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Benjamin Britten’s Temporal Variations
An Enigma Explored: Part Two

George Caird
Oxford, England, UK

In this second of two articles (first article see The Double Reed Vol. 42 No. 3, pp. 64-96) 
George Caird discusses Benjamin Britten’s interest in writing for the oboe and compares 
the Composition Sketch and Fair Copy of Temporal Variations with the published editions 
in probing many questions on the creation of this remarkable work.

Britten and the Oboe

Britten wrote four works for the oboe during 
his lifetime, a number only exceeded by 
works for piano, voice, violin and cello. 
No other wind instrument received such 
attention from the composer and it is 
therefore worthwhile to reflect on why 
this might be. Having included the oboe, 
oboe d’amore and cor anglais in some of 
his earliest works, Britten records his fas-
cination with the instrument on hearing 
Léon Goossens perform at a Queen’s Hall 
Prom on 2 October 1930: ‘Goossen’s Oboe 
Concerto (‘beautiful, monotonous, impos-
sibly gorgeously, immortally played by 
Léon’).1

There are subsequent diary entries which 
confirm Britten’s admiration for Goossens’ 
playing such as on 27 November 1930: 
‘Orchestra not too good, but L. Goossens adorable’ and on 25 February 1932: ‘ Léon 
plays Eugene Goosen’s attractive(ly) Oboe Conc. superbly as can only he’.

There is no hard evidence that Goossens directly commissioned the Phantasy Quartet 
Op. 2 on which Britten began work on the 9 September 1932 but on 17 October, the 
composer records ‘Go to R.C.M. in morning to see Léon Goossens about my Oboe 

Léon Goossens, photo by 
Peggy Delius, c. 1934
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Quart.’. The Quartet was entered for the Daily 
Telegraph chamber music competition on 29 
October but the prize on this occasion went to 
Elizabeth Maconchy’s Oboe Quintet. The work was 
to produce great outcomes for the composer—a 
broadcast performance by Goossens the following 
August and, in 1934, an invitation to the ISCM 
Festival in Florence where Goossens played the 
work with the Griller Quartet.

Goossens had begun teaching at the Royal 
College of Music in 1924 and during the 1920s 
built up the premier oboe class in the country. 
His students included Terence MacDonagh, who 
later was to succeed him at the RCM and Evelyn 
Rothwell (Barbirolli) who established a worldwide 
reputation as an oboist and teacher herself. Many 
of Goossens’ students enjoyed successful careers 
and it is interesting that three of these were to 
give the premières of Britten’s subsequent works 
for the oboe. Goossens played throughout his 
career on a Lorée oboe which became a symbol 
of his magical playing and of his influence on 
the tonal possibilities of the instrument. This 
early, slender instrument, very different from its 
modern counterpart, was light in sound but had 
wonderful tonal possibilities. It was the model 
for the English Louis oboes made between the 
two World Wars that many of Goossens’ students 
would have played on, if not a Lorée.

Britten’s interest in the oboe in his early years 
is further borne out by his use of the instrument in his Op. 1 Sinfonietta, in many of his 
film scores including the Rossini-based The Tocher, Coal Face, Ways of Communication 
(for piano and wind quintet) and God’s Chillun.2 It is not surprising then that, on entering 
the Royal College of Music in 1930, he had quickly got to know and worked with some 
of its oboe students, notably Sylvia Spencer, Natalie Caine and Joy Boughton.

Born in 1909, Sylvia Spencer joined the Royal College of Music Junior Department 
in 1923 as a violin student, taking oboe lessons as a second study with Léon Goossens.3 

Evelyn Rothwell (Barbirolli), 
Sylvia Spencer and Natalie 

Caine (1930s newspaper, com-
pliments of Gabriel Anderson).

Sylvia Spencer in 1936: 
commissioned the Two Insect 

Pieces but withdrew from 
the first performance of 

Temporal Variations 
(photo by Claude Harris, com-
pliments of Gabriel Anderson).
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She continued as a senior student from age 17 with Goossens as her teacher, progressing 
to professional work as his second oboe and eventually becoming 2nd oboe of the 
City of Birmingham Orchestra in 1928. Spencer only held this position for two years, 
returned to London in 1930 on full graduation from the RCM and thereafter freelanced.

Spencer’s connection with Benjamin Britten probably came through the RCM as 
Britten began his studies there in September 1930 and Spencer would have remained 
in contact with the College in the years following her graduation. It is interesting to 
note that she had already asked him for a trio for flute, oboe and piano for the Sylvan 
Trio by the 3 April 1933 when Britten recorded in his diary that he was to write ‘a 
Suite for Fl. Ob. Pft. commissioned by Sylvia Spencer’.4 On 25 July that year, she also 
deputised for Goossens in a rehearsal of the Phantasy Quartet. More than a year later, 
she performed this work with the renowned Griller Quartet at a Contemporary Music 
Society concert: ‘Sylvia Spencer and the Grillers play my quartet very beautifully; not 
perfectly, but with imagination, and spirit. It goes down well, after that they play the 
Prokofiev Quintet brilliantly...’ 5

Despite in the end not being involved in the première of the Temporal Variations, 
Spencer remained friendly with the composer. She made contact with him in 1943 
after his return from the USA, asking after a copy of his folk song arrangement of I 
wonder as I wander which she had obviously considered performing, playing the one-
voice piano part on the oboe. A postcard from Britten to her, dated 8 June 1943, was 
interestingly inconclusive:

Sorry for long silence, but work and ‘flu have completely occupied me these last 
months. Sorry, also, that I can’t or couldn’t let you have a copy of ‘I wonder as 
I wander’—copyright reasons outside my control! But I hope they’ll get straight-
ened someday, as I want to hear you blow it - Best wishes, Benjamin Britten6

Born in 1908, Natalie Caine went to school at Southwold in Suffolk, and was initially 
a pianist and composer, coming to the oboe late.7 On entering the Royal College of 
Music her life changed on hearing Sylvia Spencer play the oboe and Caine immediately 
asked Goossens for lessons. Her progress was rapid and soon she was performing at a 
high level. In 1933 she deputised in rehearsals of Britten’s Phantasy Quartet and thus 
got to know the composer. This connection may well have led to her involvement in 
the première of the Temporal Variations as, with both Sylvia Spencer and Joy Boughton 
discounted by November 1936, Britten may well have been instrumental in turning to 
another RCM connection.
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In later life and after World War II, Caine played notably with the Philharmonia 
Orchestra, taught at the RCM and Junior RCM and is on record playing the cor anglais 
in trios with Sidney Sutcliffe and Roger Lord. Her students, Janice Knight and Carolyn 
King 8 remember a modest, highly musical and supportive teacher who spoke little of 
past glories. But it is known that Caine, on hearing of the eventual publication of the 
Temporal Variations with the apparent ‘altered’ dedication from her to Montagu Slater, 
was deeply hurt by this. Caine played on an English Louis instrument, made in the 
style of the old Lorée instruments such as Goossens’.

The third student of Goossens who was associated with Britten is perhaps the most 
important in being the player for whom the composer wrote Six Metamorphoses after 
Ovid, Op 49. Joy Boughton is less relevant to a study of the Temporal Variations save 
that she was approached to play the première. However, as the daughter of the composer 
Rutland Boughton, and a player who grew up in the artistic atmosphere of her father’s 
Glastonbury Festival, it is not surprising that she became the player of choice for the 
English Opera Group when it was formed after the Second World War. She in many 
ways personified Britten’s fascination with the oboe which combined the ‘impossibly 
gorgeous immortal’ playing of Goossens with an artistic freedom, a mixture that could 
cast light on the works that the composer wrote for the instrument.

