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The first concert of the Festival focuses on three of the pieces which the composer called, collectively, 
‘Canticles’.  Within the œuvre of Benjamin Britten, the five Canticles comprise one of the most coherent 
single groups, rich in musical detail and emotional content.  They provide a marvellous compendium of the 
composer’s vocal writing throughout the post-war period.  Stylistic parallels can be traced, in each piece, 
with his song-writing and also with his operas; but there is always a devotional element in the texts which 
finds ready reflection in the music.  Some of Britten’s most profound spiritual utterances are to be found 
here.   
 
We are presenting the three Canticles which require piano alone for their performance. (Canticle III 
includes horn obbligato and Canticle V, written after the composer/pianist was incapacitated by a stroke, 
has harp accompaniment.)  This gives us the opportunity to include other music for voices and piano, 
notably several of the Purcell realisations which were crucial in forming Britten’s vocal style.  Halfway 
through our programme, a secular Purcell duet, followed by the violent, not to say profane, excitement of 
The Ballad of Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard, take us away briefly from the world of spiritual 
contemplation. 

 
* 
 

Music for a while (John Dryden) (counter-tenor)                                          Henry Purcell (1659-1695),  
                                                                                                       realised by Benjamin Britten (1913-76) 
 
The earliest recitals which Britten performed with tenor Peter Pears  -  in Canada and the USA between 
1939 and 1942  -   would regularly feature the songs of Purcell.  Not satisfied with the Edwardian-sounding 
‘realisations’ then available, Britten started to make his own versions, a practise which continued when 
they were back in England.  After the war, Boosey & Hawkes began their publication of these realisations, 
spurred on by the honouring in 1945 of the 250th anniversary of Purcell’s death.  The preface which Pears 
and Britten wrote for these volumes contains a telling sentence:  “It has been the constant endeavour of the 
arranger to apply to these realisations something of that mixture of clarity, brilliance, tenderness and 
strangeness which shines out in all Purcell’s music.” 
 
Music for a while 
Shall all your cares beguile; 
Wond’ring how your pains were eas’d, 
And disdaining to be pleas’d 
Till Alecto free the dead 
From their eternal band; 
Till the snakes drop from her head; 
And the whip from out her hand. 
 
 
Canticle I: My Beloved is Mine (Francis Quarles), Op.40 (tenor)                                                     Britten 
 
The initial impulse for the first Canticle came from the composer’s love of the music of Purcell (as it had, a 
few years earlier, for Michael Tippett in the writing of his own cantata, Boyhood’s End).  “A new invention 



in a sense, although modelled on the Purcell Divine Hymns,” was Britten’s own description of My Beloved 
is Mine.  Peter Pears and the composer gave the first performance in 1947 at a memorial concert for Dick 
Sheppard, the founder of the Peace Pledge Union.  There are indeed similarities to the style of Purcell  -  
the division of the piece into various sections of ‘recitative’ and ‘aria’, a vocal line frequently laden with 
coloratura, even certain rhythmic characteristics (especially the dotted rhythms in the final section).  The 
choice of a 17th century text is also appropriate.   
 
There is nothing too mysterious about Britten’s use of the term ‘canticle’, at least in this, his first use of it.  
Quarles’s poem, from his Emblemes of 1635, is based on lines from the biblical Canticles (or Song of 
Solomon).  In succeeding works, Britten broadened the meaning of ‘canticle’ to include settings of poetry 
in various styles but always with a spiritual content.  In Canticle I, the soul speaks of its relationship with 
God in quasi-amorous terms (familiar from much 17th and 18th century writing and from the cantatas of J. S. 
Bach).  Also, as Humphrey Carpenter says, “Canticle I seems to be, as no other work had yet been, a happy 
celebration of the composer’s relationship with Pears.” 
 
Ev’n like two little bank-divided brooks, 
  That wash the pebbles with their wanton streams, 
And having ranged and searched a thousand nooks 
  Meet both at length at silver-breasted Thames 
    Where in a greater current they conjoin. 
So I my best beloved’s am; so he is mine! 
  
Ev’n so we met and after long pursuit 
  Ev’n so we joined.  We both became entire. 
No need for either to renew a suit, 
  For I was flax, and he was flames of fire: 
    Our firm-united souls did more than twine. 
So I my best beloved’s am, so he is mine. 
  
