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The Man behind the Music:
Benjamin Britten

Benjamin Britten was a preeminent English composer of the 20" century. He is
especially known for his vocal and operatic music. BrittenOs operas were the first
internationally acclaimed operas written by an English composer since those of
Henry Purcell in the seventeenth century. Britten was aware of his unique
position, and he reverently paid tribute to his heritage by referencing
compositional techniques of Purcell and the English compositional style. He also
integrated the pervading European compositional techniques into his work,
creating a new style of composing consciously rooted in history and tradition.

Benjamin Britten was born on November 22, 1913 in Lowestoft, Suffolk, which is
on the east coast of the United Kingdom and approximately 3 hours from London
by car. Britten displayed a desire to compose music at an early age and learned
to play the piano and viola as a child. His parents encouraged his love of music,
especially since his mother was an amateur singer. Britten began private
composition lessons in 1927 with esteemed composer Frank Bridge. As a young
adult he continued his training at the Royal College of Music, London beginning
in 1930. During his college years, Britten honed his skills as a pianist and



composer. A forward-thinking man, Britten wanted to expand his horizons from
the rather conservative British school of music. He hoped to travel to study with
Alban Berg, an avant-garde composer living in Vienna. His teacher and parents
discouraged him from working with this musically radical influence. Although
Britten heeded this advice and continued his studies in England, he retained his
thirst for innovative compositional techniques throughout his life.

Britten enjoyed artistic success from a young age. He composed prolifically and
quickly developed a good business relationship with music publishing firm
Boosey and Hawkes. This partnership continued throughout his lifetime and
produced a fruitful output.

Throughout the 19300s, Britten formed an artistic collaboration with the poet W.H.
Auden. In 1937, Britten met Peter Pears, a tenor who would become his life-long
musical collaborator. Pears would become the most influential figure in BrittenOs
life. Britten composed many song cycles for Pears.

Living in Britain became increasingly difficult for Britten and Pears as the country
prepared to enter World War Il. Both men were pacifists and conscientiously
objected from serving in the British military. True to his beliefs, Britten composed
many works to promote peace throughout his life. In an effort to escape the
impending war and find new avenues for musical triumph, Britten and Pears
followed the path of some artist friends and left for North America in 1939.

The pair did find much applause in America; Britten and Pears gave concerts in
the U.S., and Britten added American elements to his compositional style. While
success brought him acclaim and prestige, including the opportunity to premiere
some of his works at Carnegie Hall, Britten also had some musical defeats in the
United States. His first operatic composition, Paul Bunyan, met with negative
reviews in New York in 1941.

Britten and Pears returned to England in 1942, even though the war was not yet
over. Britten and Pears were recognized as pacifists and performed throughout
the country as such until the war came to an end.

Peter Grimes, BrittenOs first largescale opera premiered in London in 1945. It
was a true grand opera in the tradition of Giuseppe Verdi and Giacomo Puccini, a
triumph in London and abroad. In fact, it marked the rebirth of English opera.
Although it was well received, Peter Grimes did also generate some resistance
from the mainstream London musical establishment. Furthermore, opera was not
a popular art form with English society. England was facing hard financial times
after World War Il and LondonOs main opera company SadlerOs Wells (a company
that produced opera at Coven Garden) could not afford to produce new English
opera because it did not attract a sizeable audience. Instead, the company
produced popular classic operas of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In
light of these circumstances, Britten decided to gain financial and musical



independence from the London mainstream by moving out of the large city and
writing smaller chamber operas rather than grand operas. Chamber operas were
much less expensive to produce and could still draw audiences for tours
throughout England and the European Continent. (Chamber opera is a
designation for operas written to be performed with a smaller number of
musicians than a full orchestra). In 1946, Britten worked with Eric Crozier, a
producer and director, tenor Peter Pears and soprano Joan Cross, to establish
the Glyndebourne English Opera Group, which would produce new works,
including those of Britten, and provide a place for singers and instrumentalists of
the highest caliber to rehearse and perform contemporary operatic works
between June and October.

On July 12, 1946, The Rape of Lucretia premiered at the Glyndebourne Festival.
This chamber opera called for only 8 singers and 13 instrumentalists. After its run
at Glyndebourne, the small opera troupe toured The Rape of Lucretia around
Europe. The production received positive reactions, but did not do well
financially. This caused a rift with the funding institution and an end to
Glyndebourne Festival collaborations.

