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In 1938 Knud Hegermann-Lindencrone suggested to the Royal Theatre that they should 
establish a National Vocal Archive, but because of the war this never happened. In 
1948 the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen celebrated its bicentenary with eighteen special 
performances. It was Knud Hegermann-Lindencrone’s idea to acquire an American 
tape recorder and record all these performances. So it was that the fi rst tape-recorders 
arrived in Denmark, a Soundmirror BK-401 from the Brush Development Corporation 
closely followed by a machine from Magnecord Inc. The tapes arrived by plane from 
the manufacturer, 3M in Minnesota, only a few hours before the opening of the fi rst 
performance. The American machine was designed for 60 Hz alternating current but 
Hegermann-Lindencrone modifi ed it to function on 50 Hz. Playing the oldest tapes today 
on ordinary equipment will give the result that they are running 16.66 % too fast!

Following the jubilee celebrations Hegermann-Lindencrone persuaded the Theatre 
and the Company of actors, dancers and singers to permit him to record prominent 
productions, particularly premieres and international guest performers. Over the next 
forty years approximately 1500 performances were recorded. Hegermann-Lindencrone 
had a permanent installation for his recording equipment and microphones in the 
Theatre. He kept pace with technical developments, with a major change to stereo in 
1958, and employed a sound engineer (Villy Bak) to do the actual recording. Hegermann-
Lindencrone sold his collection to the Royal Theatre in 1989 where it is securely kept today 
together with backup copies undertaken in the 1990s. The gramophone records he has 
produced and his tape collection make an unsurpassed cultural legacy in Denmark. 

The Royal Theatre subsequently established the Hegermann-Lindencrone Society, and, 
under the management of the opera singers Erik Harbo and Uffe Henriksen, the society 
has so far published twenty CDs using material from the collection.

Morten Hein, Sound Historian
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The Royal Theatre, Copenhagen
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Released under licence from Udgiverselskabet Hegermann-Lindencrone 
and the Royal Theatre, Denmark. 

Archive transfer by Morten Hein

Released with the assistance of the Britten Estate.

This transfer  2008  © 2008 Wyastone Estate Limited, released by Nimbus Records, Monmouth, UK. 

singer named Anne Sophie Olsen. ‘During the week’, she wrote, ‘I could sneak in and 
watch the English Opera Group rehearsing. They were deeply versed in the productions, 
but even so they had a rehearsal every afternoon. I saw the rehearsal for the Albert Herring 
performance which Britten was to conduct, and they were not going through the whole 
opera but doing bits and pieces to check on interpretation and detail. It was so interesting 
to see these singers, thoroughly trained and rehearsed as they were, going through it yet 
again to be as perfect as possible.’ 

 Well, sadly I do not believe that any of that group of perfectionists are still with us today, 
but Albert Herring most assuredly is. When it was triumphantly revived at Glyndebourne 
in 1985, in a new production by Peter Hall, (one which has reappeared regularly in 
subsequent seasons), I liked to think that old John Christie, whom I knew as a kind and 
generous man, might have been sitting on his cloud and saying, ‘Hmm – perhaps it is our 
kind of thing after all!’

© 2008 Nigel Douglas

The Hegermann-Lindencrone Tape Archive 
at the Royal Theatre, Copenhagen

Knud Hegermann-Lindencrone (1911-1994) came from a family of offi cers, diplomats and 
music lovers. He was co-owner of the Copenhagen daily newspaper Berlingske Tidende 
founded by one of his ancestors in 1749. His uncle had been a director of the Royal 
Theatre, and his uncle’s mother was the well-known American Lillie De Hegermann-
Lindencrone, né Greenough.

From his youngest days Knud Hegermann-Lindencrone was interested in the theatre 
and in gramophone recordings. He was only 24 years old when he began to urge Danish 
recording companies, mostly Skandinavisk Grammophon (EMI), to publish either 
historic material or contemporary recordings related to opera or acting. His own weekly 
broadcasts on gramophone records ran for twenty-fi ve years.

