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!
Introduction !

In choosing the legend of the Roman matron Lucretia as the subject for his second major opera, 

Benjamin Britten selected a story with a long and well-worn history. Throughout the centuries, 

the tragic story of Lucretia has inspired countless playwrights, writers, painters, and composers, 

and Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia is but one in a long line of works that interpret the story as an 

allegory for the liberation of Rome from the Etruscan occupation. The story takes place in 509 

B.C. and tells of Tarquinius Sextus, son of the Etruscan king of Rome and his desire for the 

noblewoman Lucretia, a paragon of female virtue. However, while many who told the story 

before cast the main character alternatively as heroine or victim, Britten takes a different 

approach. In the opera, Lucretia is treated as no more than a vessel through which a complex 

allegory is told. For Britten, her act of suicide is meant to bridge the gap between the time of 

early pagan Rome and the age of Christianity. Through the allegory of Christ, Lucretia’s suicide 

becomes a redemptive act for society. C.G. Rich, in his review of the opera, stated that “the 

theme is none other than the crisis of civilization, raped by the worshippers of power.”  In 1

comparison with earlier treatments of the story, Britten’s Lucretia resists easy categorization as 

either heroine or victim, and, even though she is nominally the protagonist of the opera, she is a 

remarkably passive character. If this story was imbued with so much power and social 

relevance, why, then, did Britten choose to portray Lucretia and the Lucretia myth in this way? 

Did he lack the ability to identify with a female protagonist? The goal of this paper is to view the 

source material from which Britten and librettist Ronald Duncan gleaned their inspiration, as well 

as the final work itself, in order to determine why Lucretia is presented as a musically and 
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dramatically inactive character. In trying to understand the possible reasons behind some of 

Britten’s musical and dramatic decisions, it is important to look at the history of the Lucretia 

myth and the many interpretations of the legend that preceded Britten’s opera.!

!
The History of The Rape of Lucretia, the English Opera Group and Glyndebourne!!
After the success of Britten’s first large-scale opera, Peter Grimes, based upon a poem by 18th-

century Suffolk poet George Crabbe, Britten’s turn to an Etruscan legend for his next opera 

might at first appear an odd choice. In this context, it is important to note that many extra-

musical concerns lay behind the adaptation. After the very successful run of Grimes at Sadler’s 

Wells in London, Britten, along with many who had worked with him (including Peter Pears, 

Nancy Evans and Joan Cross) had a falling out with the opera house. A deal was made that 

Grimes would remain part of the opera house’s repertory and that Britten and the others were 

free to leave. Upon doing so, Britten was approached by businessman and founder of the 

Glyndebourne Festival Opera, John Christie. Christie suggested that Britten write a work for the 

“re-opening” of Glyndebourne in 1946.  The size of the stage at Glyndebourne was not 2

comparable to that of more conventional opera houses such as Covent Garden, Sadler’s Wells 

or La Fenice and called for smaller and more creatively staged adaptations of operatic works. 

Space considerations at Glyndebourne along with a personal rediscovery of Mozart’s operas led 

Britten to the idea of writing what would later be called a “chamber opera.” Friend and librettist 

Eric Crozier suggested the Lucretia myth to Britten and Ronald Duncan, who was well versed in 

French theatre, suggested André Obey’s 1931 play Le Viol de Lucrèce based on the epic poem 

by Shakespeare. The smaller cast of characters, including the  Greek chorus, seemed like a 

natural fit for what would become Britten’s first “chamber opera.” With the help of Duncan, who 
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would write the libretto, Britten crafted an outline with eight characters. Britten and Duncan 

began work on the opera in January of 1946 and by June were ready to begin casting and 

rehearsals. Though certain people were considered for some of the roles (mainly Joan Cross as 

the Female Chorus), only one role was written for someone in particular. The role of the Male 

Chorus was written with Peter Pears in mind:!

After Peter Grimes, Pears’s role of the Male chorus in The Rape of Lucretia may 
seem at first sight marginal. But he knew that he was not the singer to portray the 
aggressively virile Tarquinius or Lucretia’s staid husband Collatinus, who in any 
case were given respectively baritone and bass voices suggesting a darker or 
heavier nature. And as the Male Chorus [...] he was given recitative of a force 
unprecedented in English music, doubtless because Britten knew that he could 
do it justice with his sense of drama, perfect enunciation and projection of 
meaning. !3

!
While Headington suggests that there may be more to the role of the Male Chorus than meets 

the eye, this explanation does not seem to appear in any of Britten’s writings on the role and  

may be viewed as a possible way of explaining the lack of a title role for Pears. This lack of a 

male protagonist role would come to be another aspect of this opera that would make it different 

from the others in Britten’s oeuvre. !

!
As rehearsals were about to commence, Britten and Duncan still had no Lucretia. Bing and 

Christie suggested the young contralto Kathleen Ferrier who had originally been contracted to 

sing the lead role in Carmen at the re-opening of Glyndebourne before conductor Sir Thomas 

Beecham backed out over Ferrier’s lack of stage experience and “[...] comparatively raw and 

undeveloped material.”  Britten had heard Ferrier sing a year before in a performance of 4
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Handel’s Messiah and asked Duncan to accompany him to her audition. According to Duncan, 

as soon as he and Britten heard Ferrier sing, they both knew that she was to be their Lucretia:!

! We were both so moved by the quality of her voice that neither of us 
spoke. [...] She was not only vocally perfect, but it could not have been better 
casting from my point of view. !5!

At this point, Britten decided to double-cast the first run of performances at Glyndebourne and 

many of the principals would become staples in what would later be known as the 

(Glyndebourne) English Opera Group. Though the group originally took their name from the 

festival at which Lucretia was premiered, the troupe would have nothing to do with Christie’s 

festival aside from the use of the performance space. The EOG would later move on to other 

venues. This group came to include singers Peter Pears, Joan Cross, Nancy Evans, Kathleen 

Ferrier, Otakar Kraus, Owen Branigan, librettists Eric Crozier, Myfawny Piper and set designer 

John Piper. !

!
The Rape of Lucretia premiered on July 12, 1946. In the weeks before the premiere, Duncan 

received word from Obey’s lawyers that the French playwright was suing him and Britten for 

plagiarism and copyright infringement. Though it seemed that Britten and Duncan were in the 

right, instead of challenging the claim, they settled the case out of court, as litigation would have 

delayed the premiere and caused further financial losses.  The opera was conducted by Swiss 6

conductor Ernest Ansermet, who would become not only a friend of Britten’s but a great 

interpreter of his music.  Many aspects of this premiere did not fall in line with the usual 7

Glyndebourne fare. For one, Hughes notes that at this time, the group of singers were already 
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calling themselves the English Opera Group as Christie had made it clear that this was not a 

typical Glyndebourne production: !