Britten and his collaborators soon formed an independent company with a similar
goal to that of the Glyndebourne English Opera Company. The new group, called
The English Opera Group, was formed in 1947 with the mission: OWe believe the
time has come when England, which has always depended on a repertory of
foreign works, can create its own operasEWe believe the best way to achieve

the beginnings of a repertory of English operas is through the creation of a form
of opera requiring small resources of singers and players, but suitable for
performance in large or small houses or theatersE This group will give annual
seasons of contemporary opera in English and suitable classical works including
those of Purcell. It is part of the groupOs purpose to encourage young composers
to write for the operatic stage, also to encourage poets and playwrights to tackle
the problem of writing libretti in collaboration with composers.O

During the summer of 1947, the group presented 51 performances throughout
Britain and continental Europe. Although they were relatively successful, costs of
touring became too high and left the English Opera Group with a large deficit.
Since it was too expensive to tour the operas, Britten and Pears decided to
organize their own festival in their new home town of Aldeburgh. In 1948, the
Aldeburgh Festival of Music and the Arts began with a short (one week and two
weekends) experimental program of chamber concerts, lectures, exhibitions, and
the premiere of the opera Albert Herring. Britten and Pears were active
performers at the festival. In fact, Britten conducted the opera, and Pears sang
the title role in Albert Herring.

Britten wrote many works beside opera: song cycles, choral works, chamber
pieces, string quartets, orchestral works, and concertos. BrittenOs work was his
life. He had an extremely disciplined work ethic, and rarely a day went by when



he did not work. He preferred to surround himself with friends and avoided living
in large cities that applauded the musical and social mainstream culture.

Synopsis of The Rape of Lucretia

Act |, Prologue. The male and female choruses recount how Tarquinius and
Superbus seized Rome and how his son Tarquinius Sextus became a warrior
leader.

Scene 1 - In an army camp outside Rome. Tarquinius, Collatinus, and Junius are
drinking and talking together. The previous night, six generals had ridden home
unexpectedly to Rome to check on their wives, all of whom were caught
betraying their husbands. The exception was CollatinusO wife, Lucretia. Junius,
whose wife was among the faithless majority, argues with young Tarquinius but
is stopped by Collatinus who wishes to toast his wife. Junius is frustrated by all of
the praise for Lucretia and leaves the discussion. Collatinus soon joins him and
rebukes his poor attitude. The two shake hands and are joined by a drunken
Tarquinius . Collatinus leaves them to retire and they begin to talk again of
Lucretia. Tarquinius announces OIOIl prove her chaste!O and call for his horse.

Scene 2 - At CollatinusO house in RomeLucretia is sewing with her servants Bianca
and Lucia, when she thinks she hears a knock at the gate. As the women
prepare for bed, Tarquinius is at the door. He asks for wine and lodging, saying
that his horse is lame, and Lucretia gives him a room for the night.

Act Il

Scene 1 D At CollatinusO house in RomeAs Lucretia sleeps, Tarquinius creeps into
her bedroom and awakens her with a kiss. She asks him to leave and they
struggle until Tarquinius draws his sword and forces himeself on her.

Scene 2 - At CollatinusO house in RomeThe following morning, Lucia and Bianca are
glad to discover that Tarquinius has already left the house and go abut arranging
flowers. Lucretia enters in a trance-like state. She is repulsed by the flowers, and
chooses an orchid to be sent to Collatinus, bitterly saying that it represents her
purity. Bianca tries to stop the messenger, but Collatinus has already arrived at
his home with Junius, who alerted him that Tarquinius had left the army camp.

Lucretia enters in mourning and tells Collatinus what has happened. He forgives
her, but she stabs herself to death.



Who’s Who in The Rape of Lucretia
Male Chorus (tenor) and Female Chorus (soprano)

Most operas have a chorus, i.e., a group of singers, who may play villagers or
onlookers and who sing portions of the operas as a choir. The Rape of Lucretia
does not have a chorus in this sense. However, the two characters called the
male chorus and Female Chorus function as a Greek chorus.

In ancient Greek dramas a group of dancers and singers represented the general
public and commented on the action, offering background information, and
showing how an ideal audience might react to the drama.

Similarly, the Male and Female Choruses in The Rape of Lucretia explain some

of the historical background of the opera. They describe and comment on the
action, sometimes egging on a character or interpreting and judging a characterOs
motives and actions.