  15 
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Cast

Lady Billows an elderly autocrat  Joan Cross*
Florence Pike her housekeeper  Gladys Parr*
Miss Wordsworth Head Teacher at the School Margaret Ritchie*
Mr. Gedge the Vicar  Otakar Kraus
Mr. Upfold the Mayor  Roy Ashton*
Superintendent Budd  Norman Lumsden*
Sid butcher’s shophand Denis Dowling*
Albert Herring from the greengrocer’s  Peter Pears*
Nancy from the bakery  Nancy Evans*
Mrs Herring Albert’s mother  Catherine Lawson*
Emmie Anne Sharp*
Cis Elisabeth Parry*
Harry Alan Thompson

* Members of the original cast

Director : Basil Coleman

The English Opera Group Chamber Orchestra

Conducted by Benjamin Britten

that it is inappropriate in a light domestic comedy, but, as the critic Michael Kennedy 
has pointed out, if you do not like profound music being attributed to essentially trivial 
people you should stay away from Cosi fan tutte.

The current recording is of a performance given by the English Opera Group, conducted 
by the composer and directed by Basil Coleman, in the Theatre Royal, Copenhagen on 
15 September 1949. It is a fascinating document, coming, as it does, only two years after 
the fi rst performance of the opera and with no less than eight members of the original 
cast still in the team. The composer’s studio recording of Albert Herring was not made 
until 1964, and, excellent though it is, by then Peter Pears was the only role-creator still 
in the cast. Of course, as with all live recordings, concessions have to be made to the 
actual sound quality, but especially in the case of a comedy I often feel that audience 
participation, and a certain alertness which this transmits to the performers, offer a 
rewarding compensation. On this occasion, as on many others on the EOG’s foreign 
tours, any fears that the audience might not keep up with the jokes are triumphantly 
allayed. Britishness was very much appreciated in the countries which we had helped 
to liberate from Nazi rule, and the British sense of humour was one of its most treasured 
aspects. The Ealing Studio comedies, for instance, were becoming cult attractions, none 
more so than Kind Hearts and Coronets, which happened to come out in the very year in 
which this performance was given, and the humour of Albert Herring self-evidently hit 
the spot – as did the composer’s charming little curtain speech, and indeed the very 
high quality of the whole performance. Pears’s voice still sounded ideally light and fresh 
for the role of Albert – I particularly relish the insouciance with which he delivers the 
three glorious grazioso lines in the fi nal scene as he sends the village worthies on their 
way; and one other aspect which I fi nd especially delightful is the fact that some of the 
evening’s fi nest vocalisation comes from Otakar Kraus, who had come as a refugee from 
Prague to London in 1940, and who, by 1949, emerges as the very model of an obsequious 
English vicar. Certainly Vagn Holmboe, critic of the  highly respected Danish newspaper 
Politiken, and himself a prominent composer, could scarcely fi nd words enough to express 
his enthusiasm for the entire cast, both as individuals and as an ensemble, and another 
interesting light on the methods of the EOG was subsequently shed by a young Danish 
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 DISC ONE 
 Act 1, Scene 1
1 Opening, …Florence 6.26
2 Ah—Lady Billows! 9.43
3 Is this all you can bring? 11.44
4 Interlude 3.21
 Act 1, Scene 2
5 Hold tight! 13.40
6 Oh, maybe soon 6.45
 Total playing time 51.43

 DISC TWO 
 Act 2, Scene 1
1 Opening 9.25
2 Quick, here they are! 17.31
3 Interlude 5.04
 Act 2, Scene 2
4 Opening 11.53
5 “Heaven helps those who 
 help themselves” 7.56
 Total playing time 51.52 
 
 DISC THREE
 Act 3
1 Opening 12.14
2 Hi! Hi! Heard the news? 7.34
3 ALBERT…! 10.09
 Total playing time 30.00 