[A]s this was not a genuine Glyndebourne occasion the nationalities of the 
singers were not shown on the programme; had they been it would have been 
noticed that the second-night cast of eight principals, performing for a company 
that was soon to be formed into the ‘English Opera Group’ included fewer British 
nationals than were found [...] at Glyndebourne before the war.  !8

!The presence of foreign singers along with the French-Swiss Ansermet instead of the British 

Beecham created a very different feeling at the festival, especially so soon after the end of 

WWII. Despite a run of 126 performances throughout the UK and Holland, The Rape of Lucretia 

was not a success on the level of Grimes, and the venture was a huge financial loss for Christie, 

who funded and backed the project personally. There were plans to commission another 

chamber opera from Britten for Glyndebourne, which would eventually turn into Albert Herring, 

but Christie made it clear that he would not fund the project under any circumstances. In 

addition, Britten and others in the English Opera Group were having issues with Rudolf Bing 

and Carl Ebert (artistic director at Glyndebourne) and felt it necessary to sever ties with the 

opera house and rescind the one-time name of “Glyndebourne.” Britten and Christie came to an 

agreement that Lucretia could remain in their repertory (similar to Grimes at Sadler’s Wells) and 

that Albert Herring could be premiered at Glyndebourne.!

!
Praestat emori, quam per dedecus vivere : Lucretia, Christ and the Romans!9

Though it is unclear as to where and with whom the Lucretia myth originated, the story can be 

found amongst the writings of many Roman historians. Ovid, Livy and Cassius Dio all include 

this story when writing their histories of Rome. The stories are somewhat similar: Tarquin the 
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Proud (Tarquinius Superbus), the last king of Rome, flees (the Refifugium) after an uprising. 

This uprising is brought on by the death of Lucretia, the wife of Collatinus (Lucius Tarquinius 

Collatinus). The outline of the story as it is told by Britten and Duncan comes directly from the 

Roman tale (filled in with influences from Shakespeare and Obey). However, there is more to 

these stories than can be seen at first glance. With its roots in Etruscan mythology, the story of 

Lucretia was elaborated by Livy in his famous History of Rome. The Lucretia story became very 

important in creating a political history that could be referenced by later statesmen and invoked 

in times of distress. For many, Lucretia’s death was the catalyzing event that led directly to the 

founding of the Roman republic. According to Livy, Lucretia’s death was the act necessary to 

galvanize the Roman people:!

Whilst they were absorbed in grief, Brutus drew the knife from Lucretia's wound, 
and holding it, dripping with blood, in front of him, said, "By this blood-most pure 
before the outrage wrought by the king's son-I swear, and you, O gods, I call to 
witness that I will drive hence Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, together with his 
cursed wife and his whole brood, with fire and sword and every means in my 
power, and I will not suffer them or any one else to reign in Rome." Then he 
handed the knife to Collatinus and then to Lucretius and Valerius, who were all 
astounded at the marvel of the thing, wondering whence Brutus had acquired this 
new character. They swore as they were directed; all their grief changed to wrath, 
and they followed the lead of Brutus, who summoned them to abolish the 
monarchy forthwith. !10

 !
In this interpretation, Lucretia is cast as martyr, patron saint and great mother, one of many 

similar figures in Roman history, including the quintessential Roman martyr, Rhea Silvia, mother 

to founders Romulus and Remus. It is in this context that Lucretia is remembered best, and 

references to Lucretia in the works of Ovid, Dante, and Shakespeare testify to the lasting 

strength of the image of Lucretia as mother and martyr. It is important, when viewing the 

character of Lucretia, to place her next to many of her incarnations when deciding whether or 

not Britten’s particular description of her character has any agency or depth. !

!
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In his book,The Rapes of Lucretia, Ian Donaldson stipulates that Lucretia’s death may be more 

than a byproduct of the guilt and shame of rape. Though Donaldson acknowledges the theories 

postulated by Philip Brett and others that Lucretia acts in a manner common to many rape and 

trauma victims, he also states that we are viewing the actions of a character centuries removed 

through the eyes of twentieth-century psychologists. According to Donaldson and others, for the 

Romans there was very little difference between adultery and rape. The punishments were 

usually the same (death) and both posed moral and legal problems for the families involved. For 

one, the women were seen as “polluted” --- intentions or mindset had no mitigating effect on the 

act itself. The question of progeny would prove more troublesome. A child born by rape posed a 

real problem for the bloodline of the family.  Do these contexts impact Britten’s Lucretia in any 11

way? If anything, these contexts call her actions (or inaction) into question. Why exactly does 

Lucretia kill herself and why did she submit in the first place? !

!
There are many lenses through which Lucretia’s actions could possibly be viewed and several 

of these involve what Duncan calls the “Christian framework.”   Many early adaptors of the 12

Lucretia story grappled with the issue of consensual sex. As mentioned in many retellings of the 

story, while Lucretia initially resists Tarquinius, she finally submits after he threatens to kill her 

and one of her slaves and place their bodies in bed together in order to claim that he found 

them in the act of adultery. Lucretia gives in because she could not risk the shame such an 

action would cast upon not only her name but that of her family. This problem arose as many 

early Christian philosophers were trying to work the story into a framework that people could 

study and follow. With this insertion of a Christian dialogue, could Britten’s Lucretia be viewed 
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as a person prescient of the outcome prescribed by society were she to submit? For the 

Romans, it would have made little difference; she would be polluted either way. But this pollution 

could work into the concept of Lucretia as sacrifice analogous to Christ, allowing herself to be 

contaminated (by Society, conceptually; as opposed to Tarquinius, literally) in order to show 

society the error of its ways upon her death. This reading can become more problematic and will 

be touched upon further. !

!
Another reading of Lucretia’s actions is based in more of the same early Christian philosophical 

thinking. In constructing a system of philosophical thought, early Christian philosophers looked 

to the issue of those before Christ, specifically, the Greeks and Romans. The Lucretia story was 

discussed often and many like St. Jerome preached that Lucretia offered an example of 

martyrdom and virtuous womanhood that could stand as a model for Christian women. This 

tradition of Lucretia as a pagan/pseudo-Christian martyr would be adopted by many 

philosophers and poets throughout the centuries including Chaucer and Shakespeare. Andre 

Obey’s Le viol de Lucrèce, which serves as the direct source for Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia, 

shares characteristics of this tradition. Like Shakespeare’s epic poem upon which it is based, 

Obey’s play assigns certain characteristics to Lucretia which suggest clear comparisons with the 

early Christian martyrs, if not Christ himself. The violent act of her suicide negates the violent 

act of her rape, thereby returning her body to its previous chastity and saving her husband and 

family the trouble of having her alive yet corrupted. Donaldson refers to this as “magical 

thinking” in which the act of suicide resurrects the previously chaste body.  It is this, along with 13

musings upon the origins and existence of her wound that place her in this canon.  This has 14

varying implications for Britten and Duncan in their construction of the Lucretia character. But if 
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Britten was sticking closer to the Obey and other works like it than previously realized, does this 

add some sort of depth to the character of the operatic Lucretia? A Lucretia who is acting on the 

whole of society and its subsequent redemption might possibly have more agency through 

suicide than one who is committing the act out of a proprietary and patriarchally-inflicted sense 

of honor.!

!
The dilemma of representing Lucretia is most apparent when analyzing the differences between 

the Lucretia of the classics and the christianized Lucretia. By combining elements of both 

stories, Britten weakens Lucretia instead of making her more complex. Shakespeare faced this 

same issue of complexity in his poem The Rape of Lucrece, which merged Christian allegory 

and classical traditions. In Shakespeare’s poem, Lucrece’s inner monologue contemplates the 

ideas of shame and guilt, both with a fair amount of uncertainty, so much so as to leave the 

reader with a sense of general confusion:!

