
Textes et contextes
ISSN : 1961-991X
 : Université de Bourgogne

19-1 | 2024 
L’entre-deux, une recomposition des représentations. Regards
transdisciplinaires et transfrontaliers

“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic
Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem
(1962) and Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation
(1989)
“Étranges rencontres” : la représentation de la mémoire traumatique dans
War Requiem de Benjamin Britten (1962) et son adaptation filmique par Derek
Jarman (1989)

15 July 2024.

James Strowman

http://preo.u-bourgogne.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4748

Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

James Strowman, « “Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic Memory in
Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem (1962) and Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation
(1989) », Textes et contextes [], 19-1 | 2024, 15 July 2024 and connection on 21
November 2024. Copyright : Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/). URL : http://preo.u-bourgogne.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4748

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://preo.u-bourgogne.fr/portail/


Licence CC BY 4.0

“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic
Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem
(1962) and Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation
(1989)
“Étranges rencontres” : la représentation de la mémoire traumatique dans
War Requiem de Benjamin Britten (1962) et son adaptation filmique par Derek
Jarman (1989)

Textes et contextes

15 July 2024.

19-1 | 2024 
L’entre-deux, une recomposition des représentations. Regards
transdisciplinaires et transfrontaliers

James Strowman

http://preo.u-bourgogne.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4748

Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

1. The Requiem between Tradition and Subversion
2. Representing and Remediating Traumatic Memory: The Interplay of
Poetry, Music and Film
3. Letting the Unresolved Rest: Britten’s and Jarman’s “(An)aesthetics of
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Ben jamin Brit ten’s War Re quiem, Op. 66 (1962) was first per formed for
the con sec ra tion of Cov entry Cathed ral, newly re con struc ted after
the ori ginal fourteenth- century build ing had been des troyed in a
bomb ing raid dur ing the Second World War. The com pos i tion res ul‐ 
ted from a com mis sion awar ded by the Cov entry Arts Com mit tee in
1958 and was con ceived with this com mem or ative event in mind. The
War Re quiem is thus a sort of pub lic monu ment bear ing the trace of
the cul tural trauma of the Second World War. It is ded ic ated to the
com poser’s friends Roger Bur ney, Piers Dunker ley, David Gill, and Mi‐ 
chael Hal l i day, all of whom were killed in ac tion, ex cept Dunker ley,

1

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem (1962) and
Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation (1989)

Licence CC BY 4.0

Il lus tra tion 1. Basil Spence’s re con struc tion of Cov entry Cathed ral (1962).

who had taken part in the 1944 Nor mandy land ings and com mit ted
sui cide in 1959. 1 Basil Spence’s re con struc tion of Cov entry Cathed ral
is strik ing for the way in which it pre serves the former cathed ral’s
ruined shell along side the mod ern design [See Il lus tra tion 1].

The cathed ral there fore serves as a site of memory for the fate ful
night of 14 Novem ber 1940, dur ing which 500 Luftwaffe bombers des‐ 
troyed over 4000 homes in Cov entry and killed 568 people, thereby
re flect ing the ety mo logy of the word “monu ment,” which de rives
from the Latin monere, mean ing to “ex hort” or “re mind.” 2 The
cathed ral’s hy brid ity con flat ing the old and the new finds its formal
equi val ent in the hy brid struc ture of the War Re quiem, which com‐ 
prises a stand ard litur gical set ting of the Re quiem Mass in Latin and
poems from Wil fred Owen’s sec u lar twentieth- century verse. As
Owen wrote his poems in re sponse to his own ex per i ences of the
First World War, their in clu sion in the War Re quiem su per im poses the
two world wars, thus re call ing Wal ter Ben jamin’s fam ous con cep tion
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of the “angel of his tory,” promp ted by Paul Klee’s paint ing An gelus
Novus (1920), which reads the past as “one single cata strophe that
piles wreck age upon wreck age” in the present (Ben jamin 1955� 249).

As Mervyn Cooke ob serves, Brit ten’s War Re quiem was a phe nom enal
suc cess: crit ics largely hailed the work as a mas ter piece, its pa ci fist
mes sage was well re ceived in Bri tain and abroad, and the 1963 Decca
re cord ing fea tur ing Brit ten con duct ing sold nearly a quarter of a mil‐ 
lion cop ies in just five months (Cooke 1996� 78-83). How ever, like
Spence’s re con struc tion of Cov entry Cathed ral, Brit ten’s Re quiem
also had a some what mixed re cep tion, al beit for quite dif fer ent reas‐ 
ons. Crit ics such as Peter Schaf fer in ter preted the jux ta pos i tion of
Owen’s sec u lar verse with the Latin liturgy as sug gest ing “war is blas‐ 
phemy” and thereby over looked Brit ten’s dis il lu sion ment with Chris‐ 
tian ity (Schaf fer 1962). Moreover, Ed ward Roth stein cri ti cised the
work’s end ing (a set ting of Owen’s poem “Strange Meet ing”) for evok‐ 
ing an “eas ily won” re con cili ation between two en emies (Roth stein
1992). For Cooke, how ever, these ob jec tions demon strate a total “lack
of re ceptiv ity to the work’s com plex iron ies” (Cooke 1996� 87-88). Mi‐ 
chael Kennedy also sug gests that “an uniden ti fied re vul sion from, or
fear of, the sexual un der tones in the work may ac count for its being
dis liked by some listen ers,” es pe cially as the theme of mil it ary en‐ 
gage ment is typ ic ally as so ci ated with a par tic u lar type of mas culin ity
(Kennedy 1986� 86). As Cooke ob serves, “the War Re quiem may ul ti‐ 
mately be con cerned with the […] in tense di cho tomy between private
anxi ety and pub lic re spons ib il ity,” and some of the cri ti cism against
the work un doubtedly stemmed from pre ju dices re gard ing Brit ten’s
pa ci fist be liefs (Cooke 1996� 88). 3 This di cho tomy also re flects the
com poser’s choice to use Owen’s po etry as an in ter text within the
Re quiem set ting in order to cre ate a ten sion between of fi cial com‐ 
mem or a tion (par tic u larly given the pro ject was a com mis sion) and
the po tency of trauma as a per sonal ex per i ence.

3

The War Re quiem’s in ter me dial struc ture and its sub vers ive polit ical
sub text are fur ther en hanced in Derek Jar man’s eponym ous film
(1989). Jar man uses the ori ginal Decca re cord ing of Brit ten’s War Re‐ 
quiem for the film’s soundtrack, without mak ing any in ter rup tions or
ad di tional sound ef fects (as per the re quest of the Britten- Pears
Found a tion). While the film can didly rep res ents the lives lost on the
bat tle field, its non- linear and frag men ted nar rat ive re tell ing also ex‐
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poses the aes thetic lim its of rep res ent ing trauma and me di ates a
crit ical re flec tion on the ir ra tion al ity of mil it ary con flict. Apart from
Brit ten’s Re quiem, Jar man’s in ter me dial struc ture os tens ibly re vis its
Humphrey Jen nings’ pro pa ganda short film Words for Battle (1941),
which like wise ex per i ment ally con flates the me di ums of po etry and
film. As Max Car penter re marks, Jar man en countered the work of
Jen nings as a stu dent; how ever, Jar man’s anti- war film “pre oc cu pied
by the psy cho lo gical strife of late- twentieth-century queer life” po s i‐ 
tions it self in coun ter point with Jen nings’ “op tim istic pat ri ot ism” and
use of lit er ary in ter texts to gen er ate sup port for Bri tain’s war ef fort
(Car penter 2019). 4 Jar man wrote and filmed the War Re quiem in the
con text of the AIDS pan demic—hav ing been dia gnosed him self as HIV
pos it ive on 22 Decem ber 1986. 5 The en counter with death evoked in
Brit ten’s and Owen’s work thus had an es pe cially strong sig ni fic ance
for Jar man, and helps to ex plain why he un der mines tra di tional
strategies of of fi cial com mem or a tion in fa vour of an em phasis on the
sear ing per sonal testi mony of Owen’s work. Fur ther more, the late
1980s was a time when schol ar ship on Owen began to take a sig ni fic‐ 
ant turn: on 16 Janu ary 1987, Jonathan Cut bill pub lished an art icle in
The New States man en titled “The Truth Un told” which crit ic ally chal‐ 
lenged the sup pres sion of Owen’s ho mo sexual ex per i ences in aca‐ 
demic dis course. This cul tural cli mate makes Jar man’s film a vir u lent
cri tique that op poses of fi cial au thor ity and avant- garde art in its rep‐ 
res ent a tion and com mem or a tion of trau matic memory. Jar man also
em phas ises the trans gen er a tional as pect of trauma in teg ral to Brit‐ 
ten’s Re quiem, most not ably by cast ing Lawrence Olivier as a war vet‐ 
eran strug gling with the en dur ing con sequences of his trau matic ex‐ 
per i ences dur ing the war. 6 Olivier had not only starred in the 1944
film ad apt a tion of Henry V, a land mark in war time pro pa ganda, but
had also provided the voi ceover in Words for Battle, re cit ing pas sages
from fam ous Eng lish lit er ary works and speeches to ac com pany doc‐ 
u ment ary se quences of rural and urban Bri tain at war. In Jar man’s
film, how ever, Olivier plays an al to gether dif fer ent role, dis mant ling
the nar rat ive of com batant mas culin ity and war her oes as es sen tial to
Brit ish cul ture.

