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Although the most well-known collaborations of William Plomer and Benjamin Britten 

are the three church parables (or church operas) – Curlew River, The Burning Fiery Furnace, and 

The Prodigal Son – by the time of the completion of Curlew River in 1964, the librettist and 

composer had been working together for well over a decade.  During that time, they had 

completed the opera Gloriana and had considered collaborating on three other projects: one a 

children’s opera on Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Mr. Tod, one on an original story of Plomer’s 

called “Tyco the Vegan,” and one on a Greek myth (possibly Arion, Daedalus and Icarus, or 

Phaëthon).  

Far from being footnotes to the parables, these early collaborations established Plomer 

and Britten’s working relationship and brought to light their common interests as well as their 

independent ones.  Their successive early collaborations, therefore, can be thought of as a 

conversation through creative expression.  This metaphor of conversation can be applied both to 

successive collaborations and to the completed Gloriana, in that the libretto and the music can be 

seen as representing different interpretations of both major and minor characters in the opera, 

including Elizabeth I and Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex. In Gloriana, Britten employed at least 

three specifically musical methods of challenging the meaning of the libretto: instrumental 

commentary, textural density, and dramatically significant referential pitches.  

Plomer and Britten’s conversation, carried out through these early collaborations, touches 

on the function of art, activism, and modern morality, but it is best circumscribed by the concept 

of myth.  Two divergent and very influential interpretations of myth – Matthew Arnold’s 



“sweetness and light” and primal liberation (deduced from Nietzsche) – can be usefully applied 

to Plomer and Britten’s unfolding conversation.  The implications of Plomer and Britten’s 

adoption of myth as the topic and language of their collaborative conversation are vast and must 

be considered in order to understand more fully their work together. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: OPERA AND CONVERSATION 

 The creation of opera requires conversation.  The librettist and composer must converse, 

either figuratively through finished creative expressions or literally and in person.  And they are 

two different people, the librettist and the composer.  Few things in opera, perhaps, are so self-

evident while at the same time so frequently forgotten.  Because a finished score, the basis of 

most opera performances, has typically represented the work of two independent thinkers, of two 

different people, it stands to reason that opera itself can contain two sets of ideas, so that the 

composer’s music can be perceived as something actively challenging the librettist’s words.

 The importance of this possibility–that the librettist and composer can simultaneously be 

presenting divergent meanings–increases when one considers the place of librettist and composer 

in the unfolding history of opera.  Throughout the “long” nineteenth century and up to the 

present, the composer’s dominance in this partnership has been unquestionable, though perhaps 

not unchallenged.  One might well make the claim that before that long century, even from the 

beginnings of the genre as we understand it, the librettist was the shaping force in the 

partnership.  The possibility of simultaneous, divergent meanings gives a voice to the partner 

who, in whatever time, is considered relatively incidental to the project as a whole.  At present–

in an age of the composer’s domination–this typically means that it falls, say, to musicology as a 

discipline to restore the librettist’s independent voice and to highlight the conversational aspect 

of artistic collaboration.  In the case of Britten studies, this should be a welcome approach. 

 For this study is not about Britten, but about the operatic collaborations of Benjamin 

Britten and William Plomer from 1951 through 1954.  As such, it involves several unfinished 

projects–a children’s opera on Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Mr. Tod, a children’s opera on an 
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original science fiction story by Plomer called “Tyco the Vegan,” and a children’s opera on an 

ancient Greek story–and only one finished project, Gloriana, a full-length opera written for the 

coronation of Queen Elizabeth II.  Already, then, this study must be different from the vast 

majority of Britten studies.  It cannot focus exclusively on Britten’s music, because the 

composer’s music exists for only one of the four projects in question.  It cannot have the luxury 

of focusing exclusively on the psychological implications for Britten–including homoerotic and 

pederast ones–of his choice and setting of operatic subjects, because, especially for the 

unfinished projects, the psychological implications for his librettist, William Plomer, must be 

considered equally valid.  Instead, the focus of this study will be on what ties these four 

collaborative projects together and on how they are representative, individually and collectively, 

of the composer’s and librettist’s ongoing cultural, political, and aesthetic concerns.  Before this 

focus and the reasons for adopting it are examined in more detail, a word should be said about 

the nature and extent of the primary source material.  

 In the case of the unfinished projects, the source material is scanty, as might be expected.  

Concerning the The Tale of Mr. Tod project, only a handful of letters exist, one containing 

Britten’s preliminary sketch of the number and the content of scenes in the opera, as well as 

some material, unearthed by Paul Kildea and described in his Selling Britten (2004), related to 

the attempt to secure permission from the copyright holders to set the opera.  The source material 

for “Tyco the Vegan” includes, again, a handful of letters, but also a draft of Plomer’s first 

section of the libretto, which is held at the Britten-Pears Library in Aldeburgh.  The source 

material for the children’s opera on a Greek story–which probably would have been on the 

subject of Phaëthon’s fiery chariot voyage, though possibly on the Daedalus/Icarus story or on 

the story of Arion the musician–consists, once more, of a handful of letters, though much else in 
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Britten and Plomer’s independent oeuvres sheds light on their respective attitudes towards 

ancient Greece and its mythology, and Britten had used Phaëthon as the inspiration for the 

second movement of the Six Metamorphoses after Ovid (1951). 

 In the case of the finished project, Gloriana, a considerable amount of source material 

exists, including libretto drafts, materials documenting the earlier stages of Britten’s 

compositional process, and many more letters, some of which are quite detailed.  Though the 

Plomer-Britten correspondence remains unpublished, quotes from many of their letters–

amounting to the nuts and bolts of working on Gloriana–are given in several sources.  Peter 

Alexander’s biography of Plomer (1989) covers some of this, while the volume Britten’s 

Gloriana:  Essays and Sources (1993), edited by Paul Banks, treats the libretto and score 

revisions extensively.  I had the opportunity to review the aforementioned primary source 

material, both for Gloriana and for the unfinished collaborations, during two trips (2002 and 

2003) to the Britten-Pears Library in Aldeburgh and one (2003) to the Plomer Archive at 

Durham University Library and am very grateful to the staff of both libraries for their kind 

assistance and helpful advice. 

 Now I shall turn to the reasons for undertaking this study.  As will already seem apparent, 

the limited amount of primary source material (especially for the unfinished projects),  coupled 

with the fact that music exists for only one of the four proposed collaborations, prevents this 

study from growing solely out of music.  It cannot be, therefore, a study of Britten’s 

compositions, though his music is discussed at length, especially during the chapter on Britten’s 

Gloriana.  Nor can it be a study of the shaping of Plomer’s libretti, for in the case of Gloriana, 

this work has been done repeatedly and well, and in the case of the unfinished projects, too little 

primary source material exists to discuss properly the shaping of the entire libretto.  Certainly an 
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approach growing out of completed operatic scores or one concerned principally with the stages 

of the creation of libretti would be more conventional, but again, in the case of Britten and 

Plomer’s early collaborations, such an approach either is impossible or already has been taken 

successfully.  Having said that, I would suggest that the state of research into the composer’s and 

librettist’s early collaborations, including Gloriana, generally has been one of etiolated reportage 

and that this needs to be redressed.  First, that state of research will be briefly sketched, and then 

the manner in which this study proposes to enlarge upon it will be suggested.   

 While it is true that a short volume of essays edited by Paul Banks (as well as a handful 

of articles or passages in journals and essay collections) exists concerning Gloriana, the 

secondary scholarship on the opera is almost overwhelmingly centered on the work’s reception 

history.  Granted, the fact that the work was accepted as a sort of commission for Queen 

Elizabeth II’s coronation and that it is widely considered to have failed miserably at its gala 

premiere makes for an interesting story, especially given the troubled history of English-

language opera and Britten’s stunning success with Peter Grimes several years earlier.  One 

disadvantage of adopting wholesale a reception history methodology is that it typically leaves the 

librettist in the position of a footnote, about as valuable to the process of the composition and to 

the work’s existence per se as, say, a Renaissance dance rhythm:  something that has been used, 

something from the past.  While one might take the philosophical position that the librettist’s 

work, once done, is severed from him and, therefore, that there is no need to discuss Plomer in 

the reception of Gloriana, this philosophical position does not take into account the fact that 

Plomer would collaborate with Britten on three more completed projects as well as on several 

unfinished ones.  The reception history of Gloriana, therefore, is part of the unfolding story of 

the composer’s and librettist’s personal and professional relationship.  The failure of Gloriana 
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stung Plomer and Britten both, and each was changed in some way by the experience; that 

change, in turn, would inform their future work together, including the three church parables 

(Curlew River (1964), The Burning Fiery Furnace (1966), and The Prodigal Son (1968)).  In 

other words, Plomer’s and Britten’s work together after Gloriana, both finished and unfinished, 

is part of Gloriana’s reception history.  I would contend, conversely, that a proper discussion of 

the reception history of Gloriana needs to take Plomer’s role, his importance for Britten, into 

account.  

 Another disadvantage of an approach centered on Gloriana’s turbulent reception is that 

an obsession with understanding why the work failed ends up influencing and sometimes even 

directing analysis.  Perhaps this kind of analysis has its place, but finally, it is fruitlessly limiting 

for one to study a score extensively and intensely and then to attempt to imagine oneself in the 

shoes of a gala attendee watching a premiere–perhaps in an unfamiliar language, perhaps on an 

unfamiliar subject–in 1953.  In fact, it is an impossible analytical maneuver.  One should as well 

attempt to understand Peter Grimes wholly from the perspective of those who warmly greeted it 

upon its premiere.  One may try to surmise why an opera has succeeded or failed, but for an 

analyst to attempt to return to a state of ignorance about the score–i.e., the state of the gala 

attendees–while at the same time attempting to present an analytical mastery of it is a gesture at 

odds with itself.  One might better succeed in writing about why Gloriana failed in its premiere 

by limiting oneself to access to the libretto and then to a single live performance with no score in 

sight.  But who could advocate such analysis?  And yet it is just such analysis  that serves as the 

primary source material for Gloriana’s reception history, and that material in turn has colored 

most analytical approaches to the work.  At least one must admit for other possible analytical 

interpretations and for other potential methodological apparatuses. 
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 The secondary scholarship on Britten and Plomer’s early unfinished collaborations is 

very slight, amounting, as has been said, to little more than reportage:  a listing of potential 

projects and an acknowledgment that they eventually were discarded.  Again, Paul Kildea has 

unearthed some important and interesting material on the copyright problems encountered in the 

early stages of planning the Beatrix Potter opera, but this material is discussed in the rather 

specialized context of the economic side of Britten’s compositional world, and as such, Kildea 

does not delve into why Beatrix Potter interested Britten in the first place, much less why the as 

yet untested librettist Plomer should have been his choice for collaborator.  “Tyco the Vegan” 

has fared even less well, typically garnering only a casual mention, occasionally with incorrect 

dating, and receiving no detailed examination despite the libretto’s unusual genre and extant first 

scene.  The proposed collaboration on a Greek story, despite all of the resonance it touches off 

with Plomer’s and Britten’s independent oeuvres, receives, again, only a casual mention.   

 On the one hand, the quantity and quality of scholarship on Britten and Plomer’s early 

unfinished works represents an unsurprising state of affairs.  It hardly needs to be said that most 

scholars who write about Britten have a fascination with his music.  Why, therefore, should such 

scholars wish to spend any amount of time talking about projects in which Britten was interested 

but for which he never wrote music?  On the other hand, in a study such as this one, which is 

principally about the nature and context of a multi-project composer-librettist relationship, 

unfinished projects are potentially as much a part of the unfolding narrative as finished ones.  

The overarching metaphor for this study, then, is not the finished work, but the conversation.  

For in a conversation, it is not so much the conclusion reached as the path one takes to get there 

that provides sustained interest.  Strong points, weak points, agreements and disagreements, 

unexpected changes of subject, surprising returns to the original topic–all characterize the 
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conversation, and in this way the “conversation” provides a convincing metaphor for the 

unfolding working relationship of Plomer and Britten.   

 An obvious and central reason for using the conversation as a guiding metaphor is that it 

necessitates a consideration of at least two parties; by definition, a conversation is not conducted 

alone.  It should be pointed out that in the context of Britten studies this approach stands out 

rather distinctly.  In most considerations of Britten’s operas, what conversation there is between 

librettist and composer tends to be one-sided, with Britten always having the last word.  

Sometimes, this one-sidedness seems to have arisen because a scholar wished to deal with a 

number of Britten’s operas, the texts of which were written by different librettists.  To deal with 

the librettist, in such a case, means dealing with several librettists, some of whom are not well-

known outside of their association with Britten, and many of whom do not seem to be well-

known by most scholars of music.  At least two problems arise from this avoidance of the 

librettist:  first, it generally fails to acknowledge how very seriously Britten thought of poets and 

their poetry and also how hard he worked to find texts that suited him and writers that shared 

something of his vision; second, having downplayed the importance of the librettist, many 

scholars feel free to force an accretion of thoughts and images upon the composer that first arise 

not out of the music, but out of the libretto.   

 The latter problem is especially prevalent in “Britten studies.”  Again and again in the 

secondary literature on Britten’s operas, scholars treat the words of the librettos he set as 

something akin to his private diary, which has been opened up in order that the scholar might 

conduct a psychoanalytical performance about Britten’s private life.  The librettist is too often 

conveniently forgotten.  This negligence demands more than an apologetic explanation that 

Britten would not have chosen a particular subject or accepted a particular text had that subject 
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or text not reflected precisely his personal and private situation.  Also, the librettist cannot be 

circumvented out of a preference for dealing with the libretto’s original source.  Discussing 

Henry James or Thomas Mann cannot explain fully the artistic choices of Myfanwy Piper, nor 

can discussing Melville those of Eric Crozier and E. M. Forster, nor can discussing Japanese Noh 

plays those of William Plomer.  Each of these librettists had more than merely an important 

contribution to make to Britten’s creative process; on the contrary, the contribution of each was 

the foundation upon which Britten built his music.  None was slavishly servile to the composer.  

If they had been, they would not have been writers, in which case Britten, who was by no means 

a great writer, would never have had need for a librettist other than himself.  He coveted good 

writers’ company as he desired their sincere collaboration, and that two of the most 

accomplished English writers of the twentieth century, Auden and Forster, provided words for 

his music is a testament to his good taste, yes, but also to his recognition of his own artistic 

limitations.  The aforementioned negligence of the librettist in many studies of Britten would not 

be so poisonous if so much Britten scholarship was not motivated by the insistence on unearthing 

homosexual and pederast subtexts in the words of Britten’s operas without giving due weight to 

what subtexts might exist for the librettists.  This study, it is hoped, will give the librettist an 

amount of consideration more in keeping with the extent of his involvement. 

 Three overarching problems in the extant secondary scholarship have been identified thus 

far:  the overwhelming tendency to consider Gloriana in light of its poor initial reception, the 

absence of a serious consideration of Plomer’s and Britten’s unfinished collaborations from 

1951-1954, and the more general tendency of many scholars to uncover subtexts in Britten’s 

librettos and apply them directly to the composer while circumventing the librettist.  The 
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solution, in very general terms, that has been proposed in this study is to use the conversation as 

a guiding metaphor.  Now I shall turn to how this guiding metaphor will be used in each chapter. 

 In the first chapter, the conversation metaphor is established in two ways.  First, the 

circumstances of Britten and Plomer’s meeting and, because many Britten scholars will be 

unfamiliar with Plomer, something of that author’s personal situation before his collaboration 

with Britten began will be given.  As this is done, I will suggest several reasons, which I will 

refer to as “categories of meaning,” that the two men were drawn to each other.  These categories 

of meaning are:  an attraction to the visual aspect of primarily non-visual arts, an attraction to the 

English countryside, a desire to suggest a deeply rooted Englishness through one’s work, a sense 

of isolation, a use of coded expression, and a sense of personal and universal loss because of the 

brutality of the first half of the twentieth century.  These shared categories of meaning provide 

the backdrop for Britten and Plomer’s unfolding conversation.  The second way in which the 

guiding metaphor is established in this chapter is to discuss their first two collaborations as 

something like a statement and a response:  The Tale of Mr. Tod, in which Britten was very 

interested, responded to through “Tyco the Vegan,” in which Plomer was very interested.  The 

categories of meaning discussed above show Britten and Plomer’s first two collaborations to be 

remarkably similar in a number of ways, so much so that the differences between them become 

all the more noticeable.  The conversation, having been started by two men in keen sympathy 

with one another’s concerns, begins to reveal significant distinctions. 

 The second and third chapters, then, can treat Gloriana in an entirely new way, as the 

third Britten-Plomer collaboration, and as the continuation of an involved conversation.  Because 

the work is a complete opera, however, the conversation metaphor must be adapted to a finished 

libretto and score.  In the case of the libretto, which will be focused on in the second chapter, the 
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conversation now involves not just Britten and Plomer, but also the two principal sources Plomer 

used to construct his text:  Lytton Strachey’s Elizabeth and Essex and J.E. Neale’s Queen 

Elizabeth I.  Plomer had met Strachey through their mutual friendship with Virginia Woolf, so 

despite the fact that Strachey had died well before Gloriana was written, the idea of Plomer 

conducting a conversation of sorts with the elder writer by working closely with his “tragic 

history” is not much of a stretch.  Of course, Britten’s contributions to the shaping of the libretto 

are important to consider and appear all the more meaningful in light of the idea of an ongoing 

conversation begun with The Tale of Mr. Tod.   

 Britten has another opportunity to converse with Plomer, though, and it is through 

composing music to his words.  This represents another significant departure from much Britten 

scholarship in that I propose, in the third chapter, to explore ways in which Britten redefines the 

libretto through musical means alone, thereby allowing a subtext to emerge, through this 

redefinition, that is truly the composer’s and emphatically not the librettist’s.  In this study, three 

such redefinitions will be explored:  first, the ways in which instrumental commentary can alter 

the meaning of the libretto; second, the ways in which voice relationships, and especially the 

hiding of certain text passages in dense textures, can reshape the perception of certain characters 

and thus alter the libretto; finally, the ways in which dramatically significant returning referential 

pitches, which I will call “magic notes,” can add a musical, constructional level of meaning to 

the libretto or, perhaps, can even subtly change the meaning of it.  Gloriana is a large and 

complex opera, and I will not attempt an exhaustive textual or musical analysis in this study, but 

it is hoped that by seeing the opera through the conversation metaphor, my discussion of it will 

not represent another rehearsal of the work’s reception history or an unfair crediting to Britten of 

ideas or subtexts that should not be credited to him. 
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 The fourth chapter will cover the collaboration on a Greek story that Britten and Plomer 

considered.  The basic situation is much the same as that for the first chapter.  Britten preferred 

one thing, Daedalus and Icarus or Phaëthon, while Plomer preferred another, Arion.  And again, 

there are certain structural similarities between the three tales, which make the differences 

between them all the more pronounced.  Still, very little information was exchanged, at least by 

letter, between Britten and Plomer regarding their potential Greek collaboration, and so one 

might well wonder why any discussion at all has been devoted to this portion of their unfolding 

conversation.  I would suggest three reasons.  First, it was the last proposed collaboration 

between the two before a break of several years, after which they would begin to consider what 

would become the first of the church parables, Curlew River; therefore, it provides a significant 

and obvious chronological stopping point.  Second, the three Greek stories share certain 

structural similarities with Beatrix Potter, “Tyco the Vegan,” and Gloriana, so even a brief 

consideration of the Greek stories provides a natural opportunity to consider broader structural 

topics shared between all of the two men’s collaborations from 1951 through 1954.  Finally, the 

two men’s interest in Greece and its myth-complexes was not limited to their dalliance with 

writing a children’s opera on the subject, and so a consideration of the stories they considered 

serves as a preparation for the remainder of the fourth chapter, which explores the importance of 

myth for Plomer and Britten more broadly. 

 For it is myth in a broader sense–not just applied to Greek stories, but also to a certain 

conception of utterance–that not only becomes the focus of the fourth chapter but also reveals 

itself as the true topic of Britten and Plomer’s unfolding multi-project conversation.  Myth is the 

concept that best encompasses for Britten and Plomer the categories of meaning discussed since 

the first chapter; it is also the approach that best explains the ways in which composer and 
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librettist wished to express those categories of meaning through art.  In order to make this 

important point successfully, some framework needs to exist for understanding what is meant by 

“myth” in this study and how myth might have been perceived by Plomer and Britten.  This 

framework will be constructed by three means.  First, something of the nature of Britten and 

Plomer’s early encounters with Greek myth through their public school education will be 

discussed.  Second, two broad interpretations of Greek myth that held sway during Britten and 

Plomer’s formative years (roughly the first third of the twentieth century) will be suggested:  one 

best represented in  Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, which Arnold called “sweetness 

and light,” and the other best represented in Friedrich Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, which I will 

call “primal liberation.”  Finally, the ways in which “sweetness and light” and “primal 

liberation,” as interpretations of a broader conception of myth, are present in Britten and 

Plomer’s independent works are considered.  Having set up in the three aforementioned ways a 

framework for myth’s importance for Britten and Plomer as individuals, the ultimate importance 

of myth for their collaborative efforts can be established and, beyond this, a proposal for the 

significance of their attraction to myth can be made. 

 I would contend that far from having a limited application to an unfinished collaboration, 

the overriding importance of self-conscious mythic utterance is central to Britten and Plomer’s 

developing language as collaborators, and that this utterance applies to their initial attempt to set 

Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Mr. Tod as it would apply to their final finished collaboration, The 

Prodigal Son.  With no other collaborator was Britten so openly and repeatedly concerned with 

the mythic.  It might even be suggested that with no other collaborator did Britten so openly and 

repeatedly attempt to use myth to transmit a message.  For Plomer’s part, he wrote no other 

librettos than those he wrote for Britten, so it is impossible to say whether or not he would have 
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been so concerned with myth if he had worked with another composer, but if his prose and 

poetry can be considered an indicator of his normal approach, his collaborations with Britten 

represent a marked turn towards the mythic.  Both for Britten and Plomer, then, their 

collaborative work exists in a kind of conversation with their independent work:  heavily and 

self-consciously mythic utterance against utterance that often attempts something comparatively 

closer to realism (regardless of what it accomplishes).  That self-conscious difference makes 

Britten and Plomer’s early collaborations worth studying as a group and their unfolding working 

relationship a focused, dynamic conversation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FINDING A MYTHIC SUBJECT 

2.1 Making a Librettist of Plomer 

 Why are a librettist and a composer drawn to one another?  What mixture of 

circumstance and design lies behind their collaboration, and how is this mixture reflected in their 

collaborative projects?  Benjamin Britten’s choice of William Plomer as potential collaborator 

covers the period from, at the very latest, August of 1951, when Britten sent a letter to Plomer 

containing a synopsis for a proposed children’s opera based on Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Mr. 

Tod,1 to, at the very earliest, April 1969, when Plomer wrote in answer to Britten about a long-

considered piece concerning Martin Luther King.2 

 For almost nineteen years, then, the two worked together or contemplated doing so, and 

so their collaborative projects, whatever each project might be on its own, as a whole represent 

the progress of a relationship, of a conversation between two people through art.  As the 

conversation was conducted between two artists self-confident and successful in their respective 

media, one might expect agreement and disagreement, excitement and boredom, epiphany and 

frustration, and there were all of these things between Britten and Plomer–but we are getting 

ahead of ourselves.  At the beginning of the collaboration, it is clear that the composer had to 

nudge the wordsmith along, hoping to kindle inspiration, to excite interest, and Plomer needed 

this encouragement.  For in 1951, when the plan was to create a children’s opera along the lines 

of The Little Sweep, he was a far cry from a children’s poet and knew next to nothing about 

                                                           
1 Unpublished letter from Britten to Plomer, 22 August, 1951.  The quotations from the diaries and letters 

of Benjamin Britten are © Copyright the Trustees of the Britten-Pears Foundation and may not be further 
reproduced without the written permission of the Trustees. 

2 Unpublished letter from Plomer to Britten, 22 April, 1969.  Plomer’s poem on Martin Luther King, in the 
event, was never set by Britten, but it was published posthumously in William Plomer, Electric Delights, selected 
and introduced by Rupert Hart-Davis (Boston: David R. Godine, 1978), 261-2. 
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opera.  Plomer seems not to have been, then, an obvious choice for Britten, which makes the 

composer’s repeated attempts to involve him all the more intriguing.  The question must become:  

why was William Plomer as a writer worth Britten’s attention? 

 

2.1.1  Plomer before Britten 

 As has been noted, in 1951, Plomer was by no means a children’s writer.  Plomer’s initial 

success and middling notoriety came, rather, from publications the subjects of which Britten, 

presumably, would not have wanted to put as they stood in front of any child.  Before that 

success is briefly charted, it should be mentioned that Plomer elegantly and eloquently 

chronicled his remarkable life in the 1920s and ‘30s in two autobiographical works, Double 

Lives (publ. 1943) and At Home: Memoirs (publ. 1958).  Plomer combined and partially revised 

these two works for The Autobiography of William Plomer (publ. 1975), but he was only able to 

complete the revision through the twenty-fourth chapter before his unexpected death in 1973.  

These three publications provide the inseparable biographical context for his fiction before 

World War II.  Though much of his life will be returned to in greater detail over the course of 

this study, it is helpful to give a rough sketch of it in its professional aspect in order to 

understand better what sort of person Britten sought to engage as librettist for his children’s 

opera. 

 Plomer spent much of his young life in South Africa, the child of parents who were 

remarkable, if for no other reason, because of their strong stance against the growing racism in 

that country.  These unorthodox views could not help but rub off on the young William, and after 

one abortive attempt as an apprentice sheep-farmer and at the tail end of a second as a shop-

keeper with his father at “one of the oldest trading sites in Zululand,” he brought his bold views 
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on miscegenation specifically and on race relations in South Africa generally to international 

attention with the publication in 1925 of his Turbott Wolfe by Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s 

Hogarth Press.3  Sado, his next novel, though not his next publication, was inspired by Plomer’s 

years in Japan (1926-9), and treated in part, according to the author’s later reflection, of “the 

duality, or divided nature, of the Japanese.”4  The Invaders, then, followed Plomer’s return to 

London, and so the novel’s two central characters were themselves invaders of London: that is, 

they were English, but felt quite out of place when flung into the roiling, frenetic atmosphere of 

that city in the 1930s.  The Case is Altered, Plomer’s most recent novel at the time when he and 

Britten began discussing an opera on The Tale of Mr. Tod, concerned, as is so often true with 

Plomer, a case barely altered in its essentials from his own life.  The novel grew out of the grisly 

murder of Plomer’s landlady, Sybil da Costa, by her common-law husband, James Achew.  

Achew apparently had similar designs on the resident writer, of whom he had become insanely 

jealous for turning a sympathetic ear towards the landlady.  On the night of the murder, 

committed in the presence of Achew’s and da Costa’s daughter, Plomer fortunately happened to 

be staying at a friend’s out of town.5  With such a shocking story behind it, it is perhaps not 

surprising that The Case is Altered was Plomer’s most popular novel.6 

 While Plomer had enjoyed, therefore, some real success as a novelist, his earliest 

attempts at publication had been in poetry, when as a teenager living on a sheep farm in South 

                                                           
3 Quoted in William Plomer, Double Lives: An Autobiography (New York: Noonday Press, 1956), 161. 
4 William Plomer, At Home: Memoirs (New York: Noonday Press, 1958), 86. 
5  Sybil da Costa also went by the name Sybil Starr, and Plomer gives her the name Beryl Fernandez in his 

autobiographical At Home.  Peter F. Alexander, William Plomer: A Biography (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1989), 161-2. 

6 Peter F. Alexander has this to say about the mechanism of the book’s success: “The Book Society, guided 
in large part by Hugh Walpole, who was the chairman of its Selection Committee, made The Case is Altered its 
August choice, and thereby helped to ensure its popular success.  Instead of the usual £10 advance from Hogarth 
Press, Plomer received £150, and his receipts from British and American royalties were so high that his income in 
1932 reached £1,051, nearly £900 more than the previous year.”  Alexander, Plomer, 182. 
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Africa he had begun to send fragments of his work to Harold Monro in London, publisher of 

Edward Marsh’s Georgian Poetry series.  Nothing came of the young poet’s brief 

correspondence with Monro, other than the wounded pride that almost every creative artist must 

suffer initially, but after the publication of Turbott Wolfe effectively had launched his career, 

Plomer was able to place several books of poetry with the Woolfs’ Hogarth Press and later with 

Jonathan Cape.  By the time Britten expressed interest in collaborating with him, six different 

volumes of Plomer’s poetry had been published, including a Selected Poems volume in 1940.  

Britten, who had a voracious appetite for poetry, certainly knew of Plomer’s poetic work, 

especially as the latter had carved out something of a niche for himself with his ballads of the 

1930s and ‘40s, vicious satirical pieces harnessing the angst, morbidity and defeatism of many 

among his generation during the inter-war period.  Though initially his friends found it surprising 

and perhaps disconcerting that their gentle, shy William should have so effortless a mastery of 

the gruesome, his approach to the ballad, something with which he had begun to experiment as 

early as the mid-1930s, has widely been considered his most important poetic contribution.7   

 Here, then, we have Britten’s choice of librettist: an erstwhile firebrand of political 

dissidence who spent a great deal of his turbulent youth as an expatriate, a poet capable of dark 

and biting but brutally funny satire with a flair for the gruesome, a homosexual, and an artist who 

believed that his art should grow out of lived experience.  One other poet among the ranks of 

Britten’s librettists fits this description to the letter:  Wystan Auden.  That Auden and Plomer 

                                                           
7 William’s good friend from South Africa, Laurens van der Post, who had since moved to England 

himself, found these new ballads “cruel,” to which Plomer responded that “they reflect an age for which unpleasant 
would be a very mild term.” Quoted in Alexander, Plomer, 225.  The example often used to illustrate Plomer’s 
ballads is “The Murder on the Downs,” published in his 1936 volume Visiting the Caves, and in which Bert murders 
his girlfriend, Jennifer, by strangling her with a taut rayon stocking.  The penultimate stanza reads: “‘Ah, I knew that 
this would happen!’/Her last words: and not displeased/Jennifer relaxed, still smiling/While he squeezed.”  It is 
tempting to read some of Plomer’s ballads as thinly veiled political commentary, but they are no less upsetting for it.  
William Plomer, Collected Poems (London: Jonathan Cape, 1973), 142-4. 
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were very different poets and very different people is beyond question; that there was something 

of the poet Auden’s playful insouciance tinged with world-weary wisdom in Plomer is perhaps 

getting very close to what lay behind Britten’s high appraisal of him.  Britten would not have 

been the only one to link the two.  E. M. Forster, who was a close friend both to Britten and 

Plomer and who collaborated with Eric Crozier on the libretto for Billy Budd, wrote to John 

Lehmann in 1940 that “Auden & Wm. Plomer are the poets I like best.”8  What the basis of this 

high appraisal has to do with children’s opera is a matter requiring some elucidation, but it will 

make more sense to pose the question again after following Britten and Plomer's several 

successive possible opera projects over the first half of the 1950s. 

 
2.1.2  The Circumstances of Britten and Plomer’s First Collarboration 

 Thus far I have discussed only why Britten might have been interested in Plomer, but it is 

also necessary to consider things from the other direction:  why Plomer was interested in Britten, 

why he was willing to attempt his first libretto for English opera’s first golden boy since Purcell.  

I would suggest that the writer’s interest is best understood in light of published statements he 

made about his personal artistic goals.  On several occasions in his autobiographical writings, 

Plomer prides himself on not feeling a wage-slave to the writing profession.  He had, after all, a 

day job by the time of his and Britten’s collaborations, as a reader for the publisher Jonathan 

Cape, and as his lifestyle was never an extravagant one–some even were shocked by its 

perceived Spartan quality–his ambition to sell books lacked the avaricious quality of one who 

depends on that for pay or position.  He had the leisure, therefore, to explore unfamiliar territory 

and the pecuniary freedom to take literary risks.  Additionally, his interests were diverse:  he was 

a novelist, a poet, a biographer and an editor, whose interests swung between South Africa and 

                                                           
8 Alexander, Plomer, 159. 
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Japan and London and the Welsh border country.  Writing a libretto for Britten on a Beatrix 

Potter story surely would have been an act at home with such diversity.  In Plomer’s memorable 

construction, “as a fish out of water, I was in my element.”9  Something of the wanderlust of his 

early life is perhaps evident in his moving from genre to genre; however, there was more to 

Plomer’s restlessness than habit, more to his searching than curiosity.   

 “The artist is what he is, he may be good or bad, important or insignificant, but it is his 

function to try and make something, to add new forms to life, to show life in a new light, to 

perceive and illuminate some small part of the universal design.”10  This revelation might have 

seemed especially relevant to Plomer in the years closely following World War II, for he 

lamented the cascade of ill-conceived or poorly written novels spilling out of publishing houses 

in the wake of Allied victory, most made merely to satisfy the public hunger for soldiers’ tales 

and eyewitness accounts of English bravery in the face of the Fascist enemy.11  Plomer would 

finish one more novel, Museum Pieces, in 1952, and then would never publish in the genre again.  

As the 1950s wore on, and as Plomer spent a fair portion of his “day job” reading through those 

personal accounts of and fictional tropes on the war, it is hardly surprising that he felt a need to 

move into a less saturated genre, into a “new form”–something he felt could “show life in a new 

light.” 

 The physical circumstances of Britten and Plomer's meeting are difficult to work out with 

certainty, as the two shared many friends.  It would seem, though, that they “almost certainly 

met” in 1937 at the premiere of Auden’s and Christopher Isherwood’s play, The Ascent of F6, for 

                                                           
9 This was written in reference to his employment during the war by the Naval Intelligence Division.  

Plomer, At Home, 215. 
10 Plomer, Double Lives, 237. 
11 “And to the hard-working reader, in the years after the Second World War, it must often have seemed 

that almost every man who had been airborne, or at sea, or in the Eighth army, or a prisoner of war, had felt impelled 
to write some sort of book about it.”  Plomer, At Home, 176. 
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which Britten had composed both incidental music and self-contained songs.12  Numbered among 

the audience members at the premiere were E. M. Forster and Isherwood, though Auden himself 

was in Spain, having followed through on his excited notion of serving on the side of the 

Republicans in the Spanish Civil War.13  The premiere of The Ascent of F6 gave to Forster and 

probably to Plomer, too, their first opportunity to witness Britten’s talents as a composer, and as 

both were eventually to write libretti for Britten, The Ascent of F6 must be considered an 

inextricable part of both authors’ ideas about Britten’s dramatic sense.14  If, as Peter Alexander 

asserts, Plomer and Britten actually did meet at the premiere, this particular occasion does not 

seem to have sparked any keen desire on the part of either man for a closer acquaintance.  

 In fact, it was only in 1946, after Britten had his own period of wanderlust in the United 

States and had scored a great success with Peter Grimes that Britten began to bring Plomer into 

his circle, requesting through their mutual friend E. M. Forster that Plomer participate in the first 

Aldeburgh Festival, which was slated for 1948.  Plomer agreed, and his lecture, given on the 

famous English translator of the Rubàiyàt of Omar Khayyam, Edward FitzGerald, was deemed a 

valuable contribution to the festival.15  It is worth taking a moment to consider the importance of 

this lecture for Britten’s perception of Plomer, for the writer, ever one to take the opportunity to 

sketch a character, used his Aldeburgh Festival lecture to sketch the unusual East Anglian 

FitzGerald and, in so doing, to create something of an apology for the man, a sort of defense of 

                                                           
12 Alexander, Plomer, 256-7.  One of the numbers was “Funeral Blues” or “Stop all the clocks,” one of 

Auden’s most well-known poems, though it is seldom remembered as part of The Ascent of F6. 
13 Auden was given very little to do upon arriving in Spain, though he had hoped to drive an ambulance at 

least, and despite his strong stance against Franco and Fascism in general, his experience in Spain in 1937 was one 
of great political disillusionment, in part because of the atrocities he witnessed the Republicans–whom he was there 
to support–carrying out.  The most notable of these, and in Humphrey Carpenter’s estimation an important factor in 
Auden’s open return to Christianity, was the Republicans’ torture and execution of several thousand clergy over the 
course of the Spanish Civil War.  Humphrey Carpenter, W. H.  Auden: A Biography (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1981), 216ff. 

14 Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1992), 266. 
15 Alexander, Plomer, 257. 
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his unorthodox life and approach to literature.  Plomer’s lecture, printed in the posthumous 

Electric Delights, focused on several points:  FitzGerald’s “agnosticism and fatalism”; his wish 

for the English to be “a little, peaceful, unambitious, trading nation like the Dutch”; his 

recognition that he was a man of taste, not a man of genius; further, that taste was the “feminine 

of genius,” so that FitzGerald recognized in himself an essentially feminine character; his keen 

attraction for the visual and musical in poetry; his unfashionable love for the poetry of George 

Crabbe; his disinterest in romantic relationships with women and his “romantic friendships” with 

several men; finally, his re-creative attitude towards translation, enshrined in FitzGerald’s adage, 

“Better a live Sparrow than a stuffed Eagle.”16  Plomer’s character sketch of FitzGerald must 

have been a remarkable revelation to Britten, whether or not he was well-versed in FitzGerald’s 

work, for the description of the Rubàiyàt’s translator, with but scant alteration, could be a most 

apt description of Britten himself.  Some of these qualities will be discussed at greater length in 

the next section of this study, but at the moment it will serve to note that Britten must have 

appreciated the warm and sympathetic understanding Plomer’s lecture attempted for a man who, 

by conventional standards, was rather odd, and was certainly at odds in a number of ways with 

the society in which he was working.  Perhaps Britten even thought that he saw Plomer trying to 

identify himself with FitzGerald and that, in this self-identification, he might find a kindred spirit 

in this friend of Forster’s.  At any rate, Britten began writing to Plomer after the Aldeburgh 

Festival of 1948, and their correspondence was to continue for more than two decades. 

                                                           
16 Plomer, Electric Delights, 89ff.  Charles Eliot Norton, writing in the October 1869 North American 

Review, described FitzGerald’s contribution through the Rubàiyàt as follows:  “[FitzGerald] is to be called 
‘translator’ only in default of a better word, one which should express the poetic transfusion of a poetic spirit from 
one language to another, and the re-presentation of the ideas and images of the original in a form not altogether 
diverse from their own, but perfectly adapted to the new conditions of time, place, custom, and habit of mind in 
which they reappear.”  Quoted in Iran B. Hassani Jewett, Edward FitzGerald, in Twayne’s English Authors Series 
205 (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1977), 89.  How perfectly this describes Britten’s approach to so-called “pastiche,” 
from The Beggar’s Opera to the church parables!  This point will be returned to in due course. 
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 As yet, though, Britten showed no outward sign of wanting to collaborate with Plomer on 

a project, and in 1948, this would hardly have been possible with Britten’s now typical, but 

impossibly busy schedule.  Besides, he and Eric Crozier had just finished St Nicolas, Britten was 

contemplating the composition of what would become his Spring Symphony and no less a writer 

than E. M. Forster had expressed enthusiasm in his lecture on Crabbe’s and Britten’s Grimes at 

the Aldeburgh Festival for taking a crack at writing a libretto himself.17  Forster’s enthusiasm, of 

course, would eventually lead to Billy Budd for the 1951 Festival of Britain, but it should not be 

ruled out that Britten might already have entertained the idea of working with the more elusive 

Plomer as early as the FitzGerald lecture in that first Aldeburgh Festival.  By 1 January 1949, 

when Plomer held a seventieth birthday party for Forster in London, to which Britten was 

invited, Billy Budd’s libretto was underway, and it would have been unthinkably rude for the 

composer to solicit a new librettist in the person of his current librettist’s good friend.18  Also, 

Forster’s Aldeburgh Festival lecture had shown a great excitement and at least some general 

knowledge about opera, something Plomer had never evidenced and, indeed, could not have as 

he apparently had very little exposure to it.  Still, Plomer already figured in whatever small way 

into Britten’s operatic universe, as the edition of Billy Budd that the composer had read and that 

had excited him to want to use the story as the basis of an opera was published by John Lehmann 

in 1946 and had been edited and introduced by none other than Plomer himself.19   

 As the writing of Billy Budd progressed, Crozier secured a post as artistic director for the 

1951 Bournemouth Festival, and relations between him and Britten were certainly cooling; 

                                                           
17 Forster had said in his lecture: “It amuses me to think what an opera on Peter Grimes would have been 

like if I had written it. . .I should certainly have starred the murdered apprentices.  I should have introduced their 
ghosts in the last scene, rising out of the estuary. . .blood and fire would have been thrown in the tenor’s face, hell 
would have opened, and on a mixture of Don Juan and the Freischütz I should have lowered my final curtain.” 
Quoted in Carpenter, Britten, 266. 

18 Alexander, Plomer, 268. 
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Forster, as it turned out, was something of a tyrant as a collaborator and apparently became 

extremely distressed at what Britten was doing to reshape what he considered his “most 

important piece of writing.”20  It certainly seemed time to look for another librettist, and as luck 

would have it, as the composition of Billy Budd came to its conclusion in the summer of 1951, 

Britten saw Plomer again at the King’s Lynn Festival in Norwich, to which the writer had been 

taken by his friend Lady Cholmondeley.  At this chance meeting, Britten said “he wanted to have 

‘a serious talk’ with him in Aldeburgh the following month,” and when Plomer did come for a 

visit, staying with his South African friend Laurens van der Post who had a cottage in 

Aldeburgh, the composer proposed their first collaboration.  It would be very difficult to believe 

that this idea occurred to Britten suddenly, out of the blue, in the summer of 1951; what seems 

more likely is that Britten finally had the opportunity, away from Forster and Crozier, away from 

anyone else who might have been offended by the suggestion, to encourage a collaboration with 

an entirely different sort of person–world-traveled, reserved, polite, with a good sense of humor–

who was yet an important author and poet.  Plomer accepted. 

 
2.1.3  Britten’s Reputation with his Librettists 

 The first surviving letter Britten wrote to Plomer about a potential collaboration, dated 22 

August 1951, already contains, as has been mentioned, a synopsis of the action the composer 

envisioned for his one-hour children’s opera on The Tale of Mr. Tod.  Britten’s enthusiasm for 

the project was still as strong in early September, when he wrote to ask Plomer to visit 

Aldeburgh in October in order to “plan her a bit.”  Britten imagined that during this proposed 

meeting they might “start breaking scenes down into recitatives, arias, duets, choruses, and all 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
19 Ibid, 268. 
20 Carpenter, Britten, 291. 
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the rest of the technical paraphernalia.”21  In the event, Plomer did visit Aldeburgh in October, 

and the two men had their “two days Toddery,” in which Britten was apparently “enormously 

pleased” with what they “accomplished.”22  It must have been around this time that Plomer 

acquired Margaret Lane’s biography of Beatrix Potter, the first that had been written on the 

author, and a book that will play largely into our later discussion of Plomer’s reception of The 

Tale of Mr. Tod.  At any rate, the last mention of the Beatrix Potter project in Britten and 

Plomer's surviving correspondence is found in Britten’s letter of 7 December 1951, written 

during rehearsals for the premiere of Billy Budd, in which he writes that he and Plomer still have 

“that other little matter of ‘Mr. Tod’ to discuss.”23  After this the project is abandoned without 

further comment.   

 The first two letters from Britten to Plomer concerning the Beatrix Potter project stand 

out as something remarkable in their correspondence, as despite their numerous potential 

operatic collaborations, in no other case does the composer show himself so much in control of 

the structure of the work from the outset.  Two interpretations of this remarkable situation seem 

reasonable:  first, that these letters do represent the single occasion on which the composer 

deliberately tried to initiate the drama’s structure for Plomer–perhaps because the composer was 

still coming out of a collaboration with the dominating Forster, perhaps because of Plomer’s total 

inexperience with opera; second, that Britten repeatedly attempted to shape Plomer’s libretti 

from the initial stages of their creation, but that all such shaping took place in person.  It seems 

unlikely that the two worked things out over the telephone, as Plomer made quite a point during 

his English years to let his friends know how strongly he opposed doing anything over the 

                                                           
21 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 11 September 1951. 
22 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 4 November 1951. 
23 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 7 December 1951. 
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telephone.  Peter Alexander relates that during the one rather lengthy period in which he owned 

one, he kept most of his acquaintances and friends unaware of it24 and, when he moved to 

Rustington, where he lived with Charles Erdmann from June 1953 to August 1966, he pulled the 

telephone out of the wall and refused ever to have one again.25  Probably Plomer’s aversion to the 

instrument was not a major inconvenience to Britten, for the composer, whose letter-writing was 

hasty and sporadic to Plomer’s measured and regular (as befitted their very different lives), 

clearly preferred hashing out ideas in person.26  Having said this, neither the first nor the second 

interpretation suggests, nor is there any evidence to show, that Plomer meticulously followed 

Britten’s synopsis on this or on any other occasion.  The composer was busy enough with 

composition and performance, and once he came to trust Plomer as an intelligent and flexible 

collaborator, the need for such careful tending from the earliest stages would have been more 

stifling than helpful. 

 This discussion would not be so necessary but for the persistent idea in Britten 

scholarship that the composer was a bully towards his librettists, forcing them to accept 

numerous and substantial changes by incorporating those changes into his scores before the 

librettists had a proper chance to object.  This idea probably has its foundation in the working 

relationship Britten had with Montagu Slater, the librettist for Peter Grimes.  Little sympathy has 

been shown to the composer who, in what was his first post-Auden collaboration with a poet 

                                                           
24 “The Admiralty obliged him to install a telephone, an instrument he had always avoided.  he did his best 

to conceal the fact that the hated intruder was in his flat, confiding his ex-directory number to very few people, 
among them [Rupert] Hart-Davis; but not even they were encouraged to ring him, except in emergencies, on what he 
memorably called ‘the nasty little black vulcanite public convenience’.” Alexander, Plomer, 239.  See also Plomer’s 
amusing essay, “On Not Answering the Telephone” in Plomer, Electric Delights, 23-7. 

25 Alexander, Plomer, 281. 
26 “I am delighted that you have got on so well with the libretto.  I long to see it, & to talk it over with you,” 

is typical of Britten’s letters to Plomer, which on all but what seem the most serious occasions defer to the powers of 
direct conversation to work things out.  In the letter quoted here, he was referring to his and Plomer’s new project, 
“Tyco the Vegan.” Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 22 February 1952. 
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(with all the sense of artistic freedom that must have implied for him), had already sketched the 

synopsis for what would become Peter Grimes several times, with Peter Pears’s help, before 

Slater was even involved in the project.   

 Pears and Britten had come across “The Borough,” the poem by Aldeburgh native 

George Crabbe on which Peter Grimes is loosely based, while in America,27 before Britten was 

sure of when, if ever, he might return to England28 and, consequently, before a collaboration with 

Slater on the project had been thinkable.29  When, upon Britten’s and Pears’s return to England in 

March of 1942, Slater was engaged as librettist, his task was in part to pick up where composer 

and vocalist had left off in their construction of the opera and then to craft a libretto from that 

partial construction.  What Britten began to discover in the course of writing the opera was what 

would remain true for him in each subsequent theater work: that he had to find empathy with any 

character who suffered.  The grislier aspects of Grimes’s behavior, so apparent in Crabbe’s poem 

and to a lesser extent in early versions of Slater’s libretto, finally could not create that necessary 

empathy, and so multiple hands–Britten’s, Pears’s, Ronald Duncan’s–contributed to re-shaping 

this already difficult character into an almost impenetrable one.  So many different 

interpretations of Grimes’s character–from pedophilic psychopath to persecuted everyman–exist 

                                                           
27 Britten and Pears first came across Crabbe’s work in an article by E. M. Forster, “George Crabbe: the 

Poet and the Man,” in the 29 May 1941 issue of the Listener while they were staying with Ethel Bartlett and Rae 
Robertson in Escondido, California.  In a letter dated 17 June, Britten had brought up the possibility of an opera 
based on something by Crabbe to his friend Elizabeth Mayer in Amityville, New York, and by July, Pears had 
stumbled upon a copy of The Poetical Works of the Rev. George Crabbe edited, with a life, by his son (1851) in a 
“marvellous Rare Book shop” in Los Angeles.  Carpenter, Britten, 155-6.  

28 Britten’s letters from his and Pears’s time in America reflect an uneasy vacillation on the subject, and 
while Carpenter’s biography seems to portray an on-again, off-again attraction to the United States for Britten, 
reading through the letters themselves shows a much more uniform discomfort with certain aspects of American life 
and an almost ceaseless longing to return to Snape and the Old Mill, the house Britten had purchased and in which 
he had lived with Lennox Berkeley before he came to the US.  See Carpenter, Benjamin Britten, part II, ch.3; and 
Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, eds., Letters from a Life: Selected Letters and Diaries of Benjamin Britten, v.2, 
1939-42: The American Years (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1991). 

29 Britten had worked with Montagu Slater as early as 1936, writing music for the journalist’s “left-wing” 
plays, Easter 1916 and Stay Down.  Carpenter, Britten, 80.  Slater, as a leftist, might have been the most convenient 
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that Slater’s resentment seems reasonable; too many post facto attempts to exorcise the 

disagreeable in some cases, emphasize the universal in others, created a patchwork assortment of 

virtues and vices ideally suited to ‘readings’ of every imaginable sort, but hardly focused in the 

way the librettist had intended.  In the event, Slater felt his vision of Grimes compromised and 

published his own version of the libretto,30 and this has had no small part in making Britten into 

the unreasonable bully.    

 This legend has grown out of all proportion to the facts or at least seems not to apply in 

the case of Plomer, and as the creative processes behind the librettist’s and composer’s 

collaborations are examined in detail, a sense of their mutual high regard will emerge and a 

picture of the conversation through work between the two will be more finely drawn than it has 

been heretofore.  This, in fact, must become of central importance to any investigation that 

purports to explore the context of an opera beyond the notes on the page.  The influence that the 

librettist must have upon the composer in every single instance that a syllable is set does not 

cheapen musical contribution but, to the extent that a composer sets those syllables convincingly, 

speaks for a sensitivity to words that the analyst would do well to imitate. 

 
2.2 “A most alarming evening’s entertainment”: Mr. Tod’s Amoral Universe 

 “I have made many books about well-behaved people.  Now, for a change, I am going to 

make a story about two disagreeable people, called Tommy Brock and Mr. Tod.”31  Thus Beatrix 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
choice for Britten upon his return to England, as quite a bit of suspicion had arisen on account of this “conscientious 
objector’s” overlong stay in the US since the outbreak of war.   

30 It was published in a collection entitled Peter Grimes and other poems in 1946.  Carpenter, Britten, 217. 
31 Beatrix Potter, The Tale of Mr. Tod (New York: Frederick Warne, 1939), 7.  The original opening, 

changed at the publisher’s insistence, was even more snarling: “I am quite tired of making goody goody books about 
nice people.  I will make a story about two disagreeable people, called Tommy Brock and Mr. Tod.”  M. Daphne 
Kutzer, Beatrix Potter: Writing in Code (New York: Routledge, 2003), 134.  Even more telling is a letter quoted in 
Margaret Lane, The Tale of Beatrix Potter: A Biography (London: Frederick Warne, 1946), 124, which reads, “I 
believe my attitude towards my own successful publication has been comical; at one time I almost loathed Peter 
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Potter begins what most critics agree is her darkest tale.  In the opening statement, she both 

establishes that this tale will represent a fundamental change in the placement of her sympathy 

by virtue of the story’s focus on “disagreeable people” and also moves some distance towards 

questioning the value of that of her earlier work which is focused on “agreeable” people.  The 

secondary literature suggests that, at the time of writing The Tale of Mr. Tod, Potter was 

experiencing an increasing distaste bordering on serious resentment for having been expected to 

write about the bunnies that had won her such fame.32  Not one to go in for saccharine repetitions 

of her previous successes, Potter seems to have wanted to graduate along with her readers, to 

move on to something lengthier and more challenging, certainly to something more gruesome.  

The disturbing is never far away in Potter’s anthropomorphic mythology; in her first published 

book, The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1902), the reader is casually informed that Peter’s father had met 

his end as filling for one of Mrs. McGregor’s pies.  By the time of the writing of The Tale of Mr. 

Tod (which was published in 1912 and likely written in 1911), there is no distance between the 

sickening end of these humanized animals (or animalized humans) and the reader.  For example, 

we are introduced to one of the many homes of Mr. Tod, the fox, in this way:  

The sun had set; an owl began to hoot in the wood.  There were many unpleasant things 
lying about that had much rather been buried; rabbit bones and skulls, and chickens’ legs 
and other horrors.  It was a shocking place, and very dark.33 
 

Little wonder, then, that Britten, in a letter to Plomer of November 1951 concerning their 

proposed opera, writes that he felt “confident it will make a most alarming evening’s 

entertainment!”34  Two questions must be posed at this point:  why should Britten have wanted to 

create an alarming entertainment for children out of this dark tale, and why was Plomer in 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Rabbit, I was so sick of him.  I still cannot understand his perennial success.” 