One of the difficulties of Shakespeare’s poem is that it is never made clear 
whether we are to judge the actions of the characters by Roman or by Christian 
standards; nor is it even clear what kind of moral universe they inhabit. !15!

For the Romans and other historians before Christ, the major argument with Lucretia’s suicide is 

the concept of shame, “it is not enough for Lucretia to be innocent; she must also be seen to be 

innocent [...] her death is intended to expunge dishonour.”  In the opera, Collatinus assures her 16

that there is no shame in her actions, if she has not willingly consented:!

! COLLATINUS:!
! If spirit’s not given!
! there’s no need of shame.!
! Lust is all taking,!
! in that there’s shame.!
! What Tarquinius has taken!
! Can be forgotten.!
! What Lucretia has given!
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! Can be forgiven.!!
However, if Lucretia’s chief concern is the restoring of her and her family’s honor, the Christian-

marytr analogy might seem misplaced. The epilogue of the opera leaves the listener with the 

idea of Lucretia-as-Christ, giving her life to absolve symbolically her society of their sins as 

Jesus would 500 years later. Never has something so self-serving been made so holy: the act 

which shows only care for one’s honor has now been made into a redemptive one. The question 

must be asked then if Lucretia’s suicide is a result of shame or of conscience. In earlier drafts of 

the libretto, Duncan presents the idea of a guilt-ridden Lucretia, one whose sins of the flesh 

come naturally after committing sins of the mind:!

! LUCRETIA:!
! How cruel men are!
! To teach us love!
! They wake us from!
! frigidity!
! Into the sleep of passion.!
! Then ride away!
! While we still burn.!
! How cruel men are!
! To teach us love.!
! (first version)!!
In Lucretia’s final recitative, the music that accompanied Tarquinius’s seduction of Lucretia in 

Scene I of Act II reappears. It is interesting that the music Britten employs to recall the rape is 

not the music of the interlude during which the actual rape takes place. Instead, we hear the 

lyrical call for Lucretia to “wake up” ---  a connection that perhaps implies an interpretation in 

which Lucretia is in some way complicit. Lucretia as sinner, however, puts one closer to sacrifice 

for redemption, which, while not quite martyrdom, moves away from the Roman value 

judgement system. !

!
From this overview of different approaches to the Lucretia story, it is obvious that Britten and 

Duncan inherited a vast and complex set of interpretive traditions in beginning their work on The 
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Rape of Lucretia. Unfortunately, it seems that many, if not all of these portrayals leave Lucretia 

with very little agency. Even though Livy describes Lucretia in courageous words, her courage 

seems to be bound to the sense of honor and concept of shame that, in the end, do more for 

Collatinus than for Lucretia. The early Christian philosophers like St. Augustine then take away 

that small bit of courage and leave Lucretia with guilt and even blame:!

One common speculation was that Lucretia killed herself because she had not 
been able to totally suppress all feelings of pleasure when Tarquin raped her. 
Coluccio Salutati’s Lucretia confesses that, despite everything, she could not 
prevent herself from feeling a furtive enjoyment in the rape: for this reason, if for 
no other, she must die. !17!
Or perhaps she is not there, because she slew herself conscious of guilt, not of 
innocence? She herself alone knows her reason; but what if she was betrayed by 
the pleasure of the act, and gave some consent to Sextus, though so violently 
abusing her, and then was so affected with remorse, that she thought death 
alone could expiate her sin? !18!

If Britten had the desire to present an emotionally strong character, it would have proved to be 

an uphill battle. Thousands of years with just as many incarnations of the story have left Lucretia 

with very little control of her own destiny. !

!
Shakespeare, Obey, Duncan!

Shakespeare’s epic poem The Rape of Lucrece and André Obey’s play of the same name acted 

as the inspiration for both Britten and Duncan in planning the opera. But just how much of these 

works’ ideas and concepts about Lucretia seeped into Duncan’s libretto? Shakespeare’s 

Lucrece, unlike earlier versions of the story, deals with the inner workings and psychological 

nature of the poem’s two main characters, Tarquin and Lucrece. Gone from the story are the 

political implications of Tarquinius’s actions, something that was, obviously, important to the 

Roman historians as well as later political philosophers. What is left is a complex look into the 
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minds of two characters who are unable, for multiple reasons, to describe how a series of 

actions (Tarquin’s decision to rape Lucrece, the actual rape and Lucrece’s decision to commit 

suicide) affect them. Both characters find themselves grappling with these decisions and 

whether or not to see them through. For Tarquin, Shakespeare offers an expanded view of what 

Ovid describes in the Fasti: that the rape of Lucrece holds drastic spiritual and moral 

consequences for both parties:!

But Tarquin has lost something more important than either Lucrece or Rome. The 
vital loss is not material but spiritual. Quid victor gaudes? haec te victoria perdet, 
wrote Ovid, playing upon a paradox [...] that Tarquin’s rape of Lucretia is, as it 
were, a reflexive act, finally more damaging to himself than to Lucretia. !19!

 Shakespeare’s Tarquin acknowledges the wrong he is about to commit and the impact it will 

make on his life and, ultimately, his soul.!

! I have debated, even in my soul,!
! What wrong, what shame, what sorrow I shall breed;!
! But nothing can affection’s course control,!
! Or stop the headlong fury of his speed.!
! I know repentant tears ensue the deed,!
! ! Reproach, disdain, and deadly enmity; !
! ! Yet strive I to embrace mine infamy. !20!
Britten acknowledges the internal struggle of Shakespeare’s Tarquin in the quartet in Act Two, 

scene one (ex. 1):!

TARQUINIUS:!
I hold the knife, but bleed.!
I hold the knife, but bleed.!
Tho’ I have won!
I’m lost.!!

Though Shakespeare seems to be as concerned with Lucrece’s internal plight as much as 

Tarquin’s, Lucretia, for Britten, does not receive such consideration. Shakespeare highlights that 

Lucrece may be far more concerned with what will happen to her if she were to commit suicide. 
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It is here that the character of Lucrece reflects some of the previous and prevalent Christian 

philosophy that pervaded later study of the Lucretia myth:!

For Shakespeare’s Lucrece, the matter is otherwise [...] Lucrece seems unsure of 
the moral consequences of both rape and of suicide, hesitantly debating her way 
towards death. Once again, the simpler code of honour is complicated by newer, 
Christian, considerations. !21!

The christianized elements found in Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece seem to center around 

the moral implications of rape and suicide and less around the possible idea of martyrdom. How, 

then, does Britten make the leap from an emotionally complex and unsure Lucrece to the 

Lucretia-as-Christ?!

!
Shakespeare places a large emphasis on words and deeds, or, rather, speech versus action. 