From the per spect ive of trauma stud ies, this art icle ex plores how
Brit ten’s War Re quiem and Jar man’s cine ma to graphic ad apt a tion em‐ 
ploy sub vers ive struc tur ing devices to me di ate the cul tural trauma of
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the Second World War in ways that ex pli citly re flect the crit ical limit
of its rep res ent a tion. Their ap proaches to their re spect ive me di ums
seek to cap ture the para dox ic ally in ac cess ible char ac ter of trau matic
memory, and thereby evoke a crit ical ten sion between of fi cial and
per sonal memory re gard ing the trau matic past. Much ex ist ing schol‐ 
ar ship on trauma is in debted to Pierre Janet’s late- nineteenth-
century concept of “dis so ci ation” in how it de scribes, as Frank
Ankersmit puts it, the way “trauma ef fects a dis so ci ation of a trau‐ 
mat ic ally ex per i enced real ity and the sub ject of the trau matic ex per i‐ 
ence” (Ankersmit 2002� 77; em phasis his own). As Char lotte Delbo ob‐ 
served, her own ex per i ence of trauma at Aus chwitz re mained “en vel‐ 
oped in the skin of memory, an im per meable skin that isol ate[d] it
from [her] present self” (Delbo 1990� 2). This points to the cent ral
para dox in trau matic memory, which “gives us a past that is neither
for got ten nor re membered” as “[t]rauma oc curs be cause of the sub‐ 
ject’s in ca pa city to ab sorb the trau matic ex per i ence within the whole
of [their] life- story and that makes [them] trau mat ic ally aware of a
real ity hid ing it self from [them]” (Ankersmit 2002� 77). From this per‐ 
spect ive, Ankersmit sug gests, the unique ex per i ence of Post- 
Traumatic Stress Dis order (PTSD) de liv ers “in sist ent reen act ments of
the past [that] do not simply serve as testi mony to an event, but may
also […] bear wit ness to a past that was never fully ex per i enced as it
oc curred” (77). Thus, Ankersmit claims that “[t]he trau matic past is an
ab stract past,” a neg at ing memory which is res ist ant to me di at ing
nar rat ive struc tures (76).

In re cent years, schol ars such as Ankersmit and Kiene Bril len burg
Wurth have drawn com par is ons between trauma and the eighteenth- 
century no tions of the sub lime as con ceived by Ed mund Burke and
Im manuel Kant. A sig ni fic ant part of this art icle ex am ines Brit ten’s
and Jar man’s re spect ive War Re quiems through the lens of some of
these com mon fea tures between the two: for ex ample, Ankersmit
sug gests that the Kan tian “dy nam ical sub lime” con sti tutes an en‐ 
counter with “a real ity that has re tained all of its rad ical ali en ness,”
which clearly echoes the neg at ing as pect of trau matic memory
(Ankersmit 2002� 77). Wurth ar gues that the dy nam ical sub lime be‐ 
longs to an “aes thet ics of trau matic shock” and she thereby es tab‐ 
lishes con cep tual ana logues with trau matic “flash backs” and states of
psy cho lo gical “hy per arousal” (Wurth 2009� 161). As Wurth con tends,
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Kant’s dy nam ical sub lime is widely con sidered to have taken the final
step in “sub ject iv iz ing the sub lime,” be cause it reads the ex ternal
stim uli act ing on fears already in ter n al ised by the sub ject, who,
through pro cesses of dis so ci ation, emerges with a feel ing of cath artic
re lief and pos it ive trans form a tion (Wurth 2009� 3). While this brings
into focus the tran scend ental qual ity of Burke’s “ex ist en tial sub lime,”
it also points to its para dox ical nature, which Burke evoc at ively de‐ 
scribed as a feel ing of “tran quil lity tinged with ter ror” (Burke 1990�
123). Burke sug gests that this para dox cap tures the ex per i ence of the
sub lime as it al ludes to the sub ject’s ca pa city to (at least par tially) dis‐ 
so ci ate them selves from the “un real” nature of the on to lo gical threat.

The first part of this art icle con siders the struc tural dis so ci ation Brit‐ 
ten cre ates in jux ta pos ing the tra di tional Re quiem set ting with
Owen’s sec u lar po etry. The War Re quiem epi tom ises Brit ten’s at tempt
to dram at ize the Re quiem form, which is not ably ap par ent in his
poly phonic ar range ment of the work’s com pon ent parts that in tro‐ 
duces fur ther de grees of dis so ci ation and sub verts the Re quiem as a
sym bol of col lect ive be reave ment. I argue that the com poser’s
strategies of sub ver sion stem from his own dis en chant ment with
Chris tian ity, a sen ti ment he draws from Owen’s verse, and which Jar‐ 
man also uses in an al to gether dif fer ent con text (the AIDS crisis and
Thatcher ism) in his film ad apt a tion. 7 My at ten tion then turns to the
tech nical fea tures of the Re quiem and the film that sym bol ise a jar‐ 
ring sense of dis so ci ation, not ably Brit ten’s pro voc at ive use of the tri‐ 
tone in ter val (his tor ic ally known as the di abolus in mu sica) and Jar‐ 
man’s in ten tional dis lo ca tion between the image track and the sound
track. Both de vises cre ate power ful sonic and visual dis son ances,
which, es pe cially in Jar man’s case, ap pear to self- reflexively point to
the ir re con cil able gap in trauma and its aes thetic re medi ation. The
final part of this art icle ex am ines a cli mactic mo ment to wards the
end of the War Re quiem and its cine matic real iz a tion. I con tend that
both com poser and film maker use un ex pec ted and shock ing mu sical
and cine matic tech niques to sim u late the (re-)ex per i ence of trauma
through the sub lime, cre at ing aes thetic im it a tions of trau matic flash‐ 
backs and states of hy per arousal. In each War Re quiem, the series of
apo ca lyptic cli maxes ap pear to fun da ment ally de rail the tra ject ory of
each re spect ive me dium. Rather than end ing vic tori ously through a
tele olo gical nar rat ive, as in Beeth oven’s “heroic style,” this ul ti mately
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leads to a “Strange Meet ing” that calls into ques tion heroic mas culin‐ 
ity while ges tur ing to wards the un canny and ho mo erotic char ac ter of
war fare evoked in Owen’s po etry.

1. The Re quiem between Tra di ‐
tion and Sub ver sion
The Re quiem Mass, also known as the Mass for the dead (Missa pro
de func tis), com prises a litur gical text, from which its name de rives:
the first part of the text, the In troit, be gins with “Re quiem æternam
dona eis Dom ine” (“Give them eternal rest, O Lord”). The Re quiem is
used by the Cath olic Church in the Euchar istic fu neral ser vice offered
for the souls of the dead. Mu sical set tings of the litur gical text have a
di verse his tory. While Renais sance com posers wrote Re quiems to be
per formed a cap pella, from around 1600 on wards com posers began
to use in stru ments to ac com pany the choir and the vocal so loists.
This res ul ted in lar ger and more ex pans ive Re quiem set tings, and by
the eight eenth and nine teenth cen tur ies com posers were writ ing Re‐ 
quiems as dra matic con cert pieces (well- known ex amples in clude
François Joseph Gos sec’s Grande Messe des Morts, 1760; Moz art’s Re‐ 
quiem in D minor, 1791; and Gi useppe Verdi’s Messa da Re quiem, 1874).
Since the early Renais sance works, com posers have treated the litur‐ 
gical text with vary ing de grees of liberty, for in stance, by omit ting
sec tions en tirely, di vid ing a sec tion over sev eral move ments, or fus‐ 
ing two sec tions into a single move ment. An es pe cially ori ginal ex‐ 
ample is Jo hannes Brahms’ A Ger man Re quiem, to Words of the Holy
Scrip tures, Op. 45 (Ein deutsches Re quiem, nach Worten der hei li gen
Schrift, 1868). Brahms’ Re quiem is non- liturgical as it is not based on
the tra di tional text in Latin, but is non ethe less a sac red set ting of
pas sages drawn from the Luther Bible.