32 Kutzer, Beatrix Potter, 134. 
33 Potter, The Tale of Mr. Tod, 39. 
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particular the person with whom to do it?  In order better to understand, it is helpful to have 

something of a synopsis of the rather complicated story. 

 
2.2.1  The Tale of Mr. Tod for Beatrix Potter 

 Potter begins her tale by introducing the reader to the two unlikely protagonists:  one a 

fox, Mr. Tod, and the other a badger, Tommy Brock.  Though “Tod” would seem to suggest the 

German equivalent of “death,” Potter, in a fierce letter to her publisher defending her choice of 

names, cites its Scottish use, deriving probably from “Saxon” origin, as a word for fox; in the 

same letter Potter similarly defended the use of “Brock” as a local (referring here to Potter’s 

beloved Lake District) word for badger.35  Having said that, the folksy wisdom Potter would 

employ seems on closer inspection more as something behind which she would hide her certain 

knowledge of basic (at the very least) German, a language in which she had been instructed by a 

visiting governess during her long ‘internment’ with her parents at Bolton Gardens in London.36   

 Mr. Tod had appeared before in Potter’s mythology as the sly fox in The Tale of Jemima 

Puddle-Duck (published in 1908).  In that tale, Mr. Tod attempts to make a meal of the 

hopelessly naïve duck and omelets out of her unhatched chicks, but is thwarted in the end, of 

course.37  The fox is, nevertheless, a figure threatening death, and so Potter’s folk etymology 

seems as sly as her Mr. Tod.  Because The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck does establish Mr. 

Tod’s slyness, a trait employed in order to trick others to his exclusive advantage, he has been 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
34 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 4 November 1951. 
35 Alexander Grinstein, The Remarkable Beatrix Potter (Madison, Conn.: International Universities Press, 

1995), 198. 
36 Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 28. 
37 This is a Pyrrhic victory, for the instruments of Jemima Puddle-duck’s rescuing, two fox-hound pups led 

to Mr. Tod’s by Kep the collie (modeled on Potter’s favorite sheepdog), are so excited by  finding and fighting off 
the fox that they cannot be restrained from eating all nine of her eggs.  This is surely the greatest tragedy to befall a 
character in the action of one of Potter’s books, and the author comments that “Jemima Puddle-duck was escorted 
home in tears on account of those eggs.” Beatrix Potter, The Complete Tales, centenary ed. (London: Frederick 
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associated with two other myth-complexes involving sly foxes: the Uncle Remus tales from the 

American South and the Reynard cycle from medieval France.38  Potter herself acknowledged the 

debt to the Uncle Remus tales in a letter to her publisher, and certainly the idea of a Br’er Fox 

who tries to outsmart, but in turn gets outsmarted by Br’er Rabbit resonates with the outcome of 

Potter’s Jemima Puddle-Duck and The Tale of Mr. Tod; however, the pathway to that outcome is 

Potter’s own.39 

 After describing both Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock in terms of their questionable habits 

and odious smells, Potter brings Tommy Brock into contact with the beloved rabbits:  in this case 

Benjamin Bunny’s family, consisting of his wife Flopsy, their seven baby bunnies and 

Benjamin’s father, “old” Mr. Bouncer.  Benjamin is notably absent at the beginning of the tale, 

and Flopsy goes out, requesting that her father-in-law, Mr. Bouncer, look after the seven infant 

rabbits.  Mr. Bouncer agrees but gets quite distracted from his appointed task by the 

unannounced visit of Tommy Brock, whom the senior rabbit invites inside for a cabbage-leaf 

cigar and some conversation about their mutual enemies (one of them Mr. Tod).  Quite overcome 

by the thick cabbage-leaf smoke (and perhaps a bit by old age), Mr. Bouncer dozes off, and 

Tommy Brock, the quintessential opportunist, puts the seven baby bunnies in a sack and heads 

off to make a meal of them.   

 Flopsy and Benjamin Bunny, upon returning home, discover their children’s absence and 

a house full of badger stench.  Mr. Bouncer will admit to no wrong-doing, but Flopsy disbelieves 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Warne: 2002), 171. 

38 Celia Anderson, “The Ancient Lineage of Beatrix Potter’s Mr. Tod,” in Festschrift: A Ten Year 
Retrospective of the Children’s Literature Association, ed. Perry Nodelman and Jill May, 44-7, (W. Lafayette, Ind.: 
Children’s Literature Association, 1982), 44-7.   

39 The letter in which Potter cites the Remus influence is published in Ruth K. MacDonald, Beatrix Potter, 
in Twayne’s English Author Series 422 (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986), 47-48. 
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him so strongly that she slaps him.40  Benjamin, enlisting the help of his cousin and companion 

from previous tales, Peter Rabbit, tracks Tommy Brock to his temporary domicile, one of the 

many homes of Mr. Tod.41  The fox, as Potter has explained in her initial description of him in 

the tale, travels frequently at any whim between his many homes and, though he bitterly dislikes 

the badger, seems unable to prevent Tommy Brock from using whichever of Mr. Tod’s empty 

dwelling places he pleases.  This particular home, outside of which are found those “rabbit bones 

and skulls, and chickens’ legs and other horrors,” is strongly built and so presents no obvious 

means of entry to the two frightened rabbits.  By looking through the window into the kitchen, 

the two descry all the necessary implements for the making of rabbit pie and also an oven with a 

metal door, behind which the seven baby bunnies are perceived to be alive.  Tommy Brock, 

meanwhile, is discovered sleeping in Mr. Tod’s bed, still wearing his boots.  

 The two rabbits do what any rabbits might: they attempt to burrow, in this case hoping to 

come up through the kitchen floor in order to rescue Benjamin’s children.  Just as they reach the 

space underneath the kitchen, Mr. Tod arrives, grumbling at having broken the last of the fine 

china he inherited from his grandmother, Vixen Tod.  The two bunnies retreat up the tunnel to its 

far end underneath the kitchen, a cowardly reaction Potter creates in order to scoff at, as Mr. Tod 

approaches and discovers the hated Tommy Brock sleeping in his bed.  Potter now switches her 

                                                           
40 This action seems at once to echo and invert Mr. Bouncer’s beating of his son Benjamin with a switch in 

The Tale of Benjamin Bunny for the son’s trespassing onto Mr. McGregor’s lands and consequent entrapment under 
a basket, along with his cousin Peter (whose clothes, lost in The Tale of Peter Rabbit, they were trying to rescue), by 
the McGregors’ cat.  In other words, the responsibility for the fate of children and the corollary power to discipline 
the misbehaved has changed hands; it has fallen to the younger generation.  With this transfer of responsibility, 
however, Potter has not seen fit to transfer the older generation’s strength of character, its virtue of “toughness.”  
Mr. Bouncer, coming upon the McGregor’s cat, had pounced on it and single-handedly had saved Benjamin and 
Peter, whereas the two cousins, given their chance to rescue seven babies, are weak and indecisive by comparison.   

41 It is almost impossible to ignore that, yet again, Britten wanted to set an opera featuring names that had 
no little significance for him in real life: Benjamin and Peter are the two unlikely heroes here; Peter crops up again 
in Grimes and in The Turn of the Screw; Billy Budd, foretopman, shares his initials (in practice, anyway) with 
Britten, as does Black Bob in The Little Sweep.  One or two examples and a composer less given to puns and 
wordplay might have made the situation uninteresting; as it stands, the correlations seem to beg the question of what 
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emphasis almost entirely from Benjamin’s and Peter’s quest to an elaborate example of the fox’s 

slyness-gone-wrong as Mr. Tod attempts, by means of a bucket full of water suspended by rope, 

to thoroughly douse the seemingly comatose Tommy Brock.  After pages and pages of 

painstaking set-up, Mr. Tod manages to chew through the other end of the rope, tied to a tree 

outside the house, and release the bucket.  When he hears nothing and cautiously looks in the 

window to see a misshapen lump in his bed, he assumes the best:  

Yes–there was no doubt about it–it had turned out even better than he had planned; the 
pail had hit poor old Tommy Brock, and killed him dead!   

‘I will bury that nasty person in the hole which he has dug.’42  

Returning through the front door to retrieve the badger’s body, Mr. Tod meets Tommy Brock, 

who had been awake from the moment the fox began to set up his elaborate trap and had sneaked 

into the kitchen when the fox went outside to cut the rope.  The badger scalds the fox with a cup 

of hot tea and the two fall to fighting so fiercely that the ground above the bunnies, to whose 

perspective the reader is now returned, shakes, and Mr. Tod’s many plates and, in fact, the 

entirety of his kitchen are destroyed.  The two adversaries roll out the door, having lost whatever 

human qualities they had, and continue their scuffling as they roll out of sight.   

 Benjamin and Peter exit the tunnel and, at Peter’s repeated insistence, the cowardly father 

snatches the sack full of children and returns home.  Back at Benjamin Bunny’s home, Mr. 

Bouncer has been hiding behind a chair sulking while Flopsy has relentlessly scolded and fretted, 

but upon the return of the baby bunnies, all is forgiven.  Potter leaves the reader (and the bunny 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
the composer might have meant by them. 

42 Potter, The Tale of Mr. Tod, 76-77.  Mr. Tod’s reference to burial here stands in stark contrast to the 
earlier description of rabbit bones and skulls and chicken legs outside the fox’s home, all things which “had better 
been buried.”  Mr. Tod, at least, recognizes a worthy enough adversary in the badger to bury him; rabbits and 
chickens are merely prey, and as such wholly unworthy of this respect from him.  Something of the rabbits’ 
expendable quality for Mr. Tod would seem to reflect Potter’s valuation of the rabbits, too; from the point Mr. Tod 
enters the tale, their truly mortal fear is of secondary interest for the narrator when placed next to the vengeful 
pettiness of Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock.  Potter’s pungent personality was such that it is questionable to see this as 
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families forever) by returning to Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock, whose fates are unknown as the 

tale concludes.43 

 As is so often true with stories that interested Britten, there is an element of “innocence 

wronged,” though that hardly seems the driving force of the story; in fact, Potter seems to take 

for granted that things will work out for the rabbits.  After all, things always have worked out for 

them, even when pitted against humans.  The one instance in which we know of a specific rabbit 

being killed happens on the borders of the Potter mythology, in the background of the very first 

tale with the McGregors’ baking of Peter Rabbit’s father in a pie.  Within the action of the stories 

themselves, though, the saving of the bunnies is inescapable, as is the saving of all the innocents 

who populate Potter’s world, and this in turn must have been one of the things that the famous 

children’s author, whose early interests as an amateur naturalist and increasing skill as a farmer 

and sheep-breeder led her frequently to a much more brutal natural reality, came to resent.44   

 The driving force, then, in The Tale of Mr. Tod is on the other side of the looking-glass: 

lack of resolution where before there was resolution; ceaseless conflict where before there was 

concluding harmony.  The relationship between fox and badger at the beginning of the story was 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
her irony, even if it is the reader’s. 

43 In an oft-quoted letter of 17 February 1913 to Harold Botcherby (a six-year-old fan), Potter answers a 
question concerning the fate of Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock by writing that the two “are still quarrelling.  Mr. Tod 
has been living in the willow till he was flooded out; at present he is in the stick house with a bad cold in his head.  
As for the end of the fight–Mr. Tod had nearly half of his hair pulled out of his brush (=tail) and 5 bad bites, 
especially one ear, which is scrumpled up, (like you sometimes see nasty old Tom Cat’s ears)–The only misfortune 
to Tommy Brock–he had his jacket torn and lost one of his boots.  So for a long time he went about with one of his 
feet bundled up in dirty rags, like an old beggar man.  Then he found the boot in the quarry.  There was a beetle in 
the boot and several slugs.  Tommy Brock ate them.  He is a nasty person.  He will go on living in Mr. Tod’s 
comfortable house till spring time–then he will move off into the woods and live out of doors–and Mr. Tod will 
come back very cautiously–and there will need to be a big spring cleaning!”  Quoted in Judy Taylor, Beatrix Potter: 
Artist, Storyteller and Countrywoman, rev. ed. (London: Frederick Warne, 1996), 125. 

44 Potter’s early interest in nature had her, along with her brother Bertram, skinning dead animals or boiling 
them to retain and study their bones, keeping snail colonies and many other unconventional ‘pets,’ and most notably, 
developing a keen interest in mycology.  Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 23.  At one point, she even wrote on a 
particular fungus’s spore deployment in a scientific paper, which was presented on her behalf by a George Massee, 
because women were not allowed to present or even to attend, to the Linnean Society in London on 1 April 1897.  
Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 67.   
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full of enmity, and it remains unchanged at the end.  The bunnies have not taught the enemy a 

lesson or outwitted him or tricked him.  They merely, and rather timidly, took advantage of the 

momentary distraction provided by the fighting fox and badger.  Potter even takes special delight 

in portraying Peter and Benjamin as weak and indecisive, and this when Benjamin’s own 

children have been imprisoned in an oven!  Even Mr. Bouncer, so negligent that he had forgotten 

entirely about his infant charges and invited the instrument of their abduction to break bread with 

him, is rewarded at the end of the tale with forgiveness, for which he has not asked, and beyond 

this with a new supply of his beloved rabbit-tobacco, which had been withheld by his furious 

daughter-in-law as a punitive measure.  None of the characters has learned anything or has made 

strong decisions.  They are trapped by their own natures, bound to their animal fates and unable 

to improve or to escape lives led in constant threat of violence or annihilation.  To borrow the 

words of an early review of Plomer’s Turbott Wolfe, “Look elsewhere for your bedtime story.”45   

 It is a frustrating truth that many of Potter’s stories are morally elusive.  Margaret Lane’s 

seminal 1946 biography has this to say: “The stories point no moral, unless it be that the helpless 

and the simple, if they are not very careful, may make a meal for somebody else.”46  Modern 

scholarship fares little better in understanding The Tale of Mr. Tod: “The moral here, if any of 

Potter’s novels can be said to have morals, seems to be that moderation and vigilance are 

necessary if one is to have a well-ordered domestic life.”47  Both Lane and M. Daphne Kutzer 

have tried to create positive moral messages out of the dark world of Potter’s mythology, and 

both authors are so keenly aware of how flat and lifeless these morals are that both feel the need 

to broach them apologetically.  What neither brings to light, but what seems to emerge time and 

                                                           
45 Plomer, Double Lives, 190. 
46 Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 116. 
47 Kutzer, Beatrix Potter, 143. 
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time again in Potter’s famous children’s books is not a positive, but a negative moral, one 

suggesting that fatality is the unavoidable price of living and that the individual is essentially 

powerless to stop it.48   

 
2.2.2  Categories of Meaning Shared between Potter, Britten, and Plomer 

 Many things about Potter’s life and work must have felt familiar to Britten and Plomer, 

though to each in different ways.  An immediate appeal probably arose from the composer’s and 

the librettist’s lifelong interest in the visual.  As a very young boy, Britten had shown an 

impressive proclivity for drawing; even his earliest music was penned, by his own admission, 

with the visual element foremost in mind.49   He remained passionately interested in art and 

artists, a fact that would in time play a very important part in the design of the church parables, 

but one that was manifested regularly throughout his life.50  Plomer also spent much time in his 

                                                           
48 This is a lesson Potter drew from her own bitter experience.  Having been secluded by class-obsessed and 

nearly overpowering parents for the first thirty-nine years of her life and having glimpsed happiness in her 
engagement, grudgingly won from the disapproving Mr. and Mrs. Potter, to her publisher, Norman Warne, she then 
saw that happiness destroyed when Warne died of leukemia on 25 August 1905, a month to the day after he had 
proposed.  Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 99-102.  What lesson could one draw from such a turn of events but that hope was 
foolishness and that all one could do was to accept one’s lot with a grim resolve to persevere in the face of it?
 The grief over Norman Warne’s loss was complicated for Potter by the fact that, by agreement with her 
parents, only Warne’s and Potter’s immediate families had known of the engagement; further, she seems to have 
been forbidden to discuss it in front of the elder Potters.  Her only immediate outlet apparently was to write to 
Norman’s sister, Millie, who remained a close friend and correspondent for many years.  On a visit to her aunt in 
Bath later in 1905, Potter wrote Millie Warne the following: “I find the names of the streets rather melancholy here.  
Do you remember Miss Austen’s Persuasion, with all the scenes and streets in Bath?  It was always my favorite, and 
I read the end part of it again last July.  On the 26th, the day after I got Norman’s letter, I thought my story had come 
right, with patience and waiting, like Anne Eliott’s did.” Quoted in Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 70.  

49 “I remember the first time I tried [composing], the result looked rather like the Forth Bridge, in other 
words hundreds of dots all over the page connected by long lines all joined together in beautiful curves.  I am afraid 
it was the pattern on the paper which I was interested in and when I asked my mother to play it, her look of horror 
upset me considerably.” Quoted in Carpenter, Britten, 7-8. 

50 One of the painters for whose work Britten had a strong admiration was John Constable, who was, like 
Britten, a Suffolk native and had painted that county’s landscapes famously and frequently; Britten wrote Enid 
Slater (Montagu’s wife) on 8 March 1943 regarding a book she had lent him, “But the Constable I’m lapping up.  It 
is most beautifully done–& gives a wonderful picture of the conditions artists then worked in.  My, how I admire 
that man!  Apart from having an almost sexy love for his paintings, I admire his extraordinary oneness of purpose, & 
character to go on with lack of success.” Mitchell, ed., Letters, v.2, 1118.  A fascinating connection here is the 
frequency with which Beatrix Potter was confronted with the question of Constable’s importance for her as a visual 
artist.  Lane even includes this in her biography: “The lakes, the fells, the stone walls and white-washed farms that 
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youth drawing.  His Aunt Hilda, who cared for him after his parents had returned to Africa and 

during the period that he attended Spondon House, though shocked at the five-year-old 

William’s declared intent to be an artist, nevertheless encouraged him “to botanize and draw and 

paint as much as [he] liked.”51  Even much later, as an apprentice sheep farmer in South Africa in 

the early 1920s, he had been greatly admired by his employer, Fred Pope, for his talent as a 

caricaturist.52  Though neither Britten nor Plomer nurtured this skill as an adult, each retained 

strong links to the visual: the composer most obviously through his constant contact with opera, 

and the librettist through a strong and self-professed, though not invariable, concentration on the 

visual in the language of his poetry.53 

 If the visual element so inseparable from Potter’s mythology–expressed through many 

inimitable watercolors and black-and-white drawings–was an early attraction for Britten and 

Plomer, it could not have remained the only one for long.  By the time Britten was suggesting a 

collaboration on The Tale of Mr. Tod, both he and his would-be librettist had become deeply 

attached to the English countryside.  Potter, later Mrs. Heelis, had her Lake District, to which she 

came as an adult and in which she found comfort in the wake of suffering over the loss of her 

fiancée.  Britten had Aldeburgh, the setting for and even the source of what he considered his 

first opera, in which he settled as an adult after the turbulent years in which he considered 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
[Beatrix Potter] loved are drawn, on their modest scale, almost with the emotional feeling of a Constable.” Lane, 
Tale of Beatrix Potter, 111.  Potter herself fiercely denied a great number of these kinds of suggestions, but some of 
this was, perhaps, bluster and had more to do with Constable’s scale than with his ability to embody in visual terms 
his deep love for the land. 

51 Plomer goes on to say, “It may be thought that a child of five who ‘wants to be an artist’ also wants a 
kick in his little pants, but a child of five does not know very well what he is talking about.”  Plomer, Double Lives, 
89. 

52 The caricatures and other artwork of Plomer’s that Pope was able to preserve are now housed at the 
National English Language Museum in Grahamstown, South Africa.  Alexander, Plomer, 54-6. 

53 Examples of this abound in Plomer’s poetry, but a good representative begins one of his early South 
African poems:  “The winter sun, a distant roar of light/Immensely sets, and far below this place/Cold on the plains 
the vast blue tides of night/Press on, and darken as they race.”  This is from “A Basuto Coming-of-Age” (Plomer, 
Collected Poems, 20). 
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remaining in the United States.  Plomer had the Border Country (which would feature strongly in 

his Anglicizing of Curlew River a decade later), the land he associated with what fleeting 

happiness he had as a child in England, a land to which he returned when, as a reader for 

Jonathan Cape, he received a manuscript containing part of the diary of Francis Kilvert, a 

nineteenth-century clergyman of the same Border Country.54  The chance occurrence of 

encountering Kilvert’s diary was to be a defining moment in Plomer’s life, one that eventually 

would lead him towards feeling that he was at peace with being English and that he could be “at 

home” in England.55 

 All three artists–Potter, and later Britten and Plomer–found sources of creative inspiration 

in the feeling of being rooted in England.  Potter almost always modeled her settings and her 

animal characters on places she visited and animals she either owned or observed; her assertion 

that “I can’t invent. I only copy,” is unfairly modest, but the basic idea of an artist’s work 

growing out of her immediate environment rings true.56  Britten’s attraction to East Anglian 

settings for Peter Grimes and Albert Herring is, of course, an obvious parallel to Potter’s transfer 

of environment into art.  For Plomer’s part, the caricaturist in him never wholly disappeared; he 

merely changed medium.  At Home reads at times like an anthology of keen observations of the 

English as Plomer knew them; he makes sketches in words of Virginia Woolf, Hugh Walpole, 

Ian Fleming and many others, so that one begins to sense that the author has found his inspiration 

in the individuality of some of England’s remarkable inhabitants, famous or not. 

                                                           
54 Plomer had visited this region, on the border between England and Wales in Radnorshire, with a 

boyhood friend, Robert Synge, during the period when he was attending Beechmont.  His experiences at the school 
were particularly bitter, and Synge, who died shortly thereafter, was apparently his only close friend.  Alexander, 
Plomer, 28. 

55 Kilvert’s diary will come up again in the course of this study, but for a tersely told version of the story of 
the manuscript’s discovery, see Alexander, Plomer, 216-18. 

56 Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 85-6. 
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 On the other hand, this sense of being rooted in England was held by three artists who at 

times, and for different reasons, felt extreme isolation.  The customary solitude that accompanies 

creative work is not the sort referenced here; rather, each of the three felt inescapably divided 

from others.  Potter’s isolation was one forced upon her, it would seem, by the manner of life 

that her parents believed to be best, or perhaps that her parents were negligent enough to allow.  

The extent of the young Beatrix Potter’s isolation is a matter of some contention in the secondary 

literature; at one extreme is Margaret Lane, whose admittedly Romantic conception has the 

young girl locked away on the third floor of Two Bolton Gardens with little reprieve for most of 

her first thirty-nine years.  When first penning her biography, Lane did not have access to 

Potter’s voluminous diary, kept at least from 1881-97, because the coded script in which Potter 

had written it was not yet deciphered.  After 1958, when Leslie Linder ‘cracked’ the code, a 

fuller picture of Potter’s young life emerged,57 and scholars began to suggest that she was “not as 

solitary and isolated a creature” as Lane had believed her to be.  Her father, Rupert Potter, had 

taken her to art galleries and museums.  Additionally, regular though infrequent visits to family 

and holidays around Scotland, England and Wales brought her into welcome contact with people 

other than her parents.58  She had a considerable cognizance of political and social issues and felt 

free to express strong views not only on them, but also on art and on her relatives; nevertheless, 

this expression was confined, bundled up in the corset of the hidden language of her journal. 

                                                           
57 Grinstein, The Remarkable Beatrix Potter, 15. 
58 Kutzer, Beatrix Potter, 4.  What Kutzer is trying to do by saying this is perhaps a bit obscure, as no 

argument could create a well-adjusted, appreciated or happy child out of the young Beatrix Potter.  Her journal does 
not seem to suggest a life too distant from the one Lane imagines for her.  Writing shortly after a severe illness in 
1895 in which she lost much of her hair, she relates that her father took her out to South Kensington, and that the 
wind was so strong it blew off her hat, having nothing of consequence to which it could be pinned.  This apparently 
caused Rupert Potter a great deal of embarrassment and prompted much amusement around her, as someone had to 
plunge into a fountain to retrieve it.  She seems not to have been mortified by this, but calmly notes, “If only I had 
not been with papa, he does not often take me out, and I doubt he will do it again for a time.”  Quoted in Grinstein, 
The Remarkable Beatrix Potter, 30.  
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 The tension embodied by coded expression–comprised of the opposing desires to create 

and share creativity and to hide and obscure the self from others–suggests another piece of the 

appeal The Tale of Mr. Tod offered Britten and Plomer.  The belief in codes for homosexuality 

and pedophilia in Britten’s music, or more typically in the subjects he chose as the bases of his 

dramatic works, is so rampant as to be nearly omnipresent in the current secondary literature.  

Major milestones in the deciphering of this kind of code surely include the Peter Grimes 

Cambridge Opera Handbook edited by Philip Brett and the biography of the composer by 

Humphrey Carpenter, which focuses so intently on Britten’s sexuality. 

 Plomer was almost notoriously evasive about his homosexuality; Peter Alexander’s most 

important contribution through his biography, arguably, is to attempt a decoding of some of 

Plomer’s glosses for homosexual desires and relationships.  Turbott Wolfe, for example, 

ostensibly a novel deeply concerned with the love of a white South African woman for a black 

man, becomes in Alexander’s decoding a fantasy on Plomer’s physical attraction to the black 

males he encountered in South Africa.  A more concrete example is found in the poem “Three 

Pinks,” which begins “Crisp hair with a faint smell like honey/Hived by fierce bees under a 

fallen column in a pinewood,/A liquor of wild oleanders in a limestone gully–/Although it is 

summer there is snow on Parnassus–/Crisp hair awoke me, brushing my cheek.”59  The “crisp 

hair” belonged to a homosexual partner of whom Plomer had become deeply enamored during 

his extended stay in Greece.60  One might unravel this, with some uncertainty, in the sensual 

imagery of the poem, but Alexander’s filling in of the self-imposed silences in Plomer’s 

autobiographical writings allows for a clearer reading of much that is coded. 

                                                           
59 Plomer, Collected Poems, 66. 
60 Alexander, Plomer, 168-9. 
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 Finally, and crucially for Britten and Plomer's later collaborations, composer and librettist 

must have appreciated the acute sense of loss and the consequent fear of death that hover over 

Potter’s mythology.   On a personal level, Britten could have related to Potter’s loss of Norman 

Warne because both of his parents had died–his father, Robert, in 1934, and his mother, Edith, in 

1937–and to his mother he had been especially close, a fact documented thoroughly in 

Carpenter’s biography.  Plomer also had a keenly felt personal loss in the death of his mother, 

Edythe, in 1939, and in the deaths, both suicides, of two close friends, Virginia Woolf and 

Anthony Butts, in 1941.61  It would have been difficult, though, not to feel beyond these very 

personal losses a grief at the far greater loss incurred by the Second World War.  Britten and 

Plomer were both pacifists, and while this claim is easy to throw around irresponsibly and may 

in itself encompass many different outlooks and behaviors, it at least meant for these two men 

that the cruelty of sending so many remarkable individuals to their deaths, a circumstance which 

war inevitably brought about, was too great a cruelty to pass without lifelong protest. 

 For Britten, this protest had preceded the Second World War by several years at least, for 

as early as 1935 he had passed out “Peace Ballot papers” on a main road in Lowestoft, and, as he 

entered W. H.  Auden’s circle over the course of that year, the impressionable young composer 

became ever more sympathetic to that circle’s leftist viewpoints.62  The Auden-Isherwood plays 

                                                           
61 The Woolfs, it will be recalled, had published Plomer’s first novel and his subsequent pieces until he 

decided to move to Jonathan Cape in 1933.  Alexander, Plomer, 191.  He felt himself a friend, though guardedly so, 
to Virginia, and eulogizes her sensitively and beautifully in At Home: “I see her in a shady hat and summer sleeves, 
moving between the fig tree and the zinnias at Rodmell; I see her sitting over a fire and smoking one of her favourite 
cheroots; I see the nervous shoulders, the thin, creative wrists, the unprecedented sculpture of the temples and eye 
sockets.  I see her grave and introspective, or in such a paroxysm of laughter that the tears came into her eyes.  But 
her eyes are shut, and I shall never see her again.” Plomer, At Home, 55-56.  Anthony Butts, who came from a 
wealthy family, had toured Europe with Plomer in the ‘30s, and the two were great friends, though not more, 
according to Alexander.  Butts had attempted to commit suicide several times upon being diagnosed with inoperable 
cancer in 1939 and was confined to a nursing home, where he killed himself in 1941.  He left behind a manuscript, 
which he bequeathed to Plomer and which was eventually published as Curious Relations by Jonathan Cape in 
1945.  Alexander, Plomer, 235-6.   

62 Carpenter, Britten, 69. 
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for which Britten wrote incidental music in the ‘30s invariably have a strong pacifist agenda, and 

both the GPO film Peace of Britain (1936) and the Pacifist March, which he penned for the 

Peace Pledge Union, show a composer earnestly willing to be associated with pacifistic 

convictions and with a leftist ideology more generally.  Upon his return to England in 1942, 

Britten’s pacifism took the form of an application for “conscientious objector” status, which was 

initially denied him, then conferred upon him with the understanding that he would fulfill his 

duty to the nation by offering his services as a composer to the BBC.63   

 Plomer, who was in his mid-thirties when World War II broke out and was possessed of 

remarkably poor vision, did not seem a likely candidate for active duty but responded when he 

was called to serve in the London offices of the Naval Intelligence Division.64  He took to the job 

readily and did not seem to resent his involvement, such as it was, in the defense of Britain, 

despite the fact that he suffered a series of near-misses during the dark days of the German 

bombing of London.  Several bombs came frighteningly close to the NID offices, and, on a 

Sunday morning in May 1941, Plomer awoke as the front door and windows of his flat were 

blown in; his friend Joe Ackerley rushed over to make sure Plomer was alright and, as he did, his 

own flat was obliterated by a bomb.  On the following day, the open and defenseless flat was 

robbed, and Plomer lost the clothes and most of the valuables he had there.65  Not one to dwell on 

his own discomfitures, Plomer responded with humor and wit, but the scar of these experiences 

                                                           
63 This had been the assertion of Lawrence Gilliam, who worked for the BBC and wrote a supporting letter 

for Britten’s appeal.  In the event, Britten and Pears (who also only achieved conscientious objector status after 
appealing an initial denial) spent much time, before and after their status was granted, giving concerts under the 
auspices of the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA).  Carpenter, Britten, 176-7. 

64 Plomer’s wartime employment was brought about through his budding friendship with Ian Fleming, who 
had been inspired as a student in the mid-1920s by reading Turbott Wolfe and had written Plomer, who was living in 
Japan at the time, a fan letter telling him so.  After the war, Plomer was instrumental in bringing Fleming’s James 
Bond novels to publication.  Alexander, Plomer, 226-7. 

65 Ibid, 238-9. 
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and the first-hand observation of the horrors of modern warfare ran deeply and never wholly 

disappeared.   

 It is premature to attempt an analysis of Plomer and Britten's pacifism and its divergent 

implications, but at present it is worth considering that in their enthusiasm for The Tale of Mr. 

Tod, perhaps they were not merely responding to a perceived lamentation over loss in Potter’s 

tale–which seems at any rate a prominent feature of most pacifist creative expression, and only 

weakly present in this particular story–but more importantly were responding to the terrifying 

brutality of Potter’s amoral anthropomorphic world.  In fact, Potter relishes her siding with Mr. 

Tod and Tommy Brock, relishes the denial of courage and wisdom to the bunnies.  Underneath 

this delight in turning the sympathy of humankind on its head is the fierceness of the order of the 

natural world.  Foxes and badgers are predators; they are this way because it is in their nature, 

and if they are destroyed, new foxes and badgers will take their place.  Bunnies are prey; they are 

this way because it is in their nature, and nothing but chance will save them from untimely death 

in a predator’s jaws.  This is a bleak post-war misreading, in the Bloomian sense, of the Beatrix 

Potter story, and it is a horrifying lesson to teach in metaphor to children–that nothing could save 

them from being the cannon fodder for the next global conflict–but because it was horrifying 

does not mean that it would have felt untrue.  Had this opera been written, might it not have 

occurred to Britten and Plomer, looking out on an audience of children, that another Wilfred 

Owen could be listening? 

 It is impossible to know how many of the elements revealed by our initial 

deconstruction–an attraction to the visual, a sense of being rooted in the English countryside, a 

discovery of great creative inspiration in one’s immediate environment, a need to resort to coded 

expression, a feeling of painful and unjust loss–crossed Plomer’s or Britten’s mind, and if The 
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Tale of Mr. Tod represented the one single attempt by the two to incorporate such elements into 

opera, it would make very little difference one way or the other.  This is not the case, and 

Potter’s tale is but the first of many such attempts to incorporate many of the same elements, and 

so a deconstructive approach proves rewarding. 

 Of course, just because the approach proves rewarding does not mean that there were not 

more practical reasons in 1951 for setting The Tale of Mr. Tod.  Mrs. William Heelis had died in 

1943, after all, and the public reception of her death had led to an explosion of articles and 

columns in The Times, whereas before the solemn occasion such august publications would have 

little to do with her or her little books.66  In the year following Mrs. Heelis’s death, the Queen 

herself purchased a set of fifteen Beatrix Potter books, saved from the massive numbers that 

were being donated and pulped for the war effort.  1946 brought two important developments in 

the appreciation of the author:  first, and despite Heelis’s initial distaste for having her biography 

written, Margaret Lane was able to publish the seminal work; second, Hill Top, which had 

served as the setting of so many of her books and which later had been donated to the National 

Trust, was opened to the public.67  In the late 1940s, Beatrix Potter, it might be said, was in the 

air.   

 
2.2.3  A Proposal for Plomer’s Reception of Beatrix Potter 

 Which of the numerous articles on Potter crowding popular journals and newspapers after 

                                                           
66 Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 208.  To some extent, this critical inattention had suited Beatrix Potter, as she 

valued her privacy very highly, a quirk that tended to find its best opportunity for illustration when English tourists 
would arrive unannounced at her doorstep.  That she did not desire to live in complete seclusion from her admirers is 
demonstrated by her great appreciation for her American audience, whom she perceived to take her work seriously, 
even as literature.  Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 128-9.  Most of her later written work was destined for an 
American, and not a British, audience; this greatly upset her publishing company Frederick Warne, with whom she 
had worked since 1902 and which  had been generally unsuccessful in procuring new “Beatrix Potter” books from 
the sheep-farming Mrs. Heelis.  Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 169-71. 

67 Ibid, 208-9. 
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her death Britten had read by 1951 is not suggested in the letters referring to The Tale of Mr. 

Tod.  Plomer, on the other hand, had put his hands on the Margaret Lane biography of Potter by 

late 1951 and wrote to Britten soon thereafter that what he read in it was almost distasteful 

enough to make him change his mind about writing the libretto.  If Plomer was making a joke, it 

would not have been out of character for him, but like so many of Plomer’s gibes, this one would 

have derived some of its potency from its uncomfortable nearness to truth.   

 In point of fact, there are many things about Plomer and Beatrix Potter that strike one as 

incompatible.  Something that seems flippant, if not ridiculous, but that Plomer evidently took 

rather seriously, was his feeling towards sheep, animals for which Mrs. William Heelis had a real 

fondness.  She prided herself on her thorough knowledge and meticulous care of one particular 

breed called Herdwicks.68  Plomer had, of course, worked very hard to escape sheep-farming, an 

occupation he learned to despise in his South African apprenticeship under Fred Pope.  It was not 

just the occupation he despised, as this passage from Double Lives reveals: 

Persons unfamiliar with the ways of sheep think of them as merely silly and timid and as 
being all alike.  The widow of Thomas Hardy once told me that her husband, leaning with 
her on a gate leading into a field full of sheep, drew her notice to the fact (which every 
shepherd knows) that they all had different faces.  Indeed there are as many variations of 
character among them as among horses, cats or dogs, and they are capable of exhibiting, 
among other qualities, affection, cunning and wilfulness.  ‘The rage of the sheep’ is a 
ludicrous-sounding phrase, but it does not seem so when one has seen a man charged and 
knocked over by a full-grown Merino ram with great voluted horns, testicles like a bull’s, 
and the light of battle in its eyes.69 

 
Having noted Plomer’s curious prejudice, however deserved or amusing, this alone could 

scarcely have been the central reason for suggesting, even in jest, that The Tale of Mr. Tod be 

called off. 

                                                           
68 “However worried Beatrix may have been about her health it did not seem to slow her down at all.  She 

remained deeply interested in all aspects of farming and sheepbreeding and shew as a familiar figure at local shows, 
judging sheep classes at some, winning prizes for her own sheep at others. . .That same year [1930], Beatrix won the 
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 Other possible reasons are not lacking.  Perhaps Plomer reacted negatively to Lane’s 

analysis that once she was Mrs. William Heelis, the creator of Peter Rabbit no longer needed to 

spend her time either in creative expression, pining over the lost Norman Warne and over her 

miserable childhood, because she had found meaning in farming and marriage.  The 

juxtaposition of mental imbalance and artistic expression on the one hand and personal 

fulfillment and healthy outdoor activity on the other could not have pleased Plomer, as it really 

suggests that art is the symptom of a disease, which the pathology of biography can trace to its 

origins.  That both Carpenter’s biography of Britten and Alexander’s biography of Plomer take, 

on occasion, a similar approach–digging through letters and personal reminiscences to find the 

pathogen behind the artist’s unique condition–brings to mind that Plomer resisted this close 

scrutiny of personal behavior, especially if it came anywhere near his homosexuality, and so 

perhaps he resented the ferreting out of Potter’s painful past and the concomitant suggestion that 

her art was the outgrowth of that pain.   

 Another possibility has to do with Mrs. William Heelis’s gradual settling into the role of 

curmudgeon, a transformation Lane relishes almost in the way that Potter had relished the bad 

habits of Mr. Tod.  Plomer’s behavior towards strangers was typically kind and gentle, if 

reticent, especially as he got older, and numerous anecdotes in Alexander’s biography attest to 

this.  His acerbic side found release, as was discussed earlier, in the ballads he had begun to write 

in the mid-’30s–which simultaneously became his greatest poetic contribution and led friends to 

comment on how unlike him they were–and also occasionally in dismissive comments on 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
silver challenge cup for the best Herdwick ewe in the Lake District.”  Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 175. 

69 Plomer, Double Lives, 150. 
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submissions he reviewed as a reader for Jonathan Cape.  Importantly, the ballads are not aimed at 

particular individuals, and the comments for Cape were for internal purposes only.70 

 Despite his sense of decorum and appreciation for civility, Plomer had serious 

reservations about the class of English people from which this decorum and civility was 

supposed to have arisen.  After his years in Japan, at the end of his long journey across Asia and 

Europe and on the final leg of the voyage across the English Channel, Plomer noticed a member 

of this class who, upon seeing the grim and wind-beaten faces of her fellow passengers, 

proclaimed loudly that “Everybody has an expression as if they were just going to take the first 

fence.”71  Plomer had as sudden and violent a reaction to this comment as might be imagined; 

that a woman of the upper class should make such a pronouncement based on a hunting simile, 

which she must have known was outside of the experience of most who could hear her, seemed 

to embody everything about the English national character that Plomer most resented: 

Their religion did not seem to have warmed their hearts; their principles seemed too 
narrow and rigid; their culture, though grounded on the classics, was of a deplorable 
thinness and poverty; their conventionality was unquestioning; they were dominated by 
materialism, and their imaginations had atrophied under the sheer weight of national, 
social, family, and personal self-satisfaction.  Any but athletic pleasures enjoyed by other 
people or by the young were liable to incur their disapproval and vindictiveness, and their 
ignorance of the non-British peoples of the world was more than tinged with contempt.  
In the lady of the first fence I had recognized instantly a female of the species.72 

 
 Some of these qualities, especially the exclusivity of class championed by Potter’s 

parents, might have made Plomer uneasy.  In her biography, Margaret Lane apologizes for 

                                                           
70 On more than one occasion, the supposedly internal nature of these reports was not maintained.  Plomer’s 

review of Malcolm Lowry’s Under the Volcano was forwarded to the author, which led to Plomer’s mortification, 
especially after Cape went against his recommendation and published Lowry’s novel as it stood.  This represented 
one of the few instances when Cape did not follow Plomer’s advice.  “I regard readers’ reports as confidential.  I 
have twice incurred odium. . .by the sending on of copies of reports by me. . .to authors. . .I don’t see why everybody 
should be in a position to know what I have written confidentially at any time about a particular book or author.”  
Alexander, Plomer, 213.  Clearly, Plomer valued anonymity when he chose to be venomous. 

71 Plomer, At Home, 28. 
72 Ibid, 29. 
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certain aspects of Potter’s young life not by calling into question the fundamental validity of a 

rigidly imposed, sexist class system but by selecting for praise certain supposedly less 

objectionable aspects of that system to which Potter’s family adhered.  For example, she writes 

that “In spite of the paralyzing conventionality of Bolton Gardens and the absolute rigidity of 

their lives, the Potters had an almost eighteenth-century respect for wealthy eccentricity.”73  

Plomer had known and cherished wealthy eccentrics, none less than his friend Anthony Butts, 

but Lane’s transparent underlying admiration for an eccentricity supported by wealth and 

position might have made him uncomfortable.   

 In truth, one of the most difficult perennial problems for Plomer seems to have been his 

attempt to balance a grounding in English culture and values with the broader view his 

considerable experience of the wider world had given him.  In Double Lives, he spends over a 

third of the book discussing his ancestry or, more precisely, discussing certain things about his 

ancestors he found particularly admirable.  That Plomer’s ancestral England is made to stand in 

contrast to his personal South African and Japanese experiences–roughly the second and final 

thirds of the book–represents a formal expression of the central theme of Double Lives:  that 

Plomer’s own life was a double one lived between the extremes of a hierarchical English 

heritage and of a supra-nationality beyond class.  If the latter sounds like a pocket definition for 

Marxist communism, it should be remembered that Plomer repeatedly expressed disgust with 

that ideology because of what he perceived as its erasure of individuality.  When pressed, Plomer 

would describe himself as a “monarchist,” perhaps in jest, but again with Plomer, all jest holds 

some truth, and in proclaiming such a conservative and quintessentially English stance, he was 

likely saying as much about the improbability of government solving an individual’s internal 

                                                           
73 Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 14. 
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struggles as he was about politics per se.  As if to make his discomfort with the immediate 

English past more tangible and more apparent to friends and family, immediately upon his return 

to England from Japan he changed the pronunciation of his name (as Alexander describes it in 

Plomer’s biography) from rhyming with “Homer,” the way the Plomers had always pronounced 

it, to rhyming with “rumor.”74 

 A most compelling reason to take Plomer at his word–that he had sincere reservations 

about writing a libretto on The Tale of Mr. Tod after reading Lane’s biography–has to do with 

Lane’s repeated emphasis on Beatrix Potter’s “toughness.”  For Lane, Potter’s increasing 

inability to suffer fools was a strength, a reflection of the mechanism behind her victory over 

grief and unhappiness.  On the subject of Potter’s work in general, Lane writes: 

Designed as it is for the very young, there is nevertheless nothing namby-pamby about it.  
It is completely free from any touch of sentimentality.  An unstressed faintly ironical 
humor is alive on every page, and running below the surface of each narrative is a seam 
of something which can only be described as toughness.  Beatrix Potter was deeply aware 
of the realities of nature; the earth and its seasons, the rhythms of sowing and harvest, of 
life and death, were her deepest source of emotional life and spiritual strength; and the 
laws of nature (especially those of pursuit and prey, with which the life of most wild 
animals is endlessly concerned) are nowhere softened or sentimentalized in any of her 
stories.75 
 

 What Lane does not see or will not address is that when Potter fused human 

characteristics with the animal world, she brought a metaphor for those “laws of nature” quite 

literally into the human world.  Plomer must have seen a glimmering of this, but it would not 

                                                           
74 Alexander postulates that, in addition to redefining himself upon his return to England, Plomer may have 

done this as a symbol of “the gulf that had grown between himself and his detested father, so that they could no 
longer agree even on the pronunciation of their common name.” Alexander, Plomer, 155.  Whatever William’s 
feelings towards his father Charles may have been, he remained a dutiful son until the end of his father’s life.  
Alexander goes on to discuss, as further evidence of Plomer’s identity crisis, his adoption of the pseudonym Robert 
Pagan in the late 1930s, though he misses the fact that Plomer had a direct ancestor named Pagan (Catherine Pagan, 
“who survived [her husband] and lived to a ripe old age in Norfolk Square, peering through horn-rimmed spectacles 
at a pet parrot.” Plomer, Double Lives, 13.  This would be even of less noteworthiness than it is if Plomer himself 
had not been so inseparable from his oft-noted horn-rimmed glasses. 

75 Lane, Tale of Beatrix Potter, 115. 
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have been the metaphor itself that frightened him so much as the idea that an unthinking 

generation could unquestioningly approve of that metaphor’s glorification, and of the 

“toughness” that was inseparable from it.  Plomer writes of the diarist Kilvert that he had the 

ability to “[render] tenderness of feeling,” an “art” lost to twentieth-century writers because 

“perhaps we have learnt to be ashamed of it; ‘toughness’ has been the common ideal in this 

century–and look where it has led us!”76  In light of the diametrical opposition between the two 

previous quotes, Lane’s Potter sounds as if she would have been “at home” in a totalitarian state, 

that ugly physical manifestation of the most extreme social Darwinism, of the most brutal animal 

law grafted onto humanity.  It is important to emphasize that what is at stake here is not Potter 

herself, but rather Lane’s creation of Potter in a biography published immediately after the 

Second World War, read by a poet who had lived through the blitz.  His imaginary reader’s 

report had every reason to be at its most acerbic.   

 In the end, Plomer’s reservations about Potter were needlessly voiced.  According to all 

the sources that mention Britten’s plan to make an opera out of The Tale of Mr. Tod–and they are 

not many–copyright problems prevented the project from going forward, and so the “most 

alarming evening’s entertainment” was abandoned forever.77 

 

                                                           
76 Plomer, At Home, 189. 
77 Alexander, Carpenter, and the few others who mention the project in the secondary literature since 1983 

give much the same information, seemingly based on Alexander’s 1983 interview with Peter Pears at Aldeburgh.  
Alexander, Plomer, 270 and 374n.  Paul Kildea has recently unearthed considerably more material about the 
copyright Frederick Warne & Co. held on the Beatrix Potter novels and its effect on Britten’s plans for The Tale of 
Mr. Tod.  Ernst Rich of Boosey & Hawkes negotiated with Warne & Co., but an impasse was reached over the 
percentage to be paid to the librettist, Plomer, compared to that paid to the copyright holders of the original author’s 
work.  Kildea cites a letter, which he describes as demonstrating “unerring logic,” from Warne & Co. to Roth of 19 
December 1951: “‘A work which combines an outstanding composer and an outstanding author should be 
recompensed to the author in equal proportion.’”  Quoted in Paul Kildea, Selling Britten: Music and the Market 
Place (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), 107-8.  A rather obvious problem with this “unerring logic” is that the 
author in question was no longer living!   
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2.3   “I think it’s enchanting”: “Tyco the Vegan” and Activism through Performance 

 “Tyco the Vegan” has certainly received the most confused treatment in the secondary 

literature on Plomer and Britten's many potential projects.  Part of the confusion has arisen, 

probably, from the strange manner in which the Beatrix Potter project suddenly, and without so 

much as a word of regret or explanation in the surviving Britten-Plomer correspondence, was 

dropped.   Pears justified the abandonment of The Tale of Mr. Tod by citing copyright problems–

and Pears’s is the only documented personal explanation the secondary literature provides–but 

this justification was separated from the incident itself by some thirty-two years.78  Probably 

copyright difficulties do represent a significant reason, but a similar threat certainly did not stop 

Britten from pursuing Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice as an operatic project in the ‘70s, and 

this when Luchino Visconti’s film on the same novella was underway!  At the very least, one 

might have expected that, after taking the trouble to court a librettist for a specific project and to 

draft scenarios with him, something of Britten’s struggle to work through the problematic 

copyright situation concerning The Tale of Mr. Tod might have been in evidence.  Pears, whose 

word Alexander takes at face value, was a very busy performer in the early 1950s, and he was 

certainly not in attendance at every composer-librettist meeting.  Might a situation have arisen, 

therefore, in which Plomer’s timid expression of reservation, written after reading the Lane 

biography, blossomed into a fiercer thing while discussing the project in person?  This 

supposition requires some reading between the lines, but the source behind the supposition–

Plomer’s letter–is at least contemporaneous with the librettist’s work on the project itself. 

                                                           
78 Eric Walter White had also recorded this as the reason for abandoning the opera.  “In the summer of 

1951 he had plans to compose The Tale of Mr. Tod, after the story by Beatrix Potter, for production by the English 
Opera Group in 1952; but copyright difficulties intervened, and the project never got off the ground.”  Eric Walter 
White, Benjamin Britten: His Life and Operas (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1970), 72. 
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 What is certain is that in a letter of 7 December 1951, written during the bustle of 

rehearsals for Billy Budd, Britten still eagerly anticipated discussing The Tale of Mr. Tod with 

Plomer.79  Then, in a letter of 14 March 1952, Britten wrote that he had “been meaning to write 

to [Plomer] for several weeks. . .to ask [him] to send the first bit of Tyco the Vegan.”80  Because 

of the 14 March letter, one can suppose that Britten’s letter of 22 February 1952, in which he 

writes, “I am delighted that you have got on so well with the libretto.  I long to see it, & talk it 

over with you,”81 almost certainly refers to the libretto for “Tyco.”  At the very most, then, just a 

little over two months separated a certain collaboration on the Potter opera from a certain one on 

the new opera.  The speed and silence with which the project was abandoned, again, is 

noteworthy.  Either the holder of the copyright indicated by whatever means such a categorical 

refusal that further discussion seemed pointless–in which case one might imagine some 

commiseration between Plomer and Britten in their correspondence where instead there is 

complete silence on the matter–or else the issuing of a standard refusal or form letter, which 

might have been worked around had there been will enough, provided composer and librettist 

with an official reason to escape from a project for which their initial enthusiasm had waned 

considerably.82 

 
2.3.1 A Project in Outer Space 

 Trying to grasp the nature of this new collaboration is rather like putting together a 

puzzle, principally because the libretto was to represent an original story, and as the libretto was 

                                                           
79 “There is that other little matter of ‘Mr. Tod’ to discuss further too!”  Unpublished letter from Benjamin 

Britten to William Plomer, 7 December 1951. 
80 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 14 March 1952. 
81 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 22 February 1952. 
82 The rights and royalties for the Beatrix Potter books went to William Heelis until his death in 1945, at 

which time they fell, in keeping with the late Mrs. Heelis’s will, to Frederick Warne Stephens, Norman Warne’s 
nephew.  Taylor, Beatrix Potter, 204. 
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never finished, that original story remains a mystery.  Britten, in a letter to Plomer in which he 

advocates a song for the audience during the performance of “Tyco the Vegan” (in the manner of 

The Little Sweep (1949)), also mentions that “the children are doubtful about whether to return to 

Earth or not.”83   This passing hint of the extraterrestrial in Britten’s letter seems to have been the 

basis of Humphrey Carpenter’s assertion that the opera was to be “a science fiction piece.”84  In 

his 1970 edition of Benjamin Britten: His Life and Operas, Eric Walter White had written that 

“about 1954 [Britten] discussed with William Plomer an opera for children based on a space 

travel theme.”85  White’s mistaken dating was noticed by Plomer’s biographer, Peter Alexander, 

who interviewed Pears in 1983 and also consulted the Britten-Plomer letters, in part to create a 

more precise chronology, and also in order to get a clearer picture of the history of Plomer’s 

collaboration with the composer.  Alexander, too, describes “Tyco the Vegan” as merely 

“another opera for children, this time on the subject of space travel.”86  Neither White’s nor 

Alexander’s description is very helpful, and neither gives a sense of the concerns Britten and 

Plomer had while considering the project.  It is curious that at no other point besides the one 

passing reference to the children not wanting to return to Earth–not in any of the Britten-Plomer 

correspondence nor in the scene of the “Tyco” libretto that exists in Plomer’s hand–is there any 

mention in the primary sources for the project of space travel or other things from the science 

fiction tradition.  Indeed, it would have been strange for these two men, approaching middle-age 

                                                           
83 Quoted in Carpenter, Britten, 304. 
84 Ibid, 304. 
85 White continues, “Recalling this abortive venture years later he said: ‘I did in fact start on [an opera for 

cosmonauts], for children, about ten years ago, with William Plomer–who’d written a superb first scene; we 
occasionally look back at it and I may finish it sometime.  It had a character with the magnificent name of Madge 
Plato.’” [The brackets in the previous quote are White’s.]  White, Britten, 72.  White’s dating error, then, arises from 
Britten’s approximation “about ten years ago,” since the interview from which White created his chronology for 
“Tyco” was given in 1964, but Britten clearly was making an informal, conversational approximation.  The error is 
repeated in White’s revised edition of the book from 1983. 

86 Alexander, Plomer, 270. 
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and running in literary and musical circles, to exhibit a sudden fascination with outer space.  A 

Sputnik satellite would not be launched into successful orbit until 1957, so voyages beyond the 

Earth’s atmosphere were still very much the stuff of scientists or dream-spinning futurists.  