If all those glittering Monarchs, that command 
  The servile quarters of this earthly ball 
Should tender in exchange their shares of land 
  I would not change my fortunes for them all: 
    Their wealth is but a counter to my coin: 
The world’s but theirs; but my beloved’s mine. 
  
Nor time, nor place, nor chance, nor death can bow 
  My least desires unto the least remove. 
He’s firmly mine by oath, I his by vow. 
  He’s mine by faith and I am his by love. 
    He’s mine by water, I am his by wine: 
Thus I my best beloved’s am, thus he is mine. 
 
He is my altar, I his holy place. 
  I am his guest and he my living food. 
I’m his by penitence, he mine by grace. 
  I’m his by purchase, he is mine by blood. 
    He’s my supporting elm and I his vine: 
Thus I my best beloved’s am, thus he is mine. 
  
He gives me wealth: I give him all my vows: 
  I give him songs, he gives me length of days. 
With wreaths of grace he crowns my longing brows 
  And I his temples with a crown of praise 
    Which he accepts: an everlasting sign 
That I my best beloved’s am, that he is mine. 



 
 
Lord, what is man? (William Fuller) (baritone)                                                   Purcell, realised by Britten 
 
Most of Purcell’s devotional songs were originally published in his Harmonia sacra: or Divine Hymns and 
Dialogues.  Britten arranged what he called Three Divine Hymns, published in 1947, of which Lord, what is 
man? is the first.  It was premiered by Pears and Britten in the Wigmore Hall on 21 November, 1945  -  the 
250th anniversary of Purcell’s death. 
 
Lord, what is man, lost man, 
That Thou shouldst be so mindful of him? 
That the Son of God forsook his glory, His abode, 
To become a poor, tormented man! 
The Deity was shrunk into a span, 
And that for me, O wond’rous love, for me. 
 
Reveal, ye glorious spirits, when ye knew 
The way the Son of God took to renew  
Lost man, your vacant places to supply; 
Blest spirits tell, 
Which did excel, 
Which was more prevalent, 
Your joy or your astonishment, 
That man should be assum’d into the Deity, 
That for a worm a God should die. 
 
Oh! for a quill, drawn from your wing 
To write the praises of eternal love; 
Oh! for a voice like yours to sing 
That anthem here, which once you sung above. 
Hallelujah! 
 
 
 
 
 
Canticle II: Abraham and Isaac (Chester Miracle Play), Op.51 (counter-tenor/tenor)                      Britten 
 
Canticle II, a setting of a scene from one of the medieval Chester Miracle Plays, was written early in 1952 
for the touring concerts of Britten’s English Opera Group.  Its premiere was given in Nottingham by 
Kathleen Ferrier, Pears and the composer.  After Ferrier’s sadly early death in 1953, the first recording was 
made by Pears, Britten and a brilliant boy treble, John Hahessy.  This kind of casting, however, would 
always have balance problems in live concerts.  As far as the composer was concerned, the ‘authentic’ 
performance was finally achieved by his discovery of the counter-tenor, James Bowman, who sang Oberon 
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1967 and then Canticle II and Canticle IV (the latter being written for 
him  -  see the second half of our concert). 
 
It is a masterly fusion of play, cantata and operatic scena.  At the opening, the voice of God is depicted by 
two voices not quite in unison.  (Tippett called this “one of the wonderful things in Ben’s music”.)  God 
tells Abraham to sacrifice his son.  As father and son set out on their journey, they sing a duet which Britten 
later used in his War Requiem (in the setting of Wilfred Owen’s bitter rewriting of the biblical story).  
Abraham is forced to admit what the boy must undergo; after Isaac’s tranquil acceptance of his fate, 
dramatic tension rises almost unbearably over a slow funeral march until God intervenes with a tremendous 
thunder crash.  Because of Abraham’s piety, Isaac is reprieved; the two voices sing a joyful Envoi  -  “Such 
obedience grant us, O Lord.” 
 



God speaketh: 
Abraham! My servant, Abraham, / Take Isaac, thy son by name, / That thou lovest the best of all, / And in 
sacrifice offer him to me / Upon that hill there besides thee. / Abraham, I will that so it be, / For ought that 
may befall. 
 
Abraham riseth and saith: 
My Lord, to Thee is mine intent / Ever to be obedient. / That son that Thou to me hast sent / Offer I will to 
Thee. / Thy bidding done shall be. 
 
