Information Pack

The Turn of the Screw
By Benjamin Britten
Based on the novel by Henry James

1 The Characters
The Prologue
Tenor

Flora
Soprano

The male narrator who appears at the beginning of the
opera. He relates a ‘curious story’ written a long time ago,
and ﬁlls us in on how and why the Governess got tangled
up in such a disastrous career move. Ominously, the singer
that plays ‘The Prologue’, also plays the opera’s main bad
guy, Peter Quint.

A friendly, bright and talented eight year old. Flora has
spent many months alone with Miss Jessel, her previous
governess, and may now be in secret communication with
the woman’s ghost. Her innocent face and angelic nature
may be real, or might they be concealing something more
troubling?

Governess
Soprano

Miles
Treble

In the nineteenth century some children were cared
for by a Governess – a kind of live in super-nanny who
was expected to have a ﬁrm grasp of subjects ranging
from arithmetic, Latin and singing to social etiquette and
discipline. This particular governess is young and intelligent,
and although she lacks experience, she is very determined
to prove herself. Charmed by the handsome guardian of
her two future charges, and in need of a job, she agrees to
live in an old house in the countryside and look after two
orphans. All good ingredients for a ghost story, but here’s
an especially eerie touch: the job is hers only if she excepts
the guardians’ one condition – she must be responsible
for everything and under no circumstances may she make
contact with him. She accepts. Just who the Governess
is exactly, is one of the stories big puzzles. Is she a strong
and loving woman, battling against evil ghosts for the sake
of the children in her care, or is she sexually repressed
and delusional- imagining the evil she sees while destroying
young and innocent minds in the process?

Ten years old and just as angelic, bright and talented as
his younger sister, Miles gets a whole scene devoted to
his incredible piano playing. The Governess is particularly
touched by the gentleness of this ‘little gentlemen’.
However, Miles has been expelled from school for an
unspeciﬁed offence, and has been found going outside in the
middle of the night. Is he just being a naughty boy, or does
his behaviour point to something darker? We know that
Miles had spent a great deal of time with Peter Quint, a low
ranking servant who was “free with everyone”. Do Miles’
confrontations with the Governess stem from wanting to
go back to school and away from her, or is the ghost of
Quint exercising his control over him?

Mrs Grose
Soprano
The housekeeper at Bly, the English country house where
the story takes place. She has been employed by the family
for many years, and has been responsible for young Flora
since the death of the previous governess. She is our source
of information about the ghosts, Peter Quint and Miss
Jessel. Just how much she does or doesn’t know is never
made clear. Initially she is delighted by the arrival of the
new governess, acting as her conﬁdant and readily accepting
her superiors’ conclusions about the ghosts. Unlike the
Governess, she wants to ask the children’s guardian for
help, but as a servant does not feel able to stand up to him.

Peter Quint
Tenor
Described by The Governess as having red curly hair and a
long pale face that is handsome but untrustworthy, Quint
was the former valet of the children’s guardian.
We know that when alive, he had affairs with many women,
including the former governess, Miss Jessel, who was
far above Quint’s station. He died by slipping on an icy
path when drunk. Whether he is a ghost or part of The
Governesses hallucinations is never made clear, but she is
convinced that Quint wants Miles’s soul.

Miss Jessel
Soprano
The children’s former governess, who, like the present
governess, was young and pretty. It seems that she had an
affair with Quint, and may have become pregnant. While
she was away on holiday, she may have been overcome with
shame and killed herself. She appears to The Governess
as a mournful ghost who wants Flora’s soul to share her
suffering with.
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2 Overview
A narrator tells of a story written long ago by a young
woman: She has agreed to be governess to two orphaned
children in the country on the condition that she never
make contact with their guardian, who is too busy to deal
with them.
She travels to the country house, Bly, where she is warmly
welcomed by Mrs Grose the housekeeper, and the two
children, Miles and Flora. Her initial fears vanish. She
soon learns that Miles has been expelled from school,
but reﬂecting on his gentle nature, decides the school is
mistaken and resolves not to tell his guardian.
The Governess is enchanted by the children and strolls in
the gardens. She sees a man in the tower, and on describing
him to Mrs Grose, learns that it is the ghost of Peter
Quint, an unscrupulous former valet, who died after a fall.
He often spent time with Miles and had an affair with the
former governess, Miss Jessel, who left Bly after becoming
pregnant and then died. The Governess vows to protect
the children.
Following many strange occurrences, the Governess is
convinced the children are under the control of two ghosts,
Quint and Miss Jessel, and suspects their angelic innocence
may be fake. Realising what she’s up against, she decided
to leave Bly, only to have another ghostly encounter. Once
more she resolves that she must stay to save the children,
and writes a letter to their guardian. Prompted by Quint,
Miles steals the letter.
Miss Jessel is seen by the Governess once more, and Flora
hurls frenzied abuse at her teacher. Mrs Grose and Flora
leave Bly, and alone with Miles, the Governess questions
him about the missing letter. Quint tells him not to betray
their secrets, but Miles gets hysterical and shouts Quints
name. The ghost disappears but, tragically, Miles has died.
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3 Synopsis
Prologue
The character, Prologue, tells of a story written long ago
by a woman once employed as governess to two orphaned
children. The job is hers on the condition that she never
contact their guardian uncle, who is far too busy to concern
himself with them. She accepts the post.