8

Brit ten’s strik ingly sub vers ive idea to set the Latin Re quiem text in
jux ta pos i tion with Owen’s sec u lar po etry makes the War Re quiem a
unique re work ing of the genre—full of pity, pathos, and bit ter irony.
Like the ar chi tect of the re con struc ted Cov entry Cathed ral, Brit ten
thus places seem ingly ir re con cil able ele ments side by side, form ing
the com plex, con tra dict ory whole con sidered by the com poser as the
most apt formal struc ture to rep res ent war trauma. The com pos i tion
opened the way for other twentieth-  and twenty- first-century com‐
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posers, such as Krzysztof Pen d erecki, whose Dies iræ (1967) in cludes
a vari ety of ex cerpts taken from the Book of Psalms, poems by
Wladyslaw Broniewski, Louis Ar agon, and Paul Valéry, as well as Aes‐ 
chylus’ Eu men ides. Karl Jen kins’ Re quiem (2005) is also an in ter est ing
ex ample that in ter weaves sec u lar Ja pan ese haikus through out the
Mass and uses non- Western in stru ment a tion, like the shak uha chi (an
an cient Ja pan ese wind in stru ment) and the daiko (a Ja pan ese drum).
As Cooke un der lines, the War Re quiem rep res ents Brit ten’s en deav‐ 
our to ex ploit the full range of the genre’s “dra matic pos sib il it ies”
(Cooke 1996� 49). The six- movement work in cludes a sym phony or‐ 
ches tra, a mixed choir, and three vocal so loists (sop rano, tenor, and
bari tone). Brit ten as signs spe cific roles to the tenor (Owen) and bari‐ 
tone (Un known Sol dier); how ever, in ac cord ance with the War Re‐ 
quiem’s ora torio char ac ter, they are in struc ted to per form without
props or cos tumes. The Re quiem can con versely be de scribed as op‐ 
er atic in style bear ing in mind the his tor ical themes emer ging from
Owen’s po etry, which con trast with the sac red sub jects typ ic ally
found in ora tor ios. 8 Its dra matic focus is heightened fur ther by the
ad di tion of a boys’ chorus, a twelve- piece cham ber en semble, and an
organ. Over all this cre ates three dis tinct groups of mu si cians,
whereby the so loists and cham ber or ches tra oc cupy the fore ground,
the large or ches tra and mixed choir take the middle ground, and the
organ and boys’ choir re main in the back ground. As Kennedy sug‐ 
gests, “this phys ical place ment helps to re in force the dra matic and
emo tional as pects of the work, in that the boys’ choir is al most totally
de per son al ized as if in some dis tant mys tical realm; the sop rano,
chorus and or ches tra ‘mourn hu man ity,’ and the male so loists and
cham ber or ches tra be come the ‘voices of the vic tims”’ (Kennedy 1981�
223-224). Moreover, as Ad rian Poole ob serves, Brit ten’s struc tural
idea of using the mixed choir, the boys’ choir, and the sop rano to sing
the words of the liturgy, and the tenor and bari tone to sing Owen’s
po etry set tings “bears com par ison with the op pos i tion in an cient tra‐ 
gic drama, at once ant ag on ism and col lab or a tion, between the choral
lyr ics and the in ter ven ing ‘epis odes’ or scenes, spoken by the in di‐ 
vidual act ors” (Poole 2019� 173).

The ori ginal Decca re cord ing (1963), fea tur ing Peter Pears (Owen), Di‐ 
et rich Fischer- Dieskau (Un known Sol dier), and Galina Vish nevskaya,
in cludes a com plete per form ance of the War Re quiem as well as a re‐
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cord ing of the work in re hearsal with the com poser con duct ing. This
extra fea ture gives spe cial in sight into how Brit ten con ceived the
work in per form ance and his com ments dur ing re hears als cor rel ate
with Kennedy’s re marks. For ex ample, on the clos ing page of the “Lib‐ 
era me” (“De liver me”), Brit ten in structs the boys’ choir to sing more
quietly and “ima gine [them selves] in heaven, a long way away from
here” (Brit ten 1963). 9 While this con trib utes to the “de per son al ized”
char ac ter of the boys’ choir, the idea that the boys’ singing em an ates
from “some dis tant mys tical realm” such as heaven strongly evokes
the sub lime’s tran scend ental qual ity. The eth er eal qual ity of the boys’
high- pitched and hushed voices is often given greater em phasis in
per form ance prac tice by pla cing the boys’ choir quite lit er ally at a re‐ 
move from the other en sembles. 10 This dis place ment cru cially breaks
the image of the stand ard Re quiem Mass, in which the choir is typ ic‐ 
ally a het ero gen eous, yet phys ic ally uni fied en semble sym bol iz ing the
col lect ive be reave ment and mourn ing of the dead. The re mote ness of
the boys’ choir also stirs the im pres sion that the qual it ies of in no‐ 
cence and peace that the boys’ voices in carn ate are far- removed from
the “voices of the vic tims” per formed by the so loists. This poly phonic
re arrange ment of the Re quiem thus crit ic ally ex poses the bind ing
forces hold ing the War Re quiem to gether by dis pla cing its com pon ent
parts to ful fil the work’s pro gram matic ob ject ives.

Brit ten’s widely doc u mented pa ci fist stance is a major fea ture of the
War Re quiem’s sub vers ive strategies. 11 Re turn ing to Eng land from the
United States in 1942, the com poser re gistered as a con scien tious ob‐ 
jector and gained ex emp tion from com bat ive mil it ary ser vice (al‐ 
though he re mained li able to be called up for non- combative work).
As part of his state ment to the Local Tribunal for the Re gis tra tion of
Con scien tious Ob ject ors, Brit ten con ten ded that “the fas cist at ti tude
to life can only be over come by pass ive res ist ance” (Cooke 1996� 15).
Con versely, Owen en lis ted in the Artists’ Rifles Of ficers’ Train ing
Corps in 1915, and be came second lieu ten ant in the Manchester Re gi‐ 
ment by the fol low ing year. How ever, des pite his mil it ary en gage‐ 
ment, Owen’s po etry re mains a test a ment to his pa ci fism be cause,
un like other war poets, such as Rupert Brooke, Owen did not glor ify
war fare. Rather, he showed it to be ideo lo gic ally flawed and a fail ure
of Chris tian ity. As C. Day Lewis ar gues in his in tro duc tion to The Col‐ 
lec ted Poems of Wil fred Owen (1963), Owen grew through out his ex ‐
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per i ences in ac tion, and he “went back to the front line [in 1918] be‐ 
cause he felt that there he would be in a stronger po s i tion to voice his
protest against the war” (Owen 1963� 23). In a let ter to Di et rich
Fischer- Dieskau (16 Feb ru ary 1961), Brit ten thus states that he chose
Owen’s “mag ni fi cent poems, full of the hate of de struc tion” be cause
he wanted them to be “a kind of com ment ary on the Mass” (Brit ten
2010� 313). As Sarah Montin ob serves, moreover, Owen’s po etry “em‐ 
phas ize[s] the strange ness of war, lived as an ex per i ence of ab so lute
dif fer ence” (Montin 105). 12 The concept of dis so ci ation is there fore
firmly em bed ded within Owen’s verse it self. How ever, as Ro land
Wymer notes, Owen also cer tainly “ex per i enced the ex ulta tion of
battle” (Wymer 2005� 127). In a let ter to his mother (4 Oc to ber 1918),
the poet- combatant de scribes the mil it ary ac tion for which he won
the Mil it ary Cross, writ ing: “I lost all my earthly fac ulties, and fought
like an angel” (Owen 1985� 351). 13 In ter est ingly, Owen’s de scrip tion of
com bat is full of oth er worldly al lu sions. Brit ten seems there fore to
have been drawn to his po etry not only be cause it echoes the com‐ 
poser’s dis il lu sion ment with re li gious in sti tu tions and his val ues as a
con scien tious ob jector (the dif fer ences in the ideo lo gical stakes
between the two world wars not with stand ing), but also be cause it
vividly cap tures the eth er eal char ac ter of trau matic ex per i ence, a
fea ture that I ex plore in greater depth in my ana lysis of Brit ten’s set‐ 
ting of Owen’s poem “Strange Meet ing” in the final part of this art icle.

