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This recording is dedicated to my teacher, friend 
and mentor Neil Mackie.  

Benjamin Britten
The Canticles 

Benjamin Britten is a composer who, since my 
earliest days of study, has been (and I hope 
will continue to be) a large part of my life. I  
was fortunate to have Dr Neil Mackie as my  
first teacher at the Royal College of Music. At  
18 I was whipped up into Neil’s enthusiasm  
for all music. But it is particularly his close 
relationship to the music of Britten (Neil was a 
pupil and close friend of Peter Pears) that opened 
the door to Britten’s musical and personal world. 

I suggested the Canticles to the BBC because  
I felt there could be no greater summary of 
Britten’s work than these five, relatively small 
pieces. They span the entirety of his mature 
life as a composer (1947-1974) and present  
to performer and listener alike much more than  
any single song or cycle. Each is deep with  
meaning or subversion, a trademark of Britten’s 
music to a modern audience. In their very 
performance they glide through such variety  
of style that it makes them wonderfully difficult 
to categorise. They are song, opera, cantata  

and chamber music, and so they correspond  
with the most delicate of intimacy and to the  
most effective of grand gesture. 

In his biography of Britten, Humphrey Carpenter 
points out the close links between the Canticles 
and Britten’s operas. This answers in part  
their difference from the ‘usual’ song repertoire: 
their religious flavour (a stronger taste in  
some than others) mixed with the circumstances 
of their composition make for a unique strand  
in Britten’s output.

Written for the memorial service of Dick  
Sheppard, Canticle I was first heard in Central 
Hall, Westminster on 1 November 1947. Sheppard 
was Vicar of St Martin-in-the-Fields and was 
one of the founders of the Peace Pledge Union, 
to which both Britten and Pears belonged.  
A devout Anglican, Francis Quarles (1592-1644) 
wrote almost exclusively religious poetry, possibly 
influenced, as Graham Johnson points out, by  
John Donne, who was 20 years Quarles senior.  
Thus it is easy enough to understand Britten’s 
choice of religious text at a first glance. My 
beloved is mine is a meditation on the religious 
ecstasy of man’s relationship to God, influenced  
by Solomon’s Song of Songs (or Canticum 
canticorum, which Quarles abbreviates to 
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‘Canticles’). Britten’s decision to set it proved 
his boldest move to date in writing for Pears:  
how much about homosexuality the Canticle  
is or isn’t has sparked much debate. But the  
point here is that Britten is able to weave a 
masterpiece out of many coloured threads. As 
Graham Johnson puts it:

“Here Britten’s cloak is neither the Italian 
language [referring to the Michelangelo Sonnets 
Britten set for Pears] or the Bible, but the  
earlier conventions of English literature, and  
the use of passionate homoerotic metaphor in 
high-minded metaphysical poetry. Britten’s use 
of this rather Anglican ambiguity for his own 
purposes (and these include both an honouring 
of Dick Sheppard’s memory, and a reaffirmation 
of his love for Pears) is the type of subversive 
masterstroke that this composer carried off  
time and again.”
Britten, Voice and Piano, Guildhall School of Music and Drama: 
Ashgate, 2003

Carpenter sees the Canticle as an epilogue  
to the opera Albert Herring – Albert’s loss of 
anxiety matching Britten’s in his decision to 
choose Quarles’ text. However, I cannot see  
Albert singing this Canticle. The work marks a  
step forward for Britten away from the world  

of Herring. It finds Britten, more so than in  
his operas or other vocal music, speaking as 
himself, more directly than before. 

Canticle II was first performed in Nottingham 
in January 1952. Again it was written for Peter  
Pears but this time to be joined by the contralto 
Kathleen Ferrier. She had created the role of 
Lucretia for the English Opera Group and the  
work provided a concert piece for the group’s  
tours around the country. Its link to the recently 
finished Billy Budd is clear to see. Hermann 
Melville quotes ‘Abraham and Isaac’ in his 
novella when referring to Budd’s death sentence.  
Britten must have been aware of this and so 
finding a dramatisation of the story in A.W. 
Pollard’s edition of the English Miracle Plays,  
he went on to create a ‘naive little piece’ (his  
words in a letter to Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy).