Lucrece is defined by the fact that she is unable to express her emotions through words and 

then is unable to commit any thought to action, “whether she is speechless, whether she is 

garrulous, language is inadequate to express her grief.”  In fact, it is Shakespeare’s allusions to 22

the story of Philomela and Procne that highlights Lucrece’s inherent lack of agency. The Greek 

legend tells of the young princess Procne, daughter of the King of Athens who marries Tereus, 

King of Thrace. After much pleading, Procne convinces Tereus to go visit her sister, Philomela. It 

is during this visit that Tereus rapes Philomela and then cuts out her tongue and abandons her 

in a hut so she would never be able to tell the tale. Philomela, somehow, finds access to a loom 

and begins to weave the story of her assault onto fabric. This fabric reaches Procne who 

becomes enraged. She finds Philomela and they head to the woods to become Bacchanals or 

mad women. They return to Thrace where Procne and Philomela kill Tereus’s son, Ictys, cook 

his flesh in a stew and serve it to Tereus. Upon learning that he has eaten his own child, Tereus 

goes mad as Philomela and Procne are changed into birds to escape his revenge. Why would 
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Shakespeare choose to include invocations to Philomela in his poem? Jane Newman believes 

that the invocations to Philomela are the only means by which Lucrece can rebel against both 

her patriarchal culture and passive nature. Lucrece has the ability to call out against her attacker 

and call for retribution, much like the Lucretia of Livy and Ovid. But unlike the Classical Lucretia, 

Lucrece can not name her attacker and does not imbue her body with any political agency. The 

many references to Lucrece’s “poor tongue” that cannot produce any words by which to redeem 

or avenge stand in stark contrast to Philomela, whose tongue was removed in order to stop any 

retelling of her tale.!

Ovid’s Philomela rails against Tereus immediately and calls down his sword upon 
her when she threatens to declaim the deed in public. [...] although maimed and 
isolated, Philomela nevertheless remains true to her word. She is thus as “vocal” 
about Tereus’s crime as Lucrece is about Tarquin’s. !23!

This allusion to Philomela is not unlike what has been seen in other versions of the Lucretia 

myth. Because Lucrece is not able to give voice to her own emotions, she calls upon a Classical 

counterpart to represent her. Unlike Livy’s account, in which Lucretia charges Brutus with the 

responsibility of conveying her sentiments, this task is left up to several others throughout the 

poem. It seems that her mentions of Philomela and Helen of Troy are feeble and futile attempts 

at escaping the Christian trappings of conscience and guilt. Newman also makes another 

connection between Lucrece and Philomela with regard to speech versus action. Lucrece 

comes to a painting that describes the fall of Troy which causes her great distress. She believes 

that the painting is another representation of a great shame and grief like her own. Newman 

suggests that this reading of the painting is analogous to the tapestry that tells the story of 

Philomela’s rape but instead of solely representing it retells; “Philomela communicates by 
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means of non-verbal rhetoric that represents woman’s language of gesture [...] weaving in 

nimble silence the tapestry on which the story of her violation is told”.  A possible analogy could 24

be drawn between the active weaving of Philomela and the inactive viewing by Lucrece and, 

additionally, to the weaving and references to the loom made by Lucretia and the other female 

characters in the opera. As Newman suggests, weaving acts as a language known only by 

women (as opposed to the language of words that belongs to men) which, while representing 

their feelings, from rage to sadness to longing, can either act on their behalf or betray them.!

!
Though the libretto was based on André Obey’s play, it seems that several of the opera’s 

dramatic elements stem from Shakespeare’s poem. What Obey’s play does give is structure, 

form and a description of character that is not found in other versions of the story. Obey 

introduces the elements of Greek tragic drama with the commentators, Le Récitant and La 

Récitante, two masked characters who allow for greater displays of emotion when the 

characters themselves cannot express them.  For example, when Tarquin arrives at Lucrèce’s 25

home in Act II, the main characters do not speak. Instead, the chorus speaks for them, relaying 

feelings of fear, confusion and anxiety on the part of both Tarquin and Lucrèce. The role of La 

Rècitante and Le Rècitant as intermediaries for Tarquin and Lucrèce is lifted straight from the 

Obey into Duncan’s libretto (ex. 2). Just as in the Obey, only the servants and handmaidens 

speak with their own voices in real time to counter that of the two commentators. It is also in the 

Obey that one finds a strict delineation between the world of the male and the world of the 

female. Phyllis Aykroyd refers to the play as denoting the “poetry of women, history of men”, 

categorizing the worlds that the characters occupy.  The inclusion of extra characters to the 26

story, mainly servants and handmaidens, helps to give this characterization even more 
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definition. Lucrèce and her maids are chiefly concerned with matters of the house and dreaming 

of their lovers in scene two of Act One. In addition, Tarquin finds them doing “invisible work” 

upon his arrival.  Duncan narrows the group of female characters in Obey’s play down to just 27

two: Lucia and Bianca, who, with Lucretia, represent the gamut of womanhood from the young 

maiden (soprano) dreaming of a foreign love to the elderly matron (mezzo-soprano), world-

weary and wise. Duncan was well-versed in the anti-realist French theatre of the 1930’s 

produced by André Obey and others including Michel Saint-Denis and Jacques Copeau. It was 

through this connection that the Obey play was suggested as the literary basis for Britten’s 

opera. !28

!
And while Shakespeare and Obey both served as literary sources for the libretto, Ronald 

Duncan had a large part in fashioning it. Seymour suggests, in multiple instances, that a great 

deal of the libretto’s text adds more to the already misogynistic tone of the story and that some 

of this text mirrors Duncan’s own life and views about women. While both Shakespeare and 

Obey include the caveat from the Livy that Tarquinius threatened to kill Lucretia and one of her 

slaves and place their bodies together in order to say that he killed them during their adulterous 

act, Duncan omits this episode. Seymour suggests that this omission perhaps suggest that “her 

submission illustrates her suppressed passion.”  Several parts of the first draft of the libretto 29

echoed a more chauvinistic tone which Britten edited thoroughly. Just as the Obey divides men 

and women, Duncan tried to do the same. In the original text for the Act Two Interlude, Duncan 

had the following:!

MALE CHORUS:!
Like a great pine tree man!
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Stands in the wind of woman’s love!
And reaches for the light,!
From his roots of night:!
His limbs lean into her suppleness,!
His loins anoint her smoothness!
As he climbs towards the sun!
Seeking the womb luminous!
From which he cam from; thus!
With his passion poised like a dart!
At the heart of woman!
Man becomes a god!
Making himself again!
In the dark loins of pain.!
! Taking thus, he gives,!
! Giving thus, he lives!!
FEMALE CHORUS:!
As an unending river!
Woman flows for ever!
Slaking the fierce thirst of man!
With her love generous as water.!
Man from her own muscles torn,!
Man from her own thighs is born,!
Man her child, man her master.!
Man the thirst, she the river!
Flowing on and never!
Being of herself, but always of the river!
Flowing to the thirst of man she gives.!
! Yielding thus, she takes!
! Taking thus, she lives. !30!

The allusion to the strength and sexual force of man and the exacting of that force upon woman 

who is helpless and can only submit is obvious. Britten’s suggestion that Duncan replace that 

text with the following suggests a shift in dramatic emphasis:!

