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Britten, Bach and the Passion

FEW YEARS AFTER THE 1962 PREMIERE of Britten’s War requiem
in the newly-consecrated Coventry Cathedral, Malcolm Boyd
published a seminal article detailing the ‘likenesses’ between the
Messa da requiem of Giuseppe Verdi and the new work." In so doing, he
went far beyond Peter Heyworth’s vague initial impressions that ‘the debt
to Verdi is less than completely digested’:* Boyd’s Zempo article offered
specific comparisons between the works, and particularly of ‘instances
where the Latin text has inspired each composer to a very similar type of
expression’? The resemblances Boyd discusses range from small-scale

- melodic similarities, through textural parallels in the scoring, to large-scale

structural choices (for instance, in each work the unprompted reprise of the
‘Dies irae’ material after ‘Confutatis maledictis’). As all of Boyd’s examples
deal with the settings of the traditional Latin liturgical text, his treatment
only encompasses a portion of Britten’s work; the interpolated settings of
the war poetry of Wilfred Owen do not correspond to anything in Verdi’s
work and thus go all but unmentioned.

‘War requiem has conventionally been regarded as an outgrowth of the
concert requiem genre. In a 1969 interview with Donald Mitchell, when
asked directly about the precedents behind the work, Britten responded
I would be a fool if I didn’t take notice of how Mozart, Verdi, Dvordk — whoever you like
to name — had written their Masses. I mean, many people have pointed out similarities
between the Verdi Reguiem and bits of my own War Requiem, and they may be there.

If T have not absorbed that, that’s too bad. But that’s because I'm not a good enough
composer, it’s not because I'm wrong,*

The present essay contends that a compelling reading of War requiem as a
whole (Owen tropes and all) is revealed by adding an additional layer of
comparison, recontextualising the work as an oratorio-Passion, and relating
it particularly to the St Mazthew Passion of |S Bach.

In many respects, Bach’s St Matthew Passion is far removed from
Britten’s War requiem. Similarities between the works seem not to have been
emphasised in the critical literature. The works exist in separate contextual
domains: Bach’s as a liturgical oratorio representing 18th-century Leipzig

two worlds of musical
modernism’, in The Observer

(3 June 1962).
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Fig.1: chronicle of Britten and Pears’s Passion involvement

April 1960

31 August 1960
3—4 January 1961
9 February 1961

16 February 1961
March 1961

1 July 1961
9 July 1961
October 1961

20 December 1961

21 & 25—26 November 1960

14—15 April & 10-12 May 1961

Peter Pears gives a talk for BBC Third Programme, later published as ‘Some notes
on the translation of Bach’s Passions’

Britten and Peter Pears visit the cathedral construction site

recording sessions for Otto Klemperer’s recording of Bach St Marthew Passion
(Peter Pears as Evangelist; Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau as Jesus)

Pears and Fischer-Dieskau in another session St Matthew Passion under Klemperer

Britten writes to John Lowe about using Fischer-Dieskau in Coventry work

Britten invites Fischer-Dieskau to participate

Britten begins sketching War requiem; by April he had settled into the three-
ensemble plan, and by early May he had thought to invite Galina Vishnevskaya
as the third soloist

further sessions for Klemperer St Matthew Passion

performance of Schiitz St Matthew Passion at Aldeburgh Festival, with Pears as
Evangelist

performance of Bach St Matthew Passion at Aldeburgh Festival, with Pears as
Evangelist

Britten settles on the work’s title; hitherto refers to it as ‘Owen-Mass’ among other
things

Britten completes the composition draft (short score)

5. The offer of the com-
mission from Coventry
specified ‘a new choral and
orchestral work’, but allowed
that ‘its libretto could be
sacred or secular, since

there can be concerts both

in the Cathedral and in the
fine big Coventry Theatre’.
(The Coventry commission
letter is reproduced in its
entirety in Michael Foster:
The idea was good: the story
of Britten’s War Requiem
(Coventry, 2012), p.§3.) That
the work was premiered in
the Cathedral does not mean
that it is a ‘sacred’ work, but
rather that it appeared to be

