
The Chains of Art: Haydn, Britten, and Pärt 

 

The great composer, conductor, and teacher Nadia Boulanger once said, “Great art likes chains. The 

greatest artists have created art within bounds. Or else they have created their own chains.” 

The poet Christopher Smart’s mental illness was certainly such a chain—and for many more unlucky 

“Bedlamites,” the chains were literal. Haydn, Britten, and Pärt were not as tormented as Smart, but all 

three were bound in chains of some kind. 

Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) was well-known for his generous nature, sense of 

humor, and amiability. His music is almost always joyful (forays into minor keys 

are rare; for example, the somber and anxious beginning of the Lord Nelson Mass, 

in D minor, ends in the triumphant key of D major), and his nickname of “Papa” 

Haydn was earned by his warmth and mentorship of younger musicians. Beneath 

the surface, however, it is clear that Haydn’s path was not always easy.  

His early musical schooling as a boy chorister was characterized by hunger, ill-

treatment, and a very poor education—as a young man Haydn had to teach 

himself music theory through intense study of the works of Johann Joseph Fux 

and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. If not for the chains of poverty, Haydn might not have worked so 

hard to better himself. Achieving comfort and steady work in the employ of the Esterházy family 

meant that he spent most of his career at remote estates far removed from intellectual and artistic 

centers. But, as Haydn himself said, this “shackle” of isolation from other composers and trends in 

music “forced [him] to become original.” 

Even the cheerfulness of his music must be questioned when one remembers that the majority of his 

compositions were written for princes who demanded happy tunes; but perhaps this, too, was a fetter 

that allowed Haydn to give full rein to his playfulness and love of practical jokes (as in his “Surprise” 

symphony and the many false endings he teased in his chamber works). 

 

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) was a complex man, who undoubtedly was 

encumbered with many “chains.” Although he was in a committed relationship 

with the tenor Peter Pears for 40 years, homosexuality was illegal in Britain for 

much of his life. It is also clear that he had a disturbing affinity for young boys 

(although there is no evidence that he acted upon in inappropriate ways). Britten 

was a pacifist and conscientious objector during the Second World War, a stance 

that made him some enemies and must have been uncomfortable, particularly 

when he was faced with the reality of the Nazi death camps. Britten was also 

notoriously thin-skinned; he demanded absolute fealty from his friends and 

acquaintances, and could be extremely cruel, especially to those who criticized 

him or did not meet his exacting standards. 

Yet, his problematic interest in children led to exquisitely sophisticated art in his operas Peter Grimes 

and The Turn of the Screw. His pacifism drove him to create the War Requiem, with its premiere cast of 
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soloists from Russia, England, and Germany, embodying the hope of peace and reconciliation. And 

surely he chained himself to the highest standards, which he demanded of himself as well as others; 

in doing so he became the most celebrated English composer since Purcell. 

 

Estonian composer Arvo Pärt (1935- ), in his mysticism, minimalism, and faith 

holds himself above the fray of modern life. But for many years, he was 

constrained by the chains of the Soviet system and struggles with ill health. After 

a six-year period of withdrawal (1969-1976) from artistic composition, Pärt 

created a new musical language he called “tintinnabuli” (named for the tinkling 

of bells). In this new music he threw off the shackles of socialist realism and 

bound himself in new strictures of his own making. 

Pärt, however reluctant, was in his youth a “good soldier” of Soviet art. He 

worked as a sound engineer for Estonian Radio for nearly 10 years, joined the 

Estonian musicians’ union in 1961, and composed politically correct music for the Estonian puppet 

theater. However, Pärt’s health was always challenging and he was never fully able to resist the pull of 

Christianity. The big hit of his pre-minimalist career, Credo, was very well received by audiences in 

November 1968, but not by the Soviet authorities who were unaccepting of a blatant display of 

Christian faith. Future performances were banned. 

From 1969-1976 Pärt withdrew from public life. He began researching Gregorian chant and in 1972 

joined the Eastern Orthodox Church. He published almost entirely commercial music (for films, 

documentaries, and the puppet theater) in order to survive during this time. In 1976 he began publicly 

exploring his new musical language of minimalism, based on his concept of “tinntinabulism.” 

In 1979, Pärt was expelled from the Estonian musicians’ union; the Estonian media called the 

composer “a traitor of the fatherland,” and performances of his works in concert halls and on radio 

were officially banned. In 1980, he and his family were forced to emigrate from Estonia, settling in 

Vienna. Pärt’s ties to the Soviet Union and his homeland were severed—he was officially “unchained.” 

Pärt presents in his music a sense of timelessness or suspension of time, which he achieves through 

repetition and silence. He creates an otherworldly feeling through orchestration—for example, the 

ethereal quality of the strings and celesta in his Salve Regina. 

But in his new musical language, Pärt has created his own chains. He is constrained by his own building 

block, the triad, and indeed by the pure simplicity of his musical vocabulary. Performers of his music, 

too, are restricted: they must be able to express motion in the face of stasis and the arch of the music 

in the face of timelessness. In the links of these contradictions and chains, great art is born. 
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