'You absolutely owe i t to England to stay here':
Copland as mentor to Britten, 1939-1942
Suzanne Robinson
Few details of the circumstances of Benjamin
Britten's stay in America in the years 1939-42 were
known before the publication in 1991of Britten's letters
and, in 1992, of a biography by Humphrey Carpenter.
And with the exception of a short article on Aaron
Copland and Britten in an Aldeburgh Festival Programme
~ o o k , llittle attention has been paid to the significance
of Britten's exposure to Copland's music, which Britten
regarded as the best America had to offer. More than 20
letters survive between 'Benjie' and 'my dearestAaron',
the majority of them belonging to the war years when
Copland was resident in New York and Britten was, for
.~
frethe most part, nearby in Long ~ s l a n d Britten
quently referred to Copland as his 'very dear friend',
and even 'Father' (Copland was the senior of the two
by 13 years). During these three years, they attended
the premihres of each other's works, introduced one
another to influential people, shared a publisher and
together dreamed of success in Hollywood. Not surprisingly, trends in American composition and the
influence of Copland in particular can be perceived in
the works Britten undertook in this period.
Britten and Copland first met in London at the
1938 festival of the International Society for Contemporary Music. Among the works performed at the
festival were Britten's Variations on a Theme of Frank
Bridge and Copland's El Salon Mexico. Despite terse
dismissals by the British press, El Salon Mexico was
favourably received by composers. Copland acknowledged that '[it] went over "with a bang" as a composer
desires with a piece of that type'.3 Britten privately
declared the work to be 'really beautiful & exhilarating' and thought it the brightest piece of the whole
f e ~ t i v a lCopland,
.~
in turn, wrote a review of Britten's
Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge describing it as 'a
brilliant achievement for a man of his age, or for a man
of any age for that matter. . . .The piece is what we
would call a knock-out'.5 Both Copland and his Canadian friend, Colin McPhee, applauded the absence in
Britten's music of a stuffiness they associated with
British contemporary music.6 As a result, a warm
professional relationship developed between Britten
and Copland. A month after the festival,Britten invited

Copland to visit him for the weekend at his home in a
convertedmill in Snape. On this occasion they familiarised one another with their music; Copland played his
school opera, The Second Hurricane, singing all the parts
himself, while Britten performed the first version of his
. ~ July, and England, at the first
Piano ~ o n c e r t oBeing
sign of sunshine the locals escorted their visitor to one
of Suffolk's pebbled beaches (which Copland described
as a 'shingle'). Copland realised that perhaps he was
more accustomed to the effects of the sun, when Ibefore
long it became clear that the assembled group was in
danger of "roasting". When I politely pointed out the
obvious result to be expected from lying unprotected
on the beach, I was told: "But we see the sun so
rarely"'? When he returned to America, copland wrote
a grateful letter to Britten thanking him for his hospitality and remarking what a deep impression (sunburn
not withstanding) Britten, the mill and Snape had
made.9 Copland also expressed the wish to keep in
touch with Britten's triumphs and 'problems', by which
he meant both professional and personal events.
Early in 1939 Britten and his friend, Peter Pears,
embarked for the United States, lured there in the first
place by the blandishments of their friends: the poet,
W.H. Auden and the novelist, Christopher Isherwood.
There were other reasons for the journey. Britten had
received an offer to compose music for a Hollywood
version of the Knights of the Round Table. Britten believed working in Hollywood to be the next step in his
career as a film composer, but he was also, naturally,
conscious of the pecuniary incentive: 'and won't we
have fun', he wrote to a friend.1° It seems that, in
addition, Britten hoped to distance himself from difficulties in his relationship with Lemox Berkeley, a
fellow composer, and it was to these difficultiesthat he
alluded when he wrote to Copland and disclosed that
it was mostly 'problems' which prompted the departure.
On arriving in Canada Britten wrote to Copland
and concluded the letter with the admonishment 'don't
you dare go away without letting me know when
you'll be going & all that'.ll By the end of June 1939
they met up in New York, and Copland played parts of

