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ABSTRACT

Benjamin Britten sought to engage the English musical public through the creation of new
theatrical genres that renewed, rather than simply reused, historical frameworks and
religious gestures. I argue that Britten’s process in creating these genres and their
representative works denotes an operation of theatrical and musical “re-enchantment,”
returning spiritual and aesthetic resonance to the cultural relics of a shared British
heritage.
My study focuses particularly on how this process of renewal further enabled
Britten to engage with the state of amateur and communal music participation in post-war
England. His new, genre-bending works that I engage with represent conscious attempts to
provide greater opportunities for amateur performance, as well cultivating sonically and
thematically inclusive sound worlds. As such, Noye’s Fludde (1958) was designed as a
means to revive the musical past while immersing the Aldeburgh Festival community in
present musical performance through Anglican hymn singing. Curlew River (1964) stages a
cultural encounter between the medieval past and the Japanese Nō theatre tradition,
creating an atmosphere of sensory ritual that encourages sustained and empathetic
listening. To explore these genre-bending works, this thesis considers how these musical
and theatrical gestures to the past are reactions to the post-war revivalist environment as
well as expressions of Britten’s own musical ethics and frustrations. The thesis concludes
by considering how Britten’s own works are revived as theatrical devices in Wes
Anderson’s film Moonrise Kingdom (2012).
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Chapter 1
Introduction: What is the Sound of a Nation at War?
I am a Canadian. I have been listening to Britain. I have heard the sound of her life by
day and by night.1
So begins Humphrey Jennings’ 1942 propaganda film Listen to Britain. Produced by the
Crown Film Unit, the film was intended to support the World War II Allied effort by
encouraging national unity and focusing on music as a vital element of English social life.
The Canadian in question is Leonard Brockington, the first head of the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation. He goes on:
Many years ago, a great American, speaking of Britain, said that in the storm of battle
and conflict, she had a secret vigor and a pulse like a cannon. In the great sound picture
that is here presented, you too will hear that heart beating. For blended together in one
great symphony is the music of Britain at war...The BBC sending truth on its journey
around the world. The trumpet call of freedom, the war song of a great people. The first
sure notes of the march of victory, as you, and I, listen to Britain.2
This spoken prologue was added to the original version of the film for its release in North
America, Jennings’ fearing that the film was too ambiguous for American audiences.
Brockington makes it explicit, positioning music as the beating heart of a nation at war.
Indeed, as much a machine of war as source of solace. Fade to a pasture of grain, fighter
planes roaring as they fly overhead. Soldiers and field hands stop their work to look up
together. Moments later a band strikes up inside a nearby dance hall, perhaps those same
soldiers taking advantage of the advertised half-price admittance for “Members of H.M.
1
2

Listen to Britain, directed by Humphrey Jennings (Crown Film Unit, 1942).
Ibid.
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Forces (in uniform).” They dance with their sweethearts to a dirge-like rendition of the
“Beer Barrel Polka.” The rhythms of the band are replaced by the scraping of a steam
engine as it lumbers down the countryside, until we hear the Canadian soldiers inside the
train, paying musical tribute to their “Home on the Range.” A Canadian and an Irishman
swap cigarettes and stories in the corner as an accordion improvises a countermelody to
the singers. Only five minutes into the film, Jennings has transported the audience through
a broad spectrum of sound worlds. Mechanical sound is contrasted with the musical,
though both are situated as central to the War. British soldiers party to a Czech polka while
their Canadian counterparts sing a ballad by a Kansan. This dizzying pace continues as a
solemn hymn gives way to a children’s musical game; a squawking and unintelligible mass
of radio announcers is juxtaposed with the sparse chirping of birds. But as each scene
maintains a type of autonomy from the others, there is a sense that they all contribute to a
greater good, to unity through diversity. “More than ever when men are flying through the
night and women are away from their homes and their children, their hearts have need of
music. All kinds of music,” Jennings wrote while promoting the film.3
This feeling of sonic integration is lost, however, in a rather sloppy second half that
attempts – and fails– to forge unity across class divides. Inside of a canteen, the music and
comedy duo of Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen entertain laborers on their lunch break
with “Round the Back of the Arches.” The camera draws attention to the menu of fried cod
and boiled potatoes, pairing the meal of the working class with the kitschy, folksy tune:
I’m a guy who’s never going to roam again,
British Film Institute, Humphrey Jennings Collection, Box 1, Item 7. Quoted in
Heather Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts: Sound and Memory in Postwar Reconstruction
(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 26.
3
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Once I leave the old hometown.
By and by, I’ll see my little home again,
Then I’m going to settle down
Round the back of the arches, Down in Sunnyside Lane
Where the black of the arches never seems to remain
That’s where I used to be as happy as a multi-millionaire
Everybody there a jolly good pal
Round the back of the grey skies, there’s a lining of blue
There’s a crack in the grey skies, for the sun to come through
And when the storm clouds all roll over I shall meet old pals again
Round the back of the arches, down in Sunnyside Lane.4
As they sing the final chorus, the entire audience whistles the tune. Flanagan smiles and
gestures to whistle louder, the laborers voices rising with their cigarette smoke. Some faces
in the back remain sullen, knowing that the audience participation means the show is
drawing to a close. The song builds to a final crescendo, but the last note is abruptly cut-off
and replaced with the sound of an orchestra. Cuts to various placards indicate a National
Gallery lunchtime concert, with pianist Myra Hess accompanied by the Royal Air Force
Orchestra. A subsequent close-up of a young lady reading a program reveals the piece as
Mozart’s Piano Concerto in G major, K.453. Shortly after Hess begins the exposition, the
camera cuts to a smiling Princess Elizabeth. While Hess’ National Gallery recitals were a
conscious attempt to raise public morale following the closing of London’s concert halls,
the level of separation between these two musical events is insurmountable.5 The concerts

Desmond O’Connor and Kennedy Russell, “Round the Back of the Arches,” as
performed by Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen in Listen to Britain, directed by Humphrey
Jennings (Crown Film Unit: 1942).
5 Suzanne Bosman, The National Gallery in Wartime (London: National Gallery
Company, 2008), 35.
4

4
are contemporaneous, but the Mozart is attended out of luxury; it isn’t unreasonable to
assume that those listening to Flanagan and Allen attended primarily for the lunch.
The sound of the orchestra carries into the bustling streets of London and
eventually into a tank manufacturing plant, where the music is quickly overcome by the
indifferent rancor of the machinery. Music is consumed by war, or at the very least, by
industry. Following a brief interlude of a marching band, the drums of war are replaced by
the drumming of an iron forge. The sounds of manufacturing go silent, as a chorus of “Rule
Britannia!” accompanies footage of welders and stokers, surrounding by dancing sparks.
“Rule Britannia!” is the only music in the film presented nondiegetically, and with the
closing image of billowing smokestacks, it seems as if the engines of war themselves are
singing the patriotic hymn.
Jennings asks us to hear Britain as a musical landscape defined by simultaneous
diversity and unity. He stages the musical occurrences of everyday life alongside displays of
military might and grandeur, pairing poetic nostalgia with blatant propaganda. Perhaps
this duality contributed to the ambiguity supposedly ameliorated by Brockington’s
introduction, the film’s overt sublimation of music and machinery notwithstanding. Of
course, my critiques come easily with temporal distance, as the film was an unmitigated
success at home and abroad. Still, Jennings’ integrated musical tapestry is complicated by a
somewhat clumsy comparison of popular song, amateur music, and classical art-music.
Whereas the former two are explicitly fixed to working class life, the latter remains solely
in the realm of the elite, and is thus inaccessible to many. The Myra Hess performance in
particular belies a growing dissatisfaction for what W.H. Mellers later called “unsatisfying
cosmopolitanism,” a characteristic viewed by many as an obstacle to the development of
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legitimate English music traditions.6 This seems a reasonable critique, lest we forget that
during Listen to Britain, we also “listen” to the music of the United States, Canada, and
Austria. Jennings demands we “listen to Britain.” Perhaps in response we might have asked
“what – or who – exactly is Britain listening to?”

I. Britten and Postwar Theatrical Renewal
The tensions underlying Jennings’ interpretation of British music spilled into the post-war
years, as the challenge facing British musicians to reinvent themselves underpinned a crisis
of identity across English culture and politics. Within the purview of musical theatre
particularly, composers found themselves facing the pressure of appealing to a shared
musical and theatrical past while still attempting to creative innovative works. This thesis
studies how one composer confronted this incredible task. Benjamin Britten addressed the
rich English musical past through the creation of new theatrical genres that renewed,
rather than simply reused, historical frameworks and religious gestures. I argue that
Britten’s process in creating these genres and their representative works denotes an
operation of theatrical and musical “re-enchantment,” returning spiritual and aesthetic
resonance to the cultural relics of a shared British heritage.
My study focuses on how this process of renewal further enabled Britten to engage
with the state of amateur and communal music participation in post-war England. His new,
genre-bending works represent conscious attempts to provide greater opportunities for
amateur performance, as well cultivating sonically and thematically inclusive sound
worlds. Scholarship on Britten largely takes his affinity for amateur, community, and
W.H. Mellers, “Musical Culture in England and U.S.A.,” Music & Letters 24 (October
1943), 223.
6
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children’s music for granted. Yet it is important not to view this part of his career as a piece
of lite ideology, nor as a byproduct of some type of quotidian Englishness. I argue that the
sensitivity Britten displays in these works towards his own musical community is borne
largely out of his previous failures. The sustained listening that Britten’s new works subtly
endorse is a result of a result of his cultural, professional, and financial experiences.

My narrative begins in 1948 continuing through the early 1950s. I illustrate the complexity
of the cultural trends in which Britten’s music was centrally involved, the widespread
revival of festival culture and mystery plays.
Chapter 2 looks closely at Britten’s setting of the Chester Mystery, Noye’s Fludde
(1958). This “pageant” for primarily child performers balanced the need for a collective
ritual of renewal with modernist experiments in tonal and instrumental drama. Through
the cohesive integration of Anglican hymnody into the work, Britten designed Noye’s Fludde
as a singularly local work that actively and thoughtfully allows for direct audience
participation. The inclusivity is aided, in turn, by a musical and dramatic aesthetic that
easily allows for sophisticated amateur performance without resorting to didactic modes of
communication. Britten’s keen awareness of these challenges resulted from his experiences
as founder and director of the Aldeburgh Festival (founded 1948). Premiered at the 10th
Aldeburgh Festival, Noye’s Fludde is a product of the rigors of programming and running a
musical community with distinct tastes and budgetary constraints.
In Chapter 3, the focus shifts to Britten’s interest in other musical and theatrical
traditions alongside a continued engagement with the local past. Following Britten’s travels
in Asia he gleaned inspiration from the medieval Japanese Nō (Noh) theatre, as well as the
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harmonies of Japanese and Indonesian court music. Inaugurating a new theatrical genre
that Britten named the “church parable,” Curlew River (1964) combines a Nō inflected
attention to acoustic space with a stylized representation of an exoticized English medieval
past. Like Noye’s Fludde, Curlew River cultivates an atmosphere of ritual, but through
wholly different musical means. The repurposing of familiar spaces, bodies, sounds, and
gestures illustrates the ethical and social considerations behind this new approach to
musical theatre and its sonic parameters.
The thesis closes with a return to Noye’s Fludde but in a different context,
considering the work’s inclusion (alongside other Britten works) in the Wes Anderson film
Moonrise Kingdom (2012). In addition to considering the narrative implications of
organizing the film around a selection of Britten’s works, my analysis contemplates the
extent to which Anderson is engaging in a similar operation of theatrical renewal. By
recreating Noye’s Fludde as a play within a film, Anderson stages a contingent process of
spiritual and artistic redemption. This study also reveals the similarities of Britten’s and
Anderson’s creative outlook on children and childhood. In the end, Noye’s Fludde becomes a
repurposed cultural artifact itself, receiving new life via its inclusion in Anderson’s film.

II. The Folk-Art Revival
While in the United States, Britten penned an article for the journal Modern Music, titled
“England and the Folk-Art Problem.”7 Uncharacteristically grim, the article bemoans the
idea of a national English music and the use of folk material as a foundation of English
music. Notably Britten doesn’t eliminate the possibility of useful folk music, merely
7

75.