Having myself had the pleasure of singing Albert in my younger days, as well as the 
Mayor later in my career, I very much doubt whether anybody in a ‘Herring’ cast could 
feel short changed by his or her role. The sententious platitudes of the vicar, the tongue-
tied ramblings of the policeman, the twittering of the schoolmistress, the offi ciousness 
of Florence the housekeeper, the self-importance of the mayor and the bossiness of Mrs 
Herring are all given full musical rein, as are the carefree romance enjoyed by Nancy and 
Sid, and even the games played by the schoolchildren. Fun is poked at Victorian ballads, 
hymn tunes and folk-songs. When the fatal rum makes its appearance we hear a sinuous 
reminder of the love potion from ‘Tristan’, and when Inspector Budd voices the opinion 
that anything, even a rape case, is preferable to a manhunt, Britten quotes himself with 
an echo from ‘Lucretia’. The score, however, is very much more than a patch-work of 
amusing parody. Economy was not the only consideration which attracted Britten to the 
writing of chamber opera; as the musicologist Hans Keller put it, ‘…the small number 
of artists required for the chamber-operatic ensemble with an orchestra of soloists makes 
for a most pliable operatic form, in which nuances in execution and production are more 
easily achieved than with a massive operatic apparatus.’ There are indeed countless 
examples of virtuoso writing for the instrumentalists, notably in passages such as the 
interlude between the fi rst and second scenes of Act II, and the subtle creation of darkness 
by the alto fl ute and bass clarinet. As in most true comedies, too, there is a dark side to 
the goings-on, and the fun in Albert Herring often rubs shoulders with genuine tragedy. 
In the very fi rst scene we are given a momentary glimpse of how different certain things 
are under the surface, as Florence, the loyal servant, sings longingly, ‘But oh! Sometimes 
I wish…’; and when we reach the emotional climax of the role of Albert himself, as he 
returns home from the humiliation of the crowning ceremony and starts wondering 
why Nancy should suddenly have started taking an interest in him, there is a depth of 
longing in the melody Britten has given him comparable with that of Grimes’s heart-
rending, ‘What harbour shelters peace?’ This ambivalence is never more evident than 
in the Act III Threnody, when all the characters whom we have learnt to think of as joke 
fi gures join together in mourning the apparent loss of Albert. It is one of Britten’s beloved 
passacaglias, and in a different context it would be regarded as music not only of technical 
complexity but also of emotional profundity. Objections have occasionally been raised 
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NIGEL DOUGLAS
Some personal memories of Benjamin Britten, 
the English Opera Group and Albert Herring

I feel that I should start these reminiscences by emphasising that I was myself a Johnny-
come-lately as far as the English Opera Group was concerned. I had started my career 
on the continent back in 1959 but my fi rst experience of working with Benjamin Britten 
did not come until 1970, when I was engaged to sing the role of Lechmere in the world 
premiere of his new opera Owen Wingrave for BBC Television. That production (in sharp 
contradistinction to the account of it in Humphrey Carpenter’s Britten biography) was 
amongst the happiest of my entire career, as were most of my subsequent involvements 
with the EOG and its successor company, English Music Theatre; and there can, I 
think, be little doubt that it was the Group, with Britten in the forefront, which made it 
possible for people to start believing that there could be such a thing as English opera. 
It seems strange now to remember how often, when I was a young singer auditioning 
for my fi rst jobs in the German-speaking countries, I was asked, ‘But surely you must 
be American? Singers don’t come from England.’ Today British singers are welcome 
guests in all the great opera houses of the world, and, to my mind at least, the lion’s 
share of the credit for having put the British operatic profession on the map must surely 
go to Benjamin Britten.

Britten’s fi rst stage work, Paul Bunyan, generally referred to as an operetta and written 
in America in 1941, had been only a semi-success. The event which really declared the 
arrival of a new champion on the battlefi eld – because that is what it seemed like to 
those who were involved – was the fi rst performance of Peter Grimes at the Sadler’s 
Wells Theatre on 7 June 1945. So new was the musical idiom, so revolutionary was 
this fresh voice in British music that members of the cast had been forming up to the 
management of Sadler’s Wells complaining that much of the piece was unsingable, that 
the score was a cacophonous nightmare, and that the whole venture could only turn 

The bare bones of the plot are easily described. In the little village of Loxford a problem 
has arisen; not a single girl can be found with a reputation suffi ciently spotless for her 
to be crowned as May Queen in the annual village festival, so the committee of village 
worthies hits on the revolutionary idea of creating a May King in the person of Albert, 
the duteous and downtrodden son of Mrs Herring, owner of the greengrocer’s shop. 
Unfortunately, though, Sid the butcher’s boy, who is always trying to goad Albert into 
getting a bit more fun out of life, spikes Albert’s lemonade with rum at the presentation 
party, and Albert goes off the rails. He pinches a bicycle and disappears with his prize 
money on a pub-crawl round the local villages. Search parties are sent out to fi nd him, 
and just as the Loxford community tearfully accepts that he must have perished he 
reappears, in a dishevelled condition and with an alarmingly different attitude to life. 
The village worthies turn their backs on him in horror, and when his hectoring mother 
shrieks that she will never forgive him, not till her dying day, the new, liberated Albert 
calmly replies, ‘That’ll do, Mum’, and skims his hated victor’s wreath over the audience’s 
heads with the words, ‘Jolly good riddance!’ 