It is far from naive. Britten the operatic  
composer is much at work in this Canticle. The 
scope of the drama is vast, and in 15 minutes 
worth of music he is able to convey the entire 
palette of emotion you might find in a verismo 
opera. Yet it is with simple, ingenious devices  
that Britten achieves this. He creates the voice  
of God with not one but two singers combined, 
and at a pitch that creates an eerie, otherworldly 
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sound.’ His knowledge of singing technique  
is present when the tenor breaks out from  
the opening recitative; giving Abraham the  
bright vowel of ‘My God’ to emerge from the  
darker ‘befall’ of the alto. Only a minute in 
and Britten has us hooked into the world of  
this Canticle. The effect of this work on an 
audience is one that I cannot equate to any  
other concert piece that I perform. It is also  
a fitting end to the ‘first half’ of the Canticle  
‘cycle’. For Britten was to move yet again  
to somewhere entirely new for each of the 
remaining works.

The work that changes the tone of Britten’s 
Canticles is the third, Still Falls the Rain. In  
fact it is Britten’s fascination with the  
twelve-tone system that is largely behind the 
musical world of this piece. It may have been  
the name alone of Edith Sitwell’s collection 
of poetry – The Canticle of the Rose – that  
attracted Britten to search for inspiration for  
a new work. Sitwell’s Still Falls the Rain is a  
hard-hitting, religious reflection on the horrors  
of the Second World War. But Britten’s decision  
was also bound up with his reaction to the 
tragic suicide of Noel Mewton-Wood. 

John Amis asked Britten to write a work for a 
memorial concert for Mewton-Wood, who at  
31 had taken prussic acid and killed himself.  
A virtuoso pianist (he spent time studying with 
Artur Schnabel), Mewton-Wood had accompanied 
Peter Pears and performed at Aldeburgh. 
According to Amis, the young pianist could  
not cope with the death of his lover and may  
have even blamed himself. The suicide made  
quite an impact on Britten; he wrote in a letter  
to Sitwell that in her poem he found “something 
very right for the poor boy”.

This work also follows on from an opera. Canticle 
III was written three months after the first 
performance of The Turn of the Screw. Like the 
opera, it is composed as a set of theme and 
variations. Britten set the poem for tenor, horn  
and piano and Dennis Brain joined Britten  
and Pears for the first performance. It is an 
incredibly moving memorial. The work is far  
from ‘easy listening’ yet Britten’s ability to set 
difficult text in such an engaging way cannot  
but grip the listener. This is surely thanks to the  
skills of Peter Pears – so excellent was he in 
delivering the most obscure poetry or libretto 
(Captain Vere’s long speeches spring to mind) 
that he could guide Britten as well as realise 
the composer’s ideas. There is a rare use of 
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Sprechgesang (half spoken, half sung) for  
the two lines from ‘O Ile leape up to my  
God...’. Graham Johnson points out that this  
is probably a deliberate effect to separate  
these lines from Sitwell, as they are in fact a  
quote from Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. Britten 
again adopts two voices for the voice of God – 
this time tenor and horn – a peaceful close to an 
abstract work. That we feel a sense of catharsis 
at the end of the work is due to Britten’s 
genius in handling unfamiliar poetic imagery.  

The final two Canticles are both settings of  
T. S. Eliot. They stand either side of Britten’s  
last operatic work, Death in Venice. In an  
unusual and highly original setting of ‘The  
Journey of the Magi’, Canticle IV calls for 
countertenor, tenor and baritone (the same  
vocal forces that the opera requires) to  
become the Magi; Melchior, Balthasar and  
Caspar. As with Death in Venice, James  
Bowman, Peter Pears and John Shirley-Quirk 
took the roles in the first performance. The close 
harmony of the writing, sounding high and  
thin (the baritone and tenor extend quietly to  
the realm of the countertenor) makes the  
listener feel the cold that they speak of. The 
uneasy, constantly changing time signatures 
convey perfectly the sense of the awkward  

and tough drudgery of the journey. The Magi  
are on their way to Bethlehem. Each character 
breaks off, sometimes a line or word being  
finished by another singer before returning 
to unison or harmony, giving the effect of the 
three old men remembering bits of information, 
complaints and grumblings, in real time. 

Britten, in another inspired moment, uses the 
melody from the Antiphon Magi viderunt stellam 
(which comes before the Magnificat at the  
First Vespers for the Feast of Epiphany) to  
decorate the repeated ‘satisfactory’ of the  
Magi. Britten takes this conclusion of the  
three men and raises the stakes so as to  
leave a cloud over the whole of Christianity. 