Act 1
Full of apprehension, the Governess travels to Bly, an
old English country house. On arrival she is met by the
housekeeper, Mrs Grose, and by the two children, Miles
and Flora. Their friendly welcome reassures The Governess
that she was right to accept the job.
Mrs Grose gives the Governess a letter stating that
Miles has been expelled from school. The Governess
momentarily re-lives her old anxieties about Bly, but as she
and Mrs Grose watch the children singing innocently, they
decide that the school is obviously wrong about Miles. The
Governess resolves not to tell the children’s guardian.
The Governess strolls in the gardens of Bly, fulﬁlled in her
new job and enchanted by the children. She recalls hearing
cries in the night and footsteps outside her door. Suddenly
she sees a man staring at her from the tower on the house.
As the children play, the Governess describes the man
she saw to Mrs Grose. The housekeeper recognises him
as Peter Quint, the guardian’s former valet, who had an
unsavoury inﬂuence on Miles and had many affairs with
women, including Miss Jessel, the previous governess.
She implies that Miss Jessel had gotten pregnant and then
committed suicide, and says that Quint died falling on an icy
road while drunk.
The Governess vows to protect the children.
The Governess gives Miles a Latin lesson, when suddenly he
sings a sad and strange nursery rhyme.
The Governess and Flora sit by a lake in the park. Flora
names the seas she knows, ending with the Dead Sea. Flora
plays with her doll and the Governess sees the ﬁgure of
Miss Jessel. She hurries Flora away.

Act 2
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel reproach each other and tell
of their need for revenge. The Governess, confused and
frightened, reﬂects on the evil she can feel at Bly.
In the churchyard, Miles and Flora sing a mock-hymn.
Watching them, Mrs Grose comments on their sweet
natures, but the Governess is convinced that the children
are ‘talking horrors’. Mrs Grose urges the Governess to
write to their guardian, but she refuses. Flora goes into
church while Miles lingers with the Governess and asks her
when he will go back to school. When he mentions ‘the
others’, the terriﬁed Governess realises what she is dealing
with, and decides to leave Bly.
Returning to the house to pack her things, the Governess
ﬁnds Miss Jessel in the schoolroom. The ghost laments
her suffering, and when the Governess challenges her, she
vanishes. The Governess decides she must stay for the
children’s sake, and writes a letter to the guardian.
The Governess tells Miles that she has written to his
guardian. Quint calls out to Miles, who shrieks. The candle
goes out. Quint encourages Miles to go to the schoolroom
and steal the letter before it is sent. Miles takes the letter
back to his bedroom.
In the schoolroom, Miles plays the piano for the Governess
and Mrs Grose while Flora plays ‘cat’s cradle’. Miles’ piano
playing acts as a distraction that allows Flora to leave the
room unnoticed. The Governess and Mrs Grose go off to
ﬁnd her while Miles is left triumphant by the success of his
ploy.
The Governess and Mrs Grose ﬁnd Flora by the lake. Miss
Jessel appears, but only the Governess sees her. Flora
shouts abuse at the Governess, and is led off by Mrs Grose.
Having heard Flora’s outpouring of evil ranting during the
night, Mrs Grose decides she must take Flora away from
Bly. She tells the Governess that Miles has stolen her letter
to the guardian, and then leaves with Flora. The Governess
questions Miles, but Quint tells him not to betray their
secrets. Terriﬁed and hysterical, Miles admits stealing the
letter, and names Peter Quint as his tormenter. Quint’s
power is destroyed but Miles, tragically, lies dead.