his Outdoor Overture to ~ r i t t e nMore
. ~ ~ importantly,
they then decided to spend the month of July in the
country near Woodstock,New York. Copland arranged
for Britten and Pears to rent a studio near the one he
was to share with his companion and secretary, Victor
Kraft. They arrived on 1July and Britten wrote to his
publisher, Ralph Hawkes, 'we are just up here & it is all
that we expected &more1.The sun was even obligingly
shining and, Britten informed Hawkes, 'We're getting
very sunbumed!'13 ~ r i t t e and
n copland occupied their
days with composing, tennis and swimming in the
Hudson, and their evenings were devoted to visits to
the local cinema or to playing compositions to one
another. l4Copland much later described their time at
Woodstock:
Ben and I found we had a great deal in
common. We had the distinct feeling of a
relationship as composers of the same generation, as well as friends.We played tennis
(he always won) and had time for talk and
relaxation. . . .He was not a hale fellow, but
rather quiet, even shy, and quite British. And
his music is very direct and British while at
the same time personal. His was a natural
and spontaneousgift-Ben was what is called
a born musician. . . .During that summer in
Woodstock we played many things through
for each other; Ben was a fine pianist and a
great accompanist... .I thought of him as the
voice of England in the contemporary musical scene, and he, in turn, considered me the
American spokesman. We had many of the
same sympathies, musical and other kinds,
and we knew we faced similar problems.15
At Woodstock, Britten finished Les Illuminations and
worked on a commission from CBC oro onto for a
'fanfare' for piano and orchestra, later named Young
Apollo. Copland was working on a radio commission.
In October 1939 Copland flew to Hollywood to
compose the score to the film of Steinbeck's novel, Of
Mice and Men, his first involvement in a Hollywood
feature film. Early in 1940 he was again engaged to
compose the score to a film of Thomton Wilder's Our
Town. In an article subsequently written for Modem
Music, Copland described Hollywood as 'a composer's
~ l d o r a d o 'Hollywood
.~~
paid some of the highest salaries in the land. One composer, George Antheil, estimated that it was possible to eam between $3000 and
$8000 a picture, yet he complained that a position as a
staff composer was 'a dog's life'.17 Britten's hopes of
composing the music for The Knights of the Round Table
were dashed when the producer prematurely de-

camped. Aware that Britten had financial problems,
Copland arranged for Britten to sign up with a Hollywood agent, the only recognisable way to make oneself
known. The contract was valid for four months and in
signing it, in June 1940, Britten told the agent that he
would only go to Hollywood for 'a really good picture
and a good fee'.18 In this he had been primed by the 'big
boss', Hawkes, who insisted that 'we should talk about
you for a feature picture only and not just as a writer of
sequence music.'19 Four months later there was no
sign of an engagement, and although Auden had been
to California to make contacts on behalf of himself and
Britten, Britten admitted that he would hate Hollywood. Britten may well have hoped to emulate
Copland's success, both technical and financial, in
writing for films. A year after signing the contract
Britten was still hopeful, if only for the money involved. He wrote to his sister Beth, 'how rich we'll all
be-I shall be able to send you lots of money'.20
Despite the elusiveness of a lucrative Hollywood contract, America presented an array of opportunities to the composer who was an intimate friend of
Copland, America's leading composer, and who was
marketed by such a loyal and tireless publisher as
Hawkes. In March 1940 Britten wrote an article which
was published by the New York Times, in which he
listed those opportunities available to a composer in
~ m e r i c a He
. ~ ~found the American scene far more
promising than that of England, writing that, 'whatever struggle American music may have had in the
past for its fair share of public recognition, to-day the
composer here, compared with his English brother,
even in normal times, has a very rosy prospect'. Composers received commissions from radio and phonograph companies such as CBS, in addition to private
fellowships such as the Guggenheim, and Britten himself received a retainer from Boosey and Hawkes. Yet
so many composershad arrived from Europe in recent
years-among them Kurt Weill and Igor Stravinskythat America was beginning to recognise the cost of its
generosity. This was evident in New York where Pears
discovered the city full of foreign artists fighting for
jobs desperately needed by Americans. In one of his
darker moods, Britten described the city as 'a struggling mass of scheming, shallow sophisticates & the
Struggling
lowest kind of every race under the
financially, he believed he bore the brunt of a backlash
against foreign composers. He was bluntly critical of
'the present chauvanism [sic]' in the artsF3 and wrote
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publicly in his New York Times article of the dangers of
'Excessive Nationalism'. He encountered among composers the attitude disclosed in the pages of Modem
Music, which was typically that,
a large share of the dissipation of our energies is due to the rafts of ultra-conservative

