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BR IT TEN

War Requiem
Britten’s War Requiem doesn’t only lament war but protests 
against it in the most passionate terms. Its composer’s lifelong 
pacifism drives the work’s keening for the dead of the two 
world wars and seeks to reveal and to diminish humanity’s 
warmongering heart. 

Other British composers have used instrumental and vocal 
works to oppose war and the injustices of the world. Peter 
Maxwell Davies turned his Third ‘Naxos’ String Quartet into 
a protest against the Iraq War of 2003. A prominent anti-war 
campaigner, he transformed the ‘not in my name’ slogan of 
the protests into vivid musical material in the slow movement, 
where he turns inside out one of his beloved musical mottoes, 
the 16th-century composer John Taverner’s In nomine, so the 
work becomes an ‘anti-in-nomine’, a ‘not in my name’. Max’s 
strength of feeling on politics and the environment sears through 
his output but he managed what many composers of protest 
music do not: to transmute that anger into the gold of musical 
material and compositional process. Which is why works such 
as Yesnaby Ground and Farewell to Stromness, short piano pieces 
composed as part of The Yellow Cake Revue to protest against 
uranium mining due to take place on Orkney, are simultaneously 
born in a place of deep political and social feeling, yet transcend 
those immediate influences to speak to wider audiences. 

Cornelius Cardew’s extraordinary life in music as avant-
garde composer, pianist and musical and political left-wing 
revolutionary puts him at the forefront of any exploration of 
how it is that music might be said to change the world. Cardew 

wanted it to, and he wanted it to be useful to protest and to 
overthrow capitalism and establish a new world order. That’s why 
he turned to the composition of pop songs for the revolution at 
the end of his life, writing absolutely unforgettable earworms 
for lyrics such as ‘Revolution is the Main Trend in the World 
Today’ or ‘The East is Red’. He repudiated his earlier works, no 
matter their experimental brilliance – whether the 193-page 
graphic score of Treatise, the utopian scale and vision of The 
Great Learning or even his founding of The Scratch Orchestra – 
as elements of the élitist, bourgeois culture that needed to be 
rejected and remade. 

Philip Venables is a composer who explicitly writes issues-
based music. Works such as his operatic setting of Sarah Kane’s 
4.48 Psychosis, or Illusions, composed for the performance 
artist David Hoyle, take on and violently protest against the 
representation of gender in today’s media and deal head-on 
with issues of sexuality, mental health, violence and identity. 
Composer and vocalist Laura Bowler is another figure who 
fearlessly goes where many of her contemporaries wouldn’t 
dare: turning herself into a trained boxer for her performances 
of music by Jennifer Walshe and, in her recent piece for the 
Manchester Camerata, /,fεmI’nInIti/, exploring and exploding 
images of ‘femininity’ through her music and her visuals.

Venables and Bowler are both political artists who nonetheless 
make pieces that aren’t reducible to messages: they create 
experiences which shake up your world and demand your 
engagement, which force you to consider your own priorities 
and your responses to questions you might have thought you 
had answered. Here’s to more of that!
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