PAGE  
18

Chapter 5: Pacifisms and the Music of Peace

We have more control over our own characters than we have over the external forms of society.  So we must begin with ourselves, knowing that to the extent that we can win self-control and strength in the qualities needed for the struggle, we will be able to begin to modify society…The responsibility thus rests squarely on ourselves and our work begins there.




Richard B. Gregg, The Power of Nonviolence, 1935

Peace is not silent: it is the voice of love.




Britten, Owen Wingrave (1971), Owen’s “peace” aria
Pacifism was a central part of the lives of both Britten and Pears, from their days as conscientious objectors in World War II to the end of their lives.  It also poses a difficult challenge for people responding to the War Requiem, since that work clearly grows out of this long pacifist history, and yet is aimed at a far more inclusive audience, most of whose members would have approved of violent resistance against the Germans in World War II.  Giving Britten a commission to write a work commemorating the rededication of Coventry Cathedral, bombed during World War II, was in many ways surprising or even shocking, given his position.  The shock is compounded by his use of the poetry of Wilfred Owen about World War I to commemorate World War II, a very different war, calling for different sentiments and actions. And yet, as I shall argue, the work transcends what I understand to be the grave errors of that position, building on a common ground of reconciliation, rededication, and what I shall call “emotional pacifism” – rejection of retributive anger against enemies in favor of a spirit of love. It is that spirit of love that Britten obsessively pursues in numerous works related to the War Requiem and in that work itself.
Types of Pacifism: Britten, Pears, and Gandhi
“Pacifism” refers most familiarly to a position concerning action  -- a refusal to take part in acts of violence.  I shall call this sort action-pacifism.  In the thought of its major theoretical exponents, Gandhi above all, but also Martin Luther King, Jr., it also refers, more deeply, to a position concerning an internal state of being – the refusal of retributive anger and the embrace of universal love and brotherhood.  I shall call this emotional pacifism, and it is not only compatible with pacifism about actions, it is typically its source.  The love in question is understood to be not romantic love, not friendly love, but an attitude that sees potential good in all people and aims at the preservation and enhancement of this precious potential. (Martin Luther King, Jr. was particularly precise and eloquent in defining the type of love his movement sought and expressed.) Britten will develop the spirit of love in a highly individual way, connecting it to embrace of the body and even to a generalized quasi-erotic wonder at the beauty of bodies.

One can be a pacifist in the first sense, abhorring war and acts of physical violence, while still believing that retributive anger can be a creative force, and even that the criminal law should be developed in a retributive spirit.  While in the end this position is not easy to justify theoretically, it is rather common.  I believe it was the position of many people of my generation who opposed the Vietnam war and called themselves pacifists.  
It is also possible to be a pacifist in the second sense, endorsing and cultivating in oneself a spirit of non-anger and love, while permitting violent actions in certain circumstances, particularly those of individual or communal self-defense. Such a person will abhor violent acts, but may still think them necessary at times to defend self or others.  Martin Luther King, Jr. held this position, although he opposed violent acts of self-defense in the Civil Rights movement for strategic reasons.
 I shall call his approach one of emotional pacifism and action-pacifism with exceptions.  Such exceptions may be either theoretical or pragmatic.  King was an action-pacifist with theoretical exceptions that he forwent for pragmatic reasons.  There may also be other varieties of what may be called pragmatic pacifism: looking to particular situations and asking, pragmatically, what approach will best achieve the legitimate end of protecting lives.  Nelson Mandela, after initially trying non-violence in both emotion and action, concluded that this approach was failing to advance his movement’s legitimate cause of freedom from violent oppression, and turned to a limited use of violence (primarily against property), though never swerving from non-anger and a loving approach to enemies.
  (It is not clear whether he also thought the exceptions theoretically justified as in action-pacifism with theoretical exceptions.) The pragmatic pacifist diverges from a total pacifism about actions, but is only a true pacifist, as most of the tradition defines pacifism, if emotional pacifism, a firm and exceptionless adherence to non-anger and love, is retained: such a person will not glory in the use of violence, and will use just enough to protect human lives, seeking reconciliation and an end to violence as soon as possible.  
Gandhi was what I shall call a total pacifist without exceptions, whether theoretical or pragmatic, endorsing total pacifism in both action and the inner world with no exceptions at all.  His mother’s family were Jains, who endorse a very complete non-violence in action, including toward all animals and some parts of the plant world, and who ground that ahimsa, non-violence, in a profound love of all living things.  Gandhi rejected all forms of cooperation in all war efforts, including the Second World War.  He cultivated and taught an inner spirit of non-anger and love.  As part of his commitment to non-violence, he totally rejected meat-eating, and, increasingly as his life went on, the use of dairy products.  Gandhi was a pragmatist in certain ways: he tolerated behavior in his followers that he rejected in himself.  Thus Jawaharlal Nehru strongly supported military action against the Axis powers, feeling that the horrors of Nazism demanded urgent action. He thought that Gandhi’s claim that Hitler could be converted to non-violence by the power of love was utterly ridiculous, as indeed it was.  Gandhi disagreed, but continued to work with him. However, in the Indian independence movement itself, Gandhi insisted unequivocally on total non-violence in actions (apart from meat-eating, as we shall shortly see), as a necessary condition for membership in his movement.
  
Gandhi’s position, though dogmatic, was not pragmatically absurd with respect to the British.  The British, though beastly in many ways and violent when it suited them, were not unalterably wedded to remaining in India, and they also had their limits.  General Dyer’s massacre of innocent civilians at Jallianwala Bagh in 1919 had been harshly criticized in Parliament, so when Gandhi’s peaceful marches were opposed by British troops they restrained themselves to a degree, beating people up and imprisoning leaders, but not shooting people.  Nor were the imprisoned leaders harshly treated. Nehru had loads of books, access to correspondence and writing materials, and even the Gandhian spinning wheel he requested in his cell.  Meanwhile Gandhi, one of the greatest theatricalizers of justice the world has ever known, was more rarely imprisoned (basically, the British were afraid to court world opprobrium by doing so), and he used non-violent marches to draw the attention of the entire world to the dignity and restraint of Indian people, who had long been said (and by no less an authority on ethics than John Stuart Mill) to be children, incapable of reasoned self-government.  Just as King knew that violence on the part of marchers for civil rights, even in self-defense, would be used to confirm all the worst stereotypes of Black people, so Gandhi knew the same about Indian violence: it would be used as proof of incapacity to self-govern.   
He calculated correctly. Recently opened British archives show that the British were utterly flummoxed and mystified by this dignified behavior, and had no idea how to oppose it, whereas they knew well how to deal with force.
  Non-violence, then, was an apt pragmatic strategy to use with the British, and could be endorsed by followers of Gandhi, like Nehru, who utterly rejected its use against Hitler, where it was utterly implausible.  Gandhi was also a pragmatist about the dietary practices of others.  Many of his leading followers continued to eat some meat, and most ate dairy products. Although he was obsessed with diet for himself, he abstained from preaching about diet to Nehru and other leaders of the independence movement.  So we might say that in the end Gandhi was a pragmatic dogmatic pacifist.
Because Buddhism is another important source of pacifism in our world, it is also important to say that Buddhism, too, makes my distinction between emotional pacifism and pacifism about acts.  Buddhist thinkers make emotional pacifism primary (Santideva’s treatise on anger is one of the great works on this topic in any philosophical tradition), but take a variety of different positions, both pragmatic and theoretical, about the use of violence in action.