European musicians who have flocked to
our shores in past decades, ensconced themselves in positions of power and trust, and
betrayed a good deal of the musical future of
~merica.~~
American newspapers and music periodicals were full
of articles discussing what it meant to be an American
composer, and ways in which their music was recognisably American, and Britten realised that he was
viewed as an immigrant fortune hunter.
The American scene was redeemed only by a
clutch of close friends, among them Copland. This
Britten acknowledged in theconclusion to his New York
Times article, a conclusion which the paper unaccountably omitted. America has, said Britten, 'good fortune
in possessing in Aaron Copland, as important and vital
a composer as any living'25 Britten believed that
Copland was by far the best American composer, and
ignored other composers in Copland's orbit such as
Paul Bowles, with whom he shared a house, and Marc
~ l i t z s t e i nIn
. ~summer
~
1940Britten visited Copland at
the Tanglewood music festival, where Copland and
Paul Hindemith were thecomposition teachers. Britten
in his letters made no mention of meeting Hindemith,
but he met and spent time with Copland's pupils,
including Harold Shapero, Lucas Foss and Leonard
Bernstein. The crush of apprentice composers was 'too
much for Ben', as Pears confided to a friend, and the
fact that the visit was undertaken at all was a tribute to
his allegiance to ~ o ~ l a n d . * ~
The nature of the commissions which Copland
undertook during this period-music for films, radio
broadcasts and for schools-reflected his intention to
write for a broader audience and, more than that, he
declared, 'they give me an opportunity to try for a more
homespun musical idiom'. 28 In targetting a broader
audience Copland was concurring with Auden, who at
this time exerted considerable influence on Britten's
ideas. Britten had arranged for Auden to meet Copland
when he arrived in America early in 1939 and Auden
subsequently wrote to Britten to report the meeting
and acknowledge'Copeland [sic]is very nice, I
Auden managed to convert both Copland and Britten
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to his views on society and community, and the place
of the artist in the community. In 1939 Copland wrote
in an article that he had in recent years become dissatisfied with the nature of relations between the composer and his public, that 'it seemed to me that we
composers were in danger of working in a vacuum'
and that this was the reason for his shift towards simple
compositions.30 A year later he expanded the argument, and in this case invoked Auden. Copland described the composer as more and more estranged
from his audience and compared the American serious
composer to the likes of Kurt Weill and Ernst Krenek in
Germany. He then quoted from Auden's introduction
to the Oxford Book of Light Verse, published in 1938.
Auden had written
The private world is fascinating, but it is
exhaustible. Without a secure place in society, without an intimate relation between
himself and his audience . . .the poet [or
musician, as Copland amended it] finds it
difficult to grow beyond a certain point31
The thrust of Auden's argument was that the highbrow
serious artist separates himself from his community
when he retires to his ivory tower to contemplate the
life of the emotions. Copland concurred that,
Isolation breeds an ingrown quality, an
overcomplexity, an over-refinement,both of
technique and of sentiment.32
Copland's own imperative was partly a political one.
His involvement in various leftist organisations subjected him to demands for popular, and therefore
simple, music.
American composers naturally turned to their
folksong heritage. In recent years, with the influence of
the Federal Music Project-an employment scheme for
artists in the Depression-and various leftwing organisations, Americanshad become more familiar with
the folk music of their country. The Daily Worker advocated workers' choruses of Negro songs of protest,
work songs, railroad songs, cowboy and hill songs.
Perhaps the most celebrated example of this trend was
Roy Harris's Folksong Symphony no. 4 (1940), which
included quotations of well known songs including
'The Girl I Left Behind Me' and 'Johnny Comes Marching Home'. In his score for Of Mice and Men Copland
wrote music of a folksong character: 'simple tunes that
might have been whistled by George and ~ e n n i e ' ~ ~
though without using direct quotations. During his

