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Witold Lutosławski (January 25, 1913-Feburary 7, 1994) 

 
Apart from being born in the same year these two composers share one very important 
trait; that is that each of them was without doubt among the most outstanding 20th century 
composers from his country. Despite the fact that Lutosławski’s works were unknown 
outside of Poland until he was in his 50’s (since it was illegal in Poland at the time to 
publish in the West), he quickly became internationally renowned and conducted his own 
works with many of the world’s greatest orchestras and was in demand as both a 
composer and a conductor. Britten, too, conducted his own works, and those of other 
composers, but his international success came earlier. 
 
Personality and non-musical forces that motivated these two composers are interesting to 
compare. For Britten a strong sense of moral values, a spiritual side, a contempt for 
power, violence, and especially war and the empty honor of heroism, compelled his 
writing. Personal and social concerns were in large part responsible for the subject matter 
of much of Britten’s music. For Lutosławski, a similar desire for justice, a dislike of 
Socialist Realism or any system that took away the creative freedom of the artist, and a 
constant rethinking and reworking of his compositional technique drove his style. 
Throughout his life he was never totally satisfied with his composition, and often 
regarded his works preceding 1960 as preparatory exercises for his real work. 
 
Both were precocious musicians and composers, starting their musical studies at the 
piano. Britten however was much more prolific as a youth having composed a large 
number of opuses before ever entering the conservatory. Britten also began studying the 
viola which played heavily in his compositions as he gave many a solo to the viola. Both 
Lutosławski and Britten entered conservatories at a relatively young age to study piano 
and composition; Lutosłaski with Maliszewski at the Warsaw Conservatory and Britten 
with John Ireland at the Royal College of Music. Lutosławski also studied Mathematics 
at the University of Warsaw before fully embarking on his compositional and musical 
career. 
 
Lutosławski and Britten made a living composing functional music at at least one point in 
their careers; Lutosławski for schools and children in Poland, and Britten for films with 
the General Post Office Film Unit where he met and started a life-long friendship with 
the poet W.H. Auden. Both composers saw the importance of music education, and 
contributed to this in different ways. Britten’s Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra 
(1946) was commissioned by the British Minister of Education and Lutosławski 
composed many works for elementary students and music programs. 
 
Although in his early RCM days Britten was in love with Beethoven and Brahms, he later 
(1952) admitted; ‘I play through all his [Brahms’s] music every so often to see if I am 
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right about him; I usually find that I underestimated last time how bad it was!’1. 
Lutosławski was on the other hand a great fan of Brahms’ works which he studied and 
from which he learned much about symphonic structure. 
 
Lutosławski spent his whole life trying to convince his audiences and readers2 that his 
special use of 12-tone technique had nothing to do with Schoenberg, whose system he 
said “was taken over by a legion of third-rate composers  [who] unfortunately contributed 
to the creation of hundreds of works with no durable value. [Schoenberg’s system] is a 
dead letter and has no chance of permanent, literal use.3” Britten, on the other hand, who 
initially could not make heads or tails of Schoenberg’s Erwartung  decided he later 
wanted to go study with Berg in Vienna, and many of his works from the 30’s including 
his Sinfonietta No. 1 are indebted to Schoenberg, specifically in this case his first 
Kammersymphony.  Because of warnings from the Royal College of Music that Berg was 
‘immoral’ and ‘not a good influence’ Britten’s parents prohibited him from going to 
Vienna to study with him. 
 
Some important composers who met Lutosławski’s approval were Debussy, Ravel,  
Bartok, early Stravinsky, Varèse, Messaien, Haydn, Brahms, Chopin, Liszt, and 
Prokofiev to name a few. For Britten, Purcell, Grainger, Holst, Mahler, Berg and 
Stravinsky were among his most favorite composers and Shostakovich became a close 
friend to whom he dedicated The Prodigal Son. Shostakovich in turn dedicated his 14th 
Symphony to Britten who conducted the first Western performance. 
 
No account of Britten’s life can go without mentioning his lifelong partner both 
personally and musically. In 1937 Britten met the tenor Peter Pears and within a year they 
shared a flat in London and apart from concert trips and musical endeavors which 
sometimes pulled them apart they were together from then on. This relationship was 
significant in that Britten wrote many roles for Pears Together they founded the English 
Opera Group in 1947 and the Aldeburgh Festival in 1948 in part as a venue at which to 
perform his Britten’s own compositions.  
 