Let me recapitulate: what does emotional pacifism entail?  It is, after all, an unfamiliar concept.  It requires trying with all one’s might to extirpate hatred and retributive anger in oneself, so that one can approach others, always, with a spirit of love.  The exemplars to bear in mind are Gandhi, Jesus, and (for those with a knowledge of Buddhism) the Buddha.  King, who continually exhorted his followers to love their enemies, had to spend a lot of time explaining himself,  even though they were familiar with the teachings of Jesus, because they really did not understand how they could possibly approach Southern bigots with love.  He told them that loving your enemies doesn’t mean that you need to like them, or agree with them; and of course it has nothing to do with romantic love.  It means being oriented to them as to a person, a soul, with the potentiality for both good and evil, hence for change. One might think, here, of Jesus’s parable of the Prodigal Son: his father embraces him with unconditional love even though he profoundly disapproves of his actions—which the father no doubt will subsequently criticize.  The point is that the love is very basic, and prior to the moral critique.  Jesus and Gandhi want us to approach everyone in that spirit.

The emotional pacifist risks being charged with cowardice. Both Gandhi and King sought to rebut that charge by showing the great risks pacifists run in a world of aggression.  King’s concept of “direct action” was the idea that protesters must put their very own bodies on the line, being ready to be beaten or jailed.  Gandhi had already developed this idea – most memorably in the protest at the Dharasana Salt Works in 1930.  All day long the protesters marched forward, four by four, only to be clubbed down by the British and taken off to be treated by supportive participants.  The world was watching, and both the courage of the Indian men and the absurd thuggery of the British, who were trying to lay hands on an inner source that they could not reach, became apparent to all, especially through Webb Miller’s journalism.

How did Britten orient himself in this world of different types of pacifism?
  He had long had a profound abhorrence of violence in all its forms, both physical and emotional.  In chapter 3 I described the roots of this attitude in his school years, and it continued throughout his life.  But in the run-up to World War II he became more aware of different theoretical sources of pacifism.
  Ronald Duncan, with whom he collaborated on the “Pacifist March” (see ch. 3), and who later supplied the (very bad) libretto to The Rape of Lucretia, was himself the author of a pamphlet entitled The Complete Pacifist.
  But what he urged Britten to study was a more substantial book by Richard Gregg, The Power of Non-Violence.
  In Duncan’s Working With Britten he records that the Gregg book “influenced [Britten] considerably.”
  I have tracked down a copy of Duncan’s pamphlet, now a rare item; but since it is indeed a pamphlet, some twenty-five pages long, with conclusions rather than arguments, I shall focus on Gregg in what follows.
Gregg’s book is a first-rate example of public philosophy, written with conceptual and analytical clarity, well-designed for non-academic readers yet profound and very serious.  (I think it should be required of all undergraduates!) Gregg had spent years with Gandhi, and it is Gandhi’s version of non-violence that he defends, though with none of its foreign terminology (ahimsa, satyagraha), and with one significant omission: though very clear about the importance of cleanliness in body and dress, Gregg is utterly silent about diet (as indeed was King), attempting to win over his British audience by not foregrounding a part of Gandhi’s worldview that would seem to most readers unpleasant and foreign (although Britain had long had a strong vegetarian movement, from which Gandhi himself learned much during his years in London).  The view defended is a total and unequivocal pacifism about both actions and emotions. Indeed Gregg persuasively traces non-violence to an inner disposition of love and a control over one’s own aggression. Actions are mere symptoms: we must approach the root of the problem. Gregg makes no concessions at all to context, and is determined to convince the reader that non-violence is not only always superior theoretically but also always pragmatically feasible.  Using historical examples (more and more of them as time goes on – the 1959 edition includes the Montgomery Bus boycott) and dwelling on how non-violence actually works as a strategy, he encourages readers to suspend their skepticism and think it at least worth a try.  His account of interpersonal dialogue is highly insightful and partly persuasive. Basically, he argues that opponents are used to force being met with force – but when they see the calm determined attitude of the non-violent opponent, they are moved to wonder and introspection, and a relationship on an entirely new plane may be developed.  The details of this idea are beautifully laid out, and in part persuasive.  
One very important aspect of Gregg’s analysis is his emphasis on the primacy of emotional pacifism – his idea being that inner anger and desire to defeat others is the origin of outer violence, and that a sufficient, possibly in the long run a necessary, way of curbing war is to delve into the inner world and change the emotions with which people confront one another, replacing aggressive competitiveness with generous love.  King made this idea central to his movement, to great effect. And it is this aspect of Gregg’s vision that seems to me especially important for Britten.

Not surprisingly, people who endorse aggressive and retributive anger like to portray emotional pacifism as a pathology, an unnatural way of being human. And, sure enough, just as people portrayed Britten’s homosexuality as a pathology involving repressed sadism (see ch. 4), so too they portrayed his pacifism as a disease.  Thus, in a 1950 number of the journal Music Survey dedicated to Britten’s music, musicologist Hans Keller pronounces: “Britten is a pacifist.  It is an established fact that strong and heavily repressed sadism underlies pacifist attitudes.”
  And Carpenter gives Keller’s view prominence in his biography of Britten because of its agreement with his own view of Britten’s sexuality as grounded in repressed sadism.  But Keller’s absurd claim simply fails to take pacifism, and Britten, seriously.
We can see how well Gregg’s analysis of emotional pacifism fits in with Britten’s longstanding attitudes.  Gregg’s line of thinking developed Britten’s attitudes further, in a direction that took him to the tribunals, and on to works of his maturity, including the War Requiem and Owen Wingrave.  The personal example of Gandhi remained compelling for Britten, and he was shaken by Gandhi’s assassination in 1948.  He wrote to his publisher Ralph Hawkes, “The death of Gandhi has been a great shock to one of my strong convictions, & I am determined to commemorate this occasion in, possibly, some form of requiem, to his honor. When I shall complete this piece I cannot say.”  This may well have been the origin of the War Requiem. At any rate when Britten was approached by the Coventry Arts Committee in 1958, he already had an outline ready.
As for Peter Pears: As a boy he quickly developed an aversion to violence, both physical and emotional. As with Britten, it began by seeing beatings at school – and, in his case, being made to beat younger boys.  Even more painful was his memory of being made to box against another boy and humiliate him by defeat: “I was the winner and I felt absolutely terrible when it was over. I felt that I had really in some way committed a major sin in attacking this boy…I was very profoundly, deeply shocked by a feeling that I had won and triumphed over another human being and reduced him to shame and pain and the rest of it.  And I think it was probably that moment which said to me, ‘I’m never going to fight. I am not going to take part in any war.’”

As a boy Pears was a conventional Christian, but his family had Quaker roots. His great-great grandmother was the distinguished Quaker reformer Elizabeth Fry (1780-1845), who championed prison reform to improve the treatment of female inmates especially, and who also campaigned against the slave trade.
 He remained in touch with Quakers throughout his life, and introduced Britten to Quaker circles: they gave recitals at Friends’ House. During his first hearing before the tribunal, Britten said, “I think with the Quakers I might find a spiritual home.”
  As Kildea remarks, Quakerism appealed to both men not only because of non-violence but also because of Quakers’ general anti-authoritarianism and trust in the conscience of the individual, as well as in a commitment to a culture of equal rights, including anti-slavery, women’s rights, and the equal rights of Jews.
  
Quakerism, however, was a wide tent. Although Quakers insisted on the divinity of Christ, they were tolerant of agnostics and even atheists.  In his mature years, Pears and Britten were both religious in a general way but not theists, followers of Jesus but not church members.  Britten, as we shall shortly see, denied conventional belief in God, and rejected the idea that pacifism had to rest on theism, but he accepted Jesus as a key moral exemplar. According to Pears, “He was religious in the general sense of acknowledging a power above greater than ourselves, but he wasn’t a regular churchgoer.”
 He wrote a good deal for religious occasions, and said once to pianist Murray Perahia, “I’m not terribly religious in my ordinary life, but when it comes to my music I’m a very Christian composer.”