MALE/FEMALE CHORUS:!
Here, tho’ this scene deceives!
Spirit invincible!
Love’s unassailable!
All this is endless!
Crucifixion for him.!
Nothing impure survives,!
All passion perishes!
Virtue has one desire!
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To let its blood flow !
Back to the wound of Christ.!
She whom the world denies!
Mary Mother of God,!
Help us to lift this sin!
Which is our nature!
And is the Cross to him.!!
She whom the world denies!
Mary most chaste and pure,!
Help us to find your love!
Which is his Spirit!
Flowing to us from Him.!

Dramatically, Britten was not as concerned with the archetypal roles of man and woman as he 

was with the individual character. This new text reinforces Britten’s inclination to connect the 

pain of Lucretia’s rape to that of the Crucifixion. !

!
Seymour discusses the impact of Duncan’s personal life on the libretto as Duncan notes in two 

of his autobiographical works how he identified with the character of Tarquinius:!

Rose Marie had invited Petra to stay with us...I did not close my eyes all night: I 
lay there knowing she was weeping, I ached to receive those tears...My impulse 
was to emulate Tarquinius and steal through the silent hall. I began to realize that 
whatever I wrote, I eventually lived. !31

...as for my sexual frustration, which was now temporarily fixed on my cousin, I 
took steps to relieve that too...my room was on the ground floor; hers somewhere 
above me. Emulating Tarquinius, I mounted the stairs, then paused to take my 
bearings. !32!

All three authors leave a mark on the Lucretia myth and how she would come to be 

represented. Their contributions to the story heavily influenced Britten’s operatic portrayal. Even 

though Britten made several changes to the libretto, in many cases, adding his own text, the 

impact of these sources,  especially Duncan, remains. With that being said, it seems almost 
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impossible for Britten’s Lucretia to be anything but passive. However, Lucretia’s music doesn’t 

just acknowledge her passiveness, it intensifies it. !

!
“Men act and women appear”: Lucretia and Art!

The story of Lucretia has also, over time, attracted the attention of several visual artists. In fact, 

visual interpretations of Lucretia’s story, in the forms of paintings, sculpture and sketches, far 

outnumber written accounts. Great painters such as Titian, Botticelli, Dürer, and Rembrandt 

have depicted Lucretia, either as victim to the lust of Tarquinius or as a martyr poised to take her 

own life with knife to breast. What is it about this story that makes it so appealing to painters? 

Perhaps the answer lies with Livy who portrays Lucretia as a woman who has given up her body 

to the cause of the forthcoming Republic. Matthes describes this transformation as the 

pharmakon, with Lucretia as the “source of disruption and the return to order.”   Her suicide 33

mutes any possible shame on her part from the rape, preserves her chastity and sets an 

example for the Romans to follow. Her suicide effectively renders her body silent transforming it 

from flesh and blood into an inviolable symbol. Her act speaks louder than any words. In a 

sense, her suicide becomes a self-objectification of sorts. At the end of the story, she can be 

seen as the objectified woman from two sides: the desired female, a victim of the heroic rape 

scenario and as the chaste virgin, virtuous and innocent. These two depictions of womanhood 

are popular images in the history of art. The renderings of Lucretia in visual art satisfy these two 

categories and do not ask for any further depth of character. Lucretia in bed under the virile 

Tarquinius or Lucretia holding a knife to her exposed breast are images that resonate 

immediately and can be easily understood. A more emotionally complex Lucretia might have 

more difficulty translating to canvas. This ekphratic reading of a silenced Lucretia whose body 
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holds more agency than she does herself continues on in the character of Lucrece in 

Shakespeare’s epic poem. !

!
The objectification of Lucretia in art is taken even further beyond that of muted symbol to that of 

eroticized female put on display for male viewership. In Linda Hults’ article “Dürer’s Lucretia: 

Speaking the Silence of Women”, she discusses the abundance of Lucretia images in the 

sixteenth century and their leanings away from portraying the heroic act as described in Livy to 

a more sensualized image that reflected the ideals of the day. Those ideals included patriarchy, 

ownership of women, and chastity:!

Because artists and patrons alike were embedded in patriarchy, images of 
Lucretia could scarcely escape certain assumptions: that husbands own 
wives and that women lack the heroic capacity of men. !34!

These conceptualizations of Lucretia may possibly stem from the feminized interpretation 

offered up by Ovid:!

Ovid feminizes Livy's portrayal of a strong matron who clearly articulates her 
guiltlessness and her reasons for killing herself with tears, blushes, and an inability 
to marshal language to explain her decision. !35!

Livy describes Lucretia in more masculine terms, “a woman with a man’s courage”, relating the 

concept that heroism in women could only be understood with the use of male-oriented 

vocabulary.  Even later translations of Livy, translations that were written concurrent with the 36

patriarchal notions portrayed in Renaissance literature and art, used this language. Bernardus 

Schöferlin’s 1505 German translation of Livy describes Lucretia with such phrases like a 

“‘manlich hertz’ concealed in a ‘weipplich brust’.”  It is this translation that inspired Dürer’s 37
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masculine portrayal of Lucretia, one which stood apart from the eroticized, overtly feminine and 

objectified depictions of Lucretia in that period. Even so, the so-called “rape fantasy” portrayal of 

Lucretia, one where Lucretia was depicted not only as eroticized object but to entice the (male) 

viewer and re-enact the rape, continued to be the norm. Beyond the Renaissance, the question 

of what the image of Lucretia meant plagued viewers and artists alike. Just as Dürer chose to 

represent a masculinized yet inhuman martyr, Rembrandt portrayed Lucretia as a “fully!

convincing woman whose decision is not confused with martyrdom and whose hand has acted 

in accord with her will.”  !38

!
Women and Dreams!

The world of dreams and what those dreams might suggest have many meanings for Britten 

throughout his operatic works. Claire Seymour suggests in her book, The Operas of Benjamin 

Britten: Expression and Evasion, that dreams play a role, both musically and dramatically, in 

communicating the desires of Britten’s main characters, that “Peter Grimes’s dreams had raised 

him to heroic stature but Lucretia’s dreams merely betray her...”  But what role do dreams play 39

in the creation and development of the female characters in Lucretia? The concept of dreams or 

the dreamworld appears, firstly, with the Female Chorus. Just as the Male Chorus introduces 

the male characters, so does the Female Chorus. However, instead of referring to the direct 

action of the scene as the Male Chorus does, the Female Chorus uses her introduction to muse 

on the state of Woman, making an analogy to the action which is actually taking place, the 

spinning of linen:!

! FEMALE CHORUS:!
! Their spinning wheel unwinds !
! Dreams which desire has spun!
! Turning and turning,!
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! Turning and turning,!
! Twisting the shreds of their hearts.!!
Throughout Act I, scene II, the Female Chorus continues to narrate in this way, through 

metaphor. And it is here that the Female Chorus does something very interesting; she joins in 

with the three female characters to create a quartet that expands upon this idea of the spinning 

wheel as representation of the fate of women as it relates to love. This is interesting because 

there is not a place in the opera where the Male Chorus sings with the male characters in the 

same way. This quartet may suggest that, even though the Female Chorus is removed from the 

temporal action of the story, her fate is still tied up with the fate of these women and, possibly, of 

all women throughout time. This theme continues at 74 (I, ii) where the Female Chorus sings 

about the constancy of women’s role in society. Why is it that whenever the Female Chorus 

sings in relation to Lucretia or the idea of women, manifested in the three female characters, 

that she references the world of dreams, time and metaphor? It also seems that when the Male 

and Female Chorus are commenting on the action of a particular scene that it is the job of the 

Male Chorus to describe the action with specific events while the Female Chorus can only 

describe the scene through that of imagery. Perhaps this underscores the fact that, in this 

opera, the female characters appear to be fundamentally incapable of taking an active role in 

advancing the drama through their own actions.!