Here Abraham, turning to his son Isaac, saith: 
Make thee ready, my dear darling, / For we must do a little thing. / This woodë do on thy back it bring, / 
We may no longer abide. / A sword and fire that I will take, / For sacrifice behoves me to make; / God's 
bidding will I not forsake, / But ever obedient be. 
 
Here Isaac speaketh to his father, and taketh a bundle of sticks and beareth after his father, and saith: 
Father, I am all ready / To do your bidding most meekëly, / And to bear this wood full bayn am I, / As you 
commanded me. 
 
Here they both go to the place to do sacrifice. 
 
Abraham:  Now, Isaac son, go we our way / To yonder mount if that we may. 
 
Isaac:  My dear father, I will essay / To follow you full fain. 
 
Abraham being minded to slay his son Isaac, lifts up his hands, and saith the following: 
O! My heart will break in three, / To hear thy words I have pitye; / As Thou wilt, Lord, so must it be, / To 
Thee I will be bayn. / Lay down thy faggot, my own son dear. 
 
Isaac:  All ready, father, lo it is here. / But why make you such heavy cheer? / Are you anything adread? 
 
Abraham:  Ah! Dear God! That me is woe! 
 
Isaac:  Father, if it be your will, / Where is the beast that we shall kill? 
 
Abraham:  Thereof, son, is none upon this hill. 
 
Isaac:  Father, I am full sore affeared / To see you bear that drawnë sword. 
 
Abraham:  Isaac, son, peace, I pray thee, / Thou breakest my heart even in three. 
 
Isaac:  I pray you, father, layn nothing from me, / But tell me what you think. 
 
Abraham:  Ah! Isaac, Isaac, I must thee kill! 
 
Isaac:  Alas! Father, is that your will, / Your ownë child for to spill / Upon this hillës brink? / If I have 
trespassed in any degree / With a yard you may beat me; / Put up your sword, if your will be, / For I am but 
a child. / Would God my mother were here with me! / She would kneel down upon her knee, / Praying you, 
father, if it may be, / For to save my life. 
 
Abraham:  O Isaac, son, to thee I say / God hath commanded me today / Sacrifice, this is no nay, / To make 
of thy bodye. 
 
Isaac:  Is it God’s will I shall be slain? 
 
Abraham:  Yea, son, it is not for to layn. 
 



Here Isaac asketh his father’s blessing on his knees, and saith: 
Father, seeing you mustë needs do so, / Let it pass lightly and over go; / Kneeling on my knees two, / Your 
blessing on me spread. 
  
Abraham:  My blessing, dear son, give I thee / And thy mother’s with heart free; / The blessing of the 
Trinity, / My dear son, on thee light. 
 
Here Isaac riseth and cometh to his father, and he taketh him, and bindeth and layeth him on the altar to 
sacrifice him, and saith: 
Come hither, my child, thou art so sweet, / Thou must be bound both hands and feet. 
 
Isaac:  Father, do with me as you will, / I must obey, and that is skill, / Godës commandment to fulfil, / For 
needs so it must be. 
 
Abraham:  Isaac, blessèd must thou be. 
 
Isaac:  Father, greet well my brethren ying, / And pray my mother of her blessing, / I come no more under 
her wing, / Farewell for ever and aye. 
 
Abraham:  Farewell, my sweetë son of grace! 
 
Here Abraham doth kiss his son Isaac, and binds a kerchief about his head. 
 
Isaac:  I pray you, father, turn down my face, / For I am sore adread. 
 
Abraham:  Lord, full loth were I him to kill! 
 
Isaac:  Ah, mercy, father, why tarry you so? 
  
Abraham:  Jesu! On me have pity, / That I have most in mind. 
 
Isaac:  Now, father, I see that I shall die: / Almighty God in majesty! / My soul I offer unto Thee! 
 
Abraham: To do this deed I am sorrye. 
 
Here let Abraham make a sign as though he would cut off his son Isaac’s head with his sword; then God 
speaketh: 
Abraham! my servant dear, / Lay not thy sword in no manner / On Isaac, thy dear darling. / For thou 
dreadest me, well wot I, / That of thy son has no mercy, / To fulfil my bidding. 
 
