


Introduction:
In this case study I will give an overview of Benjamin Britten’s life leading up to and around the completion of his composition of The Salley Gardens. I have included a short biography of W.B Yeats life up to the writing of Down by the Salley Gardens. I will explore the reasoning behind Britten’s composition of The Salley Gardens, I have also internalised and extrapolated my own personal experience with my performances of The Salley Gardens, my professional development and how I have tried approaching the piece of music.

Biography of Benjamin Britten:
[bookmark: _Hlk161932450]Edward Benjamin Britten was born on the 22nd of November 1913, in Lowestoft, Suffolk, England. His mother influenced Britten musically and from the age of five Britten began composing his own works of music. At school he was proficient in Maths and Sport. Aged eleven he was discovered by composer Frank Bridge who took young Britten under his wing musically and became a personal tutor. Britten entered the Royal College of Music in 1930 but did not enjoy it. saying “he didn’t learn much”. In 1935 Britten got his first job composing music for a documentary film for the General Post Office. During this time, he became close to the poet W.H Auden and would later set his poetry to music in the cycle Hymns to St. Celia. (Niday, Behroozi, 1996)
In 1939 Britten moved to America – Auden had moved there, and this led Britten along with partner Peter Pears to decide to emigrate, Britten being a pacifist was also an objector to the War and sought to move away from the conflict. His anti-war convictions led him to create the War Requiem which was completed in 1961. (Niday, Behroozi, 1996)
In 1942, Britten became homesick (Rosenthal, M. 2016) and returned to England it was during this time he composed his Folk Arrangements, in 1943 setting Yeats’ poem Down by the Salley Gardens to music.

Biography of William Butler Yeats:
William Butler Yeats was born in Sandymount County, Dublin, Ireland, on the 13th of June 1865, he was born into an Anglo-Irish Protestant family. Yeats was educated at home during his formative years, his father regaling William and his siblings with folk tales, after moving to Slough England in 1867, William’s father would take him out on walks through the countryside. Yeats spent fourteen years of his childhood in England, but this didn’t hinder a cultural connection to Ireland which was forged from ancestral roots and familial influences. 
Yeats was fascinated by the paranormal, mysticism and astrology, the first collection of poems Yeats published being called “The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems” in 1889. The words of the Wanderings poem were influenced by a mythical Gaelic hero called Finn. Included in this collection is his poem “Down by the Salley Gardens”, a reimagining and homage to a song Yeats heard sung by an elderly lady in County Sligo, Ireland. The location of “The Salley Gardens” is thought to be in County Sligo, where the willow trees were cultivated to construct roofs for cottages, Salley being another word for willow. 
Analysis:
Why did Britten choose Down by the Salley Gardens – 
In 1939 Britten had moved to America, this was at the beginning of the Second World War and Britten had grown up as a pacifist leaving behind the turmoil of the war he settled in America and in 1940 whilst homesick he began composing his Folk Song Arrangements, these arrangements being a way to reconnect with his homeland of England. Britten set poems by Irish, Welsh, Scottish and English poets to music, his first collection of arrangements was incredibly popular, and he went on the create in total 8 volumes of Folk Arrangements. 
The Salley Gardens was the first of these folk arrangements, composed in New York in 1942 during the height of Brittens longing for home and influenced by his partner Peter Pears whose mother was a singing teacher and regularly sang folk music. Pears being a tenor was also the first to sing Brittens composition – 
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                                                                                                                                             (Sir Peter Pears – Topic, 2014)
In 1935 Britten became friends with poet W.H Auden, they were collaborating on Coal Face, a documentary film about the dangers of working down the mines, Britten providing the musical score whilst Auden narrated with a poem, he himself had written.  It was a professional and personal relationship. 
Britten had moved to America in 1939 due to the war but also because Auden himself had also moved there prior. I hypothesise that Auden was the inspiration for Britten to first choose a Yeats poem. In 1939 Auden had written the long form poem titled “In Memory of W.B. Yeats” a tribute to the poet who died the same year, a profound honest poem about Auden’s own complicated feelings towards Yeats. (Tearle , O, Dr. 2018)
Auden held influence over Britten and the choice of Down by the Salley Gardens partly came from this relationship. 
As Britten was now living in America and suffering homesickness, he began composing the folk arrangements and starting with Down by the Salley Gardens, the title of the poem is wistful we are already in a memory from the get-go, this wistfulness is a feeling I imagine Britten was experiencing in America and why the title may have been the reason for him to select this Yeats poem. Maybe longing for the traditionalism and simplicity of life during the hardship of the war is what led Britten to choose this poem.