Part of Crozier’s aim in creating his libretto was to provide Britten with a gallery of roles 
on which he could lavish his exceptional skills of musical characterisation, and it was an 
aim which he triumphantly achieved. Once again Britten wrote several parts specifi cally 
for favourite singers. Peter Pears and Joan Cross, the creators of Grimes and Ellen Orford, 
as well as the Male and Female Chorus in ‘Lucretia’, played Albert and the formidable 
uncrowned queen of the village, Lady Billows. Lest anyone should make the common 
mistake of supposing that because a piece is funny it must be easy to perform, Joan Cross 
was later to describe how she felt when she received a letter from Pears saying, ‘Ben is 
writing a splendid part for you, the aria has a cadenza which goes like this…’  ‘It fi lled 
me with cold terror just to look at it’, she wrote. ‘It staggered from well below the stave to 
sickeningly high above it in a very few bars and rather in the manner of Fiordiligi’s great 
aria from Cosi fan tutte. This was nothing. When the fi rst act came to my hands there was 
yet another fearsome aria (did I ever get it right?). But the obvious delights and humour 
of this new work outweighed the anxieties. Here was a great comedy role – the Lady 
Bracknell of opera.’ 

12



 NI 5824/6  NI 5824/6

6

out to be a vastly extravagant disaster. In the event one or two of the more conservative 
critics were inclined to agree with this diagnosis, but those who mattered most realised 
that they had been present at an historical event; as the writer Eric Walter White was 
subsequently to express it, ‘perhaps also the dawn of a new period when English opera 
would fl ourish in its own right.’ Funnily enough Britten once said to me towards the 
end of his life, ‘If I had known then as much as I know now about the sort of things you 
chaps fi nd diffi cult, I could have made bits of Grimes much easier.’ Even so, I cannot 
help feeling that the baritone originally cast as Balstrode, but who withdrew on the 
grounds that he ‘disapproved of that kind of music’, must have been subsequently 
consumed by remorse. In any case, for the fi rst time in centuries the outside world 
took notice of a new English opera. Within a couple of years Peter Grimes had found its 
way to leading opera houses in Germany, Switzerland, Italy and the United States, and 
in due course its reputation as a masterpiece was established throughout the operatic 
world.

Britten, contrary to what most people expect of a sensitive creative artist, was also 
unusually perceptive in matters of administration. It was his ambition to see his and 
other young British composers’ operas performed all over Great Britain rather than 
merely in London; and as in those days the whole country could only boast two 
companies, both based in the capital, it was clear to him that this would mean writing 
new works on a much smaller scale than Peter Grimes, which would be suitable for 
taking out on tour. His fi rst opera in the new ‘chamber’ form was The Rape of Lucretia, 
to a libretto by the poet Ronald Duncan, which called for 8 soloists, no chorus, and only 
12 orchestral players, with the conductor accompanying the recitatives at the piano. 
Eric Crozier, director of the original production of Peter Grimes, aroused the interest 
of Rudolf Bing, then general manager of the Glyndebourne Festival, in this new idea; 
and John Christie, the owner of Glyndebourne, was persuaded (largely, I believe, by 
his wife, the singer Audrey Mildmay) to take the venture under his wing. ‘Lucretia’ 
was given its world premiere there on 12 July 1946, with Kathleen Ferrier making her 
stage debut in the title-role. After 14 performances at Glyndebourne the production 
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home in Aldeburgh in November 1970 I was very much the new boy in a distinguished 
group of Britten regulars. I had already sung Peter Grimes and Albert Herring in 
Switzerland, where I lived at the time, as well as ‘Grimes’ in the Edinburgh Festival, 
so for me to fi nd myself working with the man who had actually written these roles 
was something akin to being confronted by Mozart or Verdi – it would certainly never 
have entered my head to address him by his Christian name. We rehearsed in the Snape 
Maltings, which had been converted into a vast TV studio, with the various different 
sets dotted around the fl oor space, and with Britten and his orchestra tucked away in a 
corner. We could only follow his beat on TV monitors hidden here and there amongst 
the scenery, and one day it became evident that for a certain cue, which Heather Harper 
needed, no such monitor would be visible. So I piped up and said, ‘May I suggest that 
as I am off camera at that moment I can turn to the nearest monitor, take the cue from 
Mr. Britten and give it to Heather without her having to change position?’ Back came 
a voice over the loudspeakers – ‘Mr. Britten is deeply grateful to Mr. Douglas for his 
helpful suggestion and Mr. Britten will happily oblige. But only on condition that Mr. 
Douglas remembers that Mr. Britten’s name is Ben!’ 