summer holiday in Woodstock with Britten, Copland
was working on a piece entitled John Hen y, named
after a nineteenth-century black hero whose feats gave
rise to hundreds of legends and songs.34John Heny
was commissioned by CBS radio to form part of a series
of short orchestral works based on American folk
tunes. The works were to be broadcast in successive
weeks from October 1939 to April 1940.CBS promised
the composer 'not only money, an orchestra and an
assured audience, but also certain new musical materials in the form of instrumental effects made possible
through the microphone'.35
Copland attempted to encourage composers to
write for children. There were, he wrote in an article,
'literally thousand of school orchestras, bands, choruses, and ensembles of every variety spread all over
the land1.36In 1938, Copland had written his Outdoor
Overture, commissioned by the New York High School
of Music and Art as part of their 'Music for American
Youth' campaign. It was the Outdoor Overture whichhe
played to Britten on his arrival in New York, echoes of
which can be distinctly heard in Britten's Canadian
Carnival. The latter, completed five months after the
holiday at Woodstock, is based on various FrenchCanadian folksongs, culminating with the recognisable melody of 'Alouette'. Copland's operetta, The
SecondHurricane,was written specificallyfor the Henry
Street Settlement Music School in New York. The characters of the operetta were children, to be played by
children, but expressly American children. They included Butch, the class president, Fat, who is center
tackle, and Lowrie, known by the description 'wears
glasses'. The action involves a group of children who
volunteer to deliver relief supplies after a hurricane but
their aeroplane is downed by a second hurricane and
they are forced to spend the night on a mountain. As
they wait to be rescued, and to keep their spirits up,
they sing the folksong 'The Capture of Burgoyne'.
Influenced by Copland and with the encouragement of his publisher, Britten and Auden began work
on an operetta for schools. Britten heeded Copland's
opinion that,
Besides having the largest concert organisations in the world and the obvious advantages of Hollywood, this country has an educational system unparalleled in size and
scope, and the demand for good simple music
in this directionis enormous.There areschool
operas to be written, pieces for the numberless school-children learning to play instru-

ments, and above all there are the bands
which are such a feature of this country and
have been neglected by the serious composers.37

Not only did Britten emulate Copland in composing
for children, but he also tailored the work to American
children by choosing an American subject. This was
Paul Bunyan, the legendary American lumberjack,
who occupies a similar status in the canon of American
myth to Davy Crockett and John Henry. The operetta
wasbeguninlate 1939and, as Britten wrote toHawkes,
the music was 'a little more serious than the Hedli
tunes' (his Cabaret songs), 'but very direct and simple,
which is the kind of style I propose to use throughout
the work'.38 It includes ballads, blues and songs for
lumbejacks and farmers. In an interview in the New
York Sun in April 1940 Britten admitted that Paul
Bunyan was begun under the influence of Copland.
Indeed the opening number, 'Once in a while the odd
thing happens', echoes the rhythm and meter of the
opening of Copland's work in which 'Once in a while
something happens', and both choruses are harmonised over a tonic pedal (Example 1).
There are other, more general, features common to
both works. As he was writing for children, Copland
generally restricted melodic intervals to thirds or
smaller, and made frequent use of repeated notes.
These features are traceable in Paul Bnnyan.
There are no direct quotations of folksongs in Pair1
Bunyan, but there is circumstantial evidence to suggest
that Britten was acquainted with the collections of
American folksongs available at the time. John and
Alan Lomax had revised and enlarged their volume of
Cowboy Songsand Otlzer Frontier Ballads in 1938; this was
thevolumeCopland consulted when writingJohn Heny
at Woodstock. Carl Sandburg's The American Songbug
(1927) was another well-thumbed collection of
folktunes. Britten had obtained a copy of the Songbag
before he left England and there is little doubt that he
would have examined songs in similar collections. The
tune to 'Fifty Thousand Lumbejacks' can be found in
The American Songbag, with words derived from a 1917
strike in the lumber industry. Its repeated quaver
patter is imitated in the Lumberjacks' Chorus from
Paul Bunyan. The third and fourth phrases echo the
fourth line of the song, with its distinctive octave
interval and stepwise descent to the tonic (Example2).
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Example 1: Introductory choruses to Paul Bunyan and The Second Hurricane
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Britten, Melody from Lumberjacks' Chorus no. 4, Paul Bunyan
Example 2: Lumbejacks' songs
8
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chorus is adopted by Britten. He has avoided harmonising the song with tonic'and dominant, opening with
an A major triad followed by C major triad and ending
the phrase on a chord of B major. The tonic is not heard
until bar 11 (Example 3). One of the concluding numbers of Paul Bunyan borrows the opening phrase of