Donald Mitchell had said that Eliot was one of 
the few poets Britten could read after his heart 
operation. Britten’s illness had slowed him 
down considerably and ‘The Death of Narcissus’ 
proved to be one of his last works. Perhaps it 
is in Eliot’s “Dancer before God” that Britten  
sees a relation to Tadzio from his last opera,  
Death in Venice. Perhaps it is simply the rise  
and fall of this Narcissus/St Sebastian hybrid  
that attracted him. Innocence is lost, and  
finally he is destroyed.

The great wash of imagery in this poem might 
present a lesser composer with a problem.  
Britten’s first masterstroke is to set the poem 
for tenor and harp (Osian Ellis). This takes  
Canticle V out of the familiar world of the  
piano-accompanied song. The harp’s exotic  
sound proves perfect to create the lead  
character. The tenor part is difficult, but I find  
the most satisfying to sing. Britten’s lines are  
long. Full lungs are required to negotiate  
them. The pace matches Narcissus’ adventures 
and then calms again – death sounding familiar 
to birth. As the singer expires his last breath,  
the Canticle is over.    

© Ben Johnson, 2012
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TEXTS

1	Canticle I: ‘My beloved is mine’

Ev’n like two little bank-divided brooks
That wash the pebbles with their wanton streams,
And having ranged and searched a thousand nooks
Meet both at length at silver-breasted Thames
Where in a greater current they conjoin,
So I my best beloved’s am.
So he is mine!
Ev’n so we met and after long pursuit
Ev’n so we joined. We both became entire.
No need for either to renew a suit
For I was flax, and he was flames of fire.
Our firm united souls did more than twine.
So I my best beloved’s am,
So he is mine.

If all those glittering monarchs, that command
The servile quarters of this earthly ball
Should tender in exchange their shares of land
I would not change my fortunes for them all;
Their wealth is but a counter to my coin:
The world’s but theirs;
But my beloved’s mine.



2	Canticle II: ‘Abraham and Isaac’ 

God 
Abraham, my servant, Abraham,
Take Isaac, thy son by name,
That thou lovest the best of all,
And in sacrifice offer him to me
Upon that hill there besides thee.
Abraham, I will that so it be,
For aught that may befall.

Abraham
My Lord, to Thee is mine intent
Ever to be obedient.
That son that Thou to me hast sent
Offer I will to Thee.
Thy bidding done shall be.

Make thee ready, my dear darling,
For we must do a little thing.
This woode do on thy back it bring,
We may no longer abide.
A sword and fire that I will take,
For sacrifice behoves me to make;
God’s bidding will I not forsake,
But ever obedient be.

Nor time, nor place, nor chance, nor death
Can bow my least desires unto the least remove.
He’s firmly mine by oath, I his by vow.
He’s mine by faith and I am his by love.
He’s mine by water, I am his by wine:
Thus I my best beloved’s am,
Thus he is mine.

He is my altar, I his holy place,
I am his guest and he my living food.
I’m his by penitence, he mine by grace,
I’m his by purchase, he is mine by blood.
He’s my supporting elm and I his vine:
Thus I my best beloved’s am,
Thus he is mine.

He gives me wealth: I give him all my vows:
I give him songs, he gives me length of days.
With wreaths of grace he crowns my longing brows
And I his temples with a crown of praise,
Which he accepts: an everlasting sign
That I my best beloved’s am,
That he is mine.

Francis Quarles (1592-1644)
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Isaac
Father, I am all ready
To do your bidding most meekely,
And to bear this wood full bayn am I,
As you commanded me.

Abraham
Now, Isaac son, go we our way
To yonder mount if that we may.

Isaac
My dear father, I will essay
To follow you full fain.

Abraham
O! My heart will break in three,
To hear thy words I have pitye;
As Thou wilt, Lord, so must it be,
To Thee I will be bayn.
Lay down thy faggot, my own son dear.

Isaac
All ready father, lo, it is here.
But why make you such heavy cheer?
Are you anything adread?

Abraham
Ah! Dear God! That me is woe!

Isaac
Father, if it be your will,
Where is the beast that we shall kill?

Abraham
Thereof, son, is none upon this hill.

Isaac
Father, I am full sore affeared
To see you bear that drawne sword.

Abraham
Isaac, son, peace, I pray thee,
Thou breakest my heart even in three.

Isaac
I pray you, father, layn nothing from me,
But tell me what you think.

Abraham
Ah! Isaac, Isaac, I must thee kill!