To turn now specifi cally to Albert Herring, after ‘Grimes’ and ‘Lucretia’ Britten felt that 
the time had come for a comedy, preferably one fi rmly based on British soil. It was Eric 
Crozier who came up with the idea of adapting the Maupassant short story Le rosier de 
Madame Husson and transplanting it to the Suffolk countryside, thus providing Britten 
with the opportunity of exploiting a small local community’s comic elements, rather 
than its tragic ones as he had in Peter Grimes. Albert Herring was written in Snape in the 
winter of 1946 and the spring of 1947, using the same orchestral forces as ‘Lucretia’. It 
was given its world premiere at Glyndebourne on 20 June 1947, an occasion on which 
John Christie, who hated it, is famously reputed to have warned his guests as they 
arrived, ‘This isn’t our kind of thing you know.’ The critical reception was, as usual, 
mixed, with certain critics evidently considering the piece trivial. The Times dismissed 
it as ‘a charade’, but others showed greater awareness of the skill and subtlety of 
Britten’s score – notably Neville Cardus, who referred in The Manchester Guardian to its 
‘concentrated genius’, adding, ‘I use the word genius after some consideration.’ 
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toured to Edinburgh, Glasgow, Manchester, Liverpool and Sadler’s Wells, but it soon 
became evident that despite the small number of participants the introduction to British 
provincial audiences of modern music in an unfamiliar package was still a recipe for 
box offi ce disaster. Christie nobly picked up the bill, but he explained that he would not 
be prepared to do so for the planned revival of ‘Lucretia’ the following year, nor for the 
next chamber opera which Britten had up his sleeve. 

At this point Britten and Crozier wrote to Christie about plans which they had been 
hatching for the formation of a new non-profi t-making company, on behalf of which 
they offered to buy the Glyndebourne production of ‘Lucretia’. Thus, in 1947, came 
about the launching of the English Opera Group, with Britten, Crozier and the artist 
John Piper as its founders and artistic directors, and with a distinguished governing 
board under the chairmanship of the Conservative politician Oliver Lyttleton. Their 
inaugural statement read as follows:

We believe that the time has come when England, which has never had 
a tradition of native opera, but has always depended on a repertory 
of foreign works, can create its own operas. Opera is as much a vital 
means of artistic expression as orchestral music, drama and painting. 
The lack of it has meant the impoverishment of English artistic life. We 
believe the best way to achieve the beginning of a repertory of English 
opera is through the creation of a form of chamber opera requiring 
small resources of singers and players, but suitable for performance in 
large or small opera houses or theatres.

Another of the Group’s stated aims was ‘to encourage poets and playwrights to tackle 
the writing of librettos in collaboration with composers’, and during the 28 years of its 
existence the Group did indeed commission and produce numerous small-scale operas 
by Lennox Berkeley, Malcolm Williamson, William Walton, Harrison Birtwistle and 
many others, as well as mounting productions of works by composers as diverse as 
Monteverdi, Purcell, Handel and Holst. The fame of the EOG will, however, always 
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To return, though, to Lord Harewood and his observations on the Group’s artistic 
ambitions, he went on to make another very important point. ‘Since the war’, he wrote, 
‘great stress has been laid on the need for building up a national style of operatic 
performance, and, at any rate as far as singing is concerned, many people now incline 
more and more strongly to the view that such a national style will never be attained 
through the performance of foreign works sung in translation.  If an English style is to 
develop it must come from a musical setting which is based on the speech rhythms, 
the shapes and the colour of the English language itself. Only when he is accustomed 
to singing a melodic line which is moulded on such essentially natural things as these 
will a singer in fact sing naturally – and this national style we are looking for is the 
sum of hundreds of performances sung in precisely this way.’ One only has to glance 
at a list of the EOG ‘stalwarts’ who appeared regularly with the Group – artists such as 
Joan Cross, Peter Pears, Jennifer Vyvyan, April Cantelo, Owen Brannigan, Janet Baker, 
Heather Harper, Robert Tear, Benjamin Luxon, John Shirley-Quirk and many others – 
to realise how impossible it would have been for the most chauvinistic Intendant in the 
1960s and 1970s to use the words, with which I had become so familiar, ‘Singers don’t 
come from England’. 