Like Britten, and no doubt a strong influence on Britten, Pears was a Gandhian, and affiliated with a number of pacifist groups worldwide, including the Fellowship of Reconciliation and the War Resisters League.  These Gandhian views persisted through and after the war,  In 1949 (thus after Britten’s visit to Belsen) the two men gave a concert in Community Church Auditorium, which Donald Mitchell believes to be in the vicinity of New York (the program doesn’t say).  In the program they posted a statement of their pacifist principles, mentioning the example of Gandhi, and drawing attention to the way in which the existence of nuclear and biological weapons has made war even more irrational and destructive than it was before.
  Later, their opposition to the Vietnam War was well known, and was connected by many with Owen Wingrave (1971).
In one respect both men diverged from Gandhi: both were keen meat-eaters throughout their lives.  Steak tartare was a special favorite of Pears; and when once Pears cooked a curry that had no meat in it Britten complained.
 But vegetarianism was no part of the Euro-American Gandhian movement.  Neither Gregg nor King ever discusses it, and I am sure King judged that to do so would have weakened his movement.  Britten and Pears did at any rate oppose fox-hunting and loved and cared for the animals they lived with.  So far as I can see, they did not connect meat-eating with the pacifism they espoused, as would be natural given the British pacifist movement.  A mysterious lacuna in this history is the unfinished opera of 1952, “Tyco the Vegan,” which Britten began to plan with South African novelist and poet William Plomer, who had apparently written a story with this title.  It was to be a sci-fi opera for children, about some children who left earth and had to decide whether to return again.  An unrevealing sketch of a Prologue survives, and one letter from Britten to Plomer discussing the children’s choice, and whether to include audience participation as with Tinkerbell in Peter Pan.
  But we have no information about who Tyco was or why he was a vegan.  The one known work where Plomer treats vegetarianism is a comic poem called “Satire,” where the habits of people staying at a “vegetarian guesthouse” are gently mocked.
 The tone of this poem rather tells against the opera’s containing a serious discussion of veganism, or a critical reflection about Britten’s habits. In any case the two dropped the project when they decided, instead, on the idea of writing the opera Gloriana for the coronation of Elizabeth II.
What should we make of this pacifism, which might be called dogmatic pacifism with no theoretical exceptions and no felt need for a pragmatic justification (less complete than Gandhi’s on account of meat-eating, but similar in spirit)? The first thing we must notice is that, like Gandhi and Gregg, Britten and Pears do not distinguish between emotional pacifism and pacifism about acts; they speak as if it is clear to them that the two entail one another.  Thus they (and Gregg) make no room for a position such as that of King or Mandela, emotional pacifists, eschewing retributive anger, who nonetheless see a need for physical violence under certain circumstances. (The King-Mandela position is my position too, I should say, and I think it the most defensible position.) It would have been valuable to see how Gregg would have defended his own omission of that possibility.  During World War II there were many people who were emotional pacifists but also believed that the threat to the world from a Hitler takeover must be resisted with force.  Gregg presents no reply to them.   The most we find is a very detailed and in part convincing account of how pacifists may by their dignity and respect for adversaries, gradually convert them.  This is indeed plausible in many personal interactions, and even in public encounters with an adversary capable of being restrained, or at least contained, by law and principle, and in which the reaction of the general public is key to the pacifist’s success – Gandhi in India, King in the U. S.  But it is not plausible in a confrontation with an autocratic national leader or leaders determined to crush other nations by massive force, such as the leaders of the Axis powers.  Nor would Gregg be able to persuade the people of Ukraine today that non-violence in response to Putin’s imperialistic aggression was a wise or even a tenable strategy, however committed some of them might be to love and non-anger.
In short, the Gregg-Britten-Pears position has no room for the idea of a just war in defense of one’s country and its values. In this respect the libretto of Owen Wingrave is disgracefully superficial, portraying the Wingraves as attached to an empty idea of glory, transmitted by sheer unthinking conformity.  Only once is there even a brief mention of the sufferings of one’s co-nationals. (Sir Philip once says, “What good are scruples…when the garrison’s dying, women, children, gasping for food and water?”) But for the most part Sir Philip talks about war as joyful and as bringing family glory. It is likely that Britten would have been a useless combat soldier, given his lifelong ill health; his heart defect would probably have prevented him from being given combat duty. But that is not what was at stake in the tribunals: for conscription included supportive civilian service, such as hospital duty.  And even combat posts included a lot of intelligence work that took place far from actual combat and for which it seems that a high level of physical fitness was not insisted on.  Pears seems to have been eligible for both types of service.  It’s easy to feel that they used their time more productively creating works of art – as Britten says in his statement to the tribunal; but many people in many lines of work might have made a similar plea.  And as we approach the War Requiem, a work that uses poetry about World War I to comment on World War II, one feels the absence of any distinction between those two wars, or indeed between any war of national self-defense against imperialist aggression and a useless foray such as the Vietnam War.  The furthest Britten ever went was to say that if Hitler came to power in Britain he would not cooperate with him; but he added (following Gandhi) that Hitler could be brought around by non-violent resistance.  And he did endorse Chamberlain’s attempts to appease Hitler, supported the 1938 Munich agreement, and made no objection to the carving up of Czechoslovakia.
 As I have said, he and Pears reiterated these positions often after the war.
To me, the position of Britten and Pears about World War II is deeply flawed and is itself a form of appeasement.  They are in effect free riders on the courage and suffering of others.  They do not want Hitler to take over Britain, they just want resistance, if any, to be done by others.  (Gandhi was different, since he seems actually to have believed that it made no difference whether the Allies or the Axis powers won the war, a hideous position.) Even if we agree that the best long-term objective is to build a world of peace, refusing to aid in the fight against Hitler is horrible, and certainly retards that objective.  British society was somewhat more friendly to pacifism than the U. S. ever has been, but the British also bore the costs of war far more than did the US, being bombed on a nightly basis and risking invasion, and British people joined the war effort in far greater proportions than in the US.  Intellectuals and artists of all sorts got involved. Even Auden officially volunteered to return and serve, but was refused on grounds of his age (32); he had already volunteered as an ambulance driver for the Nationalists in the Spanish Civil War, though Britten had tried to dissuade him.
 Britten alludes to his creative projects. But lots of creative people put their creative projects on hold to help their nation survive.  Just to cite cases I know personally: the philosophers R. M. Hare and Richard Wollheim were captured and spent time in POW camps (Wollheim briefly, in Germany, and then he escaped; Hare for three years in the notoriously brutal Japanese camps). Classical scholar Kenneth Dover was an officer in the Royal Artillery in Italy.  Philosopher David Pears was accidentally gassed during gas-mask training in Oxford and spent the war in a sanitarium.  Philosopher J. L. Austin was a leading officer in British intelligence, much decorated for his life-saving work on D Day intelligence. Classical scholar Hugh Lloyd-Jones became an officer in anti-Japanese intelligence in India and Burma, where philosopher Michael Dummett served under his command.
  Writer Iris Murdoch worked with refugees under the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency.  Robert Runcie, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1980 to 1991, served as a tank commander in the Scots Guards in Europe, eventually winning the Military Cross for two feats of bravery, saving comrades pinned under tanks.  In May 1945 he was among the first British soldiers to enter the Bergen-Belsen camp.  The great Roman historian Ronald Syme worked as a press attaché in the British embassies of Belgrade and Ankara, and his refusal to discuss the nature of his activity has led many to conclude that he was a British spy.  Surely his great book The Roman Revolution is a passionately anti-fascist work, depicting the ascent of Augustus and his destruction of the Roman Republic as parallel to the ascent of Hitler and Mussolini, both being abetted by the passivity of those who might have resisted.  This is just the tip of a very large iceberg – only some of the people I happen to know as teachers and colleagues.
  Nor were these people gung-ho militarists: indeed to anyone who knew them it may seem absurd that most of them served in the military at all.
  (“He was a very gentle soldier,” Runcie said to me of David Pears, and one could apply that description to others.)   So Britten was pursuing his own creative work while many other gifted creative people served their country (frequently using their talents in languages, etc. in that service), thus contributing to a future not dominated by fascism.  
Even more important, elite intellectual/artistic creativity is not a special excuse. Every Briton who served had his or her own way of being a creative individual – as a parent, a schoolteacher, a doctor, a bricklayer, a farmer. (Indeed British law honored the creativity of farmers, giving Ronald Duncan a CO exemption because he was already serving as a farmer!
) In short, the way in which Owen Wingrave holds national service up to ridicule is, to me, deeply offensive.
The best we can do on behalf of Britten and Pears in the forties is to recall that Britain has a longstanding tradition of respect for conscientious objectors (as does the US), so long as the commitment to pacifism is total and not an objection to one particular war.  At the founding of the US, George Washington wrote a famous letter to the Quakers saying:

Your principles & conduct are well known to me—and it is doing the People called Quakers no more than Justice to say, that (except their declining to share with others the burthen of the common defence) there is no Denomination among us who are more exemplary and useful Citizens.