Abraham riseth and saith: 
Ah, Lord of Heav’n and King of bliss, / Thy bidding shall be done, i-wiss! / A hornëd wether here I see, / 
Among the briars tied is he, / To Thee offered shall he be / Anon right in this place. 
 
Then let Abraham take the lamb and kill him. 
 
Sacrifice here sent me is, / And all, Lord, through Thy grace. 
 
Envoi:  Such obedience grant us, O Lord! / Ever to Thy most holy word. / That in the same we may accord 
/ As this Abraham was bayn; / And then altogether shall we / That worthy King in heaven see, / And dwell 
with Him in great glorye / For ever and ever, Amen. 
 
 
INTERMISSION 
 
 



When Myra sings (George Granville) (tenor/baritone)                                         Purcell, realised by Britten 
 
Britten’s version of this duet, made for the concert at the 1971 Aldeburgh Festival which included Canticle 
IV, was sung there by Pears and John Shirley-Quirk. 
 
When Myra sings, we seek th’enchanting sound, 
And bless the notes which do so sweetly wound; 
What music needs must dwell upon that tongue 
Whose speech is tuneful as another’s song? 
 
Such harmony, such wit, a face so fair, 
So many pointed arrows who can bear? 
The slave that from her wit or beauty flies, 
If she but reach him with her voice, he dies. 
 
 
The Ballad of Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard (anon.) (choir)                                                Britten 
 
In November 1943, Britten wrote to a friend:  “I am quickly scribbling a short choral work for a prison 
camp in Germany where some friends are.”  This Ballad was, indeed, written at the request of Richard 
Wood, whose sister Anne had been in the BBC Singers with Pears before the war and who was a prisoner 
of war at Eichstätt in Germany.  There he organized and conducted a male-voice choir, who premiered the 
work as part of an ambitious music festival in February 1944.  Britten found the words in the Oxford Book 
of Ballads. 
 
As it fell on one holy-day, 
    As many be in the year, 
When young men and maids together did go 
    Their matins and mass to hear, 
 
Little Musgrave came to the church door, 
    The priest was at private mass -  
But he had more mind of the fine women 
    Then he had of Our Lady’s grace. 
 
The one of them was clad in green, 
    Another was clad in pall, 
And then came in my Lord Barnard’s wife, 
    The fairest amongst them all. 
 
Quoth she, ‘I’ve loved thee, Little Musgrave, 
    Full long and many a day.’ 
‘So have I lov’d you, my fair ladye, 
    Yet never a word durst I say.’ 
 
‘But I have a bower at Bucklesfordberry, 
    Full daintily it is dight, 
If thou’lt wend thither, thou Little Musgrave, 
    Thou’s lig in my arms all night.’ 
 
With that beheard a little tiny page, 
    By his lady’s coach as he ran, 
Says, ‘Although I am my lady’s foot-page, 
    Yet I am Lord Barnard’s man!’ 
 
Then he’s cast off his hose and cast off his shoon, 



    Set down his feet and ran, 
And where the bridges were broken down 
    He bent his bow and swam. 
 
‘Awake! Awake! thou Lord Barnard, 
    As thou art a man of life, 
Little Musgrave is at Bucklesfordberry 
    Along with thine own wedded wife.’ 
 
He callèd up his merry men all: 
    ‘Come saddle me my steed; 
This night must I to Bucklesfordb’ry , 
    F’r I never had greater need.’ 
 
But some they whistled, and some they sang, 
    And some they thus could say, 
Whenever Lord Barnard’s horn it blew: 
    ‘Away, Musgrave, away!’ 
 
‘Methinks I hear the threstle -cock, 
    Methinks I hear the jay; 
Methinks I hear Lord Barnard’s horn, 
    Away Musgrave! away!’ 
 
‘Lie still, lie still, thou Little Musgrave, 
    And huggle me from the cold; 
’Tis nothing but a shepherd’s boy 
    A-driving his sheep to the fold.’ 
 
By this, Lord Barnard came to his door 
    And lighted a stone upon; 
And he’s pull’d out three silver keys, 
    And open’d the doors each one. 
 
He lifted up the coverlet, 
    He lifted up the sheet . . . 
 
‘Arise, arise, thou Little Musgrave, 
    And put thy clothès on; 
It shall ne’er be said in my country 
    I’ve killed a naked man. 
 