The Male and Female Choruses explain that their role is to interpret the action of
the opera from a Christian perspective. Indeed, at the end of the opera, they sing
of ChristOs forgiveness.

Characters in the Story

Many of the characters in the opera are mentioned in ancient works of literature,
including LivyOs greafThe History of Rome, which was written 500 years after the
events recounted in the opera. The story may or may not have actually
happened, but Livy related it as an historical event. Like Livy, many writers
consider the rape of Lucretia by Tarquinius to be the catalyst that caused the
Romans to revolt against the Etruscan kings and establish the Roman Republic.
Below are descriptions of the operaOs characters along with brief sketches of the
historical characters on which they are based.

Collatinus (bass)
Husband of Lucretia. A Roman commander, political rival and close colleague of
his fellow commander, Junius.

The historical character Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus

LucretiaOs husband is saido have been a cousin or possibly a nephew of
Tarquinius Superbus the Etruscan King; he was therefore related to the kingOs
son, Sextus Tarquinius, who is the Tarquinius of the opera.

After LucretiaOs rape and; suicide, the Tarquins were banished and twaonsuls
were elected to govern Rome. They were LucretiaOs husband, Lucius Tarquinius
Collatinus and Lucius Junius Brutus Bthe Junius of the opera, who is more often
called Brutus. However, the people of Rome didnOt trust anyone with the name



Tarquinius, even though Collatinus had been wronged by Tarquinius, and Brutus
himself was more closely related to the Tarquins than Collatinus! Brutus, along
with LucretiaOs father, persuaded Collatinus to resign, and a new consul, Publius
Valerius Poplicola was appointed.

Junius (baritone)

A Roman commander, colleague of Collatinus. Junius is upset that his wife has
been unfaithful to him. An ambitious man, he is afraid that Collatinus may gain
power and influence thanks to LucretiaOs good reputation. Junius goads
Tarquinius into putting LucretiaOs fidelity to the test. When Lucretia kills herself, it
is Junius who incites the Romans to rebel against the Etruscans.

The historical character Lucius Junius Brutus

Although he is called Junius in the opera, he is known as Brutus in many of the
historical sources and other accounts of the story of Lucretia. He should not be
confused with his descendent, Marcus Junius Brutus, who assassinated Julius
Caesar in 44B.C. Lucius Junius Brutus is the legendary Roman hero who
established Republican government at Rome by driving out the last king, Lucius
Tarquinius Superbus in 509 B.C.

After Lucretia killed herself, Brutus seized the moment and revealed his true
character; he snatched the dagger from the wound, swore to drive out the royal
family, and spearheaded the rebellion that sent the Tarquins into exile and
established the Roman Republic. Brutus was elected on of the first two Roman
consuls after the rebellion. Later he sentenced his own sons to death for
conspiring to restore the Tarquins to the throne.

Prince Tarquinius (baritone)

Tarquinius, the Etruscan Prince of Rome, is the son of the Etruscan Tyrant
Lucius Tarquinius Superbus (Tarquin the Proud). During the events of the opera,
Tarquinius was a commander in a war between Rome and the nearby city of
Ardea. By raping Lucretia, Tarquinius set off the rebellion that cost his father the
throne and sent the Tarquins into exile.

The historical character Sextus Tarquinius

Sextus Tarquinius was the youngest of the three sons of Tarquinius Superbus
(Tarquin the Proud), the seventh and last king of Rome, ruling from 534 to 512
B.C. Tarquinius Superbus had seized power by killing the previous king, Servius
Tullius, who was his father-in-law (His wife, Tullia, was his eager co-conspirator).
Tarquinius Superbus ruled through fear, violence, and murder. Sextus Tarquinius
was as bad as his father. Livy says he had helped his father conquer the city of
Gabii by pretending he needed protection from his father. Having obtained the
trust of the citizens of Gabii, he sent a messenger to his father asking what he
should do next. His father replied not in words, but by walking up and down his
garden, striking off the heads of the tallest poppies. Sextus took this as his cue to
kill the leaders of the city and hand the city over to his father. Livy relates that



after the rebellion, Sextus Tarquinius returned to Gabii, which he looked upon as
his kingdom, but was killed in revenge.