So, in tracing Britten’s connection with the oboe through these players of the instru-
ment, another question emerges. Might the oboe itself have become significant to the 
composer? Britten’s visit to Barcelona in April 1936, just as he was working on Our 
Hunting Fathers, was for the first performance of his Suite for Violin & Piano Op. 6 with 
the violinist Antonio Brosa. The performance took place on the hill, Montjuïc, where 
previously it had been intended to hold an anti-fascist Olympics.9 Here, Britten heard 
a band accompanying some Sardana dancing outside the Town Hall, remarking on the 
Catalan shawms, the tible and the tenora, in an observation that may prove significant 
when we consider the composer’s choice of instrument for the Temporal Variations:

In afternoon to various places with (Brosa) & Peggy & to the big reception in 
the Generalidad? (Generalitat)—with infinite speeches. But afterwards the 
Saltaders danced to the enchanting music (more powerful oboes (tiglis?) in 
the Square’.10

As a result of hearing this Catalan music, Britten collaborated with the composer 
Lennox Berkeley, who was on the visit to Barcelona, to write the suite Mont Juïc based 
on Catalan tunes. This four-movement suite was eventually completed in 1938 with two 
movements by each composer. The power of the tible and tenora seem to be captured 
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in the third and fourth movements that Britten composed, though it should be said 
that the alto saxophone solo might well have been a choice by Britten as the best way to 
emulate these Catalan wind instruments. The published edition of Mont Juïc provides 
an ossia for clarinet in the absence of a saxophone in performance. This is in contrast 
to Our Hunting Fathers, where the saxophone solo in Messalina is offered an ossia on 
the cor anglais in the Fair Copy.11

But, while the saxophone and clarinet may have fulfilled some of the qualities that 
Britten heard in this folk style, it is the double-reed oboe that provided more qualities for 
the works that Britten chose to write for it. It is interesting to note the use that Britten 
makes of the oboe in Our Hunting Fathers where in both his Composition Sketch and 
the Fair Copy he explicitly selects the oboe for certain passages. This will be discussed 
further when we look in detail at the Temporal Variations.

Thus Britten may well have wanted to put across the visceral tone of such folk music 
in parts of his Temporal Variations and, as in his later work, Six Metamorphoses after 
Ovid, to ask the oboe to combine the sweetness of Goossens’ playing with the Dionysian 
abandon of a folk oboe. The connection between the ancient double-reed aulos, argues 
Linda Ardito,12 represented the opposite of Apollo’s lyre as a symbol of perfection and 
order and was associated with ‘the Dionysian cult and accompanied dance, poetry, 
song and drama in rituals of praise for Dionysus (Bacchus), god of wine, fertility and 
mysticism’. In connection to this point, Natalie Caine reported that Britten had asked 
that the lower notes in the Oration of Temporal Variations should not hold back and 
be more raw sounding.13

This quality is important in seeking to answer the question as to why Britten chose 
the oboe for his Temporal Variations. The idea that the composer may have held a special 
regard for the instrument as one that could play with exquisite refinement on the one 
hand whilst also fulfilling a kind of primaeval role as a folk instrument seems to give 
credence to the creation of the Temporal Variations and the later Six Metamorphoses 
after Ovid.

Could this idea have been particular to Britten himself or a shared view with others? 
It is interesting to note that in an undated radio play, Oboe at Esop, by Montagu Slater,14 
a scientist, Professor Thomas Oboe is visiting Esop City to advise its plastic factory on 
why its ground-breaking, clear plastic products were mysteriously disintegrating. He 
suggests that he has the answer: the plastics are suffering from a kind of virus that can 
only be treated by high frequency sound waves ‘such as made by an alternating current 
between two quartz plates’. His machine to produce these waves appears to convince 
the local scientists that he is right and in conducting the necessary experiments Prof. 
Oboe first emulates an oboe, then drums, fiddles, bassoons and cor anglais. He admits 
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at this stage that the power produced by these waves is probably what the Pied Piper of 
Hamelin used in leading the rats and the children away from town in that famous story.

This surreal script goes on to relate that Prof. Oboe then gets involved with the local 
scientists and with Esop’s burghers and at the end of the play it appears that Professor 
Oboe, the scientists and many burghers have disappeared. How might Slater have thought 
of the oboe as the basis for this parable on the power of music over people? In addition 
to his collaboration with the composer on Peter Grimes, Slater was later to be involved 
in the creation of the 1946 Instruments of the Orchestra film for which Britten wrote The 
Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra. And surely this stemmed from Slater’s long-held 
interest in musical instruments, a subject he would have enjoyed sharing with Britten.

The Manuscript Sources

As with many of Britten’s works the manuscript sources of the Temporal Variations consist 
of a Composition Sketch and a Fair Copy together with a number of discarded pages.

Signed by the composer and dated 12 December 1936, there is a complete manuscript 
Composition Sketch of 30 pages with a cover sheet entitled Temporal Variations and 
bearing a dedication to Montagu Slater.

Of the thirty pages in the Sketch, one is blank (page 6) and two are discarded pages, 
one (page 23) being from the Polka and the other (page 28) from the Resolution. Both 
discarded pages contain some different material from the final version. In addition, 
the Sketch papers contain two discarded versions of Variation IV, Exercises (A1 and 
B1–2), an early version of the ending of the song Underneath the abject willow (A2), 
one discarded version of the opening of Variation VI, Chorale (C1) and an opening of 
a fair copy of the oboe part with piano cues (D1).

The Fair Copy is incomplete and consists of a Title Page with no dedication but with 
Britten’s signature, the Theme and Four Variations all in the hand of Grace Williams 
(pp. 1–16) and Variation V, VI and part of VII (pp. 17–23) in the hand of the composer. 
It is clear from markings in the Composition Sketch that Variations VII, VIII and the 
Resolution in this version (pp. 23–30 overmarked 25–32) were used for the first perfor-
mance as the Fair Copy was not complete in time.

The oboe part consists of a third signed cover sheet in Britten’s hand, a discarded 
sketch page for solo instrument and piano (unidentified), the Theme and variations up 
to the Commination in Grace Williams’ hand (pp. 1–15) and Chorale to the end of the 
work in Britten’s hand (pp. 17–21).

The three cover sheets are intriguing. The third of these is appended to the Fair 
Copy and Oboe part, signed in Britten’s hand, marked ‘Oboe and Piano’ and entitled 
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‘Temporal Suite’, but with no dedication on it. It could be that this title sheet was the 
one in place right up to the first performance or even until Britten reviewed the work in 
January 1937. It might then have been replaced by the existing dedicated cover sheet to 
the Composition Sketch. When such a replacement took place is uncertain as the Fair 
Copy cover sheet is already entitled Temporal Variations, implying that the renaming 
of the work took place on or shortly before the première (see illustration on p. 73 of 
Part One, The Double Reed, Vol. 42 No. 3).

The Composition Sketch and Fair Copy are remarkably similar in text though there 
are a number of differences of detail. From these, the following observations should 
be recorded:

Theme, bar 13. The Composition Sketch seems to imply a semiquaver a’’ in the oboe 
part. This is corrected to a quaver in the Fair Copy:

Theme, bars 17 and 18. The Fair Copy has a crossed out septuplet in the piano part 
with a feint rewritten sketch for these bars which has led to the editorial decision in 
the published edition:

Theme, bars 18–20. The Composition Sketch has the left hand of the piano written, 
as with earlier bars, an octave higher but unlike the earlier bars there is no ‘8ve basso’ 

Ex. 1: Composition Sketch

Ex. 1a: Fair Copy

Ex. 2: Fair Copy
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Temporal Variations Sketch: Theme page 1
(Britten-Pears Foundation)
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Temporal Variations Sketch: Theme page 2 with Britten’s 
pencilled changes (see page 7) 

(Britten-Pears Foundation) 
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marked. Britten writes ‘8ve basso last line?’ and then ‘> p.2 l.l b.2’, probably meaning 
‘page 2, last line, bar 2’. Grace Williams puts the whole of these three bars down the 
octave and this is how the passage appears in the published edition. It could be that 
the intention was initially to leave the last two bars (19 and 20) an octave higher than 
published.

