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At the beginning of 1937 Britten was busy composing the incidental music
for The Ascent of F6, the famous play by W. H. Auden and Christopher
Isherwood. It was first performed by the Group Theatre, at the Mercury
Theatre, London, on 26th February 1937.

One of the most striking musical numbers was a Blues (in Act Il, scene v),
a setting of Auden’s text ‘Stop all the clocks’. Hedli Anderson, the singer,
who was later to become the wife of Louis MacNeice, was a member of the
original cast. She made a very considerable impression in the Blues, perhaps
not least on the composer and his colleagues.

Later in 1937, in June, when Britten was visiting Auden at Colwall (near
Malvern), where the poet was teaching at a prep school, he not only wrote a
‘new version’ of the F6 Blues — almost certainly the solo version that is
published here: Hedli Anderson, too, was at Colwall on this occasion and
the song was tried out on the boys with great success — but also busied
himself with what he described as ‘cabaret songs’, though not naming them
individually, as he did in the case of ‘Stop all the clocks’.

We know in fact, from Britten’s 1937 diary, that ‘Johnny’ had already
been composed on 5th May; that another cabaret song was sketched the next
day; another on the 7th; and yet another on the 8th. It was only ‘Johnny’,
however, that was named.

On the 10th Britten went through the songs with Hedli Anderson and her
accompanist — ‘they are going to be hits, I feel” wrote the composer in his
diary. The successive entries would seem to indicate that at least five cabaret
songs should exist from this time, including, that is, the ‘new version’ of the
F6 Blues, but excluding ‘Tell me the truth about love’ and ‘Calypso’, the
first of which belongs to early January 1938 and the second to 1939 — the
poem belongs to May or early June, by which time both the poet and
composer were in North America, Britten in Canada, Auden in the States
(hence the geography of ‘Calypso’). So it seems there are still some cabaret
songs to be discovered, among them one entitled ‘I’'m a jam tart’.

Whatever the total turns out to be, the four collected together here are
splendid examples of the genre. They not only provide ample evidence of
the composer’s and poet’s wit and high spirits, but are also wholly
characteristic of a particular kind of vernacular music that resulted from the
collaboration between two brilliantly endowed young men in the thirties.
They were also partners in another kind of music, of course. It is important
to remember that Britten’s settings of Auden’s poems, On this Island, belong
to precisely this same period. The two contrasting styles mirror the world
and the times in and through which they moved.

The songs of course carry no dedication. But as this note makes clear, they
were written for — indeed, inspired by — Hedli Anderson (1907-1990); and I
am sure both the composer and the poet would have wanted her name to
have been associated with the songs in their published form.

For two of the songs we have included metronome marks as an indication
of the composer’s tempi. These are based on informal recorded perform-
ances by Britten and Peter Pears in the possession of The Britten-Pears
Library at Aldeburgh.

DoNALD MITCHELL




CABARET SONGS

W. H. AUDEN
(1907-1973)

BENJAMIN BRITTEN
(1913-1976)

1. Tell me the truth about love
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