I assure you very explicitly that in my opinion the Consciencious scruples of all men should be treated with great delicacy & tenderness, and it is my wish and desire that the Laws may always be as extensively accomodated to them, as a due regard to the Protection and essential Interests of the Nation may Justify, and permit.
Washington’s parenthesis (“except their declining”) is a big exception, and no doubt was so to Washington himself.  However, I am concerned here not with Washington’s personal beliefs, but with his political stance.  In his letter he recognized, and followed, an already longstanding tradition in recognizing, that there are sincere pacifists who are (basically) admirable citizens, and that a nation committed to liberty ought to respect their beliefs and not require them to perform military service.  He left a loophole: accommodation might not always be possible. But the US and Britain have always preferred accommodation to a harsh tyranny over conscientious scruples.  We should certainly give Britten and Pears credit for passionate sincerity, and also for a visionary attachment to the goal of world peace, which the two men pursued in their musical lives throughout their lifetimes.  And Pears, at least, had a longstanding affiliation with pacifist organizations that worked for world peace.
We should also recognize that both men were basically apolitical.  Pears said that Britten “was never a member of any political party, other than the Peace Pledge Union,” and that the same was true of him.
  Donald Mitchell observes that for Britten, “political deeds were his works,” and that his works did make definite political statements.  And certainly those works do make a major contribution to a future of peace and reconciliation.
Emotional Pacifism and the Stickiness of Retributive Anger
Britten’s major contribution lies in the area of emotional pacifism, which, as I’ve said, is in principle compatible with service in a war of national defense, even though Britten thought it was not.  Throughout his career he is preoccupied with mapping out, musically, the forces in human beings that work against peace, and also those that support peace.  As chapter 3 argued, Britten sees the roots of warlike aggression as not innate but socially learned, but learned on account of a very common human tendency to fear bodies and the vulnerability that being bodily entails. The remedy, insofar as there is one, lies in love of bodies and wonder at their beauty. This love he explores in many works, including those discussed in chapter 4.  Britten sees the love we need as not at all calm, and not “purified” from eroticism. It draws greatly on a powerful erotic love of another body, which inspires ecstatic wonder at that body’s beauty and goodness.  Moreover, with Donne, he thinks that the love of Christ that might possibly redeem us is itself a love of Christ’s beautiful body, which Donne insists on portraying as akin to the love that Donne used to have for his earthly mistresses. We shall see that Wilfred Owen, the poet Britten chose for a central role in the War Requiem, shares these preoccupations.
Another insight we will find in Britten is the enormous difficulty of getting rid of the desire to strike back.  Nelson Mandela said that it took much of his time in prison (twenty-seven years) to uproot his desire for retribution against his opponents, reaching a point at which cooperation and sympathetic interaction came naturally to him.  If this is true of that extraordinary leader, we can expect that most members of non-violent movements will be less fully in control of themselves.  The desire for retribution is powerful and probably in part inherited as part of our evolutionary equipment, though it is heightened by culture.  Gandhi’s followers lapsed during Partition, whenever he was not actually present, lashing out in hatred.  Mandela’s followers too kept seeking various forms of retribution against white South Africans, and Mandela had to intervene often to turn them around.  If this is true even within committed non-violent movements, what should we expect to find in war itself?  Suppose a person follows the path that I deem most defensible, and joins up to defend his country.  He then undertakes to kill combatants on the other side.  While military instructors and theorists, from Seneca’s On Anger to West Point of the present day (where I had the good fortune to lecture shortly after the Vietnam War), teach soldiers not to seek retribution, and not to hate the enemy, but to focus instead on defending what they love and protecting their comrades, it is difficult to maintain balance in the heat of battle, when you actually have to kill a human being.  Hatred (often racialized) and bloodlust can easily bubble up to protect the psyche from collapse, leading, as Seneca already said, to gross crimes against humanity.  So what are soldiers being asked to feel?
It is easy to answer this when we are speaking about non-violent protesters: they are to feel solidarity, a love of justice, and a love of their enemies.  And they are also permitted to feel the type of non-retributive anger that I call Transition-Anger:
 an anger whose entire content is, “This is outrageous. It must not happen again.” This type of anger faces forward to create a better future, and is perfectly compatible with love of one’s enemies.  But in actual combat it seems difficult to maintain the distinction between Transition-Anger and retributive anger. The soldier is indeed seeking to create a better future, fighting the Nazis, say, to defend free Europe.  But in the meantime he is asked to kill actual German soldiers.  Given that all human beings contain the roots of retribution in themselves, and very few have mastered these desires as securely as Nelson Mandela, it is all too likely that the act of killing will be accompanied by retributive emotions. This is the weak point in my position. It is one thing to say, preserve emotional pacifism, but be willing to kill in defense of self and others. It is quite another thing to do it, while fighting in a war, however just.  The very act one is asked to perform summons up the disruptive desires that even the best military training cannot entirely remove.  In Part II we will see that Britten understands what I would call the “stickiness of retribution,” and sees this as a profound problem for all who engage in war, and even for those who do not. We are all, so to speak, recovering retributivists (if we make an effort at all).  The best environment for recovery is either a securely loving family or a securely loving non-violent movement with a strong leader. The worst environment is probably war.
But let me turn, then, to the story of Britten’s actual confrontation with the National Service tribunals.
The Tribunals in 1942

Despite being urged by the British Embassy in Washington to remain in the U. S. as “aesthetic ambassadors,” Britten and Pears ultimately decided to return to Britain, arriving there in 1942.  (In a letter to Christopher Isherwood dated March 1942, Britten wrote, “I am more and more convinced…that I cannot kill,” but also admits that “I am scared stiff of judges & all that.”
 The letter suggests a temperamental aversion to killing rather than a principled moral stance – at that time.) Both men applied for conscientious objector status. 
Under the National Service (Armed Forces) Act 1939, conscientious objectors could cite either religious or political reasons.
  There were four possible outcomes: unconditional exemption; conditional exemption; a direction to register for non-combatant service; and complete rejection.  (Women were eligible for conscription starting in 1941, mostly for factory or munitions work, although they had an easier time with exemptions, especially if they had children.)  There was an appeal process, but the decision of the appellate tribunal was final, and a would-be CO who defied it could be jailed – as composer Michael Tippett was: assigned duty as an air raid warden, he refused, and spent three months in Wormwood Scrubs Prison.