At night, Peter Quint and Miss Jessel try to lure the
children outside. The Governess and Mrs Grose arrive and
the ghosts vanish. Miles tells the Governess, “You see, I am
bad.”
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4 Benjamin Britten
Born in Lowestoft, 1913, died at
Aldeburgh, 1976.
Born in Suffolk in 1913, Benjamin Britten was composing
music proliﬁcally from the age of seven. By the time he was
fourteen, with around a hundred pieces to his name, his
local music teachers found they had nothing more to teach
him. In 1928 he began lessons with Frank Bridge, and two
years later entered London’s Royal College of Music.
During the 1930’s, Britten earned a living as an immensely
ﬂexible composer writing music (often at high speed) for
ﬁlm, radio and theatre, as well as vocal and instrumental
works. He began collaborations with left-wing artists such
as the poet W.H.Auden, with whom Britten worked for
several years. In this liberal environment, he felt able to
come to terms with his homosexuality and in 1937 he
met the tenor Peter Pears, with whom he began a lifelong
personal and creative partnership.
Five months before the outbreak of World War Two,
Britten and Pears travelled to the USA where the
composer wrote his ﬁrst attempt at music theatre, the
operetta, Paul Bunyan. Returning to England at the height of
war in 1942, both men were exempt from military service
as conscientious objectors.
Britten then began work on his ﬁrst and most popular
opera, Peter Grimes. Its premiere in 1945 is now seen as
a watershed in the history of British music. Its impact on
the public and critics hailed the piece as a new awakening
for British Opera which many believed lay dormant since
Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas.
The composer was now on a roll. In 1946, ‘The Young
Persons Guide to the Orchestra’ was ﬁrst performed and
he composed one major work after another. Symphonic,
choral and chamber music of incredible quality ﬂowed
from his pen, but it was in opera that Britten particularly
excelled. After Peter Grimes, Britten wrote ten more
operas, his last being Death in Venice, both as a tribute
to the artistry of Peter Pears, and as a summing up of
the theme that fascinated Britten above all others; the
corruption of innocence.
This theme may have attracted Britten to the Henry James
novella The Turn of the Screw, written in 1898. The novella
deals with good versus evil and the natural versus the
supernatural, all set in the grounds of an Essex country
house. It served as a perfect vehicle for Britten’s gifts at
musical characterisation. The mortals have relatively pure
sounding music in contrast to the ghosts, whose music
is otherworldly and alluring. Even by Britten’s standards,

the musical material is incredibly taught and economical:
derived almost entirely from the twelve note, ‘screw’
theme heard after the prologue and scored for just 13
players, the music’s concentration and intimacy help give
the opera its feeling of intense claustrophobia.
Britten and his librettist, Myfawny Piper remain faithful to
James’ novel. Like the author, they don’t state what happens
between the ghosts and the haunted, but imply some sort
of sexual relationship that leaves the impression of evil all
the more acute for remaining unspeciﬁed. In the story, the
ghosts never speak, but the opera gives them words to sing
and Britten directed that the audience should see them. The
dialogue between the ghosts as the beginning of act two
is the librettist’s creation – a quote from W.B. Yeats; ‘The
ceremony of innocence is drowned.’ For Britten, this is
what the opera is all about.
The Turn of the Screw was commissioned for the 1954 Venice
Biennale. Beginning work on the opera in February of the
same year, Britten completed it in just four months. His
assistant, Imogen Holst copied several pages of the score
at a time to send to the publishers, and was amazed by
Britten’s speed and his conﬁdence in parting with a scene
before he composed the end of it. He conducted the ﬁrst
performance in Venice.
Founding the English Opera Group in 1946, and the
Aldeburgh Festival two years later, Britten was one of the
most important ﬁgures in post-war British cultural life.
His career as a composer was matched by his outstanding
abilities as a pianist and conductor. An intensely private
man, at Aldeburgh he could surround himself with a closeknit circle of musicians he trusted, admired and who
inspired many of his works. Yet despite his privacy, Britten
was always outspoken about the responsibilities he thought
the artist had to his society:
‘’Until the 19th Century, the composer was the servant
of society…then composers began to blow up their own
egos…now the artist the gifted mouthpiece of God…I
believe in the reverse of that. I believe in the artist serving
society. It is better to be a bad composer writing for
society than to be a bad composer writing against it. At
least your work can be of some use” (Britten in 1969)
He had an uncanny ability to write sophisticated sounding
music to suit the abilities of amateur musicians and young
people, composing pieces such as The Young Persons Guide to
the Orchestra and Noye’s Fludde (Noah’s Flood). This ability
split over into his ‘adult’ works too, as in the vocal writing
for the children in The Turn of the Screw.
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Britten’s last years were marred by ill health as well as
worries that his music was being regarded as being behind
the times. A few months before his death he became the
ﬁrst British composer to be made a life peer. He died in
the arms of Peter Pears, aged 63.