During the events of the opera, Tarquinius Superbus was trying to conquer the
nearby city of Ardea in order to acquire its wealth (he had been building many
magnificent but expensive public works and also wanted to appease his subjects
by distributing some of the spoils of war). Sextus Tarquinius was a commander in
that war.

Lucretia (contralto)

The wife of Collatinus, Lucretia was the only woman found behaving virtuously
when some of the commanders paid a surprise visit to Rome to see whether their
wives were being faithful in their absence.

The historical character Lucretia

A paragon of beauty, virtue, domesticity, honor, and civic responsibility, Lucretia
spins cloth with her maids, pines for her husband, and generally represents the
perfect Roman matron, even choosing death rather than dishonor. Her rape and
suicide were widely considered the spark that set off the revolt against the
Tarquins, leading to the establishment of the Roman Republic.

In many accounts, Lucretia is a minor character, important only as the straw that
broke the camelOs back, the flashpointhat set off the revolution.

Bianca, Lucretia’s nurse (mezzo-soprano); Lucia, Lucretia’s maid (soprano)
Bianca is LucretiaOs nurse and Lucia is her maid. LucretiaOs two servants are very
devoted to their mistress. These loyal and caring women feature in some of the
operaOs most charming scenes of domestic tranquility.



Who were THE ETRUSCANS?
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Somewhere between 900 and 800 BC, the Italian peninsula was settled by
mysterious peoples called the Etruscans. We don't know where the Etruscans
came from, but archaeologists suspect that they came from the eastern
Mediterranean, possibly Asia Minor. We will, however, never really know where
they came from or why they colonized Italy. We do know that when they came to
Italy, they brought civilization and urbanization with them. They founded their
civilizations in north-eastern Italy between the Apennine mountain range and the
Tyrrhenian Sea. Their civilization stretched from the Arno river in the north to the
Tiber river towards the center of the Italian peninsula; it was on the Tiber river
that a small village of Latins, the village that would become Rome, sat. So the
Romans, who were only villagers during the rise of the Etruscan civilization, were
in close contact with the Etruscans, their language, their ideas, their religion, and
their civilization; the Etruscans were the single most important influence on
Roman culture in its transition to civilization.

The Etruscans lived in independent, fortified city-states; these city-states would
form small confederacies. In the earliest times, these city-states were ruled by a
monarch, but were later ruled by oligarchies that governed through a council and
through elected officials. Like the surrounding peoples, the Etruscans were
largely an agrarian people, but they also had a strong military, and used that
military to dominate all the surrounding peoples. These dominated populations



were forced to do the agricultural labor on the Etruscan farms, so the Etruscans
had time to devote to commerce and industry. In the seventh and sixth centuries,
the Etruscan military had subjugated much of Italy, including Rome, and regions
outside of Italy, such as the island of Corsica.

They were a sophisticated people, with an alphabet based on the Greek
alphabet, a powerfully original sculptural and painting tradition, a religion based
on human-type gods which they had learned from the Greeks, and a complicated
set of rituals for divining the future, which they handed down to the Romans.
Unlike most civilizations of the time, gender inequality seems not to have been
very pronounced.

Music

While the Etruscans were busy building their power over Italy and engaging in
active commerce with the east and with Africa, a city to their south began to grow
precipitously, a city imitating Etruscans in many ways: the Roman kingdom. What
we know of Etruscan music comes to us from the impressions and feelings
gained from the many tomb illustrations, or from the mysterious inscriptions on
sarcophagus lids. We base our scant knowledge of Etruscan music from the few
testimonies which survive from ancient sources, and as far as written score is
concerned, there are no examples. Only with the Pythagorean system of the
Ancient Greeks can we talk with some certainty of true musical scores, in some
cases carved on grave steles, which represent the various Ancient Greek
musical traditions. Modern interpretation of such notation is very theoretical and
the true values of the musical notes can only be estimated. Most writers believe,
based on the absence of musical manuscripts, that the Etruscans seem to have
more of an oral rather than a written musical tradition. On the other hand there is
nothing more than circumstantial evidence to suggest otherwise.

The Liber Lintaeus of Zagreb, believed by some to be part of one the Etruscan
sacred books, appears to contain certain repetitive rhythmic phrases, which
would indicate congregational involvement in the liturgies. Certain tablets found
in Etruscan tombs also show rhythmic patterns, indicative of poetry or verse.