 Pears’s hearing was initially scheduled for a time when he was touring with Tales of Hoffman, so he asked for and received a postponement.
  At the eventual hearing in September 1942, he made a strong impression.  He had been advised by Canon Stuart Morris, the General Secretary of the Peace Pledge Union, so he knew how to make his case. According to a fellow pacifist who attended the hearing, Pears was pressed hard to say whether he refused on principle or just found it inconvenient in light of his career. “I remember with what quiet conviction he answered those questions.  His whole bearing and behaviour added weight to what he said, as one would imagine.”
  He was successful, receiving an unconditional exemption.
Britten had more difficulty at his hearing on May 28. Unlike Pears he lacked a long record of membership in pacifist groups.  He submitted the following statement to the tribunal:

Since I believe that there is in every man the spirit of God, I cannot destroy, and feel it my duty to avoid helping to destroy as far as I am able, human life, however strongly I may disapprove of the individual’s actions or thoughts.  The whole of my life has been devoted to acts of creation (being by profession a composer) and I cannot take part in acts of destruction.  Moreover, I feel that the fascist attitude to life can only be overcome by passive resistance.  If Hitler were in power here or this country had any similar form of government, I should feel it my duty to obstruct this regime in every non-violent way possible, and by complete non-cooperation.  I believe sincerely that I can help my fellow human beings best, by continuing the work I am most qualified to do by the nature of my gifts and training, i.e. the creation or propagation of music. [He mentions work he has been offered writing music for government projects.] I am however prepared, but feel completely unsuited by nature and training, to undertake other constructive civilian work provided that it is not connected with any of the armed forces.

At the hearing, he too was advised by Morris, but his presentation was less clear than Pears’s had been, and made what Kildea calls “a flaky impression.”  (After all, he was basically pointing to his own elite creativity and putting himself in a special class.). He stated, “I do not believe in the divinity of Christ, but I think his teaching is sound and his example should be followed.” He also mentioned willingness to join the Royal Army Medical Corps and, as to pacifism, made no claim to longstanding pacifist beliefs, but simply said, “I think with the Quakers I might find a spiritual home.”  (As I’ve said, this is strictly false if it means that one can be a full member of a Quaker congregation while denying the divinity of Christ, but true in the sense that tolerant Quakers would be eager to include him and make common cause with him.) On June 3, he was put in the third category and ordered to perform non-combatant service.
Britten appealed in August, with the help of the BBC (they listed the various useful government projects for which Britten would be writing the music).  He presented further letters of support from publisher Ralph Hawkes and Frank Bridges’ widow, who testified to Britten’s opposition to militarism as a boy. William Walton and Montague Slater attended the hearing to lend support. This time he clarified his religious beliefs, saying that the local tribunal had misunderstood him: although he did not believe in Christ’s divinity, “I don’t seek as suggested to pick & choose from his teaching, but I regard the whole context of his teaching & example as the standard by which I must judge.”  He also clarified (or, rather, reversed) his position on non-combatant service, saying clearly that he could not participate in the medical corps, because that would be to participate in the war.  He granted that “in total war, it is impossible to avoid all participation of an indirect kind but I believe that I must draw the line as far away from direct participation as possible.” 
 On August 18 his appeal was accepted, and in May 1943 he was certified as a conscientious objector with no responsibility to perform non-combatant military service. Kildea notes that this status belonged to only 3000 people in Britain, which he estimates to be only six percent of the total number of conscientious objectors, though I am not sure where he gets that number.
  Of Britten he very charitably concludes: “So he was free to get on with his work.”  Yes, and how many others were not!
People who knew and loved Britten do not say, even today, that he behaved like a spoiled child. His close friend Lennox Berkeley tried to object, saying “I’ve always been a pacifist at heart, how can one be anything else? But I think that if there ever was a case where force has got to be used, this is it.”
 Britten took the remark badly and wrote satirically about it to another friend; it contributed to ending their friendship.
  Others simply stayed silent. I love Britten and Pears, but I do feel that Britten behaved in a self-serving way, since his statements at the first hearing make clear that at that time he was not a firmly principled Gandhian.  In his tribunal experience one sees more than a trace of that too-pampered boy mentioned in Auden’s letter (see chapter 3). I feel more sympathy with Pears, who was always absolutely consistent and who worked constructively for world peace with various pacifist organizations (something insisted on by Gregg, who says that the pacifist must not be passive). Both of them, however, continued to enjoy the fruits of violence committed by others, including later honors from the Crown.  
Britten and Pears continued to have difficulties after the war arising from their pacifism, especially from the  FBI in the U. S.  From 1942 on, the two men were watched, and by 1952 or so were on an FBI list of “prohibited immigrants,” meaning that every time they wished to enter the U. S. they had to apply for a visa on each occasion, have a formal interview, and then wait for the visa until the last minute, although it always arrived just in time.  Britten remained on the list until his death; Pears finally was removed in 1983, thanks to the efforts of Donald Mitchell and friends in the U. S.  One comical touch, supplied by Mitchell, is a photo of an FBI document about Britten released under FOIA to lawyers hired by Mitchell’s American friends, allegedly containing the reasons for the prohibition: everything except Britten’s name and the date has been blacked out!
  No doubt there would have been allusion to Britten’s homosexuality as well as his pacifism. As Mitchell wryly notes, “There is certainly room for further dogged research in this area.”

Britten and Wilfred Owen
There is one more pacifist whom we must now consider: Wilfred Owen, whose poetry about the horror and the futility of war Britten selected to provide the text for key parts of the War Requiem.  As we shall see, Owen was, like Britten, an emotional pacifist.  But he was no dogmatist, and appears to have made a judgment about the futility of World War I rather than believing that one should never participate in any war.  Furthermore, despite all his profound objections to the war, he served honorably in it, and seems to have thought it important to be vulnerable in ways that others were vulnerable.  In some ways, then, his position seems more defensible than Britten’s. But, as we shall later see, it has two serious flaws that Britten will assiduously avoid.
Owen grew up in a middle-class English family in Shropshire.
  His letters to his mother, to whom he remained extremely close throughout his short life, show him to be serious, protective of his younger siblings, and eager for education.  By the age of eighteen he was firm in his commitment to poetry.  In 1911 he entered the University of London, but was unable to pursue a degree because of shortage of funds.  So he became an assistant to a vicar in Oxfordshire, where his duties included visiting the poor and the sick. This experience, to which he reacted with what his editor C. Day Lewis plausibly calls “indignant compassion,” made him begin to reject orthodox Christianity.  He briefly became a tutor in a French family, and he was living in France, age twenty-one, when war broke out.  

Early in the war, visits to hospitals in Bordeaux stimulated the concrete interest in what war does to the body that is such a central feature of Owen’s poetry.  He wrote home with vivid description of shin-bones and pus, in order, he says, “to educate you to the actualities of war.”  He soon decided to sign up, was accepted, and began training in June 1916 with the Manchester Rifles.  Enthusiastic about flying, he briefly longed to transfer to the air force, but he was valued as an infantry offer, so his transfer request was denied.  At the end of the year he was posted to France.  Biographer Edmund Blunden quotes extensively from his letters of this period.  He proved a courageous officer, on the Somme sector of the Western front. But he suffered from what was then called “neurasthenia,” – caused, he said, from “living too long by the disiecta membra of a friend” -- so he was sent away from the front line – to Craiglockhart hospital, a mental institution (understood loosely) – where he met the older poet Siegfried Sassoon, who became a very important influence on his thoughts and his poetry.  The men shared anti-war attitudes, and homosexuality was another bond between them in a repressive world. The two had a brief sexual relationship, passionate at least on Owen’s side, and Sassoon helped him meet other gay men in London. The two continued to exchange letters that have now been published.
  
By this time Owen’s letters show the radical questioning of conventional Christianity that we know from the poetry, including his idea that Christ is a common soldier -- as well as a tentative espousal of a pacifism that remained inconstant and unclear in scope. He returned to the front line, determined to put himself in a stronger position to speak in protest about the war.  Always courageous in battle and a keen protector of the men in his command, he won the Military Cross in an action in October 1918.  A month later, he was killed.  