Both Britten and Lutosławski were directly influenced by war, and in various ways this 
affected their music. In 1915 during WWI the German offensive against Russia took 
place on Polish territory and Lutosławski’s family moved to Moscow to try to seek 
shelter when he was only 3 years old. His father and uncle were captured in 1917 and 
executed by the Bolsheviks in 1918. In 1939 he was held a prisoner of war by the 
Germans, but escaped and returned to Warsaw. Later Lutosławski was living in Poland 
during Soviet occupation and was subjected to censorship by the authorities who in 1949 
deemed his first symphony “formalist”. After 1962, once the political situation in Poland 
relaxed a little, Lutosławski traveled to the U.S. to teach at Tanglewood, give lectures and 
                                                
1 “Benjamin Britten: College and the profession, 1930-1939” Oxford Music Online. 
2 Lutosławski wrote many articles about music, composition, etc, and many of his lectures and award 
acceptance speeches were transcribed. Most of these are available in Lutosławski on Music.  Edited by 
Skowron. 
3 From a text that was presented as a lecture during the Summer Courses for Young Composers in Poland, 
in Kazimierz nad Wisłą, at the beginning of September 1983. Skowron, Zbigniew Ed. and trans. 
Lutosławski on Music. Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, Inc. 2007, pp. 71-72. 
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seminars, and established an international reputation for himself both there and in Great 
Britain. In 1981, he denounced Stalinist censorship in a speech in and due to his 
international stature by this point his music wasn’t played in Poland for 7 years, and his 
name was forbidden to be mentioned in the media.4 
 
Five months before the outbreak of World War II Britten and Pears left England and went 
to North America for numerous reasons not the least of which were to escape the growing 
fascism in Europe, hostile reviews, and a need to determine their own direction. While in 
America Britten’s compositional output was significant with his Les Illuminations at 
perhaps the top of the list. He and Pears met Copland in New York, and stayed for part of 
the summer in the Catskills at Woodstock.   Upon return to Great Britain they faced a 
tribunal requesting to be “conscientious objectors”. Initially this request was denied, but 
eventually granted. Britten’s pacifist stance can be heard in much of his music, most 
specifically the War Requiem which was written for the consecration of the Coventry 
Cathedral in 1962 and which was inspired by the tragedies of the war in Viet Nam and 
the shootings at Kent State. His Sinfonia da Requiem also was representative of his 
feelings about war as well as a memorial for his parents. 
 
An accomplished pianists, Lutosławski made a living and enjoyed his only musical outlet 
during the German occupation of Poland from 1935-1945 in cafes where he played two-
piano transcriptions and arrangements with Panufnik. Britten was also a seasoned 
performer on the piano, often accompanying Peter Pears in tours and concerts. 
 
Being a homosexual in Great Britain at a time when homosexuality was illegal influenced 
many of Britten’s character choices in his operas. His political views which were largely 
communistic, his agnosticism, and the fact that he was a pacifist all contributed to this 
feeling of being an outsider. This isolation and marginality is represented in the psyche of  
his characters like Billy Budd, Albert Herring, Peter Grimes, etc.  
 
Britten was a composer not only of extraordinary instrumental music, but he was also 
extremely adept at writing for the voice. His sensitivity to the unique characteristics of 
the voices he was writing for and his special knack for setting the English language in a 
remarkably effective way were things that set him apart from his English contemporaries. 
He wrote no less than 17 stage works including ballets, operettas, parables for church 
performance, and highly successful operas like Peter Grimes, innumerous songs, chamber 
works, orchestral works, and many choral works including one of his greatest works the 
War Requiem, op. 66 for soloists, chorus, boys’ choir, orchestra, chamber orchestra and 
organ. 
 
Lutosławski wrote a number of song cycles, notably one for Peter Pears called Paroles 
tissées who commissioned the work, and Benjamin Britten admiringly presented these 
songs at the Aldeburgh Festival in 1965.5 However Lutosławski steered clear of the 
operatic genre since he could not find a subject that would fit his style. He found that 
some sections of even the most famous operas made him laugh because of how far from 
                                                
4 Skowron, Zbigniew Ed. and trans. Lutosławski on Music. Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, Inc. 2007, p. xvi. 
5 Ross, Alex. The Rest is Noise. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007. p. 460. 
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reality they were; i.e. an embracing couple singing rather than whispering. He did 
however like Ravel’s L’Enfant et les Sortileges since a singing armchair was no less 
plausible then a talking one. 6 
 
One of Lutosławski’s favorite stories to tell throughout his life is the moment in 1960 
when he heard John Cage’s second Piano Concerto on the radio which sparked a “barrel 
of gunpowder” inside him and whose use of the element of chance triggered a turning 
point in his compositional practice7. Lutosławski did use limited aleatorism in many of 
his works, and in the middle of his life denounced Cageian indeterminacy since it didn’t 
allow the composer to really have control over his compositions. However, in terms of 
sectional aleatorism, Lutosławski’s Preludes and Fugue for 13 instruments (1970-2 
allows that any of the preludes in any orders can be played with or without the fugue, 
which can itself be shortened four possible ways. This is perhaps the extent to which he 
embraced larger-scale aleatorism. He did however use this compositional technique in 
what he called the “details” where the piece of music included fragments which he 
notated ad libitum and where the conductor would indicate the beginning and ending of 
the fragment and the individual player was left to perform specific pitches and rhythms at 
his or her own tempo and with his or her own self-expression and virtuosity. His 
philosophy about this was that as a composer he wanted the possibility of enriching the 
language of music with greater rhythmic potential, and felt that this would take advantage 
of the expressive and technical skills of the individual musicians. This can be witnessed 
perfectly in his Jeux vénitiens (1960-1)8. Britten did not use aleatorism in his music.  
 