Oration, bars 25 and 26. The Composition Sketch puts the 3/4 bar in C time and it 
appears to have a Gf’’ in the piano corrected to Gn in the Fair Copy:

In the following bar 26, both the Composition Sketch and the Fair Copy have the oboe 
playing its final six note group marked as a triplet 3, where the printed edition settled 
for marking the group with a sextuplet 6:

Oration, bar 32 in the Composition Sketch piano part, is slightly different:

Ex. 3: Composition Sketch

Ex. 4: Composition Sketch

Ex. 3b: Composition Sketch

Ex. 3a: Fair Copy

Ex. 3c: Published Edition

A
RT

IC
LE

S



11

Note should be made that the slur and diminuendo in the middle of bar 33, present in 
both Composition Sketch and Fair Copy, is omitted from the published edition.

Britten writes three bars with a different sequence of notes at bar 33 in the Composition 
Sketch only to cross them out and substitute the passage that goes into the Fair Copy:

The March contains an intriguing metrical ambiguity in the Composition Sketch as has 
been pointed out by Stephen Powell.15 Britten writes both C and 12/8 time signatures in 
the Sketch and thereafter writes much of the music in 4/4 excepting the triplet groups. 
Thus in passages where a single quaver is followed by a rest, Britten only writes a single 
(duple) quaver rest (bars 45, 46, 51, 52, 53 and so on). Equally, where he writes a dotted 
minim, this is followed by a crotchet beat as in bar 62 in oboe and piano:

Ex. 4a: Fair Copy

Ex. 6: Composition Sketch

Ex. 5: Composition Sketch (bars crossed out)
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This use of both metres at the same time is corrected in the Fair Copy to an exclusively 
12/8 variation. Interestingly, Colin Matthews reverts to the idea of using both metres 
by scoring the lower strings of this variation in 4/4 in his orchestration as will be dis-
cussed later.16

March, bar 60. The accents in the printed edition are ambiguous in the Fair Copy 
seeming to be diminuendi in the Composition Sketch:

March, bar 82. There is no ossia in the Composition Sketch. Might this have been added 
during rehearsals for the première?

Exercises. The two discarded pages (A1 and B1-2) both start on octave c’s in the piano 
which allows for a move upwards to quote the c sharp to d motif in bars 4 and 7 respec-
tively before moving to the Mars quotation (see p. 27). This touch is missing from the 
final published version. But by starting on f in the published edition, the semitonal rise 
to f sharp gives scope for a further rise to the ‘war-like’ and tritonal c.

Exercises, bar 129. There is no attacca in either Composition Sketch or Fair Copy, and 
‘pause’ is written in the Fair Copy. The question of continuity between the variations 
is discussed below.

Commination, bar 131. In the discarded page 28 in the Composition Sketch, Britten 
starts this variation after the first beat of the bar, leaving out the one-beat bar 130 that 
eventually became part of the final version. This discarded page has the first eight bars 
with a number of differences in the piano part whilst following the contour of the oboe 
part up to the g’ in bar 139.

Commination, bar 146. Britten writes ‘molto lento’ in the Composition Sketch in 
addition to ‘più lento’. He meant slow!

Ex. 6a: Composition Sketch Ex. 6b: Published EditionA
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Chorale, bar 166. An added bar in the Composition Sketch consisting of an E flat 
minor chord in the piano is bracketed and marked ‘Or’ by the composer. The bar is 
omitted in the Fair Copy:

Polka, bar 241. The Composition Sketch has a discarded page (23) with an earlier version 
of fifteen bars going into the piano theme at 249 where the oboe plays repeated quavers:

Ex. 7: Composition Sketch

Ex. 7b: Composition Sketch

Ex. 7a: Fair Copy
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Resolution. Colin Matthews has pointed out the presence of Grace Williams’ hand in 
some of the chords in the Composition Sketch. There is therefore no existing complete 
version of this variation in Britten’s own hand. In addition there are clarifying rests and 
pedal markings that could have been put in by Adolph Hallis for the first performance.

As already stated, there are other small differences between the Composition Sketch 
and the Fair Copy but none to make a substantive change to the final published edition 
save for the ones listed here.

The Published Edition

Edited by Colin Matthews and published in 1980, this edition is based on the unfin-
ished Fair Copy and the Composition Sketch for the final two variations and Resolution. 
Editorial decisions include:

1. Bars 17 and 18 of the Theme have been reworked in keeping with the sketched 
changes in the Fair Copy. The Theme still has 21 bars in Sketch, Fair Copy 
and Published Edition.

2. The final bar of the Chorale. The chord of E flat minor in the Composition 
Sketch and in bolder ink with ‘Or’ written below is deleted in both Fair Copy 
and the Edition.

The addition of suggested ‘attacca’ signs between most 
of the variations is a feature of the published edition. 
This is based on the implicit evidence that the work 
is supposed to flow from the Theme and through 
the variations in a continuous sweep even though 
every section ends with a double bar. The edition, 
therefore, supplies bracketed ‘attacca’ instructions 
in every case except for the end of the Waltz and 
the Polka where ‘pause’ has been written in to the 
Composition Sketch. This was the copy used by the 
performers at the first performance and therefore 
can be assumed to have authority. The edition makes 
the decision to add a pause on the bar line at the end 
of the Waltz whilst copying the Sketch’s pause mark 
over the final crotchet rest and not emphasising this 
with the word ‘pause’ as is the case in the Sketch.

Janet Craxton: gave the first 
modern performance of 

Temporal Variations with 
Ian Brown (piano).

A
RT

IC
LE

S



15

It should be noted, however, that the Fair Copy has ‘pause’ written at the end of 
Exercises (perhaps to allow the oboist to breathe) and ‘on’ written at the end of the 
Commination. Both manuscripts and the edition also have a comma written at the end 
of the March which can be interpreted along with a sense of ‘attacca’.

Temporal Variations for Oboe and String Orchestra 
Orchestration by Colin Matthews

With Britten’s reference to ‘a large and elabo-
rate suite for oboe & strings’ in his mind, 
the oboist Nicholas Daniel, who has had a 
long association with Britten’s oboe music, 
suggested to the composer Colin Matthews 
that the Temporal Variations be made into a 
work for oboe and strings. Matthews wrote 
in his introduction to the published edition:

... orchestrating the work turned 
out to present very few problems—
perhaps not surprisingly, when 
Britten’s next work was to be the 
Variations on a Theme of Frank 
Bridge, with Les Illuminations not 
far ahead.17

Matthews scores the work with a remarkable 
sensitivity to Britten’s compositional style 
based on the years of close work that he did 
with the composer. His approach did not try 
to emulate Britten’s other works for strings, 
such as the Variations on a Theme of Frank 
Bridge, as Matthews prefers to work directly 
from the original and to capture the spirit of 
the work itself.18 All five instruments (Violin 
1, Violin 2, Viola, Cello and Bass) divide 
at different times with the texture expanding to nine string parts from the middle of 
the Waltz onwards. The use of pizzicato chords against arco semiquavers played with 

Colin Matthews, composer: 
edited the first published edition 

and orchestrated Temporal 
Variations for oboe and strings 

(photo by Fiona Garden, 
property of NMC recordings)

Nicholas Daniel: played the 
first performance of Colin 
Matthews’ orchestration 

(photo by Jean-Baptiste Millot)
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mutes in the Theme gives immediate percussive and lyrical power to the accompani-
ment.  Here Matthews’ use of C time for the lower strings is in keeping with Britten’s 
ambiguity in the Composition Sketch, as shown in Example 6 above:

Matthews sets the opening of Oration in the violins alone giving the lower strings to 
accompany the oboe as it reaches its low register and then to reply to the opening as 
the oboe changes mood.