Owen, while holding World War I to be mostly pointless and wrongheaded, said that he, like Sassoon was willing to fight in the name of what Sassoon called “defence and liberation,” but not to further nationalist “aggression and conquest.”
 In June 1917, similarly, he speaks of his goal as the “extinction of militarism,” (alluding to H. G. Wells’s attack on “militant imperialism”), but also says, “I hate washy pacifists as temperamentally as I hate whiskied prussianists. Therefore I feel that I must first get some reputation of gallantry before I could successfully and usefully declare my principles.”  His stance was not constant: in May 1917 he had seemingly expressed a more comprehensive pacifism (“Be bullied, be outraged, be killed, but do not kill”). But as we can see he veers back again after that to a more mixed stance.
  And in August he even appears to depart from what I have called “emotional pacifism,” saying, “thinking of the eyes I have seen sightless, and the bleeding lad’s cheeks I have wiped, I say: Vengeance is mine, I, Owen, will repay.” No pacifist sentiments are found in letters during the last two months of fighting before his death.
What is absolutely clear and unequivocal, however we reconstruct Owen’s views, is that Owen served, and not as a conscript.  He made a decision to volunteer, and he did not think that this display of solidarity with other men was at odds with his principles; indeed, he thought that it was crucial for any pacifist to show that he was not a coward.
 Even had he not served, his objections would have been, like Sassoon’s, specific to World War I, and not fully general.

Owen’s poems, he announces in his Preface, are not “about deeds, or lands, or anything about glory, honour, might, majesty, dominion, or power, except War…My subject is War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity…All a poet can do today is warn. That is why the true Poets must be truthful.”
 
Above all, Owen warns by arousing compassion for the sufferings of bodies in war.  Using the battering of consonants, the gaping of vowels, Owen’s poetry finds many ways to chronicle the damage war inflicts upon the bodies of soldiers, and it is for ordinary soldiers, not for “heroes”, that “pity” or compassion is aroused.
 Other untruthful poets, the idea is, have represented war without the suffering, not showing the reader that they have often tended to romanticize them, preferring a false poetics of heroic and manly gallantry to the brute fact that “they are troops who fade, not flowers/For poets’ tearful fooling.”

Owen shows the devastation war inflicts upon the male body with unparalleled immediacy, making the reader feel the battering and the gaping wounds through the music of his language. (Britten, having actual music to employ, goes much further.)  But the battered bodies are not represented as ugly: the disgust that readers might feel for blood and gore is warded off, both by the power of compassion and by the sense of human beauty that the poetry creates.  His anti-disgust project is thus very similar to Britten’s, as is the way in which both men show the erotic loveliness of soldiers’ flesh.
Like Britten, Owen was skeptical of traditional religion, though Jesus was a key ethical model.  From early in his career he was especially skeptical of the forms of the traditional liturgy, which he saw as complacent and mechanical. In “Maundy Thursday” (1915) he writes:
Above the crucifix I bent my head:

The Christ was thin, and cold, and very dead:

And yet I bowed, yea, kissed – my lips did cling

(I kissed the warm live hand that held the thing.)

In a letter to his mother around the same time, he writes “none of your anglican simulacrums” and comments that the service leaves him older but otherwise unchanged.
  Britten, similarly, sees meaning only in the living bodily reality of Christ, which he contrasts with dead tradition, a central structural feature of the War Requiem.  
Owen, then, fits in well with Britten’s overall project.  Two glaring flaws, I believe, infect Owen’s war poetry.  The first is elitism, the second (less consistent) is misogyny.  It is important to understand these because of the way in which Britten assiduously avoids both errors by careful selection of poems, editing of those he does use, and in some cases rewriting.
Owen’s poetry expresses the war experience of the British soldier.  It lays claim at times to inclusiveness: “The Poetry is in the pity,” (“Preface”). His famous phrase “the eternal reciprocity of tears” appears to embrace all soldiers and, indeed, those who mourned at home -- and the reader as well.  However, in many poems one encounters a problematic narrowing of vision.  Owen’s poetry insistently attacks obtuseness and lack of sympathy.  But it is one thing to attack the obtuseness of leaders who have put the bodies of young men at risk without accepting accountability.  It is quite another to suggest, as Owen surely does, that most of those young men are themselves rather commonplace mentally, and that true insight belongs to a poetic elite.  “Insensibility” is in many respects a great poem, decrying the loss of imagination and feeling and praising “Whatever shares/The eternal reciprocity of tears.”  Some of the obtuse people whom the poem savagely excoriates are soldiers at home, apparently ignorant of the experience of men at the front. (Really?) But the first three stanzas concern soldiers at the front, as Owen inveighs against the “dullness” through which many protect themselves against the pain of combat.  “Happy are those who lose imagination:/They have enough to carry with ammunition.”  And these half-dead people are contrasted with “We wise, who with a thought besmirch/Blood over all our soul.”  These lines provoke (in me) the reaction, How dare he!  Some insulate themselves to bear the pain of war, some turn inward and write poetry. What right has the latter sort to look down on the former? Owen seems to think that poets are better than other people; and he may be connecting this superiority with homosexuality, since those obtuse types are just the sort to like conventional love objects.  Nor is this an isolated case: “Strange Meeting” too expresses elitism, as in the lines, “Courage was mine, and I had mystery,/ Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery.”

These elitist sentiments are repeatedly uttered in his letters as well.  On December 2, 1914, he wrote to his mother:
The Daily Mail speaks very movingly about the “duties shirked” by English young men.  I suffer a good deal of shame. But while those ten thousand lusty louts go on playing football I shall go on playing with my little axiom – that my life is worth more than my death to Englishmen.

Do you know what would hold me together on a battlefield?  The sense that I was perpetuating the language in which Keats and the rest of them wrote!  I do not know in what else England is greatly superior, or dearer to me, than another land and people.

On August 28 he had struck an even more ominous note, apparently sympathizing with eugenics.  He said to his mother that “the guns will effect a little useful weeding,”  and that he minds the deaths of English soldiers less than those of soldiers from the continent “because the former are all Tommy Atkins, poor fellows, while the continental armies are inclusive of the finest brains and temperaments of the land.”  

Although I have suggested that Britten had an elitist attitude toward himself and his own military service, this was not a general feature of his approach to human beings in his musical works, and indeed this marked a difference between him and the always snooty Auden.  He finds dignity and grace in simple working people in works from Peter Grimes to Billy Budd to Albert Herring.  Indeed he never seems drawn to portrayals of elite experience – Gloriana being a special case, justified by the nature of the occasion.
A second flaw in Owen’s poems is a marked tendency, while praising and eroticizing the daring of male bodies, to portray women as less compelling, less admirable. First of all, he completely omits the roles women played at the front, as nurses, cooks, ambulance drivers, staffers, journalists, etc. Even on the home front women were not just sweethearts, sisters, and mothers, but were also munitions workers and played other dangerous and difficult roles.  The women that do appear are sometimes objects of compassion, as they mourn the dead, but are often portrayed as emotionally superficial: they tease and goad their lovers into combat (“to please his Meg/Aye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts/ He asked to join”, “S. I. W.”); they fail to have compassion for veterans who return disabled (“All of them touch him like some queer disease./…To-night he noticed how the women’s eyes/Passed from him to the strong men that were whole,” “Disabled”). 
Women, in virtue of their superficiality, fail to be erotically compelling,  Thus “Greater Love,” an ode to the bodily beauty of soldiers, denigrates heterosexual love and its female objects: “Red lips are not so red/As the stained stones kissed by the English dead”, etc.  Similarly, in “Apologia Pro Poemate Meo,” Owen writes: “I have made fellowships --/Untold of happy lovers in old song./For love is not the binding of fair lips/With the soft silk of eyes that look and long.”  And in “Strange Meeting” the German soldier proclaims, “I went hunting wild/After the wildest beauty in the world,/Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair…”  Insistently, repeatedly, the female is soft, predictable, undaring, unexciting.  Just boring, and a part of boring conventionality.  No doubt these phrases record Owen’s erotic experience, but they also unfortunately depict a particular sexuality as the deepest and best.  “All women, without exception, annoy me,” he wrote to his mother.