Al though Jar man has writ ten in de tail about his “re vul sion for war,”
the film maker’s con vic tions were, it ap pears, closer to Owen’s than to
Brit ten’s (Jar man 1990� 9). As Wymer ob serves, Jar man had pre vi ously
claimed: “without men like my father the war would not have been
won!” (Jar man 1987� 107). How ever, like Owen and Brit ten, Jar man was
de term ined to por tray the “pity of war,” and this is where his place
within a “‘great tra di tion’ of ho mo sexual artists” makes his film in‐ 
tensely per sonal and col lect ive (Wymer 2005� 124). For ex ample,
Owen and Jar man were both drawn to the suf fer ing of “Christ fig ures,
who rep res ent the ‘greater love’ in which in di vidual iden tit ies (in clud‐ 
ing dis tinc tions of gender) start to dis solve;” yet their iden ti fic a tion
with Christ was off set given that it “co ex is ted with a pro found ali en a‐
tion from the mor al iz ing of the or gan ized Church and its rep res ent‐ 
at ives” (125). Owen’s po etry dreams of a re vived Chris tian ity that re‐ 
stores the true Chris tian mes sage by over turn ing the cor rup tion of
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the Church. It thus vehe mently con demns war fare and na tions that
propag ate “The old Lie: Dulce et de corum est / Pro pat ria mori”
(Owen 1963� 55). To pro mote the val ues of peace and solid ar ity, the
poet ar gues that so ci ety must look bey ond the Church and its priests
“flesh- marked by the Beast” (an al lu sion to the mark of the Beast in
the Book of Rev el a tion 13�16), which have cor rup ted the teach ings of
Christ to jus tify count less at ro cit ies over cen tur ies (Owen 1963� 82).
As Wymer re marks, Owen’s stance to wards the Church would have
un doubtedly “res on ated with Jar man who had been ap palled by the
re sponse of the re li gious Right to the AIDS crisis” (Wymer 2005� 125).
For Jar man, the AIDS crisis had cre ated a dev ast at ing war- like at mo‐ 
sphere for the gay com munity, as he com ments: “[s]o many friends
dead or dying. […] Surely even the Great War brought no more loss
into one life in just twelve months, and all this as we made love not
war” (Jar man 1992b: 143). To wards the end of his screen play for War
Re quiem, the film maker writes: “In my heart, I ded ic ate my film of the
War Re quiem to all those cast out, like my self, from Christen dom. To
my friends who are dying in a moral cli mate cre ated by a church with
no com pas sion” (Jar man 1990� 35). How ever, in a move that Wymer
de scribes as bear ing “moral and aes thetic tact,” Jar man gives this
ded ic a tion no prom in ence in his film so as to avoid ex pli citly equat ing
the two world wars with the AIDS crisis and to leave the film’s sym‐ 
bol ism open to the viewer’s in ter pret a tion (Wymer 2005� 125).

Brit ten’s struc tural sub ver sion of the Re quiem Mass through his jux‐ 
ta pos i tion of its litur gical text via Owen’s sec u lar po etry con sti tutes
an es pe cially crit ical “com ment ary” of the re li gious sym bol ism of the
Re quiem, which dra mat ic ally trans forms the sac red set ting into an
un canny real isa tion of it self. The War Re quiem’s de gree of struc tural
dis lo ca tion res on ates with the dra matic themes run ning through out
the work, which rep res ent the dev ast at ing ef fects of war that de form
and dis mantle the fa mil iar, whereby not even the ab so lut ism of re li‐ 
gious faith emerges un scathed. This chimes es pe cially with the idea
of trau matic dis so ci ation, in which the dis junc ture found in the
work’s struc tural dis pos i tion and set tings of Owen’s po etry evokes
the “rad ical ali en ness” of trau matic memory and its ir re con cil ab il ity.
The con tras ted scales between the cham ber or ches tra and full or‐ 
ches tra, the choirs and the so loists, un der pin Brit ten’s de sire to ex‐ 
plore the ten sion between per sonal memory and of fi cial, col lect ive
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com mem or a tion. This con trast also re flects how the crit ical em phasis
of the art work’s re la tion to the so cial to tal ity is mani fest through
Brit ten’s ef fect ive use of irony as a struc tur ing device to evoke trau‐ 
matic dis so ci ation, which stems from the way the isol ated in di vidual
relates to the com munity—a re cur rent theme in his work that clearly
ap pealed to Jar man.

2. Rep res ent ing and Re medi at ing
Trau matic Memory: The In ter ‐
play of Po etry, Music and Film
As Wymer re marks, “in using the tra di tional form of the Re quiem
Mass, Brit ten was ful filling the re quire ments of a pub lic act of re‐ 
mem brance and re con cili ation” (Wymer 2005� 122). How ever, by in‐ 
ter spers ing the Latin liturgy with Owen’s sec u lar war poems, the
com poser was not only cre at ing a highly un usual col lage struc ture
out of the lit er ary in ter texts, but also “mak ing a more per sonal and,
in deed, angry state ment of his pa ci fist be liefs” (123). Jar man’s War Re‐ 
quiem cer tainly cap it al izes on these par tic u lar fea tures of Brit ten’s
com pos i tion, in ways which also sim u late the ex per i ence of trauma
through the sub lime. Jar man cat egor ic ally avoids re count ing using
the same nar rat ive strategies as Hol ly wood films treat ing trau matic
sub jects, such as Schind ler’s List (1993) or The Pi an ist (2002), in which
a tele olo gical struc ture ends with an up lift ing res ol u tion. The film be‐ 
gins with a pro logue in which a nurse (Tilda Swin ton) wheels a war
vet eran (Laurence Olivier) out of hos pital and down a path in a
wheel chair. 14 As Nicole Cloarec ob serves, “[f]rom the onset, the film
is placed under the two no tions of com mem or a tion, as the old sol dier
dis plays his medals, and memory, when he shows the nurse the old
pho to graph of a war nurse he has kept in his pocket near a poppy”
(Cloarec 2017� 356). These ob jects trig ger mul tiple flash back se‐ 
quences com pris ing his trau matic memor ies of war fare. His scattered
re col lec tions con sti tute the re mainder of the film, which Jar man de‐ 
vel ops into an ex per i mental biopic of Owen’s en list ment and ex per i‐ 
ences of the First World War. 15 One of the most strik ing fea tures of
the film is that the dia logue between char ac ters is en tirely muted,
giv ing pri or ity to the extra- diegetic soundtrack and lim it ing the
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viewer to im pres sions of each char ac ter’s in ter i or ity that are re min is‐ 
cent of the con ven tions of si lent film. Olivier’s in ter tex tual voice (re‐ 
call ing his roles in Words for Battle and Henry V) not only evokes the
trans gen er a tional char ac ter of trauma and Jar man’s de con struc tion
of com batant mas culin ity, but also al ludes to the speech less ness
trau mat ised vic tims ex per i ence in try ing to ex press their trauma
given that his voice is si lenced after the film’s pro logue. 16 Moreover,
as Jim Ellis com ments, the dis lo ca tion between the image track and
the sound track “im me di ately pushes the film away from real ism”
(Ellis 2009� 150). This ex pli citly points to how Jar man’s rep res ent a tion
of trau matic memory is me di ated through cine matic ar ti fice,
whereby it is pos sible to hear Olivier’s dis em bod ied voice in con junc‐ 
tion with a series of dis con nec ted im ages per tain ing to dif fer ent tem‐ 
por al it ies. It also re flects Jar man’s “de tached skep ti cism of the cine‐ 
matic me dium,” which the film maker shared with Jen nings (Car penter
2019). The gap es sen tially ex poses the viewer to the lim its of re con‐ 
cili ation with the past, whereby the of fi cial com mem or ative fea ture
of the mu sical work, fur ther iron ic ally echoed in the film, is no guar‐ 
an tee of res ol u tion in the present. This is con veyed to dis turb ing ef‐ 
fect later in the film, dur ing the “Dies iræ” (“The Day of Wrath”), the
War Re quiem’s second move ment, whereby Jar man su per im poses im‐ 
ages of a mixed choir singing the Re quiem over mono chrome news‐ 
reels de pict ing battle scenes from the First World War [See Il lus tra‐ 
tion 2].
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Il lus tra tion 2. Su per im pos i tion of choir and First World War news reel.

© Derek Jar man, War Re quiem (1989).

The fact that the choir is asyn chron ous with the Decca re cord ing of
Brit ten’s com pos i tion ap pears to sat ir ise the ritu al ised singing of the
Re quiem by turn ing the sing ers’ im pas sioned fa cial ex pres sions, in‐ 
ter mit tently caught in close- up shots, into hol low ex pres sions dis‐ 
con nec ted from the sac red mean ing of the words.