Snapped grace notes in the March hark back to Britten’s use of this effect in the Phantasy 
Quartet:

and Matthews deploys the cellos again with the basses to provide a sinister and sliding 
effect for the quote from Holst’s The Planets to accompany the oboe’s manic Exercises:

The strings unite to play repeated note triplets in the Commination before melting into 
a beautifully scored Chorale where Matthews brilliantly crosses the parts to provide 
singing lines for this hymn:

Ex. 8

Ex. 9

Ex. 10
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From the Waltz onwards, Matthews makes use of a range of string techniques to create 
a feeling of brilliance for the orchestra as the impetus of the work mounts. Culminating 
in the coup de grâce in the Resolution the combination of pizzicato and arco fortissimo 
create cluster chords that seem to explode in the air creating an amazing effect to 
support the oboe’s obsessive ending:

The first performance of this version took place in the Maltings at Snape at the 47th 
Aldeburgh Festival on 12 June 1994, with Nicholas Daniel (oboe) and the English 
Chamber Orchestra conducted by Steuart Bedford.

Ex. 11

Ex. 12
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Temporal Variations

One major question in relation to the Temporal Variations is why Britten thought to 
give this name to the work. During the autumn of 1936, Britten was still referring to it 
as ‘my oboe suite’ and the appearance of the full title seems to have come nearer to the 
moment when Grace Williams began copying the Fair Copy soon after 2 December. 
The title ‘Temporal Suite’ was certainly chosen in time for Britten to write this on the 
cover sheet of the Composition Sketch, with the change to Temporal Variations probably 
following soon after.

The word ‘Temporal’ has been a matter of debate since the work has come to light19 
with the majority of observations surmising that the word refers to the distracted times 
in which it was composed. Colin Matthews has indicated that ‘there must be some sort 
of clue in the variation ‘Commination’ whilst Mitchell and Evans suggested ‘It does 
not seem far-fetched to view the ‘Chorale’ as a profound plea which at the same time 
musically embodies the fractured hopes of the period’.20

Chamber’s English Dictionary gives the meaning of ‘temporal’ as ‘pertaining to 
time; pertaining to time in this life or world—opp. to eternal: worldly, secular or civil—
opp. to spiritual, sacred or ecclesiastical: pertaining to tense, or to length of syllable or 
vowel (gram.).

In the light of when the work was written the most plausible meaning is surely 
‘worldly’ or pertaining to the times in which Britten found himself. It is remarkable 
that within this concept Britten inserts two ‘spiritual’ variations, one portraying God’s 
anger (Commination) and the other pure peace (Chorale), qualified by the statement 
of the Theme in the oboe. It should be pointed out, however that, taking into account 
Britten’s genius for nuanced meaning and ambiguity (see Mervyn Cooke’s exposition 
of the composer’s mental agility21), the musical meaning of ‘temporal’ could also apply 
to metre - these variations take the Theme through a number of metrical changes that 
could on the surface explain the meaning of the word.

But the worldly/spiritual axis is much more likely to be the focus of this work when 
we consider its shape and content as a whole. The movement titles discussed below would 
indicate that the work has a story to tell, beautifully structured into a symmetrical and 
near-mirror structure. The Theme is followed by three ‘sinister’ variations that seem to 
indicate a descent from idea through movement to malign action, balanced by three 
‘reactive’ variations that seem to ascend from parody through anger to a reserved ‘reso-
lution’. In the centre of the work the stark and powerful Commination, full of fury, is 
balanced by a peaceful and reflective Chorale.
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The structure is given further shape by the use of three titles with nouns ending in 
the suffix ‘-tion’, words which denote an action or result from a verb. Added to the fact 
that ‘Variations’ is a similar word, perhaps denoting the reason for the change from 
the original title of ‘Suite’, there is a power derived from this shape:

Temporal Variations

Theme

Oration
March

Exercises

Commination
Chorale

Waltz
Polka

Resolution

The Variations begin in G minor and end in G major reflecting a major/minor 
tension that is discussed in a full analysis of the work by Mark Biggam.22 As Biggam 
states, the keys of the individual variations are related to the theme’s opening semitone 
of cs ’’–d’’, rising minor sixth to b f’’, downward step to a f’’, a further stepwise move 
to e f’’ before settling back on the opening cs ’’–d’’ motif. Britten integrates thematic 
material to tonality throughout in a flexible and inventive way.

I. Theme
The theme of the Temporal Variations is intriguing. Over a recitative-like accompani-
ment punctuated by chords that grow and descend from a quiet G minor opening to 
a climax on E flat minor, the theme is based on a telling semitone from Cs to D and a 
minor sixth to Bf . The semitonal descent of the bass-line to Ef’’ (bar 12) mirrors the 
rising sixth in the oboe theme, but where the theme introduces a tone drop to a f’’ in bar 
6, the bass-line moves up to F’’ in bar 17 and then finally on to Gf’’ in an ambiguous 
ending that might imply C flat major, but can be heard as a first inversion of D, the 
dominant of the opening G:
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Colin Matthews points out that this cs –d motif is exclusive to the oboe in the 
Theme with the piano playing all ten other notes from the chromatic scale—surely a 
sign of deliberate intent and significance.23 Note should be made here of the printing 
error in the piano part of the published edition where the left hand note groups do not 
correspond to the right hand notes, presented correctly in this example.

The semitone with which the work starts is perhaps significant as Britten makes use 
of this interval elsewhere. His song cycle, Our Hunting Fathers, has the oboe playing 
this cs –d motif in Rats Away! both at figure 5, and in the theme marked majestic, 
not slower after figure 13, as well as being part of the soaring theme at the Maestoso 
at figure 18. Joanna Bullivant points out that Rats Away! is especially modernistic in 
beginning with ‘almost expressionist fragments’ one of which has the oboe asserting 
this cs –d motif. These fragments illustrate Donald Mitchell’s point on the analogy of 
‘society and civilization assailed by rats, and particularly fascist rats, in Spain, Germany 
and....Italy’: 24

Ex. 13
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Later in the Epilogue of Our Hunting Fathers, after figure 61 a soaring violin solo begins 
with the interval d’’’–cs ’’’. This solo is given to the oboe in the Composition Sketch. 
Britten’s decision to change this to a violin solo in itself is an intriguing insight into 
the careful choices the composer makes on timbre and instrumentation. That the oboe 
was considered here is more evidence in this enquiry.

Stephen Powell has pointed out that the violin statement of a motto theme in the 
Prologue of Our Hunting Fathers is reiterated in the Epilogue at its climax which as 
a whole evokes the feeling ‘of walking through a quiet, smouldering body-strewn 
battlefield’.25 The connection between this motto theme and its instrumentation with 
the cs –d motif discussed here is a matter for further discussion. 

