the orchestra while the.Servants<sing a

»
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Ex, 65, The Burninp Fiery Purnace: : Gamelan- |
style processional march. - y

L

iy

™ S

173




chorus of'praise (pp. 116—%38). _The gourd-rattle imitating the Y0unger.
Son's dragging

in Example 66

footéteps‘as he decides to return home is shown below,

(score, p. 107).
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Ex. 66.

The Prodigal Son: Conical.gourd-rattle,
the Son's journey home.

A The percussive focus for all three parables is provided by the

five untuned drums. Metallophones wooden, and rattling instruments are

useddmore frequentlx_/n»the;second and third parables:thsn they are in

the first parable. As in the works discussed in Chapter III, metal

inStruments often signify supernatural or fantastic aspectsiof different

characters and

i

¢

events. Examples include the gong and bells in Curleg

River, the anvil announcing the king, and gam e1 -style march in The

Prodigal Son.

. _of the drama.

S

Burning Fiery Furnace, and the cymbal representing the Tempter in The

In all these works, the percussion ensemble becomes. an

"essential dramatic and interpretative tool for the composer 8 exposition

§



CHAPTER V
© CONCLUSION
Britten's nonestaged worksvand operas show the development
: , ' ‘ . # :

of his percussion writing over a period of forty years."Even in
'the pre~0peratic period, he used innovative effects and unusual
uinstruments such-as the,sandpaper.block the wind machine, and tge'
.reversed recording of the cymbal in the film music. Iu the stagedM
norks,.one can observe a remarkable-change ;f focus_ of‘the percussion
from straightforvard imitation to abstract symbolism between the |
‘earliest works and the’ latest ones. The percussion section in BSEEE
QEiEEi played a relatively subordinate role within the thick texture

of the other orchestral instruments. Percussive effects vere mainly

imitative with different instruments chosen for specific dramatic

eQents and atmosphere; A Midsummer Night 8 Dream,-from the middle

R\
period, exploited the metallophones in their association with the
dominant and supernatural characters of the opera Britten's later ‘

preference for transparent textures was coupled, in his last opera

beath in Venice with'a mofe specialized use of the percussion. :

~

Asspciative scoring not only indicated different periﬁss but also

Asubtle qualities of character and mood which were evoked by particular

‘sonoritiea of ‘the instruments.v The large variety of percussion

: instruments became the;yehicle for expressing the-main‘dramatic

conflict of the opera. \* R
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The smaller scope of the.chamberpoperas allowed Brittenwto_
experiment with the colouriStic properties of single percussion

instruments and to begin to use them for motivic and thematic reference.

By the time of The Turn of the Screw, recitative, aria,vend'ensemble
had become blended.ﬁnto a continuous melodic stylel The perCussion.
writing likewise functioned in a mere integrated manner, representing ‘
abstract elements such asy human fears and supernatural menace.

The nevw genre of the church parableS'demonstrated tne rituelistic,
. and symbolic use of percussion derived 1ar%ely from ﬁritten'sleXperience‘
with orientel musical styles. Techniques snd instrumentation'irom other .
l cultures.eombined with invented.instruments beCame tge meansyf@r-
reviving the forn of the ﬁestern medieval nystery‘phéy. Percussion'
~ instruments were chosen for their pictorial and historical significance'
.in addition to the appropriate tone colours required for dramatic
characterization Rhythmicfand met@&c freedom became specific features

of an austere dramathﬁﬁgramewoék Jaﬁenese drunming methods and

_Asian heterophony were extended to othér instruments in these works and

in. Britten 8 1ast two operas.

Although these deve10pments have been distussed with the
selected Operas grouped according to their tnree different types,
additional insight can- be gained 1if the representative works -are f
‘examined chronologically The“increasing variety offpercussiOn instru- -

ments and their.progressively‘greater symbolic use are shown in Table

10 on the following page.
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The full-scale operas mark the beginning, ‘the mid—point, and -
‘the end of this thirty—year period the -chamber operas occur in the
ifirst half of the period, and the even smaller-scale church parables
‘occupy. the last half of the period. The number of different-percussion

“instruments increases within'each genre. The instrumental types
employed shoy a gradual change from the early reliance on the drums
“and unpitched instruments to the later emphasis on metallophones and

‘ 1
'melodic percussion.' As the percussion section grew in size and began

to be associated with different characters, two groups of instruments

i
‘were juxtaposed: the membranophones and the metallophones. With \
their consecutive and heterophonic use in the church parables, this

\
division began to. disappear until, in the last opera, even the unpitcPed

' drums were used in a manner approximating the predominant melodic

e

Finstruments; R ‘f
The role of'percussion-in these works 1s therefore‘one of

progress from the simple to the complex and from the realistic to the

' symbolic. Britten '8 exploratory use of different instruments, timbres,

'rhythms, and techniques transformed the percussion ensemble from its

traditional function of support into a_principal vehicle’of dramatic’

s ‘ v . . N . y . . . : . A . . . ) . ‘ l“'ﬁ'
.expression, R L e e S
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