Lutheranism, Britten’s as a quasi-liturgical’ concert work and an ideological
statement of Cold War-era Britain.’ (Neither War requiem nor its composer
is mentioned in Howard Smither’s four-volume magisterial history of
the oratorio genre: classified as a requiem rather than an oratorio, it was
presumably never considered for inclusion.”) As will be discussed, War
requiem inherits much from the oratorio-Passion tradition. Moreover, in
1960—61, as Britten devised the work’s ingenious integration of the Owen
poetry within the requiem liturgical text, his partner Peter Pears was
preoccupied with Passions. Fig.1 is a chronicle of an environment steeped
in Passions, the period during which War requiem was conceived.
Most notable in this list are Pears’s recording sessions of Bach’s St
Matthew Passion under Otto Klemperer, his BBC talk on the translation of
Bach’s Passions for performance,’ and his editorial collaborations (drawing

and rwentieth centuries
(Chapel Hill, 2000).

in those terms. For a
noteworthy exception to
this, see Michael Marissen:
Lutheranism, anti-Judaism,
and Bach’s St._John Passion
(New York, 1998), pp.72—75-

one. As will be argued below,
it is at most ‘quasi-liturgical’,
and powerfully effective
because of its post-Christian

ethos.

8. Pears eventually published
the talk as ‘Some notes on
the translation of Bach’s
Passions’, in Anthony
Gishford, ed.: Tribute to
Benjamin Britten on his fiftieth
birthday (London, 1963),

PP-84—91.

6. Of course the St Mazthew
Passion’s origins in the
Lutheran liturgy makes it
no less ideological, even if
it is generally not discussed

7. The relevant volume is
Howard E. Smither: The
history of the oratorio, vol.4:
the oratorio in the nineteenth



Fig.2: cover of Otto
Klemperer’s recording

of the St Matthew Passion

(reproduced by kind
permission of Warner
Classics)

9. Heinrich Schiitz: T#e
Passion according to St.

John, edd. Peter Pears &

Imogen Holst (Oxford, 1963)

and The Passion according

to St. Matthew (Oxford,
1965). Both of these works,
together with Bach’s St Jokn
Passion, were recurring
features at the Aldeburgh
Festival programmes during
the 1950s and Gos. Bach’s

St Matthew Passion opened
the third Festival (1950).
Britten’s own recording of
Bach’s St_John Passion with
Pears as Evangelist was not
made until April 1971.

1o0. Alan Sanders: Walrer
Legge: a discography
(Westport, 1984), pp-367—72;

s

tsus:l}imirh fishtt~itshau~iuﬂug£lis:ﬂzttt Prars
| Elisabeth Sehwarzliopt- Christa Ludwig - Micolai Gevda
| Walter Berry-Philharmonia Orchestea and Choic N

omolempeer

DN ST 16 e ChO% .
L SEPICETLD B CATLSE GF 0 ERRINLS,
Fer et baTiei Ganths, (S

upon Aldeburgh Festival performances) on two Schiitz Passions, published
a few years later.?

Fig.2 shows the cover of Otto Klemperer’s recording of the St Marthew
Passion. With Britten’s War requiem in mind, two names fairly leap off of this
cover: not only is the Evangelist sung by Peter Pears, but Dietrich Fischer-
Dieskau was allotted the part of Jesus, roles that each had made particularly
their own, recording them several times (as also with the corresponding
roles in the Bach’s St _JoAn Passion). Fischer-Dieskau and Pears recorded
together in sessions on 3—4 January 1961, and almost certainly also for a few
days in late November 1960, as well as re-recording some of the recitatives
under George Malcolm without Klemperer’s knowledge on 9 May 1961.%
Thus it was that when Britten wrote to John Lowe (his principal contact
regarding the Coventry commission) on 9 February 1961 suggesting that

see Peter Heyworth: Otzo
Klemperer: his life and times,
vol.2 (Cambridge, 1996),
P-295.