But, most significantly, in the final few bars of the Epilogue and Funeral March that 
concludes the work, Britten marks the oboe ‘Solo, espress.’ as it pointedly plays the motif. 
The Sketch and the Fair Copy take trouble to mark out this motif on a separate line and 
this is repeated in the published vocal score:

This last movement of Our Hunting Fathers also features a telling solo on the alto 
saxophone (bars 3–9) based on a sliding semitonal figure beginning on a’. The use of 
the saxophone both here and earlier in the work in its solo at the end of Messalina is 
interesting as another choice of instrumentation already discussed in connection with 
the Mont Juïc Suite.

Ex. 14

Ex. 15

Ex. 14a
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Furthermore and continuing our investigation, it should be noted that the cs –d 
motif, as used at the beginning of Rats Away! is pointedly played by all three oboes at 
the opening of the Scherzo in Ballad of Heroes (1939). The Scherzo is a setting of W.H. 
Auden’s Dance of Death, one of the poems that the poet gave to Britten in the coffee 
shop on the Tottenham Court Road in January 1937.

Even more significantly, Britten starts and finishes his Six Metamorphoses after Ovid 
with this interval, in Pan as part of the a–cs –d motif that defines this movement and 
in the tonality and conclusion of Arethusa:

More intriguing still is that the theme emerges again in altered form at the beginning 
of the War Requiem: 26

Later, Wilfred Owen’s words, Bugles sang, also include the line ‘voices of boys were by 
the river-side’ which seem to hark back to the earlier line in What passing bells: ‘not in 
the hands of boys, but in their eyes’ that is introduced by a telling oboe solo that includes 
the cs ’’(d f)–d’’–b f’’ notes of the Temporal Variations theme:

Ex. 16

Ex. 17

Ex. 18
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There are echoes of this shape in the final pages of the Requiem and fascinatingly 
the oboe at figure 124 echoes the saxophone solo from Our Hunting Fathers, marked 
cold and remote.

Just one year after the completion of the War Requiem, Britten was to write another 
choral work, Cantata Misericordium, to commemorate the centenary of the Red Cross 
held in Geneva on 1 September 1963. In Latin and based on the parable of the Good 
Samaritan, this remarkable work has widely been seen as a companion to the War 
Requiem whilst stressing reconciliation over the horror of war. Graham Elliott sum-
marises, ‘But in the cantata the anger and violence of war (and the divine wrath of 
Dies Irae) are absent: it is not the violence of attack on the traveller that is decried; the 
emphasis is on healing and reconciliation’27 In this context Britten yet again chooses to 
return to the shape of the cs –d motif within what Peter Evans describes at the begin-
ning of this work: ‘the motivic importance attached to an F sharp major triad plus D 
in the bass is established in the opening salutation of the merciful’28 The opening line 
of the soprano illustrates the melodic point:

Furthermore, in the opening section of the work the tenor and baritone soli together 
ask the question ‘but who is my neighbour’ in answer to the command ‘Thou shalt love 
thy neighbour as thyself ’. (Ex.20) This important moment is returned to in the final 
bars of the work when again, marked distinto, Britten couples the motif (and the D/F 
sharp major tonality of the work) with reconciliation or even a ‘resolution’: ‘Who your 
neighbour is, now you know’ (Ex.20a):

Ex. 19
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It can therefore be seen that the cs –d motif is one which Britten returned to again and 
again. In seeming to be a quotation from something prior to Our Hunting Fathers and 
certainly to have some extra-musical meaning, no full answer has been found as yet as 
to where this might have originated. But from the evidence here it seems that Britten 
retained this thematic material over many years as something symbolic and very much 
an example of his long-recognised pitch symbolism. 29

II. Oration
The first variation is characterised by trumpet-like arpeggiation in the oboe that moves 
the key from G minor to E flat major (Ex.21). The music has a strong, positive and at 
times angry character to it but the Theme’s opening motif is present in the piano’s bril-
liant flourishes and it then appears in the oboe’s second idea, a quiet, pleading figure 
that changes the mood radically (Ex.21a):

Ex. 20

Ex. 20a

Ex. 21

Ex. 21a
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This in turn is abruptly cast aside as the oboe returns to its opening oratorical figure, 
the variation ends with a cadenza-like flourish in the oboe and the piano erupts into 
a tirade of notes that cascade down to a low Bf’’, the dominant of E flat but in itself a 
significant pitch for this work.

Britten’s choice of the title ‘Oration’ for his first variation, is surely of significance. 
Auden’s focus on oration in The Orators has already been discussed and the connection 
in this work between the idea of the individual ‘hero’ being pitted against the authori-
tarian polemic of dictatorship might offer a real reason for this title here. Auden’s Look, 
Stranger! offers a telling stanza in linking oratory with politics at the beginning of one 
of its poems:

The chimneys are smoking, the crocus is out in the border;
The mountain ranges are massive in the blue March day;
Like a sea god the political orator lands at the pier;
But, O, my magnet, my pomp, my beauty,
More telling to heart than the sea,
Than Europe or my own home town
To-day is parted from me
And I stand on our world alone.30

In addition, on the 23 January 1936, Britten attended the first performance of Frank 
Bridge’s Oration for cello and orchestra. Whether this work influenced the use of an 
oration in the Temporal Variations is not known but we should also note that Britten 
used the second of Frank Bridge’s Three Idylls for String Quartet Op. 6 for the Variations 
on a Theme of Frank Bridge Op. 10 written the following year in 1937.

Chambers Dictionary has the definitions of ‘oration’ as ‘a formal speech; a harangue’ 
and this second meaning could be closer to Britten’s intention of evoking the spirit of 
a polemical speech. Cicero’s orations can be cited here as examples and it is interesting 
to note the great Roman poet’s most famous line ‘O tempora, o mores’ from his fourth 
oration against Verres and Catiline, that deplored the corruption and morals of the 
times. Could this movement be another classical reference from a composer who drew 
on the classics throughout his life? 31

III. March
From the depths of the piano’s finish to the Oration, the ternary form March begins in 
the distant key of E minor with arpeggios rising to ds ’ in the oboe reminding us of the 
ever-present semitone that underpins the work as a whole. The piano however replies 
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to the oboe with unrelated and shifting harmonies that eventually pull the key of the 
variation towards A flat—again a key that is derived from the theme. The oboe’s ds ’ is 
also converted to an e f’ and acts as a dominant to the A flat major-minor tonality of 
the middle section:

In contrast to the March that begins the Phantasy Quartet, this March has a strong 
and almost sinister quality to it, perhaps suggesting the kind of marching that was on 
the rise in Germany in the 1930s. Britten’s Marcia in his Cello Sonata, Op. 65 of 1961 
could be seen as derived from this movement and would offer a good comparison for 
a quicker March tempo. 32 The snapped accompanying figure in the oboe in the outer 
sections contributes to the military character which is alleviated by the middle section 
where oboe and piano combine to play music with a haunting lilt to it - seemingly a 
personal comment on the outer sections of this movement.

It should be noted that Britten wrote his Pacifist March in the late autumn of 1936 
after a discussion with Ronald Duncan on 30 November and just as the Temporal 
Variations was being created.33 Here Britten creates a similar pace to the Temporal 
Variations’ March but with lines such as ‘In our heart we’ve no hate but complaint’, the 
sentiment is passionate but a less menacing one.

IV. Exercises
The character of the March moves naturally and attacca into the energetic and virtuosic 
variation, Exercises. Again the music draws on the Theme’s rising semitone in both 
oboe and piano, moving the key towards D with continuing ambivalence between 
major and minor.