Although not much is known about Britten and Lutosławski’s friendship, they became 
friends and remained so until the former’s death in 1976. One very special moment that 
connected these two composers was the day in July of 1944 that they sat in the kitchen 
together in Aldeburgh composing their passacaglias; Britten for Peter Grimes, and 
Lutosławski for his Concerto for Orchestra which was eventually published in 1954. 
Lutosławski’s passacaglia theme is 24 notes long, 24 beats long and in the D Lydian 
mode starting with pizzicato bass and harp. There are 15 variations to the passacaglia 
theme in which he uses ‘chain technique9’ a compositional technique he used later in 
Chain I, II and III, and Musique Funèbre. Britten’s passacaglia theme is seven notes long, 
eleven beats long, F Lydian pizzicato in the cello and bass. Britten uses the tune from one 
of the choruses from his opera “Grimes is at his exercise” which he also masterfully uses 
at the end when Peter Grimes sings a desperate cry of “God have mercy upon me” when 
he realizes his fate. Both passacaglias are ripe with rhythmic ambiguity and syncopations 
that obscure any immediate sense of meter. Both have a very strong presence of brass, 
percussion, and notably include celesta and harp. Without going into too much detail, it is 

                                                
6 Ibid,  p. xx. 
7 “Change and Constancy: The Essential Lutosławski” by Steven Stucky. From Lutosławski studies Edited 
by Zbigniew Skowron. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001 p. 130..  
8 Skowron, Zbigniew Ed. and trans. Lutosławski on Music. Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, Inc. 2007, pp. 41-
48. 
9 This technique is where he does not line up the passacaglia variations with the ground bass in an effort to 
aid in formal cohesion. They overlap, hence the name ‘chain’. 
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interesting to look at and listen to these two works to see how these brilliant minds may 
have conferred and perhaps even influenced each other’s early compositional style. 10 
 
Both composers used folk material and even set folk songs from their own countries. 
Lutosławski would call this functional music, which he wrote for music schools and 
music students, but it is evident that he embraced the folk music from his own country 
and wanted to make it apparent and important to the next generations of musicians. 
Britten arranged numerous volumes of folk songs for Peter Pears to perform (with Britten 
accompanying) and composed them in a way that intentionally distanced him from 
Vaughan Williams and Cecil Sharp turning them, in effect, into art-songs rather than 
uneventful pastoral folktunes.  
 
During his lifetime, Lutosławski earned many international awards and prizes, including 
the Order of the White Eagle, Poland's highest honor, and several honorary degrees. 
Britten likewise received several awards, and was appointed a companion of honors in 
the coronation of the British Monarch, Elizabeth II in 1953. Having previously declined a 
knighthood, Britten accepted a life peerage on 2 July 1976 as Baron Britten, of 
Aldeburgh in the County of Suffolk11 
 
Britten’s goal to make a place for himself not only in the international music community, 
but perhaps even more personally, in England’s indigenous and historic musical 
landscape was sometimes a conscious and often a subconscious challenge. His music 
however always had a specific message or at least a recognizable pathos to it. 
Lutosławski was less concerned about making his stamp in the music history books, or so 
he tried to convince us, but his masterful compositions, brilliant textures, and thoughtful 
rhetoric left behind him a legacy. Unlike some composers of their generation, they both 
wrote for their listeners with an ideal in mind; a listener who thought and felt like they 
did and appreciated and empathized with their psyche.  

------------------------------------------ 
“And I can find…nothing wrong with offering to my fellow-men music which may 
inspire them, which may touch them or entertain them, even educate them-directly and 
with intention. On the contrary, it is the composer’s duty, as a member of society, to 
speak to or for his fellow human beings.” – Benjamin Britten. 12  
 
“Witold Lutosławski’s art steadfastly proclaims the continuity of the Western musical 
heritage. His towering creations, deeply rooted in the traditions of the past, point toward 
new horizons yet to be reached in a distant future. In a new language, they speak to 
contemporary audiences of permanent and essential values which have their being in the 
art of light and shade, of motion and stillness, of sound and silence, of the human drama 
of life itself.”- Victor Babin.13 
                                                
10 I have studied both passacaglias, and learned of this meeting in Aldeburgh from my teacher at the 
University of Michigan, Kenneth Kiesler.  
11 “Benjamin Britten” Wikipedia. 
12 Quoted in Elliot, Graham. Benjamin Britten; The Spiritual Dimension. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006. p. 37. 
13 Quoted in Lutosławski on Music. p. 0. Victor Babin on the occasion of Britten receiving an honorary 
degree from The Cleveland Institute of Music in 1971. 