These portrayals of women live side by side with the fact that Owen had enormous respect and love for his mother, and indeed for several other particular women mentioned in the letters. (But that is often true of prejudice: people exempt their close friends from their flawed generalizations.) Nor is his misogyny of the flagrant sort that we find in Sassoon’s “Glory of Women.”
  It is a tendency, a set of omissions, a pattern of obliquely denigrating characterization.  It still makes Owen’s poetry a problematic source for texts addressing a general British public on themes of reconciliation and rebuilding.  Britten never had a tendency to denigrate women in this way, so he had to work carefully.
One can avoid both of these flaws in Owen by choosing one’s poems carefully and by deleting certain lines from those one chooses. And this is precisely what Britten does.  He does not set “Insensibility,” “Apologia Pro Poemate Meo,” or “Greater Love.”  With “Strange Meeting” he judiciously edits, as we’ll see, removing all the lines that suggest either misogyny or elitism. So far as I am aware, this aspect of Britten’s creative rewriting has not been observed.  Not only does Britten seem never to have felt contempt or hostility toward women, but he also understands that a project of postwar reconstruction must be truly inclusive, and humble about the role of the artist. 

The Sounds of Peace

Britten wrote works dealing with peace throughout his career, and I shall argue – following a valuable hint of Donald Mitchell’s – that the idea of peace summons up a distinctive sound-world, which we shall find in the War Requiem. First, however, here is a group of significant works, before and after the WR, in which peace is a central theme.
 
The World of the Spirit (1938) 

This is one of two radio cantatas Britten composed for the BBC, the other being the 1937 The Company of Heaven, a work about angels.
 It is written for two speakers, soloists, chorus, and orchestra.  Around the hymn Veni Creator Spiritus (Come, Creator Spirit) – suggested to Britten by his strong interest, at the time, in Mahler’s Eighth Symphony – Britten and his librettist R. Ellis Roberts arrange a group of texts and narratives from the Bible, St. Francis, Empedocles, Tennyson, Wordsworth, Turgenev, Mary Duclaux, Emily Brontë, Henry Vaughan, and Gerard Manley Hopkins, an extract from a Catholic chaplain during World War I describing the heroic sacrifice of Rabbi Abraham Bloch, and A. Stanley’s The Testament of Man, itself an anthology containing an extract from William Penn’s Treaty with the Indians and a narrative of the death of Irish patriot James Connolly. 
The cantata is perhaps too heterogeneous, both textually and musically, and the large role given to the speakers is distracting. But it does contain some wonderful stretches, in which Britten is exploring the sounds characteristic of peace.  From the excellent Commentary by Donald Mitchell and Philip Read,
 I select the following extracts: “High strings provide a halo of sound”; “features solos from pairs of flutes, oboes, bassoons, and clarinets, before ending in a luminous D major”; “Britten’s choice of tonality (B flat) is an early example of his use of this key in the context of salvation and/or reconciliation (cf. for example the epilogue of Billy Budd and the “Peace” aria from Owen Wingrave.). The sense that peace is best characterized with sounds described as “ecstatic,” “luminous,” “radiant,” and serene – Mitchell’s later contention, to which I shall return – is something Britten is only broaching here, already on the track of a musical idea to which he will return again and again.
Spring Symphony, Opus 44 (1949)

This important orchestral/choral work, one of Britten’s most Mahleresque in its use of chorus and soloists within the confines of a symphony, and also in its fertile use of the sounds and images of the countryside, is not often thought of as a pacifist work, but I contend that it is. Britten always associated emotional peace with being at home in the English countryside, where he found sources of personal and national regeneration.  He originally thought of setting a Latin text, but he shifted to English poetry under the influence, he said, both of a rereading of a lot of English verse and “a particularly lovely spring day in east Suffolk.” He put together an anthology ranging from the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries dealing, as he put it, “not only with the spring itself but with the progress of winter to spring and the reawakening of the earth and life which this means.” The work, which had its premiere in 1949, is written for orchestra, both adult chorus and boy choir, and soprano, contralto, and tenor soloists.  It is in the traditional four movements, but it also has a tonal arc leading from the B of the opening to the C major of the triumphant climax.

The first movement begins with icy winter and the unaccompanied chorus singing a prayer for spring’s arrival. Soon we hear the call of the cuckoo (“The Merry Cuckoo”) and then, in “Spring, the sweet spring,” a variety of woodwind solos. The children’s choir then whistle imitating the whistling of the working boy in “The Driving Boy.”  
The second, slow, movement focuses on what Britten called “the darker side of Spring – the fading violets, rain, and night.”
 The central text, and in a way the emotional heart of the work, is Auden’s poem “Out on the Lawn” – edited so as to keep references to war to a minimum and to focus on the joys of personal intimacy – “the tyrannies of love.”  War is far away, while the lovers, in the moonlight, enjoy “Our freedom in this English house,/our picnics in the sun.” The poem is set as a contralto solo with wordless choral accompaniment.   We are reminded that the body is not an abstraction but a daily reality and delight.

The scherzo comprises lively settings of three poems (ending with Blake’s “Sound the flute”) with various pairings of soloists and instruments: Britten pairs female voices with woodwinds, the male voice with brass, and children with strings, but all combine in the coda.
The Finale was described by Britten as “a Mayday festival, a kind of Bank Holiday.” A flute begins the main theme, a waltz.  The tenor, representing the Maylord, summons the people of London to the Mayday celebration: “London, to thee I do present the merry month of May” – as blasts from a tuned cowhorn answer his call.  The chorus and soloists burst out with “Rejoice,” and all take up the waltz theme.  All forces eventually join in the joyful outburst – and the children’s chorus sings over them, in duple time, the thirteenth century round “Sumer is icumen in.”
It is a wonderful work, and (along with Albert Herring, see chapter 6) the best representation of Britten’s conception of a happy life. It is peace, but peace not as merely negative or an abstraction, but as active English life: both the city and the countryside, working people, children, cows, and local festive occasions. The Mayday that is gently satirized in Albert Herring is here simply celebrated, and we feel the relief of an entire nation, as Britain exits from war’s icy winter and resumes normal bustling life. I feel that this work, though in many ways miles from the War Requiem, is its necessary complement. It shows what the project of the War Requiem is all about: to achieve a reconciliation that will make happy life possible. The sounds of peace are not just ethereal or ecstatic: they include the cowhorn, the songs of children, the passionate happiness of lovers.
Voices for Today, opus 75 (1965)

U Thant, Secretary-General of the United Nations, invited Britten to write a work for the organization’s twentieth anniversary.  Thant, a devout Buddhist, had been active in Cold War mediation efforts, and no doubt found in Britten a kindred spirit. The work was premiered at the UN in 1965, and had concurrent performances in London and Paris.  Although it is shortly after the War Requiem, it has close thematic connections. Its purpose is to envisage a world of reconciliation, a world beyond war.