15

While Olivier and Swin ton are de pic ted as con vers ing dur ing the pro‐ 
logue, the viewer in stead hears the vet eran re cit ing a trun cated ver‐ 
sion of Owen’s poem “Strange Meet ing,” which re turns in the “Lib era
me,” the War Re quiem’s final move ment. The pro logue is un der scored
by the per sist ent sound of church bells, re in for cing the links between
the dif fer ent tem poral strata in the film, given tu bu lar bells are a
prom in ent fea ture of Brit ten’s score, which only be gins after the pro‐ 
logue. While, in the pro logue, the bells stir im ages of ec cle si ast ical
order and sac red com mem or a tion, in the “Re quiem æternam,” the
War Re quiem’s first move ment, it be comes in creas ingly ob vi ous that
the bells sym bol ize a sen ti ment of op pres sion and dis cord. As the
move ment opens, the film por trays a poignant shot of Owen’s sis ter
or lover, stand ing griev ing next to the poet’s corpse. This char ac ter is
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also played by Swin ton, thereby cast ing her as a sym bolic, trans- 
historical fig ure. Hold ing Owen’s hel met, she cries out in ex pres sion‐ 
istic rage, which is not heard but felt through phys ical ges ture. What
is aud ible is the move ment’s key them atic ma ter ial in the strings, as
the chorus joins in with staggered, dove tailed entries on the Latin
words “Et lux per petua per petua luceat eis” (“And let per petual light
shine upon them”). At this point, Swin ton makes a sym bolic hand ges‐ 
ture—a sort of in ver ted two- finger sa lute—which she uses to shield
her eyes from the “eternal light.” The choir is re stric ted to singing ex‐ 
clus ively Cs and F sharps through out the first move ment. At first, the
bells im it ate the voices’ al tern at ing between the two pitches, but
from fig.2(+4), they begin to chime the two pitches in uni son, ex pli‐ 
citly form ing the tri tone in ter val, which per vades the rest of the
move ment. 17 The use of this in ter val in a Re quiem Mass is par tic u larly
sym bolic due to its fraught his tory with the Church and there fore
forms an other of Brit ten’s strategies of sub ver sion. As Heather Wiebe
re marks, “[w]hile the bells had a cel eb rat ory ef fect in Brit ten’s earlier
work, here in the War Re quiem they are dif fer ent, re lat ing more
closely to the op press ive bells of the church in Peter Grimes or the
horror- imbued bells of The Turn of the Screw” (Wiebe 2015� 220). This
pas sage is fol lowed by the un ex pec ted and fleet ing ap pear ance of the
boys’ choir at fig.3. The choir’s “Te decet hym nus” ma ter ial marks a
sig ni fic ant con trast with the pre ced ing pas sage, with the boys’ voices
mov ing in per fect uni son, at a spritely tempo, in a simple crotchet
rhythm. Highly re min is cent of me di eval plain song, this pas sage feels
like Brit ten’s “de lib er ately ironic ar cha ism,” which cre ates fur ther de‐ 
grees of tem poral dis so ci ation (Cooke 1996� 57). Al though the first two
notes sung by the boys’ choir re solve the tri tone into a per fect fourth,
the im plied har mony is short- lived given that each en su ing melodic
phrase turns out to be com posed of el even dif fer ent pitches. Cooke
in ter prets this ex haust ive use of the chro matic scale as a re flec tion of
“God’s grandeur and om ni po tence;” yet these highly dis son ant
melod ies also stim u late fore bod ing mu sical im agery (61). At fig.6, the
tri tone re turns, and by fig.7, the boys’ choir chants the in ter val in uni‐ 
son with the tu bu lar bells be fore dis ap pear ing again. Through out the
ap pear ance of the boys’ choir, Jar man’s film dis plays a se quence of
super- 8 im ages, “tinged with a golden glow of nos tal gia,” which de‐ 
pict Owen’s pre- war fam ily life through Swin ton’s re col lec tions
(Wymer 2005� 124). Jar man thereby high lights the ret ro spect ive vant ‐
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age point from which Brit ten was work ing, through which nos tal gia
for the past is in ev it ably tain ted by a darker hue of know ing what is
ahead, hence the re turn to the tri tone fol low ing its mo ment ary res ol‐ 
u tion.

When the chorus and large or ches tra re peat the open ing ma ter ial,
be gin ning at fig.7(+1), they bring back the theme of hope for Eternal
Rest. This time, even more un ex pec tedly, Owen’s “An them for
Doomed Youth” in ter rupts the Latin liturgy at fig.9 in a ges ture which
“ser i ously un der mines the styl ized re li gious phrases of con dol ence
and con sol a tion” (Cooke 1996� 53). Up to this point, the rhyth mic ally
static tri tone sound ing in the boys’ choir and the bells ap peared to
re flect the solem nity of mourn ing a pain fully tra gic loss. Now Brit ten
seizes on the ironic jux ta pos i tion of the texts by trans form ing the ho‐ 
mo rhythmic tri tone into agit ated, arp pe gi ated trem o los in the harp.
The tenor so loist (Owen) sings the set poem ac com pan ied by the
“Doomed Youth” theme in the strings, which de rives from the pre vi‐ 
ous them atic ma ter ial and re turns at a key mo ment in the final move‐ 
ment. The poem’s open ing lines com ment on the Re quiem’s sup plic a‐ 
tion for Eternal Rest by iron ic ally ask ing “What passing bells for these
who die as cattle?” and an swer ing “Only the mon strous anger of the
guns.” Through out this set ting, Jar man de picts men (in clud ing Owen)
being her ded into a court yard like cattle for slaughter while a par odic
mil it ary train ing ses sion gets under way. This leads to one of the mu‐ 
sical work’s most un set tling mo ments, as the so loist brings the tri‐ 
tonal dis son ance to the fore, which is es pe cially prom in ent in the
melis matic al tern a tion between C and G flat over the word “pray ers,”
as well as in the pal in dromic melodic pro file of the tenor’s phrase
“The shrill de men ted choirs of wail ing shells,” be gin ning and end ing
on C while peak ing on G flat over the word “wail ing.” 18 Brit ten in flects
the poem’s ref er ence to “bugles” as the horn clashes with the oboe
form ing aug men ted fourths (tri tones), which quickly turns its fan fare
char ac ter into a warped en trada or strangely dis son ant mil it ary call
to arms. The sym bol ism of the bugle also evokes the wak ing of the
spir its in the bib lical de pic tion of the Day of Judg ment and the forth‐ 
com ing Apo ca lypse, with the an gels sound ing their trum pets and the
“voice like thun der” call ing “Come!” (Rev el a tion 6�1). 19 While this
brings the com mem or ative fea ture of each work into close align ment
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with Chris tian no tions of sin and re demp tion, the over all ef fect is
clearly ironic.

The brief “Kyrie eleison” set ting, which con cludes the first move ment,
is in dic at ive of the amount of re dempt ive value Brit ten wished to in‐ 
vest in his Re quiem. Sig ni fic antly, the “Kyrie eleison” fore shad ows the
work’s end ing given it re solves the tri tone in ter val to an F major
chord. As Cooke sug gests, the ul ti mate mod u la tion to F major is not
en tirely sur pris ing be cause it “has been pre pared in ad vance by its
ap pear ance dur ing the ‘Te decet hym nus’ and as a pedal note at the
end of the Owen set ting (fig.15),” but its har monic status is tenu ous
and cer tainly un usual, es pe cially given the pre vail ing key of G minor
(Verdi’s pre ferred Re quiem key) and the more ob vi ous har monic res‐ 
ol u tion of the tri tone C–F sharp being to G major or D flat major
(Cooke 1996� 62). It is also un ex pec ted be cause it does not mani fest
through a dom in ant chord pre par a tion and dominant- tonic (V–I) ca‐ 
dence, but rather some what re luct antly in an achingly slow tempo, an
ex tremely quiet pi an is sississimo dy namic mark ing, and, al most
haphaz ardly, through a chro matic side- slip from F sharp major to F
major. In the film, the move ment closes with Owen “kneel[ing] at the
altar of a vil lage church, like Henry V be fore Agin court” (Jar man 1990�
8). He is de pic ted read ing an an tho logy of Keats’ po et ical works which
he then places on the steps of the alter in a ges ture that “sac ra ment‐ 
al ize[s] the sec u lar” (Gomez 1996� 95). This is im me di ately fol lowed by
a close- up shot of two pairs of hands in the act of break ing bread to
cel eb rate the Euchar ist and honor the sac ri fice of Christ. The con‐ 
trast between these im ages clearly re flects the op pos i tion between
the sac red and the sec u lar mani fest in Brit ten’s work, while also ap‐ 
pear ing to visu ally sym bol ize the sense of ir res ol u tion in the move‐ 
ment’s ca den tial clos ure.