Isaac
Alas! Father, is that your will,
Your owne child for to spill
Upon this hilles brink?
If I have trespassed in any degree
With a yard you may beat me;
Put up your sword, if your will be,
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For I am but a child.
Would God my mother were here with me!
She would kneel down upon her knee,
Praying you, father, if it may be,
For to save my life.

Abraham
O Isaac, son, to thee I say
God hath commanded me today
Sacrifice, this is no nay,
To make of thy bodye.

Isaac
Is it God’s will I shall be slain?

Abraham
Yea, son, it is not for to layn.

Isaac
Father, seeing you mustë needs do so,
Let it pass lightly and over go;
Kneeling on my knees two,
Your blessing on me spread.

Abraham
My blessing, dear son, give I thee
And thy mother’s with heart free.
The blessing of the Trinity,
My dear Son, on thee light.

Come hither, my child, thou art so sweet,
Thou must be bound both hands and feet.

Isaac
Father, do with me as you will,
I must obey, and that is skill,
Godës commandment to fulfil,
For needs so it must be.

Abraham
Isaac, Isaac, blessed must thou be.

Isaac
Father, greet well my brethren ying,
And pray my mother of her blessing,
I come no more under her wing,
Farewell for ever and aye.

Abraham
Farewell, my sweete son of grace!

Isaac
I pray you, father, turn down my face,
For I am sore adread.

Abraham
Lord, full loth were I him to kill!

Anon right in this place.
Sacrifice here sent me is,
And all, Lord, through Thy grace.

Envoi
Such obedience grant us, O Lord!
Ever to Thy most holy word.
That in the same we may accord
As this Abraham was bayn;
And then altogether shall we
That worthy King in heaven see,
And dwell with Him in great glorye
For ever and ever. Amen

Chester miracle play

3 Canticle III: ‘Still Falls the Rain 
  – the Raids, 1940, Night and Dawn’

Still falls the Rain –
Dark as the world of man, black as our loss –  
Blind as the nineteen hundred and forty nails 
Upon the Cross

Still falls the Rain –
With a sound like the pulse of the heart that is 
 changed to the hammer-beat
In the Potter’s Field, 
 and the sound of the impious feet
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Isaac
Ah, mercy, father, why tarry you so?

Abraham
Jesu! On me have pity,
That I have most in mind.

Isaac
Now, father, I see that I shall die:
Almighty God in majesty!
My soul I offer unto Thee!

Abraham
To do this deed I am sorrye.

God
Abraham, my servant dear, Abraham,
Lay not thy sword in no manner
On Isaac, thy dear darling.
For thou dreadest me, well wot I,
That of thy son has no mercy,
To fulfil my bidding.

Abraham 
Ah, Lord of heaven and King of bliss,
Thy bidding shall be done, i-wiss!
A horned wether here I see,
Among the briars tied is he,
To Thee offered shall he be



- 12 -

On the Tomb: 
Still falls the rain 
In the Field of Blood where the small hopes 
 breed and the human brain 
Nurtures its greed, 
 that worm with the brow of Cain.

Still falls the Rain 
At the feet of the Starved Man 
 hung upon the Cross. 
Christ that each day, each night, 
 nails there, have mercy on us – 
On dives and on Lazarus: 
Under the rain the sore and the gold 
 are as one.

Still falls the Rain – 
Still falls the blood from the 
 Starved man’s wounded side: 
He bears in His Heart all wounds, – 
 those of the light that died 
The last faint spark 
In the self-murdered heart, 
 the wounds of the sad uncomprehending dark, 
The wounds of the baited bear, – 
The blind and weeping bear 
 whom the keepers beat
On his helpless flesh ...
 the tears of the hunted hare.

Still falls the Rain – 
Then – O Ile leape up to my God: 
 who pulles me doune – 
See, see where Christ’s blood 
 streames in the firmament: 
It flows from the Brow we nailed 
 upon the tree 
Deep to the dying, to the thirsting heart 
That holds the fires of the world, – 
 dark-smirched with pain 
As Caesar’s laurel crown.

Then sounds the voice of One 
 who like the heart of man 
Was once a child who among beasts has lain – 
‘Still do I love, still shed my innocent light,
  my Blood for thee.’

 Edith Sitwell (1887-1964)

4	Canticle IV: ‘The Journey of the Magi’

A cold coming we had of it,
Just the worst time of the year
For a journey, and such a long journey:
The ways deep and the weather sharp,
The very dead of winter.
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory,
Lying down in the melting snow.