Composition and Storytelling –
The poem Yeats wrote with words taken from an old Irish folk tune he overheard in County Sligo, Ireland are conversational in tone, a person is taking us on a journey through their retelling of love, meeting a girl, by chance, in the Salley Gardens, Salley being another word for Willow, the use of Willow trees in folk stories and songs is prevalent, the way their branches spill over heeds to the nickname weeping willow, creating imagery of yearning and grief, stirring emotions. 
With Brittens piano accompaniment, the simple chords start off and are continued throughout run parallel to the story as its beating heart, the descending fourths via the left hand introduce us to the next verse the telling of how this person had this love but took it for granted, they were tempestuous, now they are wiser and are reminiscing, the descending fourths taking us down to this persons regrets whilst the pulsating heart beats on, still with the love. 
There are little dynamics in the piano part, the emphasis needs to come from the text, the story, the singer is the person regaling this story and is in an emotional pain. You can almost sigh on the words “…and foolish *pause* and now am full of tears.” Throughout the song, the pulsating heart beat like chords of the left hand accompany us on our walk through the Salley Gardens. 

Personal Development with The Salley Gardens – 
In November 2023 my singing teacher introduced me to The Salley Gardens by Benjamin Britten, I was entranced by it, for over 15 years I have wanted to be a folk singer and classically I was not aware of the room for these style of arrangements for the voice, I was happy that there was the chance of convergence between the two worlds.
The simplicity of the song is the aspect I most struggled with; I have not yet acquired the performance skills to convey the emotion The Salley Gardens needs. Psychologically, knowing that I couldn’t sing it ‘folk’ style but needed to give it the classical line, threw me. The technical aspect of keeping a line throughout a song is something I find difficult to achieve. Only when the technique of singing is used properly can one then introduce emotions in a classical setting. I have sang The Salley Gardens three times in front of people now, the first time being the best out of all, my logic for this is I wasn’t studying it so intensely so the performance of the piece was initially more of a natural one and as time and research went on I developed a complex for it, as I was struggling to rid myself of old bad singing habits and embrace new better ones The Salley Gardens was with my transition straddling the gap between old and new. 
Taking on board what my singing teachers have said regarding “line through singing”; to keep the air flow steady whilst maintaining diaphragm support and pitch, will be essential to my continued practice. 

Conclusion:
My understanding of this topic is that The Salley Gardens represents longing, the longing of Britten for Auden in 1939 when he decided to emigrate to America to follow Auden in his footsteps, the longing to be away from England from a bloody war with no end in sight, the longing then afterwards to be back home in England. The music of Down by the Salley Gardens urges us to weep downwards, as we descend the path of memory, to keep memory alive also, by its rhythmic heartbeat piano chords. Yeats wrote the words inspired by the peasant woman he heard singing a folk tune, a woman who was rooted in the land with its landscape, part of nature as the Salley trees are. My own upheaval is included in this song by how I can’t sing it how I want to because I am not rooted to my technique. The songs simplicity should make it an intuitive act when it comes to singing it, the setting of the classical world combining with the folk world clashes in my mind, and I need to work to make the two converge. 



References: 
www.cco.caltech.edu. (n.d.). Britten Biographical Information. [online] Available at: https://www.cco.caltech.edu/~tan/Britten/britbio.html.
‌Queer Portraits in History. (n.d.). Benjamin Britten. [online] Available at: https://www.queerportraits.com/bio/britten.
Meth, M. (2020). ‘Nature was etched in Britten’s music’: the birdwatching composer. The Guardian. [online] 21 Jul. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/music/2020/jul/21/benjamin-britten-music-nature-marci-meth-the-wild-song-sussex [Accessed 19 Mar. 2024].
goodmorningbritten (2013). Listening to Britten – The Salley Gardens. [online] Good Morning Britten. Available at: https://goodmorningbritten.wordpress.com/2013/09/02/listening-to-britten-the-salley-gardens/ [Accessed 19 Mar. 2024].
www.youtube.com. (n.d.). The Sally Gardens: The Sally Gardens. [online] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9a1ECb6fBP4 [Accessed 19 Mar. 2024].
‌Interesting Literature. (2018). A Short Analysis of W. H. Auden’s ‘In Memory of W. B. Yeats’. [online] Available at: https://interestingliterature.com/2018/12/a-short-analysis-of-w-h-audens-in-memory-of-w-b-yeats/.
English National Opera. (n.d.). Britten and W. H. Auden: from Paul Bunyan to Hymn to St Cecilia | ENO. [online] Available at: https://www.eno.org/discover-opera/britten-and-w-h-auden-from-paul-bunyan-to-hymn-to-st-cecilia/.
‌
Bibliography:
Roseberry, E. (1961). Britten’s Purcell Realizations and Folksong Arrangements. Tempo, [online] (57), pp.7–28. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/943503 [Accessed 19 Mar. 2024].
‌


‌

‌

‌

‌

 


image1.jpg