Benjamin Britten, “England and the Folk-Art Problem,” Modern Music (1941): 71-
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challenging prepackaged notions of its authenticity. The article is also a self-defense
maneuver, attempt by Britten to reclaim his output from critics that derided its
cosmopolitanism and subversive “cleverness.”8
Britten takes an unexpected turn at the end, claiming “the attempt to create a
national music is only one symptom of a serious and universal malaise of our time – the
refusal to accept the destruction of “community” by the machine…”9 He goes on to quote
W.H. Auden, with whom Britten was then working on Paul Bunyan (1941):
However we decide to Act
Decision to accept the fact
That machine has now destroyed
The local customs we enjoyed10

Folk art and “local customs” were not inherently the problem. Rather, it was their
subjugation to “the machine,” an agent of mass-production and standardization in the name
of broader interest of English nationalism versus the natural cultures of independent
communities. It is as if he foresaw the end of Jennings’ film. Auden’s poem in turn evokes
F.R. Leavis’ and Denys Thompson’s Culture and Environment (1933): “What we have lost is
the organic community with the living culture it embodied. Folk-songs, folk-dances,

On the issue of Britten’s “cleverness,” see Philip Brett, “Musicality, Essentialism,
and the Closet,” in Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, ed. Philip Brett,
Elizabeth Wood, and Gary C. Thomas (London: Routledge, 1994), 19.
9 Britten, “England and the Folk-Art Problem,” 75.
10 Original footnote: From A Letter to Elizabeth Mayer, by W.H. Auden, to be
published in March by Random House. [See ‘New Year Letter (January 1, 1940)’ in W.H.
Auden, Collected Longer Poems (London: Faber & Faber, 1988), 125-6. There are minor
differences in punctuation and capitalization in the published version.]
8
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Cotswold cottages and handicraft products are signs and expressions of something more:
an art of life.”11
Ironically, this was the same argument made by one of Britten’s staunchest critics,
Wilfrid H. Mellers. Mellers advocated for “a more organic relation between the
contemporary composer and his audience…a musical culture which is truly contemporary,
based on the needs of the present, manifesting itself in active creation and performance of
contemporary music.”12 But Mellers sets his appraisal apart from Britten’s, anticipating the
need both to “see this contemporary activity in perspective against the background of the
past…[and] that music must perish unless men use it in their everyday lives.”13 The former
condition was already a well-established trend, with an English discourse of sound’s
connection to the past extending back to W.B. Yeats, Ezra Pound, and E. Gordon Graig.14The
preoccupation with music’s presence in “everyday life,” however, proved more difficult to
approach.
In this void, supporters of new art for the Church saw an opportunity. Britten’s
friend Edward Sackville-West wrote an article for Vogue in 1948, arguing that the Church
could prove an ideal postwar patron of the arts. “One of the foremost tasks of the church
today,” he wrote, “is surely to revitalize the Christian symbols by inspiring in contemporary

F.R. Leavis’ and Denys Thompson, Culture and Environment: The Training of
Critical Awareness (London: Chatto & Windus, 1933), 1. Thompson was headmaster at
Gresham’s School, which both Auden and Britten had attended.
12 W.H. Mellers, “Musical Culture in England and U.S.A.,” 223.
13 Ibid.
14 Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts, 39. Much of my work is indebted to Wiebe’s
incredible book on the subject of musical revival in post-war England. Her holistic study of
sound, dramaturgy, folk-art, and spectacle informed my own research and inspired me to
further explore other of Britten’s works.
11
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artists of all kinds a belief in their spiritual and aesthetic efficacy.”15 But, in order to attract
both the artist and the everyman, this goal required removing “a great deal of accumulated
rubbish” from the pile of existing religious tradition.16 A blank slate was needed, and
Medieval Mystery Plays were quickly adopted as the most desirable folk artifact. While the
revival of religious drama began at the Canterbury Festival in the 1920s, mainstream
appeal grew in wartime as troupes travelled from town to town in a display of social utility.
An artistic zenith was reached with the founding of the York Festival in 1951, one of
the most successful arts events within the entire Festival of Britain. The Festival of Britain
was described in the official literature as an autobiographical celebration of reconstruction,
which may explain why York has garnered little notice in scholarly accounts of the Festival
as a whole. York fit only tangentially into a spectacle designed to look to the industry and
science of the future rather than the relics of the past. Still, as Heather Wiebe has argued,
director E. Martin Browne’s production of a medieval cycle at York was the most important
in England since they were banned in the sixteenth century.17 To start, it was the first
modern production in which an actor was allowed to play Christ, though the performer was
unnamed to maintain both mystique and a healthy distance from uptight critics. In many
ways York’s was the most complete of any modern production, combining elaborate
costumes, enormous crowds of amateurs, and the literal ruins of St. Mary’s Abbey in a
colossal display of reanimated history.
The York Festival’s performance of a medieval Mystery cycle reveals a growing
insistence on the relevance of Christian traditions to the post-war welfare state. By
Edward Sackville-West, “Church Art: New Promise and Past Glory,” Vogue (US),
March 1, 1948, 238.
16 Ibid., 240
17 Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts, 159.
15
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counterbalancing the idolization of material progress, this and other performances
demonstrated a commitment not only to the “national faith” but also to a conception of
musical heritage as a tool of social utility and education. Still, these gestures were
overshadowed by a sense of rupture with the past. Noye’s Fludde exhibits the same
priorities while suggesting how to restore traditions via collective performance and the
resonance of new musical powers.
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Chapter 2
Communal Memory and Cultural Renewal in Noye’s Fludde

Britten’s introduction to the 1958 published score for Noye’s Fludde contains extensive
performance instruction regarding the type of space used, the roster of performers,
dramaturgy, and instrumentation. The latter is devoted primarily to the unique array of
percussion in the score. He writes that while some of the instruments (wind machine and
whip) should be professionally made, others, such as “the slung mugs and sandpaper can
be concocted at home,” going on to explain how these instruments can be easily made by
the performers using cheap materials.18 He speaks from experience, having invented the
slung mugs himself prior to the work’s debut.
Beyond this sense of economy, the phrase “concocted at home” serves as both
instruction and description for Noye’s Fludde and its historical context. Taken broadly, it
refers to Britten himself, and his desire to return to Britain and his hometown of Aldeburgh
following his disappointing time in the United States. As he stated somewhat ironically in a
1951 speech, “I am firmly rooted in this glorious country. And I proved this to myself when
I once tried to live somewhere else.”19 Additionally, it shows Britten’s genuine attempt to
involve the community in every stage of the creative process, from preparation to
execution. Finally, Noye’s Fludde is itself “concocted at home:” a singular combination of
theatrical sources and musical elements that appealed to shared British musical heritage,
Britten, “The Orchestra” from the introductory pages of Noye’s Fludde, (London:
Boosey & Hawkes, 1958).
19 From a speech on being admitted as an Honorary Freeman of the Borough of
Lowestoft in 1951. Quoted in Eric Walter White, Benjamin Britten: His Life and Operas
(London: Faber & Faber, 1983), 112.
18
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while utilizing previously untapped dramatic potential and distinctive compositional
approach. Regarding Mellers’ desire for “a more organic relation between the
contemporary composer and his audience,” what could be more fitting than the composer
asking to borrow his neighbor’s old mugs?20
This chapter is centered on the theme of “concocted at home,” and how it influenced
both the creation as well as the dramatic and musical content of Noye’s Fludde. Based on the
Chester Mystery Play of the same name, Noye’s Fludde combines this preexisting theatrical
framework with familiar Anglican hymns. These hymns are fully integrated into the piece,
engaging the audience not merely as observers, but as full-fledged participants in the
drama. My discussion considers how tonality, timbre, and musical form contribute to the
utilization of hymnody as a source of dramatic tension and communal investment.
Britten’s conception of Noye’s Fludde as a community-oriented work was inspired by
his experiences as director of the Aldeburgh Festival. Founded in 1948, Aldeburgh was a
partially remedial effort to fix, or at the very least, move away from, the challenges Britten
and his collaborators faced while producing opera with Sadler’s Wells and the English
Opera Group. While the Aldeburgh Festival certainly allowed Britten a much-desired level
of control, it also influenced his compositional output and approach, forcing him to adapt to
the needs and constraints of the community. As a work designed primarily for amateurs
and children, Noye’s Fludde reflects Britten’s shifting interests. His attention to the
limitations of his social environment is further evidenced in the costume and set design of
the work’s premiere, emphasizing (rather than attempting to mask) the amateur nature of
the production. The “concoction” of Noye’s Fludde consisted in a cultural revival and
W.H. Mellers, “Musical Culture in England and U.S.A.,” Music & Letters 24 (October
1943), 223.
20
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aesthetic renewal of English musical artifacts.

I. Hymnody as a Theatrical Sound World
Britten constructed Noye’s Fludde around three hymns that evenly divide the work. Sung
both by the performers and the “congregation,” the hymns are structured within the work
to establish a relationship between the two groups, thus bridging the divide through
unified religious gesture. The very framework of a Medieval Mystery Play, moreover,
evokes a familiar English religious past and conjures up an idealized image of local shared
culture. And yet the Mystery Play genre may not have been especially familiar to the Orford
community. Thus, the use of well-known hymns instantly reinforces the work’s claim to
cultural relevance, as well as establishing a connection between communal memory and
musical-theatrical heritage.
These hymns also contribute to the historicity of the work, as they originate from
various periods of British musical history: the fifth-century text “Lord Jesus, think on me”
set to the sixteenth-century tune Southwell opens the work; the Victorian seafarers’ hymn
“Eternal Father, strong to save” is then fittingly sung at the height of the storm, and, at the
conclusion, Joseph Addison’s “The spacious firmament on high,” sung to Tallis’ Canon.
While this amalgam of British musical heritage may seem at odds with what Heather Wiebe
calls Britten’s “refusal of nostalgia,” I contend that these hymns are not a reflection of the
insular British folk interests that Britten previously evaded.21 Instead, as I will argue, their
imaginative integration into Noye’s Fludde is not simply a revival: it is a renewal, a way of
Heather Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts: Sound and Memory in Postwar
Reconstruction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 19.
21
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fusing heritage with progress, by making the familiar new.
By opening with “Lord Jesus, think on me,” the work immediately exhibits the
dramatic agency given to the congregation:
1 Lord Jesus, think on me,
And purge away my sin;
From earth-born passions set me free,
And make me pure within.
2 Lord Jesus, think on me,
Nor let me go astray;
Through darkness and perplexity
Point Thou the heavenly way.
3 Lord Jesus, think on me,
When floods the tempest high:
When on doth rush the enemy,
O Savior, be Thou nigh.
4 Lord Jesus, think on me,
That, when the flood is past,
I may eternal brightness see,
And share Thy joy at last.
The text situates the speaker in an ambiguous temporal and moral space, conflating the
pressing needs of the present with the hope for drastic change. Certainly, the flood is
presented here not as just a disaster, but as a cathartic tool. Before the hymn is sung,
violins, viola, and piano play a simplified version of the tune over a jarring and discordant
descending pattern (E – B – F♮). The second piano, cello, double bass, and timpani play this
repeated figure on the weak beats in alternation with the hymn tune, stubbornly pitting the
dissonant F♮ against the E minor melody (Ex. 2.1).
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Ex. 2.1: The opening of the work, with conflicting E minor hymn tune and bass
pattern.

As a result, what was once a simple hymn becomes an exercise in opposition. By
complicating the supposed “idyll” of communal singing, the lower half of the orchestra
forces tonal and timbral incongruity between written verse and realized hymn; between
the aspirational text and its sonic utterance. This sense is intensified after the hymn’s final
phrase when God (Fig. 4) delivers his first recitation over an F♮ pedal in strong contrast to
the recent melodic resolution in E minor. Observing the state of his creation (“I, God, that
all this worlde hath wroughte/ Heaven and earth, and all of naughte/ see my people in
deede and thought/ Are sette full fowle in synne”), God directs Noye to save his family and
build a ship to escape the coming flood. God’s phrases continue with the aaab rhyme
scheme evident in the above example, the concluding b lines synchronized with variations
on the threatening bass pattern. The final portion of the recitation is delivered over an
unceasing E pedal as God delivers the ship’s measurements, and Noye affirms his
instructions. Beyond simply displaying present tensions, this combination of vocal
utterance and tonal friction between the lower and upper halves of the orchestra signals a
clear goal of communal-musical reconciliation or unification.
Britten amplifies the complexity of congregational singing substantially with the
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next hymn, “Eternal Father, strong to save.” After Noye, his sons, and their wives gather the
animals and a reluctant Mrs. Noye onto the ship, God’s storm is unleashed in the form of an
extensive passacaglia. The four-measure ground bass (Fig. 67), organized as pairs of
descending minor thirds rising by whole steps, comprises all twelve notes of the chromatic
scale, but is tonally and rhythmically anchored by the repeated G at the end of each
measure (Ex. 2.2).