Characterised by upward leaps and semitonal gestures both upwards and, at the 
climax downwards from e f’’’ to d’’’, the oboe appears to be practising technical exer-
cises in a rather formulaic way, punctuated and echoed by the piano accompaniment:

Ex. 22
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But these are no ordinary exercises as there is an obsessive and rather menacing feel to 
this music which rises to a climax before descending in a cadenza-like cascade into the 
following dark Commination variation. Britten emphasises a war-like mood by directly 
quoting from Gustav Holst’s Mars from The Planets:

Could these Exercises, therefore, reflect the kind of military or athletic exercises con-
nected with the rise of the Nazi regime in Germany? The Berlin Olympics opened on 
1 August 1936 and the world could see the propaganda arising from this, including 
military marches and fitness exercises 34 that were all the rage in the years between the 
World Wars. Furthermore, it became compulsory in 1936 for all young people to belong 
to the Hitler Youth organisation which advocated physical exercise as an important 
part of its aims. In Britten’s visits to the cinema that year, it is very likely that he would 
have seen the Pathé News on one or more of these occasions showing massed exercises 
before and during the Olympics, both in Germany and England.

V. Commination
Again following on attacca from Exercises, Commination starts as a reprise of the Theme 
an octave lower and forte espressivo. The downward semitone of the recent cadenza is 
returned to the opening upward semitone and the mood is bleak. The piano re-establishes 
the G tonality before sliding semitonally, as in the Theme, towards E flat. But the oboe’s 
reiteration of the opening theme eventually fixes on B flat which, as Mervyn Cooke 

Ex. 23

Ex. 24
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has pointed out, is the key that Britten often associated with authority, discipline and 
repression.35 The exceptionally long Bf in the oboe at the end drives this point home:

In this extraordinary variation, Britten turns to the Anglican Book of Common Prayer 
for the service, A Commination or denouncing of God’s anger and judgements against 
sinners with certain prayers, to be used on the first day of Lent and at other times as the 
ordinary shall appoint.36 The service seeks to set out ‘God’s cursing against impenitent 
sinners’ who do not observe the Ten Commandments and as stated in the Book of 
Deuteronomy.37

Britten’s lifelong commitment to church music is well-documented38 and here in 
the Temporal Variations is a very specific reference to a liturgy that the composer must 
have encountered at some stage, remembering to make use of it at this appropriate time. 
The composer was given a copy of the Book of Common Prayer for his seventh birthday 
by his godmother Mabel Austin39 and therefore had access to the Commination service 
from an early age. However, despite his mother’s faith and commitment in later years to 
Christian Science, Britten was only an occasional church-goer. In 1936 his diary records 
one visit to church (probably St Cuthbert’s Church, Cubert) on 12 July when staying 
on his holiday in Crantock, Cornwall: ‘In aft. read & spend a long time at accounts 
(Business ones—somewhat behind hand) & then after tea go to a service at the local 
church—lovely little place—but miserable little service, with a stupid slack parson’.40 
With the idea of the oboe suite already in his mind but with no active work done at this 
stage, one can imagine the composer, bored with the service, leafing through the Book 
of Common Prayer and lighting on this most extraordinary rite at a time when the 
atrocities of the Spanish Civil War was giving him so much concern. And the memory 
of his visit to Barcelona in April would still be strongly in his mind.

Ex. 25
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The Commination is widely seen to be the Prayer Book’s version of the Catholic 
Dies Irae that Britten was to make use of many years later in the War Requiem. The 
‘Day of Anger’ mirrors the words of the Prayer Book’s Commination and it is therefore 
remarkable to note, as has been said already, that the War Requiem opens with the 
virtual quotation of the Theme of Temporal Variations.

For this reason alone, we can draw a direct line between Temporal Variations and War 
Requiem and wonder at the seeming preoccupation that Britten had with the overriding 
themes of war and pacifism as well as the musical indexing that he seems to have used.

VI. Chorale
The music and the mood dissolves into a Chorale, a moment that preserves Britten’s use 
of liturgy in this work whilst turning its direction in a significant way. The chorale is 
played pianissimo in the piano almost as an echo of a remembered past. There are no 
words and the metrical line-lengths would indicate that this is no ordinary hymn but 
perhaps an ‘Auden poem liturgically set’:

The key of E flat minor is indicated again occupying a tonality in relation to the opening 
Theme. But the oboe does something quite different. In an unrelated key and a minor 
third above the cs of the Theme, the semitone and rising sixth are stilly played like 
ghosts. The tritone relationship of the first and last notes of this variation with the 
soprano voice of the chorale, reinforce the sensation that piano and oboe are saying 
two different things, the one forgiving, the other restating a question. With this tritone 
hanging in the air at the end Britten now makes a remarkable decision for his Variations, 
he turns to Dance. (Ex. 27, see following page)

VII. Waltz
The tied-over e n ’’ in the oboe creates a sense of dislocation as the Waltz moves into 
E flat without establishing this key until the second iteration of the oboe tune. The 
Waltz starts therefore with a rather improvisatory feel to it. Here the rising semitone 

Ex. 26
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is present again but combined with leaps of minor sevenths and minor sixths. The b f’’ 
that is returned to repeatedly harks back to that note in the opening Theme of the work:

The middle section of this ternary dance moves to C major with a tritonal shift to G 
flat and a flat-key return to C. The busy trills in the piano remember the opening of 
the Oration but here the mood is much more humorous and seemingly light-hearted. 
The oboe eventually swings between En s and Ef s before the first section is reprised 
in E flat and in shortened form. The upward leaps are delightfully completed with an 
octave to top e f’’’, pianissimo and quizzical.

After the Commination and Chorale, Britten chose to balance his Suite with dances 
before a final ‘Resolution’ for the work. It is clear from the mood of this waltz and the 
following Polka that they are more parodies than real dances and that they echo the 
dance-theme that W.H. Auden had explored in The Dance of Death and Death’s Echo.

Britten had already written many waltzes including his Five Waltzes for Piano 
(1925) and the waltz in his Suite for Violin and Piano (1934/5), so it would be natural 
for him to turn to this form. His diaries record a liking for Viennese waltzes and it 
could be that he chose this ‘society’ dance to parody to contrast with the more earthy 
polka that would follow.

Ex. 27

Ex. 28
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VIII. Polka
The opening of this movement begins with a gs ’–a’’ snap in the piano, again a tritone 
away from the key of Waltz, but the oboe’s fs ’’ brings the music back to a firm D major 
tonality and the dominant that will land the variations back in G. The semitone motif 
becomes a downward seventh in the oboe to make a further snap in a moody and 
changeable variation. The short middle section tries to change the atmosphere with a 
reflective figure in the piano but the oboe insists on replaying the brusque polka theme 
winning the argument as both instruments finish in a shower of D major virtuosity 
with the cs –d semitone to the fore:

Originally a Czech dance, polkas were a very popular folk dance form across Europe 
and also in America in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Unlike the Waltz, there is 
no evidence of Britten being especially drawn to the Polka as a dance form, but could 
the unstable political situation in central Europe during the 1930’s have lead the 
composer to use a central European dance as a companion to the Waltz? The collapse 
of the Austro-Hungarian empire after 1918 was surely another major political issue that 
must have occupied the thoughts of such politically aware artists as Auden, Slater and 
Britten. Nicholas Daniel has pointed out, too, that in Czech, the Polka means ‘Polish 
dance’ giving an alternative origin and further food for thought on its significance in 
this work related to the politics of Europe in the 1930s.41

Superficially light in character, both the Waltz and the Polka are surely used here as 
ironic responses to an appalling world order. Perhaps Auden’s idea that ‘the desires of 
the heart are as crooked as corkscrews’ could be applied to this dance and here Britten 
offers a truly temporal parody to bring his suite towards the close.