“Space,” then, seems more a convenient metaphor than a deliberate science fiction subject in 

“Tyco the Vegan,” but if it is a convenient metaphor, then what is it for? 

 The scene in Plomer’s hand, housed at the Britten-Pears Library, provides a helpful 

starting point for imagining what the opera might have become and further suggests a more 

informed interpretation of the composer’s and librettist’s metaphorical outer space.87  As “Tyco 

the Vegan” begins, the setting is on the lawn of Holly Lodge, a boarding house for children 

whose parents have gone abroad on business or pleasure.  The woman who runs the boarding 

house is “Miss Madge Plato,” described in a stage direction in these terms: “Her hair is short.  

Broad in the beam, she is wearing tight trousers and a high-necked sweater, and is smoking a 

cigarette in a long holder.”88  Initially, the audience would not have been introduced to Madge 

Plato or to the children, but instead to Spike and Jim, two thugs intent on robbing the boarding 

house.  As the pair case Holly Lodge, Spike describes Madge Plato in lines that Plomer drenches 

with cockney slang: “Old bag by the nime o’ Plito/Looks more like a bloke, she do/‘Air cut short 

and all/And trousers like a man.”89  After the robbers slink away, Plato introduces herself in an 

aria, and after her exit, Plomer introduces two of the resident children, Rose and Marcus, whose 

duet reveals at once their friendship and their unhappiness at having been abandoned by their 

parents at the boarding house.  There is every reason to assume that this is as far as the libretto 

draft progressed, and beyond the likelihood that a character named Tyco the Vegan would come 

                                                           
87 “Tyco the Vegan,” libretto draft (1952), Britten-Pears Library. 
88 Ibid, [4]. 
89 Ibid, [2]. 
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to play a central role and that the children would find themselves in a position to “return to 

Earth,” nothing else of the story can be verified. 

 
2.3.2  Concerning the Identity of Tyco the Vegan 

 The first task in piecing together of the puzzle of “Tyco the Vegan” is to attempt to 

understand what the name itself implies.  By its very strangeness it immediately suggests an 

extraterrestrial, especially if one already is imagining the subject of space travel.  At the very 

least, “Tyco” is obviously not the name of a run-of-the-mill English character.  In fact, by 

drawing such attention to itself through its strangeness, the name seems to demand an 

explanation.  Plomer, to whom the credit for the names in the story should almost certainly be 

given, was never one to invent names whimsically; his own pseudonyms, like characters in his 

novels, typically either arise from some real source and signify something personal for Plomer or 

else arise from an adjectival correlation with a character’s function in a given story.90  His 

pseudonym of the late ’30s, Robert Pagan, came out of his ancestry;91 his “Turbott Wolfe” was 

named after Theodore (Teddy) Wolfe, a painter crucial to his early sense of aesthetics and of 

eroticism;92 he took the trouble to justify changing the pronunciation of his name on his return to 

England from Japan by citing the remote possibility that the family name had once signified an 

artisan who worked with feathers, le plumier.93  Many other examples could be given, but as the 

central concern of the moment is “Tyco the Vegan,” the more pressing question becomes:  what 

does that particular construction reference or signify? 

                                                           
90 Britten’s letters about “Tyco the Vegan,” his 1964 interview (cited by Eric Walter White), and the fact 

that he was submerged in rehearsals for Billy Budd all suggest the extent to which Plomer was allowed to explore 
this original story on his own.  This situation is a very important deviation in Britten’s working method with 
librettists, as it would have been his first time to set a completely original story in an opera and therefore would have 
represented a new kind of librettist for him: one that was inseparable from the work. 

91 Alexander, Plomer, 155.  See also ch. 1, n. 68. 
92 See especially Alexander, Plomer, 80. 
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 The word “Vegan” is the most obvious starting place, as it is now commonly used, at 

least in the most extreme sense, to describe a person who does not eat or use animal products of 

any sort.  It is a young word, having been created in 1944 with the founding of the Vegan 

Society in Leicester, England,94 and so it must have seemed a very fashionable term to use when 

Plomer began writing “Tyco” in 1952.95  Even in the early 1950s, meat rationing was still 

enforced in England; of course, a much stricter dietary control had been imposed upon the 

British people during the war, limiting eggs, for example, to one per person per week.  In the 

early ‘40s atmosphere of wartime sacrifice, the British government had supported an advertising 

campaign to encourage people to grow their own vegetables or to find local wildly growing 

foods, such as berries and mushrooms, in order to augment their meager rations.  Colin Spenser 

relates, in his history of vegetarianism, that in the year 1943 alone, children’s clubs had collected 

“half a million tons of rose hips, ‘which made enough syrup for every single baby in the 

country.’”96  In this context, vegetarianism could lay claim to a spirit of austere moral courage 

and sacrifice for the greater good; by extension, veganism, through its refusal to endorse the use 

of any animal product whatsoever, represented the pinnacle of dietary self-discipline and 

therefore the greatest gastronomic demonstration of courage and sacrifice.  The advocates of 

veganism touted their philosophy as the next, natural step after vegetarianism, in fact the only 

reasonable step to take after one had realized that using an animal product was exploitation of 

another sentient being.  The self-righteousness that seemed to be the root of veganism earned it 

many critics and, while admired for its purity by vegetarians, it seems to have been regarded 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
93 Plomer, Double Lives, 9-10. 
94 The word “vegan” was created simply by extracting the middle letters of ‘vegetarian,’ as if to make a 

metaphor of cutting out the dietary excesses of cheese, milk, etc. Colin Spencer, Vegetarianism: A History (New 
York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 2002), 293. 

95 Spencer reports, “Meat, simply because it was so unobtainable, became deeply desirable and when meat-
rationing ended [in 1954] there was no question of not buying it.”  Spencer, Vegetarianism, 293. 
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among meat-eaters as a kind of batty radicalism.97  When Plomer used the description, then, to 

qualify his Tyco, he was simultaneously creating a character who embodied a courageous 

determination to choose non-violent means of sustaining himself and also one whose beliefs 

would seem at least marginal and possibly laughable to the general public. 

 The dietary connotations of the word “vegan,” while important to consider, are not the 

only connotations the word possesses.  Given that the word’s status as a neologism in 1952, it 

seems more likely that “Vegan” provides the extraterrestrial origin of Tyco, locating him at the 

star Vega (and adding the ‘n’ to make the word adjectival).98  Despite the earlier assertion about 

the importance of names in Plomer’s work, this starry specificity could seem pure whimsy but 

for the fact that Vega, the fourth brightest star in the sky, is part of the constellation Lyra, the 

“lyre” made by Hermes out of a tortoise shell and given in appeasement to Apollo and later to 

Orpheus.99  Surely there could have been no more fitting constellation for an extraterrestrial 

character in a Britten opera than Apollo’s lyre, and Plomer, by placing Tyco there, seems to be 

making something of an homage to the composer.  Evidence does exist that Plomer would have 

been aware of the astrological implications of Vega, for Peter Alexander’s biography mentions 

Plomer’s occasional and occasionally earnest interest in the occult and in astrology in 

particular.100  This was an interest that seemed to wane as he aged, but his general awareness of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
96 Ibid, 293. 
97 Ibid, 293-5. 
98 Paul Kildea agrees with this assessment: “‘Tyco the Vegan’, with an original libretto to be written by 

Plomer, was sufficiently developed by March 1952 for Britten to request of his librettist an audience song which 
would implore the children to return to earth, presumably from the planet Vega.”  Kildea, Selling Britten, 108.  

99 Gertrude and James Jones, Outer Space: Myths, Name Meanings, Calendars from the Emergence of 
History to the Present Day (New York: Scarecrow Press, 1964), 206. 

100 “[Plomer] had always believed in horoscopes, and in 1954 had a detailed one drawn up for him by a 
distant relation. . .he kept it carefully to the end of his life.  He gave palmistry credit too, and kept among his papers 
a professionally taken photograph of his own palms.”  Alexander, Plomer, 283. 



  
57

star names and constellations can hardly be questioned.  Certainly the qualifier “the Vegan” is 

less arbitrary than it at first appears. 

 The name “Tyco,” even more bewildering at first glance, could itself be a reference to at 

least three different things, each of which fell easily within Plomer’s experience, and therefore, 

could have been part of his design.  One possibility is suggested by the Japanese word “taikun,” 

which itself is the root for “tycoon”; although this suggests a mercantile connotation in English, 

the Japanese word means “great lord” and was “a title applied by foreigners to the shogun of 

Japan in power between 1857 and 1868.”101  It seems probable, given the fact that the word once 

had some currency for foreigners visiting Japan, that Plomer might have been familiar with it 

during his years in that country and then used it to give his “Vegan” a kind of royal status.   

 Another possibility is suggested by the interest Plomer (and, of course, Britten) had in 

Greek mythology.  Tyche, a goddess often synonymous with fate or with good or bad luck, 

“reinforc[es] the sense of sudden change and fortuitous happenings in the individual’s life.”102  If 

one imagines, as Britten wrote to Plomer, that the children in the opera did not want to return to 

earth, and that “Tyco” was an extra-terrestrial, then it seems very likely that Tyco was the 

instrument of their whisking away.  Perhaps his spacecraft spotted the threatened Holly Lodge, 

and he rescued the children from Spike and Jim.  Whatever might have happened, it is only 

reasonable to assume that Tyco must have been associated with the “fortuitous happening” that 

took the children away from a place in which they were unhappy and, whether they knew it or 

not, in which they were threatened. 

                                                           
101 New Oxford American Dictionary, Elizabeth J. Jewell and Frank Abate, eds. (New York: Oxford Univ. 

Press, 2001), 1829. 
102 Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1999), 1566. 
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 A final possibility is found in Tycho Brahe (1546-1601), a Danish astronomer who was 

crucial in creating an advancement over Ptolemy’s astronomic theories, which in turn helped 

ease the acceptance of Copernicus’s.103  Tycho’s Nova, a common name for a supernova that was 

visible in Western Europe from August 1571 until March 1574, was named after Tycho Brahe, 

who famously observed the phenomenon in 1572.104  The creation of something “new” (nova) in 

the heavens, whose stars were supposed to be unchanging in their numbers and courses, coupled 

with his realization of the erroneous nature of much inherited knowledge about the courses of 

Jupiter and Saturn, shook Brahe’s trust in that inheritance enough for him to dare to propose his 

own divergent ideas.105  Tycho, then, could have been a fine inspiration for “Tyco” in that the 

former was a stargazer, yes, but also in that he was someone who was willing to challenge 

authority to uphold truth.  The courage to challenge a misguided authority seems an important 

quality in a character designed to rescue children from the ordered chaos of planet Earth, where 

parents leave their children in boarding houses under threat by common criminals. 

 If Plomer was only aware of one of these connections, it is significant; however, it seems 

reasonable to suggest he was aware of most, if not all of them, and so Tyco the Vegan might be 

described as a “great lord from the Vega system in the Lyra constellation, and therefore non-

                                                           
103 Although Brahe still suggested that Earth was the center of the universe, and therefore the point around 

which the sun and moon rotated, he established that the other known planets in the solar system revolved around the 
sun.  New Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed., v. 2 (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1974), 224.  Also New 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, v. 10, 216. 

104 “On 11 November 1572, there was an event that signaled the formal beginning of Tycho’s career as an 
astronomer.  As Tycho was returning from his alchemical laboratory that evening for supper, he noticed an 
unfamiliar starlike object in the sky, one not only clearly alien to the constellation in which it appeared but also 
brighter than any star or planet he had ever seen. . .mere confirmation of the existence of something brighter than 
Sirius or Vega, or even Venus, must have greatly excited Tycho, because its location outside the zodiac ruled out the 
possibility that it was a planet and its appearance seemed to deny that it could be a comet.”  Victor E. Thoren, The 
Lord of Uranibord: A Biography of Tycho Brahe, with contributions by John R. Christianson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1990), 55. 

105 New Encyclopaedia Britannica, v. 2, 224. 
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violent and artistic, who brings good fortune and who is not afraid to challenge the mistakes of 

his elders.” 

 
2.3.3  Setting “Tyco the Vegan” apart from The Tale of Mr. Tod  

 It is important to attempt, however tentatively, to sketch Tyco’s character as fully as 

possible, for he is a truly distinctive presence, albeit a ghostly one for us, in Plomer’s story.  

Many, if not all, of the other personages populating “Tyco the Vegan” represent clever 

importations of the humanized animals in The Tale of Mr. Tod.  As Tod opens with two 

obviously questionable characters–Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock–so too “Tyco the Vegan” opens 

with the pair Spike and Jim.  The incivility of the fox’s and badger’s behavior in the Potter tale 

translates into the cockney slang of Spike and Jim.  Potter matches her pair of villains with a pair 

of miscast heroes, Benjamin Bunny and Peter Rabbit; Plomer answers the villains of “Tyco the 

Vegan” with the pairing of Rose and Marcus, whose status as children makes them miscast as 

heroes in an adults’ world.  These pairs–Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock, Benjamin Bunny and Peter 

Rabbit; Spike and Jim, Rose and Marcus–are the moral polarities in their respective stories, but 

characters also inhabit each story who represent much more complicated moralities.   

 Old Mr. Bouncer should be the caretaker of the baby rabbits in Potter’s tale, but because 

of his negligence they are threatened.  Madge Plato, one might surmise from how Plomer 

describes her, has little if any maternal instinct and seems, therefore, to be an accomplice to the 

negligence demonstrated by the children’s absent parents.  Both stories drive home the idea that 

when the caretakers of society are negligent, the natural instincts of predatory creatures are given 

the opportunity to erupt.  While this would seem harsh condemnation, the caretakers’ negligence 

is looked upon with a forgiving eye.  Madge Plato, for all her oddity, no more seems a figure of 

great evil than old Mr. Bouncer had.  Both are living according to their natures and cannot, 
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therefore, be judged too harshly for it.  Another reason they cannot be judged too harshly is 

because the circumstances of their negligence are occasioned by the absence of those who are 

ultimately responsible for children: their parents.  All of Flopsy Bunny’s rage at Mr. Bouncer 

after the baby bunnies’ abduction cannot conceal the fact that she and Benjamin had been out 

and had left their children in the care of an old, sleepy, frail grandfather.  The parents of the 

children at Holly Lodge, similarly, had left those children at a boarding house under the charge 

of a surrogate mother with tight trousers and short hair who smoked cigarettes from a long 

holder.  While this parental negligence is certainly a weakness, it does not seem to be roundly 

condemned by Potter, and Britten, with his suggestion of an audience (hence parental) song 

calling the children back to earth, shows his sympathy for the parents’ good intentions. 

 As with the Beatrix Potter story, it is difficult to know where to place blame for the 

wretched state of affairs in “Tyco the Vegan,” but because one’s sense of injustice has been 

aroused, the search for who is to blame is made inevitable.  As Potter’s story concludes, the 

careful reader is left, as has been said, with the horrible feeling that what initially seems evil is 

not evil, but instead is the cruel amorality that governs the natural world.  There will never be a 

way for the prey to escape the condition of being threatened by the predator, and when the prey 

happens to escape an immediate threat, it will not be because he was good or bad, but because of 

the amorality of chance.  Plomer seems ready to create a very similar argument, where no one 

individual can be blamed for human society having lapsed into the natural order of predator and 

prey, where there is no real escape from this nameless threat, where there is no hope. 

 After his first scene–after the threat against innocence, reflective of a cruel amoral nature, 

has been established–Plomer’s draft stops.  So might a deconstruction of the “Tyco” story stop, 

but there is a risk in employing this relatively cautious methodology–“relatively cautious” 
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because the dearth of information about “Tyco” already forces any serious discussion of it into 

making many suppositions–and this risk is to allow an unfinished project to represent a finished 

philosophy.  To claim that Plomer creates a world as bleak in its fatalism as Potter’s in The Tale 

of Mr. Tod is a reasonable claim to make based on the written evidence, but there are just enough 

hints of what role Tyco the Vegan might have played in the opera, which was after all to be 

named for him, to create a possible realization of the synopsis.  While the realization itself may 

be incorrect in specifics, it is probable in generalities, and most importantly, such a realization 

changes the nature and focus of Plomer’s story. 

 If, as has been suggested, Tyco is the most likely candidate to save the children from 

immediate danger at the hands of Spike and Jim, and if he is the extraterrestrial his name would 

seem to suggest, then he probably saves the earthlings by taking them into outer space.  While 

this abduction might be a terrifying one initially, at some point the children are enjoying 

themselves so much that they no longer wish to return to Earth, as Britten’s letter reveals.  What 

might have happened to make the children prefer outer space to Earth?  The only recourse one 

might take in trying to piece together this part of the puzzle is to suggest that the etymological 

implications of “Tyco the Vegan” are brought to light in the context of the story itself.  In other 

words, Tyco, having acted as Tyche the bringer of “fortuitous happenings,” has saved the 

children and now introduces them to his own world, one of non-violence and of music, where he 

is a great ruler who values truth over the accepted order of things.  Faced with this utopia, where 

all the best aspects of human beings are collected together and are constantly on display, why 

would any child want to return to Earth to stay at Holly Lodge with Madge Plato under the threat 

of Spike and Jim?  Britten’s idea was that the audience would miss the children and call them 

back home, but this nostalgic reason for their return is not all that is at work here.  Plomer is 
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setting up the moral decision of his generation: having seen the hell that men make of the earth, 

does the sensitive individual withdraw himself from it or meet it head on in order to try to make 

a better place of it?  The children, probably Rose and Marcus, make the decision to return to the 

chaotic world they left, and one imagines in this instance that things at Holly Lodge worked out 

for the best, perhaps even because of their return.  It was not an easy decision to make, though, 

for at no point does Plomer suggest that the Earth of “Tyco the Vegan” is any milder in its 

complement of horrors than Beatrix Potter’s in The Tale of Mr. Tod, and so to return to the world 

is to return to a foregone conclusion, to a lost cause.  It is also the right decision for the children 

to make. 

 The decision to leave a dystopia is a common enough conceit in science fiction literature–

Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 is a famous example–but to leave a utopia in which things truly 

are better (and clearly the children’s distaste for returning to Earth should indicate this) is a much 

rarer situation.  Plomer seems to have wanted to encourage children to fight to keep aspects of 

their innocence alive in a world devoid of it, to be aware of and engaged in its events, because 

this was the only hope for resisting the crushing weight of the natural amorality of things.  This 

encouragement is also a call to arms for the artist, and so for Plomer and Britten, a decision to be 

engaged with the world and to resist adopting the stance (whatever the reality) of writing for 

oneself or for the rarefied atmosphere (literally in “Tyco the Vegan”) of fellow artists.  That art 

must enter the larger world is a concept with which Plomer and Britten were both deeply 

concerned, and it had informed their individual work as it would inform many of their future 

collaborations together. 

 
2.3.4 Activism through Actual and Metaphorical Performance in Britten 

 “Leaving the dystopia” was not the only metaphor for the relationship between artist and 
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audience that Britten and Plomer planned for “Tyco the Vegan”; another can be gleaned from 

Britten’s plan to include an audience song to call the children home from outer space.   

While the children’s decision to return home seems to address the responsibility of the artist to 

remain active within his culture, the audience song seems to address the responsibility of the 

audience to call the artist out of hiding and to want the artist to be present in culture.  It is, of 

course, significant that Britten should have suggested the audience song instead of Plomer, 

whose experience of an audience, by nature of the media in which he worked, had been typically 

much less direct.  Britten’s ideology of audience responsibility could afford to be much more 

practical, and so the composer could be bold enough to place the words calling the child-artist 

home, and thereby calling him into a relationship with the audience’s culture, in their own 

mouths.   

 By comparison, the four audience songs of The Little Sweep (which had been completed 

in 1949) attempt no such manipulation of the characters on stage: the first describes the chimney 

sweeps, the second Sam’s (the little sweep’s) bath to wash off soot from the chimney, the third 

the passage of night, and the fourth the departing coach carrying Sam to freedom.  Humphrey 

Carpenter reminds the reader how very bold this atmospheric and descriptive use of the audience 

was in 1949, especially as the audience songs are not exactly elementary musical fare.106  The 

first, for example, is in 5/4, and its melody, which employs modal and chromatic gestures, would 

challenge almost any amateur singer reading it for the first time.  Still, even the thorniest musical 

difficulties of The Little Sweep’s audience songs do nothing to lessen the more shocking 

difficulty of Britten’s proposal for the advancement of the audience’s dramatic role in “Tyco the 

                                                           
106 “‘We take these “Audience Songs” for granted. . .but they caused a hubbub of excited comment at the 

first performance in 1949, when hardened operagoers anxiously clutched their song-sheets.’”  Imogen Holst, quoted 
in Carpenter, Britten, 274. 
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Vegan.”  If the audience fails to perform well in The Little Sweep, they have not greatly affected 

the unfolding of story; if the audience had failed to perform well in “Tyco in Vegan,” they 

effectively would have failed to call the children home, and this failure would have changed the 

perception of the story itself, at least in performance. 

 Having made this bold claim for Britten’s planned audience song in “Tyco the Vegan,” it 

also must be noted that the four audience songs of The Little Sweep themselves represent a 

significant advancement in Britten’s thinking about the relationship between artist and audience 

during performance.  They undeniably take a step beyond Britten’s first piece with formal 

audience participation, St Nicolas, in which it could be reasonably expected that the audience 

already would be familiar with their music–Old Hundredth and “God moves in a mysterious 

way”–from long exposure to the hymn repertory of the Church of England.  To trace the 

progression chronologically, in St Nicolas (1947) Britten asked his audience to sing what they 

already knew; then, in Let’s Make an Opera (1949), the second act of which is The Little Sweep, 

Britten proposed to teach the audience songs he had written and to have them sing those songs; 

then, in the discussion about “Tyco the Vegan” (1952), Britten wanted to retain the idea of 

teaching the audience new music, but wanted to increase the importance of what they would sing 

by connecting the audience’s music with the unfolding of the drama itself.  Perhaps the fact that 

Eric Crozier had written the libretti for St Nicolas and Let’s Make an Opera accounts to some 

extent for the success of the earlier endeavors.  After all, Crozier, because of his intense 

involvement with the English Opera Group, had something closer to Britten’s keen appreciation 

for the dynamic between performer and audience.  To ask Plomer to write an erasure of the 

fourth wall into the first libretto he would ever pen was to create an unusually heavy burden for 

him, and it seems to attest, once again, to Britten’s uncharacteristic faith in him. 
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 Britten did attempt to alleviate some of this burden by addressing what surely would have 

been the central practical problem in “Tyco the Vegan”:  that is, how to teach the audience their 

music without it constituting a tired formal repetition of Let’s Make an Opera.  In his letter to 

Plomer of 14 March 1952, Britten proposed that the audience might learn their parts by watching 

a television broadcast during the intermission, or perhaps during a scene change.107  Television 

use was not widespread in the early 1950s in Britain, and so it could have been the composer’s 

design to use it for its futuristic status as a sort of ‘special effect’ in his science fiction opera.  

The logistics of such an undertaking would certainly have been a nightmare in 1952; even now, 

organizing such a technological extravaganza–multiple televisions broadcasting image and sound 

so that an entire audience could see and hear and, more importantly, could learn a piece of 

music–would be challenging for most opera companies.108   

 Britten, however, always wanted to explore new expressive media; he also wanted to 

explore new methods of teaching in his attempts to encourage audience participation on a ever 

grander scale.  After a performance of The Little Sweep at Kesgrave Heath School in 1963, given 

to celebrate the opening of the school, Britten said to his audience, mostly of children: 

Now one–before I shut up–just one little tiny thing.  You’ve all been singing very well 
today.  You’ve been playing marvelously over there on your new instruments that I want 
to explore in a moment.  When you leave school and there’s no one to chase you to 
�ractice the recorder, don’t forget about it altogether.  Go on playing, go on singing.  
Doesn’t matter what kind of music–it can be old or new or sad or gay–but go on trying.  
Don’t let other people get away with it all the time.  You try too, and perhaps in twenty 
years’ time, when this school is too small for all the thousands more Kesgravians that 

                                                           
107 Britten’s written explanation of how he wanted to use the television during the opera is not particularly 

clear.  Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 14 March 1952. 
108 The boldness of this idea is further illustrated by the venues Britten imagined for “Tyco the Vegan”:  “I 

am very glad you approve of ‘audience participation’–it is very valuable in this kind of piece, especially in the 
possible schools’ performances.”  Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 2 April 1952.  
Perhaps Britten imagined that the television transmission might be excised from all but the professional 
performances; otherwise, the television idea alone would have ensured that producing “Tyco” would have been 
prohibitively complicated and expensive for British schools of the 1950s.  The situation would be considerably 
different had Britten suggested projected films instead of television, but this is not, in fact, the case. 
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there will be, when someone else–because I shall be dead–is asked to come and open it, 
maybe we’ll have a performance by you sitting here, twenty years in time–twenty years 
ago–when you are performing yourselves and–who knows–even have written the music 
yourselves.  That’s the best thing–go on–go on performing, go on drawing, go on looking 
at hedgehogs.109 
 

His enthusiasm for the involvement of amateurs and children in music-making, so much in 

evidence here, adumbrates the Aspen Award speech given the following year and is one 

confirmation amongst an almost countless number of the importance Britten placed on the 

principle of teaching activism through music.  It is a principle whose manifestations would reach 

their musical zenith in the church parables of the 1960s. 

 Just because “Tyco the Vegan” was never finished does not allow the student of the 

Britten-Plomer collaborations the luxury of glossing over the changes, represented in that 

unfinished work, that both composer and librettist were undergoing in their conceptions about 

the aesthetics and also the sociological ramifications of children’s opera.  In fact, what can be 

pieced together about the work shows that within space of a year each man had changed his ideas 

about these things significantly.  Plomer, almost certainly uncomfortable with aspects of Beatrix 

Potter’s natural order of predator and prey, created a new figure, the child-artist, who has the 

opportunity to remove himself from the world–here through the fanciful metaphor of a futuristic 

alien utopia–but instead makes the choice to enter willingly into the fray between the destructive 

forces at work in that world.  This child-artist is not Britten’s “innocent” child, and it is difficult 

to find the innocent child, present in many of Britten’s collaborations with other librettists, 

reflected in any of Plomer’s; the figure simply seems not to have interested Plomer as it did 

Britten.  What did interest Plomer was the drama of the difficult decisions people make to 

improve or to destroy their world, and this is at the heart of Turbott Wolfe as it is at the heart of 

                                                           
109 Paul Kildea, ed., Britten on Music (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2003), 243. 
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“Tyco the Vegan.”  The question again and again is whether to run from problems or to stand 

one’s ground and face them, to avoid the messiness of being involved with society or to risk 

being destroyed if that is the consequence of acting according to one’s conscience.  This question 

could not be asked through The Tale of Mr. Tod, at least not without fundamental, sweeping 

alterations.   

 As has been suggested, Plomer’s child is not the undeveloped innocent of Britten’s and 

Crozier’s The Little Sweep or of Peter Grimes.  Plomer would never provide Britten with this 

embodiment of innocence, not even in Curlew River, for in that opera, the martyred boy has been 

invested with the power to heal the wounds of the living.  Sam in The Little Sweep is by nature 

“whiter/Than swans as they fly. . .brighter/Than stars in the sky!”  It is only the soot forced on 

him by the cruelty of Black Bob that obscures this characteristic.  The whiteness, the purity of 

Sam demands that he remain devoid of character, like the baby bunnies in Potter’s The Tale of 

Mr. Tod, and so the moral decision at the center of the opera falls to those entrusted with the care 

of innocents.  The caretakers in The Little Sweep–a group of children and a sympathetic adult–

make the decision to hide Sam, to save him at any cost, even if it means lying to and tricking 

authority figures.  How strongly this resonates with the story of Anne Frank and of the Jews who 

were hidden or were helped to escape by sympathetic people during the Second World War!110  

The difference, of course, is the sunny outcome of The Little Sweep, an outcome Crozier and 

Britten rewrote from Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies (1863), in which Tom, the little 

sweep, escapes from his master, Grimes, and from the chimneys and from the children and 

                                                           
110 Anne Frank’s diary–which was returned to or discovered by her father Otto after he, the only surviving 

member of their immediate family, was liberated from Auschwitz (Anne had died of typhus at Bergen-Belsen two 
months before its liberation in 1945)–was published in 1947.  Even though it was translated and published in 
English as The Diary of a Young Girl in 1953, it is possible that Crozier and Britten could have been aware of the 
original publication at the time of writing The Little Sweep.  
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plunges into a river to hide, where he is transformed into a “tiny immortal ‘water-baby.’”111  

Carpenter interprets Crozier’s and Britten’s final escape for Sam, managed by hiding him in a 

trunk destined for a new home, as a return to the womb, but while a trunk can be interpreted as a 

metaphorical womb, how much more so can Kingsley’s transformation of Tom into a “water-

baby!”112  It seems that Crozier and Britten were trying to distance The Little Sweep from a 

magical, transformational and regressive conclusion and instead were making a lesson not from 

the perspective of the blank slate of Sam, but from that of the children and adult who take him 

into their care.  The opera is about protecting those who cannot protect themselves, but by 

insisting on the centrality of Sam, a child whose perspective is left undefined in the opera, 

Carpenter sells short the teaching of activism that the opera attempts both physically through the 

audience songs and intellectually through the drama of The Little Sweep.  The increased 

emphasis on the audience’s dramatic involvement which Britten proposed for the “Tyco the 

Vegan” serves to reestablish the idea that had been so strongly present in The Little Sweep and 

then weakened by the proposed opera on The Tale of Mr. Tod:  that the caretakers of society 

have as one of their primary responsibilities the protection of the innocent by every means at 

their disposal.  Nor can the truly unconquerable amorality of the natural world exempt those 

caretakers from this primary responsibility. 

 
2.3.5  A Second Project Goes Unfinished 

 In the event, of course, “Tyco the Vegan” was not finished, and consequently, Britten’s 

enthusiastic vision for an even more expanded audience role in his next children’s opera had to 

be put aside.  Copyright difficulties were not, of course, the problem this time; instead, while on 

                                                           
111 Carpenter, Britten, 273. 
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a skiing holiday in March (1952) with Pears and with George and Marion Harewood–both of 

whom had been great Britten enthusiasts during the composer’s post-war rise to fame–George, 

Earl of Harewood, had made the whimsical proposal that Britten should compose a national 

opera for the English people, like Boris Godunov for the Russians, Aida for the Italians or 

Meistersinger for the Germans.113  Lord Harewood was a cousin to the new Queen, and so Britten 

agreed that if Harewood could secure Her Majesty’s support, then he would put his many other 

projects aside and devote his entire energy to the composition of this national opera.  Britten’s 

support for the new project was certainly conditional, for upon returning from the skiing holiday, 

he still had it in mind to compose “Tyco the Vegan” and wrote to Plomer from Crag House on 2 

April that he “very much want[ed] to discuss with [Plomer] the form of the whole,” another 

indication of the unusual amount of freedom Britten had let this particular librettist have in 

fleshing out the original story.114   

 By the end of the month, Lord Harewood had met Elizabeth II’s private secretary, 

Tommy Lascelles, in order to propose a national opera by Britten on the subject of Elizabeth I 

and to solicit some advice on how best to win the young Queen Elizabeth II’s approval.115  When 

Plomer and Britten met in London in early May, the composer sprang the new idea on him.  

Plomer’s reaction was understandably wary, but what an attestation to Britten’s confidence in 

him that he should propose to make the librettist’s first outing in the genre an opera to be put 

before the Queen!  The pair did not have a great record for completing operatic projects thus far, 

but of course, once the Queen had given her consent, there could no longer be a question of 

letting the project go unfinished.  All of this sudden flurry of excitement and pressure must have 

                                                           
113 Ibid, 304. 
114 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 2 April 1952. 
115 Carpenter, Britten, 305. 
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ruffled Plomer’s feathers, but when Britten wrote a postcard, around 7 May, that “the Queen has 

graciously giver her O.K. to the scheme,” Plomer was similarly gracious and accepted the role 

requested of him.  So, “Tyco the Vegan” was shelved, and the turbulent history of Gloriana was 

begun.116 

 

                                                           
116 Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, [ca. 7 May 1952]. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GLORIANA AS THE THIRD BRITTEN-PLOMER COLLABORATION: 

THE INTERPLAY OF SOURCES IN PLOMER’S GLORIANA LIBRETTO 

 The present study, as it is meant to illustrate long-standing concerns of Plomer and 

Britten that are voiced in their several early collaborations, cannot afford to give Gloriana the 

full consideration which is its due.  What will be attempted, as a stopgap, is to suggest ways in 

which aspects of Gloriana reflect those long-standing concerns.  To have spent more than a few 

sentences on The Tale of Mr. Tod and “Tyco the Vegan” has already created the most thorough 

treatment those abandoned projects have received, and so to consider Gloriana as the third of the 

Britten-Plomer projects must represent a new approach and, I believe, a worthwhile one, even if 

it cannot be exhaustive.   

 This new approach should not be construed as a proposal for the necessity of examining 

all unfinished composer-librettist projects in order to understand complete ones.  Each case must 

be considered, quite naturally, on its own merits, but in the case of Britten and Plomer, it is not 

difficult to make a strong argument for examining completed projects in the light of abandoned 

ones.  Despite the reservations Plomer may have had about Beatrix Potter or about The Tale of 

Mr. Tod, he seemed ready to go ahead with an opera on either subject, and in all likelihood there 

would have been a Beatrix Potter opera to their credit had the copyright problem not raised its 

head so early in the writing process.  Then, “Tyco the Vegan” seemed well on its way; Britten 

was in possession of the opening scene and was eager to discuss the project with Plomer when 

no less a project than an opera for the just-crowned monarch of Britain materialized.  

Interviewed over a decade later, Britten still indicated that he might go back and finish his ‘space 
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travel opera’ with Plomer.117  Unforeseeable circumstances had derailed both projects, and so it is 

reasonable to assume that some of the motivations Plomer and Britten had for wanting to do 

them in the first place remained when the completion of the projects themselves was not 

immediately feasible.  To this point can be added Plomer’s own admission, made in the 1950s, 

that “everything I have written is related to everything else and to its originator.  Such as it is, it 

is all of a piece.”118  If the great majority of secondary literature on Britten is to be believed, then 

the composer, too, must have shared this sentiment to some degree, for few twentieth-century 

composers’ works have been reduced to monomania so often or so casually as Britten’s.   Being 

skeptical of such reduction does not preclude the recognition of Britten’s frequent return to 

concepts, musical and otherwise, that were important or interesting to him.  The emphasis on 

amateur musical activism evidenced by, though not limited to, the St Nicolas-Little Sweep-“Tyco 

the Vegan” trajectory (and discussed earlier in the previous chapter) is a representative example. 

 In order to understand how Plomer’s libretto for Gloriana reflects a continuation of the 

interests he had in The Tale of Mr. Tod and “Tyco the Vegan,” it is imperative to recognize the 

ways in which Plomer departs from the libretto’s two principal sources:  Elizabeth and Essex by 

Lytton Strachey and Elizabeth I’s biography by J. E. Neale.  The decision to use Elizabeth and 

Essex as source material for Britten’s English national opera predates Plomer’s involvement with 

the project, and Lord Harewood had even gone so far as to devise his own breakdown of scenes 

in the event that he should have served as the librettist himself.119  Plomer, upon accepting that 

role and after having read Strachey’s colorful “tragic history,” suggested Neale’s biography as a 

                                                           
117 White, Britten, 72. 
118 Plomer, At Home, 224. 
119 Carpenter, Britten, 305. 
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“corrective” to Strachey’s emotive exuberance.120   

 Plomer might have had a considerable familiarity with Neale’s work already, as Jonathan 

Cape, the company for which Plomer was a reader for so many years, had published it in 1934.  

Plomer had a more compelling reason to distance himself from Strachey’s text, as he had met the 

man in the flesh at one of Virginia Woolf’s gatherings at Tavistock Square, probably in 1930, 

and so could consider the elder writer’s readings of Queen Elizabeth I and Robert Devereux, Earl 

of Essex, in light of Strachey’s own character.121  Two aspects of Strachey’s character that 

Plomer singles out (in his autobiographical At Home) deserve some notice here.  One is the 

comparison of the author to a bat:  “A glint came into his eyes, the brain was on the move as 

swiftly as a bat, with something of the radar-like sensitivity of a bat, and when he spoke it was 

sometimes in the voice of a bat.”122  The other is an anecdote relating to his public disapproval of 

World War I, which Plomer relates with an emphasis on Strachey’s eccentric behavior, perhaps 

to make a physical parallel with his eccentric intellectual pacifism.123  Both of these passages in 

Plomer’s recollection of Strachey sketch him as an extremely clever man, and one with 

something suspect, almost sinister, about him.  These strange, and in the first case rather fanciful, 

characterizations will be returned to shortly, but for now I turn to the precise nature of Plomer’s 

departures from his two sources in writing the Gloriana libretto. 

 
3.1   Chronology, Context, and the Audience’s Responsibility in the First Act Libretto  

 First and most obviously Plomer made changes that resulted in increased clarity and were 

motivated in part by the limitations of presenting events that unfolded over the course several 

                                                           
120 Ibid, Britten, 306. 
121 “I am glad to have set eyes upon this wit and revolutionary biographer, a master of English prose, so 

entertaining and such an influence.  It happened that much later in my own life I was to have a particular reason for 
pondering over the workings of Strachey’s mind in regard to certain historical characters.”  Plomer, At Home, 45. 

122 Ibid, 45. 
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years in under three hours on stage.124  In one of the most notable changes in chronology, Plomer 

places the opening tournament and ensuing duel between Charles Blount (Lord Mountjoy) and 

Essex next to Essex’s suit for the command of the English army, which would soon attack the 

Irish rebels under Hugh O’Neil, Earl of Tyrone.  In reality, Essex’s attempt to secure the Irish 

post for himself occurred in the latter part of 1598, and the incident with Mountjoy some ten 

years earlier, in the late 1580s.125  The reason for this change seems abundantly clear.  Plomer, 

who always had a proclivity for anecdote as a means of illustrating character, has chosen an 

anecdote at once to draw Essex as the brash and jealous young man and Mountjoy as a heroic, if 

prideful, figure unjustly harassed.  Consequently, Elizabeth is able to demonstrate her Solomon-

like wisdom by reconciling the two.  In this compressed fashion, sides of three crucially 

important characters have been brought out by the end of the first scene.   

 The change of chronology for the first scene has one other anachronistic effect–seldom 

noticed, but crucial.  Plomer reveals in the opening of the second scene that one of the 

underlying reasons for Essex’s rash behavior at the tournament was that Charles Blount, Lord 

Mountjoy had been having an affair with Essex’s sister, Penelope Rich.  History tells a different 

story:  that Mountjoy’s affair with Lady Rich postdated the duel and was even, perhaps, the 

means by which Mountjoy was “drawn into the Essex circle.”126  How subtle this shifting of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
123 Ibid, 45. 
124 Plomer describes this himself in “Notes on the Libretto of Gloriana”:  “The liberties that have been 

taken with chronology and other matters are justified, it is hoped, by the demands of opera and of this particular 
opera, demands for simplification and concentration.  Bacon, Shakespeare, Leicester, the Armada, the Queen’s 
speech at Tilbury, for example, have been set aside, which would have been impossible in any historical conspectus 
of her reign, or in any chronicle-play or pageant-play.  The librettist felt that his business was to afford scope for the 
musical development of the dramatic central theme.”  Plomer, Electric Delights, 177. 

125 J. E. Neale, Queen Elizabeth I: A Biography (New York: Doubleday Anchor  Books, 1957), 366-7.  For 
these factual references, Neale has been used rather than Strachey, not because the latter does not report the 
incidents–on the contrary, almost all of the events and anecdotes are reported in both books–but rather because 
Neale makes more frequent recourse to citing specific dates, and so it is easier to keep track of his chronology of 
Essex and Elizabeth's relationship. 

126 Neale, Elizabeth I, 367. 
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sympathy towards Essex is!  Whereas the living Robert Devereux seems to have been motivated 

by jealousy and boyish braggadocio, Plomer’s Essex had the additional and sympathetic 

motivation of defending his sister’s honor.   

 Finally, another subtle alteration in Plomer’s first scene has to do with Essex’s 

relationship with the people, who as the curtain rises are cheering Lord Mountjoy, apparently 

because they “love the sight of him.”  Taking into account the change in chronology that places 

Essex’s duel with Mountjoy next to his suit for the Irish posting, Essex certainly should not be in 

a position to resent the people’s good opinion of Mountjoy.  In 1598 Essex was the darling of the 

public, celebrated in songs and plays and poems, and he would retain this charm for them even 

long after he was executed as a traitor.127  Charles Blount, Lord Mountjoy, on the other hand, 

despite the fact that he eventually conquered in Ireland where Essex had failed, seems not to 

have garnered the same widespread public adoration.  Here again, Plomer is stacking the deck 

for Essex, giving considerable justification for his behavior through his sister’s precarious 

situation and through his fear of losing the Queen’s and the people’s favor.  

 The second scene of Act I is as private and intimate as the first scene is public and 

official.  The scene is also Plomer’s own creation and, but for the important addition of “Quick 

music is best” (Essex’s first lute song) at the request of Britten, seems to have survived more or 

less intact from Plomer’s early versions of it.  Plomer begins the scene by introducing Robert 

Cecil, who was the Queen’s closest advisor and who had been prepared for this position by his 

father, Lord Burghley, the holder of the same advisory role for so many years.  Cecil is depicted 

as all caution and propriety, and his physical defects–he was both very short and lame–are 

                                                           
127 A German visitor to England, some eighteen months after Essex’s execution, heard the ballad Essex’s 

Last Good Night sung everywhere, even at court, and was treated to a tour of what had been important places for the 
Earl’s life, including the collection of shields he had given the Queen, which were proudly hanging on the walls at 
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referenced, though endearingly, by Plomer’s Queen as they were in life by the real Queen.  Cecil 

is almost the inverse of Essex, who is all brashness and virility and who enters boldly so to 

beseech, almost to demand, the position of Lord Deputy of Ireland.  Despite the invented nature 

of the scene, Essex’s request allows us to place the action chronologically as having occurred 

some time between the fall of 1598 and the early spring of 1599.  The scene must occur after 

July 1598, when Essex and the Queen had had their most serious falling out to date–an incident 

mentioned in passing by Plomer’s Essex in Act II, Scene 3–in which the historical Devereux in 

his anger turned his back on the Queen only to have her box his ears, an insult that prompted him 

to half-draw his sword.128  Sovereign and subject each refused to ask forgiveness, and it was 

principally the looming trouble with Ireland that made Essex swallow enough of his pride to 

return to court.   

 Even the preceding cursory glance at Elizabeth and Essex in the first two scenes of the 

libretto raises one of the most difficult questions to answer about Gloriana:  how much did 

Plomer and Britten expect their audience to know about the Earl’s and the Queen’s relationship 

before they saw it played on stage?  At least one scholar has suggested that an important reason 

the work was received so poorly upon its premiere was that librettist and composer had assumed, 

erroneously, a significant amount of knowledge in their audience regarding the subject.  The 

more one appreciates Britten’s concept of audience responsibility, the more the point makes 

sense; in his Aspen Award speech, for example, he had said: 

Music demands more from a listener than simply the possession of a tape-machine or a 
transistor radio.  It demands some preparation, some effort, a journey to a special place, 
saving up for a ticket, some homework on the programme perhaps, some clarification of 
the ears and sharpening of the instincts.  It demands as much effort on the listener’s part 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Whitehall, and even the very spot where he was beheaded.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 397.  

128 Ibid, 362. 
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as the other two corners of the triangle, this holy triangle of composer, performer and 
listener.129 
 

That Britten should have desired this kind of preparation from his listener does not mean than he 

expected it; nevertheless, Britten, as has been discussed, was always in favor of activism from his 

audience.   

 With Plomer, the desire for this particular variety of activism is difficult to demonstrate 

with the same certainty.  When Plomer rebutted–in an article first published in London Magazine 

in October 1963 (on the occasion of the opera’s revival the following month)–the negative 

criticism Gloriana had generated, he suggested that jealousy of Britten in the press and an 

unimaginative opening night audience were chiefly to blame for the opera’s tepid reception.  He 

never speaks of the audience’s historical knowledge except to say that existing in such plenitude 

it worked against him and Britten, creating an expectation for certain Elizabethan tropes that, in 

the event, were not employed and in some cases were undermined deliberately.130  Different 

definitions of “knowledge” (specifically, of the Elizabethan Age) are being treated 

synonymously here–the one stereotypical, the other nuanced–but to state that Plomer felt either 

variety was necessary for a proper appreciation of Gloriana lacks solid corroboration from the 

librettist himself.  If his London Magazine article, “Let’s Crab an Opera,” recommends anything 

to someone listening to Gloriana, it is probably that one should attempt to be open to the 

dramatic and musical experience of the work regardless of what one has read or of what 

preconceived notions one brings to the performance. 

 This recommendation does not exempt the scholar, of course, from needing to understand 

how Plomer departed from his sources.  Returning to the subject of Essex’s request for the 
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130 Plomer, Electric Delights, 180-5. 
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position of Lord Deputy of Ireland, it should be pointed out that the Queen’s hesitancy to grant 

her “thoroughbred” the post could indicate, without a proper understanding of Neale or even of 

Strachey, that the Queen is nervous about losing the young man to whom she has become so 

strongly attached.  Plomer’s libretto invests this second scene of the opera with the crucial role of 

establishing Elizabeth and Essex's private relationship, and it is a relationship the librettist chose 

to illustrate with a “melting song,” the text of which was penned by Robert Devereux himself.  

Neale does not record the song, but Strachey does, and uses it to point to Essex’s underlying 

restlessness, his inability to be content.  As Strachey records, the text was written on the return 

voyage from Essex’s single military success, a surprise raid on the Spanish port of Cadiz, which 

had been carried out with such grace and aplomb that apparently even the Spaniards were 

enamored of him.131  At no point in his career, then, did Essex have more reason to celebrate and 

to revel in his own glories, yet on the return voyage he penned “Happy were he,” a text 

celebrating silence and solitude and the love of nature unadulterated by man–in short, the very 

antithesis of all that the historical Robert Devereux pursued and of all the operatic Essex pursues.  

Plomer, by placing “Happy were he” (or ‘Brambleberry’ as Britten called it) directly before 

Essex’s aggressive plea for the Irish post, is making the same kind of juxtaposition as Strachey–

military ambition against melancholy aestheticism–but Plomer crucially departs from his source 

by having the Queen recognize the juxtaposition, immediately after the Essex’s song, with her 

dismissive “‘Tis a conceit, it is not you.”  Here, in the most tender scene in the entire opera, 

when the Queen is at her most vulnerable, she negates that tenderness in the Earl by calling it 

affected.  Strachey either had not noticed the irony of Essex’s “Happy were he” or else he 

                                                           
131 This claim for the conquered Spaniards’ enchantment by their conqueror is so incredulous as to deserve 

citations from both Strachey and Neale.  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 106.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 353-4.  It is 
interesting to note that Essex in large part owed his success at Cadiz to Sir Walter Raleigh, for Raleigh had insisted 
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expected the reader to understand it without any exegetical interference:  the biographer ends his 

chapter on Cadiz with the poem, without further commentary.  The secondary literature on 

Strachey seems to support the idea that the author did not think of “Happy were he” as 

unintentional irony on Essex’s part, and so Plomer’s shift of perspective to the Queen with “‘Tis 

a conceit” becomes all the more telling.132   

 The question Plomer seems to be encouraging us to ask is what mixture of queenly duty 

and weathered realism Elizabeth’s negation of Essex’s amatory serenading is.  In other words, 

can a woman of sixty-five honestly believe that a man of thirty-two is passionately, romantically 

devoted to her?  The corollary question is, of course, can a man of thirty-two honestly have a 

passionate, romantic love for a woman of sixty-five?  Strachey had stopped short of making a 

certain pronouncement one way or the other, and surely part of the appeal of his “tragic history” 

is his ambiguous interpretation of Elizabeth and Essex's relationship.  Neale, to the contrary, 

makes no bones about the Queen’s understanding of Robert Devereux’s handsome verses and 

proclamations of eternal devotion:  “if the language used between them savoured of love, it was 

only the feminine equivalent of the adulation which in the next century was paid to Louis XIV; it 

was equally artificial, equally useful, and less abhorrent.”133  Because Plomer had suggested to 

Britten that Neale’s biography be used as a “corrective” to Strachey, and because one of Neale’s 

most crucial differences from Strachey is his reading of the Elizabeth-Essex relationship in terms 

of politics and not love, it seems reasonable to deduce that Plomer had real sympathy for Neale’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
on an initial attack of the port city by sea rather than by a clumsy and laborious landing as Essex and Lord Howard 
had planned.  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 105. 

132 After quoting the poem, John Ferns comments, “This wish for freedom and independence expressed in 
[the Earl of Essex’s] own words makes the reader feel more fully than anywhere else in the ‘tragic history’ that 
Essex can be seen as a tragic character.”  John Ferns, Lytton Strachey, in Twayne’s English Author Series 462 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1988), 97. 

133 Neale, Elizabeth I, 316-7. 
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viewpoint.  His end of the second scene, read without a consideration of Britten’s music, easily 

could support an understanding of Elizabeth much more along the lines of Neale’s.   

 Here again, an impasse:  how much did Plomer expect his audience to know?  If an 

audience member recalled Neale’s work or was familiar with the penchant of the Elizabethans 

for amorous “conceits,” he presumably would not draw romantic love from the Elizabeth-Essex 

scene but instead would understand Elizabeth’s sensitive hearing of “Happy were he” as a 

reflection on her own desire for a silence, a solitude removed from governance and for nature 

unadulterated by man.  After all, the historical Queen Elizabeth I had said in the so-called 

Golden Speech of 30 November 1601 before the assembled members of the House of Commons: 

To be a king and wear a crown is a thing more glorious to them that see it than it is 
pleasant to them that bear it. . .And for my own part, were it not for conscience’ sake to 
discharge the duty that God hath laid upon me, and to maintain His glory, and keep you 
in safety, in mine own disposition I should be willing to resign the place I hold to any 
other, and be glad to be freed of the glory with the labours.134 
 

As tempting as it might be to say to the lifelong politician in Queen Elizabeth I, “‘Tis a conceit, 

it is not you,” one could hardly doubt Plomer’s sympathy for hermetic sentiments, and so his 

Queen’s response to Essex is likely meant in this way:  that is, she is briefly moved by what 

seems empathy from Essex, but sees through the conceit of it as she remembers the nature of the 

young man, who then confirms her doubts by requesting so assiduously the coveted Ireland post. 

 The first lute song, written to satisfy Britten’s request for a smoother transition between 

the Queen’s conversation with Cecil to the opera’s most tender moment (in “Happy were he”), 

seems at first to corroborate the preceding argument for Plomer’s vision of the Queen.  “Quick 

music is best” (the first lute song), if read in the context of Plomer’s libretto (and not of Britten’s 

music) makes Essex’s supposed empathy with the Queen even more suspect; this young and 

                                                           
134 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 280-1. 
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brash man does not know Elizabeth’s heart, does not understand her desires or her reasons for 

ruling in the way in which she does.  His song is about dancing to lighten one’s spirits; therefore, 

it is about being in public, where music and dancing go on.  This desire for public interaction is, 

of course, the very opposite sentiment of that in “Happy were he.”   

 In this pair of lute songs, Plomer, with Britten’s encouragement, has created a beautiful 

encapsulation of the basic dichotomy in Gloriana, often described by scholars as one of public 

life against private life, perhaps public duty against private desire.  As Act I is comprised of a 

first scene “outside a tilting ground” and a second in “a private apartment at Nonesuch,” so 

within the Queen’s private apartment in the second scene, Essex presents a first song about 

public life and a second about private life.  That the opera progresses in this alternating fashion 

bothered at least one critic, who felt that Plomer was in large part to blame, because he was “a 

librettist with insufficient theatrical experience to unite convincingly the elements of ceremonial 

pageant with the psychologically complex relationship” between the Queen and Essex.135  By 

setting up public and private as opposing forces, however, Plomer elaborated upon one of 

Strachey’s maxims about the Queen and the Elizabethan age:   

                                                           
135The critic, Edmund Tracey, agreed with the common assessment that Gloriana had failed because “the 

audience of state functionaries were bored to death by it; and in consequence the views of people of no musical 
standing whatever about the opera’s ‘unsuitability’ were widely circulated–and indeed publicly interpreted as 
meaning that Britten had written a bad piece.” He suggests several other reasons:  one of them Plomer’s theatrical 
inexperience at integrating the festive and psychological, another what he perceived as unimaginative staging, 
another the disappearance of Essex after Act III, Scene 1, and finally the whole of Act III, Scene 3, which Tracey 
found  “quite unworkable on the stage, though it could be effective in the cinema.”  Edmund Tracey, “London 
Music,” Musical Times 105 (January 1964), 36-7.  Tracey’s brief review is described in an article by Antonia 
Malloy, in which she explains that Tracey had cited “a lack of imaginative staging, Britten’s poor choice of librettist, 
the lack of integration of the festive and the psychological, and the opera’s unsatisfactory ending as the main reasons 
for its rejection.” Antonia Malloy, “Britten’s Major Set-Back? Aspects of the First Critical Response to Gloriana,” 
49-65, in Gloriana: Essays and Sources, Aldeburgh Studies in Music 1, Paul Banks, ed. (Woodbridge: Boydell 
Press, 1993), 50.  It is amazing that in sixteen pages, Malloy loses all the subtlety Tracey had managed in three 
paragraphs.  
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The wisest of rulers, obsessed by a preposterous vanity, existed in a universe that was 
composed entirely either of absurd, rose-tinted fantasies or the coldest and hardest of 
facts.  There were no transitions–only opposites, juxtaposed.136    
 

Besides, by emphasizing oppositions, Plomer was able to create, by the second scene of the 

libretto, the central moral theme for the opera, which is that it is the burden of the responsible 

and sensitive individual, who would like best to live a life apart, to enter a world that will often 

be abhorrent to him–or, in the opera’s case, to her–in order to prevent or to control the chaos that 

would ensue were the irresponsible and brutal individual to rule.  If the synopsis for “Tyco the 

Vegan” proposed earlier in this study is even close to what Plomer had in mind, then both it and 

Gloriana have practically the same moral message, and the children in “Tyco” and the Queen in 

Gloriana the same choice in front of them:  retreat from the world and be happy or enter the 

world and risk destruction in order to bring about some good for others.  What this has to do with 

the occasion of writing a coronation opera for Elizabeth II will be discussed in due course. 