18

3. Let ting the Un re solved Rest:
Brit ten’s and Jar man’s “(An)aes ‐
thet ics of Shock”
In the “Agnus Dei” (“Lamb of God”), the fifth move ment of the War
Re quiem, Brit ten sets Owen’s poem “At a Cal vary near the Ancre,”
which com pares the bat tle fields of the First World War to Gol gotha

19



“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem (1962) and
Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation (1989)

Licence CC BY 4.0

(or “place of the skull” from the Latin Cal variae locus), the site where,
ac cord ing to the ca non ical gos pels, Jesus was cru ci fied. Priests,
stand ing for the cor rup tion of the Church, and de scribed as “flesh- 
marked by the Beast,” are equated with the au thor it ies re spons ible for
the trial of Jesus and the Cru ci fix ion (Owen 1963� 82). At the be gin‐ 
ning of the “Lib era me,” Jar man un der scores the fu tile human sac ri‐ 
fice that the carnage of war con sti tutes through a series of close- up
im ages of mass graves. 20 As Jar man re marks, whereas “[n]ational pro‐ 
pa gan das ma nip u late film to dis guise the carnage,” War Re quiem aims
to crit ic ally ex pose it (Jar man 1990� 11). The “Lib era me” be gins as a
slow, tent at ive fu neral march, with the “Doomed Youth” theme out‐ 
lined in the per cus sion “as a mere rhythmic skel eton” (Cooke 1996�
73). Its sense of rudi ment ary form an ti cip ates the de gree of broken‐ 
ness that will emerge fol low ing the move ment’s em phatic cli max at
fig.116, where a thun der ous and sus tained or ches tral chord, im it at ing
an ex plo sion, im plodes the work’s bind ing forces. Everything is build‐ 
ing up to this cli matic mo ment, as the tempo quick ens through a pro‐ 
gress ive ac cel er ando, and the un canny rhyth mical out line of the
theme ac quires pitches, start ing in the double bass and as cend ing
through the or ches tra. This cre ates the im pres sion of gain ing gradual
ac cess to deeply bur ied trau matic memory. The de gree of depth is
also evoked by the way the “Doomed Youth” theme re sur faces here
after sev eral move ments, bring ing along with it the sonic memor ies
of “the mon strous anger of the guns,” “the shrill, de men ted choirs,”
and “the bugles call ing them [the sol diers] from sad shires.” The
theme be comes in creas ingly an im ated, match ing the same tempo at
which it was first in tro duced in the “Re quiem æternam” by fig.105,
and then ec lipsing it there after. This epi tom izes Wiebe’s claim that
“its cu mu lat ive ef fect is ‘sens ory over load,’ as the sounds of vi ol ence
that have run through the War Re quiem are al lowed to en tirely over‐ 
whelm the listener,” evok ing the state of hy per arousal a sub ject ex‐ 
per i ences at the onset of (re-)ex per i en cing trauma (Wiebe 2015� 217).
Sev eral per cuss ive at tempts are made to thwart the mo mentum of
the fren zied mu sical ma ter ial, which are per formed by the whip, the
Chinese block, and the snare drum, at fig.105(+6), fig.105(+12), and
fig.107. As these at tempts ul ti mately fail to halt the “Doomed Youth”
theme, what began as a fu neral march in creas ingly be comes a frantic,
rhyth mic ally ir reg u lar march. At fig.108, the sop rano be gins to
“mourn hu man ity” through a suc ces sion of ex plos ive cli maxes be gin‐
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ning at fig.110 and end ing re sound ingly at fig.116. These or ches tral im‐ 
plo sions are like a series of pro gress ive rup tures, epi tom ized by the
sym bol crashes and the sus tained minim- length sus pense on an A flat
octave be fore the final erup tion over the G minor chord at fig.116,
which em phat ic ally de rails the move ment’s tra ject ory.

Jar man’s film matches the im pres sion of hy per arousal eli cited
through the mu sical im agery, by speed ing up the doc u ment ary foot‐ 
age and using spe cial ef fects (col our fil ters and su per im pos i tions)
which turn what is sup posed to be an un me di ated doc u ment ary vis‐ 
ion of war into im agery that re sembles ab stract paint ing (Cloarec
2017� 359). 21 Like the canvases of Ab stract Ex pres sion ism, this tech‐ 
nique high lights the ma ter i al ity and “ob ject ness” of the art work,
which cre ates a strik ing ef fect be cause the im ages sim ul tan eously
bring the viewer into closer prox im ity with the ma ter ial com pon ents
of war fare, as when the spe cial ef fects re semble shrapnel ex plo sions
or in fernal fires, while again ex pli citly point ing to the de gree of ar ti‐ 
fice in volved in the film’s me di ation of trau matic memory. As the
move ment be gins, Jar man’s War Re quiem pro ceeds through a mont‐ 
age, cross cut ting news reel im ages of the First World War with col our
foot age, much of it shock ing, from re cent wars in Vi et nam, Afgh‐ 
anistan, and the Falk lands. While this ac cu mu lat ive ef fect echoes
Brit ten’s own ap proach to su per pos ing the two world wars, it also
iron izes on the idea that the Great War was “the war to end all
wars”. 22 When the cli mactic pas sage com mences at fig.105(+6), Jar‐ 
man presents im ages which con flate men and boys, child’s play and
war, fact and fic tion, thereby for cing the viewer to bear wit ness to
the ab surdity un der ly ing the dis turb ing ver itas of war. Fol low ing this,
a pyro tech nical dis play en sues through a se quence of im ages
(flamethrower, light ning bolt, and atomic bomb) form ing a cata clys‐ 
mic visual spec tacle and vividly un der lin ing the in ter con nec ted ness
of en ergy, light, and de struc tion, and also, cre ation, such as through
the me dium of film. Such mix ing of neg at ive and pos it ive af fect in the
ex per i ence of the sub lime re calls Der rida’s no tion of mélange, which
sig ni fies “mad ness” when the sites for pleas ure and dis pleas ure are
(con)fused in such ways (Der rida 1987� 290). At times, Jar man dis torts
the foot age through double ex pos ure to such an ex tent that it trans‐ 
forms into shock ingly form less im ages, whereby the blur ring ef fect
rep res ents total dis so ci ation. Moreover, the form less ness of the se‐

20



“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem (1962) and
Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation (1989)

Licence CC BY 4.0

quence might be in ter preted as per form ing a sim ilar ges ture to ap‐ 
proaches by artists of Ab strac tion lyrique, such as Georges Math ieu,
Pierre Soulages, and Hans Har tung, who used the ab sence of a pre‐ 
med it ated struc ture as part of their un com prom ising at tempts to re‐ 
claim the art work’s autonomy. In other words, Jar man main tains the
film’s crit ical agency by using ex per i mental tech niques to con vey a
jar ring nar rat ive based on an “(an)aes thet ics of shock,” which sharply
con trasts with both the tele olo gical nar ra tiv iz ing strategies of the
afore men tioned Hol ly wood films and the smooth ideo lo gical nar rat‐ 
ives of war ring na tions used to jus tify mass de struc tion (Wurth 2002�
255). The jolt ing char ac ter of these se quences in deed re flect Jar man’s
own com ments about the film:

the War Re quiem I heard in 1963 seemed shock ingly ar bit rary. I hope
that my film has a sim ilar feel ing of dis com fort. Per fectly craf ted
films ex clude the chance en counter that stops you in your tracks. I
like rough edges […], send ing ripples through the work. Like a stone
cast in a si lent pond. […] I throw this film into the water, lest we for ‐
get. (Jar man 1990� 47)

By mak ing the ex plo sion of the atomic bomb co in cide with the cul‐ 
min at ing cli mactic ges ture at fig.116, Jar man em phat ic ally un der‐ 
scores this mo ment as a point of no re turn in the work’s dra matic
struc ture while point ing to the “neg at ive image that to tal ity has be‐ 
come” (Buhler 1996� 143). The viewer is en tirely im mersed in the bil‐ 
low ing mush room cloud of smoke, which en cap su lates the ef fect of
the sub lime and the sur charge of hor rific im ages. 23 As Jar man notes,
“[t]here is a ter rible im pot ence in this film that makes one feel help‐ 
less,” and the over all ef fect is quite numb ing (Jar man 1990� 15). Only a
sense of pro found broken ness fol lows the cli max at fig.116. Brit ten of‐ 
fers no re deem ing re capit u la tion, but rather a long di minu endo com‐
pris ing frag ment ary state ments of the “Doomed Youth” and “Lib era
me” themes, which die slowly away, thereby an ti cip at ing the des cent
“down some pro found dull tun nel” in the com poser’s final set ting of
Owen’s po etry (Owen 1963� 35).