there were further sessions
on 14-15 April, 10—-12 May
& 28 November 1960, but
it is difficult to establish

which of these required
the involvement of Pears
or Fischer-Dieskau. On
the re-recorded recitatives,
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11. Philip Reed & Mervyn
Cooke, edd.: Letters from

a life: the selected letters of
Benjamin Britten 1913-1976,
vol.§ (Woodbridge, 2010),
p-314.

12. Britten-Pears Library
shelfmark 1-9300837, f.36v.
See Mervyn Cooke: Britten:
War requiem (Cambridge,
1996), pp.34—36. This portion
of Britten’s notebook is
available as a facsimile online
- at hetp:// www.brittenpears.
org/ page.php fpageid=773.

13. Britten to Dietrich
Fischer-Dieskau (16
February 1961); printed in
Lezters from a life, vol.s,
P-313.

14. On Bach’s transitions and
the consequent performance
of time, see John Butt: Bach’s
dialogue with modernity:
perspectives on the Passions
(Cambridge, 2010), esp.
pp-116—18 & 130-35.

15. Britten’s most striking
exception to this is the Agnus
Dei, the only movement in
the score in which the Owen
text is presented before

the Latin and in which the
musical textures for both
settings are substantially
identical. Beyond this,
Britten’s smoothest transition
is from the fugal ‘Quam
olim Abrahae’ chorus into
the baritone’s narrative

‘So Abram rose, and clave
the wood’, a dovetailing
that intensifies the effect of
Owen’s ironic reworking

of the story. Of the

Bach Passions, although

the chorales sometimes
contrast strongly with the

Fischer-Dieskau be engaged for the Coventry premiere, his remark that “We
both [i.e. Pears and Britten] feel that he would be very likely interested to
do this’ suggests that Pears had already approached Fischer-Dieskau about
this possibility, very likely during the January sessions.” It is impossible
to know the extent to which Pears influenced Britten’s conception of the
work, but that he was actively involved at an early stage is clear from his
annotation in Britten’s draft libretto for War requiem.> Whether or not
the work was composed with even a subconscious intention of featuring
Pears in his acclaimed Passion-Evangelist mode, the following similarities
with the oratorio-Passion tradition — and with Bach’s St Matthew Passion
specifically — may suggest further Pears influence.

The most obvious of these similarities is that both works employ poetic
tropes juxtaposed against an already existing text. Britten interrupts the
liturgical text of the funeral Mass to insert settings of Owen’s war poetry
— texts he described as ‘full of the hate of destruction, [...] a kind of
commentary on the Mass’."” Bach (and, indeed, any composer writing an
oratorio-Passion) interrupts the verbatim narration of the gospel account
to present poetic texts that similarly serve as commentary, often as a way of
giving a greater immediacy to the scriptural text, emphasising its relevance
to the congregation present.™ Despite this general structural similarity, the
interaction of the trope with the base text is by no means identical: in Bach’s
Passions the poetic text was conceived for just such a treatment, while Owen’s
poetry — whether or not it may serve powerfully as a ‘commentary on the
Mass’ — was not written to serve as a libretto. Bach’s transition between the
scriptural text and the poetic commentary and chorales happens always after
a clear cadence, and in the St Marthew Passion particularly the arias tend to
be preceded by extended accompanied recitative, often featuring an entirely
new sonic world produced by a novel combination of obbligato instruments.
While the move from one sound world to another is also a marked feature of
War requiem, in Britten’s work the transition between the base text and the
trope is much rougher, so that at almost every transition there is a sense of
profound disorientation, with one environment disintegrating (even before
a convincing cadence) and an entirely foreign one materialising.”