Ex. 2.2: The storm’s passacaglia

Repeated twenty-one times, the ostinato elicits different components of the building storm,
each explicitly orchestrated and labeled by Britten in the score. Slung mugs with high
staccato piano notes represent the first falling raindrops (Fig. 69), rapid string arpeggios
stand for swelling waves (Fig. 75), and swirling recorder figures denote blowing winds
(Fig. 76). The storm builds until the ship itself adopts its own sonic identity, with flapping
rigging and the hull smashing into percussive breakers.
The first verse of “Eternal Father” (Fig. 82) emerges from the tumult, rhythmically
disconnected from and at times even overpowered by the storm. But unlike “Lord Jesus,
think on me,” only the cast sings the first verse. It is not until the congregation joins for
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verse two that the various components of the storm are replaced with rich, homophonic
harmonizations of the melody, even as the ground bass continues in the lowest orchestral
parts. At the third verse the storm finally relents, allowing the entire group to sing
accompanied only by organ.
1 Eternal Father, strong to save,
Whose arm doth bind the restless wave,
Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep
Its own appointed limits keep;
O hear us when we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.
2 O Savior, whose almighty word
The winds and waves submissive heard,
Who walkedst upon the foaming deep,
And calm amidst the rage didst sleep;
O hear us when we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.
3 O Holy Spirit, who didst brood
Upon the chaos dark and rude,
Who bad’st its angry tumult cease,
And gavest light and life and peace;
O hear us when we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.
The way in which this hymn is compositionally integrated into the fabric of Noye’s Fludde
gives it a unique emotional agency that in turn provides the audience with a distinct
theatrical voice. Whereas Britten’s treatment of “Lord Jesus” positioned the congregation
amid tonal tension, his construction of “Eternal Father” confronts the community with a
sonic embodiment of danger. Their salvation arrives as the organ, a crucial element of
communal music, pierces the tumult and delivers them to musical safety. As Claire Seymour
suggests, “the silencing of [the] storm also refocuses the congregation’s attention on
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themselves and their own part in the drama: singing together in church.”22 The latent
physicality of the storm, exemplified both by Britten’s descriptors and the obvious
Augenmusik graphic traits, is just as much a part of the hymn as the text. Accordingly,
Britten gives the audience ample time for reflection as the orchestra effectively unravels
the passacaglia, giving snippets of the pictorial effects over the ground bass and a
harmonization of the hymn tune in the strings. The deconstruction of the musical storm is a
ritualistic process in and of itself, but its framing of the hymn is notable for requesting a
type of sustained listening from the congregation. To expand on Seymour’s argument, the
orchestral playing of "Eternal Father" is an echo of the congregation’s sonic signature,
implicitly requesting continued musical engagement, not unlike the expected
congregational behavior of a typical Sunday service.
After Noye sends out a raven and a dove to look for dry land, and the latter returns
with an olive branch, God instructs Noye to lead his family and the animals off the ship. The
animals sing “Alleluia” in response to bright and blaring bugle fanfares, while the family
sings a chorus of praise: “Lord we thanke thee through thy mighte.” The repetitive phrases
of the animals and bugles (the latter consisting only of triadic motion) in B♭ mirror the
scene when the animals entered the ark, gradually intensifying these relatively simplistic
gestures.
After a final unified “Alleluia” (Fig. 111), the singers and orchestra suddenly drop
out, leaving only a ringing handbell figure consisting of Ab- F - Eb. God speaks once again,
although this time labeled “quietly” in the score. He says: “Noye, Noye, heare I behette thee
a heste, That man, woman, fowle, ney beste, With watter, while this worlde shall leste, I will
Claire Seymour, The Operas of Benjamin Britten: Expression and Evasion
(Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2004), 219.
22
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no more spill.” The distinct timbre of the handbells corresponds with the profound change
in God's vocal delivery, which also signals an unexpected shift in harmonic direction. As
God speaks a rainbow appears above the stage and the bells play a descending phrase that
outlines a Bb7 chord, building in volume and intensity until it devolves into a cluster (F-G-CD). Repeating, the cluster leads directly into the final hymn, “The spacious firmament on
high” in G major (Ex. 2.3). Yet the bell cluster endures and repeats amid this new tonal
claim, the F♮ rubbing up against the F# of the hymn tune just as they did in the opening
“Lord Jesus.”

Ex. 2.3: Beginning of “The spacious firmament on high” as G major
emerges from B♭ major
But unlike the first hymn characterized by stalwart opposition, Addison’s hymn becomes a
delicate fusion. The bells of God’s promise gently resist conforming to tonal unity in G
major, their connection with the rainbow affirmed by the contemplative text:
1 The spacious firmament on high,
With all the blue ethereal sky,
And spangled heavens, a shining frame,
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Their great Original proclaim.
2 The unwearied sun from day to day
Doth his Creator's power display,
And publishes to every land
The works of an almighty hand.
3 Soon as the evening shades prevail
The moon takes up the wondrous tale,
And nightly to the listening earth
Repeats the story of her birth.
4 Whilst all the stars that round her burn,
And all the planets in their turn,
Confirm the tidings, as they roll,
And spread the truth from pole to pole.
5 What though in solemn silence all
Move round the dark terrestrial ball,
What though nor real voice nor sound
Amid their radiant orbs be found.
6 In reason's ear they all rejoice,
And utter forth a glorious voice;
Forever singing as they shine,
'The hand that made us is divine.'
Amen.
Whereas the first and second hymns were pleas for salvation, here Addison’s text is a
glorious and unabashed celebration of “The works of an almighty hand.” Noye’s sons and
their wives sing the first verse, and are joined by Mr. and Mrs. Noye for the second. After
they finish, a descending Bb major bugle triad pushes the harmony down to F major for the
“evening shades” of verse three (Fig. 115). Verse four is delivered in canon between the
animals and Noye’s children, and is followed by a peculiar organ cluster-chord passage,
signaling the congregation to stand and sing. The six-measure passage is mainly an
overwhelming D9 chord, jarringly pressing the hymn back into G major.
The fifth verse (Fig. 117) is set as a strict homophonic chorale style with organ,
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pianos, and strings, but gives way immediately back to Bb major in a chaotic two measure
sequence played by recorders, slung mugs, handbells, bugles, and ripieno strings: in sum,
the children’s orchestra (Ex. 2.4). What follows is, as Wiebe puts it, a “glorious hodge-podge
of sound,” as the melody is sung in eight-part canon with repetitions of the same measure
in the aforementioned youthful forces.23 As they sing, the animals complete their final
recession down the church aisle a harmonically static yet emotionally ecstatic episode.
Wiebe points out that this is an unexpected texture and character for a stanza beginning
with "In reason's ear."24

Ex. 2.4: The chaotic children’s orchestra interlude, repeated under verse 6

At the beginning of the work Britten pitted divergent tonalities against one other to
express fear and tension. Here the confluence of differing keys instead expresses tensions
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dissolved. As I noted earlier, at the beginning of this final hymn G major emerges from Bb
with little harmonic transition, relying solely on the repeated bell cluster to provide the
first pitch of the subsequent hymn. Instead, the lucid and foregrounded handbell timbre
provides the clarity necessary for young singers to move unexpectedly into a new key.
Compare this to the organ interlude before verse five that, while providing clear harmonic
direction, seems mechanical and forced in comparison to the smooth and ethereal
handbells.
In other words, the aurally strange is made beautiful, and the sonically familiar
discordant. But this inversion is no mere juxtaposition. Britten's integration of
unconventional modes of harmonic and melodic organization into traditional musical
practices suggests a need for new musical processes. Namely, they are necessary for
sustained engagement with communal music. To this end, the initially adversarial key areas
are redeemed through (or perhaps by) each other without being fully absorbed or
subordinated. The traditional Anglican, organ-only version of the hymn (verse five) reflects
solemnity and a shared history, but it also emphasizes a lack of creative voice (“What
though nor real voice nor sound amid their radiant orbs be found”). In verse six alone is
there the promise of “a glorious voice/ forever singing,” but it is accessible only where
children can make Noise, and where musical tradition is imbued with youthful vitality.
Because of their inherent musical and cultural gravity, the treatment of these three
hymns has been the focus of critical approaches to this work. As Philip Rupprecht points
out, the inclusion of hymnody in this work provides the dramatic canvas onto which Britten
can "work stylistic codes with precise and telling effects" under the coordinated auspices of
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communal celebration.25 Wiebe echoes this interpretation, suggesting that they hymns
operate simultaneously as "the appeal to the familiar, offering points of reference and
stability," as well as the points of dramatic and metaphoric danger.26 Other scholars have
cited Britten's treatment of the hymns in Noye's Fludde as a continuation of broader themes
across his career. For example, Arnold Whittall27 argues that the use of "social" genres
within art-music facilitates musical "dialogue between collective and individual impulses,"
while Christopher Palmer proposes a connection between autobiographical preoccupations
with childhood and hymnic reference.28 Seymour has adapted this latter position towards
analyses of the work’s overall harmonic structure, finding in the hymn's tonal progression
from E minor to B♭ to G major references to Britten's own childhood as well as a natural
harmonic drama of reconciliation.29
The centrality of the hymns also underlines Britten's greater concerns in developing
new theatrical conventions, particularly as they relate to community and amateur musics.
In his acceptance speech for the 1964 Aspen Award speech he remarked, "I certainly write
music for human beings–directly and deliberately... [but] I also take note of the human
25

28-9.

Philip Rupprecht, Britten's Musical Language (Cambridge University Press, 2001),

Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts, 175. To borrow her metaphor, the "things to cling
to during the storm" are themselves "endangered, metaphorically as well as dramatically at
sea."
27 Arnold Whittall, “Along the knife-edge: the topic of transcendence in Britten’s
music aesthetic,” in On Mahler and Britten: Essays in Honour of Donald Mitchell on his
Seventieth Birthday, ed. Philip Reed (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press/The BrittenPears Library, 1995), 293.
28 Christopher Palmer, “The ceremony of innocence,” in The Britten Companion, ed.
Palmer (London: Faber, 1984), 81-3.
29 Seymour, Expression and Evasion, 220. Seymour ascribes to each key a particular
dramatic agency, with E-minor ('sin' or 'lost innocence') directly contrasting with Bb-major
('youth' or 'innocence') and thus necessitating a theologically inspired mediation to G
major at the conclusion.
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circumstances of music, of its environment and conventions."30 Noye’s Fludde work
originates in the inhuman rancor of World War II Britain, as well as in the challenging
silence that followed. Artists and musicians were tasked with filling this silence and with
the impossible challenge of maintaining the cultural patrimony while projecting it into the
future. What follows is an exploration of how Britten responded to these expectations and
how the cultural atmosphere of the English Festival revival shaped Noye’s Fludde.

II. Aldeburgh and the English Festival Model
In a 1922 article titled “The Music of the Future,” George Bernard Shaw praises Rutland
Boughton’s Glastonbury Festival as an achievement of the “Wagnerist Dream:”31
Glastonbury, steeped in traditions which make it holy ground...still has no theatre, no
electric light, no convenience for Wagnerian drama that every village does not possess.
Yet it is here that the Wagnerist Dream has been best realised in England. That dream,
truly interpreted, did not mean that the English soil should bring forth performances of
Wagner's music copied from those at Bayreuth. It meant that the English soil should
produce English music and English drama, and that English people should perform
them in their own way.32
Shaw is content to distinguish “Wagnerist” ideals of artistic production from Wagnerian
aspects of musical and dramatic style, though Glastonbury may not be the best example for
such a task. Boughton originally planned the festival as his personal Bayreuth, where he
would someday stage his own cycle of "choral dramas" based on Arthurian legend. Because

30Britten,

“On Receiving the First Aspen Award,” in Britten on Music, ed. Paul Kildea
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 262.
31 Founded in 1914, Glastonbury was initially the vehicle to premiere Boughton’s
Celtic fairy opera The Immortal Hour.
32 George Bernard Shaw, “The Music of the Future,” quoted in Meirion Hughes and
Robert Stradling, The English Musical Renaissance 1840-1940: Constructing a National Music
(Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2001), 230.
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Glastonbury is near the alleged resting place of King Arthur, Boughton envisioned his
festival as both a spiritual and artistic endeavor.
Even though Shaw attempts to contrast the festivals, Glastonbury and Bayreuth are
susceptible to similar characterizations of totalistic authorship, proto-Christian baggage,
and Nationalistic elitism, all three of which are evident, nay intended, in this example. I
would further argue that Boughton's Glastonbury Festival was “Wagnerist” both in scope
and methodology, adopting a top-down approach that utilized the provincial setting and
spiritual auspices of the festival (Shaw's rarified “English soil”) as mere set-pieces within
Boughton's own attempts at a Gesamtkunstwerk. Glastonbury, it seemed, was “English” in
that it met Boughton's (as well as Shaw's) expectations of what it meant to be an English
artist in a neo-Wagnerian mold.33
Britten’s Aldeburgh Festival is comparable with both Glastonbury and Bayreuth in
so far as each became somewhat synonymous with their composer-director as well as their
ideologies. But whereas Glastonbury mimicked Bayreuth’s mythic yearnings, Aldeburgh’s
origin was a matter of economic practicality, as laid out by Eric Crozier:
And yet – there was something absurd about travelling so far to win success with
British operas that Manchester, Edinburgh and London would not support. The cost of
transporting forty people and their scenery was enormously high: despite packed
houses in Holland, despite financial support from the British Council in Switzerland, it
looked as if we should lose at least three thousand pounds on twelve Continental
performances. It was exciting to represent British music at international festivals, but
we could not hope to repeat the experiment another year.