And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.

All this was a long time ago, I remember,
And I would do it again, but set down
This: were we led all that way for
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly,
We had evidence and no doubt.
I had seen birth and death,
But had thought they were different; this Birth was
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
With an alien people clutching their gods.
I should be glad of another death.

T. S. Eliot (1888-1965)

5	Canticle V: ‘The Death of Saint Narcissus’

Come under the shadow of this gray rock –
Come in under the shadow of this gray rock,
And I will show you something different from either
Your shadow sprawling over the sand at daybreak, or
Your shadow leaping behind the fire against the  
 red rock:
I will show you his bloody cloth and limbs
And the gray shadow on his lips.
He walked once between the sea and the high cliffs
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There were times we regretted
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces,
And the silken girls bringing sherbet.
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling
And running away, and wanting their liquor 
 and women,
And the night-fires going out, and the lack 
 of shelters,
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly
And the villages dirty and charging high prices:
A hard time we had of it.
At the end we preferred to travel all night,
Sleeping in snatches,
With the voices singing in our ears, saying
That this was all folly.

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation,
With a running stream and a water-mill beating  
 the darkness,
And three trees on the low sky.
And an old white horse galloped away in 
 the meadow.
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves 
 over the lintel,
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces 
 of silver,
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins.
But there was no information, and so we continued
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When the wind made him aware of his limbs 
   smoothly passing each other
And of his arms crossed over his breast.
When he walked over the meadows
He was stifled and soothed by his own rhythm.
By the river
His eyes were aware of the pointed corners of his eyes
And his hands aware of the pointed tips of his 
fingers.

Struck down by such knowledge
He could not live men’s ways,  
    but became a dancer before God.
If he walked in city streets
He seemed to tread on faces, 
    convulsive thighs and knees.
So he came out under the rock.

First he was sure that he had been a tree,
Twisting its branches among each other
And tangling its roots among each other.

Then he knew that he had been a fish
With slippery white belly held tight in his 
 own fingers,
Writhing in his own clutch, his ancient beauty
Caught fast in the pink tips of his new beauty.

Then he had been a young girl
Caught in the woods by a drunken old man
Knowing at the end the taste of his own whiteness,
The horror of his own smoothness,
And he felt drunken and old.

So he became a dancer to God.
Because his flesh was in love with the 
burning arrows
He danced on the hot sand
Until the arrows came.
As he embraced them his white skin 
   surrendered itself to the redness of blood, and  
 satisfied him.
Now he is green, dry and stained
With the shadow in his mouth.

T. S. Eliot
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BEN JOHNSON

Ben Johnson quickly established himself as one 
of the most exciting tenors of his generation. He 
studied with Neil Mackie and Tim Evans-Jones 
at the Royal College of Music Benjamin Britten 
International Opera School. Winner of the Kathleen 
Ferrier Awards in 2008, he is also a prizewinner  
at the Wigmore Hall International Song Competition 
and the Gerald Moore Awards (singer’s prize). 
Currently studying with Jeffrey Talbot, he is a BBC 
Radio 3 New Generation Artist in 2010-2012.

His recent opera engagements include Nemorino 
The Elixir of Love for English National Opera, 
Don Ottavio Don Giovanni for Opéra National 
de Bordeaux, Bénédict Béatrice et Bénédict 
for Chelsea Opera Group, Shepherd and Sailor 
in concert performances of Tristan und Isolde 
with the CBSO, Novice in Michael Grandage’s 
new production of Billy Budd at Glyndebourne  
Festival Opera, Copland’s The Tender Land at 
Opéra de Lyon and productions for Scottish Opera 
and the Classical Opera Company.

On the concert platform Ben Johnson has sung 
Messiah with the Academy of Ancient Music and 
the English Chamber Orchestra, Samson with 
the English Concert at the BBC Proms, Elgar 
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Caractacus at the Three Choirs Festival, Mozart 
Requiem with the Philharmonia Orchestra, Mozart 
concert arias, Britten Serenade for Tenor, Horn 
and Strings with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, 
Mahler Rückert Lieder and Frank Bridge with  
the BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Britten  
Our Hunting Fathers and Strauss Lieder with 
the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra, Britten Les 
Illuminations with the Orchestra of Scottish 
Opera, Evangelist in St Matthew Passion  
with Kristiansand Symphony Orchestra, Haydn 
Paukenmesse and Britten St Nicolas Cantata 
at De Doelen in Rotterdam. He has worked with 
conductors including Sir Mark Elder, Andris 
Nelsons, Esa-Pekka Salonen, Jiří Bělohlávek, 
Nicholas Kraemer, Thomas Dausgaard, Francesco 
Corti, Rory Macdonald, Leo Hussain, Richard  
Egarr and Harry Bicket.