21

What bet ter mélange to save for the end of the War Re quiem than
Owen’s poem “Strange Meet ing,” which re unites a sol dier—flee ing to
the un der world in order to es cape the hell of the bat tle field—with a
sol dier he killed the day be fore. 24 This scene al lows Jar man to subtly
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bring out the ho mo erotic un der tones in Owen’s poem by sta ging “a
fig ure who is sim ul tan eously an ob ject of de sire, a rival, and an as pect
of the self” (Wymer 2019� 125). As R. Jahan Ramazani states, “the sub‐ 
lime is ex pli citly a staged con front a tion with death,” and here the
viewer is con fron ted with the im prob able, though strangely sat is fy‐ 
ing, posthum ous re con cili ation between two en emies (Ramazani
1989� 164). Jar man’s film dram at izes this epis ode by high light ing how
the sub lime set ting of the sol diers’ ver ti gin ous des cent con trasts sig‐ 
ni fic antly with the tran scend ental sub lime evoked earlier by the boys’
choir. The film first de picts an en counter between Owen and the
Ger man solider (whom Owen killed) and then one between the Ger‐ 
man sol dier and the Un known Solider (whom the Ger man sol dier
killed). The re turn of “Strange Meet ing” thus func tions as a kind of
bookend ing to the film, through out which the “un quiet past” ac com‐ 
pa ny ing the se quence of flash backs at the be gin ning re- emerges
(Wiebe 2015� passim). Des pite break ing into the oth er worldly realm,
the un canny set ting in Brit ten’s Re quiem does not re solve the har‐ 
monic ten sion mani fest in the tri tone in ter val and the trauma redol‐ 
ent in Owen’s verse: “Fore heads of men have bled where no wounds
were” (Owen 1963� 36). Al though the sub lime trans gres sion into para‐ 
dise is ex em pli fied by the pre lim in ary har monic serenity of pentaton‐ 
icism, the dis son ant in ter val haunts the clos ing stages of the work.
This epi tom ises the un usual nature of the en counter, which is
brought to the fore when the two sol diers meet and Owen de liv ers
the line “Strange friend; I said, here is no cause to mourn” (35). It is
note worthy that when the Un known Sol dier replies at fig.121, the tri‐ 
tones are re solved to per fect fourths. This seems to sug gest that the
sol dier ac cepts his fate, es pe cially in the film, be cause at this point
Jar man de picts the Ger man sol dier rais ing his hand in the same two- 
finger sa lute as the nurse earlier, thus re flect ing Owen’s line: “Lift ing
dis tress ful hands as if to bless” (35). Again, light plays a prom in ent
role here: Owen ini tially emerges through a gloomy tun nel car ry ing a
candle while the Ger man sol dier is de pic ted through close- up shots
with light flick er ing across his face. Jar man in fact uses the candle
through out the film as a visual meta phor as well as a trans itional
device. It is often snuffed out at the end of scenes, thereby evoc at‐ 
ively al lud ing to the lives cast into dark ness as a res ult of war and the
AIDS crisis, while the en su ing smoke forms a cur tain, blur ring the end
of one scene and the be gin ning of an other.



“Strange Meeting”: Representing Traumatic Memory in Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem (1962) and
Derek Jarman’s Film Adaptation (1989)

Licence CC BY 4.0

The sol diers trans form the poem’s final line “‘Let us sleep now…’” into
a sort of coda, per formed in the style of a re cit at ive. 25 At fig.128, the
boys’ choir pours its “di vine” light on the so loists’ lament with the an‐ 
ti phon text “In para disum,” which asks God to have mercy upon the
de ceased at the Last Judg ment. Their lu min ous melod ies out line per‐ 
fect fourths and cre ate the ex pect a tion of a peace ful end ing. This is
the last time the sol diers are heard as their in ter pret a tion of the
poem’s final line is in teg rated into the tex ture of the chorus’s de vel‐ 
op ment of the “In para disum” (in eight- part canon), which is taken up
by the sop rano and the full or ches tra. Whether the work reaches a
peace ful res ol u tion is de bat able. At fig.131(+3), the boys’ choir moves
to a simple in ton ing on E, which clashes with the D pedal in the
strings. The final diatonic tutti state ments, sym bol ising an ul ti mate
sta ging of un an im ity, are re peatedly broken by the ab rupt re turns of
the tri tone in the bells and the boys’ choir chant ing a dis tant, im pass‐ 
ive prayer for “Re quiem æternam” at fig.135(+1) and fig.136(+1). Re using
the brief “Kyrie Eleison” from the open ing move ment, Brit ten ul ti‐ 
mately re solves the aug men ted fourth into F major in the “Re qui es‐ 
cant in Pace.” Yet, even though it is a stable major son or ity, it ap pears
un set tlingly out- of-place here for the same reas ons dis cussed above
re gard ing the end of the open ing move ment, and es pe cially be cause
the bells con tinue to chime the tri tone in ter val at fig.136(+9) and
fig.137(+3). This pe cu liar mix ture of serenity and dis cord ance is con‐ 
ceiv ably Brit ten’s way of let ting the un re solved rest, that forces the
listener to re con sider the re con cili ation en acted through the poem
with “more than a hint of scep ti cism” (Cooke 1996� 87). Through the
final mo ments of the score, Jar man again draws the viewer’s at ten tion
to the film’s ar ti fice by re an im at ing the Un known Sol dier as a tableau
vivant in the man ner of Renais sance painter Piero della Francesca’s
mid- fifteenth-century mas ter piece The Re sur rec tion [See Il lus tra tion
3].
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Il lus tra tion 3. “Un known Sol dier” as a tableau vivant in the man ner of Renais- 

sance painter Piero della Francesca’s mid- fifteenth-century mas ter piece The Re- 

sur rec tion.

Derek Jar man, War Re quiem (1989).

The Un known Sol dier (Christ) holds a flag with the cross of Saint
George (the Roman Praetor ian Guard and ad op ted pat ron saint of
Eng land) while stand ing on his own tomb, with four sol diers sleep ing
at its base. By high light ing the lim its of rep res ent a tion and the po ten‐ 
tially fa cile ways in which art me mori al izes the trau matic past, Jar‐ 
man brings to mind Owen’s well- known line, ap pear ing in the pre face
to his col lec ted works, which states that “All a poet can do today is
warn” (Owen 1963� 31). The Ger man sol dier (now in ci vil ian cloth ing)
ad vances through the chapel to wards the Un known Sol dier and
between ranks of mil it ary per son nel car ry ing white crosses. Both sol‐ 
diers are trans fixed in each other’s gaze, in what seem to be pur pose‐ 
fully am bigu ous gazes, that are pos sibly full of “piteous re cog ni tion,”
but also po ten tially full of long ing, lust, and/or hate (35). The final
shot of the Un known Sol dier, seen through the eyes of the nurse, re‐ 
places his fig ure by the light of the candle. Like Brit ten, Jar man
provides a hint of serenity as the nurse places a bas ket of white pop‐ 
pies on the ground, which con trasts with the wreath of red pop pies
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left by the Ger man sol dier and im pli citly sym bol ises a “me morial to
peace” (Jar man 1990� 14).

This art icle has sought to demon strate how Brit ten’s War Re quiem
and Jar man’s film ad apt a tion rep res ent cul tural and per sonal trauma
as a per petual flame passed on from one gen er a tion to the next,
which, like the sub lime, epi tom ises how “we catch a fire already
kindled in an other” (Burke 1759� 290). The in tergen er a tional trans mis‐ 
sion of war trauma is thus passed on like cul tural memory not only
through com mem or ative events me mori al iz ing the war, but also
through the canon of war po etry, paint ing, and music. Jar man’s War
Re quiem is a mul ti me dia pal impsest con flat ing dif fer ent wars and
tem por al it ies. Through the war vet eran’s memor ies and the news reel
foot age, the film mixes per sonal and col lect ive memor ies of war fare.
While Jar man’s struc tur ing of his film as a series of flash backs or
dream se quences ap pears to cri tique the re cur rent meta phor of
sleep walk ing in his tor ical nar rat ives of the First World War, it also
evokes the un canny or ali en at ing ef fect of trau matic memory. 26 By
em phas iz ing the dis lo ca tion between the char ac ters and the
soundtrack, Jar man un der lines the com plex nature of “re- 
membering” the trau matic past, thereby cre at ing the im pres sion of
an ir re con cil able his tory. Al though neither the Re quiem nor the film
are able to cap ture the sonic mag nitude of the bat tle field, they cer‐ 
tainly re flect on the loss war rep res ents through sound. As Jar man’s
char ac ters have no voice, and no means of dir ectly ex press ing their
in ter i or ity, they epi tom ise the voice less vic tims of war. In the same
vein as lit er ary works such as Joseph Con rad’s Heart of Dark ness
(1899) and Louis- Ferdinand Céline’s the Voy age au bout de la nuit
(1932), the Re quiem and the film stir the im pres sion of at tempt ing to
trace trauma to its ori gins, only to en counter the neg at ing re pe ti tion
of the in ef fable. As Poole sug gests, this dra matic pre dic a ment is
double- edged given “[r]epe ti tion can be a be nign and vital means to
re newal, re gen er a tion, even re demp tion; [how ever] it can also be a
vacu ous and per ni cious means to en slave ment, mor ti fic a tion, para‐ 
lysis” (Poole 2019� 173). That Jar man turns Brit ten’s War Re quiem into a
soundtrack to the hor rors of the twen ti eth cen tury re flects the sig ni‐ 
fic antly new forms of the sub lime—which, to quote Wurth, as a
concept
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1  The title page of the draft ma nu script score, held at the Brit ish Lib rary,
bears Brit ten’s ori ginal ded ic a tion: “In Com mem or a tion of all the Fellow- 
Sufferers of the Second World War, & in lov ing memory of Roger Bur ney,
Piers Dunker ley, David Gill, Mi chael Hal l i day.” As Mervyn Cooke com ments,
Brit ten sub sequently crossed out the ref er ence to the “Fellow- Sufferers” in
the pub lished score, “pos sibly fear ing that his own ac know ledged status
dur ing the war as a pa ci fist and con scien tious ob jector might open the way
for cri ti cism of his identi fy ing with ‘genu ine’ suf fer ers” (Cooke 1996� 47).