Lomax's Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads
seems to have provided an example of a cowboy song,
which Britten required for his Farmers' song, 'The
shanty boy invades the wood'.39 In this case the first
line of Britten's song reveals melodic and rhythmic
similarities to the folksong, and the whoop in the
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Example 3: Cowboys' and Farmers' songs
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'Pop Goes the Weasel', which itself is not dissimilar to
the folksong quoted at the end of The Second Hurricane.
Paul Bunyan is a more difficult work than The Second
Hurricane, yet Britten seriously intended it for production in schools, announcing to the Chicago Daily News
that it would 'one day win a place with the Gilbert and
Sullivan operettas as a high-school vehicle'.40 Unhappily his attempt to write music in the American manner
and for the American public was not well received.
Time magazine described it as an 'anemic operetta put
up by two British expatriates', in one of a number of
reviews which alluded to its authors' nationality.
Evidence such as this of the closing of the musical
ranks against him horrified Britten and coloured his
dreams of England. In an article he contributed to
Modern Music, entitled 'England and the Folk-Art Problem', he attacked the use of folksong in art music. As he
himself had made settings of folk material, and incorporated folksonginto works in the manner of Copland,
it may be that the article was designed to take a subtle
swipe at the racial prejudice he perceived among
Americans. He criticised the English school of folksong
composition based around Hubert Parry, and implicitly placed himself in the tradition of Edward Elgar. He
pointed out that folksong had failed to provide contemporary England with an adequate basis for organised music: the form and harmonic basis of folksongs
impeded the composer. They are, he described, 'concise and finished little works of art. When used as raw
material they tend to obstruct thinking in the extended
musical forms. Works founded on them are usually
little more than variations or pot pourris'.41 Aiming his
argument at the widespread vogue for American
rhythms and melodies in native compositions, Britten
implied that the approval of such features sprang from
racial prejudice. Here he was answering those who
decreed that the use of folksong 'would carry on a long
way toward rootingour work in the tradition of American music. It would give the lie to those who insist that
our music is nothing but an importation from the
outside'.42 'No one1, countered Britten, 'would deny
that this country has been magnificently hospitable to
European composers and artists. But what always has
mattered and always will is that the works in question
should be good. No accident of nationality has ever
excused a composer of writing bad music'.43 He went
on to argue that,
the piece that brings tears most easily to the
eyes of an expatriate Englishman is Delius's

'On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring' which
is founded on a Norwegian tune and written
by a man who spent most of his life out of
England, who responded most to the influences of Grieg and Liszt, and whose publishers were ~ i e n n e s e . ~ ~

Britten concluded the article by quoting from Auden's
most recent poem and echoing Auden's views by declaring that,
The attempt tocreatea national music isonly
one symptom of a serious and universal
malaiseof our time-the refusal toaccept the
destructionof 'community'by t h e m a ~ h i n e . ~ ~

Although Britten had written several works in an
American idiom, he perceived that anything produced
by an English pen would be summarily rejected.Clearly
he was convinced that it was impossible to be recognised simply as an accomplished composer and that
unlike Auden, who became an American citizen, Britten
could not or did not want to become an American
composer.
After the performance of Paul Bunyan in May
1941 Britten saw less of Copland, partly because
Copland was exceptionally busy and was often absent
in Cuba and South America. Britten, however, continued to regard Copland as a mentor. Their mutual
friend, McPhee, leamed after writing an article which
was critical of Britten, that only Copland's advice was
acceptable to Britten on musical matters.46 Britten
frequently discussed with Copland whether to retum
to England. In a letter in September 1939he had admitted to Copland that 'England, at the moment, is not too
keen for us to go back. . . . However we can talk about
that lund of thing when we meet-it will be [good] to
see my cheery "Father" again'.47 Copland's response
was,
Do you have to go back? I mean-does the
conscription go into immediate effect because if not-l think you absolutely owe it to
England to stay here. Whatever anyone may
think now, I'm sure the future will justify
your looking upon your own caseas a special
one. After all anyone can shoot a gun-but
how many can write music like you?48

Naturally Copland would have preferred to see Britten
remain in America not only for reasons of safety but
also in order to perpetuate their friendship. Perhaps
Copland's private fears of the result of Britten retuming to England were confirmed: there are few extant
letters between them after 1942, and those that remain
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discuss mostly business matters. Bernstein, who also
regarded Copland as a father-figure, remembered
Copland remarking about Britten that he felt that 'there
was always something that placed a distance between
them'.49 That does not mean to say that the warmth of
the friendship was diminished; in 1963Britten wrote to
'My very dear Aaron', and remembered how, possibly
on that sunny day in 1938, Copland rubbed his sunburnt back. In a tribute to Copland on the occasion of
his seventieth birthday, Britten wrote that 'no other
music quite expresses the individual character and
atmosphere of North America-young, fresh and gay,
with considerable friendliness and warmth' and he
commended Copland for his generosity toward other
composers. Britten summed up by acknowledging
Copland the musician as a 'fascinating,important composer' and personally honouring his friend, 'a lovable
human being1.50His friendship with Copland remained
one of the few fond memories of an otherwise unhappy
sojourn. In returning to England in 1942 he was prepared to farewell a number of close and influential
friends in order to rediscover his Englishness, and to
compose Peter Grimes, an unmistakeably English opera.
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