!
The imagery of dreams, time and the loom run throughout the opera in regards to all of the 

female characters, not just the Female Chorus. However, as commentator, the Female Chorus 

does the most to present this idea:!

! FEMALE CHORUS:!
! This city busy with dreams...!
! [...]!
! Weaves on the loom of night...!!
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But this imagery is not solely a descriptive explanation of the plight of woman. It also plays a 

part in exposing the inner thoughts and desires of the opera’s characters. In Act II, the Female 

Chorus, once again, represents the world of dreams, telling the sleeping Lucretia to “sleep on” 

in response to the advancing Tarquinius’ calls to “wake up” :!40

! !!!!!
FEMALE CHORUS:!

! No, sleep and outrace!
! Tarquinius’ horse,!
! And be with your Lord Collatinus!
! Sleep on, Lucretia!!
! Sleep on, Lucretia!!!
Although the Female Chorus sings for sleep, it is actually sleep, and more specifically, dreams 

that will be Lucretia’s undoing. In this final draft of the libretto, there are only hints to allude to a 

relationship, subconsciously, between Lucretia and Tarquinius. But as Lucretia awakens, her 

dreams reveal more:!

! LUCRETIA:!
! In the forest of my dreams!
! You have always been the Tiger.!!
Sleep and dreams are the place where, for Lucretia and the other women, desire lives and yet, 

they seem unable to translate any of those feelings into the conscious world. The morning after 

the rape, Bianca and Lucia sing, possibly too energetically, about the beauty of flowers and how 

they, like Lucretia, live their lives in the world of dreams only to be crushed by the forces of 

nature:!

! LUCIA:!
! Oh, Bianca!!
! Then let me keep!
! These roses which in scarlet sleep,!
! Dream in tight buds of when!
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! They’ll open, be wanton!
! With the wind and rain, and then!
! be broken and quite forgotten!!
And when they ask Lucretia about her night, she can only respond using this imagery:!!
! LUCRETIA:! !
! If it were all a dream!
! Then waking would be less a nightmare.!
! LUCIA:!
! Did you sleep well?!
! LUCRETIA:!
! As heavy as death.!!
Does this curtain of sleep and dreams separate the female characters from the male characters 

so much as to inhibit them from existing in the dramatic action of the story? And from where 

does this characterization of woman arise? Many have suggested that Duncan leaned towards 

a more chauvinistic reading of the story that would lead to such a disparity between the sexes. 

Even so, the quartets and trios of the first act suggest that Britten amplified this concept, 

echoing in music an attitude to the female characters implied in Duncan’s text.!

!
This concept of the sleep/dreamworld as representation of the female characters’ dramatic (or 

non-dramatic) action can also be seen in the harmonic language of the opera. The ideas of 

sleep and wakefulness constantly appear for Lucretia throughout the opera as symbols for 

passion and confinement. This theme of sleep versus wakefulness is more present in Duncan’s 

original drafts of the libretto (where it has a much stronger meaning) but also exists in the final 

draft. Wakefulness represents the confinement by society while sleep represents confusion and 

guilt. The tonal areas of C and C-sharp (also E major) fight with each other throughout the 

opera, with C representing wakefulness and C-sharp representing sleep. !

!
This analysis is interesting because, even through the many revisions of the libretto, Britten 

does not make any major tonal changes. Instead of C solely representing wakefulness, the state 

of confinement, it now comes to represent innocence, as well. This dreamworld of C major, in 
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which the female characters can express themselves is also the place where they are not 

victims to the mores of a patriarchal society. This world acts as a refuge for Lucretia, who would 

later be shamed despite her innocence. The last time C major appears as a central tonal area in 

regards to Lucretia is the scene before the rape. This thematic transformation can also be said 

for C-sharp. Instead of it standing solely for sleep, it comes to represent guilt, remorse, and 

ultimately, sin.  Britten takes idea this one step further by transforming Lucretia’s remorseful B 41

minor, with its 18th-century associations of human pain and passive suffering to the redemptive 

B major of Collatinus’s and then of Christ’s forgiveness in the last scene of the opera. The tonal 

areas of the female characters are ultimately subsumed by the tonal areas of B and C, 

suggesting the suppression of the female language and world by that of man’s (and, possibly, of 

some higher power).!

!
Scene Two of the first act introduces Bianca and Lucia, Lucretia’s handmaidens. They are found 

at spinning wheels, doing work for the day. The Female Chorus turns their spinning song into 

the Trio, “Time treads upon the hands of women”. Here, only the Female Chorus sings text while 

Bianca and Lucia vocalize an ‘ah’ that weaves about, mingling with the long lines of the harp. At 

first glance, it could be seen as an elaborate working song, yet one which is, peculiarly, without 

text. The Female Chorus sings:!

! FEMALE CHORUS:!
! At birth or death!
! their hands must fold clean linen.!
! Whatever their hearts hold, !
! Their hands must fold clean linen.!!
This stunning proclamation on the role of women, or more specifically, the role of female as the 

counter to the role of male, goes unchallenged by Bianca and Lucia, the two present female 

participants. Their textless vocalise might allude to the helplessness of their fate, and, moreover, 
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their inability to alter its course. They are condemned to be beaten down by time, as the Female 

Chorus sings, and can do nothing to object. !

!
In comparison to the introduction of the male characters in the first scene, Bianca and Lucia are 

not given the opportunity to subscribe even to superficial and stereotypical aspects of 

womanhood and femininity. Even though they are performing stereotypically feminine actions, 

that of spinning and weaving, their text is not that of a working or spinning song but that of 

metaphor and gesture. They are merely performing the physical actions while their speech 

relates to something more figurative. They have been reduced to the role of vocal instrument, 

another part of the orchestra that is accompanying the Female Chorus. The lack of textual 

contribution to the song of the Female Chorus almost seems to reduce them to mere musical 

objects. !

!
Shortly after the spinning song chorus ends, Lucretia enters and the three women begin some 

type of dialogue. Interestingly, when Bianca mentions the word “linen”, in a context related to the 

dialogue, Lucia quotes the beginning of the previous spinning song. Her vocalise is directly 

opposed to the the sixteenth note repeated rhythm in the snare drum that represents 

Tarquinius’s ride from the campground to Lucretia’s house in Rome (ex. 3). Does this allusion to 

the spinning song and the hopelessness that the spinning song represents symbolize Lucretia’s 

fate and her inability to stop the inevitable? The direct juxtaposition of the sixteenth notes in the 

snare drum to Lucia’s vocalise might also highlight the musical delineation between the world of 

men (action) and the world of women (gesture/metaphor). The action then moves from the three 

women to the Male and Female Chorus who seem to embody the character-worlds created by 

Duncan. While the Male Chorus sings of Tarquinius’s ride through the city streets, the Female 

Chorus continues the thread of the women’s spinning song. The Male Chorus is part of the 

action while the Female Chorus is outside of the action. This may also be an allusion to the 
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spinning song as the Female Chorus states that no matter what happens in life, women must 

continue performing habitual tasks, outside of time.!