One of the EOG’s secrets indubitably lay in the ‘ensemble’ atmosphere engendered 
by the regular use of the same personnel, whether it was the singers, the handpicked 
orchestral musicians, or the contribution of directors such as Basil Coleman, Frederick 
Ashton and Colin Graham, and conductors who had Britten’s total confi dence, such as 
Norman del Mar and Steuart Bedford. Britten liked to write with the sound of specifi c 
voices in his ear; indeed, he once told me that it even took him a while to accustom 
himself to the experience of hearing Heather Harper and Janet Baker, two artists whom 
he passionately admired, when they fi rst took up the roles which he had written for 
Joan Cross and Kathleen Ferrier. This closeness of personal relationships and artistic 
purpose predictably gave rise to mutterings elsewhere about a ‘coterie’ where one was 
either in or out, but I think that to give an idea of the atmosphere of working with 
Britten one small anecdote from my own experience may perhaps suffi ce. When the 
cast for the television production of Owen Wingrave fi rst assembled in the composer’s 
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principally rest with its introduction of the many works written for it by Britten himself, 
starting with Albert Herring, and including The Turn of the Screw; Let’s Make an Opera; 
Noye’s Fludde; A Midsummer Night’s Dream; the three Church Parables; Owen Wingrave 
and his fi nal masterpiece Death in Venice. As early as 1950 the Earl of Harewood, 
who had become President of the EOG, was able to write, ‘In the event the Group’s 
achievements seem to have surpassed what it set out to do. During its fi ve playing 
seasons, four operas by Benjamin Britten have been given no less that 486 performances 
between them. Of these, 34 performances have taken place during visits to Switzerland, 
Holland, Belgium, Norway and Denmark. The Group has also been largely responsible 
for the foundation (by Britten, Pears and Crozier) and artistic management of the 
Aldeburgh Festival, which is to be one of the centres of the Festival of Britain, 1951.’

In view of this proud record it would be nice to suppose that the early board meetings of 
the EOG were able to concern themselves principally with the pursuit of further operatic 
achievement. The truth, however, is rather different – almost all the deliberations of the 
distinguished gentlemen present revolved around the knotty question of how to make 
both ends meet. The Arts Council’s grants in 1948 consisted of £3,000 to Glyndebourne 
towards the production of ‘Benjamin Britten’s economical opera The Rape of Lucretia’, 
plus another £3,000 paid directly to the EOG to fund its touring activities; and though, 
as an indication of the relative value of money then and now, the average labourer’s 
wage in South East England in 1948 was precisely £5 a week, the concept of ‘cheap’ 
chamber opera was proving hard to realise. One of the directors was deputed to 
negotiate with a Mr.Ellerton, General Manager of Barclays Bank, for an overdraft of 
£5,000, with the possibility of another £5,000 subject to guarantees from the directors 
and other sponsors. In a letter to Oliver Lyttleton the director in question wrote, ‘As I 
was leaving Mr.Ellerton I said, “I hope you will let us have this at 3%.” He laughed that 
off and said, “That’s a matter for the Branch Manager to arrange.” I suggest, therefore, 
that whoever deals with the Bank at Langham Place should ask for an interest rate of 
3%, in the hope of getting 3½%. I assume you will agree that in no circumstances should 
we pay more than 4%.’ We mere performers have little idea of the agonies of actually 
running an opera company!
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Albert & Mrs Herring

Photographs from the 1949 performance, © Mydtskov, Copenhagen

The Company

Sid & Nancy


