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THE compelling power of Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem was re-ignited when John Curro, the 

Queensland Youth Symphony, vocal soloists and the Queensland Festival Chorus, Vocal Manoeuvres 

Childrens Chorus and vocal soloists meticulously prepared by Alison Rogers, presented this work at the 

QPAC Concert Hall. It encapsulates powerfully all the composer and his music stood for, and its 

Brisbane performance  was a fitting gesture in this, the centenary year of Britten’s birth.  

Britten felt deeply that bitter waste of human life expressed through poems left by Wilfred Owen who 

was killed in action just days before the Armistice was signed to end World War I,  and after Owen had 

been awarded the Military Cross for bravery.  His parents in England received the telegram reporting 

his death on November 11, 1918. It was Curro’s third Britten  Requiem, and if he  were to be remembered 

solely for these performances  with the Queensland Youth  Symphony in 1988, 1994 and 2013, it would 

be a worthy memorial. 

There is so much more to Curro’s contribution to music in Queensland, and in Australia, over many 

years, but for its global cultural and spiritual significances, this  Requiem peaks it all. Never has the 

world needed as much as it does now, the poignant reflection Britten wove with Owen’s haunting poems 

threaded through the Latin Requiem Mass text. 

With distinctive genius and sensitivity, Britten gathered  the two spheres, the sacred and the secular, 

giving each its separate space, yet unifying them in the way of the human condition, full of terrible 

ironies, two sides of the one human coin giving life and bringing death.  

An ardent pacifist, Britten was born five years before Owen died. He found in Owen’s poems the 

sentiment he needed to counterbalance the glories of the  Requiem text, and express the  horrors of 

human destruction of World War I that were  repeated enlarged in World War II. The Requiem 

premiered in 1962  for the consecration of  Coventry’s  Cathedral of St Michael in England, restored 

from its near destruction  in the bombing madness of the war that ended 17 years earlier. The program’s 

cover image is a stark memorial to the follies one Christian alliance inflicted on another. 

It is significant that once again, music can uncover with such potency the error of seeking solutions to 

difficulties in this violent way. Britten’s music captures the futility of such shameful chapters in human 



history, from the despairing voices pleading ‘eternal rest’ that opens the work, to the same vocal motif 

at its end. 

This was a profound presentation of such momentous elements. The choral singers and soloists wove 

the texts into the orchestral context firmly carved by Curro. There was some glorious, heartfelt singing, 

even though at times the voices were lightweight in a hall of this size, shape and make-

up.  Soprano  Mirusia sang with tones of great beauty, but lacked dramatic power to carry the “awful 

majesty” of  Rex Tremendae within the  lamentations of the Dies Irae. 

This section was splendidly reinforced by the brass choir, just as the reiterated piano figures resonated 

with  young voices calling for deliverance from “the jaw of the lion,” and 

hell’s  darkness  in  Offertorium. Just as galvanising were the images from double bass player Samuel 

Dickenson and timpanist Greg Turner, underpinning the fearsome episode as Abram prepared to 

sacrifice his son, with its non-biblical ending.  

With intelligent insights and an appropriate array of vocal textures, tenor  Kang Wang and baritone 

Shaun Brown illumined the poetry cutting across the Latin  laments. They captured the moods in their 

full power -  and respectful quiet. Other unforgettable highlights were the four exquisite moments 

created in the muted hush that ended Dies Irae;  when solo baritone Brown sang “nor my titanic tears, 

the sea, be dried,” at the close of the poem following the Sanctus; tenor Wang’s poised ending, with 

chorus, to  Agnus Dei; the spellbinding reading from Brown and Wang as the final poem ended with “let 

us sleep now.” 

Curro held this tension  with searing sensitivity as  the entire cast moved the final Requiescant in pace. 

Amen (Let them rest in peace. Amen) to the deathly stillness of its close. 

It must have been a sobering experience for these young performers to be part of such an intense 

outpouring. The poet was just 25 when his life ended in a terrible war orchestrated by leaders who show 

little sensitivity for the value and sacredness of the human lives they send to fight their battles for them. 

It is the more terrible because the lesson was not learnt in the 20th century. May we yet listen to 

messages such as those of Britten and Owen, and avoid repeating the terrors in the 21st. 

 