 
3.2   Choosing Sides in the Act II Libretto 

 The second act, like the first, presents juxtapositions of public and private, so that the first 

scene is part of the Queen’s “progress” at the “Guildhall in Norwich,” the second is in the 

“Garden of Essex House in the Strand,” and the third takes place at the “Great Room in the 

Palace of Whitehall.”  The composition of Act II was the most traumatic for Britten, who had to 

haggle over the extent of the Covent Garden Ballet’s involvement in the opera and so had to 

postpone composition of the first and part of the third scenes in order to ensure the ballet’s 

success.137  There is no small irony in that the part of Gloriana most successfully received and 

                                                           
136 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 27. 
137 Britten’s resentment of what seemed to him an unfair sort of possessiveness towards the opera on the 

part of the Covent Garden Ballet is expressed in a letter to Basil Coleman of 6 October 1952.  “‘They forget. . .that if 
we’d not had the idea of the new Opera & George H[arewood] hadn’t bullied the Queen there wouldn’t have been a 
gala at all. . .But. . .I’ve said that if they want there are two little ballets in the opera where they can hop around & 
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often extracted and performed on its own is the “Choral Dances” from the Masque in the first 

scene of Act II, the very section about which Britten had reason to harbor the most resentment. 

 Another irony is that while the “Choral Dances” on their own have had such a vibrant 

reception history relative to the opera’s as a whole, the entirety of the first scene of Act II 

frequently has been excised in revivals of the opera, as it was considered upon its premiere and 

by many critics since to have little to do with the drama itself.  Most have seen it as a 

divertissement.  At least one scholar believes differently, that while the first scene of Act II uses 

the divertissement as its formal paradigm,  

[it] is not, however, a divertissement in the common sense of offering spectacle (and an 
enlarged cast) to enhance the entertainment without significant propulsion of dramatic 
issues:  we learn much about Elizabeth in this scene which is nowhere else revealed, and 
without which the opera’s closing homage, ‘Green leaves,’ could seem hollow.138 
    

Plomer’s text for the second act had to be tailored, to some extent, to terpsichorean needs, and so 

it cannot have the kind of dramatic immediacy of, say, the second scene of Act I; Plomer may 

even voice the very impatience the critics had with the scene through Essex’s inappropriate 

interjections: “Tedious orations, dotards on their knees–/Sir, I for one could yawn myself to 

death.”  Plomer’s Essex wants immediately to get on with the appointment for Lord Deputy of 

Ireland; instead, he is made to wait through two public entertainments, just like his audience.  

Patience, it is shown again, is anathema to him, but this time he will not feign a conceit, for 

Plomer is making him bolder by stages, is bringing his impatience to such a fevered pitch that the 

young man begins to entertain treasonous thoughts, if not yet designs.  If Britten, and 

consequently Plomer, felt forced to expand the ballets in Gloriana beyond the length he had 

originally conceived as ideal, then Plomer, and consequently Britten, had recovered brilliantly by 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
make their little bows–further than that I can’t go.”  Carpenter, Britten, 313.  

138 Peter Evans, “The Number Principle and Dramatic Momentum in Gloriana,” 77-93, in Gloriana: Essays 
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writing the physical sensation of expectation that Essex’s character is meant to feel into the 

opera.  Many critics’ impatience with the first scene of Act II testifies, in its way, to the success 

of their approach. 

 The historical sources for the first two scenes of Act II are obscure.  It may be that 

Plomer had discovered a specific procession of Elizabeth I’s in Norwich upon which he modeled 

his first scene; it may be that he was referencing a specific meeting between Essex, Lady Essex, 

Penelope Rich (Essex’s sister) and Lord Mountjoy in the writing of his second scene.  More 

likely, they are his own creations, and to some extent, Britten’s, and certainly neither of these 

scenes is present in Neale’s or Strachey’s books.  Plomer reveals several important pieces of 

information in these two scenes, however, that come into play in the third, which is modeled on a 

historical event.   

 As Peter Evans observed, the first scene is an important one for establishing that 

Elizabeth’s relationship with her people is more than just another “rose-tinted” conceit.  It is a 

real and a beautiful phenomenon with tangible results.  The people have brought her gifts, have 

presented songs and dances in her honor; she, in turn, has been gracious to them and makes the 

physically small but symbolically giant gesture of helping the old Recorder of Norwich to his 

feet when he stumbles before her.  Another important piece of information Plomer reveals in this 

scene is that the reconciliation the Queen engendered between Mountjoy and Essex in Act I, 

Scene 1 was genuine, and that the two are now fast friends.  As has been stated earlier, the 

historical Charles Blount, Lord Mountjoy had long since been Robert Devereux’s ally by 1598–

the year in which Act II, Scene 1 would have taken place had it been a real event–but by 

choosing this scene to make it known that the former rivals are now comrades, Plomer is 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
and Sources, Aldeburgh Studies in Music 1, Paul Banks, ed. (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1993), 79. 
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pointing again to the tangible power of Elizabeth I for good.  She symbolically helps the people 

to their feet; her reconciliation of enemies bears fruit.  Her power, like Time in the first choral 

dance, is at its apogee. 

 The first scene of Act II, wherein the Queen is shown at the apex of her power, could not 

find a more stark contrast than the one provided by the second scene, crucially the only scene in 

the entire opera where the Queen is wholly absent and consequently the only one in which 

acceptable public virtue is wholly replaced by clandestine marital infidelity and the secret 

contemplation of treason.  While Donald Mitchell claims that in this scene “it is useless to 

distinguish between public and private” because of the quartet’s “intertwining of personal 

motives and, at the same time, the gravity of matters of State,” this observation seems willfully 

to ignore the fact that the reason these matters can be intertwined so seamlessly and with such 

impropriety is because three of the four characters, in the private setting of Essex’s garden, 

finally feel free to drop their public façades.139  Only one character, Lady Essex (Robert 

Devereux’s wife), does not drop a façade, because her retention throughout the scene of a sense 

of duty to the sovereign Elizabeth is heartfelt.  From the scene’s initial love duet between 

Mountjoy and Lady Rich, Plomer presents his prospective audience with the alternate, 

disordered, and immoral reality of a world without the Queen.  It would be enough to suggest 

this alternate reality–the private life which reveals the public life as hypocrisy–by pairing 

Mountjoy and Lady Rich, both of whom are married, but Plomer creates a hypocrisy upon the 

hypocrisy by giving Mountjoy the lines: “But anguish is exquisite in waiting,/And who, with 

hope aflame, who feeleth chill?/And O, who can say, when waiting endeth,/There is more joy in 

                                                           
139 Donald Mitchell, “Public and Private in Gloriana,” 170-6, in The Britten Companion, Christopher 

Palmer, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1984), 172. 
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hunting than the kill?”  Mountjoy’s infidelity, then, seems to have arisen from the thrill of being 

unfaithful, for he is clearly not even convinced that he has any real affection for Essex’s sister.   

 When, in the course of the scene, the Earl of Essex and his wife enter the garden, they are 

initially unaware of Mountjoy and Lady Rich.  The Earl fumes at the delay over the Ireland 

appointment, while Lady Essex suggests that “A subject must obey.”  Lady Essex, in Plomer’s 

libretto, is the voice of the public world, of the Queen’s world; little wonder, then, that when the 

four characters in the scene join in a quartet, she alone among them voices a concern about the 

morality of Essex’s treasonous statements.  Lord Mountjoy and Lady Rich are carried away by 

Essex’s impatience and self-glorification, daring to suggest along with Essex that “The Queen is 

old, and time will steal/Sceptre and orb from out her hand./Ours to decide/What other head shall 

wear the crown;/Ours to maintain/Our hold upon the State.”  Plomer’s Lady Essex will not share 

in these sentiments, repeating her pleas for caution. 

 Perhaps it is for this reason that in the final scene of Act II, Essex requires his wife to 

abandon all caution and to wear a dress so magnificent that it outshines the Queen’s own.  The 

central event of this third scene is the Queen’s prank of having Lady Essex’s magnificent dress 

stolen (while the ladies are changing linens after a particularly invigorating dance) and then of 

wearing the dress herself to demonstrate how much an affront it was to her to be bested so 

boldly.  This would seem a very unlikely story, but the historical Elizabeth I apparently did steal 

a dress and don it herself to mock its original wearer, who was Lady Mary Howard according to 

Strachey.140  The historical Robert Devereux was by no means an ascetic; he certainly had an 

illegitimate child by Mistress Elizabeth Southwell, and Lady Howard, it was rumored, was his 

most recent love interest, a rumor which vexed the Queen greatly.  In addition, Strachey gives 

                                                           
140 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 166-7.   
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early winter 1598 as the date for the dress-stealing incident, so it would seem to have taken place 

only months after the greatest falling out between Essex and the Queen to date, in which she had 

boxed his ears, he half-drawn his sword.  The dating of the dress-stealing prank is crucially 

significant, as the historical context makes the Queen’s actions much more sympathetic than they 

are in the context of the opera.  The historical Queen’s prank with the dress seems to have been 

provoked both by Essex’s infidelity, his quite recent insult to the monarch and his ensuing 

refusal to apologize, whereas the operatic Queen’s prank has little internal justification but for an 

old woman’s amorous jealousy.  It is also significant that Plomer had originally only mentioned 

the prank of the dress in the context of Act II, Scene 2.  It took a specific request from Britten to 

draw that reference out into a full scene.141  How clearly this request demonstrates Britten’s 

sympathy for Essex and his desire to emphasize the unreasonable nature of the Queen!  

 Without the historical situation to color their response, the operatic Essex cadre is truly 

shocked and legitimately horrified, and, as the Queen stalks out in her pilfered garb, they find 

themselves voicing their outrage in increasingly bold ways until Essex shapes their sentiments 

into his unrestrained eruption, “Her conditions are as crooked as her carcass!”  What is the nature 

of Essex’s outrage, though?  Plomer’s Essex may know his Queen less well than did the 

historical one, but surely the Robert Devereux of Gloriana had not imagined he could clothe his 

wife in finer raiment than the monarch’s without culpability.  He is looking for a fight.  Not so 

Lady Essex, who has the best reason to resent the Queen for the insult and to resent her husband 

for making a fool of her in the first place; she does not cave to the temptation, though, and to the 

initial bluster of Mountjoy, Lady Rich, and Essex, she replies: “My friends, take care:/Her 

sudden rage is over now.”  Lady Essex is the calm at the center of the storm, as she was in the 

                                                           
141 Alexander, Plomer, 274. 
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scene in the garden, and as in the garden she acted as a substitute for the Queen by displaying 

prudence, now in the Palace at Whitehall she demonstrates the same qualities, which the Queen 

herself would have done better to display.   

 Plomer’s Essex, by this point in the opera, though softened considerably from the 

historical Earl, has done everything to incur the audience’s disgust.  In his lust for power and 

position, he has even used his wife as a weapon to wound the Queen’s pride.  Plomer’s Queen, 

who had seemed so inviolable a presence in the first scene of Act II now has debased herself in a 

way that seems unpardonable, and Essex has won a great victory by taunting her into displaying 

a side of herself that her beloved people can hate.  Yet it is at this moment that Plomer chooses to 

give the Queen’s decision about the Ireland post.  She gives the post, of course, to Essex.  

Originally, Plomer had made Essex respond with dumbfounded silence,  unable to find words to 

recover his façade of obedience so soon after his odious pronouncement about the Queen’s 

“crooked carcass.”  Britten, however, wanted a final statement from Essex in this scene, and so 

Plomer wrote an officious-sounding acceptance, several lines in length, in which all traces of the 

Earl’s former resentment have vanished in the glow of stunned gratitude for what he thinks has 

been his victory.142 

 Why would Plomer’s Queen grant this prize to Essex at the moment of her greatest 

pettiness and vindictiveness unless, perhaps, the act of granting the post of Lord Deputy of 

Ireland was her ultimate act of revenge upon him?  Yet again, Plomer may be referencing the 

history outside of the opera to give the Queen’s actions depth, for even though the historical 

                                                           
142 “Essex, & rightly, takes no part in the great ‘ensemble’ after the Queen’s proclamation of his Ireland 

job.  Could he have a shortish heroic reply to all the exhortations “Go into Ireland” saying he’ll have a smash at 
them etc. etc.??  It’ll round off the scene well, & should I think have a somewhat characteristic & ironic flavour 
considering what’s just gone before & what’s coming next.” Letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 20 
November 1952, quoted in Donald Mitchell and Philip Reed, eds., “The creation of Gloriana–Excerpts from 
Britten’s correspondence, 1952-53,” 22-6, in Benjamin Britten, Gloriana (Argo, 1993), 25. 
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Robert Devereux was, and the operatic Earl of Essex is, the people’s champion because of his 

victory at Cadiz, actions both before and after that event had shown Essex to be a rather 

undependable military mind.143  This realization makes the Queen’s appointment the furthest 

thing from acquiescence; instead, the appointment is practically the signing of Essex’s death 

warrant.  Elizabeth might have every assurance that, given control over one of the most 

important military campaigns of her reign, Essex would fail miserably as he had on all but one 

occasion.  If she could not break his pride, she would let Ireland break it for her.  Here in 

Plomer’s libretto is an Elizabeth much closer to Neale’s than to Strachey’s.  Strachey tends to 

explain the Queen’s vacillations as, while beneficial to her political machinations, nevertheless 

motivated by an essential weakness:  “In reality, she succeeded by virtue of all the qualities 

which every hero should be without–dissimulation, pliability, indecision, procrastination, 

parsimony”;144 and later, “Only a woman could have shuffled so shamelessly.”145  Strachey does 

counter somewhat this colorful disdain in his conclusion about the final power struggle between 

Elizabeth and Essex, which led to the latter’s ill-conceived rabble-rousing march through 

London:  

Like her other victims, he realised too late that he had utterly misjudged her nature, that 
there had never been the slightest possibility of dominating her, that the enormous 
apparatus of her hesitations and collapses was merely an incredibly elaborate façade, and 
that all within was iron.146 

                                                           
143 It would be unnecessary to list all of Robert Devereux’s military failures, as the only military success he 

ever had was the one at Cadiz, and even that is expressed by Neale as “no failure, but a perfect example of that 
dashing, careless bravery upon which Fortune was prone to smile.”  Neale, Elizabeth I, 353.  One example of his 
discomfitures will serve, which came to be known as the Islands Voyage, and in which Essex planned to attack the 
Spanish fleet at Ferrol and then to sail to the Azores to seize the treasure fleet, but in the event avoided Ferrol 
altogether, became enraged at his Rear-Admiral, Sir Walter Raleigh, for having taken a town without his own help, 
became determined to take a town himself and, in so doing, in an act of “almost inexplicable stupidity,” allowed the 
Spanish treasure fleet to sail past safely into harbor.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 359.  Again and again, Essex had proven 
that he had everything necessary to disqualify him from any military leadership whatsoever; naturally, then, it was 
first among the things of which he was most covetous.     

144 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 11. 
145 Ibid, 13. 
146 Ibid, 265. 
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Neale presents a much more consistent, even a politician’s, view of this “iron,” seeing self-

control and carefully timed manipulation behind a façade composed of qualities Strachey 

typically takes at face value.  About Essex, Neale writes:  “But shaft never went wider of the 

mark than the idea that Elizabeth was victim to the physical charms of her Adonis.  There was 

too much policy, even in her friendliness.”147  All this to say that to the extent that Plomer’s 

Elizabeth is modeled on Neale’s, and not on Strachey’s, the Queen’s awarding of the Ireland post 

to Essex seems less like faith and more like spite. 

 It is vital to a proper understanding of libretto and opera to evaluate what happens in Act 

II, Scene 3:  either Essex gets the better of the Queen and breaks her will, as he promised to do in 

the quartet of the previous scene, or else the Queen makes the decision at this point to destroy 

her favorite by letting him destroy himself, realizing after the embarrassing catalyst of Lady 

Essex’s dress that he will never suffer to be tamed.  A reading of Plomer’s libretto suggests the 

latter very strongly and, by his placing towards the center of the drama the Queen’s tragic 

decision to allow Essex to destroy himself, Plomer seems to be creating the Shakespearean tragic 

shape.  It is not the only bow to Shakespeare in Gloriana, but it is an important one, because it 

brings the moral question of the opera into sharp focus by marking very clearly the moment of 

the irreversible decision, the beginning of the end.  As Gloriana, the Queen makes the decision in 

Act II, Scene 3 to break her “other self,” to eliminate her private life where irresponsibility is 

possible.  Now the fate of the characters has been written; it has but to play itself out. 

 
3.3   The Centrality of Elizabeth in the Act III Libretto 

 The historical Queen Elizabeth I could not have sent, for the sake of breaking Essex’s 

pride, a commander she believed incompetent to oversee the most expensive military project of 

                                                           
147 Neale, Elizabeth I, 342. 
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her reign;148 however, Plomer could afford to reshape Strachey and Neale's histories and to 

ignore certain historical realities for the purpose of illustrating his central theme.149  Having said 

that, the whole of Act III draws more directly on chronological history than any one scene of the 

previous two acts.   

 The first scene of Act III is based on Essex’s storming into the Queen’s bedchamber 

immediately after his unannounced return from Ireland.150  The historical return came hot on the 

heels of Essex’s truce with Hugh O’Neil, Earl of Tyrone, a truce arranged despite Elizabeth’s 

demands, repeated month after month, that the Earl attack the main Irish force.151  Plomer follows 

this historical return in essentials but makes one important omission, and it is again an alteration 

that softens Essex and makes it possible for a prospective audience to have sympathy for him.  

The historical Essex was not merely a poor general and an international embarrassment for the 

Queen and the English country; he was also contemplating and beginning to act upon treasonous 

plans.  According to Neale, Essex was seriously considering taking an army of 3,000 into Wales 

and from there marching on London to remove those of the Queen’s advisors not sympathetic to 

                                                           
148 Neale describes the “greatest army that had left English shores during the reign, 16,000 foot and 1,300 

horse, raised from a people faltering under the long strain of continuous levies, and financed by a sovereign who 
hardly knew where to turn for the requisite money.”  Neale, Elizabeth I, 368.  He also estimates that something on 
the order of £300,000 was expended on the seven months of the Irish campaign from March-September 1599, at 
which time Essex made his truce with Tyrone and his ensuing speedy return to England.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 376. 

149 One quote in particular, though recorded earlier, is worth remembering here:  “Bacon, Shakespeare, 
Leicester, the Armada, the Queen’s speech at Tilbury, for example, have been set aside, which would have been 
impossible in any historical conspectus of her reign, or in any chronicle-play or pageant-play.  The librettist felt that 
his business was to afford scope for the musical development of the dramatic central theme.”  Plomer, Electric 
Delights, 177.  Still, it is remarkable that Queen Elizabeth I should have entrusted such an important task to 
someone so far from exemplary in military matters.  The Earl had brought as much pressure to bear on the Queen as 
he could to obtain the post, and so perhaps she simply tired of refusing him.  This conclusion, however, does not 
square with the artful and patient behavior considered characteristic of her reign. 

150 Neale, Elizabeth I, 377.  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 216. 
151 At first, Essex had delayed because the Irish Council had convinced him that launching a full campaign 

so early in the year would create a logistical nightmare where feeding of his troops and cattle were concerned.  They 
suggested that the Earl spend the interim subduing smaller rebel forces; this he attempted, and as he did so, “the 
rebels merely opened before the passage of Essex and closed again behind him.”  By the end of his campaign, he 
had committed nearly seventy-five percent of his army as garrison.  He became, therefore, less and less able to 
mount an attack of any significance on Tyrone.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 371-4.  See also Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 
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his own cause.152  His friends, Lord Mountjoy and the Earl of Southampton, convinced him to 

take instead only a small group that might rescue him should the need arise.153  So he came, mud-

bespattered and upset to the point of rebelling himself, into the Queen’s bedchamber on 

September 28th.  Plomer’s Essex has not and will not in the course of the libretto conspire with 

any foreign leaders to overthrow or to change the present government.  Criminal as the Earl’s 

intent may be, Plomer retains for him an unquestioning nationalism, and with it, a direct appeal 

to the patriotism of a post-war audience. 

 Another change, affected by the erasing of Essex’s seditious behavior in Ireland but 

probably arising more from the compression Plomer had to perform on a plot so wide-ranging in 

historical time, has to do with the Queen’s reception of Essex.  Historically, she was polite and 

encouraging, and Robert Devereux left his meeting with her “thanking God that after trouble and 

storm abroad, he found a sweet calm at home.”154  This was a conceit.  It was not she, of course, 

but Elizabeth needed to be assured of Essex’s intentions and strength before she decided how to 

handle him.  On the other hand, Plomer’s Queen, though humbled at Essex’s invasion of her 

privacy, quickly regains the upper hand in the situation and, by the end of their conversation 

berates him with “You have failed in my trust,/You have left a wound/In a heart too fond,/In my 

heart!”  Again, dramatic compression requires that the historical Queen’s careful diplomacy and 

weighing of Essex’s strength against hers before announcing publicly her disappointment in him 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
214. 

152 Walter Raleigh and Robert Cecil would have been chief among these, no doubt.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 374. 
153 Strachey already moves away from placing these ill-judged actions on Essex’s shoulders by blaming the 

country of Ireland itself:  “The strange air engulfed him.  The strange land–charming, savage, mythical–lured him on 
with indulgent ease. . .What state of society was this, where chiefs jostled with gypsies, where ragged women lay all 
day long laughing in the hedgerows, where ragged men gambled away among each other their very rags, their very 
forelocks, the very. . .parts more precious still, where wizards flew on whirlwinds, and rats were rhymed into 
dissolution?  All was vague, contradictory and unaccountable; and the Lord Deputy, advancing further and further 
into the green wilderness, began–like so many others before and after him–to catch the surrounding infection, to lose 
the solid sense of things, and to grow confused over what was fancy and what was fact.”  Strachey, Elizabeth and 
Essex, 204-5. 
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be shortened, and so what took a day in 1599 takes only a handful of lines in the libretto and less 

than ten minutes on stage. 

 Similarly, the period of time between Essex’s entry into the Queen’s bedchamber, after 

his failed command in Ireland was at its end, and his rebellious march through the streets of 

London–the period between 28 September 1599 and 8 February 1601–must go unmentioned in 

the libretto.  As has been discussed, at least one critic considered the absence of Essex from this 

point forward a serious weakness in the drama.155  Plomer realized, though, that by including 

anything of the historical Essex during this time, the character could only lose nobility and 

sympathy in the audience’s eyes, and so the Queen’s decision to go forward with his execution 

would be all the more sensible, her hesitancy all the more ridiculous.  By removing Essex 

physically from the drama, Plomer has made him into something much more powerful 

symbolically.156   

 The historical Essex, having returned from Ireland, had been put under close watch, 

initially under the custody of his friend the Lord Keeper Sir Thomas Egerton, and later at his 

own house on the Strand.  During this time he fell desperately ill, and the Queen had been torn 

between attempting on the one hand to show her displeasure and to remind her people that 

Essex’s offences were serious and on the other to help Essex regain his health.  Robert Devereux, 

prone to these debilitating physical episodes, did find his way back to physical health, but a 

dangerous strength seemed to be growing around him, and the Queen felt it necessary to make a 

more public demonstration of Essex’s failings in Ireland by trying him before a special council.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
154 Neale, Elizabeth I, 377. 
155 See this chapter, n.19. 
156 One is reminded of the parallel with Plomer’s original conception of Act II, Scene 3, in which the Earl 

would originally have been unable to speak after the Queen’s decision to make him Lord Deputy of Ireland.  Britten, 
it will be remembered, had requested that Plomer add some official lines of acceptance for Essex, which he did.  See 
this chapter, n.26. 
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This trial occurred on 5 June 1600, and the outcome was that Essex was to be prevented from 

holding most public offices and that his rather lenient imprisonment was to continue until the 

Queen should declare it at its end.  Essex, though officially broken, now began his most serious 

design against the government.  As he had begun to conspire with Tyrone in Ireland, so now he 

began to conspire with Lord Mountjoy, who had taken over as Lord Deputy of Ireland in Essex’s 

absence, and with James VI of Scotland.  The plan was to attempt to arrange a coup d’état with 

James’s Scottish forces coming southwards and Mountjoy’s army in Ireland coming eastwards, 

with the plan of reestablishing Essex and ousting Elizabeth.  This plan fell through as Lord 

Mountjoy became less willing to commit sedition on behalf of his old friend, and as, away from 

the poison influences of the Earl’s circle, he began to change the course of the English campaign 

in Ireland for the better.   

 Essex had lost his most powerful political and military ally; further, when Elizabeth did 

not renew the Earl’s control of the resale of sweet wines that year, he lost his most significant 

source of income.  Robert Devereux became a desperate man, and the new circle he was drawing 

around him began to reflect this desperation.157  This, then, was the Essex that Plomer omitted 

from the opera:  one whose crimes were increasingly unpardonable, one whose nobler aspects 

were fading as the period of his imprisonment lengthened, and again, one whom it would be 

expected for any monarch immediately and without remorse to stop.  In this omission, Plomer 

sides with Strachey more than Neale, for the latter repeatedly demonstrates a barely veiled 

contempt for Essex’s incompetence and treachery, while Strachey tends to look on the Earl’s 

very serious crimes as self-evidently pardonable: 

For an impartial eye, it is impossible to trace in his conduct a determined intention of any 
kind.  He was swept hither and thither by the gusts of his passions and the accidents of 

                                                           
157 Neale, Elizabeth I, 377-86. 
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circumstance.  He entertained treasonable thoughts, and at last treasonable projects; but 
fitfully, with intervals of romantic fidelity and noble remorse.  His behaviour in Ireland 
was typical of all the rest.158 
 

Strachey’s attraction for Essex against Neale’s disdain for him:  these two interpretations pitted 

against each other struck Plomer, perhaps, as representative of the Queen’s own divided feelings 

towards the Earl.  Finally, though, bringing Essex onto stage again after Act III, Scene 1, would 

have put too much emphasis on his actions and decisions, and the actions and decisions around 

which the opera revolves are Elizabeth’s. 

 The second scene of Act III is based on the historical events of 8 February 1601, when 

Robert Devereux led his march through London in order to raise a popular revolt, nominally 

against the Queen’s evil counselors.  The problem of writing a convincing second scene was one 

of giving some satisfying form to the concatenation of several events, many involving new or 

previously marginal characters, comprising the Earl’s strange march.  The solution upon which 

Plomer and Britten lighted was to introduce a blind ballad singer who would deliver a 

metaphorical narrative of a lion escaping from his cage, with his successive stanzas separated by 

dramatized events from the march itself.  Overwhelmingly, the descriptions of the events of 8 

February in Strachey and Neale's books form the basis of the scene, including the rebels’ strange 

cries of “Saw! Tray!”159  In history, these cries were encouraged by Essex’s friend Sir 

Christopher Blount, but Plomer funnels Essex’s group of rebellious comrades into the single 

person of Henry Cuffe.  The reduction prevents confusion, in this case, between Christopher 

Blount and Charles Blount, Lord Mountjoy.  In the libretto, Cuffe is “attended by young rebel 

                                                           
158 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 253. 
159 “‘Saw! Saw! Saw! Saw! Tray! Tray!’ he shouted, seeking with wild gestures and incoherent 

exclamations to raise up London for the Earl.”  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 244.  Neale reports that “Saw, saw! 
Saw, saw! Tray, tray! Shoot, shoot!” was the rallying cry of Essex’s company as they were trying to secure the 
Earl’s house towards the conclusion of the abortive revolt.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 387.  Neale’s scenario would have 
required a complex action on stage, and so the simpler solution of making “Saw! Tray!” a cry with which to “raise 
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Officers,” and, while accosting the people of London for their complacency, he gets rebuffed by 

a housewife who empties her chamber-pot on him and his companions.  Another group of would-

be rebels for Essex’s cause is a “rabble of Boys” who sing, “Now rouse up all the City/And join 

our gallant army/By noble Essex led:/And join us in our duty,/Make Cecil and make 

Raleigh/Both shorter by a head!/March along with us!”  The message Plomer is writing into the 

libretto is absolutely clear: this rebellion is as embarrassing a failure as Essex’s Irish campaign 

had been.   

 It is at this moment of Essex’s most bitter defeat that Plomer’s Crier appears and 

pronounces Essex a “TRAITOR” and further that “any man giving him aid, by word or deed, 

will be guilty of TREASON.”  Plomer is extremely clever, then, to omit Essex himself from this 

scene, as by placing the Earl in person at the head of such a ragtag bunch and by having him 

listen as the proclamation of his unquestionable guilt is broadcast to all in attendance, he would 

forfeit every noble quality the Queen has believed to exist in him and simultaneously would 

become the focal tragic character.  Neale had described a scene in which “[Essex’s] more timid 

followers slipped away and donned cloaks to look innocent. . .he began to sweat, and spoke with 

a ‘ghast’ countenance and like a man forlorn.”160  Strachey had commented that “he knew it at 

last–he was ruined–his whole life had crashed to pieces in this hideous fiasco.”161  This is the 

stuff of heart-breaking tragedy, even though Essex had brought it on himself.  To give in to the 

temptation of putting him on stage, then, would rob the Queen’s tragic situation of its pride of 

place and undermine the single-mindedness of the opera.  Plomer is writing Gloriana, and it is a 

story of Elizabeth I. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
up London” probably seemed more practical to Plomer and to Britten. 

160 Neale, Elizabeth I, 387. 
161 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 245. 
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 This singleness of purpose is never more clear than during Act III, Scene 3, much 

criticized for its inefficacy on stage, but without a doubt a scene anchored in the dramatic 

centrality of Elizabeth I’s actions and decisions.  At the beginning of the third scene, Essex 

already has stood trial; his guilt has been proclaimed, and now the Queen has but to sign the 

order for his execution.  Despite Cecil’s cautions to Raleigh in the libretto that the Queen may 

delay or may forego the execution of Essex altogether, the historical Queen signed the order very 

quickly.  Essex’s march through London was on 8 February, his trial was held on the 19th, the 

order for his execution signed, after a one-day postponement, on the 24th, and he was executed 

on the 25th at the age of 34.162  This was quick justice, no doubt in part to prevent those of 

Essex’s supporters who might have had it in mind to attempt a rescue from doing so.  In 

Plomer’s libretto, the Queen is given one last opportunity to allow irresponsibility in the person 

of the Earl to go unchecked, but rather than deciding his fate in the cold light of reasoned 

judgment, she decides it in anger, after Lady Rich has dared to suggest, “Greatly hath [Essex] 

served the State,/And armies follow him through fire./Madam, you need him:/Let his greatness 

be,” and “Still great he would have been/Without the grace/And favour of a Queen!”  Having 

examined the historical Earl of Essex in the detail he had, it would have been impossible for 

Plomer to believe even one of these claims:  Essex served the State odiously, his Irish army was 

rife with attrition, and the Queen alone had given him the opportunities he requested to 

demonstrate this greatness.  Lady Rich’s prideful proclamations are delusional, and so they are a 

reflection of the Earl’s beliefs about himself.  Plomer’s Queen becomes so enraged that she 

instantly decides to sign away on Robert Devereux’s life.  She realizes that even pending 

execution has not quelled the rebellion in his heart, reflected in the words of his sister.  He is 

                                                           
162 Ibid, 264. 
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immutably irresponsible and self-obsessed; the Queen can have no power over him but death.  

She understands at last that there can be no balance between Essex’s brand of recklessness and 

her own duty to her country; one must be destroyed for the other to thrive. 

 Plomer’s Queen does make the concession, which she grants at the request of Lady 

Essex, of allowing the Earl’s children to live.  The librettist has taken another opportunity here to 

draw Lady Rich in contrast to Lady Essex, the former all baseless pride, the latter all proper 

humility.  When the Queen signs the warrant for Essex’s execution, it is Lady Rich who screams 

in agony and throws herself upon Lord Mountjoy, who is there to support his friends.163  Lady 

Essex accepts the Queen’s decision, for she knows it is the justice her husband deserves and the 

right the sovereign wields.  Beyond this, it is tempting to see in her pleading for her husband’s 

life little concern for him at all; her only solo lines in the scene are, “Too ill-advised/He greatly 

erred:/But let the father of my children live!” and “If he must die/I plead for my children,/His!”  

Both of these lines demonstrate an overriding concern not for the wayward Earl but for the status 

of her children.  Plomer more closely defines Lady Essex’s character in this scene than anywhere 

else in the libretto, drawing the audience’s attention to the motherly qualities that are her 

principal motivation.  The Queen herself recognizes these qualities as archetypically feminine 

and briefly adopts them when telling her, “Frances [Lady Essex], a woman speaks./. . .Whatever 

I decide,/Your children, Frances, will be safe.”  For Plomer’s Queen, this is an opportunity to set 

                                                           
163 Historically, Mountjoy was not in England, but instead was acting as Lord Deputy in Ireland.  It will be 

recalled that while he had initially sought James VI’s support for an invasion of England, for a re-establishment of 
Essex and for an ousting of Elizabeth, he changed his mind as Essex slipped further and further away from favor at 
court.  For Mountjoy to have come to England to support Essex at this point probably would have meant political 
suicide, for a messenger carrying treasonous messages between him and James VI already had been intercepted by 
one of the Queen’s men and the message relayed to the monarch.  Elizabeth kept silent, knowing that only trouble 
might come of accusing Mountjoy of treason while he was in control of a massive army in another country.  She 
decided to wait and to let Mountjoy prove himself reformed, and, in fact, this is precisely what he did.  By the time 
of Essex’s execution on 25 February 1601, Mountjoy had bolstered the English army in Ireland with a newfound 
sense of purpose, and in the following year, he scored a decisive victory over both Tyrone and the Spanish army in 
Ireland.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 401. 
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right the vicious reproof she had given Lady Essex in Act II over the too fine dress.  It was not 

Lady Essex, after all, who was the target of that eruption of her temper, and she demonstrates 

this now in her deliberate adoption of the status of “woman” instead of head of state, which 

adoption serves as a self-conscious justification of her beneficence towards the Earl’s wife and 

children.164   

 Elizabeth, therefore, has taken over some of Lady Essex’s motherly qualities, just as 

Lady Essex had taken over part of the Queen’s belief in public duty in Act II, Scene 2.  It seems 

an unlikely transference initially, but Plomer has given each character here an opportunity to 

embody briefly the “other” woman, the woman that she in part desires to be.  Lady Essex, 

speaking in the garden of Essex House, attempts to reign in her husband’s impropriety, 

cautioning him against rashness.  Consequently, she gets to do what Essex’s sovereign, the focus 

of his attention and ambition, would do; she gets to act as Robert Devereux’s Queen.  

Conversely, the Queen–understood by Strachey to have had an actual physical desire for the 

Earl, but by Neale, on the other hand, to have understood the Earl’s attentions as part of the 

affected amatory language of the age–has the chance in Act III, Scene 3, to act as the protector of 

his children.  Consequently, she gets to do what their mother would do; she gets to act as Robert 

Devereux’s wife.  It is significant that neither woman finds much consolation in living out her 

desire, for there was as little joy in being Essex’s wife as there was in being his Queen.  Of all 

the many minor characters in Gloriana, Plomer chooses Lady Essex as the means by which to 

reveal this most painful truth to Elizabeth. 

                                                           
164 Neale reports an additional act of kindness the historical Queen showed towards Lady Essex involving 

the return of a case full of her husband’s letters, some of which “contained expressions of disloyalty and contempt 
for the Queen’s person.” The Queen also saw to the subsequent prosecution of the man who had been blackmailing 
Lady Essex with those letters.  Neale, Elizabeth I, 394. 
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 The very ending of the scene (and of the opera)–in which the Queen stands center-stage 

while different moments from the last years of her life flit in and out of her and the audience’s 

vision, the lights fading into darkness–was conceived originally by Britten: 

And I’ve had a big idea about the end of the opera, which I‘ll hint at, only, now.  After 
the great discussion, & the deputations about Essex’s execution, & the signing of the 
Warrant–could we make a quite unrealistic slow fade out of the Queen?  Like this.  
Signing of Warrant.  Take lights down except for a spot on Elizabeth.  Then, so as to 
suggest her mind is on Essex, play an orchestral version of the ‘Bramblebury’ song, while 
people come & hand her documents to sign, consult her on matters–to which she replies 
automatically or not at all.  Then finally, perhaps one might suggest she’s dying; some 
doctor tells her to go to bed–she won’t but continues to stand there gauntly, like some 
majestic fowl, & slow fade of all lights to show the end.  Could you think about this.165 
 

Though this letter is cited frequently in order to reveal something of the composer’s thought 

process behind an ending that received almost uniformly negative appraisals, it should be pointed 

out how different Plomer’s ending is from the one Britten actually suggests.  Britten’s letter 

implies that this one action–the signing of the warrant for Essex’s execution–effectively destroys 

the Queen of Gloriana and saps the rest of her life energy so that the only thing left for her is to 

regret and to die.  While a strong dose of this finds its way into Plomer’s ending, he changes the 

interpretation of the Queen from the rather pitiful creature the composer envisioned to one who 

magisterially, if sadly, understands her purpose in the world.  The melancholy she feels over all 

that is lost, of which Essex is the symbol, is encompassed by the victory she has obtained for 

herself and for her people. 

 To this end, Plomer has the Queen say, “I have now obtained the victory over two things 

which/the greatest princes cannot at their will subdue:/the one is fame, the other is over a great 

mind./Surely the world is now, I hope, reasonably satisfied.”  These are somewhat ambiguous 

lines, but they clearly reference a victory Plomer’s Queen has attained for herself.  If read by 

                                                           
165 Letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 24 July 1952, quoted in Gloriana, Mitchell and Reed, 
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themselves, the lines seem to say that Gloriana has secured her own fame in history already, and 

now, in her destruction of Essex, she has demonstrated that her mind has been master over her 

heart.  It is difficult to think of Essex as the locus of the fame and greatness of mind over which 

Elizabeth has achieved victory; there could surely never be a question of Essex being more 

famous than the Queen, and his behavior seems to demonstrate a feebleness of mind before it 

does a greatness, especially if the historical Essex is invoked to any degree. 

 It is Essex, nevertheless, who has acted as the catalyst in the opera.  Besides, Britten had 

wanted to emphasize Essex in some way at the end of Gloriana, and so Plomer gives the Earl his 

final words by employing a paraphrase from one of the historical Robert Devereux’s letters: “I 

am thrown into a corner like a dead carcass and you/refuse to hear of me, which to traitors you 

never did./What remains is only to beseech you to conclude my/punishment, my misery, and my 

life.”  This letter would seem an unlikely one for Essex at this point:  he is unrepentant, and he 

does not believe himself a traitor, even after Elizabeth has signed his death warrant!  In fact, this 

letter does not date from the time after Robert Devereux’s conviction; instead, it comes from 

May 1600, during the time of his nominal imprisonment at Essex House and some three-quarters 

of a year before his march through London.  By the time the Queen signed his death warrant, not 

even Robert Devereux could have been so brazen as to write that letter.  Plomer, however, wants 

to remind us how hopeless Essex is, how completely incapable of reforming, and thereby how 

necessary it is for the Queen to have him sent to his death.  Essex’s last words in the opera are 

surrounded by two lines taken from the Earl’s ‘Bramblebury’–“In some unhaunted desert...” and 

“There might he sleep secure”–though both now are sung by Elizabeth.  They are not, however, 

sung by her in homage to Devereux.  It must be remembered that Plomer’s Queen had 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
eds., 23. 
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recognized during the first performance of this “lute song” in Act I, Scene 2, that the text 

represented a “conceit” not reflective of the Earl’s own nature, but that it was precisely reflective 

of her own longing for solitude away from the burden of ruling.  In Act III, Scene 3, faced 

through Essex’s letter with the reminder that it was necessary to destroy him for the benefit of 

her kingdom, she recalls the lute song and wishes for a life without such necessity.  Plomer 

allows for a second meaning here that only in death will Essex have peace, but as the scene is so 

wholly centered on the monarch, any revelation Plomer makes about Devereux must be truly 

secondary. 

 As the passing remembrance of the Earl of Essex is cushioned on the one side by the 

Queen’s victory for herself, so on the other side it is cushioned by the Queen’s victory for her 

people. Plomer quotes from Elizabeth I’s famous Golden Speech, her last before the members of 

the House of Commons, which took place on 30 November 1601, and in which she abolished to 

great acclaim the scandalous practice of granting monopolies on the making or resale of items as 

common as salt.166  It is with this magnanimous historical act, and not with anything concerning 

the Earl, that Plomer’s Queen concludes her service to her country; the remaining lines of the 

libretto have to do with her death.  Seeing a “death-like phantom of herself” approach and depart, 

the Queen intones “Mortua, mortua, sed non sepulta!”  Neale comments upon the time between 

the Golden Speech and Elizabeth’s death that, 

                                                           
166 Neale, Elizabeth I, 399-400.  As has been noted earlier, one of Essex’s major sources of income was the 

royal grant of the monopoly of the resale of sweet wines, the deprivation of which was one of the last actions of the 
Queen directly concerning him before his infamous march through London.  A historically informed reader might 
see the quote from the Queen’s Golden Speech, in which she proclaimed the abolishment of the odious practice, as a 
confirmation of her destruction of Essex and as the realization that his destruction, symbolized here through the 
destruction of monopolies, has been an absolute good for her people.  While Plomer may have recognized at some 
level this confirmation in the Golden Speech’s placement, it is hard to believe he would have expected an audience, 
or even Britten, to pick up on it.  
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Life, as Gloriana valued it, was past, and nothing remained but the melancholy memory 
of its splendours and sorrows and tragedies.  She wanted to die, and the last service that 
she could render her beloved country was to die quickly.167 
 

This sentiment is echoed in the last lines Plomer gives to the Queen–“I see no weighty reason 

that I should be fond to live or/fear to die”–after which the libretto concludes with a last 

statement of “Green leaves are we,” the chorus’s, and therefore the people’s, ode to Elizabeth I.  

One gets the sense that, if allowed to do so, this ode would go on forever, as in a sense it has 

through the medium of Gloriana itself, and that the eternal renewal of these lines of homage 

have atoned for the Queen’s sacrifice of her “other self,” symbolized by the irresponsible Essex.  

In other words, the sacrifice was one worth making, and the figure who will be remembered 

glowingly will not be Robert Devereux, but Queen Elizabeth I, she who shouldered the burden of 

public responsibility even when it was most painful to her. 

 
3.4   A Final Omission: Hiding Francis Bacon 

 Plomer made other significant omissions in writing the Gloriana libretto.  One, with 

strong representation in Neale’s and Strachey’s books, was the removal of all mention of Francis 

Bacon, who along with his brother Anthony had found favor early on with the historical Earl of 

Essex.  Robert Devereux, for his part, was always making requests of the Queen on behalf of the 

two brothers, though Elizabeth was hesitant initially to surround herself with people whom she 

imagined to be unquestioningly devoted to Essex.  Eventually, the Queen was to learn that 

Francis Bacon was of such a mind that he would not be swayed by the Earl’s more foolish 

whims; in fact, he began regularly to counsel the irrepressible young man, and Neale imagines 

                                                           
167 Neale, Elizabeth I, 408. 
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that “the story of Essex might have been very different if he had not been more effective than his 

character warranted, owing to the service of the two brothers, Anthony and Francis Bacon.”168  

 Francis, especially, is much more than just another historical figure for Neale and 

Strachey both; he functions in the context of their cast of characters as the polar opposite to 

Essex and as the possessor of the qualities of which the Earl had such a desperate paucity.  Neale 

describes Francis Bacon as “wisdom’s child,” further waxing that “the cold, clear light of human 

reason has rarely burnt so brightly.  He wrote as an oracle; he spoke with the persuasive tongue 

of an orator.”  Neale’s only reservation about him seems to arise from incidents such as Francis 

Bacon’s role as one of the lawyers for the Crown in the case against the treasonous Essex; this 

seems to have shown, to Neale, a lack of loyalty and an overriding concern with his own worldly 

status.  “There was a fundamental inaptitude of character, a lack of emotion, of virility, which 

left out as it were the keystone of the arch. . .His mind soared into the heavens, but his feet were 

of clay.”169  Undoubtedly, this would have been a challenging character to bring to the stage 

effectively, especially when he would have occupied only a minor role, but it is in Strachey’s, 

rather than in Neale’s, resplendent description of Bacon’s finer qualities that the most convincing 

reason for Plomer’s omission of him is to be found:  

To adjust the claims of personal indebtedness and public duty, to combine the feelings of 
the statesman and the friend, to hold the balance true between honour and ambition–other 
men might find such problems difficult, if not insoluble, but he was not frightened by 
them, his intellect was capable of more than that.  As he talked to Elizabeth, he played 
upon the complex theme with the profound relish of a virtuoso.170 
 

Strachey clearly is setting up Francis Bacon as having the unique self-control that Essex was not 

able to have with his Queen, nor she with him.  By incorporating anything like Strachey’s vision 

                                                           
168 Ibid, 343. 
169 Ibid, 344. 
170 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 222. 
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of Bacon into the opera, Plomer would have belittled the Queen’s personal victory over Essex 

and would have made that victory seem something easy in other more capable hands–typically 

for Strachey, in masculine hands.171  This would have been an unacceptable weakness for the 

character of Elizabeth in a libretto so bound up with her great personal strength. 

 Earlier in this chapter, Plomer’s description of Strachey (in At Home) was mentioned, a 

description making the writer of Elizabeth and Essex's “tragic history” into a “bat” in his “radar-

like sensitivity”; the anecdote Plomer gives in At Home in order better to illustrate Strachey’s 

character brings out his precision of mannerism and self-control under intense official scrutiny.  

If the man Plomer describes as Lytton Strachey can be compared to anyone populating that 

author’s Elizabeth and Essex, it is without question Francis Bacon.  Strachey’s Bacon possesses 

those qualities that Elizabeth and Essex are lacking, and Strachey sees part of Bacon’s gift as the 

realization of his superiority; Strachey the author puts himself in the same position, as judge of 

Essex and Elizabeth, possessed of the power to realize their great flaws.  The deliberate omission 

of Bacon from Gloriana is also, therefore, the omission of the character with whom Strachey 

most closely identifies.  Plomer has excised both Strachey’s function for Francis Bacon and 

Strachey himself in the guise of Bacon.  Plomer is the author now, and he gives the greatest 

strength to the Queen. 

 It should not seem unlikely that Strachey would have put himself, consciously or not, into 

a biography.  Strachey, the author of Eminent Victorians, which had reduced to ridicule four 

important figures in nineteenth-century British culture and won its author almost instant fame, 

was not interested in writing dry, academic biography; he is credited, in fact, with “spearheading 

                                                           
171 Strachey, it will be remembered, had written of Elizabeth I’s notorious hesitancy that “only a woman 

could have shuffled so shamelessly.”  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 13. 



 

  
106

what has been called ‘the new biography.’”172  “The new biography” involves a departure from 

the two-volume “life and letters” approach, which had been popular to the point of cliché 

amongst nineteenth-century biographers, and a preference for the psychological probing of the 

subject.173  Strachey was increasingly well-suited to this task, as his brother James had studied 

with Freud in Vienna and was even Freud’s first major English translator.174  James and Lytton 

were always close, and the author of Elizabeth and Essex followed Freud’s development, 

through James, with keen interest.175   

 In probing the psychological depths of these historical figures, it seems that Strachey did 

not spare himself but made his journey through the “tragic history” of Elizabeth and Essex a 

journey through his own personal tragedies.176  Several of the biographer’s friends noticed this; 

John Maynard Keynes, for example, read Strachey as, while generally trying to inhabit the 

character of Elizabeth, also wearing the mask of Essex.177  John Ferns, whose biography of 

Strachey was published in 1988, applies Freudian thinking to the writer of Elizabeth and Essex, 

identifying Elizabeth as Strachey’s own overbearing mother and Essex as Lytton himself.178  

Another possibility is suggested by the relationship Strachey had with Ralph Partridge and Dora 

                                                           
172 Ferns, Strachey, 22. 
173 Plomer had employed this approach himself in his biography of Cecil Rhodes, a South African 

statesman who had made his fortune in diamonds.  Peter Alexander, while not mentioning Strachey’s influence 
through Eminent Victorians, makes the following comment on Plomer’s work: “Cecil Rhodes, published in February 
1933, was a pot-boiler, more interesting for what it says about Plomer’s attitude to Rhodes than for any new light it 
sheds on its subject. . .The fact is that Plomer saw Rhodes as a symbol of all that he had hated in white South Africa 
and of the imperialist attitudes he hated in Britain, and he treated him accordingly. . .”  Alexander, Plomer, 184-5.    

174 Ferns, Strachey, 18. 
175 There was a correspondence between Lytton Strachey and Freud, and the great Viennese thinker had 

written to congratulate the English biographer on Elizabeth and Essex in the following terms: “‘You have 
approached one of the remarkable figures in your country’s history, you have known how to trace back her character 
to the impressions of her childhood, you have touched upon her most hidden motives with equal boldness and 
discretion, and it is very possible that you have succeeded in making a correct reconstruction of what actually 
occurred.’”  Quoted in Ferns, Strachey, 90. 

176 “Elizabeth and Essex is the place. . .where we find Strachey the man most fully in his writing.  Not 
surprisingly, the book proved an agony to write, and the writing followed the contours of his final unhappy 
homosexual affair with Roger Senhouse.”  Ferns, Strachey, 20. 

177 Ibid, 90. 
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Carrington–described in the major Strachey biography as “a bi-sexual ménage à trois,” during 

which the author seems to have been happiest but which had ended poorly–with Bacon, Essex, 

and Elizabeth as the members of an analogous doomed psychological triangle.  In whatever way 

Elizabeth and Essex is read, it is clear that the writer’s personal life figured largely in its 

creation, and Plomer had to decide in what aspect of the work Strachey resided most clearly and 

cut him out in order to form something more of himself from the “tragic history.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
178 Ibid, 101. 
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CHAPTER 4 

GLORIANA AS THE THIRD BRITTEN-PLOMER COLLABORATION: 

BRITTEN’S MUSICAL REDEFINITION OF PLOMER’S GLORIANA. 

 Thus far, the approach taken in this study of Gloriana has been to look at how Plomer 

made his libretto by reshaping Strachey and Neale's books and, typically in a revision stage, by 

incorporating Britten’s ideas.  There can be no question of Plomer writing a libretto under 

Britten’s thumb, so to speak; this would have been extremely unlikely for so accomplished and 

well respected a writer as Plomer was in the early 1950s, and it would have been practically 

impossible because of Plomer’s aversion to phone conversation and his infrequent visits to 

Aldeburgh.  Correspondingly, there can be no question of Britten writing an opera wholly 

subservient to Plomer’s libretto.  In tracing the pathway of misreadings leading to a completed 

opera, many steps of which there is no record must go unobserved–a lost conversation over 

dinner in London, a misplaced postcard–but much can be learned from a close comparison 

between a completed libretto and a completed opera about what was most important to librettist 

and what was most important to composer.  There are no guarantees of a single unified meaning 

between the two any more than there would be between Strachey’s and Plomer’s work, and it is a 

persistent and irresponsible feature of Britten scholarship that time and time again meanings 

within the libretto only are attributed through shoddy depth psychology to Britten.  A more 

honest approach must be taken if any meaning is to be attributed to the composer himself, and 

that meaning must, of course, reside principally in the music.  The difficulty facing a scholar 

who would cull such “meaning” from the plenitude of musical features in an opera is formidable, 

but one viable approach is to discover how the composer highlights certain elements of his 
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librettist’s work and minimizes others and beyond this, what such highlighting and minimizing 

connotes. 