! FEMALE CHORUS:!
! Time carries men!
! but time treads upon the tired!
! feet of women.!!
These two worlds are reinforced musically by the percussive Allegro con fuoco that 

accompanies the Male Chorus and that interrupts the lush, wind-heavy Lento section of the 

Female Chorus. While these two tempo markings may relate to the action taking place in the 

previous songs (Allegro con fuoco for galloping horses, Lento for spinning), they could also 

represent the feeling of the male and female world, respectively. While the male world of action 

is constantly moving forward through time and space, the female world lives quietly and calmly 

in the realm of hazy dreams.!

!
One of the most moving moments in the opera comes in the finale when Lucretia confesses the 

rape to Collatinus and, subsequently, stabs herself. At this moment, one might expect Lucretia 

to be at her most dramatic. However, in this scene, Lucretia is notably passive. It has been 

noted that her inactivity in the finale may be the musical dramatization of the actions of a rape 

survivor, that “Lucretia [...] dramatizes the shame and guilt involuntarily experienced by rape 

victims even though they are totally innocent and have been wronged in a particularly horrible 

manner.”  This argument might carry more weight if Lucretia conveyed any action before this 42

scene. Instead, Lucretia is stuck, both literally and figuratively, and the musical and dramatic 

setting underscores her dilemma. Like the Lucrece of Shakespeare, she has no way to explain 

or express her grief. She and the other women have already been confined by their own words 

(or lack of words) to be spectators on the outskirts of time and action. What should be Lucretia’s 
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most important moment in the opera finds her without any musical direction. After Collatinus 

finishes his aria (II, ii, 82), Lucretia follows with a melodic line that mirrors the beginning of 

Collatinus’s aria. But instead of expanding upon it, Lucretia repeats the same pitch and the 

whole of her melodic line is contained to an interval of a seventh. Finally, when she confesses to 

the rape, her unaccompanied recitative is spoken, Sprechgesang-style on a low B. She cannot 

move beyond this one pitch. She is finally able to escape the recitative in order to commit her 

last act, to declare her shame (and the shame has brought on Collatinus) and stab herself. It is 

interesting to note that even when trying to describe the actions of the previous night and of her 

grief that she references imagery from the world of the feminine created by Duncan:!

LUCRETIA:!
Last night Tarquinius!
ravished me and...!
tore the fabric of our love.!
What we had woven!
Tarquinius has broken.!!

Even then, Lucretia is relegated to the world of the loom and the metaphor it represents. !

!
After Lucretia’s death, the surviving characters sing, asking why Lucretia’s death was 

necessary. The main tonal area of this scene is the pervasive C-sharp minor (and E major) 

which has been associated with sleep, confusion, and the world of women in the opera. In 

contrast to the final scene, which fully realizes the Christian allegory, the penultimate scene “is 

being viewed through eyes, the music seems to suggest, as human and sinful as Tarquinius’s, 

and the burden of guilt cannot be lifted so easily”.  The music seems to represent not only 43

Lucretia’s own world of sleep but the Roman world of shame, honor and lack of redemption.!

!
The “Christian Framework”!
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When The Rape of Lucretia premiered in 1946, the critiques of the opera seemed to be 

unanimous: Britten’s new form of chamber opera was well-executed with memorable and 

powerful music but lacked character. More importantly, many were confused by the Christian 

finale and saw it as “a dramatic blunder; it goes beyond Greek precedent and it makes a 

musical anticlimax.”  The blame was squarely placed on Duncan, though he had very little to 44

do with the Christian elements throughout the opera and virtually nothing to do with the last 

scene, which Britten penned himself. Though Duncan would come to resent the criticism leveled 

at him for this aspect of the libretto, he came to Britten’s defense, claiming that C.G. Rich of the 

Manchester Guardian truly understood the meaning of the Christian element in the opera.  Rich 45

described the Christian theme in his review of the opera as follows:!

Has the Christian message anything to do with Lucretia? Is the opera a congress 
of incongruous pieces? Difficulties disappear when it is realized that the theme is 
none other than the crisis of civilization, raped by the worshippers of power: and 
to our agonized world it is proclaimed that the only hope is that Christ is the 
Redeemer. If the theme, were in fact and literally, the rape of Lucretia, this 
message would be indeed the tasteless irrelevance alleged [...] The new opera 
must be approached with the presumption that it is a serious criticism of life. !46!

This idea that the opera as a whole is nothing more than an elaborate critique on society 

through the allegory of Christ is one that leaves Lucretia the character with even less agency 

than previously imagined. In hindsight, the character of Lucretia seems even less present in the 

story, both dramatically and musically, upon the realization that she is no more than a vessel. 

The argument could be made that Britten turned to Christian orthodoxy in order to create an 

identifiable context for his audience. But in doing so and by portraying Lucretia as an extension 

of Christ’s redemption, the subtle aspects of her character (though not fully developed) seem 

unnecessary. What is gained in the universality of the Christian/martyr storyline cancels out the 
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possibility of identification with Lucretia’s struggle on a more individual level. With the 

distinctiveness of Lucretia’s character undermined, the question that must be asked is whether 

or not Lucretia’s suicide, even with this framing, actually redeems her society. If not, then the 

last act over which she exacted some level of control is rendered powerless. !

!
The forum of opera would prove to be fertile ground for Britten to express his beliefs, both 

personal and ideological. The main theme of Lucretia is the victimization and destruction of 

beauty and virtue by outside forces, specifically, an oppressive society. The conflict between the 

individual and society was not new to Britten. This theme that shaped so much of Grimes was “a 

subject very close to my heart --- the struggle of the individual against the masses. The more 

vicious the society, the more vicious the individual.”  Like Grimes, Lucretia falls victims to the 47

the society that surrounds her, one of patriarchy and shame. Unlike Grimes, however, Lucretia 

carries the burden of both innocence and shame, much like the Lucretia paradox posed by 

Augustine. Similar to Livy and Ovid, Lucretia’s reasons for committing suicide are made clear in 

her aria and recitative:!

LUCRETIA:!
Even great love’s too frail!
to bear the weight of shadows.!
Now I’ll be forever chaste,!
with only death to ravish me.!
See, how my wanton blood!
Washes my shame away!!!

The “shadow” of Tarquinius’s assault and the shame (and possibly guilt) that it brings is more 

than Lucretia can bear. It seems clear by the end of Lucretia’s recitative that these mixed 

notions of Roman shame and Christian guilt taken from Shakespeare were Lucretia’s real 

motivations. The oppressive aspects that arise from both of those societies reinforces Britten’s 
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idea of individual versus society. How, then, does the last scene of the opera affect the opera as 

a whole and its main character? !

!
The final scene of the opera has possibly more impact on the reception of the opera and 

Lucretia as a character than on the previous dramatic and harmonic action that precedes it. 