A more substantial parallel is the division of the ensemble into three
parts. Britten’s ensemble has three unequal constituents. The Latin liturgical
text is given principally to a large ensemble, standard in English oratorio
from the choral festival works of the likes of Parry and Stanford on into
the 20th century: a sizeable mixed chorus, vocal soloist (soprano), and full

suddenly on a half-cadence,
and the ensuing recitative
resumes the narrative with
Jesus’s trial before Caiaphas.

beginning of Part 2 of the
St Marthew Passion, in which
the opening aria (‘Ach nun
ist mein Jesus hin”) ends

immediately preceding
imaterial, the most abrupt
transition between trope
and base text comes at the



16. Note on the
instrumentation list in
the published full score:
Benjamin Britten: Far
requiem, op.66 (London,
1962).

17. Indeed, in a Musical
Pilgrim booklet owned
by Pears (whose copy still

survives in the Britten-Pears

Library), Charles Sanford
Terry discusses Bach’s
differentiation between the
two ensembles: see Terry:
Bach: the Passions, book 2
(Oxford, 1928), p.12. More
recently, this point has

been discussed in Daniel R.
Melamed: Hearing Bach’s
Passions (Oxford, 2005),
Pp-29—30 & 49—65. Melamed
is careful to emphasise that
in Bach’s one-on-a-part
practice, the singers of Coro
II'were each deemed worthy
to be allocated solo arias.

18. Christoph Wolff: Johann
Sebastian Bach: the learned
musician (New York, 2000),
P-297-

19. When commentator Alec
Robertson referred to the
boy choir effect as ‘angelic’,
Britten bristled and suggested
‘innocent’ instead: see Lerters

[from a life, vol.g, p.381.

20. On the narrative
significance of the multiple
functions.of particular voices
in the St Matthew Passion,
see Butt: Bach s dialogue with
modernity, pp.199—207.

symphony orchestra (including, at one point, the cathedral organ). At a few
moments in the piece, Britten supplements this with a boys’ choir spatially
separated from the larger group, accompanied by a chamber organ, with
an instruction that ‘the sound should be distant’.”® All of the troped text is
given to an entirely distinct ensemble which never interacts with the other
two, even when they are employed simultaneously: two vocal soloists (tenor
and baritone) and a ‘chamber orchestra’ —although with only a single player
on each of the five string parts, plus wind quintet, percussion and harp. It is
a type of ensemble Britten had made particularly his own (especially in his
chamber operas, like The turn of the screw), and indeed is nearly identical
with that of his first published work, the Sinfonietta of 1932. In summary,
there are two orchestral ensembles with voices, plus a boys choir at a
distance.

In the St Matthew Passion — at least in its monumental 1736 version, as it
is generally known and was known to Britten — Bach ostensibly doubled his
standard church ensemble to yield two almost identical groups: four-part
vocal ensemble, two flutes, two oboes, strings and continuo in each. Apart
from the chorales, these two groups seldom sound simultaneously, and
even then Bach generally exploits the divided forces to pit different ideas
against each other."” In addition to the two vocal/instrumental ensembles,
at a few moments in the piece Bach adds a third ensemble — a choir of trebles
(apparently with continuo organ support) spatially separated from the rest
of the players.™

These apparent similarities should not be overstated, because Bach and
Britten deploy these forces very differently. Britten is very systematic in
his allocation of material to different ensembles: all the Owen poetry is
given to the tenor and baritone soloists; all of the Mass goes to the large
chorus, save for particular lines he wishes to reserve for distant ‘innocent’
voices.' Bach’s alternation between Coro I and Coro II is less consistent,
but Coro II is generally given the troped poetic commentary while Coro I
is given the Gospel narrative, and both are employed either when the text
requires a dialogue or suggests the fullness of a tuzzi. (Bach’s treble choir
is given its own musical material in only the opening chorus, in which it
has the cantus firmus chorale ‘O Lamm Gottes, unschuldig’; it reappears