 This chapter will follow three principal avenues of exploration in an attempt to 

understand what is most important to Britten by observing what he has highlighted or minimized 

in setting Plomer’s libretto.  The first avenue will be instrumental commentary.  Britten 

sometimes employs instrumental presentations of motives or of passages of music that had been 

presented with words elsewhere in the opera; although some such occasions arise from the reuse 

of certain words or ideas in the libretto, often enough such instrumental recollections do not 

reflect anything literally present in Plomer’s text, but rather Britten’s own interpretation of 

textual connections or of characters.   

 A second avenue will be the relationship of voices to one another.  Plomer understood to 

some extent how frequently voices share musical space or vie for musical dominance in an 

opera, but he could not anticipate fully which voices Britten would bring out and which he would 

suppress.  In certain cases–like those of Elizabeth and Essex, both of whom have a very large 

amount of solo singing–this is not directly relevant, but for the host of minor characters, many of 

whom must present things about themselves in the context of ensembles, it becomes crucial.  

These minor characters, in turn, illuminate or darken certain qualities in the major ones, and so 

the audibility of minor characters’ lines indirectly shapes the major figures in the opera.   

 The third avenue, simultaneously the most difficult and the most intriguing, will be the 

association of referential pitches with characters and situations; hereafter, these referential 

pitches will be referred to as “magic notes,” a fanciful description, perhaps, but a memorable 

one.  That Britten makes an association between situations or characters and referential pitches 

on certain occasions is not a new revelation, but the full potential of this line of inquiry seldom 
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has been explored.  Each of these avenues–instrumental commentary, voice relationships, magic 

notes–could be applied most usefully to a discussion of the later Plomer-Britten collaborations 

(i.e., the church parables:  Curlew River, The Burning Fiery Furnace, and The Prodigal Son), 

and perhaps to other Britten operas as well, and so it is important to take this opportunity through 

Gloriana to establish their importance. 

 
4.1  Britten’s Redefinition of Plomer’s Libretto through Instrumental Commentary 

 First, two important instances of Britten’s instrumental commentary will be given, both 

of which effectively wrest sympathy away from Elizabeth and lavish it on Essex.  The passage in 

Act II, Scene 3 in which, after the Queen has played the prank of the dress on Lady Essex, the 

Essex cadre (excepting the member who was most directly humiliated) becomes increasingly 

infuriated, has already been discussed at some length.  The passage, which begins in a consoling 

tone, reaches its climax at rehearsal 99+mm.3-5, where Britten sets Essex’s “Her conditions are 

as crooked as her carcass!” to an angular accented line.  The virulence of the text itself would 

encourage the audience to remember the accompanying musical motive.  Britten, however, tries 

to make certain it will be recognized by removing all instrumental accompaniment except a 

timpani roll when Essex sings it and further by articulating Lady Essex’s, Lady Rich’s and 

Mountjoy’s screams of shock with an orchestral explosion of F major (Ex. 3.1). 
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Ex. 4.1.  Singling out Essex’s line (rehearsal 99 +2mm.).  Gloriana, Op.53 © Copyright 1953 by 
Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd.  All examples from Gloriana are reproduced by permission of 
Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
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 In Plomer’s original design, it will be remembered, Essex’s outrageous remark was 

followed immediately by the Queen’s return and her pronouncement that the Earl would be 

granted the post of Lord Deputy of Ireland, after which he would have remained speechless for 

the remainder of the scene.  Britten had requested something more for the Earl by way of an 

official acceptance of the position, which in itself would not necessarily indicate that Britten’s 

sympathies were more with Essex than with Elizabeth.  The way Britten sets the passage, 

however, does reveal these sympathies, for after the Queen returns in her own dress, she does not 

make her proclamation with any music of her own in the orchestra, but instead to the 

accompaniment of three utterly insistent orchestral presentations of the “crooked as her carcass” 

motive.  As the Queen reveals her decision about the Ireland post, the audience continues to hear 

Essex’s anger and outrage; the orchestra itself is embodying Essex’s perspective and telling the 

story of his inner life.  Britten has extended the speech of Essex far beyond what Plomer had 

written–even after the librettist had altered it to give the Earl more of a voice at the end of the 

scene–and has enclosed the Queen’s pronouncement in the echoes of Essex’s insult.  

 Momentarily, the motive is silenced at rehearsal 101 when the Queen sings the name of 

the post itself, “Lord Deputy of Ireland”;  the Earl changes his tune, so to speak, immediately 

once he realizes that at long last he has acquired what he sought.  The humiliation of his wife, his 

plotting with his sister and Mountjoy in the garden–all is nullified now that he has had his way.  

Britten subtly encourages the audience to see through the ruse of the Queen’s benevolence, 

however, for having concluded her pronouncement, she requests another dance in a gesture that 

follows the climb of “crooked as her carcass” from E to A (Ex. 3.2).  The Queen is still existing 

on stage inside Essex’s perspective.  The following dance (no. 14, Coranto) starts innocently 

enough, but is quickly undermined, literally, by minor presentations of the chorus’s earlier 
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“Victor of Cadiz” motive and by a partly inverted mutation of the “crooked as her carcass” 

motive (Ex. 3.3).   Britten’s message seems clear: whatever the Queen’s proclamation, her 

conditions truly are crooked, and she cannot escape the taint of Essex’s judgment through music.   

 
Ex. 4.2.  The Queen follows the “crooked as her carcass” contour (rehearsal 106). 
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Ex. 4.3.  Coranto undermined by Essex’s “crooked as her carcass” (rehearsal 109 +13mm.). 
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 This moment in Act II, Scene 3 is one of the most important in the opera, and Plomer’s 

use of it to invoke the Shakespearian tragic shape has already been discussed.  By expending 

such musical effort on illustrating what is going on for Essex in the scene, however, Britten risks 

destroying the tragic structure his librettist has built around Elizabeth.  This shift of focus 

happens again at the end of the opera, in the Epilogue (no.7) of Act III, Scene 3.  Britten, it will 

be remembered, had suggested the idea of concluding the opera in its unrealistic fashion, with 

glimpses of events flitting across the stage.  Lurking underneath this suggestion is a second 

extremely important reference to Shakespearian tragic structure, though it seems not to have 

been noticed in the secondary literature; by concluding the opera with a series of visitations by 

‘ghosts,’ Britten is almost certainly suggesting an ending along the lines of Shakespeare’s 

Richard III, where that monarch (and his rival) are visited the night before their decisive battle 

by the ghosts of all those slain in Richard III’s rise to power.  The only ‘ghosts’ that Britten 

mentioned specifically–in the letter in which he suggested the opera’s conclusion–were those of 

Essex himself, whom Britten would personify through a musical reference to “Happy were he,” 

and of a doctor who would insist that the Queen go to her bed.  This is a somewhat different 

situation from that in Richard III, but the two structures are so reminiscent of each other that one 

is tempted to think that Britten was saying something about his own evaluation of the Queen’s 

behavior towards Essex by comparing her to the mythicallymalevolent and murderous Richard.179   

 Plomer, while retaining aspects of this second Shakespearian structure, nevertheless 

wrote an ending with a sad but triumphant Queen.  Britten responded musically, then, by 

                                                           
179 It is possible that the ending suggested itself to Britten because of the reference to Shakespeare’s 

Richard II in Strachey’s Elizabeth and Essex.  Strachey describes that, on the eve of Essex’s march through London, 
one of the Earl’s supporters, Sir Gilly Merrick, had paid Shakespeare’s troupe to play Richard II, in which the 
monarch is deposed by the nobility he has terrorized.  Apparently, it was imagined that this would encourage a 
popular uprising against Elizabeth.  Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 241-2.  Plomer had a special attraction to 
Shakespeare’s history plays, and might possibly have been inspired by Richard II reference in Strachey as well.  
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expanding vastly the idea of referencing “Happy were he,” instead making the entire Epilogue a 

reworking of Essex’s second lute song; in other words, Britten’s conclusion of the Queen’s life is 

made to exist wholly within Robert Devereux’s music.  Donald Mitchell, one of the few scholars 

who seems to have noticed that the Epilogue is essentially a melodramatic trope on a complete 

presentation of the second lute song, sees in its final use the juxtaposition, once again, of the 

public life of the Queen and of her more private desires.180  This juxtaposition is more telling of 

Plomer’s libretto, though, than of Britten’s opera, for Elizabeth’s character has been pressed into 

the musical service of sympathy for Essex; she has lost any distinctive musical material of her 

own inside his “melting song.”  The unintended irony that Plomer saw in the fact that Strachey’s 

(and likely the historical) Essex had written his melancholic “Happy were he” in the afterglow of 

his single great military victory–an irony remarked upon by Plomer’s Queen in her line “‘Tis a 

conceit, it is not you”–might have redeemed the locus of tragedy for Elizabeth if Britten had 

believed in that irony.  As it was, in Act I, Scene 2, the composer had set the line weakly after 

many beautiful minutes of “Happy were he,” and for an audience lacking the context both of 

Strachey’s novel and of the historical Robert Devereux’s character, the second lute song has 

become synonymous with the Earl of Essex (or with what the Queen loves about him) by the 

time it is restated in the Epilogue of Act III.  Even after Essex is dead, then, it is through his 

musical perspective that the operatic portrait of the Queen is finished.   

 Understanding the characters in Britten’s opera reveals itself to be the understanding of a 

history of successive conversations, actual or metaphorical, about where one’s sympathies 

should lie:  Strachey steals much of it for Essex, Neale takes it for Elizabeth, Britten asks that 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Alexander, Plomer, 118.   

180 Mitchell, The Britten Companion, 176.  Typical of the erroneous assumption that Britten presents 
merely fragments of “Happy were he” in the Epilogue is Ellen McDonald’s comment that “The last scene depicts 
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Plomer return it to Essex, Plomer responds by giving it mostly to Elizabeth, and finally Britten 

writes an opera returning it to Essex.  These are not absolute categories of approval and 

disapproval; rather, they are gradations on a scale with Essex on the one side and Elizabeth on 

the other.  Perhaps only in the case of Neale’s biography does the scale weigh wholly in 

Elizabeth’s favor, but Plomer’s libretto shows much less sympathy to Robert Devereux as a 

tragic character than Strachey’s book had suggested or Britten’s opera encourages. 

 
4.2  Britten’s Redefinition of Plomer’s Libretto through Voice Relationships 

 The next avenue of exploration in this study concerns the relationship of voices to one 

another, and how by arranging those voices Britten brings out or suppresses parts of Plomer’s 

texts, and thereby aspects of Plomer’s characters.  Initially, this might seem a fairly 

straightforward mechanism of composer control over the libretto, but the matter of variations in 

individual performances makes a great deal of difference.  One conductor or vocal coach might 

choose to bring out a voice that, in the score itself, seems buried in the texture, and modern 

recording rather obscures the business of what is audible in live performance altogether.  Having 

said this, the huge cast of characters in Gloriana and Britten’s frequent recourse to ensemble 

singing within the work creates many opportunities for unquestionable suppression of certain 

lines of text, and this act of suppression must be seen as significant as it represents a direct 

choice by a composer deliberately to prevent relative clarity where those lines are concerned. 

 One important example is found in Lady Essex’s part in the music she shares with Essex, 

Lady Rich, and Mountjoy.  In the Quartet (no. 4) from Act II, Scene 2, Britten makes clear 

through the music that Lady Essex is at odds with her three companions, but the composer is 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
[Elizabeth’s] decay, as verbal recollections of her public life alternate with fragments of Essex’s lute song.”  Ellen 
McDonald, “Women in Benjamin Britten’s Operas,” Opera Quarterly IV/3 (Fall 1986), 99. 
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quite selective about which of her objections to their seditious statements are clearly voiced.  At 

the beginning of the Quartet, the Earl is in a state of fury about the Queen’s delay over the Lord 

Deputy of Ireland appointment, and Plomer has him erupt in “On my own ground,/With my own 

voice,/To my own wife/I dare indict/Council and Queen and Heav’n itself.”  Lady Essex 

responds as a dutiful subject and conscientious Christian: “No, my good lord,/You do 

blaspheme!”  This seems a strong enough rebuke, but Britten hides it underneath the end of one 

of Essex’s phrases and the beginning of his next one (Ex. 3.4).  Lady Essex sings the line again, 

but this time is covered by the Earl’s “The Queen I blame” and by Lady Rich’s and Mountjoy’s 

“My lord, we know you have/Reasons and rights.”  In this situation–a tenor, a soprano, and a 

baritone against Lady Essex’s alto–how can she hope to be heard?  As a result, the idea that 

Essex’s lashing out might be blasphemy, while possibly suggested to someone listening very 

carefully, is not emphasized by Britten.  It might be argued that this illustrates the impetuosity of 

the other three characters and the meekness of Lady Essex, and that the audience does not have a 

chance to hear her judgment because the characters of the Earl, Lady Rich, and Mountjoy do not 

want to hear her clearly, but this matter of characterization cannot explain fully the relative 

silencing of the word “blaspheme” and the judgment of Essex it carries with it, a judgment 

Plomer felt ought to be heard at this point in the opera.  This relationship between voices is 

repeated in the section beginning at rehearsal 78, where Lady Rich’s line, consistently high in its 

tessitura, overshadows Lady Essex’s brief underlying interjections of caution and, most 

importantly, her line “These are treasonable words.”  This line is easily lost, for it is said only 

once whereas Britten reuses “Oh be cautious,/I implore you” many times; it is doubled by the 

clarinets; and it is presented, as in the earlier case with Essex, underneath the end of one of Lady 

Rich’s phrases and the beginning of another.  
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Ex. 4.4.  Lady Essex’s accusation obscured (rehearsal 76 -8mm.). 

 
 Finally, at rehearsal 82, Lady Essex is given a chance to present Plomer’s text 

unencumbered by the other members of the Quartet, but Britten does not elect to use her 

judgment of her husband’s words as blasphemous or her estimation of rest of the quartet’s as 

treasonable; instead, he singles out “O pray be cautious,/I implore you, I implore you!/We have 

great enemies.” (Ex. 3.5) Taken out of context and given such special emphasis by Britten, Lady 

Essex’s solo line makes her seem much more in tune with the other three than Plomer had 

suggested in his libretto that she actually is.  “We have great enemies” seems a statement of 

nervous corroboration without equal weight given to the accusations of “blasphemy” and 

“treason.”  By hiding parts of Plomer’s text for Lady Essex under counterpoint and other voices, 

Britten has made Lady Essex merely the tepid milk-toast of the Quartet instead of the voice of 

reason and decency Plomer made her to be.  By hiding the justifiable accusations of blasphemy 

and treason, Britten also has subtly softened Essex’s treachery; it is still there, but at least his 

own wife is not as vociferous about it as Plomer imagined her. 

 An argument bound to arise from this line of inquiry is that Britten was relying on staging 

to demonstrate some of the character relationships.  One might, in this case,  imagine a 

separation of the Earl, Lady Rich, and Mountjoy from Lady Essex, pitting the disproportionate 
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forces in the Quartet against each other visually.  While this could help emphasize that Lady 

Essex feels differently from the others about the subject at hand, nothing short of pointing to a 

guillotine could help the audience understand the severity of Lady Essex’s criticism and the 

boldness of the fact that it is directed towards her own husband, and it is unlikely that Britten 

would have hoped for such a staging.181 

                                                           
181 Incidentally, it will be recalled that the reviewer Edmund Tracey found the staging one of the most 

unimaginative elements of Gloriana’s premiere.  See this chapter, n.19. 
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Ex. 4.5.  Lady Essex’s solo:  corroboration, not condemnation (rehearsal 82ff.). 
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 “Blaspheme” and “treasonable” are strong words, and Britten could easily have decided 

to emphasize them, especially since they were true, but he sympathized with the Earl too much 

and made the decision to silence just criticisms and to draw attention to the beauty, embodied in 

his misguided crusade for the position of Lord Deputy of Ireland, of Essex’s imagined Romantic 

nature.  It is worth noting that the one passage Britten had marked in his personal copy of 

Elizabeth and Essex was Strachey’s early description of the Earl: 

The youth loved hunting and all the sports of manhood; but he loved reading too.  He 
could write correctly in Latin and beautifully in English; he might have been a scholar, 
had he not been so spirited a nobleman.  As he grew up this double nature seemed to be 
reflected in his physical complexion.  The blood flew through his veins in vigorous 
vitality; he ran and tilted with the sprightliest; and then suddenly health would ebb away 
from him, and the pale boy would lie for hours in his chamber, obscurely melancholy, 
with a Virgil in his hand.182 
 

Britten undoubtedly was interested in this image–part Greek hero, part Byronesque Romantic–

and so Strachey’s attraction to Robert Devereux is revisited in spite of Plomer’s deliberate 

distancing from it.  The question that must follow is whether Britten was returning to Strachey 

because he wanted to get closer to the libretto’s source, or to his own personal attraction to 

Devereux’s character, or to both.   

 The irresponsibility of assigning meaning to Britten from words in a libretto becomes 

clearer and clearer.  The question is no longer what Britten meant, but where he stood in 

relationship to what Plomer and Strachey meant, and where Plomer stood in relationship to what 

Strachey and Neale meant, and where each of those scholars stood in relationship to what their 

sources meant.  Meaning does not exist in one place, and the residue of one set of meanings 

clings inseparably to another set.  To illustrate, Ellen McDonald has criticized Britten for 

creating a “nearly schizophrenic” range of musical styles for the Queen, thereby assembling a 

                                                           
182 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 4. 
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hodge-podge of female stereotypes that he, in his supposed misogyny, could never shake.183  

What is missed in this analysis is that a “nearly schizophrenic” character is precisely what 

Strachey had created in the Queen of Elizabeth and Essex, and the secondary literature confirms 

that “the picture that Strachey develops of Elizabeth is, indeed, one of bewildering 

complexity.”184  Perhaps, then, Britten is simply following Strachey to the letter.  But where is 

Plomer in this attribution of meaning?  In order legitimately to assign meaning to Britten, one 

must look at what is done musically to change the meaning of the libretto; searching for operatic 

meaning in the text or in direct musical reflections of the text will immediately drown the scholar 

in a far-flung panoply of words, often dauntingly greater than the purview of the composer 

himself.  And Britten was a great reader. 

 Another example concerning the effect of voice relationships should be mentioned, and 

this occurs in the Quartet (no. 10) of Act II, Scene 3, after the Queen has stormed out wearing 

Lady Essex’s dress, having thoroughly humiliated her and having infuriated Essex, Lady Rich, 

and Lord Mountjoy.  The conclusion of this scene has already been discussed in relation to 

instrumental commentary, for here Britten uses Essex’s “crooked as her carcass” motive to shift 

the perspective to the Earl for the remainder of the scene, even when Plomer’s attention had 

shifted to Elizabeth.  Elizabeth is not the only character Britten’s music routinely minimizes, for 

as in the garden Lady Essex’s accusations of blasphemy and treason were hidden, so now her 

insistence on obedience to the Queen is muffled.  Beginning at rehearsal 98 (Ex. 3.6), it seems as 

if Lady Essex will have an opportunity to say “My friends, take care:/Her sudden rage is over 

now,” but she does not even have the chance to finish her pianissimo phrase before the Earl 

bursts in, forte and “impetuously,” with “Who last year struck me with her hand/Before her 

                                                           
183 McDonald, “Women in Benjamin Britten’s Operas,” 95. 
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Council!”  To further obscure the text, Essex and his wife continue their very brief conversation 

to the accompaniment of Mountjoy’s and Lady Rich’s repetitions of “Good Frances, do not 

weep.”   Even though Britten gives Lady Essex a mezzo-forte and accented “She is the Queen!” 

the sense of her words must cut through, again, the ending of one phrase and the beginning of 

another, and it is only when the Earl latches onto his wife’s “as the Queen/Hath her conditions,” 

and changes her words into his outrageous insult that the contrapuntal density disappears and the 

audience can again hear the text precisely. 

 Britten had the chance here to emphasize that Lady Essex, the one person who should 

have been most insulted by the Queen’s prank, remains firmly opposed to speaking ill of the 

monarch, but instead he makes her the milk-toast again, hidden underneath the virile energy of 

Essex and the cloying conciliation of Lady Rich and Mountjoy.  Essex’s operatic persona earlier 

had escaped the ignominy of having his wife dramatically accuse him of being a blasphemer and 

a traitor and now has escaped the responsibility of listening to the pleas of the person most 

wronged by the dress incident, an incident he himself brought about by forcing her to wear the 

gaudy raiment in the first place.  On the contrary, Essex’s anger is allowed to shine through 

Britten’s music as if it were just, as if it were really prompted by fury over his wife’s humiliation 

rather than over his own.  No reasonable staging could put Britten’s Essex back in his place in 

the libretto.  Britten has ensured, by hiding consistently the lines of Lady Essex that are most 

damaging to the Earl’s heroic figure inside contrapuntal ensemble singing, that she is weaker 

than Plomer planned and that her husband is stronger. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
184 Ferns, Strachey, 93. 
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Ex. 4.6.  Lady Essex’s lines concealed again (rehearsal 98 -3mm.). 

  

Lady Essex is not the only character whose lines are affected by voice relationships.  

Another example of Britten changing the emphasis of Plomer’s libretto by burying certain words 

in ensemble singing is found in Act III, Scene 2, the Ballad-Rondo covering the fateful march of 

Essex’s followers through London.  Plomer had chosen not to involve the Earl directly in the 



 

  
126

revolt, erasing the central role he plays in the event in Strachey and Neale's books.  As Plomer’s 

sympathy for the Queen is made more obvious, both by an examination of the libretto and by an 

examination of how Britten tinkered with that sympathy, the reasons for his removal of Essex 

from the last two scenes of the opera (with the exception of the spoken line in the Epilogue of 

Act III) become more convincing.  As was noted earlier, to put Essex on stage at this point would 

make him the focal tragic character, and Plomer’s design needs to reserve that designation for the 

Queen and to make the revolt an embarrassment on its own terms that will only indirectly affect 

the audience’s pity for Essex.  To this end, Plomer has created the great embarrassment of Henry 

Cuffe and his followers being doused by the Housewife with her chamber pot.   

 What is easy to miss in the confusion of Britten’s setting–he is, after all, representing a 

revolt–but what is amply clear in the libretto is that this is the one clear instance in which Plomer 

has the English people reject Essex outright.  Cuffe offers them an opportunity to follow the Earl 

to battle against the Queen evil counselors, and they respond, personified by the old onlookers, 

with, “That we should live into a season/When openly men practise treason!”  The people, 

therefore, have pronounced Essex’s treason well before the Crier makes that proclamation 

official, a proclamation which in any case reflects only the judgment of the Queen and of those 

so-called “evil counselors” Cuffe is warning against in the first place.  Britten hides the people’s 

recognition of Essex’s guilt, and therefore the words revealing their choice of Elizabeth over 

Essex, underneath the Housewife’s animated line and the woodwinds’ chattering figures (Ex. 

3.7).  Here, doubtless, the staging makes clear that the onlookers have no interest in following 

Cuffe for the sake of the Earl of Essex, but it is surely significant that, as in the case of Lady 

Essex in Act II, Scene 2, the sting in their judgment of the Earl has been nullified by the 

complicated musical setting.  Lady Essex may not openly call the Earl a traitor, even though 
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Plomer writes it; the people of London may not openly call the Earl a traitor, even though Plomer 

writes it.  Only when the accusation comes from the Queen through the Crier is the audience 

allowed to hear it clearly, and so all of Essex’s paranoia about Elizabeth being set against him, 

all of his delusion about their problems being a contest of wills and not an irresponsible subject’s 

open revolt against his monarch, has operatic justification.  The other voices condemning him, 

the other voices telling Plomer’s (and the historical) truth, are quieted in every instance. 
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Ex. 4.7.  The people’s accusation of treason is drowned (rehearsal 147 +3mm.). 



 

  
129

Ex. 4.7.  (continued) 

 

4.3  Britten’s Redefinition of Plomer’s Libretto through “Magic Notes” 

 Finally, it is important to discuss the concept of “magic notes” in Britten’s Gloriana and 

the way in which those magic notes redefine Plomer’s libretto.  As has been mentioned, the 

proposal that Britten accreted dramatic significance around referential pitches is nothing new–
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one thinks, for example, of the frequently discussed “key symbolism” in Peter Grimes–nor is this 

concept new in its application to Gloriana.  Peter Evans contends that “the most embracing 

device in the opera, one that impels the action forward and heightens our expectancy whatever 

the changes of foreground musical detail, is the pedal-note.”185  Evans then proceeds, however, to 

talk about local uses of “pedal-notes” as sound-symbols for dramatic problems, mentioning 

specifically the use of B-flat/A-sharp in Act III, Scene 3 to represent the Queen’s agonizing 

vacillation over Essex’s fate.186  The concept of “magic notes” employed in the present study 

involves much more than the local usage Evans envisions, and so, before the concept is applied 

to Gloriana (and to prevent confusion with ideas such as Evans’s dramatically significant 

“pedal-notes”), it will help to spell out what exactly is meant by it. 

 

4.3.1  A Theory of Magic Notes: Definition and Methodological Problems 

 The viability of the concept of “magic notes” is sustained by four major points:  first, by 

the repeated use of certain pitches over the course of the opera in association with certain 

characters or situations; second, by a certain flexibility of these pitches’ local functions that 

prevents what might become a rigid system of pitch hierarchies from leading to a stale dramatic 

product; third, by the visually apparent nature in the score of the important pitches in question; 

fourth, by the dramatic justification of the recurring use of certain referential pitches.   

 The first point is the fons et origo:  it suggests that the use, say, of the important note D, 

articulated by D major, in Act I and Act III is related to the same or very similar characters or 

situations in both sections of those two acts.  This point by itself would be nothing new, as 

                                                           
185 Peter Evans, “The Number Principle and Dramatic Momentum in Gloriana,” 77-93 in Paul Banks, ed., 

Gloriana: Essays and Sources, Aldeburgh Studies in Music 1 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1993), 87. 
186 Ibid, 84. 
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returning keys associated with characters or situations populate a number of other operas.  The 

difference in Gloriana, and one of the principal reasons for proposing a distinct theory of “magic 

notes,” is one of degree.  More characters come in more regularly for identification with certain 

pitches in Gloriana than one might ordinarily expect in an opera, and this requires a special 

explanation.  The second point might seem initially an excuse for a lax theoretical framework, 

but the idea of a “flexible system” probably does not seem as unpardonable to a composer as it 

does to an analyst (for good reason!).  While it might read convincingly, therefore, to have a G 

major chord or a unison D played every time the operatic Elizabeth sang a line, the effect of that 

rigidity in practice would be musically ludicrous.  If Elizabeth is intoning her fourth-line D (in 

the treble clef) strongly and repeatedly in the context of the D major mode in one instance and of 

the G Lydian mode in another, I contend that the similarity of her line would make the two 

passages worth considering together.  Additionally, in an opera that furnishes many 

straightforward examples of tonality and modality, important pitches often will be articulated 

through modal and tonal sections or through obvious gestures such as triads and arpeggiations.  

On the other hand, while “flexibility” in general must be seen as the positive force that keeps any 

fairly systematic music from rigidity and stagnation, the concept of “magic notes” has not been 

proposed to excuse creative, but ultimately baseless theoretical improvisations on Britten and 

Plomer's dramatic themes–to unearth, for example, the texturally buried ninth of a chord and to 

call it dramatically significant in terms of a system of referential pitches.  The third point, 

therefore, is a corrective to the second:  the magic note in question must be visually apparent in 

the score, which is taken as the written record of Britten’s composition.  The fourth point is also 

a corrective:  because of Britten’s silence about the significance of these returning pitches, one 

cannot take a note, however visually apparent, and claim that it signifies greatly unless that 
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signification also relates to the dramatic situation.  The first two points, then, open up a new way 

of reading Britten’s use of referential pitch, while the last two correct abuses that might arise 

from that new way of reading.  The result is that the individual pitch itself has become a 

recurring dramatically significant referential pitch, a kind of distilled architectural Leitmotiv, a 

“magic note.” 

 Several methodological questions are bound to arise from this line of inquiry, one of the 

more intriguing concerning the extent to which Britten might have intended that his audience 

pick up on returning, dramatically significant referential pitches.  Usually, the idea that people 

would be expected to hear significant returns to certain pitches beyond the tonic-dominant-tonic 

variety has been dismissed as absurd (except in the rare case of an audience member with perfect 

pitch), but this justification for dismissal is a vast oversimplification of the concept of the 

referential pitch in Britten’s operas.  If Britten was dealing in pitch classes, it might very well be 

the case, but instead his use of referential pitches frequently, though by no means invariably, 

involves having a certain vocalist, playing a certain character, return to an exact pitch at 

dramatically important moments in the opera.  It is sometimes not a matter, therefore, of 

remembering an abstract pitch, but rather of remembering the quality of a certain voice, playing 

a certain character, singing a certain note.  Expecting an audience member to recognize that 

“quality” has difficulties of its own, and a vocalist will not, of course, want to sing a note the 

same way every time it is encountered, but at least it must be seen that there is more to magic 

notes than an audience member’s retention of an assortment of abstract pitch classes.  The 

corollary to this argument is that Britten made certain pitches important not because of an 

abstract pitch hierarchy, but because of his thorough knowledge of how the vocalists for whom 

he wrote–Joan Cross as Elizabeth, Peter Pears as Essex are the most obvious examples–would 



 

  
133

sound on certain notes.  While this idea of a timbral re-enforcement of referential pitches 

(through having the same character sing the same note at important moments) is an attractive 

suggestion, it by no means accounts for all the uses of magic notes in Gloriana, and so if true at 

all, must be seen as a kind of supplementary truth instead of a central and primary one.  

 Another methodological problem, related to the first, concerns the extent to which Britten 

himself was aware of returning referential pitches and, consequently, of the range of operatic 

space over which he allowed certain notes to retain their dramatic significance.  It is 

unfortunately more-or-less impossible to discover how conscious Britten was of these magic 

notes; he was, according to abundant anecdotes from disparate sources, notoriously benighted 

when it came to explaining in words the musical prowess he demonstrated in his compositions, 

and it may well have been that by whatever subconscious organizing mechanism, Britten’s inner 

composer created intriguingly consistent sets of referential pitches for dramatic work after 

dramatic work.187  In light of the unlikelihood of discovering the truth about the composer’s 

constructional self-awareness, the consequence of these magic notes’ existence and, again, the 

range over which they operate, must be the present concern.  There is no one easy solution to this 

problem, only tantalizing suggestions of a solution inside the score, and it is in the pursuit of 

these that the present study now turns. 

 First it should be noted that Gloriana shares in the phenomenon, common enough in 

many other pieces by many composers other than Britten, of flats signaling a decrease in 

dramatic tension and of sharps signaling an increase.  This is a marked enough trend in Gloriana 

to suggest that something of Britten’s attraction from his extreme youth to the visual aspect of 

notation is at work.  For example, in Act I, Scene 2, when Essex meets the Queen in private for 

                                                           
187 See, for example, Carpenter, Britten, 230. 
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the first time in the opera, Britten writes the only instance of simultaneous key signatures–

excepting the non-traditional notation of overlapping independent music in Act III, Scene 2–in 

the entire work:  Elizabeth welcomes Essex in a warm E-flat major, though the key signature of 

F major is held over from her conversation with Cecil earlier in the scene, and Essex bursts in 

with “Queen of my life!” in the key signature of B major (Ex. 3.8).  Even though Britten writes a 

key signature of five sharps for Essex’s line alone, the underlying harmony in the strings makes 

Essex’s outline of the B major triad sound immediately like modal mixture articulating a 

respelled E-flat minor (F-sharp-D-sharp-A-sharp as G-flat-E-flat-B-flat).  Still, the impetuous 

Earl could not be more visually at odds with his surroundings in the score.  His ensuing first lute 

song, performed at the Queen’s behest, loses one sharp, proceeding in E major to the words 

“Quick music is best” over an ominous E-flat pedal in the double basses.  He sings the second 

verse even further from his original boisterous five-sharp entrance, moving to F major with an E 

pedal, but the Queen is not pleased, and she requests something more in keeping with her 

melancholy.  The second lute song unfolds, then, in C minor.  The movement from five sharps to 

three flats therefore follows Essex’s path from reckless abandon to quiet sorrow.  Many more 

instances of increased tension associated with sharps, on the one hand, and, on the other, of 

decreased tension associated with flats could be mentioned, but one soon discovers that sharps 

and flats are not the only means by which Britten embeds character relationships and dramatic 

situations in the pitch content of the opera, and that these sharps and flats are often indicative of 

very specific pitch-character or pitch-idea associations. 
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Ex. 4.8.  Essex and the Queen meet in private (rehearsal 39 +2mm.). 
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4.3.2  Essex and the F-Sharp-B-E Trajectory 

 Essex’s entrance in the second scene, which outlines a descending B major triad in 

singular visual tension with the E-flat major tonality of the Queen, sets up a magic note and also 

a triad of great importance for his music.  As the five-sharp signature is used nowhere else in the 

entire opera, and as no key signature in the opera is used in such a conspicuous manner, the key 

signature and the tonic (B) it implies are both clearly a visual stamp for the Earl.  After “Happy 

were he” concludes in its somber C minor, and the Queen quickly remarks that Essex’s song is a 

conceit little connected with his own character–a line which has been discussed at some length 

already–the music for the Earl then drops a half-step back into visual B major before losing 

confidence (“Queen of my life, I cannot tell.”) and returning to the Queen’s flats (Ex. 3.9).  

Elizabeth’s next rejoinder, “You man of moods!” could not be more appropriate given the Earl’s 

one-measure volte-face from implying the five sharps of B major to implying the six flats of E-

flat minor; the earlier visual superimposition of sharps and flats and its suggestion of a man at 

odds with the world around him has been redefined as a dichotomy within the man himself.    
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Ex. 4.9.  Essex loses confidence (rehearsal 44 +11mm.). 

 
 
 It will be noticed that Britten has a tendency to articulate Essex’s B-major gestures by 

starting on the note F-sharp, and, as I have made the claim that tension and moving further into 

sharps are often paired trends in Gloriana, so it would make sense that moving up the circle of 

fifths from B to F-sharp would represent Essex’s already tense character in a state of even greater 

tension.  Essex’s initial entrance, then, while outlining the B major triad, does so by moving from 

his boldest F-sharp to his more relaxed B; nor should this downward triadic motion be taken only 

as an abstraction on the part of the composer, for Peter Pears, who had a curious, though not 

unpleasant, strained upper range–it was thought by several vocalists who worked closely with 

him that his voice was better suited to a baritone than to a tenor–would no doubt have sounded 
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more intense on his fifth-line F-sharp (in the treble clef) than on his third-line B.   Further 

evidence that F-sharp represents Essex’s character in its greatest tension is found throughout the 

score, but the most striking is in Act III.  As there is one instance of a five-sharp key signature in 

Gloriana–at the Earl’s entrance in Act I, Scene 2–so too there is only one instance of the six-

sharp signature of F-sharp major, and it occurs in No.6, Penelope Rich’s Pleading, in Act III, 

Scene 3.  It is during this scene that Essex’s sister declares in unmistakable terms the supposed 

superiority of the Earl over the Queen and is emboldened enough by the threat of her brother’s 

execution to make this claim to the monarch’s face (“Still great he would have been/Without the 

grace/And favour of a Queen!/Still great!”); it is this tremendous impertinence that she presents 

in the key of F-sharp major, articulating each phrase by starting on that bold, insistent pitch, and 

so the sharpest of the practical key signatures and Lady Rich’s relentless hammering of the local 

tonic, F-sharp, finally confirms what has been suggested throughout the opera:  that F-sharp is 

the magic note of Essex and his followers at their most fervent and in a state, however 

delusional, of sublimation.   

 If the Earl, introduced in a key signature that points to B, is presented in his sublimated 

form by moving up a fifth (with six sharps when it appears as a key), then it is tempting to look 

for a defeated Essex in a magic note down a fifth.  Indeed, the only large-scale use of E as a tonic 

in Gloriana occurs in Act III, Scene 1, which centers around Essex’s shameful return from 

Ireland.  Several other uses of E as a pitch center are worth noting.  The first is in the Prelude and 

Dialogue (no. 1), of Act I, Scene 2, which occurs before Essex’s entrance and during the Queen’s 

discussion with Cecil about the Earl’s earlier rash behavior (after Mountjoy’s jousting victory).  

This number begins by articulating the dominant of D minor, then touches briefly on the 

dominant of F minor before preparing for the strangely defined E minor of The Queen’s Song 
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(no. 2), with its dominant, B major.  It is the Queen herself who introduces a triad built on B with 

her “My pigmy elf, ah! ‘tis for that/I love the lordly boy!” (Ex. 3.10)  At this moment in the 

opera when Elizabeth first announces the strength of her feeling for Essex, what will become his 

pitch center (B) is employed, and, as Essex will introduce his B triad by starting on F-sharp, so 

the Queen’s statement makes the note F-sharp its centerpiece.  Then, after a line of warning from 

Cecil, The Queen’s Song (no. 2) begins, strongly emphasizing a G to C gesture in the context of 

E minor.  The song, which establishes Elizabeth’s priorities and makes it clear that she is 

“wedded. . .to the realm,” contains within it the germ of the Queen’s character that will prove 

Essex’s undoing:  that is, she will finally choose the welfare of the State over her love (however 

conceived) for Essex.  Her initial statement of love, focusing on F-sharp and falling to B, 

reaches, in her encapsulation of the reason for Essex’s eventual execution, E.  The descending 

path of Essex’s pitch centers has been, therefore, anticipated by the Queen in a handful of 

measures, a prediction of his demise made through magic notes grafted onto Plomer’s text.  

Essex’s entrance in this scene similarly prefigures the fall from F-sharp to B, in his “Queen of 

my life!” and finally, in the first verse of his First Lute Song, to E.  The insistence of the 

downward-falling fifths, presented almost in back-to-back statements by the two most powerful 

characters in the opera during the scene in which their private relationship is first presented, feels 

premonitory:  the fate of Essex’s magic notes, and concomitantly his fate as a character, is woven 

into the musical fabric of this scene. 
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Ex. 4.10.  Essex’s magic notes anticipated by the Queen (rehearsal 34 +14mm.). 

 

 Another use of E that merits mentioning is found in Act III, Scene 2, the Rondo-Ballad.  

The ballad singer, whose strange role in the opera will be returned to later in this study, sings a 

total of five verses:  the first, second and fifth in A major (though on each of these occasions, 

Britten gives a key signature of two sharps), and the fourth in D major (with the appropriate key 

signature).  The third verse, strangely enough, is in B major (with a key signature, once again, of 

two sharps).  Plomer’s text for the third verse is, significantly, the only one to predict before the 
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fact that Essex’s march through London will fail:  “They can’t foresee/What is to be,/The 

dreadful danger in their way.”  In the following sequence beginning at rehearsal 145, Cuffe, at 

the head of Essex’s followers, attempts to rouse the people of London, and the Housewife 

eventually douses them with her chamber pot.  The suppression of the word “treason” has 

already been discussed in relation to this section, but now the importance of the fact that this 

passage, in which Essex’s march is revealed as a popular failure, occurs in E minor receives 

further illumination.  Essex’s note B, articulated by the B major mode in the ballad singer’s 

prophetic third verse, is followed immediately by his E, articulated by the minor mode as his 

cause fails in the English people’s eyes.  Essex’s magic note of E, already established in his 

private failure before the Queen in Act III, Scene 1, is now revisited during his public failure in 

Act III, Scene 2.   

 Despite the remarkable deployments of these three magic notes–B as the introductory, or 

neutral Essex, F-sharp as the greatest intensification or the sublimated form of him, and E as the 

defeated version of him–three notes alone cannot bear the burden of proof for a system of 

symbolic referential pitches in the opera.  This is Gloriana, after all, and any such discussion 

must look with great care to Britten’s use of referential pitches for Queen Elizabeth. 

 
4.3.3  Elizabeth and the D-G-C Trajectory 

 This task is easier in some ways than understanding dramatically important referential 

pitches for Essex, for the Queen really is the opera, and so its tonal life is bound up with hers.  

The tonality of Gloriana, for instance, is D major, and so it might be imagined that D is an 

important pitch center for the Queen, and, indeed, this is borne out time and again over the 

course of the opera.  As Britten has given Essex several pitches, each representing different 

facets of his character–neutral, sublimated, defeated–so one might expect the Queen to have 
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several pitch centers representing different facets of her character.  D major’s first occurrence in 

the opera, for example, is not at the very beginning, when the Queen is absent, even though the 

opening key signature of two sharps seems already to anticipate the Queen’s D major.  The opera 

begins, in fact, in the G Lydian mode, and D major is reserved for the chorus’s, and by 

implication the English people’s ode to their Queen, “Green leaves are we” (Ex. 3.11).  Built into 

the “Green leaves are we” melody is a brief reference to G major before a cadence on D, and it is 

with this same tonal shape (D to G to D) and to the same “Green leaves” melody that the opera 

quietly concludes (Ex. 3.12).  The “Green leaves” motive, so important to the melodic material 

of the opera, has already been used, however, by the time it is given words, for it is introduced in 

the Prelude at the G level (rehearsal 1), perhaps to suggest the Queen’s presence at the tilting 

yard (Ex. 3.13).  So, by halfway through The Tournament (no. 2), Elizabeth has accumulated two 

referential pitches:  G as her more neutral, introductory pitch center, and D as her sublimated 

form, beloved by her people. 
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Ex. 4.11.  The Queen is praised by the people (rehearsal 13 -5mm.). 
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Ex. 4.12.  The chorus eulogizes the Queen, perhaps forever (rehearsal 181). 
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Ex. 4.13.  The first appearance of “Green leaves” (rehearsal 1 -5mm.). 
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Ex. 4.13.  (continued)  
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 Britten confirms the sublimated nature of the Queen when she is being eulogized or is 

herself singing in D (articulated by the major mode) by setting her prayer, the conclusion of Act 

I, in that key.  It is surely significant that Britten gives the vocalist the indication to intone the 

first four phrases of the prayer (beginning at rehearsal 52) preferably on D, but optionally on the 

G a fourth above it.  The composer seems to be spelling out that the Queen’s most important 

identifying pitches are D and G.  The option of using either arises, locally, from the 

predominance of plagal motions from G to D during the Queen’s prayer.  An interesting 

possibility begins to suggest itself from the association of the Queen with the pitches (and major 

keys) G and D:  that is, in the cases visited thus far, there is a suggestion of near or actual 

simultaneity of these two magic notes and sometimes of the modes that articulate them.  The 

opening Prelude has G as its tonal center, but bears the two sharps that point to D as the tonal 

center; the Queen’s prayer includes an intonation on D or G and confirms D as the pitch center 

plagally; the people’s ode “Green leaves are we” suggests D, then G, then D again, so that the 

ending of the opera leaves one with the feeling, as the chorus fades, that if the music could be 

amplified, it might well cycle between the two pitch centers forever.  Any number of reasons for 

the special relationship of G and D in Gloriana might be postulated.  Perhaps G-D is meant as a 

cipher, of “Gloria Dei” or “GoD”; perhaps Britten means to suggests that the Queen’s neutral G 

and her sublimated D are inseparable–that her sublimation is wrapped up so tightly with her 

humanity in cultural memory that the two qualities must co-exist in musical space.  Neither of 

these suggestions can hope to shed much light on the use of G and D, as there is too little 

evidence to build any sort of case for either of them.  It must remain at present fertile ground for 

the imagination.  
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 An interesting, albeit aberrational use of D as a tonal center occurs in The Queen’s 

Burlesque (no. 9), of Act II, Scene 3, in which the Queen parades around in Lady Essex’s 

dress.188  The Burlesque itself is a grotesque distortion of the earlier Lavolta (no. 5), which was in 

the Queen’s tonic, G (articulated by the major mode).  Britten’s “burlesque” corruption over the 

D pitch center references different modes, keys, and phrase rhythms in order to make its point–

the Queen’s point–sickeningly clear.  Some mention was made earlier of the fact that the 

historical Elizabeth had considerably more justification to pull this prank than the operatic one is 

allowed, but even if Plomer and Britten had written more of this historical justification into the 

text of the opera, the impression the music gives is that the prank has backfired and that the 

Queen has made herself a fool.  If D, articulated by the major mode, is the magic note of her 

sublimation, then the distorted modal mixture over D in the Burlesque is that sublimation 

putrefied.  Britten’s choice of this significant referential pitch for the Queen’s lowest moment in 

the opera spells out that she is behaving beneath her dignity and is mocking no one more than 

herself.    

 In addition to G and D, it is important to add a third magic note for the Queen, C, which, 

when used as the tonic of C minor, is the key of the Queen’s melancholy and is also clearly 

bound up for Britten with her self-destructive weakness for the Earl.  C minor receives its first 

use in “Happy were he,” the second lute song, which Essex plays at Elizabeth’s request to 

“Evoke some far-off place or time.”189  In the Epilogue of the opera, when Britten creates his 

                                                           
188 In the measures leading up to this number, there is a fascinating use of Augenmusik, as Lady Rich 

recognizes to frantically repeated F-sharps that a prank has been played on Lady Essex.  The orchestral 
accompaniment, initially agreeing with the brazen self-confidence of Lady Rich’s F-sharps, begins to disagree with 
her visually, so that three measures before The Queen’s Burlesque, the entire orchestra ascends G-flat minor 
arpeggios as Lady Rich holds her F-sharp.  It is only with the Queen’s appearance to a triple forte D minor chord in 
the brass that Lady Rich’s brash F-sharp is forced up to A.   

189 Peter Evans claims that Britten took the opening phrase from Wilbye’s madrigal “Happy, o happy he” 
(1609).  Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1979), 202. 
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elaborate trope upon the Earl’s “melting song,” again it is in C minor.  Britten did not, of course, 

have to return to the pitch level of C to present this “elaborate trope,” especially considering that 

C minor is neither the final tonal goal of the opera, nor the natural local resolution of the music 

that precedes it, nor a compositional shortcut for Britten, whose rearrangement of the second lute 

song already amounts to a complete reworking.  At this moment when Essex’s death is assured 

and the Queen at last is committed to the painful decision of executing him, it is clearly 

important for Britten to return to the C level.  So, as Essex had F-sharp, B, and E as his 

sublimated, neutral and defeated referential pitches, so the Queen has her D, G, and C for much 

the same. 

 It is now possible to provide an example of how these six magic notes work in tandem.  

Besides the two large-scale uses of “Happy were he”–the first in Act I, Scene 2 at the song’s 

introduction, and the second in its troped form as the Epilogue of the opera–there is one other 

substantial use of it in Act III, Scene 1.  It has been mentioned that E, the magic note of Essex’s 

defeat, governs this scene as a whole; however, the climax of the Queen’s and Essex’s discussion 

(at rehearsal 124) does not simply re-enforce the E tonic.  The text leading up to the climax 

describes first the Queen’s fury at having had her orders to attack Tyrone ignored, then Essex’s 

injured pride at being chastised.  Britten sets this section by giving Essex the same climb from B 

to F-sharp that the Queen had introduced when proclaiming her love for the “lordly boy” in Act 

I, Scene 2, but Essex, having reached the F-sharp, hammers it an almost relentless seven times, 

the seventh sparking the “Queen of my life!” motive from Act I (Ex. 3.14); this, of course, is 

precisely the same pitch level at which he first presented the motive, and gives some credence to 

the idea that one might hear magic notes through vocal timbre.  What is more remarkable than 

Essex’s outlining of B to F-sharp–his climb to rashness–is the Queen’s musical response to his 
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four measures of repeated F-sharps.  At his first proposal of the bold magic note F-sharp, she 

answers with B; then, when Essex’s line moves downward through the B minor triad from F-

sharp to B, the Queen takes up a motion from B to E, the note of Essex’s defeat and one with 

which the orchestra agrees.  There can be no more argument for the Earl, having had the fire of 

his F-sharp extinguished by the Queen’s insistence on the note of his defeat.  Broken, his F-sharp 

becomes redefined as the opening of “Queen of my life!” which then leads to C (minor), the 

magic note (and characteristic mode) of the Queen’s melancholy, of her own sense of defeat, at 

the climactic rehearsal 124.  The dramatic significance of articulating C in the minor mode is 

confirmed at rehearsal 125 as Essex sings for the very last time in the opera, to the tune of 

“Happy were he,” as if to recognize himself the irreconcilable point their relationship has 

reached and that they together will never transcend the aching melancholia of longing to be 

something they are not.  The “Happy were he” passage concludes quietly in C minor at rehearsal 

125 +5, and in the following measure the Queen returns “firmly” to the notes of her self-

identification, D and G, to the words “Ah, Robin, go now!”  As she forces him out of her life, 

and musically out of the opera altogether, she must attempt to return to the magic notes she 

inhabits without him. 



 

  
151

Ex. 4.14.  Essex’s F-sharps give way to “Queen of my life” (rehearsal 123 +13mm.). 

 

4.3.4  Other Magic Notes: C/F as Public/Private. B-Flat/E-Flat as Indecision/Judgment 

 Four other returning, dramatically significant referential pitches should be mentioned to 

further explore how this “flexible system” of magic notes might work in the context of the drama 

of Britten’s music.  Two of these four relate to the oft-noted juxtaposition of public and private 

life in Gloriana.  There can be little doubt that the key of large-scale public and official activity 

in Gloriana is C major, though it hardly needs pointing out that this usage of C major is a well-

established part of the Western European musical tradition.  Examples in the opera abound, but 

the most obvious is that of Act II, Scene 1, the Norwich Masque, the tonal framework of which 

is C major.  Knowing that Britten will establish C major as the key of public and official activity 

in Act II colors some of his limited use of it in Act I.  The Ensemble of Reconciliation (no. 8), in 

which the Queen officially pardons Essex and Mountjoy and explains that they must work 



 

  
152

together against their mutual enemies (advice they take only too well!), begins in C major at 

rehearsal 22, though B-flat soon replaces most of the B naturals and becomes an important 

feature of the melodic material, perhaps in subtle anticipation of the eventual return to E-flat at 

the end of the scene (at rehearsal  28 -3mm.).  This interpretation of C major’s symbolic value 

also helps explain the use, in The Queen’s Song (no. 2) of Act I, Scene 2, of the obsessive G to C 

motion in the context of E minor, for there the Queen is acknowledging that she is “wedded. . .to 

the realm,” and so is pointing to her public persona with its corresponding note and characteristic 

mode.  The Queen’s Song was mentioned earlier in relation to the magic note of Essex’s defeat, 

E, because the reason for Essex’s eventual execution is anticipated in this brief song.  Britten 

deepens the musical meaning of the number, therefore, by suggesting in one musical space both 

a foreshadowing of Essex’s defeat by using a frame of E (minor) and also a referencing of the 

public and official duty of the Queen by employing a bass motion pointing to C (major) (see Ex. 

3.10). 

 A difficulty arises, of course, by claiming for a system of magic notes that C is serving a 

double function as, on the one hand, an indicator of public and official activity and, on the other, 

of the Queen’s melancholy.  The answer to this seems obvious:  that C major indicates the 

former, and C minor the latter.  This answer has only the appearance of truth, for C major, as is 

mentioned in the preceding paragraph, can in practice quickly give way to C mixolydian, or to C 

as the root of diatonic clusters instead of triadic harmonies, as occurs in the frame of Act II, 

Scene 1; similarly, Essex’s C minor lute song employs frequent mixture, including a clear and 

unadulterated use of C major for the phrase “and give God ever praise.”  Despite the tendency, 

then, of major and minor articulations of C to indicate dramatically distinct situations, significant 

crossover and ambiguity make untenable the straightforward claim for modality as the 
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determining factor in pitch-character or pitch-situation complexes.  Yet the fact remains that 

Britten returns to C as tonic very deliberately and decisively at certain moments, often with no 

obvious musical, local justification for it, so another answer must be proposed:  that the reason C 

can function doubly is because the Queen’s public duty and her melancholy are inseparable.  In 

every situation that she must function in her official capacity, the sorrow of ruling is there; in 

every situation that she feels melancholy (in the opera), it is because public duty has prevented 

her from acting as someone other than a Queen.  The double function of C, encouraged by the 

shifting modalities that define it, becomes a kind of analysis on Britten’s part, an encouragement 

to see public duty and sorrow as fused, as one and the same. 

 It has already been suggested that the act of descending a fifth tends to parallel 

decreasing tension in the opera, and there is something of this in the use of F, as opposed to C, as 

the pitch center for much that goes on in private in the opera, especially amongst the members of 

the Essex cadre.  Britten sets the first three numbers of Act II, Scene 2, in which the private 

world of Lady Rich, Mountjoy, the Earl and his wife is revealed, over an F pitch center, creating 

variation by changing modes across the course of the numbers, though the opening of the duet 

(no. 2) between Mountjoy and Lady Rich can be seen as F lydian or B locrian, depending on how 

strongly one hears the F pitch centers on both sides of the brief passage.  Of course, in the 

context of the present theory of magic notes, the possibility that this scene, in which the Essex 

cadre’s private world is revealed, contains a passage that suggests B as tonic makes perfect 

sense, for B has been proposed as one of Essex’s characteristic pitches. 