2  As Louise Camp bell points out, between the ac cept ance of Spence’s ar‐ 
chi tec tural plan in 1951 and the cathed ral’s con sec ra tion in 1962, “ar chi tec‐ 
tural at ti tudes changed very fast. […] Al though the jux ta pos i tion of the ruins
and the new cathed ral […] was not a device of which every ar chi tect in 1951
ap proved, it was well suited to the mood of the period. By 1958, this kind of
ap proach had come to seem both ro mantic and un ad ven tur ous” (Camp bell
1996� 254).

3  Brit ten’s opera Owen Win grave (1972), based on a short story by Henry
James, also ex plores the themes of war fare and pa ci fism.

4  Brit ten was also cer tainly fa mil iar with the work of Jen nings given that he
com posed the music for his film Night Mail (1936).

5  Jar man died of an AIDS- related ill ness on 19 Feb ru ary 1994. He en gages
ex pli citly with the sub ject of HIV and ho mo pho bia in oth ers works, writ ing
in his mem oirs, At Your Own Risk: A Saint’s Test a ment (1992), of feel ing os‐ 
tra cised in a ho mo phobic so ci ety: “I watched life going by, people fall ing in
love and I was no longer part of it. I was liv ing in an other land, no man’s
land” (Jar man 1992a: 83). In his series of paint ings en titled “Queer” (1992), he
pro voc at ively chal lenges the Brit ish es tab lish ment by re pur pos ing ho mo‐ 
phobic news pa per head lines to make as semblages with his own politically- 
charged mes sages painted in thick im pasto.

6  Mari anne Hirsch ex plores the no tion of trans gen er a tional trauma in The
Gen er a tion of Post memory: Writ ing and Visual Cul ture After the Holo caust
(2012), using the term “post memory” which “de scribes the re la tion ship that
the ‘gen er a tion after’ bears to the per sonal, col lect ive, and cul tural trauma
of those who came be fore—to ex per i ences they ‘re mem ber’ only by means
of the stor ies, im ages, and be ha vi ors among which they grew up” (Hirsch
2012� 5)
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7  Mar garet Thatcher fuelled ho mo pho bia in the UK by tar get ing the gay
com munity and call ing ho mo sexu als the “en emies within” (Brooke and
Cameron 1996� 640).

8  Prior to War Re quiem, Brit ten had com posed ten op eras, often set ting
lit er ary or po etic texts. These in clude Billy Budd (1950), The Turn of the
Screw (1954), and A Mid sum mer Night’s Dream (1960).

9  The “Lib era me,” like the “In Para disum,” is not part of the litur gical text
of the Re quiem Mass, but a part of the burial rite that fol lows. It only began
to be in cluded in mu sical set tings of the Re quiem from the nine teenth cen‐ 
tury on wards.

10  On 4 Au gust 1964, for ex ample, a per form ance of the War Re quiem was
given to com mem or ate the fiftieth an niversary of the out break of the First
World War. The con cert was held at the Royal Al bert Hall, with Meredith
Dav ies con duct ing the BBC Sym phony Or ches tra and Brit ten con duct ing
the Melos En semble. The boys’ choir was placed high up in the gal lery above
the organ.

11  For a dis cus sion of “Owen, Brit ten and Pa ci fism,” see Cooke 1996� 1-19.

12  “Les récits et les œuvres poétiques des com bat tants in sist ent sur
l’étrangeté de la guerre, vécue comme une expérience de l’ab solue
différence.” All trans la tions my own un less oth er wise stated.

13  Owen was killed in ac tion a month later on 4 Novem ber 1918, a week be‐ 
fore the sign ing of the Armistice which ended the war.

14  War Re quiem was mainly filmed at Dar enth Park Hos pital, a re cently
closed Vic torian men tal asylum.

15  Owen’s dis mant ling of the nar rat ive of com batant mas culin ity was a pre‐ 
cursor to what be came a cent ral motif in mod ern ist lit er at ure; for ex ample,
in Vir ginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room (1922), Jacob Flanders is de pic ted as part of a
gen er a tion of sol diers whose lives were cut short by the in hu mane, pre‐ 
dom in ately mas cu line, war ring ideo lo gies. Like wise, the shell- shocked
young vet eran Sep timus in Mrs Dal lo way (1925) com mits sui cide.

16  See Laub 2005� 253-65.

17  “Fig.” refers to the cor res pond ing fig ure num ber that ap pears in the mu‐ 
sical score used to de marc ate sec tions.

18  G flat is the en har monic equi val ent to F sharp.
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19  The bugle also fea tures prom in ently in Jar man’s de pic tion of the “Lib era
me” final move ment, where it is not ably si lent. It first ap pears in the hands
of a boy, then the hands of the Un known Sol dier, and fi nally half- submerged
in a muddy puddle. In the filmscript, Jar man de scribes this as sym bol ising
how the twen ti eth cen tury “squandered the beauty of the world” (Jar man
1990� 15).

20  Re li gious in struc tion re gard ing sac ri fice is also iron ized in the third
move ment, the “Of fer torium.” In Owen’s poem “The Par able of the Old Man
and the Young”, an angel in structs Abram to “Offer the Ram of Pride” in stead
of his son. Abram ig nores the angel and so “slew his son, / And half the seed
of Europe, one by one” (Owen 1963� 42). Jar man ad apts this scene cine mat ic‐ 
ally with Owen ima gin ing him self as Isaac, who is about to be sac ri ficed by
his father in front of a crowd of eagerly await ing es tab lish ment fig ures rep‐ 
res ent ing the Church and State.

21  Jar man was a painter him self and many of his paint ings (like his series
“Queer” men tioned in foot note 5) re semble works of ab strac tion. For his
film, he first trans ferred the ori ginal doc u ment ary film to video and then
ap plied his spe cial ef fects.

22  This phrase comes from H. G. Wells The War That Will End War, first
pub lished in 1914.

23  This re calls Gene Ray’s claim that “[n]otions of the sub lime had also long
hovered near the after- images of Hiroshima” (Ray 2020� 13).

24  C. Day Lewis re marks that for Owen, the sol dier, “those on the other side
of the barbed wire were fel low suf fer ers” (Owen 1963� 22).

25  In his mem oir At Your Own Risk (1992), Jar man be gins with a poignant
re flex ion on death through an an ec dote in volving the burn ing of an old tree,
dur ing which he quotes Her ac litus: “A man strikes a light for him self in the
night when his sight is quenched. Liv ing, he touches the dead in his sleep.
Wak ing, he touches the sleeper” (Jar man 1992a: 3).

26  This is the cent ral premise of Chris topher Clark’s The Sleep walk ers: How
Europe Went to War in 1914 (2012).

English
This art icle of fers a com par at ive read ing of Ben jamin Brit ten’s War Re quiem,
Op. 66 (1962) and Derek Jar man’s eponym ously titled cine ma to graphic ad‐
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apt a tion (1989). It ex am ines how both of these works rep res ent per sonal and
col lect ive memory by con flat ing the trau mas of the First and Second World
War through their in clu sion of Wil fred Owen’s war po etry as a lit er ary in‐ 
ter text. I show how the mu sical com pos i tion and the film both func tion as
multi- layered in ter me dial struc tures, which not only de nounce the carnage
of war fare, but also evoke the com plex ways in which art, and of fi cial com‐ 
mem or a tion in par tic u lar, can me di ate trau matic memory. I ana lyse the ten‐ 
sion between com mem or a tion and sub ver sion in Brit ten’s and Jar man’s
artistic strategies through the lens of the sub lime, in par tic u lar what Kiene
Bril len burg Wurth terms an “(an)aes thet ics of shock.”

Français
Cet ar ticle pro pose une lec ture com pa rée du War Re quiem, op. 66 (1962) et
de l’adap ta tion ci né ma to gra phique épo nyme de Derek Jar man (1989). Il exa‐ 
mine com ment ces deux œuvres re pré sentent la mé moire col lec tive et per‐ 
son nelle en créant un té les co page entre les trau ma tismes de la Pre mière et
de la Se conde Guerre mon diale à tra vers leur in clu sion de la poé sie de
guerre de Wil fred Owen comme un in ter texte lit té raire. Je montre com ment
la com po si tion mu si cale et le film fonc tionnent comme des struc tures in‐ 
ter mé diales qui mul ti plient les strates de si gni fi ca tion non seule ment pour
dé non cer le car nage de la guerre, mais aussi pour mettre l’ac cent sur le rôle
com plexe de l’art, et des com mé mo ra tions of fi cielles en par ti cu lier, dans la
trans mis sion de la mé moire trau ma tique. J’ana lyse la ten sion entre com mé‐ 
mo ra tion et sub ver sion dans les stra té gies ar tis tiques de Brit ten et Jar man à
tra vers le prisme du concept de su blime, no tam ment ce que Kiene Brillen‐ 
burg Wurth ap pelle une « (an)es thé tique du choc ».
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