5 Henry James and ‘The Turn of the Screw’
Henry James (1843-1916) was an American- born author
and literary critic. He spent much of his life in Europe, and
became a British citizen shortly before his death. He is best
known for his novels and short stories (The Portrait of a
Lady, The Aspern Papers, On the Wings of a Dove, The Turn
of the Screw), which explore the themes of morality and
conciousness, and are often told from the point of view of
an unreliable narrator!
Published in 1898, The Turn of the Screw has become Henry
James’ most famous and controversial work, helped no
doubt by the success of the ﬁlm version (released as The
Innocents), and Benjamin Britten’s opera. As a novella (a
long short story!) it uses the device of ‘a story within a
story’. Its enigmatic characters are psychologically analysed
while a mood of repression and loneliness purvey the
atmosphere.
One can see the story as simply being in the tradition
of other 19th century ghost stories, complete with its
rambling country-house and old housekeeper, but it also
predicts the new discoveries of the psycho- analyst Sigmund
Freud in its controversial portrayal of childhood innocence
(or possible corruption) and sexuality. It’s also possible to
interpret the story as a commentary on late 19th century
social and sexual repression.
One critic has seen the story as being the confession
of a ‘frustrated Anglo-Saxon spinster’ and thought that
the appearance of the ghosts takes place merely in the
imagination of the sexually repressed and neurotic middle
class Governess. Has she ‘made up’ the ghosts to conceal
her own sense of professional and personal failure?
Henry James himself said he did not know. As far as he
was concerned, he found the story to be ‘ a perfectly
irresponsible little ﬁction…a piece of ingenuity pure and
simple, of cold artistic calculation, an amusette to catch
those not easily caught... a trap for the unwary.’
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6 A rough guide to Glyndebourne
What is the Glyndebourne Festival?
The Glyndebourne Festival is a leading opera festival
that takes place at Glyndebourne, a country house in the
Sussex countryside. Glyndebourne Festival Opera is the
name of the opera company which stages the operas. The
Festival is famous for its beautiful setting and for the quality
of its productions, particularly of operas by Mozart.
What’s the story behind it?
John Christie owned the manor house at Glyndebourne.
He used to stage amateur opera productions in the Organ
Room and one day his friends suggested that he ask Audrey
Mildmay, a professional singer, to take part to add some
polish. John and Audrey fell in love and were married
in 1931. The couple continued to stage amateur opera
productions and John had plans to build a tiny theatre. But
Audrey had a better idea: ‘If you’re going to spend all that
money John,’ she said, ‘for God’s sake do the thing properly.’
So the Christies built a 300 seat theatre with a proper
orchestra pit and the most modern equipment, and the
ﬁrst Glyndebourne Festival took place in 1934. The ﬁrst
opera was Le nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro) by
Mozart, and Audrey sang the part of the heroine, Susanna.
Glyndebourne was beginning to become world famous
for its superb performances and productions when
war broke out in 1939. Nevertheless, by the time
Audrey Mildmay died in 1953 Glyndebourne was one
of the most important Arts organisations in Britain.
John Christie died in 1962 and later in the 1960s the
range of operas that were staged at Glyndebourne
was increased. Many opera singers who later became
world famous began their careers there.
The original theatre was loved by Glyndebourne’s visitors
but by the early 1990s it was too small and out of date.
Glyndebourne had become one of the most famous opera
companies in the world and it needed a modern opera house
that could ﬁt bigger productions and seat more people.
So a new opera house was built and opened in 1994.