 The sense of F in Act II, Scene 2 is finally undermined by the Quartet (no. 4), which at 

first hints that F will be re-interpreted as the subdominant of C (major), and then confirms it at 

rehearsal 78 -2mm., when Essex’s line cadences to C in a 4-5-1 motion.  Having reached C as 
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the pitch center, Lady Rich begins what represents a stunning crossroads of musical meaning in 

Britten’s score.  Her text is nominally a prayer, and so echoes negatively the Queen’s positive 

prayer at the end of Act I.  The negative echo is encouraged, in part, by the fact that the text of 

Lady Rich’s prayer is pagan, almost sacrilegious, in that it constitutes a plea not to God, but to 

“the stars above/To give us one great hour/. . .[to] seize the reins of State!”  As the subject is the 

public and official world of the State, the use of C as tonic, articulated by the major mode, 

matches the definition that key has received elsewhere, but while much of the orchestra adheres 

to the major mode, Lady Rich’s line (and its instrumental doubling) is not in C major, but in C 

lydian; therefore, her line contains F-sharp, the note of Essex’s boldest self, nowhere more 

appropriately used than as the key of Lady Rich’s pleading in Act III.  Underneath her C lydian, 

the strings continue to suggest F-natural instead of F-sharp, a dissonant reminder of the secretive 

nature of the Essex cadre’s machinations and simultaneously of the public role they wish to 

seize.  Additionally, the most important pitch of Lady Rich’s prayer is not C or G or even F-

sharp, but E, the note of Essex’s failure.  As if to confirm the importance of this melodic use of 

E, Britten writes a 3/2 meter with nervous sixteenth-note motion in the strings (beginning on the 

second eighth-note of the measure), clearly of a piece with that same gesture in the opening (and 

conclusion) of Act III, Scene 1, which also has E as tonic.  In this stunning moment at the end of 

Act II, Scene 2, Britten is able, through magic notes, to reference simultaneously the public 

world of C, the clandestine world of F, the rashness of Essex’s F-sharp and the prophetic 

warning of Essex’s E.  The message of these referential pitches, if one accepts them as bearing 

meaning, is clear:  however bold the Essex cadre’s designs are, however carefully laid their 

secret plans, their destiny is failure.  For the moment, though, at least three of the four characters 

remain deluded, and in this spirit Britten concludes the scene quietly with another remarkable 
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instance of Augenmusik.  At rehearsal 84, the pitch center returns to C, seemingly in the Lydian 

mode with Essex’s F-sharp present in the key signature; incredibly, from rehearsal 84 to the end 

of the scene, the overwhelming majority of potential F-sharps are cancelled:  that is, Britten 

writes accidental after accidental to show F-naturals where there would be F-sharps.  It is as if 

Lady Rich, Mountjoy and Essex feel their boldness, but have forced themselves to repress it by 

adopting the F-naturals of their secretive world until the opportunity for them to act upon that 

boldness should arise. 

 The Essex cadre returns to the private world of their F pitch center for the Quartet (no. 

10), of Act II, Scene 3, when they are commiserating with Lady Essex over the humiliating 

prank the Queen has played with the too-fine dress.  It will be remembered that it is at the end of 

this commiseration that the Earl of Essex breaks out with “Her conditions are as crooked as her 

carcass!”  It would be harder to believe in a system of magic notes for Britten if he had left this 

eruption from the Earl in unsullied F major; indeed, the Earl does destroy the immediate sense of 

F major by intensifying his line with sharps (see Ex. 3.1), notably with two instances of F-sharp, 

though the overall motion of the line–E, F-sharp, G-sharp, A–preserves the overarching sense of 

F major by concluding on the clearly defined third of the tonic triad.  It should not be thought, 

though, that F is simply the referential pitch of the Essex cadre’s secretive undertakings, for there 

is another crucial use of it in Cecil’s Song of Government (no. 3) from Act I, Scene 2.  This 

song, reminding the Queen of the wisdom of adopting caution and circumspection as the 

cornerstones of a political life, begins and ends in F major, and so is very much related to the 

secret machinations of the Essex quartet in Act II. 

 Finally, the magic notes of B-flat and E-flat must be discussed.  The importance of B-

flat/A-sharp as the pedal-note indicating the Queen’s vacillation over Essex’s fate has already 
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been mentioned, and Peter Evans is surely right to point it out, but Britten does not limit this 

function to Act III, Scene 3.  Indeed, the use elsewhere of B-flat as an insistent pitch indicates 

consideration, or vacillation before a judgment.  A most notable occurrence of this is found in  

Raleigh’s Song (no. 7) from Act I, Scene 1, in which Sir Walter is asked by the Queen to give 

advice on how best to deal with the quarrelsome Earl of Essex and Mountjoy.  This number, the 

first in which a judgment concerning the Earl has been under consideration, is in B-flat major.   

 If B-flat is the magic note of vacillation or of consideration, and the movement down a 

fifth has shown in so many other cases in Britten’s pitch organization the decrease of tension, 

then it makes sense that E-flat is the pitch center in which the Queen’s judgment is resolute and 

assured.  This is certainly the case in Act I, Scene 1, where the fanfares of E-flat Mixolydian 

welcome the Queen onto the stage and signal her departure after the local dominant of Raleigh’s 

song and her ensuing judgment (in C) of Essex and Mountjoy.  The Queen’s function in Act I, 

Scene 1, is to judge, and it is surely significant that the frame of that function has E-flat, and not 

the expected G or D, as its tonic.  Then, in Act I, Scene 2, when Essex enters the Queen’s room, 

she greets him by articulating E-flat (rehearsal 39 +4mm. & ff.), the very pitch center she had 

employed when last they met outside the tilting yard in the first scene; in this scene she wears, 

initially, a face of resolute judgment, and this stern resolve perseveres as a pedal note even 

through the first verse of Essex’s lute song in E major.  The Earl can only expunge the E-flat 

briefly by moving his second verse to F, drawing the pedal up to E-natural, a note which already 

anticipates Essex’s failure.  Clearly, the Earl’s musical solutions will not do, and so the Queen 

encourages Essex to another tonic, moving between the world of flats and sharps before 

lingering on B-flat.  The resolution of the B-flat is deceptive, to C minor instead of E-flat, and so 

for the first time in the opera the suggestion seems to be made that judgment and the Queen’s 
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melancholy also are linked.  This is confirmed as early as the second measure of the Second Lute 

Song, which moves from C minor to E-flat major, repeating the same words over each sonority, 

so that the ambiguity of tonal definition is brought out.  Is C tonic and E-flat III, or is C VI and 

E-flat tonic?  The question is answered with certainty in favor of C as tonic over the course of 

the song, but the initial ambiguity, pointing to the association of the Queen’s judgment of the 

Earl and her melancholy, is not swept away with that certainty. 

 The strongest case for E-flat as the referential pitch of resolved judgment is found in Act 

III, Scene 3.  While Peter Evans, in his book on Britten’s music, suggests that the beginning of 

this scene is in B-flat, it seems quite certain that B-flat is functioning locally as a dominant, and 

the opening measures of the scene demonstrate the resolution B-flat should take by cadencing 

briefly on E-flat (Ex. 3.15), rehearsing the B-flat to E-flat motion of the Queen’s judgment in Act 

I and anticipating the judgment that is to follow in the remainder of Act III.190 

                                                           
190 See Ibid, 199. 
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Ex. 4.15.  Anticipation of resolved judgment in Act III, Scene 3 (rehearsal 154 -12mm.). 

 

Before Gloriana’s final scene is discussed in more detail, a table will be provided to summarize 

the magic notes discussed thus far (Table 4.1): 
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Table 4.1.  Table of Magic Notes in Britten’s Gloriana 

Magic note (mode, when present) Dramatic function 
F-sharp (major) Essex, triumphant, sublimated, at his most intense 
B (major) Essex, introductory or referential 
E (minor) Essex, defeated  
D (major) Elizabeth, triumphant, sublimated, at her most beloved 
G (major, lydian) Elizabeth, introductory or referential 
C (minor) Elizabeth, melancholy 
C (major) public or official function, reference to God 
F (major, minor, lydian)  private, secretive thoughts and actions 
B-flat (major) consideration or vacillation before judgment 
E-flat (major, mixolydian) resolute judgment arrived at 

 

4.3.5  The “Flexible System” at Work:  Magic Notes at the End of Act III   

Magic notes accrue meaning over time.  So, while it is fascinating that the opening 

fanfare of the entire opera suggests through modal ambiguity both the dual importance of G and 

B as tonal centers and the victory of G over B, it is difficult to make a case for this opening 

fanfare signifying through magic notes both the relationship between the Queen (G) and Essex 

(B) and the Queen’s final victory over Essex (G over B), because at that early point, no dramatic 

situation exists to verify the signification.  The best place to look for dramatically significant 

pitches, then, is the end of the opera, when the individual pitches have had time to accumulate 

meaning.  In fact, it is only at the very end of the opera that other scholars have acknowledged 

this meaning.  As Peter Evans notes, the B-flat/A-sharp refuses to be silent throughout the 

beginning of the final scene of Gloriana, even when the rest of the music suggests a key or mode 

without that pitch class in it, and so he claims for the constantly respelled “pedal-note” the power 

of signifying the Queen’s indecision.  A particularly telling example of the note’s insistence is 

found in the pizzicato B-flats during Cecil’s Warning (no. 2), which is in a G major full of B 

naturals.  Much can be gained, however, by looking at the final scene through the lens of the 

above-described magic notes instead of the signifying single pedal-note.   
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 In Cecil’s Warning, for example, Britten has given the pitch center of G to the 

hunchbacked advisor precisely at the moment he is suggesting a course of action for the Queen’s 

self-preservation; meanwhile, looming underneath is the B-flat, indicating that Elizabeth has not 

yet reached her judgment.  In the next number, The Queen’s Dilemma, Britten respells the B-flat 

as an A-sharp that  moves repeatedly to B natural, and this when the Queen is at her weakest 

moment, her desire to withhold Essex’s punishment almost swaying her.  Again, by considering 

a system of magic notes, it makes sense that B-flat, the note preceding resolved judgment on E-

flat, should be redefined at the moment of the Queen’s greatest weakness to lead to B, a note so 

often associated with the Earl.  In Penelope Rich’s Pleading (no. 6), which has already been 

discussed for its singular F-sharp major key signature, Lady Rich takes up the vacillating A-

sharp in her upper register (rehearsal 165 -4mm.).  The A-sharp does lead to Essex’s B at 

rehearsal 166, but the accompanying key signature indicates the two sharps of B minor:  

Elizabeth’s patience is near its end.  Lady Rich’s line attempts to sustain its multitude of sharps, 

but the Queen finally redefines the A-sharp, which had tempted her so, as B-flat, articulating its 

major triad to the words “Be dutiful, be still!” (rehearsal 166 +7mm. & ff.)  Lady Rich herself 

takes up this B-flat at rehearsal 167 -1mm.; whereas before the Queen had sung in her shadow, 

now Lady Rich must sing in the shadow of the Queen’s flats, moving to B-natural two measures 

later only to fall to the E of Essex’s defeat, a fall she repeats as she sings her last words of the 

opera.  At last, Elizabeth’s decision has been made.  She articulates the B-flat major triad once 

more to the words “Give me the warrant!” before the line of her resolved judgment–“I will sign 

it now!”–traces a cadential motion from B-flat to E-flat before falling to B-flat’s deceptive 

resolution and the magic note of the Queen’s melancholy, C.   
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 The Epilogue, the troped version of “Happy were he,” follows after four last measures 

prolonging the A-sharp to B motion that had provided so much impetus for the final scene, and 

as this last number opens, it presents the same C minor/E-flat major juxtaposition of “Happy 

were he” heard in Act I.  It had taken an entire six numbers for the Queen to force B-flat to 

cadence to E-flat, and when she finally succeeded in this cadential motion, it was only to fall 

immediately into the magic note of her melancholy and of her public duty; the opening of the 

Epilogue reverses that motion, beginning in C minor, then moving to E-flat major, but it must 

finally return, as “Happy were he” had in Act I, to C minor.  

 There are several rather minor differences in the pitch content of this troped version of 

Essex’s Second Lute Song, but the most fascinating departure from the original version occurs 

after rehearsal 179 (Ex. 3.16).  This section finds its double at rehearsal 44 in No.6 of Act I, 

Scene 2, where C minor had been confirmed as the unquestionable tonal goal of the whole song.  

Initially, the troped version in the Epilogue of Act III seems as if it will follow this path, moving 

from tonic to the major mediant (E-flat major), then to the minor dominant (G minor).  In Act I, 

the remainder of the progression was from the submediant (A-flat major) to the major 

subdominant (F major) and then to the tonic; however, in Act III, after the minor dominant (G 

minor) shared between the Act I and Act III versions, a major chord built on B-flat with a flute 

obbligato climbing to the note D-flat replaces the A-flat major submediant of Act I, and then a 

major chord built on F-sharp with a violin obbligato climbing to A-natural replaces the F major 

subdominant of Act I.  The violin’s A-natural serves, then, as the dominant for the final 

statement of the choral ode “Green leaves are we,” which begins in D major.   

 As laborious as it is to spell out these differences, the four measures before the final 

statement of the choral ode deserve serious consideration.  One thing seems certain:  that the B-
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flat/A-sharp dilemma so central to the scene as a whole is preserved even here, at the very 

moment of the Queen’s death.  Additionally, it seems quite reasonable to suggest that B-flat 

functions locally as the flat submediant, which will lead first to A (V) and then to the D (I) of the 

Queen’s final choral sublimation in “Green leaves.”  Britten takes the trouble, however, to 

rewrite B-flat as A-sharp before the dominant of D is reached and immediately after her last 

words in the opera (“I see no weighty reason that I should be fond to live or fear to die.”).  

Presumably, then, the F-sharp major chord is the death of the Queen, and as such its function in 

terms of voice-leading is subsidiary to its symbolic value as a reference to the magic note of 

Essex’s sublimation.  In the moment of her death, she exists in the magic note of his sublimation, 

and it is only in the memory of the people singing “Green leaves are we” throughout the long 

four hundred years of ensuing British history that the Queen’s own note of sublimation is 

preserved.  This is not the only evidence that Elizabeth as a woman must live within Essex’s 

music; after all, the entire Epilogue–containing all of her final greatness and tragedy and 

suffering and death–Britten sets by revisiting, phrase by phrase, the Earl’s own lute song.  The 

system of recurring dramatically significant referential pitches, or magic notes, postulated in this 

study of Gloriana would have little value if it consistently disagreed with other musical 

elements, but this is not the case.  Instead, the frequent correlation between story, motivic 

material, and referential pitch suggests that Britten, consciously or not, did return to important 

pitches as another way of strengthening his musical conception, of redefining the relationships 

suggested by Plomer’s libretto, and of clarifying dramatic situations and character relationships. 
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Ex. 4.16.  Rewriting the end of “Happy were he” (rehearsal 180 -2mm.). 

 

4.3.6  The Limitations and Advantages of Magic Notes  

 Several pages have now been spent on examining how a system of magic notes in 

Gloriana might have been employed by the composer.  It is well outside the scope of this study 

to examine each number of each scene in detail, though such an examination would certainly 

yield fruit.  On the other hand, to select however great a number of passages that support the 

viability of such a system when situations exist in which these magic notes seem absent is 

dishonest.  Two such situations should be mentioned:  the first concerns the shared use of a key 

for dramatic situations that seem to have little in common; the second concerns the use of a 

magic note of great significance in a situation seemingly at odds with that significance.   

 The most problematic example of the former is found in the use of A, by no means a 

central key to Gloriana, but one which comes in for several important uses, most notably as a 
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key in the major mode for three verses of the Rondo-Ballad in Act III, Scene 2, and in the minor 

mode for parts of Lady Rich’s, Lady Essex’s and Mountjoy’s pleading in Act III, Scene 3.  In 

both cases, it could be argued that A is serving very simply as an extended dominant for the 

Queen’s D, perhaps as an indication that the Queen’s authority is in question, but then how might 

one explain its use in Act I, Scene 1, in which A major, though clearly preparing for the Queen’s 

D, accompanies text in adulation of the Queen?  To define A as wholly preparatory (i.e., simply 

as a dominant), though, disagrees with the closer definitions provided for other magic notes thus 

far.  This is one problem facing the proposed system.   

 The other, concerning shorter passages where magic notes are not used in ways 

anticipated by the proposed system, is much more apparent.  An easy example is found at the 

beginning of the Finale (no. 3) in Act II, Scene 1.  At this point, the six choral dances have been 

performed, the last of which has rounded out the C major tonality of the choral dances as a 

whole.  Immediately following the C major cadence, however, the Queen and the entire orchestra 

respond in F-sharp major, Elizabeth singing “Norwich, we never can forget/Where Time and 

Concord sweetly met.”  While it is true that this F-sharp major chord quickly explains itself in 

terms of local voice-leading as the raised subdominant–which moves to G and then cadences in 

C major–the shock of seeing an entire orchestra and the Queen take up a key and note of such 

significance for Essex reminds us that magic notes are not employed with absolute rigidity and in 

order to be understood clearly should receive corroboration from motivic or textual references.  

If one applied the concept of magic notes to this passage, for example, one might conclude that 

Britten is suggesting that during the entire Norwich Masque the Queen has been thinking of the 

Earl and so her first music after its conclusion is as tonally opposed to it as is possible.  This 

seems an irresponsible reading, tempting as it might be, as nothing in the text, staging or motivic 
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material supports it.  In other words, dramatic justification must find a way to keep in check the 

powerful analytical tool of symbolic referential pitch, or the result will be interpretive absurdity. 

 While holding some reservations and making sure to apply the aforementioned “dramatic 

justification,” the importance of magic notes should not be underestimated or dismissed in 

Britten’s work, especially as recurring dramatically significant referential pitches figure so 

strongly in the next collaborations Britten and Plomer were to complete, the church parables, in 

which increasingly rigid systems of magic notes mirror the composer’s pursuit of a certain 

formalized, ritualistic rigidity.  In the relative absence of that rigidity in Gloriana, it is still 

remarkable how often Britten has recourse to use certain pitches in association with dramatic 

situations or characters.  Part of this consistency stems, no doubt, from Britten’s turn to “number 

opera” and to the increased employment of recitative that turn implies.  In a recitative purged of 

much, though not all, leitmotivic organization and returning very often to tonic-dominant and 

third-based gestures in the vocal lines, something had to provide Britten with musical continuity, 

if not unity, and with musical focus, if not pre-compositional inflexibility.  By employing a 

flexible system of magic notes, Britten could write music his audience could understand while at 

the same time investing that music with a constructional integrity on the border of what they 

might hear.  In other words, Britten could write what Ellen McDonald has called “nearly 

schizophrenic” music for the Queen and at the same time establish her character through a 

musical relationship to an unvarying set of symbolic pitches:  disorder masking an underlying 

order, compositional freedom masking an underlying self-control.   

 
4.4   Categories of Meaning in Gloriana: The Conversation Continues 

 As has been the case with The Tale of Mr. Tod and “Tyco the Vegan,” the approach in 

writing about Gloriana has been first to examine the source material for the opera itself, and then 
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to examine how Plomer and Britten stood in relation to that source material.  Each case has had 

its own complexities, but none has had more than Gloriana, naturally, as even a provisional 

understanding requires a ready facility with two books, a complete libretto, and a full-length 

opera.  Having made this provisional attempt at understanding, this study now turns to the 

categories of meaning that emerge from Gloriana and are shared by the two earlier Plomer-

Britten projects. 

 Several of these shared categories are quite obvious.  The keen interest in the visual arts 

exhibited by Britten and Plomer since their youth, an interest which seems to have found 

resonance for Britten, at least, in Beatrix Potter’s copiously illustrated story and in the possibility 

of using a television broadcast in “Tyco the Vegan,” emerges again in Gloriana.  Britten had 

declared in a letter to Plomer, written in the earliest stages of planning the opera, that he 

“want[ed] the opera to be crystal-clear with lovely pageantry (however you spell it) but linked by 

a strong story about the Queen & Essex.”191   The visual element of the opera was clearly of the 

highest importance to the composer, and several critics noted that the pageantry was given such 

pride of place that it threatened to destroy the dramatic impetus of the story by fragmenting it.192  

Whether or not one sees such fragmentation as innately damaging, it is hard to ignore that in the 

major public scenes in the opera–Act I, Scene 1 (Outside a Tilting Ground); Act II, Scene 1 (The 

Guildhall in Norwich); Act II, Scene 3 (The Great Room in the Palace of Whitehall); and Act III, 

Scene 2 (A Street in the City of London)–the story of the individual characters is seen only 

through the prism of visual spectacle:  a joust, a masque, a dance, a revolt.   

 The private scenes, on the contrary, do not hang upon any such events, and so they 

provide respite from the visual excess of the public scenes.  The exact alteration between public 

                                                           
191 Letter from Britten to Plomer, 11 May 1952, quoted in Carpenter, Britten, 306. 
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and private sustained throughout the eight scenes of the opera certainly lends itself to the 

criticism of a “lack of integration of the festive and the psychological,” but it does not follow that 

Plomer and Britten created this division by accident or that they found this fragmented approach 

inherently weak.  It may be recalled that Strachey had described Elizabeth and Essex's world as 

one with “no transitions–only opposites, juxtaposed.”193  Plomer himself seems half-willing to 

allow Gloriana to be defined as “an anthology of linked, vivid, somewhat self-contained scenes 

and moments.” 194 Far from stumbling into this fragmentation, then, Plomer and Britten probably 

calculated it precisely in an attempt, on the one hand, to make the instances of “lovely 

pageantry” stand apart (in order to prevent an endless wash of monotonous visual overload) and, 

on the other, to give the scenes of private life a wholly contrasting feel, one that demands 

attention for its difference.  Pageantry, then, not only defines the public world in Gloriana; it 

also defines, by its conspicuous absence, the private one.   

 To this concern for visual spectacle must be added the importance given by Plomer, 

sometimes at Britten’s request, to props in the opera.  The golden chess queen on the arm of 

Mountjoy, the lute taken up by Essex, the dress stolen from Lady Essex and worn by the Queen, 

Elizabeth’s red-golden wig on a stand before her as Essex bursts in at the beginning of Act III–

each is either a catalyst for a change in the dramatic situation or a symbolic definition of 

character, and it is by no means the case that props of a similar variety populate Britten’s operas 

with librettists other than Plomer.  A special relationship to the visual connects Plomer and 

Britten, and this comes out repeatedly in their work together. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
192 See the earlier discussion in this chapter of Edmund Tracey’s review, for example. 
193 Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex, 27. 
194 Plomer, Electric Delights, 183. 
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 Another obvious shared category is that of the feeling of being rooted in England, and 

Gloriana could scarcely represent this category more fully than it does.  Britten’s deep love for 

the English land, and specifically for East Anglia, has already been discussed, but it is worth 

noting in relation to Gloriana that the masque of Act II, Scene 1 takes place in Norwich, which, 

if not next door to Aldeburgh, is certainly one of the most obvious places in East Anglia for a 

lavish royal entertainment.  For other composers, this might seem a silly point to make, but 

Britten previously had forced the locations of Albert Herring and The Little Sweep into East 

Anglian environments, almost as if he had to have a tangible physical context for them, and so 

invoking a masque in Norwich has a real precedent.   

 Plomer, who had begun to find peace with his English heritage while editing Kilvert’s 

diary, still seemed far less enthusiastic about that heritage than the composer from Lowestoft.  

Britten, not Plomer, had suggested the children’s opera based on Beatrix Potter, an author herself 

so deeply embedded in the English countryside.  In lieu of The Tale of Mr. Tod, Plomer had 

wanted to craft a story where the English setting is arguably incidental to the extra-terrestrial 

one.  The opera that replaced “Tyco the Vegan” was suggested by the composer and, again, it 

was a story entrenched in English life.  Already the dialogue of proposed projects suggests a 

composer and librettist not wholly at one about the necessity of drawing plots out of the 

experience of being English.   That Britten felt plots should be drawn out of such experience does 

not suggest, however, that he felt a librettist or composer should be uncritical of the English, past 

or present.  The desire Britten had to use Elizabeth and Essex as the primary source material for 

his coronation opera suggests a sympathy for Strachey’s occasionally vituperative “new 

biography,” but Britten’s sympathy seems to be strongest precisely at Strachey’s intersection of 

specifically English history and modern morality.  Plomer shared a sympathy for “new 



 

  
169

biography” and had more or less written one himself, but it was on the subject of Cecil Rhodes in 

South Africa and therefore involved more than just English history.  Plomer believed in 

questioning figures of the past, consequently in applying a modern morality to those figures as 

Strachey had done, but did not feel the need to limit the scope of that questioning to the English 

past.  The conversation that Britten and Plomer had, through the history of their successive 

projects, about the role of being English in their art together is a conversation about whether that 

Englishness necessitates an insular focus or allows a supranational one.  In other words, does 

being strongly rooted in one’s national past demand that an artist deal primarily with that past, or 

does it provide the artist with a firm foundation on which to build structures that stretch beyond 

the borders of that past?  At the time of the writing of Gloriana, Britten’s answer of an insular 

focus seemed to have prevailed, but the question would persist beyond it, into Britten and 

Plomer's future projects together, and would resurface with particular potency in Curlew River 

where a rootedness in the English past allows for an incorporation of something as foreign to that 

past as Japanese Noh theater. 

 A category of meaning that featured strongly in the discussion of Beatrix Potter’s appeal 

as a human being to Britten and Plomer was the sense of isolation each artist had felt in the 

course of their lives:  Potter’s apparently enforced by her family, Britten and Plomer's to some 

extent, and to different degrees, brought about because of their homosexuality.  This isolation is 

embodied with great clarity and also tragedy in the character of Queen Elizabeth I, she who in 

Plomer’s words “is set upon a stage/Alone, in sight of all the world;/Alone, and must not fail” 

and whom, as the Virgin Queen, Britten wanted to stand by herself in the last moments of the 

opera as the lights faded.  This is the first of the Britten-Plomer collaborations in which a single 

isolated figure is the center of gravity for the opera, and even though Britten and Plomer seemed 
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to disagree on what portion of sympathy to dole out to Elizabeth and what to Essex, the centrality 

of the Queen, of Gloriana, cannot seriously be questioned.   

 The moment one attempts to define this isolated figure, however, her identity fractures:  

is this an attempt to represent a historical Queen, Strachey’s Queen, Neale’s, Plomer’s, Britten’s 

Queen?  What combination of a more subjective, personal sense of isolation and of a more 

objective, artistic representation go into the creation of her, and whose personal isolation, and 

whose artistic representation?  The Queen has performed what only a figure as great, as 

historically secure in the imagination of schoolchildren and scholars, as Elizabeth I could 

perform in that she has become the symbolic receptacle of strikingly divergent personal and 

artistic senses of isolation.  The very creation of Gloriana is a reenactment of the Queen’s 

transition from human to archetype, from historical figure to encompassing symbol.  In this new 

raiment she can be a homosexual, an exile in her own country, a political anachronism, a pacifist 

in a world at war, or any other figure isolated by virtue of a difference in essence between her 

and the human beings around her.  It is the forging of Elizabeth into the archetype of isolation 

that makes the tragedy and the loss of Essex, so ridiculous in history, the more poignant in opera.   

 It will be recalled that a very important category of meaning discussed in relation to The 

Tale of Mr. Tod and “Tyco the Vegan” was that of a sense of personal and universal loss.  In 

Potter’s tale and in her life, and also in Britten and Plomer's lives, much had happened to suggest 

that loss itself arose from the underlying amorality of nature.  Potter dared to revel in this 

amorality in the grisly tale of Mr. Tod and Tommy Brock, and Britten’s sympathies certainly 

seemed to lie in this “alarming” direction in 1951.  The most disturbing thing in Potter’s tale is 

the sense that its characters, cute and fluffy or ugly and bristly alike, are wholly at the mercy of 

this natural amorality, that they are only kept alive through the whim of chance.  As was 
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suggested earlier, Plomer may have taken issue with the helpless futility of Potter’s world, for in 

populating the story of “Tyco the Vegan,” he seems to have set up all the elements of an amoral 

world on earth, but to have countered it with the important addition of a moral, just world in 

outer space, so that it would fall to the isolated child-artists to make a decision to enter into the 

amoral world, presumably to try to better it.   

 The Plomer of 1952, the Plomer of Gloriana, wanted to create the possibility for positive 

moral action–therefore, it is important that he also had wanted to allow for such action in “Tyco 

the Vegan”–for the isolated Elizabeth is not an inert force, but an active one.  It is in the nature 

of Elizabeth’s action that Gloriana represents a step beyond its extraterrestrial predecessor, for 

beyond making the central decision, the Queen must also deal, in the context of the opera, with 

the long-term ramifications of her actions.  Her central decision is a violent one, for in pursuit of 

the confirmation of her isolated status she must destroy Essex, who tempts her out of that 

isolation.  In Plomer’s libretto, the temptation promises a life removed from the conditions 

imposing isolation upon her, her attraction to Essex an attraction to his freedom to live in a world 

without that isolation; in Britten’s opera, the temptation seems to have more to do with the Earl 

directly and with the longing for some kind of closeness, spiritual or sexual or both, with another 

specific human being.  In either case, the destruction of Essex is the unavoidable cost of the 

Queen’s necessary isolation, and it is a destruction as wrong for herself as it is right both for her 

self-preservation and for her country.  This choice, between a destruction that will enable self-

preservation and a preservation that will enable self-destruction, is the moral question of the 

opera, and, eight years after the dropping of the atomic bomb and the end of World War II, it was 

also the most relevant moral question of the twentieth century.  How much slaughter will one 

commit in order to preserve oneself?   The isolated governing figure must suffer the burden of 
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making a decision that is at the same time wrong and right.  For Plomer, it is the right that 

lingers, the taste of Elizabeth’s victory for her people repeatedly comforting her in her real 

sorrow as death approaches; for Britten, the wrong lingers, sounding every note of Elizabeth’s 

inescapable sense of guilt until she dies, only after which that guilt finally can be washed away in 

the eulogizing memory of the English people. 

 For all of the suggested richness of Gloriana, though, it is important to remember that the 

coronation opera has not enjoyed a very successful history as an opera, and so the situation has 

arisen–strange in scholarship–that work on its reception history, traced through music criticism, 

has outweighed in quantity any other sort of inquiry.  Plomer himself participated in this trend, 

on the occasion of the revival of Gloriana in the early 1960s, with his London Magazine article 

“Let’s Crab an Opera,” in which he uses quotes from various critics to demonstrate that there 

were also positive critical responses to the work, and that the legend of its failure did not match 

up with reality.  Despite Plomer’s professed attempt to achieve something like objectivity in the 

article, the end of it reveals how deeply he had been stung by the experience and how long his 

resentment, not towards Britten but towards musical cliques against Britten that he perceived to 

be conglomerating in the 1950s, had rankled.195  Britten must have recognized his librettist’s 

resentment almost immediately after the 1953 premiere, for in a consoling letter of 20 July 1953, 

he wrote, 

I expect that you, like me, have felt a bit kicked around over it, perhaps more than me 
because I’m a bit more used to the jungle.  But the savagery of the wild beasts always is a 
shock.  The fact remains that I have loved working with you, my dear, and that you’ve 
produced the most wonderful libretto, that it is impossible for me adequately to express 
my gratitude for.  Please let us some time work together again.  No hurry, just don’t 
forget me.196 
 

                                                           
195 Plomer, Electric Delights, 180-5. 
196 Quoted in Alexander, Plomer, 279. 
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In the event, it was 1964 before another Plomer-Britten project would be completed, but plans 

for a new collaboration were already underway by October of 1954, this time on a Greek subject, 

and so the present study moves away from the myth of Elizabethan England and towards mythic 

Greece. 
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CHAPTER 5 

GREEK COLLABORATIONS: 
BRITTEN, PLOMER, AND THE MORALITY OF MYTH 

5.1   Finding the Right Myth 

 The length of time between Britten’s warm letter thanking Plomer for his work on 

Gloriana, in which he expressed his wish to collaborate with the author again, and his letter 

suggesting the shape their new collaboration might take was little more than a year.  Considering 

Britten’s busy schedule, this was not much time at all.  During that interval–between 7 July 1953 

and 25 October 1954–Britten had written another full-length opera, The Turn of the Screw, this 

time to a libretto by Myfanwy Piper (the wife of John Piper, who had worked with Britten as a 

set and costume designer since The Rape of Lucretia in 1946).  The premiere of The Turn of the 

Screw had occurred in Venice’s Fenice Theater on 14 September 1954, and as soon as October 

Britten had to follow his new work to Sadler’s Wells, on to the Holland Festival and then to 

Sweden before it was recorded for long-playing record–the first such recording of a Britten 

work–in January of 1955.197  The composer, therefore, did not lack for things to occupy him.  

Yet, in the middle of it all, he was writing to Plomer, anxious to pursue their next collaboration: 

                                                           
197  Carpenter, Britten, 357-8. 

 I don’t remember whether I made the ‘data’ clear about the new piece?  It ought to fit 

with the ‘little Sweep’ into an evening–to be between 30-45 minutes about–have a cast of not 

more than 6 children (4 boys, 2 girls) & 5 adults (3 women, 2 men).  We could use the audience 

as chorus if we want, also. 
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The idea, just to give you a little something to think about, that is in my mind, is a Greek 
story, translated into the present day children’s world.  I wonder whether Phaeton 
wouldn’t be possible.  A little boy teased into borrowing his father’s racing car & driving 
it into disaster. . .198 
 

Plomer responded quickly, suggesting that instead of Phaëthon they might consider the story of 

Arion.  Britten wrote back shortly after his receipt of Plomer’s letter, having found Arion 

incompatible with his conception of an updated Greek children’s story, proposing either Icarus 

or, again, Phaëthon.199  What is one to make, though, of this conversation between the two men 

over which Greek myth to set?   

 It would take too many tangents to deal with this question fully in the present study, and 

besides, with so little documentary evidence, any conclusions one might draw would be, at best, 

well-informed speculation.  Having said that, it is interesting to note how similar Phaëthon and 

Daedalus/Icarus are and how disparate Arion is from them.  Without rehearsing the stories in 

detail, it is surely worth recognizing that Icarus and Phaëthon die in their respective stories while 

Arion lives.200  Beyond this, one must acknowledge that Britten would have been creating stage 

                                                           
198  Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 25 October 1954. 
199 Britten reveals much about his interest in the “Icarus” myth by calling it Icarus instead of Daedalus, for 

in almost all Classical accounts, and even in many nineteenth- and twentieth-century retellings of it, the principal 
character is Daedalus, with Icarus and his fate serving to reflect on his father as much as to expose his own 
character.  Britten was not alone, however, in his fascination with Icarus.  The transfer of fascination from father to 
son has been shared by a number of twentieth-century artists and writers.  Karl Kilinski II, in his book The Flight of 
Icarus through Western Art, names Eduardo Paolozzi, Richard Lytle, Michael Ayrton, Louis MacNiece, John R. 
Armstrong, Matisse, Picasso, and several others, all of whom participated in the Daedalus/Icarus mythography 
between the end of World War II and the end of the Cold War.  Two British artists, Michael Ayrton and John R. 
Armstrong, were especially dedicated to using the Daedalus/Icarus mythography as a symbolic language for concern 
over the nuclear arms race; additionally, Kilinski explains that Armstrong “shared Ayrton’s concern over world 
annihilation through nuclear power mismanagement and actively campaigned against the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons.”  Karl Kilinski II, The Flight of Icarus through Western Art, in Studies in Art History 4 (Lewiston: Edwin 
Mellen Press, 2002), 380ff. 

200 For reasons too lengthy to report here, I would suggest that Plomer and Britten had read the following 
sources, respectively, in their initial research into a possible children’s opera on a Greek myth.   Plomer likely had 
read the account of Arion found in Herodotus; it is much less likely, though interesting, to consider that he might 
have consulted the brief account in Ovid’s Fasti.  See Herodotus, The History of Herodotus, trans. George 
Rawlinson, in Great Books of the Western World, v. 6 (Chicago: William Benton, 1952); and Ovid, Fasti, trans. and 
ed. by A. J. Boyle and R. D. Woodard (London: Penguin Books, 2000).  It is almost certain that Britten had 
consulted Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which contains excellent accounts of both Phaëthon and Daedalus/Icarus, because 
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characters in Icarus and Phaëthon with which children could identify because of their collective 

status as children and then would have been killing the stage characters off.  What message 

might this have sent to an audience of children?  Is it not the same kind of message the composer 

had proposed sending through a setting of Beatrix Potter’s Tale of Mr. Tod–a message about the 

helpless, hopeless position of the innocent in an amoral universe? 

 Plomer’s Arion would have borne no such message.  Arion, world-famous inventor of the 

dithyramb, acclaimed citharode of Corinth, was rescued by Apollo’s dolphin after having been 

treacherously forced overboard by avaricious sailors.201  Though faced with the same amoral 

universe as Phaëthon and Icarus, he managed to survive.  Read against the stories Britten wanted 

to set, the story of Arion seems to resonate especially strongly with a Christian culture, Arion’s 

rebirth (through water on the back of the dolphin of Apollo) serving as a quasi-resurrection.202  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
he had already used that work as inspiration for his solo oboe piece, Six Metamorphoses after Ovid.  (Importantly, 
the second movement of the Six Metamorphoses is entitled “Phaëthon.”)  See Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Charles 
Martin, intro. by Bernard Knox (New York: W. W. Norton, 2004).    

 It is also possible, though unlikely, that Plomer and Britten had not consulted the original Greek or 
Roman sources at all, but instead had read a nineteenth- or twentieth-century retelling of them, perhaps in a 
children’s reader, as this, after all, was to be a children’s opera.  I would recommend reading the account of Arion 
by G. H. Boden and W. Barrington d’Almeida in Stories from the Classics, selected & arranged by Eva March 
Tappan, in The Children’s Hour (Houghton Mifflin, 1907), 18-27.  This volume also contains retellings of the 
stories to which Britten was loyal, told by Josephine Preston Peabody.  See Stories from the Classics, 161ff.; 164ff.  
It is also worth considering Edith Hamilton’s account of the three stories, because she represents a popular mid-
twentieth-century account of them, and additionally Robert Graves’s, because his accounts were written at roughly 
the same time Britten and Plomer were considering their Greek children’s opera.  See Edith Hamilton, Mythology 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1942); and  Robert Graves, The Greek Myths, 2 vols., intro. by Kenneth McLeish, 
illus. by Grahame Baker (London: Folio Society, 1996). 

201 Arion was apparently an actual person, a musician in the service of Periander, the tyrant of Corinth who 
ruled from 625-585 B.C.  Arion had come originally from Lesbos, and at least by the time he achieved Periander’s 
patronage, he was considered a kithara player of an excellence without equal.  His most famous contribution, 
however, was the invention of the dithyramb, a “choral ode in honour of Dionysus.”  See Oxford Classical 
Dictionary, 3rd ed., ed. by Simon Hornblower and Antony Spawforth (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1996), 158; 487. 

202 A fascinating aspect of Arion is that he represents that rare example in Classical mythology of a figure 
who walks both with Apollo, through his association with the lyre and the dolphin, and with Dionysus, through his 
association with the dithyramb.  The Apollonian/Dionysian simultaneity may have been of especial interest to 
Plomer, because of its suggestion of sexual doubleness and perhaps because of its relevance for certain ideas of the 
ritual theorists, particularly Jane Ellen Harrison, who was of such importance to Plomer’s close friend, Virginia 
Woolf.  See Martha C. Carpentier, Ritual, Myth, and the Modernist Text: The Influence of Jane Ellen Harrison on 
Joyce, Eliot, and Woolf (Amsterdam: Gordon and Breach, 1998).  Harrison had spent considerable energy dealing 
with the double-birth of Dionysus, once (like everyone) through his mother and once (like no one else) through his 
 



 

  
177

This is an important point for a librettist who, only a few years earlier, had responded to the 

Beatrix Potter project with “Tyco the Vegan,” and who, only a few years later, would change the 

Noh play, Sumidagawa, from a tragedy without consolation to a story about healing and recovery 

from loss.203 

 This remarkable, repeated ruddiness in the stories Plomer wished to set deserves some 

comment.  Plomer, like most of his artistic generation, had been steeped as a youth in the dogma 

and culture of the Church of England, and, like Britten, had received strong re-enforcement of 

that dogma and culture through his mother, only to find that the Christian message in which he 

had been indoctrinated stood in an apparently hypocritical relationship to the actions of self-

proclaimed Christian nations.  The first war was a sticking point:  “No child of my generation 

could have remained untroubled by what went on in France from 1914 onwards.  What had it to 

do with peace, or loving one’s neighbour, or with forgiveness of one’s enemies?”204  It was partly 

in response to this climate of the perceived betrayal of Christian values by the very people 

supposed to be championing them, partly in response to the sense in the 1930s of an approaching 

cataclysm worse than the first, that Plomer and others of his generation had adopted their 

different versions of agnosticism, though seldom atheism.  Plomer described the nature of his 

own religious convictions in the 1930s in the following terms: “To be deficient in hope is 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
father’s thigh as “Dithyrambos.”  For Harrison, then, the “dithyramb” was the song of the double-birth.  Jane Ellen 
Harrison, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1922), 441ff.  It 
is immensely fascinating that Arion, supposed inventor of the dithyramb, would himself have had to endure a second 
birth, through the water on the back of Apollo’s dolphin.  For a recent appraisal of contemporary scholarship on 
Dionysus, see the chapter called “Dionysus and the Hippy Convoy:  Ritual, Myth, and Metaphor in the Cult of 
Dionysus,” in John Gould, Myth, Ritual Memory, and Exchange:  Essays in Greek Literature and Culture (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2001), 269-82. 

203 The relationship between “Tyco the Vegan” and Arion is also interesting from a astrological 
perspective.  Lyra–the constellation discussed earlier in this study in relation to Tyco, whom Plomer had identified 
with Lyra’s alpha star, Vega–was also known as Lyra Arionis, the “Lyre of Arion.”  It is possible, then, that Plomer 
was unwilling to let something of astrological significance to him be forgotten with the shelving of the “Tyco the 
Vegan” idea.  Possibly Plomer wanted to return to Lyra, the master musician’s constellation, for his next work with 
the master musician Britten.  Allen, 281. 
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unchristian.  I was deficient in hope, and a lapsed Christian.”205  With the word “lapsed,” written 

for a book published in 1958, Plomer gives away that he would return to Christianity, though in 

the 1930s it is doubtful he would have anticipated this return.  The path to Plomer’s development 

of a spirituality for himself was opened up by his discovery, late in 1937, of the diary of Francis 

Kilvert, in whom he saw a kind of Christianity–gentle, sincere, tied to locality–that resonated 

more strongly for him than the imperialistic, “make the world English” (and therefore Anglican) 

variety he had known from his youth.  Still, his return was slow, and it was only in 1953 that he 

began regularly to attend a local church at Rustington on Sunday mornings.206   

 In this light, it seems understandable that Plomer would have a renewed interest in 1954 

in creating a story of hope, for if “to be deficient in hope is unchristian,” then a return to 

Christianity for Plomer had to signal a sufficient hope, a hope bound up with the Christian 

premise that Christ’s suffering was not the terminus of his existence, but instead the transition to 

his resurrection, and by analogy that man’s suffering in a half-century of annihilation and self-

annihilation was not the end, but the transition to a new post-war chapter for humanity in which 

peace might be possible.  In 1954, with Hitler dead and Imperial Japan broken, with the Western 

Empires in full retreat before the powers of colonial self-governance, with England still basking 

in the glow of wanting to believe in a second Elizabethan age, peace might finally have seemed 

something for which one could hope.  In 1954, Arion could resurface from the ocean on the back 

of a dolphin, rescued by fate instead of destroyed by it, and Plomer could put a message of good 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
204  Plomer, At Home, 121. 
205  Ibid, 124. 
206  Alexander, Plomer, 283.  Again, the connection to Auden is fascinating, for after a youth spent 

mocking religion and an ensuing period embracing what Carpenter describes as “humanist agnosticism” in the mold 
of E. M.  Forster, Auden began to attend his local Episcopalian church in New York and, from around October of 
1940, partly because of his acquaintance with Charles Williams, in whom he found a truly spiritual presence, and 
partly because of his reading of Kierkegaard, Auden began to consider himself a Christian.  Carpenter, Auden, 286; 
297. 
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fortune, of the survival of the non-violent artist in the face of insurmountable odds, before 

children honestly; after all, had not he and Britten, Forster and Auden and Isherwood and 

Stephen Spender and a great number of their friends survived the harrowing of two world wars?  

Perhaps it was time for art to move on from Wilfred Owen’s dictum that “all a poet can do today 

is warn,” on from Auden’s credo of the 1930s in which art’s highest aim was “to make action 

urgent and its nature clear” and to suggest, at last, a simple message of hope. 

 Britten saw this much, at least, for in his response to Plomer on 8 November 1954 he 

seemed distinctly disappointed at the myth’s sunny outcome: 

I’ve read Arion with great pleasure.  It is a sweet story and sweetly told.  But for the life 
of me I can’t think of a way to fit it naturally to a contemporary setting, nor of making 
him a boy.  A boy doesn’t (well, normally) make a fortune out of his gifts, although he 
could fall overboard on to the back of the equivalent of a dolphin, I suppose.  Have you 
thought any more about Phaeton, to which I am still loyal?  Or what about Icarus, which 
is such a good, & up-to-date story.207 
 

Britten’s specific objections seem rather weak, as Arion is clearly a virtuoso, and Britten was no 

stranger to the idea of a precociously musical child, having been one himself.  Nor is putting a 

prize in the hands of a child an insurmountable problem, especially if the sailors had been made 

Arion’s peers, for most children at some time have the unfortunate experience of possessing 

something a bully, or even a group of bullies, wants.  Besides, Britten was used to watching and 

even to helping his librettos undergo the most remarkable transformations, so the minor points 

about Arion could not have stopped him had he found the central message of the myth 

compelling.   

 The reason for Britten’s disapproval more likely hangs upon the word “sweet,” which in 

the context of his letter seems hardly better than “saccharine” or “toothless,” especially when one 

realizes that the composer’s beloved Phaëthon and Icarus both meet such miserable ends.  It is 
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the Beatrix Potter conversation again, where Britten wants to create a cruel and cold universe, an 

amoral natural world out of a mythical one, for modern children to inhabit.  At least in The Tale 

of Mr. Tod, some good came of it all:  the baby bunnies were saved.  Not so in the two Greek 

myths Britten was considering, for in both cases the boys die horribly, and, what is more, for 

Phaëthon and Icarus death is the terminus of existence; there is no resurrection, no second birth 

on the back of a dolphin. 

 There is another, very practical reason that might explain Britten’s relative distaste for 

Arion and, concomitantly, an aspect of his “loyalty” to Phaëthon in particular:  of the three myths 

under consideration, Phaëthon would have presented him with the best assortment of character 

and voice types.  If, as he had stated in his letter to Plomer, Britten had in mind something on the 

order of six children (four boys and two girls) and five adults (three men and two women), then 

neither Arion nor Daedalus/Icarus would suit.  Despite the composer’s objections to the contrary, 

one could imagine Arion as a boy, and perhaps another token boy could have been added to the 

crew of sailors, but the other members of the cast, including Periander the tyrant, would have 

needed to be men.  How should four female roles function in such a scenario?  Daedalus and 

Icarus would need only Minos to complete the cast, an incorporation of Pasiphae both going too 

far afield for what at most would be a forty-five minute opera and also potentially getting into 

subjects inappropriate for an opera explicitly for children.  So again, there are too few roles, and 

no significant female ones.  Ovid’s Phaëthon, by contrast, has Epaphus, perhaps even Cycnus, 

several young sisters who are turned into trees, the sun (with all of his attendants) and Clymene, 

all of whom are fleshed out considerably by the Roman writer.   

                                                                                                                                                                                           
207  Unpublished letter from Benjamin Britten to William Plomer, 8 November 1954. 
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 This very practical matter of having the right number of vocalists in the cast becomes 

even more important when one considers that the eventual possibility of school performances of 

the work must have been lurking in Britten’s mind, and it would not have been very satisfactory 

for a school to put on a children’s opera in which only one or two children could participate, and 

only boys at that.  There is also the matter of Britten’s desire to make this “Greek” story fit into 

an evening with The Little Sweep, and while not impossible, it would have been noticeable, 

perhaps uncomfortably so, to have a full cast for the one and only a handful of singers for the 

other.  The number of characters in Phaëthon obviously complements that in The Little Sweep’s 

more nearly than the number in Arion or in Daedalus/Icarus.208 

 If, as seems the case, Phaëthon was more appropriate for the performing group Britten 

had in mind than either of the other two myths, this practicality would not have been the only 

quality to recommend the story.  Within Ovid’s Metamorphoses the Daedalus/Icarus and 

Phaëthon sections echo each other:  for the centrality of a daidalos (a boundary-breaking, 

dangerous creation such as wings for a human or a sun chariot), for their pivotal episode of 

forbidden flight, for their fatherly advice ignored, for their tragic ending.  Given the remarkable 

correspondence between the two myths, the negligible attention paid to the Phaëthon myth in 

comparison to that paid to the Daedalus/Icarus one seems remarkable.  Perhaps this relative 

negligence was part of what had attracted Britten to the story.  He could make many of the same 

points several other artists were beginning to make in the 1950s with Icarus, while using an 

appropriately larger cast and a story with less artistic baggage.   

                                                           
208  In fact, the numbers Britten suggested to Plomer in his letter of 25 October 1954 are precisely the 

numbers needed for a performance of The Little Sweep, and although Britten’s objections to Plomer’s suggestion of 
Arion make no mention of it, it seems possible that a major, perhaps subconscious, objection of the composer’s was 
that the Arion story could not conveniently be made to conform to the constitution of The Little Sweep’s cast.  This 
point holds up less well, however, when one realizes that one of Britten’s counter-suggestions was Daedalus/Icarus, 
a story with similarly daunting problems for a librettist who was supposed to incorporate four female characters.  
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 Finally, though, Icarus and Phaëthon did not seem to excite the kind of interest in Plomer 

that they had in Britten.  One must look, again, to the outcome of the story.  Phaëthon and 

Daedalus/Icarus end with death and misery, Arion with rebirth and joy.  Whatever contemporary 

relevance Plomer might have read into Phaëthon or Icarus, it seems clear that those stories did 

not present conclusions with which he could feel comfortable.  Composer and librettist 

continued, then, their symbol-laden, mythic conversation begun with The Tale of Mr. Tod and 

revisited in each successive project, the one insistently (if cautiously) optimistic, the other as 

insistently full of despair.  It would take Curlew River to change the conversation’s tone. 

 
5.2   The Myth of Greek Myth in the Postwar World 

 How does one begin to appraise a cultural phenomenon as diffuse and widespread, as 

deeply affecting as the power of the Greco-Roman Classical world for the twentieth-century 

mind?  There is no adequate way, in fact, to accomplish the kind of nuance, within the 

appropriate breadth of treatment, that such a topic deserves while keeping within the already 

expansive boundaries of the subject at hand.  Instead, the approach must be:  first, to suggest 

something of how the attraction to the Classical world came to hold sway over Britten and 

Plomer; second, to show how that attraction related to larger cultural trends in the reception of 

the Classical world and loosely to define those trends; third, to explore how other works of 

Britten and Plomer's might reflect these trends; fourth, to examine the ways in which Britten and 

Plomer's attraction to Classical myth is indicative of their attraction to the “mythic” in general–as 

is borne out in their several early collaborations discussed in this study; fifth and finally, to 

evaluate both Britten and Plomer's more general attraction to the “mythic” and their act of 

appropriating myth as the operatic language of choice. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Sometimes it feels more clever than it actually is to attribute artistic decisions purely to practical reasons. 
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 As I cover the five points of this approach, it will be noted that “myth” has been 

redefined or, perhaps, refocused.  Whereas in the discussion of Arion, Icarus, and Phaëthon, 

“myth” was used to denote a specific story (or rather a conceptual simultaneity of all existing 

versions of a story), “myth” must now be broadened to encompass the idea of Greek myth and of 

the Greek and Roman Classical world as a whole for the twentieth- and twenty-first-century 

mind.  In other words, myth must serve not only to refer to stories, but to a culture’s perception 

of those stories as having come out of a past that has itself become mythic.  For the ancient 

Greek and Roman cultures have long functioned as myths in their own right, and so the 

individual stories or story-complexes related by those cultures have become myths embedded in 

myths.  A contemporary use of Icarus is not just a navigation of the characters, situations and 

symbols in that myth; it is also a navigation of the idea of using a Greek myth in contemporary 

culture.  It means something to use Greek and Roman myth, just as it means something to use a 

specific myth like Icarus, and so in attempting to reach an understanding of Britten and Plomer's 

more general attraction to the mythic, one must not just address the complexities inherent in an 

individual myth-complex, but also the complexities inherent in the gesture of appropriating the 

ancient world for use in the contemporary one.     

