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Program Notes 

For more than fifty years Bach had tried to compose to 
please his employers. The Musical Offering was speedily completed 
in 1747, near the end of his life and at a time when the old 
composer had become more isolated, composing largely for him
self. Bach was challenged to write the work after a visit to the 
Court of Frederick the Great, a patron of music and a flutist of 
remarkable ability. Upon his arrival, he asked the King to give 
him a musical theme for improvisation. Bach improvised for a 
time and greatly pleased the King, who asked for more. The com
poser could not accept such a challenge, but he did decide then 
to compose a work based on the theme after he returned to Leipzig 
and his study. 

Bach executed a vast cycle of compositions around the royal 
theme which contains three ingredients that provide melodic 
attractiveness and contrapuntal workability. The work begins with 
a statement of this subject, (a) movement upward along the tonic 
chord, (b) diminished seventh leap downward, and (c) descending 
chromaticism. An acrostic in Latin was entered on the first page 
of the music as a friendly challenge to Frederick to solve the 
musical puzzles offered in the two Ricercares, ten Canons and 
central Trio Sonata; the sections which make-up The Musical 
Offering. 

The origins of Britten's Curlew River date back to 1956 
when the composer visited Tokyo in the company of his friend, 
the Prince of Hesse and the Rhine. In his contribution to the 
Britten 50th Birthday Symposium, Prince Ludwig writes about 
an encounter with a medieval Japanese No-play. He tells how, at 
first, it was difficult to overcome the strangeness of the language 
- "deadly serious gibberish"-and the style of production - "No 
scenery, except a stylized painting of a pine tree." More imme
diately comprehensible and appealing were the "magnificent cos
tumes" and the "wonderful masks which can change their expres
sion by a tilt of the head." 

Prince Ludwig goes on to write what is in essence the story 
of Curlew River. "The ferryman is waiting in his boat; a traveler 
turns up and tells him about a woman who will soon be coming 
to the river. The woman is mad, and she is looking for her lost 
child. Then she appears, and the ferryman does not wish to take 
a mad person, but in the end he takes her in his boat. On the way 
across the river the two passengers sit behind each other on the 
floor as if in a narrow boat, while the ferryman stands behind 
them, symbolically punting with a lig?t stick. The ferrym~ tells 
the story of a little boy who came this way a year ago this very 
day. The child was very tired, for I:e h~d es~aped from robb~rs 
who had held him. He crossed the river m this boat, but he died 
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from exhaustion on the other side. The woman starts crying. It 
was her son. The ferryman is sorry for her and takes her to the 
child's grave." 

Over the years the memory of this play remained with the 
composer. Mr. Britten writes: "The whole occasion made a tre
mendous impr€6Sion on me, the simple, touching story, the econ
omy of style, the intense slowness of the actions, the marvelous 
skill and control of the performers, the beautiful costumes, the 
mixture of chanting, speech, ~d singing, which, with the three 
instruments, made up the strange music - it all offered a totally 
new 'operatic' experience." 

Using the format of English medieval religious drama, the 
composer provides the necessary link that bridged the gap between 
Tokyo and Aldeburgh, and it was on the transplantation of Sumi
dagawa to Curlew River and a Church in the Fens that Britten 
and his collaborator, William Polmer, have built their parable. 
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