Those sources, together with tomb illustrations showing numbers of musicians
playing together, and accounts by Livy of Etruscan theatre tend to lend credence
to the viewpoint that such elaborately planned events may have had rehearsals
possibly utilizing written scores.

The important role of music in all significant aspects of life (banquets, religious
celebrations, funeral rites) and its association with magical and spiritual aspects
tend to add weight to this argument. Music accompanied both work and leisure
activities. Solemn ceremonial events, such as the games of the annual Fanum
Voltumnae, were accompanied by professional musicians and dancers as
attested by Titus Livius. It featured during sporting competitions, and military



drills, during hunting and funeral activities, as well as providing background
ambience during the banquets that went on within the walls of the sumptuous
palaces of the aristocracy. But this music was played not only during the meal
itself (SYNDEIPNON), but also while the food was being prepared and of course
during the long convivial drinking sessions spent after meals (the origin of the
term SYMPOSIUM).

During the funeral ceremony, the sweet inviting sound of the Auleta (flute) and
the lyre would lighten the atmosphere of the banquet, persuading participants to
dance. We know little of the original Etruscan names of the musical instruments
and therefore use the Latin or Greek names instead. We can classify them in
their various groupings:

Percussive instruments such as Bells, Campanella (Tintinnabulum) and
castanets (crotalus) are found, such instruments easily carried by young dancers.

From Pliny the Elder's description of the tomb of Lars Porsenna, we can draw
some interesting conclusions. As with many other objects with Apotropaic
function, bells were mounted on the tomb with the objective of producing sounds
when they were moved by the wind, thus repelling evil presences.

Architecture

The ancient Etruscans adopted the external Greek architecture for their own
purposes, which were so different from Greek buildings as to create a new
architectural style. The two styles are often considered one body of classical
architecture. The Etruscans absorbed Greek influence, apparent in many aspects
closely related to architecture. The Etruscans had much influence over Roman
architecture

Etruscan architecture made lasting contributions to the architecture of Italy, which
were adopted by the Romans and through them became standard to western
civilization. Rome itself is a repository of Etruscan architectural features, which
perhaps did not originate with the Etruscans, but were channeled by them into
Roman civilization. Some scholars also see in Urartean art, architecture,
language and general culture traces of kinship to the Etruscans of the Italian
peninsula.
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Clothing

In the 7th century BCE, Etruscan clothing was very similar to that of the Greek
archaic period. The men in the archaic age wore a kind of robe, which was
knotted at the front. In later times this gave way to the "tunica" which was worn
over the head, usually with a colorful cape slung over the shoulders. This cape,
usually wide and heavily embroidered, became the national costume of Etruria -
the "tebenna”, later to become the Roman toga.

\Women wore a long tunic down to the feet, usually of light pleated
material and typically decorated on the edges. Over this was worn a
heavier colorful mantle. The most common types of footwear were high
sandals, ankle boots and one characteristic type of shoe, with upward
curving toes, possibly of Greek or Oriental origin. The most common
head wear was a woolen hat, but these came in many different forms
such as caps, conical type hats, pointed hoods and wide brimmed
hats, such as are still worn to this day by Tuscan farmers. Often the
hat identified the person that wore it with a particular social class. From
the end of the 5th century BCE, it became more common not to wear a hat. Also
from the 5th century BCE men, who previously wore a beard, began to shave
and to wear short hats. The regalia of later Roman times, such as the purple
robes worn by the emperors, were of Etruscan origin, as were a number of
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symbols often ascribed to Rome such as the Lictor and Fasces.

Women wore a great variety of hairstyles including long, shoulder length, knotted
or interlaced behind the shoulders. In later times, the hair was worn shorter, and
was knotted at the crown of the head or collected in gauze mantles or caps.

The magnificent robes of the patrician women were finished off with exquisite
jewelry including ear-rings, necklaces, bracelets and fibulae. In its time, Etruscan

jewelry was unsurpassed by any other in Europe. The bronzes of Etruria were
equally celebrated throughout Europe, North Africa and the middle East.

Student Activity Following the Performance of The Rape of Lucretia

Create Your Own Review

Once you have viewed the opera, write your own review of it, considering elements of
the production listed below. Feel free to interview friends about their reaction to the
opera and include their comments in your review. Are there one or more elements of the
production that you particularly liked or disliked? Provide support for your view.

Music:

Libretto:

Stage Direction:

Singing:

Acting:
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Scenery (Use of Rear Screen Projection):
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