Harmonically, the scene fits in with the overall tonal framework: the opera ends in C major, the 

central tonal area of the work and the beginning of the scene, which moves to B major can be 

seen as a transformation of Lucretia’s B minor, the key of her suffering. Dramatically, the ending 

is far from the first mention of Christ in the work and connects with the Male and Female 

Choruses earlier allegorical interludes which frame the narrative. As Lucretia can no more 

comment on the action, the finale does not challenge her agency directly but does make it 

difficult to see her character as anything but an allegory.!

!
The last two scenes in the opera try to bring a cohesive end to the work and while many thought 

that the ending left something to be desired dramatically, Britten does create a harmonic arc 

which is realized in the final scenes. The question posed in the penultimate scene, “Is this it 

all?”, sung in the shamed key of C-sharp minor, is answered by the redemptive key of B major 

which then resolves to the key of innocence, C major. C major has appeared in many guises 

throughout the opera. When the Male and Female Choruses make their first allusions to Christ 

in Act One, their expansive melody floats over a very firmly rooted G dominant pedal, as if to 

hint at the C major to come when their prophecies are finally realized. In their second interlude 

at the beginning of Act Two, the C-sharp minor of the previously described Roman/Etruscan 

world is transformed into C-sharp major. This transformation might allude to the inability to 

overcome shame and sin without redemption, namely the redemption of Christ. C-sharp major 

gently shifts to C major which, in this scene (She sleeps as a rose upon the night) represents 
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Lucretia’s innocence for the first time in the opera. The very last words sung by the Male and 

Female Chorus speak to this innocence, one that will always be corrupted:!

MALE/FEMALE CHORUS:!
Since time commenc’d or life began!
Great love has been defil’d by!
fate or man.!
Now with worn words and!
these brief notes we try!
to harness song to human tragedy.!!

It is not surprising that the Male and Female Chorus help outline the tonal plan of the work. 

Their dramatic role as intermediary is strengthened by their musical role. Even though hints of 

these tonal signposts appear in other characters, the role of tonal organization seems best left 

up to the characters who can, figuratively, see the grand layout of the work. Within this 

framework, the tonal areas of B and C erase all of the traces of C-sharp minor and E major by 

the end of the opera. B major represents the power of redemption, not just of Christ, but of any 

willing to forgive. B major has a distinctly masculine quality but is more specifically 

representative of masculinity coupled with some sort of redemptive love. In the first act, 

Collatinus’s aria is centered around B natural though B major is never strongly defined or 

sustained. Tarquinius, however, is always confined to the tonal area of E (both major and minor) 

which reinforces Britten’s idea of Tarquinius as less of a man and more as a vehicle of 

destruction: it is in the key of E major that Lucretia submits to Tarquinius. The bright B major of 

Collatinus cuts through the morose B minor of Lucretia’s confession when he sings his words of 

forgiveness. (ex. 4) The use of B major here foreshadows the move to B major in the last scene 

when the Male Chorus finally answers the question of “is this it all” posed by the Female 

Chorus:!

MALE CHORUS:!
It is not all!
Though our nature’s still as frail!
And we still fall!
and that great crowd’s !
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no less along that road,!
endless and uphill.!
For now He bears our sin!
and does not fall,!
and He carrying all!
turns round stoned with our doubt!
and then forgives us all!!

When the Male Chorus mentions Christ (He bears our sin/and does not fall ), the strings land 

squarely on B major where they will stay until the Greek-styled exodus in the key of C major. At 

the end of the opera, the Male and Female Chorus move to the fore as the main characters and 

an argument could be made that, while Lucretia was the main protagonist, that the Male and 

Female Chorus were the characters of the most importance.!

!
The Christianized ending posed problems for many, Duncan included, and encounters the same 

problems that Shakespeare did in his poem and Augustine did in his treatise. The character of 

Lucretia becomes dramatically confused while also appearing distant, lofty, and not relatable to 

the listener. The Lucretia of Act Two exhibits emotions ranging from grief to despair, longing, 

uncertainty and shame. The allegory of Christ whitewashes those feelings, reducing her to that 

of an emotionless sacrifice.!

!
Conclusion!

W. J. Turner said of the opera, in his 1946 review, “[...] so this libretto, characterless as it is, is 

yet a respectable skeleton ready to receive the flesh and blood of the composer’s music.”  It 48

seemed to many, as early as the opera’s premiere, that the opera lacked dynamic characters. 

Many blamed this drawback on Duncan’s libretto, the curtness of the plot and the heavy use of 

language, verse, and metaphor. Though these aspects may have contributed to the one-

dimensionality of the opera’s characters, they are not entirely to blame. !

!
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Throughout the centuries, the Lucretia myth has been expanded upon, examined, reinterpreted, 

and scrutinized. One common trait throughout all of the depictions and renderings is the 

examination of Lucretia as a character. Her decision to commit suicide has continually intrigued 

and plagued writers, artists, playwrights, and composers. Many of these portrayals had a 

decidedly male-oriented point of view and Lucretia, as a result, was depicted as a weak, sinful, 

and eroticized figure. The Lucretia that Britten was interested in portraying was definitely a 

descendant of these misogynistic characterizations. It seems, however, that Britten did not have 

a consciously misogynistic attitude towards the character of Lucretia but was so focused on 

conveying the universal theme of the individual versus society that any possibly redeeming and 

strengthening qualities were lost by the wayside.!

!
The story that Britten inherited was replete with blame, confusion, and shame, all which left 

Lucretia with very  little control over her fate. And, maybe, this lack of agency does describe 

Britten’s main concept --- that society will ultimately destroy anything of great beauty or virtue. 

Even so, Lucretia as a dramatic character is weakened beyond repair by shouldering the burden 

of simultaneously representing virtue and sin. Lucretia did not begin this way and there is no 

reason to believe that she could not be represented with the courage and strength of character 

found in Livy. It is possible that Britten saw in the Lucretia myth the struggle of the individual 

versus society come to life. Throughout the centuries, Lucretia has struggled to survive in the 

patriarchal world of art, a world in which she had no voice. The great virtue displayed in Livy has 

been corrupted, polluted, and, essentially, raped for the benefit of others. The early Christian 

treatises, the Renaissance art, and the works of Chaucer and Shakespeare were all violations 

of her mythological body. In the end, we find Britten’s Lucretia lacking, possibly because this 

shell of a character is all that is left. Britten could not imbue his character with an agency and 

activity that had been destroyed by previous authors. This interpretation casts a grim outlook on 
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the opera and the myth itself but it may be in this interpretation that the questions 

posed by this paper must seek their answers.!

!
!

!
!
!
!
!
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ex. 1. Act II/i!
Excerpt from “Within this frail crucible”

Appendix
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ex. 2. Act I/ii!
The Male and Female Chorus describe 
the actions of Tarquinius and Lucretia



!

!
!
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ex. 3. Act I/ii!
The galloping horse motive over Lucia’s 

vocalise



!
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ex. 4. Act II/ii!
Collatinus’s words of forgiveness
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from L to R: Dürer’s masculinized 
Lucretia after Livy versus Cranach (the 
Elder’s) eroticized Lucretia after Ovid

Images
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from top L to bottom R: Raimondi, 
Rembrandt, Rubens, and Titian
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