I have two swords in one scabbard, 
    They are both sharp and clear; 
Take you the best, and I the worst, 
    We’ll end the matter here.’ 
 
The first stroke Little Musgrave struck 
    He hurt Lord Barnard sore; 
The next stroke that Lord Barnard struck 
    Little Musgrave ne’er struck more. 
 
‘Woe worth you, woe worth, my merry men all, 
    You were ne’er born for my good! 
Why did you not offer to stay my hand 
    When you saw me wax so wood? 



 
For I’ve slain also the fairest ladye 
    That ever wore woman’s weed, 
Soe I have slain the fairest ladye 
    That ever did woman’s deed. 
 
A grave, a grave,’ Lord Barnard cried, 
    ‘To put these lovers in! 
But lay my lady on the upper hand, 
    For she comes of the nobler kin.’ 
 
 
Evening Hymn (William Fuller) (counter-tenor)                                                Purcell, realised by Britten 
 
This is the third of the Three Divine Hymns, Britten’s versions of which were published in 1947.  It was 
premiered at a concert in the National Gallery on 23 November, 1945.  The song was very popular in the 
17th century and remains one of the best-loved in Purcell’s output.  The increasingly rhapsodic vocal line is 
placed above one of Purcell’s favourite devices, a recurring ground bass. 
 
Now that the sun hath veil’d his light 
And bid the world goodnight, 
To the soft bed my body I dispose, 
But where shall my soul repose? 
Dear God, even in Thy arms, and can there be 
Any so sweet security! 
Then to thy rest, O my soul! and singing, praise  
The mercy that prolongs thy days. 
Hallelujah! 
 
 
Magi videntes stellam (choir)                                                                                                                  anon. 
 
The plainsong is the Antiphon before the Magnificat at First Vespers for the Feast of the Epiphany.  (It will 
be quoted in the piano in Canticle IV when the Magi reach the end of their journey.) 
 
Magi videntes stellam, dixerunt ad invicem:  Hoc signum magni Regis est:  Eamus, et inquiramus eum,  et 
offeramus ei munera, aurum, thus et myrrham. 
 
The wise men, seeing the star, said one to another: This is a sign of the high King.  Let us go and search for 
him and offer him gifts, gold, frankincense and myrrh. 
 
 
Canticle IV: Journey of the Magi (T.S.Eliot), Op.86 (counter-tenor/tenor/baritone)                          Britten 
 
James Bowman, Pears, John Shirley-Quirk and the composer premiered Canticle IV at the 1971 Aldeburgh 
Festival.  During the poet’s lifetime, Britten had set nothing by T. S. Eliot.  Perhaps it is significant that the 
composer had been awarded the Order of Merit in 1965, two months after the death of Eliot, who had 
belonged to the Order (limited to 24 members at one time); he may have regarded himself as, in a sense, 
taking on the mantle of the older man.   
 
Journey of the Magi is suffused with doubt and equivocation in its depiction of the Three Kings’ journey to 
Bethlehem, the uneasy rocking of the piano introduction evoking the slow progress of three camels across 
the desert.  The opening lines are taken from a sermon by the early 17th century divine, Lancelot Andrewes 
(a link back to the world of Canticle I).  Later, we hear of the distractions and disillusionments that might 
have caused the Kings to abandon their quest.  An exotic texture is created by the combination of the three 
voices, speaking as one voice, as it were, or completing one another’s sentences.  When, against all 



expectations, they find the Child, at Eliot’s resonant word ‘satisfactory’, Britten introduces in the piano the 
plainsong Magi videntes stellam  -  a sudden vision of divine grace.  The Kings cannot recapture the 
radiance of that moment; indeed, they are altogether unsure of what they found at the end of their journey.  
But, when they have finished singing, the piano postlude raises the possibility of hope. 
 
    ‘A cold coming we had of it, 
Just the worst time of the year 
For a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter.’ 
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 
Lying down in the melting snow. 
There were times we regretted 
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 
And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty, and charging high prices: 
A hard time we had of it. 
At the end we preferred to travel all night, 
Sleeping in snatches, 
With the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 
 
    Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation, 
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 
And three trees on the low sky, 
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 
But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 
 
    All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 
This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or Death?  There was a Birth, certainly, 
We had evidence and no doubt.  I have seen birth and death, 
But had thought they were different; this Birth was 
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death. 
 
 
 
 