only once, to double the choral sopranos in another chorale melody in the

concluding chorus of Part 1.) Bach’s sound spectrum includes a range of
solo characters and ensembles interacting within the drama, while Britten’s
two protagonists are tenor and baritone only. Moreover, in Britten these two
voices are given only trope text, while in Bach the corresponding parts of
the Evangelist and Jesus have instead only the scriptural base text (although
Bach’s original vocal partbooks indicate that the same singers — outside of
their character roles — participated also in the trope sections as well).*
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21. On the monumentality
of War requiem, see

particularly Heather Wiebe:

Britten’s unquiet pasts: sound
and memory in postwar
reconstruction (Cambridge,
2012), pp-191—225. As he
began composition, Britten
described War requiem as
‘what I think will be one of
my most important works’:
Britten to Dietrich Fischer-
Dieskau, 16 February 1961,
printed in Lezters from a life,

vol.§, p.313.
22. Letters from a life, vol.5,
P-314.

23. Again, John Butt makes
a compelling case for the
narrative significance of
such distinctions: see Back’s
dialogue with modernity,

Pp-211—17.

Despite these differences, the performing forces of the two works are
conceived similarly. Given Pears’s involvement with Passions during the
period in which Britten devised War requiem, the composer’s familiarity
with Bach’s St Matthew Passion as it was known and performed in the
1950s and Gos (by Pears and Fischer-Dieskau, and so many others) seems
to have influenced his disposition of the performing forces of the War
requiem — perhaps especially because of his desire to produce a monumental
work.” Britten’s decision to pair specifically Fischer-Dieskau and Pears
for the Owen settings may then go beyond the need for ‘really first-class’
musicians, and beyond even the much-noted significance of pairing an

- Englishman with a German (representing enemies in the two World Wars)

in artistic collaboration. By selecting musicians so much associated with
particular roles in the Bach Passions, Britten effectively borrowed Bach’s
rhetorical power. The suggestion of Fischer-Dieskau may well have been
Pears’s originally. Britten almost concedes as much in his letter to Lowe: ‘I
have thought a great deal, and discussed the matter with Peter, and we feel
that the ideal person musically, and also under the circumstances for this
particular occasion, would be Fischer-Dieskau.”

Fig.3 shows the placement of the Owen poems within the Latin requiem
text. The allocation of the poetry between the two male soloists reveals
another congruity with the Bach Passions. Bach’s tenor has the words of the
Evangelist recording the story, and thus is an observer to action in which he
is not a participant; Bach’s baritone has the words of Jesus, and therefore
is very much a participant (at times active, at other times passive). The
Evangelist speaks always in the third person; Jesus’s words tend to be in
the second and first persons — addressing others or speaking for himself.”
While the Owen poems selected by Britten present a mixture of narrative
voices, it is significant that in his allocation of these texts to one singer or
another Britten adhered strictly to the same Evangelist/ Jesus division in the
functions of these two soloists. '

To begin with the clearest example: liturgically, the Agnus Dei comes in
the portion of the Mass ceremony which commemorates (and, according to
Catholic theology, presents again) the sacrifice — that is, the commemoration
of Jesus’s death on the cross; in this sense it is the ‘Passion’ moment in any
Mass. In Britten’s setting, the tenor opens the movement with a description
of another ‘Calvary’: Owen depicts Christ as yet another victim of ‘this
war’, while ‘his disciples stood apart’. The musical idiom is not at all that of
Bach’s Passions, but nonetheless Pears fulfilled his familiar ‘Evangelist” role,
a spectator describing the Crucifixion, assisted by the chorus while ‘Jesus’

remainssilent. This achieves greater poignancy in the subsequent movement,
“in which Fischer-Dieskau assumed the voice of the dead enemy soldier,

roused in hades by Owen’s narrator: ‘T am the enemy you killed, my friend.’