In recital he works regularly with Graham  
Johnson. They performed together at the Wigmore 
Hall, the Ruhr Klavier Festival in Germany, 
Aldeburgh Music, and have recorded songs by 
Poulenc for Hyperion records. He also works 
with Roger Vignoles, Malcolm Martineau, and 
James Baillieu. In 2011/12 season, he has sung 
Britten Canticles at deSingel, Antwerp with  
Roger Vignoles. He has also appeared at City  
of London Festival, Rosenblatt Recitals, Kings 

Place, Lake District Summer Music and a Kathleen 
Ferrier celebrations concert at the Wigmore Hall.

Highlights in 2012/13 season include Don Ottavio 
and Alfredo La Traviata at the English National 
Opera, Britten Serenade with the Residentie 
Orkest, and Tippett A Child of Our Time with  
the London Philharmonic Orchestra. He will  
also return to Glyndebourne Festival Opera in the 
future seasons.

Ben Johnson is currently an ENO Harewood Artist 
and a Wigmore Hall Emerging Talent.

JAMES BAILLIEU

Described by The Daily Telegraph as ‘in a class of 
his own’ James Baillieu has been the prize-winner 
of the Wigmore Hall Song Competition, Das Lied 
International Song Competition (in both 2009 
& 2011), Kathleen Ferrier and Richard Tauber 
Competitions. He was selected for representation 
by Young Classical Artists Trust (YCAT) in 
2010 and in 2012 received a Borletti-Buitoni  
Trust Fellowship and a Geoffrey Parsons Memorial 
Trust Award.

James has given solo and chamber recitals 
throughout Europe and further afield and  
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regularly records for BBC Radio 3. He collaborates 
with a wide range of singers and instrumentalists 
from the Elias and Heath Quartets to  
Mark Padmore, Sir Thomas Allen, Katherine 
Broderick, Annette Dasch, Pumeza Matshikiza, 
Ben Johnson, Allan Clayton, Gerard Collett,  
Marcus Farnsworth, Jared Holt, Eri Nakamura,  
Catherine Wyn Rogers, Jacques Imbrailo,  
Sarah-Jane Brandon and Kishani Jayasinghe. 
Festivals and venues have included Wigmore  
Hall, Bridgewater Hall, National Concert Hall 
Dublin, Berlin Konzerthaus, Musikverein, 
Festpillene i Bergen, Spitalfields, Aldeburgh,  
City of London, Cheltenham, Belfast, St. Magnus, 
Brighton, Aix-en-Provence, Derry and Norfolk  
& Norwich Festivals.  

During the 2011/12 season he gave solo recitals  
in the Nottingham and Leeds International  
Series and appeared with the Ulster Orchestra 
(broadcast by BBC Radio 3). He recorded 
Schubert with flautist Adam Walker and toured 
the UK with Noah Stewart and Kathryn Rudge. 
Engagements this season include recitals at 
Wigmore Hall with Lisa Milne, Sophie Bevan,  
Ian Bostridge, Ailish Tynan, Mark Padmore  
and Adam Walker and recordings for BBC Radio  
3 with Ben Johnson and Robin Tritschler.



An experienced coach, James has worked regularly 
at the George Solti Accademia di Bel Canto in 
Italy, was a repertory professor for the Encuentro 
de musica y Academia de Santander in Spain, 
and continues to coach for the Jette Parker 
Young Artists Programme at the Royal Opera 
House, Covent Garden. He is an alumnus of the 
Britten-Pears Young Artist Programme, a scholar 
for the Samling Foundation, has participated in 
the European Liedforum in Berlin and in 2011 
worked with Gerhard Schulz at the International  
Musicians Seminar in Prussia Cove.

Born in South Africa, James studied at the Royal  
Academy of Music in London with Michael Dussek,  
Malcolm Martineau and Kathryn Stott. He was 
appointed a Hodgson Junior Fellow in 2007, a 
Professor of Piano Accompaniment in 2011, and 
awarded an ARAM in 2012.