Ironically, the Glastonbury Festival was canceled in 1926 when Boughton's
personal politics conflicted with that of the community. He insisted on staging a production
of his Nativity opera Bethlehem as an explicit commentary on the miner's lockout and
general strike of that year, with Jesus born in a miner's cottage and Herod as a fat-cat
capitalist, flanked by soldiers and police. He received some sympathy, but lost the
necessary support of wealthy local patrons.
33
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“Why not,” said Peter Pears, “make our own Festival? A modest Festival with a few
concerts given by friends? Why not have an Aldeburgh Festival?’34
Crozier speaks of the tumultuous history of the English Opera Group (EOG), formed in 1947
by himself, Britten, and John Piper following their successful but frustrating stint at Sadler’s
Wells, which included the premiere of Peter Grimes in 1945.35 In order to acquire the aid of
the Arts Council of Great Britain, the EOG was marketed as an enterprise not only for
presenting Britten’s works, but also as a step towards cultivating English operatic culture.
“We believe the time has come,” they declared, “when England, which has never had a
tradition of native opera, but has always depended on a repertory of foreign works, can
create its own operas…The lack of it has meant a certain impoverishment of English artistic
life.”36
As Crozier indicates, the economic expense of the endeavor proved more difficult
than expected, although this excerpt fails to capture the incredible tension between the
EOG and their sponsors, particularly the Arts Council. In a 1949 letter he wrote that the
Council was willing only to “support those enterprises that are spectacular in intention,

Eric Crozier, Aldeburgh Festival Programme Book (1948), quoted in Paul Kildea,
Selling Britten: Music and the Market Place (Oxford University Press, 2002), 149.
35 Internal politics threatened to derail the production of Grimes, with some accusing
manager Joan Cross, who cast herself in the leading role of Ellen Orford, of favoritism
towards co-star Pears and Britten. Edmund Donlevy, who played apothecary Ned Keene,
regretted the saturation of “quarrelsomeness, overweening ambition, envy, fear of
unemployment…which have appeared in so many guises during the last six months or so
and which have done more to damage the artistic standard of the company’s work than
anything else could possibly have done.” From an undated and unaddressed letter from
Donlevy, Sadler’s Wells Archive. Opera 1937-52, Staff Contracts, Correspondence, Salaries.
Quoted in Kildea, Selling Britten, 75.
36 The English Opera Group's statement of aims, 1947. The Britten-Pears
Foundation, English Opera Group and English Musical Theatre Company Archive.
34
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certain of wide publicity and likely to be immediately popular…”37 In other words,
conflicting artistic expectations were as much a factor as economic hardships in stimulating
a change in direction and scope, despite Pears’ sincerity in Crozier’s origin story. For
despite the protestations of modesty underpinning Pears’ suggestions, the idea of starting a
festival in a town without the necessary infrastructure seems hubristic, or at the very least,
much more calculated. This is especially true when considering that Britten, Pears, and
Crozier did maintain their engagement with the EOG and the “adversarial” Arts Council
even as they turned their attention to Aldeburgh.
In fact, the Arts Council was instrumental in getting the festival started, backing
Britten’s initial proposal almost immediately. This was partially to maintain a tangible
connection to him, placating critics by supporting a national figurehead. More importantly,
there was a tacit understanding between the two parties that Aldeburgh was a necessary
counterbalance to both the cosmopolitanism exemplified by the EOG, strategically
eschewing the “distilled experience of affiliated citizenship” promoted by the Festival of
Britain in favor of decentralized collaboration and enterprise.38 Pears asked “Why not?” but
the “Why?” of the matter is much more significant. “Nothing can be more damaging than
the excessive prestige of metropolitan standards and fashions,” wrote John Maynard
Keynes, the Council’s Chairman, “Let every part of Merry England be merry in its own
way.”39
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Yet Britten and his fellow Festival organizers still found it hard to break out of the
established mold. For convenience’s sake, let us look to the 1951 Aldeburgh Festival (June
8-17), a crucial economic year for the Festival as they ramped up expenditures (and thus,
the working deficit) with encouragement from the Festival of Britain coordinators. This
year the EOG performed Britten’s Albert Herring, his realization of Purcell’s Dido and
Aeneas, and Monteverdi’s Il combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda. Britten also led the EOG
Chamber Orchestra in three orchestral concerts, one of which consisted only of Mozart
works including the Piano Concerto K.459 with Britten directing from the keyboard.40
Notably, none of these events generated a surplus. The most successful concerts by far
were much smaller in scale and typically more local in character. For example, while
Britten’s involvement with large EOG productions didn’t draw high attendance, his Purcell
and Tippett recital with Pears was one of the most successful, as well as a Verdi recital with
many of the EOG performers. The annual madrigal concerts featuring the Cambridge
University Madrigal Society were also well received, as were the outdoor concerts by the
Grenadier Guards Band and their collaboration with the neighboring Saint Edmundsbury
and Ipswich Bach Choir. In addition, the directors wisely tapped into Aldeburgh’s
environmental vein with a naturalist lecture and accompanying film about local bird
watching, which fetched a substantial profit.41

Other composers performed by the EOG Chamber Orchestra in 1951 include
Wagner, Saint-Saens, Schoenberg, and William Boyce. Meanwhile, the Aldeburgh Festival
Chorus and Orchestra performed Britten’s Saint Nicolas and Handel’s Jeptha, which also
failed to generate profit.
41 Information regarding Aldeburgh performances and performers was acquired
from the Britten-Pears Foundation online Historical Performance Database. For further
financial details regarding Aldeburgh’s history, look no further than Kildea, Selling Britten
(2002).
40
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There is an obvious contrast between the relative successes of large and perceivably
more metropolitan events versus those that are less ambitious in scale or had clear
connections with local culture. What is particularly interesting is how Britten himself
figures into these economic and stylistic contrasts, as neither his works nor his musical
leadership was any guarantee of success or attention. Rather, in the eyes of Festival
attendees, he was at his most attractive when acting on a smaller, more accessible scale,
regardless of whether he was playing British art song (Purcell, Tippett, and Oldham) or
Italian opera.
Britten was certainly aware of this perception, each year programming fewer of his
preexisting works and nationally recognized touring groups. He emphasized as much in an
interview with Lord Harewood in 1960, speaking from experience as well as from personal
belief. “For instance there’s this very beautiful church…that can take a certain number of
performers, not too many…the chorus, which is a local amateur chorus, can only perform at
weekends…What I’m getting at is that the nature of the town and people working for the
Festival dictates very much the shape of the Festival.”42 In Britten’s formulation, both the
physical and social landscape became crucial in planning and designing the cultural and
acoustic experience. This trend is apparent in the list of Britten premieres at the Aldeburgh
Festival from 1948 up to Noye’s Fludde in 1958 (Table 2.1).

Britten in discussion with the Earl of Harewood, People Today, BBC Home Service,
June 23, 1960 (pre-recorded in Aldeburgh).
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Table 2.1: Britten premieres at the Aldeburgh Festival (1948 – 58)
Year Work
1948
1949
1950
1951
1953
1955
1955
1955
1956
1957
1958

Saint Nicolas
Let’s Make and Opera
Lachrymae
Six Metamorphoses after
Ovid
Variations on an
Elizabethan Theme
“New Prince, New Pomp”
(1931)
Alpine Suite
Scherzo
Prologue, Song, Epilogue
Courtly Dances from
Gloriana
Songs from the Chinese

Opus
no.
42
45
48
49

Performers

Venue

Pears, Ald. Fest. Choir/Orch
EOG dir. Norman Del Mar
William Primrose, Britten
Joy Boughton

Parish Church
Jubilee Hall
Parish Church
Thorpeness Meare

-

Ald. Fest. Orchestra dir. Britten

Parish Church

-

Purcell Singers, Imogen Holst

Parish Church

-

Ald. Music Club [Recorders]
Ald. Music Club [Recorders]
Pears, Dennis Brain, Britten
Ald. Fest. Orchestra, dir.
Mackerras
Pears, Julian Bream