 
5.2.1  Greek Myth as the Language of Didacticism 

 Both men encountered the Greek and Roman Classical worlds, their languages and 

pantheons, from an early age in the schoolroom.  Britten began his formal education at South 

Lodge in Lowestoft, where he was a “day-boy,” and from 1928-30 attended Gresham’s in 

Norfolk, the same public school Auden had attended.  The young composer had excelled in 

mathematics at South Lodge but by his own admission was scared of Latin; nevertheless, he had 
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to learn it, at least provisionally.209  Latin was not the only thing worth fearing at South Lodge, 

for Humphrey Carpenter spends some pages in his Britten biography portraying the headmaster 

there, T. J. E. Sewell, as a tyrant who “liked beating boys.”210  Britten had some success at this 

first school, but as he became an adult, his memories of it and of its headmaster were uneasy at 

best.  By the time of his migration to Gresham’s, even mathematics must have become a 

distraction, for he apparently was thought of as excelling in music almost to the exclusion of 

other academic pursuits.211  Gresham’s–which specialized in the teaching of science and boasted 

a music teacher, William Greatorex, for whom Britten quickly developed a dislike bordering on 

contempt–was certainly not to the composer’s taste, and he seems to have wanted to escape the 

place from the moment he arrived.  Auden, who also had been less than pleased with Gresham’s, 

credited much of its perceived backwardness and stifling atmosphere to the “Honor System,” 

“which demanded that boys promise not to indulge in smoking, swearing or indecency, and 

should attempt to dissuade others–and if that failed, should report them to the authorities.”212  

Auden would later compare this arrangement to a “Fascist state,” and Britten’s experience seems 

to have him led to much the same conclusion.  When Britten was sixteen and in his sixth term at 

Gresham’s, he  took his exams for a School Certificate, after which event his family had agreed 

that he should pursue further musical education in London, regardless of whether or not he 

                                                           
209 Carpenter, Britten, 9. 
210 Quoted in Ibid, 10.  Carpenter treats thoroughly of the importance Sewell might have had for the young 

Britten, and while he stops short of accusing Sewell of having sexually abused Britten, the way in which he stacks 
the evidence encourages the reader to consider it as a strong possibility.  To see actual or potential sexual abuse in 
every tense relationship of Britten’s life is part of Carpenter’s approach in the biography, but in the case of Sewell at 
least, the interviews from other boys at South Lodge do point to the conclusion that the headmaster was at least an 
unfairly severe disciplinarian.  Carpenter, Britten, 19-25. 

211 Ibid, 31-2. 
212 Ibid, 29. 
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passed.213  In the event, he did pass, and ultimately a composition scholarship through the Royal 

College of Music proved the unexpected means of his escape. 

 Plomer, whose education was conducted on two continents, also had to endure a stifling, 

rule-bound atmosphere, his at Beechmont School in Kent, where he was a boarder for three years 

(1914-17) and studied Latin, among other things.214  Beyond the stifling atmosphere, though, 

Plomer attached special opprobrium to the headmaster, Clement William Louis Bode, whose 

“system of education was to inure his charges to Christianity in its drabbest form, to give them a 

sound training in the classics, and to make them proficient cricketers”;215 the first and the last of 

these were anathema to the child and the adult Plomer, so the middle one, the “sound training in 

the classics,” would appear to be guilty by association.  Still, Plomer manages to credit Bode 

with a “real faculty for teaching the classics and awakening appreciation of the use of words and 

the poetry of Virgil and Horace,” and this is by far the most positive thing he writes in any of his 

autobiographical works concerning the hated Beechmont and its “sour, spiritually withered, and 

unjust” headmaster.216  Plomer’s one year at Rugby (1917-18), one of the premier public schools 

in England, he found to be a substantial improvement over his time at Beechmont, and it seems 

to have been much more pleasant than Britten’s time at Gresham’s.217  On either side of his 

student years in England, Plomer attended St. John’s College in Johannesberg, the first stint as 

successful as the second was disappointing.218 

 These two précis of British education in the first part of the twentieth century are not that 

different in essentials from those that could be made for many boys of Plomer and Britten's 

                                                           
213 Ibid, 32. 
214 Plomer, Double Lives, 111-15.  Alexander asserts that Plomer also “had learned Greek at school,” but 

does not specify where this tuition occurred.  Alexander, Plomer, 167. 
215 Plomer, Double Lives, 111. 
216 Ibid, 111-12. 
217 Alexander, Plomer, 24ff. 
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generations.  Abusive headmasters, endless hours of learning Latin by rote, bullying peers:  these 

are the archetypal images of the Edwardian and early Georgian education.  Of course, it is the 

images’ presumed universality that gives them such tremendous power–one can even see in 

Plomer’s “Tyco the Vegan” idea an attempt to reference this family of images–and that converts 

them from the shared experience of the children of the Edwardian/Georgian middle class into a 

collection of elements with mythic significance.  Auden would write in his introduction to The 

Portable Greek Reader (1948) that “For anyone brought up in this way, Greece and Rome are so 

mixed up with his personal memories of childhood and classroom that it is extremely difficult to 

look at these civilizations objectively.  This is particularly so, perhaps, in the case of Greece.”219  

The situation arises, therefore, in which Britten and Plomer learned about Greek myth in a 

setting–the Edwardian/Georgian schoolroom–that became mythically charged for their 

generation of educated Englishmen.  Then, having grown into adults, they wished to take Greek 

myth, now dissociated from that schoolroom, and rewrite it into a children’s opera, in effect 

rejoining it to the mythic space of their years of early education.  In this arrangement, myth 

infuses both the medium and the message.   

 
5.2.2  The Doubled Mythic Significance of Ancient Greece 

 One might propose a variety of reasons for this doubled mythic significance.  If a 

children’s opera was to be used as a didactic tool, then it makes perfect sense that Plomer and 

Britten should have gone back to the things that were used as didactic tools on them as children.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
218 Ibid, 17ff.; 41ff. 
219 W. H. Auden, ed., The Portable Greek Reader, reprint (New York: Penguin, 1977), 1.  Further, Auden 

recognizes the specifically mythic quality of this education in the Greek and Roman world by beginning his 
introduction as one would a fable or a fairy tale:  “Once upon a time there was a little boy.  Before he could read, his 
father told him stories about the War between the Greeks and the Trojans.  Hector and Achilles were as familiar to 
him as his brothers, and when the Olympians quarreled he thought of his uncles and aunts[, etc.].”  Auden, The 
Portable Greek Reader, 1.  
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They associated the world of Greek myth with early education, with their own acculturation.  On 

the other hand, this is a preposterous reason precisely because of the fact that both men 

associated Greek myth with that dissatisfactory education.  Why should either man wish to teach 

a new postwar generation of children by the same means that their “sour, spiritually withered” 

headmasters used on them?  By so doing, would they not become those headmasters themselves, 

co-conspirators in what they perceived as a close-minded, dying empire, hypocrites slipping all 

too easily into the favorite language of those fading power structures?   

 It is well to keep in mind at this point that the proposed Greek children’s opera never 

came to fruition; furthermore, although each man dealt extensively with the Greco-Roman world 

through his own work, and although each man, especially Britten, wrote things designed for 

children, in no case did either man complete something that both employed the Greco-Roman 

world and was meant for children.  In fact, the Greco-Roman world surfaces in both men’s 

works (before their consideration of a Greek children’s opera) almost invariably in association 

with subjects that are erotic in nature and adult in orientation.  Britten and Plomer's use of the 

Classical world as a staging area for the erotic also makes sense in that Greek and Roman 

mythology had provided perhaps the first officially sanctioned and distributed dose of eroticism 

in what was otherwise meant to be an asexual boarding school culture of pubescent boys.  As one 

might guess, and as both Auden and Plomer among many attest to in their writings, the 

realization of this imposed asexual ideal was seldom accomplished.  Despite the apparent 

infrequency of accomplishing an asexual culture in practice, whatever covert sexuality may have 

existed in the Edwardian/Georgian education does nothing to diminish the fact that Greek and 

Roman mythology was the primary place where eroticism–in the context of that education, and 

even when cloaked or explained away by teachers–was acceptable.  As the Edwardian/Georgian 
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generations reached adulthood, then, referencing the Greco-Roman world remained a relatively 

safe way to broach erotic (including homosexual) subjects to other adults; it had the complicity 

of an educational system behind it, along with the near universality of understanding for the 

Edwardian generations which that system encouraged. 

 The question arises, then, of whether the ideal audience for the proposed Greek children’s 

opera would have been comprised primarily of children, adults or some mixture of both, and 

beyond this, of whether Plomer and Britten had different ideal audiences in mind and whether 

this factor helped guide them to make such disparate suggestions for a potential operatic subject.  

Whatever the answer, it would have been only for the adults in the prospective audience that the 

opera would have had the doubled mythic significance mentioned earlier.  For children, still 

learning about Greek mythology for the first time, the memories of a distant education simply 

did not yet exist, and so an “Arion,” or “Icarus” or “Phaëthon” would have been for them a re-

enforcement or a coloring of the one mythic space of Greek mythology as it was being learned.   

 Two polarized explanations, between which numerous mixtures are possible, have 

emerged for Britten and Plomer's use of Greek myths as the potential subjects of their proposed 

children’s opera:  possibly they wanted to teach children in the same mythic language that had 

played such an important part in their own education; or, possibly they wanted to teach adults by 

forcing them to return to the language of their formative years, back to the mythic language of 

their collective education.  Each explanation also has a problematic aspect:  for the first, by 

adopting the mythic language of their own education, Britten and Plomer were, in effect, making 

themselves into the headmasters they had loathed, part of the educational system they so often 

had resented; for the second, Britten and Plomer's use of the Greco-Roman world had already 

graduated, so to speak, into a language most frequently and openly associated with eroticism, but 
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this does not seem to reflect Britten’s or Plomer’s choice of specific potential subjects for this 

collaboration, nor would an open eroticism have been appropriate for a “children’s opera.”  The 

discovery that a central problem lurks within each potential solution by no means eliminates 

either as a potential answer to the question of Britten and Plomer's use of Greek mythology; 

instead, this discovery illustrates a localized example of a more far-ranging point in the present 

delving into Greek myth:  that is, any employment of Greek myth in the twentieth century must 

be hugely problematic, self-contradictory, even perhaps intractable.  To use a Greek myth as the 

basis of a children’s opera is not just to use a story, but simultaneously to invoke the cultural 

status of Greek myth as a whole.  The elucidation of this status, then, must now be addressed 

more directly. 

 
5.3   Ancient Greece as “Sweetness and Light” and Primal Liberation  

 First I will introduce a binarism consisting, on the one hand, of the use of ancient Greece 

as the symbol of “sweetness and light,” and, on the other, as the symbol of what I will call 

“primal liberation.”  The antithetical nature of the binarism is far from an artificial construct; in 

fact, what I will call “primal liberation” was a symbolic use of ancient Greece, proposed by 

certain key figures in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, that was quite deliberately poised as 

an antipode to “sweetness and light.”  Nor is this an antithesis in the Hegelian sense, invoked so 

as eventually to lead to some abstruse academic compromise or some variety of synthesis.  

Rather, the extended multi-generational debate over using ancient Greece as a symbol of 

“sweetness and light” or of “primal liberation” could never reach a successful compromise 

because ancient Greece itself–its true character–was never really the subject of the debate.  The 
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actual subject was the character of contemporary society, and how to make whatever evidence 

could be culled from the ancient Greek world justify, condemn, or reflect that character.220 

 
5.3.1  Defining Matthew Arnold’s “Sweetness and Light” 

 There is no doubt that the character of contemporary culture sought in Greek myth by 

Victorian, Edwardian, and to some extent Georgian educators–and therefore by those who 

educated Britten and Plomer–was that of “sweetness and light,” a phrase taken from Swift’s 

Battle of the Books but used to greatest effect by Matthew Arnold (1822-88) in his seminal work 

Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism (1869).221  In that work, Arnold 

sets up a diametrical opposition between the spirit of Hellenism, seat of the aforesaid “sweetness 

and light” whose quality he describes as “spontaneity of consciousness,” and the spirit of 

Hebraism, seat of “fire and strength” whose quality he describes as “strictness of conscience.”222  

It is not the purpose of the present study to give an analysis of Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, 

but it will serve the rest of the chapter well to clarify what is meant by “sweetness and light,” 

filling out along the way, and in general terms, some of Arnold’s ideas.   

                                                           
220 This does provide an example of synthesis in another way, in line with Lévi-Strauss’s concept of 

bricolage, “whereby the heritage of a relative past continually fuses with the cultural forces encountered in the 
relative present and a new synthesis is produced that represents a society’s choices of terms with which to express 
itself to itself.”  Joseph Falaky Nagy, “Hierarchy, Heroes, and Heads: Indo-European Structures in Greek Myth,” 
200-38, in Lowell Edmunds, ed., Approaches to Greek Myth (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1990), 204. 

221 For the importance of Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, see Stephen Prickett, “‘Hebrew’ versus ‘Hellene’ 
as a principle of literary criticism,” 137-59, in Rediscovering Hellenism:  The Hellenic Inheritance and the English 
Imagination, G. W. Clarke, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989). 

222 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy and Other Writings, Stefan Collini, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univ. Press, 1993), 127-8.  Collini asserts that Arnold’s use of the Hebraic/Hellenic binarism had its roots in the 
work of Heinrich Heine.  Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, xx.  Arnold does mention Heine in the context of Culture 
and Anarchy, where he criticizes the German Jewish writer strongly for valuing too highly the Hellenic side of 
culture and not enough the Hebraic side–precisely the opposite criticism he applies to English society as a whole.  
Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 127.  Heine’s relationship with Judaism was a complex one, and has received frequent 
scholarly treatment, especially in German, but a thorough treatment in English with a strong bibliography is found in 
S. S. Prawer, Heine’s Jewish Comedy: A Study of his Portraits of Jews and Judaism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1983).  
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 The first and most crucial point to make is that Arnold’s work is aimed squarely at 

reforming his own English, Christian culture, but that it is conducted principally in terms of 

categories whose actual origins are found in the ancient world.223  Arnold understood, it would 

seem, the vastly greater power that a single such reference, really a mythic reference, would have 

over a tiresome compendium of categories described wholly in contemporaneous terms.  Anyone 

might wish to be Hellenic, whereas one becomes mired in the complexities of the political 

present by signing up for a designation such as Democrat, Republican, Tory, Labour, etc.  The 

employment of ancient categories is a technique for the circumvention of political reality and an 

appeal to the absolutes of mythic categories acquired in childhood.224   

 The second point, and really the crux of Arnold’s essay, is that English society as a whole 

has for too long been Hebraic–rule bound, unquestioning, habit-driven–in its orientation, and that 

the only way out of the general malaise is to become more Hellenic.  It was said earlier that 

Arnold invokes Hellenism again and again in terms of “sweetness and light,” but that is a poetic 

description; fortunately, the writer goes some way towards explaining himself.  “Sweetness” 

eventually acquires the gloss of “beauty” and its pursuit; “light” eventually acquires that of 

“intelligence” and its pursuit.225  More helpfully, then, Hellenism is the pursuit of beauty and 

intelligence without regard for a stringent conventional social code of behavior.  This is not an 

excuse, in Arnold’s estimation, for parading bad behavior under the banner of ancient authority; 

                                                           
223 The didactic purpose of Arnold’s work may betray something of the influence of his father, Thomas 

Arnold, who was Headmaster of Rugby School from 1828-41 and Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford 
from 1841-2.  Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, xxvii.  Incidentally, it will be recalled that Rugby was the school 
William Plomer attended from 1917-18.   

224 This is the same realization, conscious or not, that inspired George W. Bush to describe as the “axis of 
evil” countries as disparate as North Korea and Iraq; the reality of the Axis Powers, the American enemy of World 
War II, comes precisely from the formative years, the time when mythic spaces are formed, of an entire generation 
of now middle-aged Americans.  It is not just that World War II has attained a mythic status for American culture, 
but that many of the parents of George W. Bush’s generation were veterans of that war, and so the single word 
subsumes a present political situation into a threat against the life of one’s parents, subsumes Iraq and North Korea 
inside Germany, Italy and Japan.  It is a circumvention of political reality, and a political powerhouse of myth. 
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instead, it is the freedom to reevaluate what good and bad behaviors are, how such behavioral 

conventions arose in the first place, and whether or not they are worth retaining in their present 

forms.  For Arnold, Hellenism is, in a word, “culture,” and to the extent that Hellenism wanes 

and Hebraism waxes, society approaches nearer to his “anarchy.”  Hellenism is the broadening of 

the mind, something of which Arnold claimed his Hebraic English were sorely in need.   

 The third point–and an especially important one for the contemporary reader who rightly 

cannot read the label “Hebraic,” especially when used in a political rhetoric of criticism at a 

national level, without thinking of the path to the kind of anti-Semitism that would fuel the 

Holocaust–is that at no time does Arnold suggest that the Hebraic element is not an absolutely 

vital and necessary part of the human character.  The Hebraic in culture, summarized as “fire and 

strength,” is also given explanatory glosses, and they are “conduct and obedience.”  Rather than 

discuss these qualities in the abstract, Arnold expands upon them by means of contemporary 

socio-political references, generally to firebrand Puritans, Noncomformists, Dissenters–people 

for whom action and faith according to an established, unwavering social and moral code were 

paramount, people over whom “right reason” could hold no sway because obedience rather than 

intelligence was their primary motivation.  It is not, then, a matter of Hellenic intelligence and 

Hebraic stupidity, but instead of the Hellenic faith in reason and the Hebraic doubt of reason, or, 

to turn the tables, of the Hellenic doubt of faith and the Hebraic faith in faith.226  It would remain 

for writers other than Arnold to demonstrate the fatal error in this reasoning:  that one could not 

logically reconcile a faith in reason with a doubt of faith because logic demands such 

reconciliation, whereas one could reconcile a doubt of reason with a faith in faith because faith 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
225 Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 81. 
226 Arnold qualifies the Hebraic members of English society, after all, as “good, well-meaning, energetic, 

sensible people.”  Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 138. 
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demands no such thing.227   Regardless, Matthew Arnold did not imagine that his ideal of 

“culture” could be achieved by either approach on its own, proposing that the ideal society would 

have the qualities he identified as Hebraic and Hellenic held in perfect balance.228  

 
5.3.2  Defining Primal Liberation in Nietzche’s Birth of Tragedy 

 As “sweetness and light” as an interpretation of ancient Greek culture achieved a moment 

of crystallization in Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, so what I will call “primal liberation” as an 

interpretation of ancient Greek culture achieved a similar moment in Friedrich Nietzsche’s The 

Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music (1872).  The Birth of Tragedy, it will be noted, was 

published just three years after Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy and in the immediate wake of the 

Franco-Prussian War.  Like Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy is 

founded on a binarism; like Arnold’s work, Nietzsche’s is an passionate argument for the direct 

applicability of the ancient world to the contemporary one; like Arnold’s work, Nietzsche’s 

proclaims an overriding belief in the greatness of which humanity is capable.  Arnold’s work 

played off an ongoing discourse in German letters begun by Winckelmann and continued most 

famously by Goethe, Herder and Lessing; Nietzsche’s work followed along similar lines, with 

several crucial additions. Within these structural similarities, however, Nietzsche draws a 

drastically different set of conclusions that was, nevertheless, as drastically influential as 

                                                           
227 The irony is, of course, that reason provides this refutation of reason, the man of faith being barred from 

it by his disbelief in the ultimate validity of reason in the first place.  Reason can only be refuted by reason; faith can 
only be annulled by disbelief.  One can only tear down one’s own mental bulwarks.  But this proposal itself is either 
reason or an article of faith, and so reveals itself as either self-defeating or valueless, depending on the reader’s 
persuasion. 

228 “And to give these forces names from the two races of men who have supplied the most signal and 
splendid manifestations of them, we may call them respectively the forces of Hebraism and Hellenism.  Hebraism 
and Hellenism,–between these two points of influence moves our world.  At one time it feels more powerfully the 
attraction of one of them, at another time of the other; and it ought to be, thought it never is, evenly and happily 
balanced between them.”  Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 127. 
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Arnold’s, not just for the history of ideas, but for Britten and Plomer, and they, after all, are the 

destination of this line of inquiry. 

 The first and most important thing to understand about Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, if 

explored on its own terms, is the nature of the fundamental binarism employed throughout, one 

the writer would broadly retain in much of his later work even when the labels for the 

components changed:  this is the binarism of the Apollonian and the Dionysian.  Defining the 

Apollonian is simple enough, as it is the predominance of the “Apollonian,” as an encapsulation 

of what is best about ancient Greece, against which Nietzsche rails so fiercely.  The Apollonian 

is approximately Winckelmann’s famous elevation of “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur” 

(“eine edle Einfalt, und eine stille Grösse”), Herder’s belief of the ancient Greeks that they 

“must necessarily ascend from the necessary to the beautiful and pleasing,” Arnold’s “sweetness 

and light.”229  It is, essentially, a category denoting the by then conventional understanding of the 

ancient Greeks as the race who had given to man the pursuit of reason and of an ideal beauty 

                                                           
229 For Herder as for so many others, the single great national example in human history was of course to be 

found in the ancient Greeks.  The Greeks, who “attained almost the highest point in every thing relating to them,” a 
race who “must necessarily ascend from the necessary to the beautiful and pleasing,” whose language “is the most 
refined of any in the World,” whose mythology is “the richest and most beautiful upon Earth,” whose poetry is 
“perhaps the most perfect of it’s [sic] kind,” must naturally serve, according to Herder, as the great and peerless 
example to a nation that desires to cultivate perfection.  Johann Gottfried von Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of 
the History of Man, T. Churchill, trans., reprint (New York: Bergman, 1966?), 364; 359.  Churchill’s translation was 
originally published in London in 1800, so Matthew Arnold would certainly have had access to it should he have 
wished to consult a translation.   

 The characteristics Herder identified as Greek were part of a well-rehearsed tradition by the 1790s, 
which owed most to the groundbreaking work of Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68).  Winckelmann’s 
Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture (Gedanken über die Nachahmung der 
Griechischen Werke in der Mahleren und Bildhauer-Kunst, 1755), of which only fifty copies were printed initially, 
became with extraordinary speed the standard against which future delving into Greek aesthetics was measured.  
Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and in Sculpture, Elfriede 
Heyer and Roger C. Norton, trans. (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1987).  It will be obvious to the reader that 
Winckelmann’s work does not represent the first attempt to understand or to recommend ancient Greece as a remedy 
for the ills of European art; we have, after all, the Renaissance or the Early Modern Period with which largely to 
credit that.  But in another sense, his work was the first attempt, because it was the first noticed attempt in the 
history of German letters.  Here was a confident and surpassingly knowledgeable voice for the Enlightenment, in the 
German language; here was a Greek aesthetics for the enlightened German.  So it was a beginning, just not the 
beginning.   
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surpassing nature.  However, the elevation of reason alone Nietzsche declares an illusion, 

whether or not the ancient Greeks were involved with it; for him, it is illusion that “the 

unshakeable belief in rational thought, guided by causality, can penetrate to the depths of being, 

and that it is capable not only of knowing but even of correcting being.”230  Then, the elevation 

of an ideal beauty Nietzsche declares to be a misinterpretation, more precisely a half-

understanding, of what beauty in ancient Greek art was and is.  To understand the Greeks, says 

Nietzsche, “Beauty” must be redefined in light of a previously ignored or suppressed category:  

the Dionysian. 

 Nietzsche’s adoption of the “Dionysian,” before it is meant as anything else, is meant as a 

rebuttal of the Apollonian as the chief accomplishment of Greek culture, and simultaneously a 

rebuttal of all those in the long line of German aestheticians, critics and amateurs who had held 

all the Apollonian represents to be the Greeks’ chief accomplishment.  It bears repeating that 

very little, if any, elevation of the “Apollonian” had been conducted by those aestheticians, et al., 

without an eye to the praising or to the critique of contemporary society, but Nietzsche has no 

qualms about inheriting this aspect of their work, so that his elevation of the Dionysian in history 

is his elevation of the Dionysian in the present.  In fact, in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, like in 

Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, suggesting contemporary applications for categories from the 

ancient world becomes, professedly, the central motivation of the work.   

                                                           
230 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music, Shaun Whiteside, trans., Michael 

Tanner, ed. (London: Penguin, 1993), 73.  Here again, one is faced with the essential irony of the fact that Nietzsche 
has used reason to dethrone reason.  In his later Attempt at a Self-Criticism, Nietzsche partly recognized this irony, 
mocking himself for putting his new wine in old wine-skins:  “How I now regret that I did not then have the courage 
(or the immodesty?) to permit myself a new language as well, in all respects in keeping with such new ideas and 
risky innovations [specifically the concept of the Dionysian]–that toiled with Schopenhauerian and Kantian 
formulae to express strange and new valuations fundamentally opposed to the spirit and taste of Kant and 
Schopenhauer!”  Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 9.  Though Nietzsche is regretting forcing his ideas about the 
Dionysian into an inherited abstract mold, it seems to me that he also regretted his half-hearted forcing them into an 
inherited practical mold–i.e., the rhetorical conventions of Western philosophy–and his later work indicates how 
very far he would travel from those conventions. 
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 What, then, is the Dionysian, since, as Nietzsche claims, “the Greeks, as long as we have 

no answer to the question ‘what is Dionysiac?’ will remain entirely unrecognized and 

unimaginable?”231  The author defines the spirit of it himself, albeit in the roundabout way 

characteristic of The Birth of Tragedy, as “an affirmative instinct for life, turned against 

morality. . ., purely artistic and anti-Christian.”232  Elsewhere, he glosses the Dionysian as 

“intoxication,” as opposed to the Apollonian “dream.”233  The Dionysian is the principle of 

communal incorporation, the sexualized merging and blending of individual selves into a whole; 

the Apollonian is the principle of individuation, the sterile walling off of selves from the 

whole.234   

The title and subtitle of the work–The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music–are 

eventually explained as an encapsulation of the belief that Greek tragedy before Euripides was a 

wholly Dionysian affair, with the tragic hero (Oedipus, for example) standing in for Dionysus 

himself and with the chorus as the accompanying revelers.  Nietzsche describes his vision of the 

early stages of tragedy, wherein only the chorus was present, as an unfiltered example of the 

extolling of communal incorporation, of art saving the community from the excesses of an overly 

zealous individualism by providing ritualized mythic metaphors for that incorporation.  This 

incorporation is not into a cerebral community of the Apollonian ideal, into the nobly simple and 

quietly grand dream that contemplates beauty, but into a physical community of the Dionysian, 

into the intoxicating “craving for ugliness; the good, rigid resolve of the older Greeks for 

pessimism, for the tragic myth, for the image of everything terrible, evil, cryptic, destructive and 

                                                           
231 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 6.  Shaun Whiteside uses “Dionysiac” instead of the more common 

“Dionysian,” but I have retained the more common word–also the word Walter Kaufmann uses in his translations of 
Nietzsche–in my discussion. 

232 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 9.  This approximate definition of the Dionysian spirit of Nietzsche 
comes from the Attempt at a Self-Criticism, and so its relative clarity benefits from a decade and a half of hindsight.   

233 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 14. 
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deadly underlying existence.”235  Maenads, orgies, the pleasure of flesh and the thrill of blood–

these were not some primitive backwater foolishness awaiting correction by the saving grace of 

Greek reason; instead, these were the irrepressible expressions of a society so teeming with 

primal life that it needed an art of ritualized myth to channel that life, to liberate it artistically.  

For Nietzsche, then, previous interpretations of the Greek ideal of beauty had missed the fact that 

much of Greek beauty is ugly at an transparent, physical level, and, therefore, that much of what 

would be saved for the Apollonian is more obviously Dionysian. 

 Having laid the necessary groundwork for a meaningful discussion of the use of the 

ancient world by outlining two broad and influential interpretations of ancient Greece–

“sweetness and light” and primal liberation–the question remains, where do Plomer and Britten 

stand in relation to them?  

 
5.4   Britten and Plomer as Interpreters of the Greco-Roman World 

5.4.1  Plomer’s Greece: The Apollonian and Dionysian in Conflict 

 Three examples–two short stories, “The Island” and “Local Colour,” and one poem, “The 

Land of Love”–will be taken from Plomer’s work in an attempt to understand how he had used 

ancient Greece as a symbol before his collaborations with Britten.  Plomer had a special fondness 

and keen sense of nostalgia for Greece, tied particularly to the five months that he lived there in 

1930.  He had gone via Paris, Berlin and Venice to Athens with his good friend (though never 

lover) Anthony Butts, who footed the bill for their lengthy holiday, and letters Plomer wrote 

during his months there reflect a kind of carefree ease and happiness.236  He did write more than 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
234 See especially Ibid, 16ff. 
235  Ibid, 6.  This, too, comes from the Attempt at a Self-Criticism with its increased emphasis on the health 

of pessimism and the senility of optimism. 
236 Alexander, Plomer, 167-9. 
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letters during his time in Greece, and while it is not voluminous, what he wrote there is evocative 

and of high quality, as is evidenced by the poem “Three Pinks” discussed in chapter one of this 

study.   

 
5.4.1.1 The Taint of the Dionysian in Plomer’s Greece 

 One of the most significant aspects of Plomer’s time in Greece was his romantic 

involvement with a blond-haired Greek sailor named Nicky.  It was to Nicky that Plomer was 

referring in “Three Pinks” when he wrote:  “Still half awake/We shall get up together from the 

bed/And with arms interlaced cross to the window. . .”237  The poem makes clear the depth of 

Plomer’s attachment, and it is almost certain that the Greek sailor makes other thinly veiled 

appearances in Plomer’s writings set in Greece.  Peter Alexander identifies Nicky as the Greek 

lover Plomer describes, remarkably enough without assigning a gender, in his autobiographical 

At Home.238  In the short story “The Island: An Afternoon in the Life of Costa Zappaglou,” it is 

difficult to know about Plomer’s life and not to think of Costa as Plomer, and of Costa’s lover, 

described in the following passage, as Nicky:   

He was lying on his belly, and the sun shone upon his slender, rose-brown back and the 
few faint black hairs like the traces of a very fine paintbrush at the top of his spine.  He 
got up then and walked away, with a slow, proud gait, holding himself very erect, his feet 
now in the water and now out, as the waves broke and receded. . .The curtain of shadow 
fell away from the sailor as he advanced again (the cigarette now half smoked), walking 
with easy grace and a black rag round his loins, glad of the sun falling warm on his 
shoulders again, for with the summer so far advanced the shade in mid-afternoon was not 
quite so warm as it had been a few weeks before.  The history of his extraordinary race 
glittered in his dark eyes.239 

                                                           
237 Plomer, Collected Poems, 66.  Alexander asserts that “Three Pinks” is about Nicky.  Alexander, Plomer, 

169. 
238 Alexander, Plomer, 169.  About the lover Alexander identifies as Nicky, Plomer writes, “We happily 

embraced one another with naked arms that the sun had quickly dried, and kissed the saltiness from one another’s 
smiling lips.  This, I thought, is happiness–to be young, to be healthy, to be free, to love and be loved in the sun, in 
the radiant light, flying along over the water in the flawless visibility of early summer in the Aegean.”  Plomer, At 
Home, 77. 

239 William Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, and Other Stories (London: Jonathan Cape, 1933), 210-
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 Whether Costa’s lover is Nicky or not, however, some of Plomer’s ideas about what 

ancient Greece means in the contemporary world begin to emerge in this quote.  The emphasis 

on the beauty of Costa’s lover could be no more apparent than it is; it is a sunlit beauty in 

Apollonian repose.  The lover’s gait is slow and proud with an emphasis on posture; Costa’s eyes 

fall on him as an artist’s would, so that the lover is at first like a painting, then like a statue.  

Costa is intensely aware of his lover’s race, and the reader is made aware of the significance that 

race has in Costa’s reception of his beauty.  Plomer’s Greek disguise is at its most transparent 

here, for he positions Costa, who is supposed to be Greek, as the observer of the lover and then 

remarks on the history of the lover’s “extraordinary race,” seeming to exclude Costa from that 

race.  In many ways, then, Plomer has rehearsed the interpretation of Greek beauty that Arnold 

had articulated, and even that Winckelmann had, by expounding upon that interpretation as a 

statuesque ideal that should be seized upon, or possessed, by one’s own culture.  For Plomer, the 

possession is overtly sexual, whereas Winckelmann had advanced it as artistic, Arnold as social, 

but the act of wanting to possess for oneself what is perceived to be the superior Greek Other is 

the same.  Plomer has usurped an empire-building desire to colonize with an erotic one.   

 Plomer is a surprising thinker, though, and while an initial reading of  the short story 

“The Island” might lead one to believe that Costa is a disguised Englishman attempting to 

possess the Greek Other, a closer examination reveals a more complex situation.  The story is 

entitled “The Island,” but one receives little obvious help from the author about what this island 

might mean.  Costa attempts to swim out into the ocean to get a glimpse of it–“for it seemed 

reasonable that if one could see it from the top of the cliff one should be able to see it also from 

sea level provided one swam out far enough”– but at first the lover warns him not to do so and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
11. 
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then swims out hurriedly to stop Costa.240  Both return to the beach, Costa disappointedly, but the 

lover promises that they will be able to see the island better from a nearby cliff, anyway.  At the 

end of the story, they do ascend the cliff, but they forget to look out at the island, as “walking in 

silence, with linked arms, they [feel] for the moment content.”241   

 Plomer never identifies the island, though several times he mentions the Bay of Phaleron 

and the mountain “Hymettos,” which obscures the view of the bay as their tram approaches the 

appropriate stop.  Hymettos, which is spelled “Hymettus” in the OCD, was a famous source for 

marble for the Greeks and later the Romans, but the mountain also has a poetic meaning in Latin 

literature as the source of the “famous Attic honey,” thyme honey praised for its “pale colour and 

sweet flavour.”242  “Three Pinks” had begun, of course, with the lines “Crisp hair with a faint 

smell like honey/Hived by fierce bees under a fallen column in a pinewood.”243  The smell of 

honey and the fallen column are symbols of Nicky (or the lover) as they are symbols of 

Hymettos, and as Hymettos obscures the view of the bay, so Nicky obscures the view of the 

island.  Something will remain impenetrable for Costa, and for Plomer; something about Greece, 

the mythic ideal of his imagination and the focus of his erotic desire, will remain impossible to 

know.  One does not need to understand the associations shared between Hymettus and Nicky in 

Plomer’s poetic imagination to perceive that the mountain and the lover in “The Island” function 

similarly, as forces that resist possession and understanding by outsiders, but those associations 

do remind one of the very personal and self-referential nature of much of Plomer’s work.  Nicky, 

of course, did remain impossible to know; he apparently tired of Plomer after giving him a 

venereal disease, left him for a richer foreigner, and absconded with what money Plomer had 

                                                           
240 Ibid, 208. 
241 Ibid, 216. 
242 See entries for “Hymettus” and “honey” in OCD, 735; 723. 
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left.244  Plomer seems, through his reinvention of his relationship with Nicky in the characters of 

Costa and the lover, to wish that he had better read the signs and better understood the nature of 

his own desire to possess this Greek exotic, but he ignored the signs and “felt for the moment 

content.”  Plomer recognized in the well-rehearsed tradition of the Western European’s 

idealization of Greek beauty a certain willing self-deception:  a knowledge of the impossibility of 

knowledge and of the irresponsibility of attributing ideal value to something so unknowable, but 

a complicity with that impossibility and irresponsibility, nonetheless. 

 One of Plomer’s poems on Greece helps to amplify this “The Island’s” subtext.  The 

poem is called “The Land of Love,” and it opens with the lines “Kalirrhoë Kalogerópoulos, 

widow, keeps a café/At the supposed site of the Serangeion baths,/A small pink house under a 

fragrant fig-tree/Built into the cliff-face and reached by goat-track paths.”245  This is almost 

precisely the description of the area in which Costa and the lover bathe in “The Island”:   

The road and the tramline were at the top of a cliff and curved out of sight together a few 
hundred yards further on, but there was a steep narrow path, once a goat-track, down the 
face of a cliff leading to the bathing place, of which the existence might never have been 
suspected. . .The path led down to some steps cut in the rock (they had been used for at 
least two thousand years) and the steps led to a terrace, where there was a wine-shop, 
painted pink, with an open front, and overshadowed by a large and leafy fig tree which 
filled the air with its perfume.246 
 

Plomer’s poem continues:  “‘The Land of Love’ is the name of the café;/It is well named, for the 

terrace night by night is/Frequented by at least two or three pairs of lovers/And the bathing-

booths below are also Aprhodite’s.”247  Here again, the description works equally well for 

Plomer’s erotically charged setting of Costa’s and the lover’s afternoon of bathing in “The 

Island.”  The third stanza of the poem is as idyllic as the first two:  “In the evening one enjoys 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
243 Plomer, Collected Poems, 66. 
244 Alexander, Plomer, 173. 
245 Plomer, Collected Poems, 62. 
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thin resined wine, then/(A beggar with a guitar going by in the gloom)/The black-currant grapes 

that are eaten by bunches,/Red mullet with pepper, and a powdered loukoum.”248  This stanza, 

too, is closely mirrored in “The Island”: 

When they came out again the moonlight was brilliant, and they went back to their table 
at the edge of the terrace.  It had been covered with a white cloth, and they asked the 
owner to join them at supper, which he did.  They had red mullet with bread and a salad, 
resonated wine, and afterwards some black currant-grapes [sic] and coffee.  A beggar 
came round, the moonlight was playing on the sea. . .249 
 

 It becomes quite clear now that the outwardly idyllic setting of “The Island” and that of 

“The Land of Love” are one and the same.  The way in which that idyllic setting is upset, 

however, is different in each.  In “The Island,” darkness, a questioning of idyllic repose and ideal 

beauty, is always beneath the surface.  The brief tension between Costa and the lover over the 

former’s desire to swim out and to see the island is voiced in such a lulling, tranquil fashion that 

one might miss the significance of it, as Costa himself did.  A poem must, by virtue of its genre, 

rely on more concentrated effects, and so the final stanza of “The Land of Love” reads, “Loukas, 

Vasili, and Nestor, municipal clerks,/Used to come here by tram when melons were 

ripest;/Loukas was drowned, diving among the moon-flakes,/And Vasili shot Nestor on account 

of a typist.”250  The effect of introducing three new names as the first three words of the last 

stanza is like being dunked in cold water, especially as the hissing “s” sounds of the line 

“Loukas, Vasili, and Nestor, municipal clerks,” contrasts so starkly with the previous line, “Red 

mullet with pepper, and a powdered loukoum.”  “Loukoum” to “Loukas” provides a sonic 

transition, but in the context of the sudden change of subject, it acts more like a trick by giving 

the reader a false sense of security about the nature of what is to come.  The last stanza as a 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
246 Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, 206-7. 
247 Plomer, Collected Poems, 62. 
248 Ibid, 62.  Loukoum is rose-flavored Turkish Delight.  
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whole seems to anticipate the cynical grotesqueries of Plomer’s ballad style, if not the technical 

approach.251  The point of the poem is clear:  what seems beautiful and perfect for three stanzas, a 

feast for the senses, is just a façade hiding senseless death, jealousy and revenge.  The ideal of 

ancient Greek “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,” the seat of ideal beauty, has been shattered; 

indeed, it must never have been what it seemed.  The Apollonian and the Dionysian, as 

Nietzsche conceived of them, are in conflict, each struggling for an expression that obscures the 

other. 

 
5.4.1.2 The Desire for the Dionysian in Plomer’s Greece 

 Thus far, however, Plomer has seemed to suggest that the Apollonian is the preferable 

state and that he, through Costa and through the idyllic first three stanzas of the “The Land of 

Love,” wishes for the serene surface to remain untroubled.  A final example seems to show the 

author in a somewhat different light.  In “Local Colour,” two British undergraduates named 

Grant and Spencer have just come to Greece on the long break between terms and have a letter of 

introduction to meet a Madame Hélène Strouthokámelos.  Plomer begins the story, however, 

with a rumination about the effect of the Mediterranean on a young British man: 

 Upon certain kinds of Nordics the effect of living in Mediterranean countries is 
the reverse of bracing.  The freedom, warmth and glamour of their surroundings begin to 
sap their intellectual or artistic activity and ambition.  They drift into idleness and weaken 
in will.  While constantly talking about what they are going to do and accomplish, they 
do nothing and make nothing, and at last discover that in gaining liberty and sunshine 
they have lost purpose and virility.  It is a matter of taste and temperament.  You can’t 
have everything. 
 But when the Nordic, young, enterprising and healthy, first finds himself enjoying 
freedom, warmth and glamour, the effect upon him is indescribably delightful.  He is 
without responsibility, he has a susceptible body and an impressionable mind; the sun 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
249 Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, 215. 
250 Plomer, Collected Poems, 62. 
251 See Chapter 1, 1.1 Plomer before Britten, for a brief discussion of Plomer’s ballad style. 
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warms his skin and the blood sings in his veins.  Life is full of promise, he is ready for 
anything, and if anybody asks him if he doesn’t feel the heat he says, ‘No, I love it.’252 
 

Certainly, it seems like Plomer is speaking from experience, and his Grant (the “English one”) 

and Spencer (“the Scotch one”) encourage identification with the author and Anthony Butts.  In 

addition to emphasizing a consciously self-referential approach, in these opening two paragraphs 

Plomer has set up the same basic dichotomy that exists in “The Island” and in “The Land of 

Love”:  on the one hand an ideal Greece sought as a source of inspiration and energy, on the 

other a real Greece found to be decadent and stultifying.  The valuation of this dichotomy, 

however, has completely changed in “Local Colour.”  Whereas the clean, sunlit beauty and 

Apollonian form of Costa’s lover in “The Island” and the picturesque, quiet café in “The Land of 

Love” together represent the ideal that must prove to be not all that it seems, in “Local Colour,” 

the darkness–“idleness,” “weakness,” “purposelessness”–will prove to be the source of the 

“indescribably delightful.” 

 Madame Strouthokámelos is described as “Juno at forty, or the Venus of Milo come to 

life,” equally fluent in English, French, German and Italian, extremely well read, having been 

“‘finished’ in Paris and Vienna,” and capable, Plomer seems to say, of very nearly anything she 

might put her mind to.253  Strouthokámelos is the Apollonian Greek.  Her beauty is statuesque; 

she is possessed of real intelligence.  Winckelmann, it seems likely, would have been as proud of 

her as Arnold.  Significantly, Plomer emphasizes that she learned the qualities that made her 

Apollonian by being away from Greece; he has already made it clear to the reader that the 

Western European creation of a Greek ideal is just that:  a Western European creation.  

                                                           
252 Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, 219.  It is worth noting that the “loss of virility” Plomer describes 

here likely works as double entendre and has to do with the homosexual desire upon which the short story turns. 
253 Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, 222-3.  Alexander records that Strouthokámelos was also based on 

a real person Plomer and Butts met in Greece.  Her name was Irene Hadjilazaro, and she ran the Refugee 
Commission in Athens.  She made such an impression on Plomer that he enthused to Leonard Woolf that “If I ever 
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Strouthokámelos cannot stomach much of what goes on in Greece, and her return to her native 

country has left her “resentful”; “what she could no longer ignore she blamed, frowned upon, or 

affected not to notice, according to circumstances.”254  Plomer has set the Apollonian 

Strouthokámelos up for a Dionysian fall, and Grant and Spencer are going to witness it.   

 As it happens, the two British undergraduates are invited to lunch with the Greek “Juno at 

forty” at a local seaside place called “Pantheon”–“a veranda thatched with myrtle branches, and 

floored with the earth itself, on which stood three round tables covered with coarse but clean 

table-cloths, and chairs; and only a few yards away, the Aegean sparkling like a million 

diamonds”–and both jump at the chance to get away from the luxurious hotel and experience 

something of the real Greece.255  They are not alone at “Pantheon,” for a group of four “workmen 

or peasants,” described by the condescending Strouthokámelos as “country boys. . .really 

typical,” occupy one of the other tables and are talking and laughing and drinking retsina.256  In 

addition, there is a goat tied a post, “with clear yellow eyes which looked as though they missed 

nothing and saw through everything, . . .so independent that one could not tell whether it was 

enjoying what it saw, enjoying a cynical attitude to what it saw, or simply indulging in sheer 

observation for its own sake.”257  After Spencer (Plomer’s double) asks Strouthokámelos about 

the “country boys,” she suggests that he offer them some of his cigarettes, and when they accept, 

she suggests that they play some songs on a guitar they have with them for the enjoyment of the 

visiting foreigners.  The songs begin innocently enough, and Strouthokámelos is pleased, but the 

music and retsina begin to work on the “country boys,” and soon one of them, whom Plomer 

describes as “Lilac Shirt,” is dancing in a fashion that makes the British undergraduates’ host 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
write about this country I shall certainly have to make a character of her.”  Quoted in Alexander, Plomer, 172.  

254 Plomer, The Child of Queen Victoria, 222. 
255 Ibid, 227. 
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distinctly uncomfortable.  Grant and Spencer, on the other hand, snicker and wink at one another 

and kick each other under the table, excited and reveling in their hosts’ embarrassment.  The 

climax and conclusion of the story follow: 

[Spencer] then saw that Lilac Shirt’s way of holding his partner was perhaps a 
little too daring, a little too intimate, for the open air, at midday, in public.  As the dance 
continued the goat rose to its feet–as if to get a better view.  It stared with its pale amber 
eyes at the dancers, then turned to look at Madame Strouthokámelos–it was a look that 
spoke volumes, but banned volumes–and then again fastened its keen, glassy, unblinking 
stare on the dancers. 

The guitar-player paused.  Lilac Shirt, leaning against his partner who was leaning 
against one of the veranda posts, embraced him and kissed him on the mouth.  This 
brought loud cheers from the other two. . . 

Lilac Shirt’s kiss was so prolonged that [Strouthokámelos] averted her eyes and 
rose abruptly to her feet. 

‘We had better go,’ she said in a quiet and furious voice, and picking up her hat 
she went round to the landward side of the Pantheon to ask for the bill.  Spencer and 
Grant followed to pay it.  Glancing back, they saw Lilac Shirt and his partner disappear 
behind some rocks a few yards away. 

‘We live and learn,’ said Grant, winking. 
As for the goat, it had settled down again, and was quietly chewing the cud.  Its 

yellow eyes were shut for the siesta.258 
 

 The symbol of the goat could hardly be more clear:  it is a satyr, an attendant of 

Dionysus.  The way that Plomer describes the scene one could believe that he intended the goat 

to be Dionysus himself, watching over a celebration–a primal liberation into communal 

amorality–held in his honor.  Upon noticing the goat earlier in the story, Spencer had remarked, 

“I adore the goat.”  Strouthokámelos had responded, “Isn’t adore rather a strong word? . . .It 

seems to me it stinks slightly.”259  Plomer’s Grant and Spencer would not have disagreed.  It is 

not that the goat does not stink, but that all the Dionysian things which the Apollonian world 

finds objectionable have been reevaluated and found to be good.  To abandon oneself to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
256 Ibid, 227-9. 
257 Ibid, 227. 
258 Ibid, 233-4. 
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communal amorality has become good.  In the context of “Local Colour,” Grant and Spencer do 

not get the chance to participate in that amorality, but one imagines that given a second 

opportunity, they will. 

 In all three examples, the dichotomy of the Apollonian and the Dionysian, the binarism 

Nietzsche did much to launch on its course, seems the central structuring force.  In two of the 

three, the Dionysian destroys the façade of the Apollonian; in one, “The Island,” it threatens to 

do so.  In two of the three, this destruction is seen as a negative force; in one, “Local Colour,” it 

is a positive force.  The elements are the same, again and again, but they are viewed from 

different angles and with different attempts at valuation.  What emerges, then, is a writer who 

recognizes a central conflict in his own interpretation of Greece in that he sometimes desires to 

observe the ideal sunlit beauty and sometimes desires to lose himself in self-destructive 

overabundant life.  Plomer also recognizes that the “ideal sunlit beauty” sought in Greece is an 

ideal for observers and for colonizers, not for Greeks themselves.  The country boys of “Local 

Colour,” Costa’s lover in “The Island,” and Loukas, Vasili and Nestor in the poem “The Land of 

Love” are all proposed as correctives to a too sunny idealization on the part of the observer.  By 

starting “Local Colour” with such a strong identification of the race of the observer–“Nordic,” 

with all of that word’s resonance with a long history of the intellectual appropriation of ancient 

Greece–Plomer admits his inability to perceive Greece, ancient or contemporary, as it is.  He 

cannot appropriate the Greek Other by defining it; he can only hope to understand himself.  

Plomer’s approach is not to weigh the local Greeks on the Apollonian/Dionysian scale, because 

he realizes that the scale only has value as a binarism for him and for the culture that proposed 

that binarism; rather, he observes his characters’ observation of those local Greeks in order to 

weigh the Apollonian and Dionysian qualities in himself, and consequently in the reader. 
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 In some ways, Plomer’s maneuver is an inherited one.  The Classical world still 

represents for him the mythic place of his Edwardian and Georgian education, and he even 

begins to recognize this in At Home:   

If I had a son or daughter just grown up, and if either had a suitably responsive and 
impressionable nature, it would be my wish that he or she should spend a year in Italy 
and a year in Greece, with as much freedom as possible.  I would like my child not only 
to pay attention to works of art and to mix with educated people, but to get to know some 
uneducated people or peasants.  My hope would be that emotions would be awakened 
while knowledge was being extended, and that the influence of climate and culture would 
be heightened by feelings of tenderness as well as excitement.260 
 

Greece and Rome, wrapped up with the mythic past of his own school education, should be the 

physical locations of an education in life as well, and the qualities to be learned there should be 

both Apollonian (“art,” “knowledge”) and Dionysian (“tenderness,” “excitement”), with the goal 

not located in appropriation and synthesis, but in an increased self-knowledge.  How beautifully 

the Arion myth fits with this recommendation!  Arion, credited with inventing the Dionysian 

dithyramb yet master of the Apollonian lyre, suffers the Dionysian rebirth on the back of the 

Apollonian dolphin.  The kind of educational rebirth through the Classical world Plomer 

recommends for his own hypothetical child would have been suggested through Greek myth in 

his children’s opera.  With Plomer’s recommendation for his hypothetical child, though, the 

writer also participates in the propagation of the same old myth that sees in the Greco-Roman 

world the highest power, however defined, over the British mind, and this myth of power is still 

a myth of cultural appropriation, of creating a binarism of Self and Other, and of attempting to 

gain the victory, through appropriation, for the Self.  However sensitive Plomer is to certain 

aspects of colonialism and racism, his unquestioning belief in the eternal applicability of the 

Greco-Roman world to the British one upholds other aspects of both. 

                                                           
260 Plomer, At Home, 74. 
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5.4.2  The Apollonian/Dionysian Binarism in Britten’s Use of Greece and Rome 

 As significant as Plomer’s use of the Classical world is in his work, Britten’s use is even 

more extensive.  In fact, I would propose that a full-length study is needed to do the subject 

justice.  The list of Britten’s pieces which make reference to mythology or to figures from the 

Classical world is considerable:  Young Apollo, op.16 (1939); Serenade, op.31 (1943); The Rape 

of Lucretia, op.37 (1946); Six Metamorphoses after Ovid, op.49 (1951); Sechs Hölderlin-

Fragmente, op.61 (1958); Death in Venice, op.88 (1973); Phaedra, op.93 (1975).  This is by no 

means an exhaustive list, for Britten also wrote incidental music for theatre and radio works 

concerning the Classical world and also made arrangements of other composers’ works 

referencing the Classical world, the prime example of which is his score of Purcell’s Dido and 

Aeneas.  

 Obviously, the great advantage of a study of those of Britten’s works that make use of 

ancient Greece and Rome would be to explore the extent to which a special continuity exists 

between those works.  One might tentatively suggest some directions for such a study.  For 

example, it seems necessary to a proper understanding of this group of Britten’s music to attempt 

to ascertain whether or not the composer treated the Roman world differently from the Greek 

world.  To this end, it is interesting to note that the three operas mentioned in the above list–The 

Rape of Lucretia, Death in Venice, and Britten’s score of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas–all relate 

more directly to Italy, and hence to the ancient Roman world, though Death in Venice represents 

a complicated example of this.  Also, the only piece that represents Britten’s direct response to a 

Classical source (and not to a later Western European treatment of a Classical source) is 

similarly tied to Rome:  the Six Metamorphoses after Ovid.  Only more diminutive forms–songs 

for voice and piano, chamber music, solo cantata–feature myths with no obvious Roman 
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intermediary.  Young Apollo, a rather unusual instrumental work, is based on a line from Keats’s 

“Hyperion,” and Phaedra is based on Robert Lowell’s translation of Racine’s Phèdre.  The 

Serenade contains a poem by Ben Jonson, constituting a hymn to Diana (Artemis), the moon-

goddess, and beseeching her to illumine the night.  The Hölderlin-Fragmente features only two 

poems that concern the Classical world directly, one on Socrates and Alcibiades, and the other 

related to a very important figure for Hölderlin, Phaëthon.261 Even in this brief discussion, then, 

the trend observed in Britten’s works has been to treat works without a Roman intermediary on a 

smaller scale, more obviously Roman ones on a grander scale.  I will now examine more closely 

one example of each–the “Hymn” from Serenade and the drinking scene from Act I of The Rape 

of Lucretia–in order better to suggest what differences and similarities may exist.  To some 

extent, this will be difficult, in that differing genres demand different musical solutions, and 

Britten understood the demands of genre particularly well.  One must attempt, then, to suggest 

possibilities while acknowledging that a complex interaction of factors, not all of which can be 

covered adequately in any one analysis, affects how a composer writes. 