CHRISTOPHER AINSLIE

Christopher Ainslie started his singing career as  
a chorister in Cape Town, his home city. In 2005  
he moved to London to study at the Royal College  
of Music, where he graduated with distinction. 

Ainslie has rapidly established himself as a 
leading interpreter of the countertenor repertoire, 

and is also active in exploring repertoire not 
usually associated with the voice-type. He has 
appeared twice at the Royal Opera House, Covent 
Garden (Innocent 4 in The Minotaur, the title 
role in Artaxerxes), at Glyndebourne (Ottone in 
L’incoronazione di Poppea, Eustazio in Rinaldo), 
Opera de Lyon (Voice of Apollo in Death in Venice), 
Drottningholm (Ottone in Poppea), Göttingen  
Handel Festival (the title role in Tamerlano) and  
Central City Opera (the title role in Amadigi).  
Other roles include the title role in Poro, and  
Alessandro in Tolomeo at the London Handel 
Festival (LHF), Medoro in Orlando with Independent 
Opera, Arsace in Partenope at the Les Azuriales  
Festival, and the title role in Rinaldo in Latvia.

Equally at home on the oratorio and recital  
stages, Ainslie’s recent performances include  
a recital at the Wigmore Hall, Bach’s Magnificat  
and Handel’s Amadigi with the Retrospect 
Ensemble at the Wigmore Hall, a recital with 
players from The English Concert, Handel’s 
Messiah (LHF, Detroit Symphony, and Philadelphia 
Orchestra), Bach’s Weihnachts-Oratorium (Moscow 
Conservatory), Blow’s Venus and Adonis (Les 
Arts Florissants and B’Rock), Purcell’s Ode to St  
Cecilia and Handel’s Te Deum in D (B’Rock), the  
title role in Handel’s Solomon (LHF), Belshazzar 
(Dresden), Saul (St John’s, Smith Square), Judas  
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Maccabeus (Vilnius), Jephtha, Theodora and Samson  
(Cape Town), Bach’s Matthäus-Passion (LHF), Bach’s 
Johannes-Passion (Cadogan Hall) and Vivaldi’s 
Gloria (Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra). Ainslie’s 
recordings include the title role in Arne’s Artaxerxes, 
and Zephyrus in Mozart’s Apollo et Hyacinthus, 
both with Linn Records and Classical Opera. 

Studying with Mark Tucker, Ainslie is an exponent 
of the bel canto style rather than English choral 
tradition, and his expressive, colourful and 
dramatic singing continually attracts critical 
acclaim. In 2011 he won the Gianni Bergamo 
countertenor competition in Switzerland. In 2008 
he was the first countertenor to win the Richard 
Tauber competition at the Wigmore Hall, and in 
2007 he was awarded the Michael Oliver Prize in 
the LHF Singing Competition.

Engagements this season and beyond include 
performances of Handel’s Messiah with the 
Bournemouth and St Louis Symphony Orchestras, 
the title role in Cavalli’s Eliogabalo with Gotham 
Chamber Opera, Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream and Voice of Apollo in Death in Venice 
for Opera North, a return to the Wigmore Hall  
in a concert with Classical Opera Company,  
and performances of music by Handel and 
Scarlatti with Les Arts Florissants.
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BENEDICT NELSON

Hailed by Rupert Christiansen in the Daily 
Telegraph’s “Opera Highlights” as Best  
Newcomer, Benedict Nelson studied at the 
Guildhall School of Music and Drama and the 
National Opera Studio. He has won numerous 
prizes including 2nd prize at the Kathleen Ferrier 
Awards and the Guildhall Gold Medal. Nelson  
is currently an ENO Harewood Artist.
 
In concert Nelson has performed under  
conductors including Sir Neville Marriner, David 
Parry, Bernard Labadie, Sir Roger Norrington  
and Thomas Zehetmair. Highlights include  
Elijah with Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra;  
Brahms Requiem with BBC Symphony Orchestra 
under Jiří Bělohlávek, RTÉ Orchestra, Ulster 
Orchestra and Basel Chamber Orchestra; Duruflé 
Requiem with City of Birmingham Symphony 
Orchestra; Berlioz L’Enfance du Christ with  
Utah Symphony Orchestra under Thierry Fischer; 
Walton Belshazzar’s Feast with the Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra and Mozart Requiem  
with the CBSO under Andris Nelsons. Also a 
committed recitalist, Nelson has performed  
at Leeds Lieder, Cheltenham Festival, Snape 
Maltings and London Song Festival.
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On the opera stage, highlights include the title 
role in David Alden’s new production of Billy 
Budd, Belcore The Elixir of Love, Valentin Faust, 
Demetrius A Midsummer Night’s Dream (English 
National Opera); Tarquinius The Rape of Lucretia 
(Opéra Anger-Nantes); Stranger The Lady from 
the Sea (Scottish Opera) and Silvano Un ballo in 
maschera (Opera Holland Park).
 
