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Preface

Without the diaries Britten kept from 1928 to 1938, the Eliot
Lectures for 1979 would have taken a very different shape. Because
of the diaries, the composer is able to speak for himself, and I have
not been sparing in my use of so basic a documentary source. I am
grateful to my co-Executors of the Britten Estate for allowing me
freedom to quote extensively from the diaries and for permission to
use other source materials, both musical and literary. I have only
minimally edited the quotations. Britten’s spelling has been silently
corrected except where a mis-spelling seems to make a point in its
own right. His personal idiosyncrasies, e.g. the regular use of the
ampersand, have been preserved.

I was happy, when scrutinizing the diaries, to come across this
fragmentary entry for 5 January 1936 (a portion of the page, alas,
has been torn out):

Listen toa fine broadcast of T. S. Eliot’s[Murder in the Cathedral) in
which Robert Speaight . . . chorus of women are most . . . thisisa
fine play . . . & moving poetry. . . .

That Britten turned to the setting of poems by T. S. Eliot in his later
and last years is common knowledge; but here was evidence of an
immediate and admiring response from Britten’s early years.
Perhaps less well-known is the fact that after Britten’s heart surgery
in 1973, one of the few poets he was able to read was Eliot, in whose
work he found certainty, strength and fortitude. Thus Britten’s
positive feeling for Eliot’s poetry was of long standing. It was
entirely typical of him that so many years passed before he actually
set any of Eliot’s verse: not until 1971, when in January he com-
pleted his Canticle IV: Journey of the Magi. It was a poem he had
long had in mind but he did not attempt the setting until he felt
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14 Preface

himself ready to take on the challenge that Eliot’s language
represented.

I have no doubt at all that it would have given Britten particular
pleasure to know that these lectures on his music in the thirties and
his collaboration with W. H. Auden were to form part of a series
dedicated to the annual honouring of a great poet’s name. I was
naturally conscious of the honour done me by asking me to deliver
them, and I am glad to take this opportunity of expressing my warm
thanks to the Master of Eliot College and the members of the Eliot
Memorial Lectures Committee, not only for the invitation but for
the generous welcome and hospitality offered me during the few
days [ spent on campus at the University of Kent at Canterbury in
November 1979.

I must confess that I was somewhat daunted by recalling that it
was Auden himself who was the first Eliot Lecturer; and 1 was
further conscious of the fact that perhaps the topic itself — the
thirties — would not have been much to his liking. However, as |
remarked at the opening session, I had to hope for Auden’s indul-
gence—or that he was engaged elsewhere on the evening in
question: perhaps giving a lecture himself?

It is clear from my text, I think — though I would never have
wished to conceal it in any way — that my account of the Britten—
Auden relationship is necessarily seen through Britten’s eyes and,
more importantly, heard through the filter of his music. In the first
stage of my investigation into 1936 I immersed myself in the music
and was glad to find later that the intuitive deductions and
interpretations I arrived at through my experience of it were
confirmed by other forms of documentation and evidence.

However, although a certain element of one-sidedness un-
doubtedly remains, | — and my text — have greatly benefited from
access to the typescript of Edward Mendelson’s brilliant study,
Early Auden, which will be published only shortly after this book
appears. Professor Mendelson has most kindly not only allowed me
to read his typescript but allowed me to quote from it in advance of
its publication. I am much indebted to him and his publishers (in
the UK, Faber & Faber; in the USA, The Viking Press) for this




Preface 15

unusual gesture of friendly scholarship which, I believe, supplies a
fresh dimension to my text. It does something to redress the balance
as well as proving a source of further illumination and clarification.

Two final points. First, although it was never my fortune to meet
Auden, I felt on finishing this particular piece of work that I had
come to know him; and what I had come to know gained not just
my admiration (Auden’s work had had that from me already, for
many years) but a whole-hearted affection and respect. He must
have been a marvellous presence, though on occasion he could
also appear to his friends in the role of a self-appointed (albeit
affectionate) prosecutor: witness the remarkable letter he addressed
to Britten in 1942 and here published for the first time (see pp.
161-2).

Second, although in Peter Pears’s wise words, ‘the later meetings
[between Britten and Auden] were uneasy. The relationship had
changed. . . .’, he does not fail to remind us that Britten remained
‘full of admiration and gratitude for the earlier years’. It was those
feelings that were uppermost, conspicuously so, when Britten
—then striving to recover from his operation—heard of the
memorial service for his old friend on 27 October 1973 in Christ
Church, Oxford, at which the Hymn to St Cecilia had been
performed. It was only then, I believe, that Auden’s death suddenly
became real to him. It seemed to me that the years of unease were
erased, at least momentarily; that gratitude and affection surged
back and accompanying them a very sharp sense that the loss was
‘major / And final, final’.

My formal acknowledgements I make elsewhere. Here I have to
thank those without whose skills and help the lectures would never
have been given. My thanks must go first to Jill Burrows, who did so
much to quarry the lectures out of a vast mass of material and also
prepared them for publication in book form. Next I must thank
Kathleen, my wife, who produced many useful suggestions for
shaping the lectures and was a constant source of encouragement
and good advice. John Evans was my invaluable assistant at the
lectures themselves, which involved no small amount of tech-
nology. That everything ran so smoothly was due largely to him.
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16 Preface

Rosamund Strode, of the Britten-Pears Library, has been patient
in answering my endless queries far beyond the call of duty or
indeed friendship. The present text owes much to her unrivalled
knowledge of the archive at Aldeburgh. Finally a special word of
thanks to Paul Rotha, who helped to make possible the use of
excerpts from two of his films, Peace of Britain and The Way to
the Sea, thus completing the trinity of media—sound, word and
sight — through which my collaborators and I attempted to explore
the year 1936, and to all of which spheres our composer and
poet might be thought to have made pioneering and influential
contributions to the making of the thirties.

London, April 1980 D.M.
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