The work is composed for adult choir, children’s choir (boys’ choir in the premiere), usually singing a capella, but with optional organ accompaniment. It lasts less than ten minutes. Its first section is a collection of sentences about peace assembled by Britten, Pears, and E. M. Forster, sung first by the adult choir, but eventually joined by the children’s choir, at the point when several lines of Yevtushenko say that you should not lie to the young, and then – the entrance of the children – “the young are people.”  
The second section is a setting of Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue, in Latin, for adult choir, with wordless descant by the children’s choir.  The Fourth Eclogue predicts a future golden age for humanity, connecting this prophecy with the birth of a child. It has often been taken as a prediction of Christ’s birth, but of course it isn’t, since Virgil died in 19 BCE and the poem itself was written in 40 BCE.  The poem is not about any specific person, nor was Virgil a proto-Christian. He may have been hoping for an end to the Civil Wars – which did occur in his lifetime, when the emperor Augustus took over.  Certainly Virgil is highly favorable to Augustus in his later epic Aeneid, and he may have been hoping for just such a “benign” (in reality a ferociously murderous) autocrat.  As the historian Tacitus remarks: “Cum domino pax ista venit.” “That peace came with a tyrant.”  In any case the Christian reading is plainly wrong. 
Before section 1 and after each section, the chorus sings, “If you have ears to hear, then hear!”
I find this work a real failure in every respect. In musical terms, setting the texts for choruses renders them unintelligible; and although there is a certain amount of dreamy descanting, there are no new interesting musical ideas.  The choice of texts in part 1 is, as many have said, much too heterogeneous, a ragbag of sentiments from all over, with no clear connection. They are meant to be voices from the past and present who can help us envisage a better future, and they range chronologically from Lao Tzu (b. 571 BCE), Sophocles (5th century BCE), and the Indian emperor Ashoka (304-232 BCE) to two then-living figures, Yevtushenko and the Polish aphorist Jerzy Lec (1906-66).  Included are also Jesus, Blake, Shelley, Tennyson, Hölderlin, William Penn, Camus, Melville, and the nineteenth century Quaker politician John Bright.  If the aim is to represent the diversity of humanity, the collection fails. It makes only two gestures toward the non-Euro-American world, China and India. There are no texts from Africa, and within Europe Britain is over-represented.  And, most stunningly, there are no texts by women, who have surely been associated with pacifism throughout history.  Pears’s own Quaker ancestor Elizabeth Fry might have been featured; or Emily Brontë, whom Britten uses elsewhere. And why not Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, sister of Jawaharlal Nehru, who was the first female delegate at the United Nations from 1946 to 1968, and, in 1953, became the first female President of the UN General Assembly; apparently she delivered the longest speech ever given there. And she was right there when Britten’s work was performed. Why not Eleanor Roosevelt, who played a big role in the UN’s creation? In short, the collection seems thrown together without much thought.  

As for the Fourth Eclogue, it is a poem by an appeaser who sympathizes with the a

autocratic defeat of the Roman Republic and sees that sort of peace as a golden age.  Ronald Syme’s The Roman Revolution had already connected the failure of the Roman people to resist Augustus with similar appeasement in Britain (see earlier in this chapter). Syme’s book, published in 1939, was a call to arms. and was hugely admired and very widely known.  So it almost seems as if Britten, Pears, and Forster are saying, with their choice, that Neville Chamberlain was right and Churchill wrong – and of course Britten did think that Chamberlain was right, though whether he ever changed that view is unclear. What a spectacularly awful way to celebrate a peace-keeping body born out of the defeat of the Axis powers.  Probably Forster (the most classically educated of the three librettists) – a liberal humanist who deplored the rise of the Axis powers – simply didn’t think about Roman politics and chose the poem as a millennial vision -- although Forster is best known, in this period, for the statement that he would rather betray his country than betray a friend, a Bloomsbury ethic that might itself be questioned.  Probably very few people who heard the work understood Virgil’s political connections, so that is, perhaps, a redeeming thought.  Still, why a work in Latin, the heritage of European elites, rather than some language more widely known within the UN?  If Latin, why not an author such as Cicero, who gave his life for the Republic?
Owen Wingrave, opus 85 (1971)

I have already criticized the understanding of pacifism in this work, and I shall add no more, except that Britten said at the time that he was reacting to the Vietnam War (which of course raises anew all the questions I’ve already raised, since that was clearly not a war of national self-defense, and one might refuse service in that purposeless war without Gandhian pacifism).  The opera does connect inner violence with outward violence in an interesting way, insisting on the need to reform the inner world as a prelude to the world of peace it envisages.  

Although the work postdates the War Requiem, it does contain musical developments that are highly pertinent to that work.  Let me turn to Owen’s famous “Peace” aria, written in the key of B flat, which often has importance for Britten in connection to ideas of peace and reconciliation.  Surrounded by the portraits of his military ancestors, Owen, having refused family pressure to join the family career, expresses his ideal:
In Peace I have found my image,

I have found myself.

In peace I rejoice among men

and yet walk alone,

in peace I will guard this balance

so that it is not broken.

For peace is not lazy but vigilant,

peace is not acquiescent but searching,

peace is not weak but strong like a bird’s wing

bearing its weight in the dazzling air.

Peace is not silent, it is the voice of love.

It is apropos of this aria that Donald Mitchell observes that it is part of a pattern in Britten.
 He calls the aria “a radiant, ecstatic avowal which surely foresees a peace a good deal more profound than the absence of war. This, one feels, is the peace which is the result of inner reconciliation, of one man’s victory over himself.”  He then suggests that this is part of “a consistent musical imagery…associated with the idea of pacification, of reconciliation.” He compares the aria to Billy’s aria in Act II of Billy Budd, using the words “radiant, ecstatic,” of both. But in Owen’s aria, he continues there is a new development: the percussion instruments, previously associated with militarism, now (plus vibraphone, harp, and glockenspiel, and minus drums) are themselves transformed, providing “a shimmering radiance…surrounding and decorating the chordal affirmations of Owen’s resolve.” 
“Radiant,” “ecstatic,” “luminous,” “shimmering,” “soaring,” “a halo of sound,” all these terms describe a cluster of musical ideas with which Britten approaches peace from 1936 onward. Musically, bells, harp, vibraphone, glockenspiel, high strings, woodwinds, the voices of children, sometimes the key of B flat major, sometimes D major – to which I would add the cowhorn of Spring Symphony, and that symphony’s other sounds of the rural English countryside – all these are parts of what we could call the Peace Family, assembled in different combinations throughout Britten’s career.  
But there is one more element, and listening to baritone Benjamin Luxon, the original Owen, brings its absence vividly to mind: the tenor voice, indeed one particular tenor voice.  The last Michelangelo sonnet, in the key of D, with its radiant soaring lines, written for and inspired by Pears, is surely a part of the Peace Family (see chapter 4).  The role of Owen lacks something by being set for a baritone (as it had to be if Pears, by then too old to play Owen on television, was to sing Owen’s older antagonist).  I feel it falls a little flat and is well short of the demands of the ecstatic text.  What Britten could have done with that aria were Pears its singer can only be imagined – but the Seven Sonnets give us an idea.  Pears was Owen’s inner spirit.  In the War Requiem, a non-theatrical work, Britten is free to write for Pears the peace aria he is unable to give him in the later opera, and I shall argue that the Agnus Dei is that aria. 
*****

This leads me to a conclusion not reached by Mitchell, but unsurprising, given the investigations of chapter 3: Peace is indeed the voice of love.  Just as war arises out of lack of harmony with one’s own bodily being, so the victory over that body-shame, that inner reconciliation, lies at the heart of peace.  Because love’s object is beautiful, peace is not static: it moves to embrace the beloved body. Just as Christ is envisaged as physically beautiful, and lovable in a way analogous to the way Donne’s mistresses are lovable, so peace is a movement toward a beloved other, not devoid of a very human eroticism, but an eroticism that transcends the particular and extends to a love of all humanity that is not static religious agape, but living human love – the love expressed in the slow movement of the Spring Symphony, with its wonder at the strength of daily human passion.
To sum up: Britten’s political thoughts are profoundly inadequate to the world he and we are in.  However, those flawed principles, fortunately, play a relatively minor role in the music.  Far more salient in the music is his thought about emotional pacifism and the reform of the inner world, which one may accept without accepting Gandhian pacifism, but, rather, by joining them to an intermediate position such as that of King or Mandela.  Since the War Requiem is not concerned with whether people should fight in World War II, but, rather, with the task ahead -- that of building a future in which nations overcome the divisions and angers that lead to war -- we may examine and ultimately embrace it whole-heartedly, while retaining the criticisms I have expressed in this chapter.  Meanwhile, Spring Symphony reminds us of the point of peace: to live well together and be happy.
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