MARTIN OWEN

Martin Owen is widely regarded as one of  
Europe’s leading horn players, appearing as  
soloist and chamber musician at some of the 
leading music festivals around the world.  
He currently holds the positions of Principal  
Horn at the BBC Symphony Orchestra and is 
on a temporary contract as Solo Horn of the 
Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, having served  
as Principal Horn of the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra for ten years.    

Recent highlights include performances of 
concertos by Mozart, Richard Strauss, Schumann, 
Messiaen, Britten, Elliott Carter and Oliver 
Knussen, with orchestras including the BBC 
Symphony, Royal Philharmonic, BBC Philharmonic, 
Orquesta Nacional de España, The Hallé, New 
World Symphony and Ensemble Modern.  
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Other recordings include Mozart’s horn concertos 
with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra (for RPO 
Classics), Britten’s Serenade with Toby Spence 
and the Scottish Ensemble directed by Clio 
Gould (for Linn), Schubert’s Octet with Michael 
Collins (which was recorded for Wigmore Hall’s 
Live label), Schumann’s Konzertstück with the 
BBC Philharmonic Orchestra/Mackerras (on the 
BBC’s label), Danzi’s Sinfonia Concertante with 
the Orquestra de Cadaques/Marriner (on the Trito  
label) and Roderick Elms’ Four Seasonal Nocturnes 
with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra/Cleobury 
(for Dutton). Additionally, Martin Owen has performed 
on over 300 movie soundtracks to date including  
James Bond, Star Wars, Harry Potter, Gladiator 
and Pirates of the Caribbean films.
 
In 2012/13, Martin will perform at festivals in 
the UK, Germany and the Ukraine, concerts with 
Ensemble Berlin in Portugal, Austria, Germany 
and Croatia, and perform Knussen’s horn concerto 
and Schumann’s Konzertstück with the BBCSO. 
Upcoming recordings include Schubert’s Octet 
(for SOMM). He will perform Benjamin Britten’s 
Serenade with Ben Johnson at Aldeburgh in  
2013, the Centenary of Britten’s birth.
 
Martin Owen is a Fellow of the Royal Academy of 
Music, where he is Professor of Horn.

LUCY WAKEFORD

Appointed principal of the Philharmonia  
Orchestra in 2002, Lucy Wakeford is principal 
harp of the Britten Sinfonia and harpist of  
the Nash Ensemble, one of the most outstanding 
harpists of her generation. She has performed  
at major venues and festivals throughout  
Europe, in Britain the Queen Elizabeth Hall,  
Purcell Room and Wigmore Hall, both as  
soloist and in ensemble performances. Lucy  
has appeared at the City of London and  
Cheltenham International Festivals. As a 
concerto soloist Lucy has appeared with the 
London Symphony Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields,  
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra, Israel 
Philharmonic Orchestra, Guildhall String Ensemble, 
Ulster Orchestra, City of London Sinfonia, London 
Festival Orchestra and BBC Concert Orchestra, 
among many others.  

She has recorded the Mozart Concerto for Flute  
and Harp with the Britten Sinfonia and Dohnányi 
Concertino with the English Sinfonia on the  
BMG and ASV labels respectively. In 2008 she  
recorded the Lutosławski Concerto for Oboe  
and Harp with Nicholas Daniels and with the 
Lutosławski Philharmonic Orchestra in Poland.
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Britten Abroad
Mark Padmore, Susan Gritton
Iain Burnside
SIGCD122

“flawless music-making of the first order” 
BBC Music Magazine ★★★★★

Britten: A Ceremony of Carols
Poston: An English Day-Book
NYCoS National Girls Choir
Claire Jones, Christopher Bell
SIGCD228

“Clear as a jingle-bell, the NYCoS National Girls Choir take Britten’s 
unadorned carols without fear or sentiment in a translucent reading” 
La Scena Musicale


