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Britten’s wrote messages of sexuality into his music as a response to society’s attitude towards homosexuality during his life. The most notable we studied was his choice to set Shakespeare’s A midsummer Night’s Dream to an opera as opposed to any other work. Additionally the orchestrations in this work and in his War Requiem were interesting manifestations of his homosexuality in a world where they had to be otherwise suppressed. Britten used his music to write his messages in a kind of code, the same way in which Shostakovich commented on the USSR in his pieces. 


While the time of inception of the word “fairy” into the English vernacular as a derogatory word is not clear, it nonetheless today holds those connotations. If it is the case that during Britten’s life “fairy” was used to refer to homosexuals, then it cannot be ignored that Britten chose to open A Midsummer’s Night Dream with the fairy world, even if that appellation had not yet undergone word reclamation. Casting Oberon, the fairy king, as a counter-tenor, may have also implied use of the fairies as a façade for homosexuality, as femininity is often associated with homosexuality.   

In the War Requiem the use of the boys as a representation of the ascent into heaven is loaded with homosexual undertones. On one hand, the boy’s voices could be meant to represent angles, much like the boy angles in renaissance art. On the other hand it could also represent Britten’s obsession with boys (homoerotic or otherwise).


Britten used music as an outlet to express his homosexuality because the majority of society oppressed his identity at the time. Shostakovich used music in the same way*, although Shostakovich was under the oppression of a tyrannical government dictatorship. Britten used his music as a means of preserving and communication his hidden identity, as many great composers do.

*See “The knock that everyone knew and feared” by Mark Santolucito