Thorpeness Meare
Thorpeness Meare
Parish Church
Jubilee Hall

58

Great Glenham
House

The works listed in this table are all linked to specific compositional constraints or
opportunities. For instance, Saint Nicolas and Variations on an Elizabethan Theme are
occasional works, the former actually intended for the centennial celebrations of Lancing
College in Sussex while the latter was meant to celebrate the coronation of Elizabeth II.
Lachrymae and Songs from the Chinese were written with their specific premiere
performers in mind, while the recorder pieces were obviously tailored for amateur
performance. Kildea contends that Joy Boughton’s (daughter of Rutland Boughton) oboe
playing shaped Six Metamorphoses after Ovid, and that the acoustical tricks central to the
work were inspired by the outdoor performance environment of Thorpeness Meare.
Madrigals on the Meare were an annual event beginning in the 1949 Festival, and
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Metamorphoses complemented the venue perfectly with respect to acoustic design and the
content of Ovid’s text.43
One sees a similar attention to the tastes of the Festival audience in the non-Britten
programming of the following years, continually expanding the purview of the Festival with
respect not only to genre, but also to non-musical performances and opportunities for local
amateurs. This included both professional and amateur British drama, beginning in 1954
with an act from Shaw’s Man and Superman. The following year featured two performances
by the Aldeburgh Players of the “Second Shepherd’s Play” from the Towneley (or
Wakefield) Mystery, directed by notable Mystery Play “revivalist” Nugent Monck. This
increased focus on religious drama carried forward in amateur performances of Ashley
Dukes’ The Dumb Wife of Cheapside (1956, The Aldeburgh Scouts) and T.S. Eliot’s Murder in
the Cathedral (1957, unaffiliated local amateur production), as well as Berkeley’s “biblical
tableau” Ruth in 1957, a work that occupies a relatively unique space between opera and
pageant play.
Yet once again, it remains unclear whether these programming decisions were
motivated primarily by economics or artistry, despite Britten’s earnestly transparent
foreword to the 1955 Aldeburgh Festival Program Book:
Eight years of Festival making is a considerable period. After eight years, one may be
allowed perhaps to take stock of the past and, in the light of the past, make plans for the
future. Of the past, we think that our regular Festival patrons and visitors may be left to
judge for themselves. They have shown their consistent interest at each Festival by
suffering long hours in a stuffy hall or on hard pews to hear what we have offered them,
and we deeply appreciate their loyalty…
Last year’s Festival budge was balanced only because we received some most
generous gifts which we cannot expect every year, and because we cut expenditure on
43
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rehearsals to the very bone. The financial bottleneck remains the same…In the future,
we shall have to rely much more on unpaid friendly (and Friendly!) help in many
ways…This tendency will be carried over into the organizing side of the Festival, and we
trust that the saving effected will more than offset the dangers implicit in such a
venture.
There have been rumours that this reorganization means the end of the Festival. Let
us dispel them here and now by saying that the Ninth Aldeburgh Festival will take place
between 16 June and 24 June 1956, and that we shall do our best to ensure that
Mozart’s bicentenary is worthily celebrated here.44
Britten’s reflection about this “financial bottleneck” also speaks to his mindfulness of how
the programming in conjunction with insufficient infrastructure (“stuffy halls” and “hard
pews”) may be wearing on the audience. He positions the “unpaid friendly” (i.e. local
amateurs) contributions as essential to the future of the Festival, though he also recognizes
an inherent danger to the lastability of a structure that relies heavily on these components;
thus, a promise is made of a return to the safety of a canonical center-point in the form of
the Mozart bicentenary.45 There is a sense that Britten finds himself, and thus Aldeburgh,
stagnating. He hopefully looks towards the future but is forced to orient his planning
around the past, as he goes on to explain how future Festivals will also honor Bach, Morley,
Buxtehude, and Purcell.
Within the context of Aldeburgh’s first decade, the legitimate constraints on both
Britten and his festival pushed him to develop a sophisticated work oriented around
amateur music making. While Noye’s Fludde certainly falls under the strand of mystery play
revival occurring at the time, it is unique in that it emerged from not only an interest in
theatrical heritage, but also a particular set of financial limitations. Thus the use of local
Foreword to AFPB (1955), 7. Written by Britten, Pears, and Fidelity Cranbrook.
Quoted in Britten on Music, ed. Paul Kildea (Oxford, 2003), 130-1.
45 Interestingly, there was only marginally more Mozart on the 1956 program than
any others, before or after.
44
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performers, spaces, and materials was a conscious attempt to create compelling drama
within both social and budgetary constraints. Yet Noye’s Fludde is no mere commercial
enterprise, as it surpasses mere gesturing to local cultural practice by managing to foster a
setting of participatory contact, reversing the dislocated consumption of mass cultural
products that exemplified the earlier years of Aldeburgh’s programming.
In the earlier portion of this chapter, I mentioned how various sorts of musical
transfiguration occur across the musical drama of Noye’s Fludde, encapsulating a wide
spectrum of musical styles and sources, constantly shifting relationships between audience
and performer, and movement through various sound-worlds differentiated by key, timbre,
and acoustics. One of the most profound transfigurations is that of God himself, shifting
from thunderous ruler to tender creator with the aid of Britten’s score. Sound and verse
together illustrate a sonic feedback loop between creator and subject, where the former
can positively and reflexively react to the needs, and perhaps even criticisms, of the latter. I
don’t wish to delve into theology here, but instead simply point out the resemblance to
Britten’s own circumstances. As the figurehead of a musical community, it is clear that he
felt it necessary to stay attuned to his community’s musical needs. Flexibility was crucial to
maintain that musical community, but also to help it grow through new genres and
collaborative opportunities. As a result, Aldeburgh is a study not only in music economics
and musical taste, but also an example of the mature composer as student of the
community, rather than only the other way around.
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III. Preserving Theatrical Sincerity
While Britten’s experiences with the Aldeburgh Festival were crucial in his eventual
conception of Noye’s Fludde as a piece of community music, his desire to write music for
children began to germinate long before. In 1940 during his stay in the United States, he
appealed to American composers to create more music for schools:
Besides having the largest concert organizations in the world and obvious
advantages of Hollywood, this country has an education system unparalleled in size
and scope, and the demand for good, simple music in this direction is enormous.
There are school operas to be written, pieces for the numberless school children
learning to play instruments...46
His return to Britain sparked his own contributions, completing A Ceremony of Carols,
during the transatlantic voyage. The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra (1945)
followed soon after, and the Aldeburgh Festival provided an ideal location for the
premieres of Saint Nicolas and Let’s Make an Opera! [The Little Sweep].
Noye’s Fludde, however, was more radical than these earlier endeavors. Where
The Young Person’s Guide and Let’s Make an Opera! are explicit introductions to artmusic traditions, Noye’s Fludde commits fully to amateur performance and immediate
amateur participation. Saint Nicolas is a more apt comparison, employing medieval
religious material and participatory hymns to exhibit a playful approach to faith –
described in the 1955 Aldeburgh Festival Programme as a “pious frivolity.”47 But where
Saint Nicolas used the pageant tradition as an introduction to participation, Noye’s
Britten, “An English Composer Sees America,” Tempo 1 (April 1940), in Britten on
Music, ed. Kildea, 24-27. Kildea notes that Britten’s first draft singled out Copland as
“important and vital a composer as any living, an example to the young composer.”
47 Robert Gathorne-Hardy, “Saint Nicolas,” in The Eighth Aldeburgh Festival of Music
and the Arts (1955), Britten-Pears Library, 49.
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Fludde more fully committed to amateur performance. Furthermore, the explicitly
didactic nature of Saint Nicolas is replaced in Noye’s Fludde by more integrated
educational themes related to the renewal of ritual practices.
To do this, the original production by Britten and director Colin Graham was a
type of, as Heather Wiebe puts it, “trans-historical collapse, a magical superimposition
of medieval faith and the imposed simplicity of modern Suffolk schoolchildren.”48 Thus
a central strategy of theirs was not to replicate the medieval world, but to endow
remnants of the past with the resonances of the present. The production’s ark was quite
literally a reproduction of a medieval carving from a nearby church, animating a
distinctly local artifact. But if the production gave new life to past relics, its methods
were plainly revealed to the audience, with the stylized ark built in full view and all
stage machinery clearly exposed.49 Similarly, Graham suggested that the children wear
everyday dress with only a mask or headdress symbolizing an animal, literally staging
temporal and theatrical duality upon the performers themselves.50
As discussed previously, this intentional transparency is further reflected in the
music, manufacturing the sounds of the flood and storm from the toy-like instruments
of the slung mugs, sandpaper, etc.. Britten’s uses of liturgical Greek (“kyrie eleison”) is
similarly mechanical, rendered as derivative marches while the animals enter and exit
the ark. The only musical evocation of the medieval itself seems an out-of-place
Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts, 171. She points out that this same type of historical
collapse is inherent to medieval plays themselves, through their simultaneous access of the
known medieval past and biblical events.
49 Janet Leeper,“Noye’s Fludde at Aldeburgh,” Drama (August 1958). Leeper
discusses the appeal of these methods, noting the clear influence of Bertolt Brecht.
50 Colin Graham and Benjamin Britten, Noye’s Fludde: Production Notes (London:
Boosey & Hawkes, 1958).
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intrusion: the processional chant of “kyrie eleison” is abruptly cut off, and continues as
unaccompanied plainsong by Noye’s sons from “out of sight.”51
Just like the temporally diverse selection of hymns, this disembodied medieval
sound emphasizes the disparate temporal modes explored in Noye’s Fludde. I would
apply a similar interpretation to the dissonant organ prelude before the fifth verse of
“The spacious firmament on high,” likewise interrupting the exit of the animals from the
ark before normalizing the hymn into a regular four-part harmony. But while the
plainchant evoked a mystical past, the stolid version of the hymn yields an effect of
empty solemnity compared to the vibrant rhythms and harmonies of previous sections.
It seems to admit a certain inadequacy of English musical traditions on their own,
merely filling silence separate from the play’s literal construction of a new world.
As mentioned, the sixth verse amply fills this void with a return to the sound world
of children, signified primarily by the distinct timbres of recorders, slung mugs, bells, and
bugles, and the interplay of contrasting key areas. Critics have routinely likened the quality
of this episode to the music of Southeast Asia, particularly the Indonesian Gamelan.52 By
resorting to this exotic sound, Britten transforms the conclusion of Noye’s Fludde into a site
of cultural encounter, fusing the world of schoolchildren, hymn tunes, and English
practicality (remember those teacups?) with an unfamiliar type of ritual magic.
Importantly, both types of sound are equal, as the work ends with alternating sonorities of
G major and B♭.
Britten, Noye’s Fludde, 79.
See Rupprecht, Britten’s Musical Language, 27; and Mervyn Cooke, Britten and the
Far East: Asian Influences in the Music of Benjamin Britten (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell
Press, 1998), 222.
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Wielding the familiar and unfamiliar together, Noye’s Fludde achieves a sort of
theatrical re-enchantment through an expansion of the musical community across
temporal, musical, and cultural boundaries. Most importantly, the work articulates a
hopeful view of England’s musical future – or even its future musicians – without
disparaging the musical past, the very task that Britten found so difficult in the first decade
of the Aldeburgh Festival. Noye’s Fludde fetishizes no musical source while playfully
exploiting many, resisting classifications of genre and time while also managing to
surmount the financial limitations that Britten and his community faced in the 1950s. As
Britten remarks in the introduction to the score, not bad for “ordinary people.”53
Interestingly, the premiere of Noye’s Fludde wasn’t even the most unique
performance at the 1958 Aldeburgh Festival. Four days earlier, Jubilee Hall hosted a
concert of Indian classical music, performed by Tamboura, Tabla, Sitar, and featuring a
dancer. Available records do not provide names of specific pieces, but do indicate the
performance of a Raga, a Thumri, a Tabla solo, and two classical dancesgiven in the
presence of Mrs. Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, the Indian High Commissioner to the United
Kingdom.54
Aside from illustrating Britten’s growing interest in non-Western music, this
programming choice mimics Noye’s Fludde in the intentional fusion of a local setting with
foreign traditions. This performance’s place in the Aldeburgh Festival shows, moreover,
Britten’s shifting understanding of what constitutes as “exotic” in the first place. In the age
of the commonwealth, the foreign seemed to be getting closer, while the localized past
moved farther away. With the creation of Curlew River and the church parable genre,
53
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Britten displaced the playful spectacle of Noye’s Fludde with an abstract stylization of the
medieval past.
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Chapter 3
The Soundscape of Ritual Performance in Curlew River

Between two kingdoms the river flows;
On this side the Land of the West,
On the other, the Eastern fens.55
Just as the fictional Curlew River lies between the East and West kingdoms, Britten’s
theatrical work Curlew River (1964) situates itself between eastern and western musical
traditions. Inaugurating a new theatrical genre that Britten named the “church parable,”
Curlew draws dramatic, musical, and aesthetic inspiration from both medieval Japanese Nō
(Noh) theatre and the tradition of European medieval mystery and miracle plays. As was
the case with Noye’s Fludde, the integration of familiar religious drama was undoubtedly
influenced by the post-war English renaissance of the miracle play. Yet there is a profound
difference in how Britten approached the format of these two works. Whereas Noye’s
Fludde presents new perspectives through familiar tunes and storytelling, Curlew
represents a purposeful attempt by Britten to develop a completely new musical approach
to traditional theatre. Britten created a drama outside the conventional sonic and temporal
boundaries of opera. The work’s inherent attention to acoustic space and presence marks a
profound shift in Britten’s theatrical interests.
In this chapter I will explore Curlew River and the development of the church
parable, revealing how Britten and his collaborators sought to render the aesthetic and
dramatic soundscape of Nō within the English musical past. In particular, I investigate the
Benjamin Britten, Curlew River: A Parable for Church Performance, libretto by
William Plomer (London: Faber & Faber, 1964).
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ways in which Curlew cultivates an atmosphere of sensory ritual that is central to the
religious aspect of Nō. The repurposing of familiar spaces, bodies, sounds, and gestures
illustrates the ethical and social considerations behind this new approach to musical
theatre and its sonic parameters. I think it is worth noting that I do not wish to evaluate
whether or not Britten and his collaborators were successful in transplanting an eastern
drama into a western context, nor do I wish to give an exhaustive overview of Nō and its
relation to western opera. I am concerned instead with the aesthetic qualities of Nō and
Curlew, focusing on the theatrical aspects of the ritual soundscape.

I. Staging Musical Encounters
In a 1963 interview with Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer, Britten reveals some
telling facets of his creative process. He rejects Schafer’s suggestion that a composer
adjusts the music to the “physical atmosphere,” claiming that he is concerned instead with
“the general dramatic shapes. I don’t have to physically create the production for myself.”56
Britten may appear as purposefully contrarian here, but I believe that these statements are
also quite cogent in relation to Curlew River. Throughout the rest of the interview he
continues along this vein, elaborating that his aim for composition and orchestration is
towards simplification and reduction, rather than virtuosity or brilliance:
Music for me is clarification; I try to clarify, to refine, to sensitize. Stravinsky once said
that one must work perpetually at one’s technique. But what is technique?... My
technique is to tear all the waste away; to achieve perfect clarity of expression, that is
my aim.57
56

113-24.
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Not by chance, then, Curlew River begins with a gesture of absence, stripped of Britten’s
compositional voice: opening the mystery play is a recitation of the plainchant hymn “Te
lúcis ante términum.”

Table 3.1: “Te lúcis ante términum,” Latin text and English Translation
Revised Latin text (Urban VII)

English Translation (J.M. Neale)

Te lucis ante términum,
rerum Creátor, póscimus,
ut pro tua cleméntia
sis præsul et custódia.

To Thee before the close of day,
Creator of the world, we pray
That, with Thy wonted favour, Thou
Wouldst be our guard and keeper now.

Procul recédant sómnia
et nóctium phantásmata;
hostémque nostrum cómprime,
ne polluántur córpora.

From all ill dreams defend our sight,
From fears and terrors of the night;
Withhold from us our ghostly foe,
That spot of sin we may not know.

Præsta, Pater piíssime,
Patríque compar Unice,
cum Spíritu Paráclito
regnans per omne sǽculum.

O Father, that we ask be done,
Through Jesus Christ, Thine only Son,
Who, with the Holy Ghost and Thee,
Doth live and reign eternally.

Amen.58

Amen.

Text and translation in John Julian, A Dictionary of Hymnology: Setting Forth the
Origin and History of Christian Hymns of All Ages and Nations (New York: C. Scribner’s Son’s,
1892), 1135.
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While this beginning could not be more different from the opening bombast of
Noye’s Fludde, it is clear that Britten’s intent is comparable, firmly establishing the
upcoming work as a form of ritual. By evoking the solemnity of the musical past, Britten is
appealing to a sense of religious devotion and meditation. The question, then, is where
these characteristics are being directed. Whereas in Noye’s Fludde the opening strains of a
communal hymn invite audience participation, the plainchant tacitly forbids involvement,
serving as a distancing, rather than familiarizing, force. According to Britten’s notes in the
score, “the ABBOT and his company of MONKS, ACOLYTES and INSTRUMENTALISTS walk
singing in procession to the acting area.”59

Ex. 3.1: “Te lúcis ante términum” as it appears in Curlew River, p. 1
As Anthony Sheppard points out, Britten is staging a form of cultural encounter from
the outset, guiding the alienating force of the hymn through the space of the audience.60
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Britten, Curlew River: A Parable for Church Performance, 2.
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Borrowing from Brandon LaBelle, I claim that Britten’s use of physical space emphasizes
the acoustic event of plainchant singing as a social event.61 Just as the text of Te lúcis is a
call to prayer, its staging forcefully calls the audience towards attuned listening and
purposeful meditation, which as Heather Wiebe has suggested, situates them in the role of
religious student.62 The Abbot’s speech to the audience following the processional
emphasizes this intent: “Good souls, I would have you know. The Brothers have come today
to show you a mystery: How in sad mischance, a sign was given of God’s grace.”63 As if to
test the audience’s perceptiveness, he mimics the final phrase of the hymn when singing “a
sign was given of God’s grace” (Ex 2a and 2b).