IX. Resolution
The oboe proclaims the cs ’’–d’’ motif to announce a return to the Theme but now 
obsessively repeats this motif to the end. The incessant accent on the c#’ that has per-
sisted from the Theme onwards finally transfers to an accent on the d’ which in itself 
can be seen as a resolution.42 The piano adds splashes of colour marked sforzando and 
suggesting the tonalities of B flat, A, E, A flat amongst others before finally settling on 

Ex. 29
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Temporal Variations Sketch: final page with Britten’s 
signature and dated 12 December 1936.
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G. But this is also clouded by ambiguity and whatever musical resolution can be drawn 
is underlined by the final stark G and D with an added A in the bass:

Britten records in his diary on 12 December 1936:

..back here for dinner (to which George Hockey comes and is interesting about 
dancing at which he’s expert) & after that do the final ‘Resolution’ of the 
oboe suite which I hope will pass muster tho’ I can never judge till the next 
day. It is a relief to get it finished but I am not sure of the (value) standard of 
the work in it”.43

It is clear that Britten left the completion of the work to the last minute with the rehearsal 
and performance taking place on the following two days. Britten’s note also underlines 
the fact that dance was in his mind as he finished the Temporal Variations.

But what kind of resolution is this? The movement does complete a balanced struc-
ture for the work, bringing the mood of the Theme back with repeated utterances of 
the opening cs ’’–d’’ two-note motif, accompanied by a stark descending bass line 
to arrive on G, tempered by the added bass A, which Colin Matthews points out as 
the lowest note (‘Britten didn’t have a Bösendorfer’) but also a way to leave the work 
hanging in the air.44

However, the Resolution does not reprise the whole theme, only the first two notes 
like a single obsessive thought, which in the Theme are the notes given to the oboe 
alone. This is the motif at the end of Our Hunting Fathers, the motif that shapes Six 
Metamorphoses after Ovid and the opening notes of War Requiem. They leave a strong 
sense of conclusion to the Temporal Variations but with open-ended questions to ask 
about the nature of the work as a whole. Could it be that Britten is resolving (to do) 
something rather than writing a musical resolution? Could this be his pacifist stance 
in the way that the Pacifist March resolves to do just that?

Ex. 30
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The sheer power of this variation, marked forte or fortissimo with repeated sfor-
zandi and ending on a crescendo, seems therefore to complete a structure that frames 
a question rather than provides an answer. It is a structure that contains a frightening 
Commination that is ‘resolved’ by a Chorale and two seemingly militarist variations 
that are balanced by two parodied dances. By echoing the content and the mood of 
the opening Theme, the Resolution implies that the work’s ‘argument’ is paradoxical 
and enigmatic.

Conclusion

The Temporal Variations is a work which Britten put to one side in early 1937 and it 
was only after his death that the decision was made to perform it again and publish it. 
As a result it had no public status as a work during the composer’s lifetime and it has 
taken time for it to find its place. But it is clear that the work was written at a critical 
and developmental time in the composer’s life and that it contains music and thought 
of real significance.

Britten wrote the work at a time when the influence of W.H. Auden was at its keenest 
with the premiere of Our Hunting Fathers taking place weeks before that of Temporal 
Variations. Under this influence, Britten created his most telling work to date in this 
cycle for soprano and orchestra and followed it with a companion piece for oboe and 
piano that showed comparable strength and subtlety. The connection between these 
two works is clear but the use of the cs –d motif is a sign of a deeper connection which 
remains enigmatic. Nevertheless the political and social tensions of that time are surely 
to be felt in both works and our understanding of them accordingly affected.

The poet’s encouragement of Britten during the year of 1936 to ‘walk then, come, No 
longer numb, Into your satisfaction’ 45 adds another dimension to our understanding 
of Britten at the time of the Temporal Variations. On the one hand, Britten was chal-
lenged by Auden as he committed himself to the war effort in Spain. On the other hand, 
Montagu Slater’s Mother Comfort offers solace and his recorded connection with Britten 
on pacifism points to Britten’s future direction in this respect. The apparent sudden 
dedication of the Temporal Variations to Montagu Slater supports this view when we 
consider the Ballad of Heroes and Peter Grimes, a dedication to and a collaboration 
with Slater that were to follow. The themes of the lone outsider and the lone opposer to 
militarism are ones that would continue throughout the composer’s life from Pacifist 
March (1937)46 through Ballad of Heroes (1939), Sinfonia da Requiem (1940), War 
Requiem (1962), Cantata Misericordium (1963) and later still, Owen Wingrave (1970).
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The question of when Britten first thought 
of developing his ideas on pacifism towards a 
major choral work such as the War Requiem 
remains a matter of debate. It is unlikely that 
the composer had specific ideas about a war 
requiem as early as the 1930s but in the 1940s 
and 1950s there were a number of proposals 
that never came to fruition and these could 
have stemmed from discussions with W.H. 
Auden, Montagu Slater, Ronald Duncan or Eric 
Crozier.47 A Christmas Oratorio, based on an 
extended work of Auden, For the Time Being, 
was worked on from 1941/2 whilst Auden and 
Britten were in the USA, but the project was 
eventually abandoned. Later, in 1945, Ronald 
Duncan proposed his Mea Culpa to be an 
oratorio as a response to the dropping of the 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
Three years later, in 1948, the assassination of 
Mahatma Gandhi resulted in Britten consid-
ering, with Eric Crozier, a Requiem in his memory. And then in 1957, Ronald Duncan 
and Britten worked on an oratorio, St. Peter. Britten’s work on his operas from Peter 
Grimes in 1945 to A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1960, as well as many other works, 
probably prevented him from finding the time for such a major project. In 1948, he wrote 
to Ronald Duncan: “I told Ralph Hawkes that I wouldn’t accept any more commissions 
for 20 years (or thereabouts), because I am sick of having too much to do & not being 
able to do it properly. I will try & do Mea Culpa sometime but I daren’t tie myself at 
the moment.” 48 So while the composer could have been thinking of a War Requiem, 
the time was never right during those years, despite Ronald Duncan’s later view that 
it could have been written in 1946 had Mea Culpa been progressed.49 However, these 
unfulfilled projects can be seen along with the published works already mentioned as 
part of the composer’s continual returning to pacifist themes and thereby can all be 
linked back to Our Hunting Fathers and Temporal Variations.

With this in mind, we know that Britten worked on the Temporal Suite on the 1 
January 1937, just two weeks after the first performance. Could this be the day that 
Britten made the changes to Polka and Resolution (see manuscript sources above) and 
exchanged the old cover sheet, with no dedication, for the one with the dedication to 

Britten c. 1951 
(Britten-Pears Foundation)
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Montagu Slater? In doing this, Britten would be identifying the most significant influ-
ence in terms of his pacifist beliefs and certainly not acknowledging his extraordinary 
relationship with Auden, who was in a few days about to leave for Spain. Soon, too, 
Britten was to have to deal with his mother’s illness and death. A further question lies 
with whether the Temporal Variations was associated by the composer with these very 
bad times and hence a reason for putting it to one side. These are questions that, like 
the work itself remain unanswered.

In addition, the oboe has been shown to be an instrument that can deliver the power 
of the Oration as well as the sensitivity of the Chorale. It is an instrument that Britten 
knowingly chose for these purposes. But was this an instrument that had an even 
greater significance for the composer, one that could imitate a wasp and grasshopper, 
encapsulate the threat of the Theme and Oration of the Temporal Variations and later 
evoke the telling metamorphoses of Ovid? The evidence given here would suggest that 
this is indeed an area that requires further discussion.