 
5.4.2.1 Apollonian/Dionysian Conflict in Britten’s “Hymn” 

 In the “Hymn” from Britten’s Serenade, op.31 (1943), the composer has assigned himself 

a task that seems destined for an Apollonian musical treatment.  Ben Jonson’s “Hymn to Diana” 

(Artemis) is addressed to the Roman deity, sister to Phoebus Apollo and goddess of the moon, as 

                                                           
261 Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-1843) had been commissioned by Schiller in 1795 to translate the Phaëthon 

section of Ovid’s Metamorphoses “into rhyming stanzas.”  David Constantine suggests that Schiller might have set 
Hölderlin the task “in the hope that the enforced contemplation of its hero’s end might calm him down.”  Though he 
finished his translation that year (1795), the myth of the overreaching youth, son of the god, would remain a favorite 
poetic image of his.  David Constantine, Hölderlin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 54-7.  While the Hölderlin-
Fragmente would reward close inspection, particularly in relation to some of the points made already in this chapter, 
the piece was written some years after Britten and Plomer had abandoned the idea of writing a Greek children’s 
opera, and as our investigation of Plomer’s use of Greece focuses on works predating that planned collaboration, so 
our investigation of Britten’s should do the same. 
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her brother is god of the sun.262  Artemis is also a huntress and a virgin, and Jonson mentions 

these qualities in his poem: 

Queen and Huntress, chaste and fair, 
 Now the sun is laid to sleep, 
Seated in thy silver chair 
 State in wonted manner keep: 
  Hesperus entreats thy light, 
  Goddess excellently bright. 
 
Earth, let not thy envious shade 
 Dare itself to interpose; 
Cynthia’s shining orb was made 
 Heaven to clear when day did close: 
  Bless us then with wishéd sight, 
  Goddess excellently bright. 
 
Lay thy bow of pearl apart 
 And thy crystal-shining quiver; 
Give unto the flying hart 
 Space to breathe, how short soever: 
  Thou that mak’st a day of night, 
  Goddess excellently bright.263 

 

Jonson’s “Hymn” is a prayer for pure light and clarity and, just as importantly, for the stasis of 

those qualities.  The two actions that threaten “Cynthia’s shining orb”–the Earth’s interposing 

shadows, Diana’s own desire to hunt–are seen as negative elements that would disrupt the 

constant illumination the poet seeks.  Jonson’s Diana could not be more clearly the sister of 

Apollo, so again, the poem would seem to encourage an “Apollonian” musical treatment.   

 What an “Apollonian musical treatment” entails in terms of sound is perhaps not 

perfectly obvious, but without belaboring the point, it is not difficult to see musical analogues for 

                                                           
262 It is extremely unlikely that Jonson would have made a distinction between Apollo and Helios, as 

separating these two figures was really a concern of the twentieth century. 
263 Francis Turner Palgrave and Lawrence Binyon, eds., The Golden Treasury, reprint (London: Penguin 

Books, 1994), 79-80.  Hesperus is the Evening Star.  According to the OCD, he is often portrayed in art “as a boy 
carrying a torch.”  “Hesperus,” OCD, 701.  “Cynthia” is another name for Diana/Artemis, connected to the supposed 
site of her birth, Mount Cynthus in Delos.  Hamilton, Mythology, 31. 
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“noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,” for purity and clarity and restraint (stasis), in much of the 

music now often described as Neoclassical.  The deliberate use of a modernized tonality, relative 

clarity and simplicity of rhythmic and melodic material, restraint achieved through smaller 

ensembles and a contraction of dynamic effects–all of these things might comfortably be 

identified as musical qualities of a broad-brushed Neoclassicism, and they are qualities that in 

many respects fit the “Hymn” from Britten’s Serenade like a glove. 

 Britten’s “Hymn” is divided into three sections, one for each of Jonson’s stanzas.  The 

musical form is roughly A B A’, and this, too, arises from the poem, which addresses the first 

and last stanzas to Diana, but the middle one to Earth.264  Already, the “Hymn” features a 

balanced large-scale structure.  Britten reinforces this sense of balance in several ways.  The 

piece is based in B-flat major, and the large-scale motion is from B-flat major in the A section, to 

a transitional B section (rehearsal 23), and back to B-flat major in the A’ section (rehearsal 26).  

Further, the B-flat major sections have their own self-contained sense of balance; each begins in 

B-flat major, then moves strongly to D major (III) before returning to B-flat major.  Britten 

creates, then, parallels between the tonal balance within the outlying sections (A and A’) and the 

tonal balance of the movement as a whole.   

 Britten also suggests a more subtle link between the balance of A and A’ and the balance 

of the whole.  As has been said, the outlying sections begin in B-flat major, move to D major, 

then return to B-flat major.  The move to D major, in both the A and A’ sections, is characterized 

by the vocalist’s ascent to F-sharp at the very moment of arrival on III.  The vocalist’s move to 

F-sharp is jolting, both because the sense of his line has been so unabashedly B-flat major and 

because the vocalist reaches the aberrant note by climbing the B-flat major scale (Ex. 5.1).  

                                                           
264 The A section goes from the beginning through rehearsal 23; the B section from rehearsal 23 through 
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Because F-sharp is a shock (granted, a mild one) in this context, D major (III) is characterized 

more strongly by its third than by its root or fifth.  Then, in the B section of the movement 

(which was described as ‘transitional’ earlier), after an abortive attempt to return to the horn 

material that opens the movement (rehearsal 23-24), Britten shifts quickly through a series of 

harmonic/melodic blocks, during which F-sharp features as the most important single pitch.265  In 

fact, F-sharp is the highest pitch the tenor sings in the B section, and as the overall shape of this 

section for the vocalist is to move from a lower range to a higher range, F-sharp is doubly a goal.  

At rehearsal 25 +8mm., dominant preparation begins for the return to B-flat major (the A’ 

section).  It is at this point that the tenor reveals why his F-sharp has been so important.  During 

the dominant preparation, he sings its enharmonic equivalent, a G-flat, which then acts as the flat 

6 scale degree–though the tenor’s part does not yet participate in the cadential fall to B-flat–so 

that G-flat provides the solution to the shocking problem of F-sharp (Ex. 5.2). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
rehearsal 26 (or arguably rehearsal 26 -3mm.); the A’ section from rehearsal 26 (or, again, 3 mm. before) to the end. 

265 It is a strange series of harmonies, and several explanations seem valid, but I would put forward the 
following.  Whereas in the A and A’ sections, D major is arrived at by halting an ascending scalar motion in the bass 
and using the bass’ note A as V of D (rehearsal 22 -6mm.; rehearsal 27 -6mm.), the corresponding scalar motion in 
section B continues, moving up to the note B, which Britten then uses as the root of a dominant seventh chord.  This 
is all an extension of the note A, however, as the B dominant seventh moves to an E dominant seventh, which in turn 
moves back to A.  Now, however, A is not V of D, but the root of a fully diminished seventh chord (A, C, E-flat, G-
flat), with G-flat at the top.  The vocalist, however, does not sing a G-flat, but an F-sharp, precisely the same pitch 
class at which he arrives after the bass’ note A in both the A and A’ sections.  The F-sharp now becomes the pivot 
note for the next four harmonic-melodic blocks (F-sharp dominant seventh; F-sharp fully diminished seventh; B 
dominant seventh; D dominant seventh).  The entire transitional B section, then, can be seen as an expansion of the 
motion to F-sharp (over D major) in the two outlying sections. 



 

  
214

Ex. 5.1.  Vocal rise to F-sharp (mm. 23-26).  Serenade, Op.31 © Copyright 1944 by Hawkes & 
Son (London) Ltd.  All examples from Serenade are reproduced by permission of Boosey & 
Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 

 
Ex. 5.2.  Vocal rise to G-flat (mm. 88-95). 

 
   Actually, this G-flat solution already had been suggested in the A section (rehearsal 23 -

3mm.), and it is revisited in the A’ section (rehearsal 28 -4mm.), where the relatively strong 

emphasis on G-flat’s dominant, C-flat, will serve as a final confirmation that G-flat as flat 6 has 

won out over F-sharp.  All this to say that the F-sharp/G-flat problem is present in all three 

sections, and in each is surrounded by a relatively problem-free cushion of B-flat major, though 

since the B section’s presentation of the problem is the most dramatic, the effect of the piece 

overall is to present a central problem with two cushioning and less problematic sections of B-

flat major.  The small structures and the large structure are reflections of each other, and this 

accomplishes a beautiful formal clarity and simplicity. 

 On the other hand, if the description of Britten’s “Hymn” left off here, the piece itself 

would have been done a sore injustice.  While the tonal and formal structures and the clarity of 

the melodic/harmonic materials make sense in terms of an “Apollonian” reading, Britten does 

more with the setting, so that clarity and relative simplicity, taken as the sole indicators of the 

piece’s quality, are misleading.  Nor should it be thought that “clarity and simplicity,” as they 

have been discussed here, are the most obvious qualities of the piece, and that whatever darkness 

one might cull from Britten’s “Hymn” is counter-intuitive and reflective of a methodological 
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approach intent on undermining the obvious solution.  In fact, at the most obvious level, 

something feels disturbing, non-Apollonian, about the “Hymn.” 

 To begin with, one could scarcely imagine a setting less like a conventional hymn than 

Britten’s.  Not that he was unfamiliar with the sound of hymns; in fact, he uses that sound in 

pieces as widely varied as St. Nicholas and Gloriana, but in the Serenade, he has forced the issue 

by removing the words “to Diana” from the title of Jonson’s poem, leaving behind a single, 

musically loaded word–“Hymn”–and then has presented a piece of music wholly unlike a 

hymn.266  It is absurdly fast.  This is a conclusion at which Britten urges the listener to arrive, for 

it is the only fast piece in the entire eight-movement work, and it is optionally twice as fast as its 

closest relative, the “Nocturne.”267  The tempo of the “Hymn”–marked “Presto e leggier”–is not 

made ineffectual by large note values; on the contrary, either the horn or the vocalist is occupied 

with what are essentially eighth-note triplet runs for the vast majority of the piece.268  Britten 

gives the strings pizzicato writing throughout the movement, no doubt in part to clear the way for 

the horn and vocalist’s animated lines; the strings are also less busy, since they are in duple time 

and presenting, at the most, straight eighth notes instead of eighth note triplets.  The strings’ 

duplets are only occasionally made to sound against the vocalist and tenor’s triplets, but the 

effect of duplets and triplets existing in close proximity is to give the piece a feeling of rhythmic 

tension.  The real source of tension, however, arises from the difficulty of the horn and vocalist’s 

lines.  Not only are they of a speed that assumes virtuosity as a prerequisite, they also cover a 

huge range–for the tenor, from a written B-flat above the treble clef to the B-flat below (two full 

                                                           
266 The other movement titles of the Serenade are also generic, but only in the case of the “Hymn” is the 

music at odds with what the generic title suggests. 
267 The tempos are as follows:  Prologue (Andante; quarter=80); Pastoral (Lento; eighth=54); Nocturne 

(Maestoso=88); Elegy (Andante appassionato; quarter=42); Dirge (Alla marcia grave; quarter=60); Hymn (Presto e 
leggier; quarter=168-176); Sonnet (Adagio; quarter=40); Epilogue (Andante; quarter=80). 

268 Britten typically writes a 6/8 time signature when the vocalist or instrumentalist has a lengthy section 
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octaves); for the horn, from a written C above the treble staff to a written F just below the bass 

clef (three-and-a-half octaves)–and they require a lightness of dynamic and articulation that can 

only be accomplished through total control over one’s voice or instrument. (Ex. 5.3)  In other 

words, the movement prompts a reaction because of how difficult it sounds.  Again, this is not 

the quality of a hymn, conventionally understood.  

 
Ex. 5.3.  Difficulty of the vocal and horn lines (mm. 132-52). 

 
 If not a hymn, though, then what?  Britten has decided to challenge the topos suggested 

by the title of the piece and instead to take up a topos inspired by the repeated references to 

hunting in Jonson’s poem.  Britten treats the French horn like a hunting horn in several 

movements of the Serenade, most obviously in the Prologue and Epilogue, where the horn player 

is asked to use natural harmonics to play the two (identical) movements, and in the “Nocturne,” 

where Tennyson’s line “Blow, bugle, blow; set the wild echoes flying” inspires Britten to write 

arpeggiated horn calls.  In the Prologue, Epilogue and “Nocturne,” though, Britten attempts to 

evoke the sound of a real hunting horn; in the “Hymn,” by contrast, he uses the hunting horn 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
with these runs.  The time signature of the strings is always duple (2/4, except for one bar of 3/4).  
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topos–galloping triplet rhythms, arpeggiations of major triads, strong cadential motions–as the 

melodic and rhythmic basis of both the horn and the vocal lines.  Jonson’s “Hymn,” which might 

have sounded like a conventional hymn, Britten has characterized as a hunt; Jonson’s plea for 

stasis and light Britten has characterized as a frenzied virtuosic display.  Jonson’s poem 

beseeches the goddess to spare the hart; Britten’s setting participates in the hunt, which must end 

in some creature’s death.  It is clear that the relationship between the poem and the music is a 

strained one, in that the specific thing the poet asks Diana not to do–that is, to hunt–the vocalist 

mimics himself.  The amorality of nature the poet fears in the Earth and in the Moon-goddess, 

the vocalist himself participates in.  The poet wishes for the Apollonian in Diana, and the 

vocalist acts the Dionysian for her.  This is not to say that the Apollonian qualities of Britten’s 

“Hymn”–the balance, the formal clarity, the tonal simplicity–have been obliterated by the 

Dionysian–the extravagance of tempo, the virtuoso display, the hunt topos.  Rather, the 

overwhelming point of Britten’s setting seems to be that a conflict exists between the Apollonian 

and Dionysian, and as that conflict exists in Diana, so it exists in those who hymn her–the horn 

player and the vocalist.  Diana is both strong, heartless life-destroyer and statuesque illuminating 

death-preventer. By taking Apollonian poetry and then questioning it by bringing out the 

Dionysian qualities of its subject, Britten has performed something very close to Nietzsche’s 

redefinition of ancient Greece, and by “hymning” the Dionysian, he has done something akin to 

Nietzsche’s praising of communal amorality. 

 
5.4.2.2 The Dionysian and Condemnation in The Rape of Lucretia 

 Though the connection presented between the Dionysian and the hunting topos in the 

Serenade seems strong, The Rape of Lucretia (1946) provides an even more clear-cut example in 

the drinking scene of Act I.  During this scene, Collatinus (husband of Lucretia), Junius (a 
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Roman general) and Tarquinius (Prince of Rome, son of the Etruscan tyrant) are drinking and 

discussing the infidelities of many of the Roman generals’ wives.  Lucretia has remained 

constant, of course, and on this the opera turns.  The drinking scene is also the audience’s 

introduction to Collatinus, Junius and Tarquinius, and though Collatinus’s wife will eventually 

be raped by Tarquinius, the beginning of the opera finds the husband in good spirits, singing 

“Who reaches heaven first/Is the best philosopher./Bacchus jumps there with a cup,/Reason 

climbs there later.”  So, in his first lines, Collatinus has valued the Dionysian (Bacchus) over the 

Apollonian (reason), though the audience has every reason to know that he will later regret this 

valuation.  By Ronald Duncan’s account, he and Britten worked so closely on The Rape of 

Lucretia, and were together so often during its development, that they influenced each other as 

the opera was taking shape, so it is difficult to know who is responsible for some of the ideas, 

though Duncan is of course mostly responsible for the words used to express those ideas.269  On 

the other hand, there is no compelling reason to believe that Britten convinced Duncan to 

establish the Dionysian/Apollonian opposition in Collatinus’s first line, so in attempting to track 

down Britten’s thoughts, one must look instead to how the composer responded musically to this 

line. 

 Collatinus’s first line occurs after three measures of horn and bass drum introduction, in a 

Vivace tempo and a time signature of 6/8 (Ex. 5.4).  This lively section exists inside a cushion of 

much slower music, nominally in G minor, mimicking grotesquely the sounds of the night, and 

so already the drinking scene occurs at the same time of day as the “Hymn” in the Serenade and 

                                                           
269 Duncan’s discussion of working on the project begins, “With The Rape of Lucretia, Britten and I 

worked at the same desk.”  He goes on to explain in some detail how important Britten’s contribution to the libretto 
was, obviously for shaping and form, and revealingly for expanding the role of the Christian chorus.  Duncan, 
Working with Britten, 61ff. 
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similarly is surrounded by severely slower music.270  When Collatinus first enters, he sings 

mostly duplets against the compound meter, and though the feel of duple against triple is 

fleeting, when the drinking music returns, the conflicting division of the beat is brought out more 

strongly.  Collatinus follows his line about Bacchus by chanting, “Oh the only cup worth 

filling/Is this!”  Junius and Tarquinius join in, and the effect of their trio is to force the tonal 

space, which had seemed at first closest to E Phrygian–the perfect key for Bacchus–down to C 

major.  As the three men confirm C major repeatedly with ascending tetrachords from G to C, 

the flute, oboe, clarinet and bassoon play extremely fast sixteenth-note runs ornamenting an E-G 

dyad.271  Since Britten scores the four woodwinds in unison rather than separated by octaves–this, 

of course, being quite unusual for the flute and bassoon–the timbral result sounds like a new 

instrument: almost pungently reedy, very likely intended to evoke the aulos (or tibia), which 

itself is an instrument associated with the Phrygian mode and with Bacchanalian revelry.272 

                                                           
270 The drinking scene music is heard three more times, for a total of four.  In each instance, it is set off 

clearly from the music that surrounds it.  The second and third statements are expansions of the first, and the last is 
an abbreviated and ironic use of it.  In all four cases, it occurs at the same level (E, with Phrygian coloring, moving 
to C major, with Phrygian or possibly octatonic mixture). 

271 The four notes most often played are E, F, G, and A-flat, and while this could possibly be described as a 
fragmentary octatonic collection rather than a Phrygian one, it seems that both because of the reference to Bacchus 
and because of the use of a ‘synthetic’ aulos, the A-flat is more a chromatic neighbor above G than an integral part 
of a pitch collection, and that the most important modal coloration is accomplished by what feels like the use of the 
half-step, F, above the referential pitch, E.  The sense of Phrygian is reinforced in the third statement of the drinking 
music, where the strings repeat the notes E-flat, D-flat, C (See rehearsal 15 -1mm. and ff.), with C as temporary 
tonic.  It is also possible to hear the strong pedal E as an extended dominant for A, though I think this is to hear the 
section too willfully.  In other words, it seems more intuitive that the Night Music’s G tonic gives way to a 
temporary E tonic (the horns rhythmic line), which then gives way to repeated cadences on a C tonic, creating 
overall a downward arpeggiation (G-E-C) well in keeping with the kind of tonal sectional organization Britten 
favored.   

272 “Music; Instruments; Wind,” in OCD, 1005.  The article describes the Greek aulos as well as its Roman 
counterpart, the tibia, and goes on to say, “Pipe music was emotionally stirring, capable of a wide range of 
expressive and dramatic effects.  It was used in many religious contexts, in drama and other forms of choral 
performance, at weddings, symposia and revels generally, and in a multitude of other contexts:  it was the principal 
instrument of Dionysiac cult and the mystery religions. . .Conservative social theorists and educationalists 
disapproved of its mimetic and emotional versatility.  It is banned from Plato’s ideal city (Resp. 399d), and in 
Aristotle’s view citizens may listen to it but not learn to play it, for it is not a ‘moral’ instrument (Pol 1341a).” 
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Ex. 5.4.  Dionysian topos in the Drinking Scene (rehearsal 10 -2mm.).  The Rape of Lucretia, 
Op.37 © Copyright 1946, 1947 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd.  Reproduced by permission of 
Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
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Ex. 5.4.  (continued) 

 
 So, as the Serenade had the horn and voice navigate frighteningly fast triplet runs, the 

drinking scene in The Rape of Lucretia has the artificial aulos playing their equivalent.  As the 

Serenade featured duplets against or in close proximity to those triplets, so the drinking scene 

has the same.  As the Serenade used the horn and male voice to evoke the galloping rhythm and 

frequent arpeggiated and cadential motions of the hunt topos, so the drinking scene has a slower 

version of the same.  So many similarities can be pointed out between the two that even though 

the two pieces of music are considerably different, it might be fair to say that the drinking scene 

represents topical self-reference to the “Hymn” from Serenade, or else that they both might be 

considered facets of the same, broader topos, a kind of “Dionysian topos.”  It is important to 

remember, though, that however similar the topical features between the “Hymn” and the 
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drinking scene of The Rape of Lucretia are, the music sounds in an ironic relationship to the text 

and title of “Hymn,” whereas the music is corroborating the text in the drinking scene.  In the 

Serenade, Britten’s music makes the mysterious Dionysian side of Diana attractive; in the 

drinking scene, his music marks out the Dionysian, as well as its adherents, for condemnation.   

 The three drinking soldiers are not the only ones to come in for condemnation in The 

Rape of Lucretia.  Again, it is difficult to know, because of the especially close nature of Britten 

and Duncan's working method on the opera, what ideas composer or librettist brought to the 

table, so it is safest to assume that Duncan was the force behind the definition of most of the 

characters.  Collatinus and Lucretia believe that they are in a sacred and inseparable state of love.  

Duncan’s lines for Collatinus, after he has found out that Lucretia has been raped, are most 

revealing: “Lucretia!  Lucretia!/O, never again must we two dare to part./For we are of one 

another/And between us, there is one heart.”  Duncan prepares Collatinus’s proclamation of love 

by giving very similar lines to Lucretia in Act I, Scene 2, her first of the opera, where she sings, 

“Collatinus!  Collatinus!/Whenever we are made to part/We live within each other’s heart,/Both 

waiting, each wanting.”  Of course, both statements are false.  Collatinus and Lucretia do not live 

in one another’s hearts; both are miserable and alone, and the only opportunity they have to see 

one another in the entire opera begins with the revelation of Lucretia’s rape and concludes with 

her suicide.  Then there is Tarquinius, who comes to believe so desperately that he must have 

Lucretia, not because he loves her or even imagines that he does, but because, as he sings, “With 

my barren bevy of listless whores,/Oh, I am tired of willing women!/It’s all habit with no 

difficulty or achievement in it.”  When Tarquinius enters Lucretia’s room and approaches her, he 

sings, “As blood red rubies/Set in ebony/Her lips illumine/The black lake of night./To wake 

Lucretia with a kiss/Would put Tarquinius asleep awhile.”  Again, the sense is that Lucretia 
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herself is meaningless except as an example of womanhood, which Tarquinius wills to possess, 

and, once he has possessed her, he leaves her house and the opera, alone. 

 Duncan (and probably to some extent Britten) have set up three characters who are 

completely miserable in their attempts to find meaning through love:  Collatinus and Lucretia 

“are tormented because they are compelled to count up to two when they long to be able only to 

count up to one”; Tarquinius “is in torment because, however great the number of his seductions, 

it still remains a finite number and he cannot rest until he has counted up to infinity.”273  The 

quotes come from Auden’s introduction to The Portable Greek Reader, where Tristan and Isolde 

is the mythic identity of the former, Don Juan the mythic identity of the latter, and where both 

are Western European misinterpretations–Erotic Heroes–of the ancient Greek world.  It is, in 

fact, remarkable how well the transference to The Rape of Lucretia works, and this when 

Auden’s introduction was first published two years after the premiere of the opera.  Auden had 

claimed that neither the Tristan and Isolde myth nor the Don Juan myth had anything at all to do 

with ancient Greece.  Instead, they were “diseases of the Christian imagination.”274  Had not 

Duncan and Britten made the same conclusion, inadvertently, by encompassing the two Erotic 

Hero myths, acted out by characters from the Classical world, in a Christian frame? 

                                                           
273   Auden, The Portable Greek Reader, 28.  In his introduction to The Portable Greek Reader, Auden 

takes the bulk of the section entitled “The Erotic Hero” not to describe an Erotic Hero he imagines for Greece, 
which he suggests (in a superficial, almost offhand manner) could only exist, to the extent that it did at all, in the 
homosexual relationship between two males, but instead to describe two conceptions of an Erotic Hero he sees as 
wholly foreign to ancient Greece.  One is Don Juan, the seducer, for whom Auden later claims to find the closest 
real and contemporary analogue in the pederast; the other, Don Juan’s “countermyth,” is Tristan und Isolde, the 
“World Well Lost for Love,” for whom Auden claims to find the closest real and contemporary analogue in a 
lesbian couple. Again, it is important to stress that in his explanation of these two Erotic Heroes, Auden took 
considerable time to present something he did not believe related directly to the ancient Greek world at all, and this 
in an introduction to The Portable Greek Reader!  What could be his motive for taking up the reader’s time with 
something he sees as wholly foreign to the subject at hand?  The answer seems to be that Auden is anticipating 
certain modern misunderstandings of the ancient Greek texts in the Reader and hopes to nip those 
misunderstandings in the bud.  More specifically, Auden’s explanation of the two kinds of Erotic Hero–Don Juan on 
the one hand, Tristan and Isolde on the other–while quite distilled, is still fleshed out enough to read, I would 
contend, as a targeted refutation of Nietzsche’s and Wagner’s influential appropriations (or misunderstandings) of 
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 It seems to have been due largely to Britten that the Christian chorus (a male and a 

female vocalist) took such a prominent role in The Rape of Lucretia.  Britten certainly had 

requested from Duncan the ‘hymn’ after Lucretia’s rape and the large framing sections of the 

opera, in which the Christian chorus objectifies the action they have witnessed and attempts to 

deduce from it a Christian message of hope.275  The message of hope does not spring from the 

story of the Romans and Tarquinius; rather, the message of hope becomes an imperative in 

Duncan’s text precisely because there is no hope in that Classical world.  It is empty.  By 

wanting to make the Christian chorus the framing element of the work, however, Britten was 

recognizing that at some level the Classical world, full of contemporary relevance or empty of it, 

could only be a creation of the contemporary observer, and that the contemporary observer–

Britten, for one–came out of a Christian culture.  The ancient world in The Rape of Lucretia 

knows it is not the ancient world; it is the mythic place of the British education, the place in 

which the educated work out their ideas about themselves.  The concluding section for the chorus 

in The Rape of Lucretia, penned by Duncan but requested in the first place by Britten, condemns 

with conviction the whole of a mythic ancient world, a world without Christ, while admitting 

that the selfsame mythic ancient world is the creative product of a Christian culture.  Through 

framing, perspective and judgment, The Rape of Lucretia suggests a scenario in which Christian 

culture farms ancient history, not to create myths about a superior people whom one should 

emulate, but to create myths about an inferior people over whom it represents an improvement.   

 What is the mythic resonance of these inferior and superior peoples, though?  Who are 

the mythic creations and who the creators of myth?  It has been suggested that Collatinus and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ancient Greece. 

274 Auden, The Portable Greek Reader, 29. 
275 Duncan, Working with Britten, 67-77. 
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Lucretia represent a mythic misinterpretation of the Greek Erotic Hero along the lines of Tristan 

and Isolde and that Tarquinius represents a mythic misinterpretation of the Greek Erotic Hero 

along the lines of Don Juan.  Through the prism of a Tristan-esque “primal liberation,” 

Collatinus and Lucretia signify the Hellenic in that they claim to desire primal liberation from 

their individuality into a state of communal love.  The enemy in this scenario would be 

Tarquinius, who is ethnically different, whose rootless Etruscan minority holds the good Roman 

folk in bondage.  The chorus proves the undoing of looking at The Rape of Lucretia through 

Tristan-esque eyes, for while Tristan and Isolde would elevate the seeking after communal love, 

Britten and Duncan's chorus judges that seeking as meaningless.   Through the prism of a Don 

Juan-esque “primal liberation,” Tarquinius signifies the Dionysian, for he is strong, his strength 

dictates his actions, and he seeks a constant merging with and rebirth from amoral nature.  The 

enemy does not become Collatinus or Lucretia, for they are simply weaker elements to be swept 

away by the Dionysian nature-force.  Again, the problem is the chorus, nominally because they 

are Christians, but actually because they are inert, non-striving forces who offer consolation to 

the weak, and this makes them enemies to primal liberation.  In The Rape of Lucretia, therefore, 

“primal liberation” is not being praised.   

 Finally, I will discuss The Rape of Lucretia through the prism of “sweetness and light,” 

and through this prism a clarity begins to emerge.  Collatinus, Lucretia and Tarquinius, after all, 

are characters of action, of what Matthew Arnold had called “fire and strength,” and while this 

makes them in various ways Hellene to Nietzsche, it makes them Hebraic to Arnold.  

Correspondingly, the force of reason and stasis in the opera, the chorus–while characterized as 

Christian by Britten and Duncan, for which it would have earned Nietzsche’s contempt–is in 

Arnold’s terms Hellenic, especially in its capacity to demonstrate and advocate thought over 
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action, observation and deduction over participation.  Also, Britten and Duncan have taken the 

characteristic element of Greek (Hellenic) tragedy, the chorus, and appropriated that element for 

Christianity.  The message is clear:  Christianity is the new Hellenism.  As a result, the other half 

of Arnold’s binarism, Hebraism, falls to the Greco-Roman world.  The functions are nearly the 

same as they were for Arnold, with a clear distinction between thought and action and a clear 

preference for the former expressed in the recommendation that it be adopted by contemporary 

society.  Only the mythic labels have changed. 

 
5.4.2.3 The Importance of Binarisms for Britten’s Mythic Language 

 Britten, like Plomer, seems to have changed his mind about what the myth of the 

Classical world should signify in the contemporary one.  In the Serenade of 1943, he seems to 

have celebrated the Dionysian; in 1946 he seems to have wanted to smother it with a Christian 

appropriation of Hellenic reason and stasis.  What might he have wanted to do in 1954?  A 

structural comparison of Daedalus/Icarus, Phaëthon, and The Rape of Lucretia provides some 

interesting possibilities.  Icarus, Phaëthon and Tarquinius are all guilty of gigantomachy, of 

warring against the gods.  Daedalus, Phoebus Apollo (father of Phaëthon), and Collatinus are all 

seen as possessors of a daidalos–wings, a sun chariot, a chaste wife–and that daidalos, when 

misused, causes suffering, not for the obvious transgressor, but for the original possessor of the 

daidalos.276  In fact, the three transgressors disappear from their respective stories once the 

daidalos in each reveals its power for destruction.  Likely one will not have the same kind of 

sorrow for Tarquinius’s disappearance–for his figurative death–that one has for Icarus and 

                                                           
276 It might seem ridiculous to call Lucretia a daidalos if Duncan had not given her lines like the following, 

which are sung during her scene with Tarquinius:  “Oh, my beloved Collatinus,/You have loved so well/You have 
tuned my body/To the chaste note of a silver lute/And thus you have made my blood/Keep the same measure/As 
your love’s own purity.”  Lucretia’s chastity, which is her daedalic power, she credits to the shaping force and 
creative power of her husband, and this certainly lends credence to viewing Lucretia as a figurative daidalos. 



 

  
227

Phaëthon’s deaths; nor would one have the same kind of sympathy for Tarquinius’s desire to 

possess Lucretia at any cost that one would have for Icarus’s desire to fly and for Phaëthon’s 

desire to prove himself his father’s son.  It almost would seem that by the end of The Rape of 

Lucretia, Tarquinius has become a byword for the despicable, and that any sympathy one might 

have felt on account of the intensity of his passion Duncan and Britten have refuted by silencing 

him and by bringing out the broken voice of the daidalos, Lucretia.   

 Things are not what they seem.  The Christian chorus changes everything by establishing 

its own superiority, its advanced perspective as a representative of Apollonian Christianity, over 

all the Classical world.  From the Christian chorus’ perspective, Tarquinius deserves as much 

sympathy as Lucretia, for neither the Etruscan prince nor the Roman wife comprehends the 

universal forgiveness that Christ bestows, and because of this ignorance, neither can control the 

structure of sympathies in the opera.  One could find this conclusion anything from symbolically 

insightful to saccharine and cloying, depending on one’s persuasion, but again, what is 

undeniable is that the Christians have appropriated the ancient world in order to have an 

established mythic place to educate people about a Christian superiority based on understanding.  

Perhaps Britten would have tried to create the same situation in setting the Phaëthon or Icarus 

myth, using a narrator–perhaps the ideal chorus, the audience!–to establish the superiority of 

contemporary Christian observers, on the basis of their talent for observation and reason, over an 

inferior mythic creation who needs a kind of forgiveness that is foreign to his world. 

 This is the valuation that probably strikes many who see The Rape of Lucretia as 

problematic:  the decision to identify a mythic Other in order to suggest that Other is lacking in 

something one’s own culture possesses.  Britten and Duncan's Christian chorus has been given 

the opportunity to forgive its mythic Other, but that mythic Other has not been given a chance to 
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ask for forgiveness.  It is preposterous to propose that Lucretius or Tarquinius or Collatinus 

would ask for forgiveness from the Christians, because the mythic Other is made to appear 

completely unaware of its creator.  It is created to be unaware.  The mythic Other is created to 

appear in a state of need that only can be met by the creator.  To invert the suggestion, the creator 

of myths creates myths that need him.  While Britten and Duncan have invoked the ancient 

Greco-Roman world in order to attempt an allegory of forgiveness, what has emerged on closer 

inspection is an appropriation and re-labeling of the mythic power of the ancient Greco-Roman 

world, enacted in order to uphold one’s own claim to superiority.  We understand what they do 

not; we can provide what they lack.   

 That Britten and Duncan repackaged the old Hellenic/Hebraic dualism in The Rape of 

Lucretia does not mean that they were raving anti-Semites.  It does mean, first, that they 

participated in the mythic game of binarism where there is, inevitably, a conqueror and a 

conquered, a superior and an inferior; second, it means that their choice of metaphors for 

acknowledging strength and weakness in contemporary society aligns the gesture of the 

Hellenic/Hebraic binarism with its pedigree of anti-Semitism.  Concerning the second point, the 

overwhelming sense is that Britten and Duncan have made a trope–really, an inversion of the 

Hellenic/Hebraic labels–on the “sweetness and light” of the ancient world, in which they were 

inculcated.  The composer and librettist appear more contemporary Matthew Arnolds than 

Richard Wagners, but the fact remains that Wagner found much ammunition for his anti-Semitic 

salvos, and for his faith in the racial (hence linguistic, mythic and artistic) connection between 

Germans and the ancient Greeks, in the well-worn pages of aestheticians from Winckelmann 

through Herder and Goethe, even in Gobineau’s Essai, and that these same works were the 

principal sources in the background of Arnold’s Hellenic/Hebraic binarism.  In the ideological 
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background of Arnold’s mythic abstraction was the same long history of conviction that the 

abstraction applied, literally, to the real world.  It does not matter that Duncan and Britten would 

have applied the binarism differently to their own world, because the binarism itself is at the 

most obvious level inseparable from the polarizing gesture of anti-Semitism.  The metaphor is 

tainted, its interpretation over-determined.  Because Duncan and Britten insisted on establishing 

a superior Self and an inferior Other through this over-determined metaphor, they made the 

surfacing of its ugly pedigree an inevitable consequence. 

 Of course, even given so many of the same sources and such an over-determined 

metaphor, each writer and composer (including Plomer and Britten) has tried to reshape 

Hellenism and its opposing force in accordance with his views about himself and others.  For 

some, Hellenism has represented principally the superiority of reason, for others “noble 

simplicity and quiet grandeur”; for some it has been the path to an art of universal love, for 

others a path beyond morality to a fusion with the truth of amoral existence.  But in every case, 

the underlying polarizing gesture is the same.  “Sweetness and light” or “primal liberation,” 

Apollonian or Dionysian or Hellenic–all share the perseverant valuation of the Self over the 

Other, and of the mythic Hellenes over the mythic Semites.  In some cases, the specific valuation 

is latent, in others expressed (Wagner provides many very obvious examples of the last); in many 

cases it is ignorantly repeated, in a few it is knowingly suppressed, and in all cases, the attempted 

definition of those Hellenes and Semites in the contemporary world is dependent upon the 

personal and cultural situation of the writer or composer.  But the valuation is there, the myth 

behind myths, holding in place the elevated mythic Greeks over the mythic Jews, however 

conceived, until a purified mythic Greece can be reborn. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION:THE MORALITY OF MYTH 

6.1   The Morality of Myth 

6.1.1  Scholarship as Myth; Scholarship is Myth 

 “Students of myth seem particularly given to producing mythic, that is, ideological, 

narratives, perhaps because the stories they tell about storytelling reflect back on them as 

storytellers themselves.”277  This is how Bruce Lincoln recognizes in his own and others’ work 

the impossibility of dealing with myth without being pulled into it.  To reach this conclusion, he 

first posits, against a hypothetical absolute form of structural analysis, that “Myth. . .is not just 

taxonomy, but ideology in narrative form.”278  But any analysis of myth (that is, scholarship) 

must also, according to Lincoln, adopt an ideology and must be in some sort of analytical 

narrative.  So does scholarship become myth?  Lincoln consents, after having struggled long with 

the problem, that it does.  On the other hand, scholarship is not beyond redemption:  “If myth is 

ideology in narrative form, then scholarship is myth with footnotes.”279

                                                           
277 Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth:  Narrative, Ideology and Scholarship (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 

Press, 1999), 209. 
278 Ibid, 147. 
279 Ibid, 209. 

   The idea is that if writers show the pedigree of their ideas, readers can review that 

pedigree and can see for themselves, having consulted the referenced material, whether or not 

they might come to the same ideological conclusions as the scholarly writer.  Footnotes, Lincoln 

seems to say, are intended to give the reader the same starting point as the writer on the topic at 
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hand and to set up for both a set of rules by which the game of scholarship is to be played.   

 Within this set of rules, the reader theoretically has the power to win over the writer–it 

might be more euphemistic to say that readers are given the freedom to disagree with the writer’s 

points–and to create an ideology of their own.  For example, I might reject Lincoln’s claim for 

the redemptive power of footnotes (which are supposed to make scholarship one step better than 

myth), because I think that footnotes are a generic convention, no less under the ideological 

thumb of the writer than the bulk of the text itself.280  After all, one chooses footnotes carefully to 

defend one’s point.  How many scholarly papers and books intentionally say one thing in the 

proper text and present in the footnotes a well-ordered catalogue of materials with which to 

construct a more compelling, opposing viewpoint?  If such a paper or book did exist, it would 

obviously represent a rogue work, because everyone knows the rules of the game and knows that 

a principal function of footnotes in that game is to make the ideology of the writer appear to be 

solid.  More bluntly, footnotes are a mechanism by which writers demonstrate their superiority 

both over the materials cited, by appropriating and controlling them, and over the reader, by 

putting forward as valuable an ideology that the reader is assumed not to possess.281  No generic 

feature can save scholarship from its ideological nature; no caution can prevent scholarship from 

being myth, not even the caution of recognizing this to be the case.  One cannot write about 

scholarship unless one is willing to create more scholarship; in other words, one cannot write 

                                                           
280 Lincoln’s valuation of scholarship over myth on the basis of footnotes smacks of the valuation in 

Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy of Hellenic reason over Hebraic “fire and strength.”  Lincoln claims that 
something like the calm light of reason is reflected, or at least can be, in prose replete with citations, and that this is 
an improvement over the Other (irresponsible scholarship, scholarship without citations, etc.).  While he recognizes 
that footnotes also can “provide opportunities for misrepresentation, mystification, sycophancy, character 
assassination, skillful bluff, and downright fraud,” he claims that footnotes should be a sign of good faith, that the 
writer has entered into the scholarly genre with the values of “hard work, integrity, and collegial accountability” 
foremost on his mind.  Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, 208-9.  In this, we see that Lincoln’s role for scholarship also 
shares with Arnold’s Hellenism a primarily prescriptive function.   

281 This idea is indebted in part to Roland Barthes’s suggestion that myth is the language of choice of the 
oppressive forces in society, of the existing power structures.  This will be discussed further below, but see Roland 
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about scholarship without deliberately or inadvertently writing about one’s own writing. 

 The previous paragraph is a perfect example of the very thing it seems to criticize.  It 

adopts the posture of possessing an understanding, accomplished by a history of appropriating 

and controlling the Other–a history which is documented to some extent in footnotes–and 

recommends that understanding as an ideology to the reader, who is assumed to lack the 

understanding.  In order to witness the curious dynamic of scholarship–how it is–the “Fourth 

Wall” must come down.  Once it does, the familiar binarism begins to emerge again:  you the 

reader are Other, I the writer am the Self; you the reader are the mythic Semite, I the writer am 

the mythic Aryan.  I control the mythic space of scholarship, and by the act of writing and 

publishing, I suggest that you are in need, in whatever small way, of something within the 

mythic space that I control.  To the extent that you agree or disagree, are convinced or 

unconvinced, myth has brought you into the game of binarisms and valuation, into the game of 

scholarship.  To read is to agree to play that game. 

 
6.1.2  Britten and Plomer’s Attraction to Myth 

 The situation is at its most complicated when the myth that serves as the subject of 

scholarship is over-determined, when it already signifies complexly for the writer and reader.  In 

music, Beethoven is one such over-determined mythic space, as is Wagner, but in more general 

terms, surely no mythic space is more over-determined than the one Britten and Plomer were 

planning on appropriating and controlling in their children’s opera:  ancient Greece.  Not that 

they had shied away from powerful mythic spaces in their previous collaborations.  The 

anthropomorphic world of Beatrix Potter, the fantasy of space travel before it had been 

accomplished, the reign of Queen Elizabeth I–these are nothing if not powerful mythic spaces, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Barthes, Mythologies, Annette Lavers, trans. (New York: Noonday, 1972), 148ff. 
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and so to the various categories of meaning already discussed in this study must be added the 

overarching desire shared by both men to use powerful myth as the symbolic language of their 

collaborations.  This is the central defining characteristic of the two men’s finished and 

unfinished collaborations, and the quality that most sets apart Britten’s work with Plomer from 

his work with other librettists:  the powerfully and self-consciously mythic. 

 Why this attraction to myth, though?  Roland Barthes suggested in his Mythologies that 

myth was almost exclusively the language of the oppressor, and that this oppressive language 

was used to maintain existing power structures: 

Statistically, myth is on the right.  There, it is essential; well-fed, sleek, expansive, 
garrulous, it invents itself ceaselessly.  It takes hold of everything, all aspects of the law, 
of morality, of aesthetics, of diplomacy, of household equipment, of Literature, of 
entertainment. . .The oppressed is nothing, he has only one language, that of his 
emancipation; the oppressor is everything, his language is rich, multiform, supple, with 
all the possible degrees of dignity at its disposal:  he has an exclusive right to meta-
language.  The oppressed makes the world, he has only an active, transitive (political) 
language; the oppressor conserves it, his language is plenary, intransitive, gestural, 
theatrical:  it is Myth.282 
 

Looked at through Lincoln, however, Barthes implicates himself as the oppressor by engaging in 

writing that deals with myth and by suggesting that a clear binarism of oppressor and oppressed 

emerges in his encounter with myth.283  In other words, Lincoln’s ideas encourage us to view 

Barthes’s scholarship as “repackaged” myth, and Barthes’s ideas then encourage us to view his 

scholarship as the language of the oppressor.  Taken together, these two approaches cause 

Barthes’s Mythologies to self-destruct, for Barthes clearly does not want to be identified as the 

oppressor, but he has chosen to become that by writing a book to make his valuations, to imply 

that he has appropriated and controlled a mass of inferior things (or inferior understandings) and 

will now provide a superior understanding to the inferior reader. 

                                                           
282 Ibid, 148-9. 
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 Again, we are left with a sense of futility because of scholarship’s tendency to self-

subvert and self-destruct.  As soon as one names the oppressor, one recreates oneself as that 

oppressor, because the power of myth is so strong that one is drawn inexorably into its language.  

One cannot defeat myth from within, although those who wish most to undermine its power are 

precisely those people so drawn to it.  The only way to defeat myth, and the oppressive powers 

whose language it is, is to ignore it, to cease all reference to it, to excise it from the language that 

gives it constant rebirth.  This is an unworkable solution, perhaps, for “myth invents itself 

ceaselessly,” but the more one knows about the way myth has been and continues to be used, the 

more one wants to resist its power over oneself and others.  It is important to recognize that the 

cessation of mythic language is not the denial of myth, for denial requires acknowledging the 

thing that one denies.  Again, the only way to defeat myth is for it to exit language altogether, 

and again, in absolute terms, this disappearance of myth is impossible.  Even if it was possible, it 

would require a kind of fascistic alteration of culture that would likely be worse than myth’s 

maintenance of the existing power structures.  The twentieth century has provided something in 

the direction of historical evidence for that, though to say so is powerfully, self-consciously, 

undeniably mythic.  In more practical terms, there are levels of an individual’s relationship with 

myth.  One can embrace it unquestioningly, find it suspect but irresistible, find it loathsome.  

Obviously, these are clear-cut “levels,” and in practice people will fall in between them, or more 

typically will subscribe fully to one group of myths while finding others loathsome and yet 

others “suspect but irresistible.”  The question becomes, having recognized the dubious 

background of certain mythic spaces such as the ancient Greco-Roman world, why does one 

want to hold on to them? 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
283 It would be even worse than this according to Lincoln, for Barthes uses only a handful of footnotes.  
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 If one understands something as dubious when there is no law that says it is, then one is 

exercising moral valuation, so the question really is:  is it moral to continue to speak in mythic 

languages that one recognizes as, at any level, immoral?  One cannot escape the moral 

conundrum by taking the stance that the mythic language itself is innocent and that the people 

who have used it are to blame, because this is precisely the approach of appropriation and 

control, binarism and valuation that informs mythic discourse.  By naming the oppressor, one 

becomes the oppressor.  The decision to employ mythic spaces, then, is a matter of situational 

morality.  In the mythic language of Barthes, this would be described as “inoculation”–that is, an 

incorporation of a bit of pathogen into the system in order to immunize the whole–though he 

employed the term to describe the existing power structures’ allowance of a small amount of 

counter-mythic power in society in order “better to conceal its principal evil.”284  In the present 

context (and this works against Barthes), “inoculation” is the decision to try to use myth within a 

power structure one imagines to be superior to it and therefore master over it.  By deciding to use 

myth, one decides that one can use something that has a history of evil without becoming evil 

oneself. 

 The reasons for using myth, for adopting a situational morality, have been suggested and 

rehearsed often enough in the preceding pages:  first, that myth is a matter of preserving “cultural 

heritage.”  Britten and Plomer both believed this, and the connection between the two men on the 

basis of their strong attraction to rural England, including the visual appeal of it, meant that the 

belief would inform their collaborations.  We can largely credit the mythic language of Gloriana 

to this belief in the importance of myth as a means of cultural heritage, and had there been a 

Beatrix Potter opera, one imagines it would have reflected that belief also.  Of course, cultural 

                                                           
284 Barthes, Mythologies, 150-1. 
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heritage has proven to be one of the most dangerous aspects of myth; a zealous version of the 

desire to preserve one’s mythic cultural heritage is the ideology of the Final Solution.  With such 

a pedigree, it seems questionable to invoke myth to preserve cultural heritage.   

 A second reason for adopting mythic language has attempted to circumvent its 

questionable historical baggage by claiming that a certain mythic space is unquestionably 

great.285  Certainly Britten and Plomer had been raised to believe in the unquestionable greatness 

of Greek myth.  But how does this kind of valuation come to seem true?  How often does the 

valuation reflect a thorough knowledge of the mythic space, and how often does it reflect instead 

an unquestioning adoption of a second-hand valuation?  How many people who now believe 

Plato and Aristotle are the greatest philosophers of ancient Greece have had the time to read all 

of Plato and Aristotle?  I certainly have not, nor would I be able responsibly to make any claim 

for their greatness as philosophers until I do.  In other words, I have often assumed that Plato and 

Aristotle are great, because so many people have said and written that they are, but in so doing, I 

have adopted a mythic language.  So often, the problem is that there is no time, and one feels 

convinced, because myth is the language of an established power structure intent on convincing, 

that one must make due by repeating others’ valuations.  But how can one ferret out the moral 

and immoral in a mythic space one does not really know?  Even if one had read all of Plato and 

Aristotle, it is doubtful that one would one ever be able to separate the mythic language 

surrounding them from one’s own reading of them.  For the reading process itself has a tendency 

to over-determination, bound to a personal pattern of canonization or resistance.  These last 

matters are for those to consider who have read all of Plato and Aristotle, but again, I have not.  

                                                           
285 Barthes identifies this “rhetorical form of myth” as “the statement of fact,” an appeal made to common 

sense, which suggests as a means of proof that something is simply self-evident, which recognizes “truth when it 
stops on the arbitrary order of him who speaks it.”  Barthes, Mythologies, 155. 
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The decision to adopt mythic language because a mythic space is “unquestionably great” rarely 

reflects the knowledge necessary to make a responsible moral decision; as such, it is most often 

an irresponsible employment of myth. 

 A third reason one might advance, and one which must have been extremely important to 

Plomer and Britten, was that using powerful mythic spaces was a shortcut to communication 

with a prospective audience.  Were Beatrix Potter and space travel fantasy the stuff of a child’s 

imagination in 1954?  One can almost certainly answer yes, and so those mythic spaces were 

primed for communication.  Was Elizabethan England more on the mind than usual for a British 

audience during the coronation year of Elizabeth II?  Naturally, so the mythic space was primed 

for communication.  Was the Greco-Roman world the mythic space of the British education, and 

had it made itself more and more omnipresent through epic film?  The answer is yes to both, so 

again, it was a mythic space primed for communication.  Per our earlier remarks, by employing 

these mythic spaces, Britten and Plomer became part of the established power structure.  This is 

not just a theoretical becoming in the case of Gloriana, for after its rocky premiere Britten 

aroused considerable ire in a number of people for being an “establishment” composer.  The 

situation is fine if one has no problem upholding and maintaining an establishment and its 

values, but if one wishes to question that establishment or to recommend change, one quickly 

discovers that mythic language has enveloped the desire for dynamism in a state of inertia.  In 

attempting to use myth as a shortcut, Britten and Plomer appeared to appropriate mythic 

language, but in effect, mythic language appropriated them.  They became a shortcut to the 

perseverance of its values. 

 
6.2   The Later Britten-Plomer Collaborations 

 It was a cruel blow to both Plomer and Britten, as has been noted, to realize by how much 
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they had underestimated myth’s power to uphold existing power structures and to resist change.  

Gloriana’s importance for their conversation–for their artistic discussion about mythic art as a 

catalyst–had been very great, and I would contend that the brief consideration of a Greek 

collaboration was more an aftershock and a distilled recognition of the mythic nature of their 

multi-project conversation than a turn in a new direction.  A turn would come, of course, and it 

would be inspired by Britten’s visit to Japan and by his experience of Noh theater.  Though it 

would take almost a decade for it to come to fruition, the beginnings of Curlew River were owed 

largely to that experience. 

 Of course, having studied in some detail their early collaborations, we can now have the 

luxury to realize that Noh is not all that is behind Britten and Plomer's church parable trilogy.  

The parables do represent a turn, but not a break; they represent a modification of the 

conversation and a new dimension to it, but not a new conversation altogether.  So, as important 

as it is to study the church parables in the light of Noh theater, it is also vital to study them in 

light of Beatrix Potter, “Tyco the Vegan,” Gloriana, and Greek myth.  Such a study would bear 

fruit and needs to be the next step in appreciating Britten and Plomer's history as collaborators.  

For as Gloriana scholarship has focused almost exclusively on reception history, church parable 

scholarship has focused largely on the “exotic” elements appropriated by Britten in his creation 

of a church parable sound world, and so Plomer’s importance often has been minimized and the 

parables’ function as part of an unfolding composer-librettist conversation typically has been 

ignored.  Much needs to be redressed, in other words. 

 For the present, though, it has been this study’s purpose to take a small portion of a 

composer and librettist’s work together and to try to examine that work as the result of a real, 

lived, dynamic relationship between two complex, independently minded individuals.  Beyond 
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this, a proposal has been made that their early collaborations can be characterized collectively as 

an attempt to use mythic language to advocate personal and societal change, and that this means 

of advocacy was found wanting because of the very nature of that mythic language.  If this 

purpose has been accomplished in any small way, then it is more than existed beforehand.  At the 

same time, it is important to remember that the story of Plomer and Britten is not yet at its end. 

 Additionally, the conversation between Plomer and Britten serves as an important 

illustration of the much larger problem of the assignation of meaning in opera and of who, in the 

writing of history, has received pride of place: the librettist or the composer.  The ideal answer, 

and the one this study has attempted to advocate, is that giving “pride of place” to either tends to 

obscure meaning rather than illuminate it, and that both creative artists deserve attention, if for 

no other reason than better to comprehend what meaning can be responsibly assigned to the 

composer. 
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