Ex. 3.2a: Third and final phrase of “Te lúcis
ante términum,” p.1

Ex. 3.2b: The Abbot’s declaration,
rehearsal figure 2, p.2

Following the Abbot’s address to the congregation, the three monks who are to play
the main characters of the drama (the Madwoman, the Traveller, and the Ferryman) are

W. Anthony Sheppard, Revealing Masks: exotic influences and ritualized
performance in modernist music theater (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001),
125.
61 Brandon LaBelle, “Auditory Relations”, in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan
Sterne (London: Routledge, 2012), 469. LaBelle posits that “the acoustic event is also a
social one: in multiplying and expanding space, sound necessarily generates listeners and a
multiplicity of acoustical ‘viewpoints’”.
62 Heather Wiebe, “Curlew River and Cultural Encounter” in Rethinking Britten ed.
Philip Rupprecht (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 167.
63 Britten, Curlew River: A Parable for Church Performance, libretto by William
Plomer, 2.
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ceremonially prepared, shedding their robes in favor of costumes and stylized masks. This
transition serves as yet another distancing device in the context of this introductory section
of Curlew: by changing roles in front of the audience, the actors consciously and openly
remove the barriers between self and character. They are no longer mere performers;
instead, they are the vessels through which these characters, generic as they may be, take
shape.
I outline this introductory sequence in detail because of its relationship to the Nō
style of drama that Britten is emulating. While Nō performances evoke a past defined by
warrior codes rather than religious belief, it does so to produce the same affect of
solemnity and disciplined devotion. The practices of selflessness and emotional restraint in
Nō performance are ingrained in the genre, reflecting a historical connection to the
Samurai warrior class.64 Samurai code forbids the uninhibited expression of emotion, and
so the genre is centered on a paradox: “by increasing the limitation of expressive
techniques a greater emotional profundity is achieved.”65 One will note the striking
similarity of this concept to Britten’s responses to Schafer in the interview quoted above.
Furthermore, this ideal of selfless expression is conveyed through similar practices
of social defamiliarization. Actors in Nō don masks more stylized and concealing than the
masks designed for Curlew, to represent more generic character types. Because they cover
the whole face, their purpose is not to eliminate the capability for expression but instead
more consciously control it through codified movements and body language. As a result,
the audience can no longer rely on basic visual communication to understand the
Bonnie C. Wade, Music in Japan: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 74.
65 Mervyn Cooke, Britten and the Far East: Asian Influences in the Music of Benjamin
Britten (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 1998), 132.
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emotional qualities of the performance. Instead they must rely on their own imagination to
perceive emotion in the unchanging masks, meditating on the content beyond simply
observing it.
It is clear that in directing Curlew’s monks to undergo this transformative process,
Britten was emulating the devotional aspect of Nō character preparation. However, Nō
performers undergo the process not in view of the audience but in a deeply personal and
isolated ritual. Actors performing the main shite role prepare in the kagami-no-ma (mirror
room), where they stare at their masked faces from all angles in the surrounding mirrors in
order to achieve maximum self-alienation. The audience first sees the shite after they
emerge from the kagami-no-ma on to the hashi-gakari, a linear passage through which the
actor can clearly express their emotional depth. Hashi-gakari translates to “suspension
bridge”, reflecting once again upon the idea of suspending one’s individual characteristics
to enter an indeterminate time and place, bridging the divide between physical and
spiritual worlds.66
The prescriptive similarities between Curlew and Nō are apparent. What I wish to
draw attention to, then, is how these similar ritual gestures create dramatic soundscapes.
As I have indicated, the practices employed by Britten in Curlew create simultaneous
feelings of exclusivity and inclusivity amongst performers and audience. This same sort of
ambiguity applies to the performance as well, meaning that the opening sequence (from
plainchant to masking ritual) is simultaneously a part of the performance and a cultural
framing device. While it is integral to the work, it is also seemingly independent from the
tale Curlew River that the monks are presenting. This raises the question then of which part
66
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is actually the “church parable” that Britten is ostensibly inventing through this process. Is
the parable defined by a particular musical approach, or is the implicit educational value
vested in the story itself? Despite their apparent separation, is there a unified soundscape
or theatrical approach? These questions of genre and musical approach will guide the
remainder of my inquiry into Curlew River’s innovative structure and musical techniques.
As with the dramatic structure of the introductory sequence, Britten simultaneously
emulated and evaded the conventional style of music in Nō theatre. Traditionally, a hayashi
ensemble performs onstage and consists of three hand percussionists (playing the taiko,
ōtsuzumi hip drum, and kotsuzumi shoulder drum) and the nohkan, a high-pitched bamboo
flute. Percussionists differentiate between a number of different stroke types, varying in
loudness, timbre, and duration. The percussionists also perform shouts called kakegoe on
particular syllables that, along with the stylized strokes, form cues for the actors. The only
melodic instrument besides the voice, the nohkan, actually functions independently from
the singers, in part because the instrument itself is not standardized, and thus has no
absolute pitch.67 While the nohkan does maintain a sense of harmonic stability by ending
melodic sections with recurring banshiki (central tones), flute patterns are recognized by
contour rather than pitch, relying on portamento and slide techniques to interact with the
actors. Together the hayashi ensemble engages in an intricately codified yet improvisatory
dialogue with the shite and other performers.
To the traditional hayashi duo Britten added horn, viola, double bass, harp, and
chamber organ as well as five small drums, a set of high-pitched bells, and a tuned gong for
Fujita Takanori, “Nō and Kyōgen: music from the medieval theatre”, in The
Ashgate Research Companion to Japanese Music, ed. Alison McQueen Tokita & David W.
Hughes (Birmingham, UK: Ashgate, 2008), 137.
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a singular percussionist rather than an ensemble. To maintain the communicative aspect of
Nō performance Britten needed to formulate relationships between singers and
instrumentalists without resorting to hierarchical organization. Doing so necessitated the
removal of multiple theatrical barriers, as indicated by the introduction to the score,
written at his request by longtime assistant Imogen Holst:
There is no conductor in Curlew River; the instrumentalists, as in chamber music, are
responsible for taking the lead whenever the music demands it. Normally the leading
instrumentalists fits in with the voices, but on occasions a gesture or movement from
the singers indicates the beginning of a phrase… The music of Curlew River has been
planned so that the singers can get their entries by listening instead of by relying on a
conductor’s beat…There are no conventional time signatures in the work.68
While this departure from familiar hierarchies of communication may sound like a
recipe for disaster, it is in reality a conscious attempt by Britten to cultivate a sonic
attentiveness upon the performers, not unlike his treatment of the audience during the
processional plainchant. He demands that the performers listen and intentionally, rather
than reflexively, act. This is especially true of the exchange between the orchestra and the
singers, as he seeks a purposeful unity that emerges from embodied listening, rather than
the synchronicity that results from watching the waving of a baton. In his influential
definition of “soundscape,” R. Murray Schafer - the same one who interviewed Britten claims that “a soundscape consists of events heard not objects seen.”69 Thus it is possible to
interpret Britten’s forceful removal of the visual cue (the conductor and his baton) in favor

Britten, Curlew River: A Parable for Church Performance, ix.
R. Murray Schafer, “The Soundscape”, in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan
Sterne (London: Routledge, 2012), 99.
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of auditory ones as a move away from the landscape of opera into the soundscape of Nō,
defined by purposeful sonic mediatization and musical communication.
This indefinite organization is made possible in part in the score by the percussion’s
retention of the dramatic agency the drums have in Nō, serving as a distinct cue for vocal
phrases. Rather than singular strikes, the percussionist introduces and separates phrases
with unmeasured tremolos, described in the score’s introduction as “gradual, unmeasured
accelerando.”70

Ex. 3.3: The opening drum strokes, rehearsal figure 1, pg. 1

No longer the sole melodic instrument, Curlew’s flute loses the primacy it has in Nō but
maintains a similarly interactive relationship with the singers, playing identical or similar
melodic content to the sung lines. Britten expands this functional role to the horn and harp
as well, associating each with one of the main roles: flute with the madwoman, horn with
the ferryman, and harp with the traveller. The instruments play before, after, or during the
vocal parts, continuously varying their temporal relationship while again affirming the
importance of listening between the various performers. As I mentioned the melodic
content of these phrases has a similar level of variation, sometimes sharing pitches (Ex.4a)
while other times mirroring only the contour of the vocal part (Ex. 4b).
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Ex. 3.4a: Introduction of the Ferryman with tonally similar horn themes, rehearsal figure 8, p.10

Ex. 3.4b: Madwoman’s lament motif with responding flute, rehearsal figure 40, p. 37
The Madwoman’s soliloquy is a perfect example of how Britten uses this
responsorial technique to create intense drama with simplified musical content. Following
the revelation that the Madwoman’s son is buried at the holy sight across the river, the
singer and flutist respond to one other in short phrases of alternating half-steps separated
by fermatas. Without a conductor the rhythmic indeterminacy necessitates a sonic
dependency between the two, a conscious awareness of the progression of space and time.
Yet this closeness rarely occurs with respect to melody, as exemplified by Example 5.
Sharing only one pitch between subsequent phrases, the voices move in opposite directions
while varying the motion up or down from the beginning pitch of each phrase. Philip
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Rupprecht refers to this type of musical gesture as a “symbolic action” that creates a sense
of presence between performers and audience through “the multi-faceted interplay of voice
and instrumental lines, and with an acoustic diffusion of source utterance within the
playing space.”71 In this case, these repeated gestures not only create closeness between
flute and soloist, but also between performers and audience.

Ex. 3.5: Madwoman’s soliloquy, rehearsal figure 81, pg. 99

This tendency towards repeated responsorial music also occurs in ensemble
moments, with the choir and orchestra performing identical or nearly identical melodies in
heterophony. While these lines at times sound disorganized, the overlapping rhythms and
elided phrases further augment the boundless sonic possibilities of Nō while invoking the
flexibility of time and rhythm experienced in congregational singing.72 As Sheppard points
out, the apparent suspension of musical time leads to a type of “controlled floating” that
emphasizes the shared contour of phrases, rather than precise points of arrival.
We see through all of these factors how Britten adapted aspects of Nō to create a
unified soundscape, characterized by a sense of flexibility and openness of musical
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performance. Yet it is evident that Curlew is, in many ways, an exercise in compositional
control, defined by the many devices through which Britten recreates the free-flowing
affect of Nō while rigorously prescribing the relationships between instruments, singers,
and audience. Fujita Takanori points out that Nō’s origins in amateur practice necessitated
a musical flexibility that, despite its transformation into a ritualistic and pedagogical
discipline, remains central to the genre today.73 Similarly, Curlew’s apparent sonic
flexibility is made possible only through a meticulous mapping out of aural phenomena and
musical gestures. I believe that this level of oversight is applied as well to the ceremonial
aspect of the performance; while the monks’ procession is meant to evoke a familiar type of
ritual and social event, it functions as a highly choreographed framing device and theatrical
expression. Curlew River is therefore not merely a conglomeration of musical influences,
and Britten is not merely appropriating and transplanting simplified practices of disparate
theatrical traditions. Curlew River amounts to the staging of a cultural, temporal, and social
encounter that yields a transformation of theatrical genres by way of their sonic
possibilities. The creation of the “church parable” emerges out of a careful reimagining of
theatrical practices, repurposing both familiar and unfamiliar components to work towards
a transformative dramatic presentation that is socially relevant and meaningful.
Some have argued that with Curlew Britten was engaging in various levels of
orientalist pastiche. Philip Brett gleaned from Curlew a positive identification with the
“other” that purposely avoids “the colonizing impulse,” deconstructing the positions of
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power between Western appropriator and Asian subject.74 Sheppard, on the other hand,
views Britten’s “recasting [of] Nō in a Christian musical idiom” as a domestication of the
exotic, concealing a nativist impulse in a mask of respectful homage.75 Rather than
discussing these claims, the remainder of this paper will re-trace Curlew’s conception
following Britten’s travels in Asia, in the attempt to understand better how the composer
navigated this complex network of sounds, spaces, and concepts.

II. Eastern Voyages
In 1955, as Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears were preparing a five-month recital tour from
Austria to Japan and seemingly everywhere in-between, their collaborator and librettist
William Plomer advised them to see the various forms of Japanese theatre during their visit
there. Plomer was of course aware of Britten’s keen interest in Asian musics, an interest
testified in the least by the integration of Asian techniques into various works. But he was
also especially keen to direct them towards Nō theatre.76 Plomer describes in his
autobiography what drew him to the Nō, and why he insisted Britten attend one:

And what was the Nō play? To this the European brought that total ignorance which, in
its way, made him especially impressionable. One didn’t understand the archaic
language, the completely strange chanting; one knew nothing of the symbolism, and the
Philip Brett, “Eros and Orientalism in Britten’s Operas,” in Queering the Pitch: the
New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, ed. Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood, and Gary C. Thomas
(New York: Routledge, 1994), 251.
75 Sheppard, 154.
76 Mervyn Cooke, Britten and the Far East: Asian Influences in the Music of Benjamin
Britten (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press), 1998, details the presence of Asian music
techniques in Britten’s works prior to his trip, as well as his friendship with Colin McPhee,
Canadian composer and Javanese gamelan expert.
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briefly outlined plot was so steeped in the mysteries of antiquity…that one had to rely
on little but the evidence of one’s senses to perceive the great beauty and refinement
and agelessness…77
In other words, Plomer was not engrossed by the plot or the music of Nō, or really by any of
its structural components. Rather, he was attracted to the sensory experience that Nō
provided and the atmospheric aesthetic of “agelessness” that existed in the midst of certain
“mysteries of antiquity.” In his view, the initial incomprehensibility of Nō performance gave
way to a specific type of enchantment, characterized not by Orientalist othering, but by a
distinct sense of theatrical newness rooted in a past tradition.
His instinct that Britten would be similarly entranced by this unique theatrical
experience was correct. Britten, Pears, and their touring group attended a performance of
the play Sumidagawa (trans. “Sumida River”) on February 11, 1956 in Tokyo, and while it
certainly lived up to the mystery that Plomer’s description promised, it may not have had
the initial impact on the composer that Plomer desired. Britten wrote to Roger Duncan that
“at first it seemed all too silly, and we giggled a lot,” while their traveling companion Prince
Ludwig of Hesse described the overall effect as “strangely comical.”78 Pears later indulged
his own sense of humor by irreverently mimicking Nō drumming techniques on a
wastepaper basket, perhaps displaying the party’s crude attitude towards the musical
conduct of the play.79
But as they grew accustomed to the “strange, strained chanting” and the apparently
senseless musical accompaniment, the party began to perceive the great beauty Plomer
William Plomer, Double Lives: An Autobiography (London Jonathan Cape, 1942;
repr. as The Autobiogrphy of William Plomer, 1975), 201-202.
78 Cooke, Britten and the Far East, 118 and 120.
79 Ibid., 119.
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described.80 Prince Ludwig wrote “although the recitation of the text is entirely nonsensical
up to the last syllable, it is nevertheless a humanly moving art form. This is especially true
of the piece called ‘Sumida River’.” He goes on to describe the plot, notable because he
ostensibly didn’t understand the “nonsensical” text, before concluding that “the impression
of the piece is moving and profound. It has greatly affected Ben.”81
Britten was sufficiently affected to attend the entire play once again. They visited
the theatre for the second time on February 19th and, not yet satisfied, Britten
commissioned a reel-to-reel tape-recording of the production, which was eventually
delivered to him in London. In a 1958 radio broadcast to Japan, he remarked:

I shall never forget the impact made on me by the Japanese theatre – the tremendous
Kabuki, but above all the profound Nō plays. I count the last among the greatest
theatrical experiences of my life. Of course it was strange to start with… [but] we soon
became accustomed to the haunting sounds. The deep solemnity and selflessness of the
acting…coupled with the strength and universality of the stories are something which
every Western artist can learn from.82
Britten’s praise of Nō goes even further than Plomer’s in that he perceives a removal (or
perhaps complete immersion) of the listener’s self within this sensory atmosphere. Thus
what Britten described as “haunting sounds” are but a result of this defamiliarization of a
voice separated from the body, augmented by the body’s focus on physical expression. In
the aforementioned letter to Ronald Duncan he wrote, “It’s funny that if you are a good
enough actor just one movement suggests lots of things, & in the Nō, there are very few
Ibid., 117.
Ibid., 118-9.
82 Ibid., 120.
80
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movements.”83 In a 1963 article discussing musical language Britten again cited this
quality, claiming that in the Nō he found a type of communication “which often transcended
the barriers of race, culture & religion.”84 It was ultimately this quality of intensely yet
economic expression rather than any strictly interpreted musical sound that was
instrumental in the creation of Curlew.

III. Building a Sacred Soundscape
Upon returning to England, Britten immediately communicated to Plomer his desire to
adapt Sumidagawa for the Western stage. Because of the various projects already
underway, Plomer’s translation of the text was not ready until 1959. As he began to put the
finishing touches Plomer received a very long letter from Britten explaining the work’s
central ideas, as well as the overall sound. Here I will quote it at some length due to its
importance for understanding the compositional trajectory of Curlew:
A new idea has come into our (Peter’s/my) heads about it – put in, because for many
reasons it would be best if done in one of the churches here – I won’t go into the
practical reasons here, which are pretty important, but the artistic ones include place of
orchestra, long entrances, beauty of sound (if in Orford Church) & contact with
audience. This lead [sic] us to the idea of making it a Christian work…
Pros. The little bits of Zen-Bhuddism [sic], which don’t mean much to me…I have
been very worried lest the work should seem a pastiche of a Noh play, which however
well done, would seem false & thin. I can’t write Japanesy music, but might be led to
trying if the rest of the production (setting, clothes, moves) were Japanese.
Masks…remain a colossal problem for the singer. The chorus could move freely, if we
wanted it.
Cooke, Britten and the Far East, 120.
Benjamin Britten, “On Pravda, Art and Criticism”, in Britten on Music, ed. Paul
Kildea, 237.
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Cons. We should lose the magic of the Japanese names, & atmosphere…85

It is evident from the very beginning of this excerpt how attention to sound and
atmosphere, rather than music or plot, are the primary forces driving Britten’s creation of
this work. On the surface, any church would provide the various acoustic possibilities
available to a composer with a facility for timbre and overtones. No doubt he was already
beginning to formulate how “the place of [the orchestra], long entrances” or the ability of
the chorus to move freely would factor into the work’s sonic presentation. Furthermore, it
is apparent Britten would not be adapting Nō vocal practices, as a desire to avoid pastiche
took precedent over retaining authentic masks.86
But the naming of a particular church makes this letter essential for an
understanding of Curlew’s development. “Orford Church” of course refers to the Parish
Church of St. Bartholomew, the very space where Noye’s Fludde was premiered. For Britten
St. Bartholomew was not only an excellent acoustic space, but also an embodiment of the
musical connection he had with his social and geographical place. In his Aspen address, he
explained: “I do not write music for posterity… I write music, now, in Aldeburgh, for people
living there, and further afield, indeed for anyone who cares to play it or listen to it. But my
music now has its roots, in where I live and work.”87 Thus I think it fair to say that when
“Orford Church” sprung to mind for Curlew -- just as Noye’s Fludde was to be staged only in
churches or large halls rather than in theatres or opera houses -- it was as much an
85Britten,

in Letters from a Life: The Selected Letters of Benjamin Britten, 1913-1976,
vol. 5: 1958 – 1965, ed. Philip Reed, Mervyn Cooke (Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 2010), 121.
86 Cooke, Britten and the Far East, 143. In his response, Plomer likewise referenced
his fear of creating a “pasticcio grosso,” though his trepidation for setting it in a church is
plain.
87 Britten, “On Receiving the First Aspen Award,” in Britten on Music, ed. Kildea, 262.
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ideological impulse as it was a practical one.88 This ideal locale provided also another
crucial aspect: the “contact with [the] audience”.89 While Britten’s personal spirituality was
ambiguous, his love for communal music making centered in Christian tradition was not.
Thus the church setting is not merely thematic. It is instead based on a deep-seated desire
for an inclusive sonic space.
This inclusive aesthetic is central to Nō presentation as well, reflected in the very
construction of the stage. The Nō stage projects into the audience space, subtly
strengthening the connection and reinforcing the notion of a unified soundscape. A roof
above the stage itself frames the drama while recalling a temple and lending an air of
sanctity to the proceedings. Nō stages traditionally have painted backdrop images of
nature, suggesting an even greater degree of physical openness and spiritual
timelessness.90
In order to recreate this setting in a church while avoiding a “pastiche” of Buddhist
influences, director Colin Graham conceived a stage that would intentionally augment this
sense of inclusion. His final designs (Figure 3.1) clearly reflect this concept, the round
shapes indicating flexibility and a lack of separation between performers and audience.
While the orchestra is not completely onstage as in Nō, the apparent shallowness of the pit
speaks to a degree of equality between actors and instrumentalists, while also facilitating
musical interactions without a conductor. A version of hashi-gakari, the bridge from stage
to masking area, is retained, symbolizing a link between the real and the supernatural.91

John Bridcut, Britten’s Children (London: Faber and Faber, 2006), 9.
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90 Cooke, Britten and the Far East, 133.
91 Wade, Music in Japan, 79.
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Despite the anxieties that Britten expressed to Plomer, it is clear that he and his
collaborators managed to retain many of the central tenets of Nō. While they certainly did
not recreate a “Japanese atmosphere,” the physical alterations and considerations that
went into utilizing a space of Christian worship leads to many of the same aesthetic ideals
occurring in Curlew. Most notable is what I would call an ethos of interactivity.

Fig. 3.1a: Colin Graham’s stage design for
Curlew, from an audience perspective.

Fig. 3.1b: Graham’s stage design from above,
labeling orchestra placement and stage
entrances.
Both from Britten, Curlew River: A Parable for
Church Performance, 142-43.

In my view, the selection of Orford Church and its subsequent modifications is an invitation
to the audience for a greater type of sonic awareness, fueled not just by theatricality but by
an accessible soundscape. This sonic awareness is not related to any comprehensibility of
the music itself, but rather a manifestation of temporal and spatial connections. Because
this is all done in the context of a ritual and a space of religious devotion, there is an added
level of expectation pushed upon the audience. Deep listening is, in many ways, a moral
imperative and a spiritual act. Britten’s interest in writing music that combines
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professional and amateur performance has been well documented, but this work serves as
an apt representation of music meant for serious listening across musical spectrums. As
Chris Chowrimootoo has noted in studying Britten’s relationship to middlebrow audiences,
Curlew “mobilized ritualistic forms… to encourage a reception more symbolic than
literal."92
The ways in which Britten affirmed the dramatic potential of Nō conventions are
evident via their inclusion in Curlew. Yet from his letter to Plomer we perceive that there
was an aspect of the performances he witnessed in Japan that could not be transferred to a
Christian context: the dramatic content. If this paper thus far has purposefully avoided
delving into the plot of Curlew and its Nō counterpart Sumidagawa it is in order to
emphasize how Britten used sound and atmosphere as sources of drama independent from
a theatrical story. With that accomplished, we can now more readily understand how the
aesthetic concepts behind the work relate to the plot itself.
Sumidagawa was codified in the early 15th century by Kanze Motomasa, the
grandson and son of Kan’ami Kiyotsugu and Zeami Motokiyo, respectively. Credited with
developing the modern incarnation of Nō as a courtly practice, Kan’ami and Zeami
developed a strong relationship with shōgun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, allowing them to
establish it as the most prominent theatrical genre during the Muromachi period (1336 –
1573). Categorized as a kyōjomono (drama of madwomen), Sumidagawa features the shite
in the madwoman role and focuses on this character as the spiritual center of the play.
The play begins with the introduction of the ferryman, who is waiting for travelers
upon the banks of the Sumida River. He also declares that a memorial service is being held
Christopher Chowrimootoo, “Middlebrow Modernism: Britten’s Operas and the
Great Divide” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2013), 225.
92
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on the other shore, to which all are invited. Soon a merchant comes along, singing a
traveling song about the river before asking the ferryman to help him. They see the
madwoman approaching and decide to wait for her, hoping to be entertained. She also
sings a traveling song, but reveals that she is wandering in search of her lost son, stolen
from her by slave traders.
While the ferryman and his passengers at first laugh at the woman, they are moved
when she quotes a passage from the Tales of Ise, a 9th-century collection of Japanese
poetry. In the poem, a man sees Miyako (“capital”) birds and is reminded of his lover in the
distant capital, asking the birds to tell him if she lives or has died. Responding to the
woman’s plight, the chorus asks the Miyako birds where her son is. It is interesting to
consider how the characters orient themselves in relation to their environment. As the site
of encounter between these different individuals, the Sumida River creates tension
between the concepts of travel as opposed to wandering. The appeal to the birds
meanwhile is a recognition of their mobility above and around the river, while the people
must face it as an obstacle.
After they all board the ferry, the traveler notices a crowd gathered on the far bank.
The ferryman tells a tale of a young boy who was left in the village to die by slave traders a
year ago. Knowing he was ill, the boy asked the local people to bury him by the road,
reciting Buddha’s name as he died. In recognition, the people are holding a memorial
service. Upon arrival the traveler leaves the boat to offer his prayers, but the woman,
emotionally distraught, questions the ferryman about the boy. She realizes the boy was her
son, lamenting that she travelled so far to find but a tomb. Pitying her, the ferryman helps
her pray while giving her a ceremonial bell to strike while the chorus reflects on the
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truthful sorrow of this sad world. But as she sings “Hail Amida Buddha,” the boy’s voice
emerges from the grave. As the chorus describes the scene, the boy appears before the
mother but slips away when she tries to touch him. The play ends with the woman weeping
on her son’s tomb, while the sun rises to the East.
Curlew’s story arc is similar, but with some telling details that are important to
understand the “Christianizing” of the story by Britten and Plomer. As part of her
introduction, the madwoman specifies that she her home is “near the Black Mountains…far
in the West.”93 In addition to the gendered and psychological othering that occurs in the
original Nō play, Curlew’s madwoman also experiences a geographical estrangement. The
monks affirm the separation caused by the landscape with their recurring chorus regarding
the river and the two kingdoms it divides: “Between two kingdoms the river flows, On this
side the Land of the West, On the other, the Eastern fens.”94 As in Sumidagawa, the crossing
of the river reflects the movement between spiritual and physical worlds. But perhaps
more importantly, this journey is the moment when the woman’s wondering is put to rest,
dissolving her ignorance of her son’s whereabouts.
Upon the realization of the boy’s identity, the chorus sings the hymn Custode
hominum as the mother reprises her musical themes in rapid succession. That is, until the
final verse (“Sanctae sit Triadi”) when the boy’s spirit is heard singing the hymn as well. His
voice is alone in singing the concluding “Amen”, and, according to Britten’s stage
instructions, he appears in full view above the grave. The boy consoles his mother, telling
her “And in that blessed day, we shall meet in Heav’n.” Through this Christian affirmation,
the mother is cured of her madness, utterly transformed through her son’s martyrdom.
93
94
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Ibid., 11 - 12.

