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Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem

—Text and Performance —

KOBAYASHI Keiko
Nihon University, Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies

British composer Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) created many important works of music, and among
them, War Requiem (1962) is probably the most significant as both text and performance. Britten
alternates poems of Wilfred Owen (1893-1918), the WWI soldier and anti-war poet, with the Latin
words of the Requiem Mass, criticizing its conventions, and thus highlighting the tragedies of war
rather than merely mourning the dead and comforting the living. The work was commissioned to
celebrate the rebuilding of Coventry Cathedral, which was destroyed by Nazi Germany in World War
II. In opposition to the intention of the commission to celebrate the war victory and Christian faith,
Britten dedicated the work to his friends who had died in the war, criticizing both the war and
conventional religious consolation. Inviting singers from the former enemy countries and performing a
work critical of Christianity in the cathedral were considered extremely unconventional. Since then,
however, War Requiem has been performed on various occasions to commemorate the war and the
dead.

In this thesis, I will examine how Britten developed his principled opposition to war and violence,
and then I would like to examine the text of War Requiem as well as several important performances,
considering the meaning of the work, relevant to all of us now, as a principled act of opposition to war
and violence.
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I’'m making it just as anti-war as possible...I don’t
believe you can express social or political or economic
theories in music, but by coupling new music with
well known musical phrases, I think it’s possible to get
over certain ideas. I’'m dedicating the symphony to the
memory of my parents, and, since it is a kind of
requiem, I’'m quoting from the Dies Irae of the
requiem mass. One’s apt to get muddled discussing
such things -all I'm sure of is my own anti-war

conviction as I write it. (Carpenter 146)
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In loving memory of

Roger Burney, Sub-Lieutenant Royal Naval Volunteer
Reserve

Piers Dunkerley, Captain Royal Marines

David Gill, Ordinary Seaman Royal Navy

Michael Halliday, Lieutenant Royal New Zealand
Volunteer Reserve

(Carpenter 406)
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All a poet can do today is warn.”
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