But most importantly, this evidence argues that the Temporal Variations is pacifist 
in tone and one that makes a stand against the rise of the far-right and militarism that 
threatened Europe in the 1930s. Britten achieved this in a complex and subtle way, very 
much in keeping with the artistic approach of W.H. Auden in The Orators. Britten’s 
work with Auden on Our Hunting Fathers developed this approach in combining poetry 
and music and conveying the concerns and passions of the time. And the Temporal 
Variations followed soon after as a companion piece. Of course, music is music and the 
origin of its theme may never be known but it is hoped that this study will spur others 
to debate further its provenance and the place of the Temporal Variations in Britten’s 
work as a whole.

Correction: The first modern performance of Temporal Variations (as cited on p. 74 of 
Part One, The Double Reed, Vol. 42 No. 3), was the broadcast made by Janet Craxton 
with pianist Ian Brown, recorded on 28 March 1979 and broadcast on BBC Radio 3 on 3 
April 1980. The premiere of Two Insect Pieces was on 7 March 1979 at the Royal Northern 
College of Music, Manchester played by Janet Craxton with pianist John Wilson. The 
advertised pianist, Margot Wright, had withdrawn from this performance.

Music examples and editing, Stephen Powell.
Thanks to the many people who have helped me with my research including Gabriel 
Anderson, Nicholas Clark (Britten-Pears Library), Jane Craxton, Nicholas Daniel, Sarah 
Francis, Carol Leacock (Slater Estate), Peter Linnitt (Royal College of Music), Bruce 
MacRae (Faber Music), Colin Matthews, Fiona McHenry (British Library), Michael 
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Mullen (Royal College of Music), Emily Pailthorpe, Stephen Powell, Timothy Reynish, 
Anja Rohde (Rare Books Library, Nottingham University), Jane Salmon, and Richard 
Winterflood (Slater Estate).

21 June 2019
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George joined the Royal Academy of Music as professor of oboe in 1984, became Head 
of Woodwind in 1987 and Head of Orchestral Studies in 1989. In September 1993, George 
was appointed Principal of Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, Birmingham City University 
a post that he held until August 2010. From 2011–2016, George was Artistic Director of 
the Classical Music Academy, Codarts Rotterdam and from 2017–2018, interim Principal 
of the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama.

Endnotes

1 John Evans, Journeying Boy, p. 54.
2 Britten on Film (NMC records) and MS in Britten-Pears Library.

A
RTIC

LES



38

Benjamin Britten’s Temporal Variations—An Enigma Explored: Part Two

3 Programme of Commemoration Concert 7-3-1979, Royal College of Music, Sylvia 
Spencer Collection, MS 14271.

4 John Evans, Journeying Boy, p. 137.
5 Ibid., p 237.
6 Benjamin Britten, postcard MS, Sylvia Spencer Collection 13193, Royal College of 

Music.
7 The Guardian, Natalie Caine obituary, 17 February 2009.
8 Conversations with George Caird, 2019.
9 John Fuller: ‘Britten, Auden and the 1930s’ in Literary Britten, ed. Kate Kennedy 

(The Boydell Press, 2018).
10 John Evans, Journeying Boy, p. 347
11 Benjamin Britten, Our Hunting Fathers, Fair Copy MS, Arch. BBM/our_hunting_

fathers/1/5 Britten-Pears Library.
12 Linda Ardito, The Aulos: Symbol of Musico-Medicinal Magic (The Double Reed, Vol. 

22. No. 2, 2006).
13 Conversation between William Waterhouse and Natalie Caine reported verbally to 

George Caird, c. 1980.
14 Montagu Slater, Oboe at Esop, MS T 1/4/19, Manuscripts and Special Collections, 

University of Nottingham.
15 Stephen Powell: email to George Caird, 1 June 2019
16 Benjamin Britten orch. Colin Matthews, Temporal Variations, Theme (Faber Music, 

1995).
17 Benjamin Britten, Temporal Variations (1936) orch. Colin Matthews (Faber and 

Faber, 1995), Introduction.
18 Colin Matthews, conversation with George Caird, 12 March 2019.
19 Mark Biggam, Benjamin Britten’s Four Chamber Works for Oboe (University of 

Cincinnati, 2004), pp. 72 - 73.
20 Donald Mitchell and John Evans, Liner notes for Benjamin Britten Early Chamber 

Music, (Unicorn-Kanchana, DKP 9020, 1983).
21 Mervyn Cooke, ‘B flat or B natural? Pitch Symbolism in Britten’s Operas’ in Rethinking 

Britten, ed. Philip Rupprecht, (Oxford, 2013), p. 102ff.
22 Vincent Mark Biggam, Benjamin Britten’s Four Chamber Works for Oboe, (University 

of Cincinnati, 2001), pp. 74ff.
23 Colin Matthews conversation with George Caird, 12 March 2019.
24 Donald Mitchell, Britten and Auden in the Thirties (Faber and Faber), p. 34.
25 Stephen Powell, The Song Cycles and Canticles of Benjamin Britten, degree disserta-

tion, University of Wales, April 1982, p. 8.

A
RT

IC
LE

S



39

26 Emily Pailthorpe, programme note to Though Lovers be Lost (Oboe Classics CC2008, 
2003).

27 Graham Elliott, Benjamin Britten, the spiritual dimension (Oxford, 2006), p.110.
28 Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten, p. 440.
29 Mervyn Cooke, ‘Be Flat, or Be Natural?’ in Rethinking Britten, ed. Philip Rupprecht, 

(Oxford, 2013), p. 102ff.
30 W.H. Auden, Look, Stranger! XV, (Faber and Faber, 1936).
31 George Caird, Six Metamorphoses and Classical Mythology in Lucy Walker (ed.), 

Benjamin Britten, New Perspectives on his Life and Work, (Boydell Press, 2009), pp. 
46 - 55.

32 Benjamin Britten, Cello Sonata (1961) recorded by the composer with Mstislav 
Rostropovich, (Decca 410-168-1, 1984).

33 Benjamin Britten, Pacifist March (1937), reproduced in Donald Mitchell, Britten 
and Auden in the Thirties, pp. 68-69.

34 Huntley Film Archives Film 6031: German Fitness Exercises in the 1930s.
35 Mervyn Cooke, Be Flat or Be Natural? in Rethinking Britten ed. Philip Rupprecht 

(Oxford 2013), pp. 102 – 127.
36 The Book of Common Prayer, (Oxford, 1964), p. 401.
37 The Book of Deuteronomy, Chapters 27 - 28.
38 Graham Elliott: Benjamin Britten, The Spiritual Dimension (Oxford, 2006).
39 Book of Common Prayer with inscription ‘ from Laulie’, 22 November 1920, Britten-

Pears Library.
40 John Evans, Journeying Boy, pp. 362-363.
41 Nicholas Daniel, email to George Caird, 22 March 2019.
42 Stephen Powell, email to George Caird, 1 June 2019.
43 John Evans, Journeying Boy, p. 394.
44 Conversation with George Caird, 12 March 2019.
45 W.H. Auden, ‘Underneath the abject willow’ in Look, Stranger! (Faber and Faber) 

and Two Ballads (Boosey and Hawkes).
46 see Ronald Duncan, All Men are Islands (Rupert Hart-Davis, 1964), pp. 130 – 131.
47 Mervyn Cooke, ‘The War Requiem in progress’ in Britten, War Requiem (Cambridge 

University Press, 1996), p. 20.
48 Benjamin Britten, letter to Ronald Duncan, mid-January 1948 in Letters from a Life, 

Volume Three (1946 – 51) (Faber and Faber, 2004), p. 351.
49 Ronald Duncan, Working with Britten (The Rebel Press, 1981), pp. 53 – 56.

A
RTIC

LES