What else does Glyndebourne do?
Glyndebourne on Tour takes three productions to theatres
all over the country. The productions open at Glyndebourne
in October and are then on the road until December.
They are important not only because they allow
people who can’t get to Glyndebourne to see popular
productions at much cheaper prices, but also because
the singers are often young artists at the beginning of
their careers, who are looking for their big break.
Apart from the Festival, Glyndebourne runs lots of
education projects, which help all sorts of people to
discover more about opera and maybe develop an interest
in it. Most of Glyndebourne Education’s projects are for
young people, and the programme allows people to ﬁnd
out more about the operas that are being performed at
the festival and on tour. The department even produces
its own CDs; each one is an introduction to a different
opera, with information and examples of music.
What is Glyndebourne like today?
Today the new theatre sits next to the beautiful Tudor house,
surrounded by the famous gardens. The theatre is very light
and modern inside, with pale wooden panelling; There are
three tiers of seats, each with its own large gallery outside.
The atmosphere is very exciting; You feel as if you are in a
special place, doing something that you wouldn’t normally
do. Even if you often go to the theatre, you probably won’t
have been to one in the middle of a beautiful garden.
The gardens are carefully planted with trees and ﬂowers
to look their best during the summer, when the Festival
takes place. They have smooth lawns, where people have
picnics during the interval of the opera, and there is a lovely
lake and views across meadows; Glyndebourne is probably
the only opera house in the world which has sheep and
cows as its neighbours. There is a sunken garden, a rose
garden, a terrace and an orchard, and people who regularly
come to Glyndebourne often have their favourite nook.
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7 A rough guide to opera
Opera is…
A dramatic art which uses music, singing, words and drama,
movement, dance, set design, lighting and costume to tell a
story! The emotional content is in the music as much as the
words and drama, telling stories of love and hate, death and
power. Opera doesn’t try to reﬂect real life like a TV drama
(it couldn’t with all that singing!) but steps into the realms of
deep human experience. In the overpowering combination
of singing, music and visual spectacle it can evoke a strong
response from an audience.

Songs and dialogue Traditional opera consists of
different modes of singing:

History…
Opera was invented in Italy in the 1600’s and has been
popular ever since. The cost of opera (tickets can be pricey)
is probably where it gets its ‘elitist’ image but although the
ﬁrst operas were for the aristocracy it quickly became the
entertainment of the masses. For centuries it was where
people went to socialise, hear their favourite singers and
chat to their friends. Only in the late 19th Century were
audiences ﬁrst expected to watch the performance in
silence. Opera has become very expensive to put on as it
involves a huge number of performers (soloists, chorus,
orchestra, dancers, actors), highly skilled staff behind the
scenes, making costumes, creating the set and running the
show, who put together and rehearse each opera.

Ensembles Where a number of soloists sing together. They
are really useful dramatic tool and a great way to end an Act,
where each character can reﬂect on a situation from their
perspective at the same time.

Singers
Obviously singers weren’t able to use microphones when
opera was invented, and so opera singers have always had to
develop large voices to ﬁll the auditorium. At the same time
they try to create the ‘perfect’ vocal sound which also has
emotion and dramatic character. It takes years of training to
crack this! Singers and the roles they play are classiﬁed by
their vocal ranges.
The different voices are:
Soprano Highest female voice, often plays the heroine,
dies a lot
Mezzo Soprano Not quite as high as a soprano
Contralto Low pitched female voice, often more mature
characters or mothers
Countertenor Really high male voice, falsetto, like Justin
Timberlake/Pharrell
Williams, they were once the superstars of opera
Tenor High male voice, from the 19th Century became
the hero character when Countertenors went
out of fashion
Baritone Bit lower than a Tenor
Bass Right at the bottom. Often plays comic characters or
those with dubious moral ﬁbre
The Chorus A body of singers who sing and act to make
the crowd scenes more plausible

Recitative (known as recit.) which drives the plot and
passages of dialogue through speech-like singing
Arias Songs where the plot pauses for a character to
reﬂect on their emotional state
Choruses Rousing group numbers sung by the chorus

The Orchestra
Instruments have changed since the early operas of the
1600’s, and the number of instruments in a standard opera
orchestra has grown. By the time of Wagner (late 19th
Century) the orchestra was enormous and singers had to
develop bigger voices in order to be heard. The orchestra
is normally in the pit half under the stage, which helps stop
them drowning out the singers.
The librettist writes the libretto (the script)
The Composer writes the music
These two really need to have a good understanding of
theatre and how to tell a story.
It’s more than just writing music or words. It’s a hard job
and what we now know as ‘the repertoire’ is the best of the
bunch from the last 400 years. Till around the 19 th
Century composers would churn out operas really quickly
(in as little as 3 weeks sometimes), and the local opera house
would always be performing a new piece. It’s actually a lot
closer to how the popular music industry works today.
Opera – then and now
Opera has always reﬂected the time it was created in, and
has often contained political and social messages. Many of
them caused uproar and scandal and were closely censored
by governments. When an opera is put on stage today it
needs to be brought to life by modern artists, the key people
are:
The director (who creates a concept for the production)
The conductor (who decides how to interpret the music,
and makes sure everyone sings together during the show!)
The designer (who works with the director to infuse the
ideas of the production into the stage design)
Even though some operas are hundreds of years old they can
still be exciting and audiences can look at these works with
a fresh eye.
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