63
This is a stark contrast to the ending of Sumidagawa, where the mother’s madness is made
worse by her discovery.
Nō scholarship indicates that Motomasa desired a child actor to appear on-stage in
performances of Sumidagawa, while Zeami thought he should only appear in the mother’s
imagination. In Curlew River, this moment of apotheosis is challenging to grasp, in part
because it bucks the conventions that Britten laid out for his new genre of ritual
performance. The robing and masking ceremony at the beginning was an invitation for the
audience to witness a physical transformation, while also allowing them to fully recognize
the roles with their associated actors and their voices. Here however, the disembodied
voice of the child is impactful precisely because it avoids this type of physical recognition.
Whereas the drama thus far is driven by physical gesture and a manipulation of space, the
climactic spiritual moment is delivered sonically. When the boy appears he does so robeand mask-less, unburdened by theatrical expectation.
This discussion surrounding the boy’s spirit serves as a useful metaphor for
considering Curlew River as a whole. Scholarship about this work has overwhelmingly
focused on the materials that Britten is extracting from other sources including medieval
mystery plays, Nō, and other Asian musical traditions. While I recognize the validity of
these arguments, I believe it is not enough to think of Britten merely as some sort of
operatic mad scientist. It is clear that the creative process behind Curlew River was aimed
at reimagining these traditions and their musico-dramatic components, rather than simply
transplanting them into new contexts. By navigating the complexities of these various
conventions, Britten and his collaborators effectively renewed these genres, lending to
them a social relevancy and spiritual resonance, as well as creating a brand-new spectrum
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of acoustic possibilities. As a result, the newfound genre of church parable is not merely a
spiritual lesson, but a theatrical one as well. After the final “Amen”, the Abbot steps forward
once more to address the audience:
Good souls, we have shown you here, how in sad mischance, a sign was given of God’s
grace. A vision was seen, a miracle and a mystery, at our Curlew River.95
While he emphasizes the “vision” of God’s grace at the Curlew River, the true lesson here is
that of the sonic imagination, creating a soundscape of inclusivity and acoustic miracles.
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Chapter 4

After the Flood: Britten, Moonrise Kingdom, and the Cycle of Theatrical Renewal

A calling card of Wes Anderson’s directorial style is the repeated use of a particular
musicians works throughout a film, designing the soundtrack around the featured artist
and giving their songs significant narrative voice. In her discussion of “Auteur Music,”
Claudia Gorbman uses the term mélomane to describe directors whose love of music is such
that it becomes “a key thematic element and marker of [their] authoral style.”96 The
definition certainly applies to Anderson, the music in question primarily being 1960s and
70s British pop rock. Rushmore (1998) features songs by Cat Stevens alongside the music of
the British Invasion. The Kinks take center-stage on the soundtrack to The Darjeerling
Limited (2007), while Burl Ives reappears throughout the stop-motion animated Fantastic
Mr.Fox (2009). In Moonrise Kingdom (2012) Anderson broke from the familiar field of 60s
and 70s pop rock, instead organizing the film around the music of Benjamin Britten. In an
interview shortly after the film’s premiere at the Cannes Film Festival, Anderson explains
why Noye’s Fludde features so prominently:
“The movie's sort of set to it. The play of Noye's Fludde that is performed in it—my older
brother and I were actually in a production of that when I was ten or eleven, and that
music is something I've always remembered, and made a very strong impression on me.
It is the color of the movie in a way.”97
Claudia Gorbman, “Auteur Music,” in Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in
Cinema, ed. Daniel Goldmark, Lawrence Kramer, and Richard Leppert (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2007), 149.
97 Russell Platt, “Benjamin Britten’s ‘Moonrise Kingdom,’” in The New Yorker (August
6, 2012).
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Crucially, Britten’s music is not “set” to the movie, but the other way around. Just as Noye’s
Fludde was itself structured around a preexisting theatrical framework, Britten’s piece has
come full circle as both the structure and “color” of a new performance. This chapter
explores how Noye’s Fludde and other of Britten’s works are utilized in Moonrise Kingdom.
By recreating Noye’s Fludde as a play within a film, Anderson stages a contingent process of
spiritual and artistic redemption. In the end, Noye’s Fludde becomes a magically repurposed
cultural artifact, receiving new life via its inclusion in Anderson’s film.
At this point a brief summary of the film will be helpful for contextual purposes.
After Sam and Suzy meet at a performance of Noye’s Fludde, they fall in love and plan to run
away together into the wild; Suzy from her home and Sam from his troop of Khaki Scouts.
They are pursued by Suzy’s parents, the bumbling Scout Master and his troop, and the
lonely Police Captain Duffy Sharp. Though the children succeed in making it to their
destination (a cove which they rename Moonrise Kingdom), their pursuers catch and
separate them. It is revealed that Sam is an orphan when his foster-family will refuse to
take him back, condemning him to juvenile refuge. Feeling sorry for Sam, the scout troop
frees Sam and Suzy before staging a fake wedding service for the two. When a violent
hurricane hits the coast the whole cast is forced to seek refuge in the church, and Sam and
Suzy attempt to escape once more by climbing to the steeple. Sharp succeeds in saving
them while also securing legal custody of Sam, saving him from the orphanage and keeping
the children together.
As Anderson stated, Noye’s Fludde functions as the central thread of the film: Sam and
Suzy meet during a performance the summer of 1964, and the climax of the film occurs
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when the hurricane cancels a performance at the same church a year later. More
importantly, both the film and the play stage similar conflicts between children and adults,
innocence and experience. In an interview conducted by Terry Gross on the National Public
Radio program Fresh Air, Anderson discusses how his storybook-like movie is really a
“memory of fantasy:”
Then I realized that that is sort of exactly what the movie is. It's - I remember the
emotion of feeling like I was falling in love at that age, 12 years old, and how powerful it
was and sudden, and kind of inexplicable. And yet in this - you know, I - nothing
happened in my case. But the - so the fantasy - so I think it's a fantasy that I would have
had at that age, would have envisioned. And these two characters, they are hit by the
same sort of thunderbolt - if that's a word, thunderbolt … they're determined to act on it
and see it through.98
In this way, Moonrise is not merely a staging of youthful innocence, but an effort to reclaim
it, literally, from the clutches of adulthood, embodied by the unfaithful, sad, and depressed
grown-ups of the film. To Anderson, Britten’s music was an ideal way to recover the fantasy
of youth: “I feel like the Britten music is full of possibility and sort of opening up to the
world and there's something grand about it.” He goes on to contrast Britten with the other
recurring musician of the film, “And this Hank Williams is really about loss and what you've
learned to live with.”99
While not pitting innocence and age as diametric opposites, Noye’s Fludde continues
in the film to uphold the value of youthful music as a force of renewal and reconciliation.
The first portion of the pageant heard (via flashback) is the end of God’s declamation of the
Wes Anderson interview with Terry Gross, Fresh Air, NPR, May 29, 2012.
Ibid. William’s music serves a dual purpose throughout the film, at once
sympathizing with the lonely adults while providing an ironic commentary on the
appropriation of Native American names and artifacts. His cartoonish song “Kaw-Liga”
plays as the children embark on the Chickasaw Trail, his overt racism pairing with the
violent pursuit of the Khaki Scouts.
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oncoming flood: “And that I have made through my mightes, Now thinke I to destroye.” The
camera cuts to Noye as he implores his family and the audience to join him on the ark, his
cries of “Tarry ye not” in D minor alternating with bugle calls in B-flat major. Zooming out
we see a much more elaborate set than Britten and Graham original design, though with
the same mechanical transparency. A young man clearly visible on stage shakes a thunder
sheet, while a group near the bottom of the stage wave the blankets representing the
waves. As if to emphasize the limitations of scale and production, the camera cuts to the
orchestra, crunched together next to the organ. Meanwhile Sam sits in the audience, bored.
He leaves his pew and, taking us further into the machinery of the pageant, walks past
costumed children as they prepare to process into the ark, followed by another group
playing their recorders. He wanders the halls of the church until he stumbles upon the girls’
dressing room, where Suzy and the other “birds” are doing their makeup. He strolls in
confidently, asking Suzy what kind of bird she is. She replies that she’s a raven before the
director comes in to shoo Sam out. Returning to the stage filled with animals, Suzy (as the
raven) appears atop the ark as the children continue their chant of “Kyrie Eleison.” As Sam
waits in the school bus to leave, one of Suzy’s fellow birds brings him a note with Suzy’s
address and instructions to write to her.
Anderson’s staging of this scene draws attention to the willfully mechanical quality
of Noye’s Fludde, emphasizing its structurally transparent nature. Sam moves from the
congregation to the backstage area with relative ease, reflecting the familiarity that Britten
intended the audience to have with the people and spaces involved in the play. The opening
of Moonrise epitomizes this concept, repeatedly panning through the Bishop household to
illustrate Suzy and her family’s daily life. The camera moves from room to room to
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illustrate the separation of the various members of the family: her three younger brothers
play, her father never looks up from his newspaper, and her mother is constantly attending
to her hair and makeup. Meaninwhile, Suzy repeatedly stares directly into the camera or
looks at it through her binoculars, silently pleading for escape from the dull and navelgazing lifestyle of her family. As James MacDowell suggests, the combination of camera
recognition and planar camera movement exemplifies a purposeful self-consciousness to
the construction of a scene “made to look faintly ridiculous by virtue of [the] composition’s
rigidity.”100 Anderson’s world is patently false from the outset, yet its construction and
mechanical repetition make the viewer yearn for immersion.
Anderson plays similar tricks with the soundtrack, forcing us to hear one piece of
music as two separate source materials; a theatrical and auditory “double-vision.” The
scene begins with one of Suzy’s brothers putting a record on a children’s record player. It
begins with a boy’s voice: “In order to show you how a big symphony orchestra is put
together, Benjamin Britten has written a big piece of music.” The record is, of course, The
Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, Britten’s 1945 narrated educational work. But in this
context, the piece loses its instructional role to become an emotional commentary: just as
the narrator explains how the “four different families of the orchestra” will play Purcell’s
theme, Suzy’s family is divided into four incompatible components. And while the work’s
presentation via a child’s record player is reminiscent of the novel intent, the track is
manipulated to fluctuate between the grainy, diegetic sound of the player and a richer,
fuller live orchestral sound. A Young Person’s Guide is simultaneously a subject of
Anderson’s world and an external commentary on it.
James MacDowell, “Wes Anderson, Tone and the Quirky Sensibility,” in New
Review of Film and Television Studies 10 no. 1 (2011), 8.
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Anderson applies the same technique to Noye’s Fludde when it returns at the film’s
climax. By this time the impending storm has become severe, and everyone seeks refuge at
church where another performance of Britten’s pageant was canceled. As Sam’s troop of
Khaki Scouts enters the church, some children sit near and listen to a record player playing
Noye’s Fludde, specifically the hymn “The spacious firmament on high.” The adults bicker
about how to find the children as they watch silently from the balcony, wearing the
production’s animal costumes. The church’s power is suddenly knocked off by the weather,
but the music continues with the organ interlude that would normally lead to the fifth verse
of the hymn. The power returns but Sam and Suzy have climbed onto the roof. As police
Captain Sharp climbs onto the roof to find them, the musical continuity of Noye’s Fludde is
ruptured when it returns to the animals’ recessional, bugle calls and cries of “Alleluia,
Alleluia!” audible over the pouring rain. The march pattern continues as Sharp moves
towards the tower the children are sitting on. Just as they are contemplating jumping off
together, Sharp interrupts them and tells Sam he wants to legally adopt him, meaning that
he will be close to Suzy. The texture of the processional builds, and Sam grabs Sharp’s hand
as a crack of lightning hits the tower. It is destroyed, but the three are able to hold onto
each other and the rope tied around Sharp’s waist. “Don’t let go,” he says to Sam, as the
choir sings one more exultant “Alleluia!”
An immediate cut shows the rubble of the church the next morning, but the
soundtrack reverts back to the homophonic rendering of “The spacious firmament on high”
as a narrator describes the storm’s extreme damages. Just as the interlude before the final
verse beings to play, a sudden cut brings us back into the Bishop house, where Suzy, her
brothers, and Sam are once again listening to A Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra. The
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record’s narrator is explaining how Britten has put all the orchestral families back together,
just as the Bishop family has been put back together. Right before the final fugue, the boys
shut it off and Britten’s “Cuckoo!” (from the children’s song cycle Friday Afternoons) ends
the movie as Sam leaves and assures Suzy “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Anderson imbues Britten’s works, and Noye’s Fludde in particular, with a new
dramatic agency and emotional resonance. As Noye’s Fludde was once a fusion of musical
sources, Moonrise Kingdom merges these disparate pieces into a cohesive narrative
structure. To do this Anderson ruptures the temporal continuity of the pieces themselves
and manipulates the boundaries of the very world he is creating. Like Britten’s processes in
creating Noye’s Fludde and Curlew River, Anderson deconstructs these cultural relics to
make them new. In the cycle of theatrical renewal, Britten and Anderson embrace the flood
and the opportunity for creative catharsis.
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