Katherine Firth, Oxford Brookes 

'Queen of the boys': Hedli Anderson and the 'Auden Gang'

Hedli Anderson, singer and actress, was one of Britten’s soprano muses; Edward Mendelssohn described her as Auden’s ‘mask’; Donald Mitchell described her as the star of the Group Theatre – a feat for a collectivist, repertory company; and William Coldstream wrote in his diary in 1938 of one of the gang's parties, ‘Hedli Anderson came in... "queen of the boys tonight"'. Four years later, she would marry Louis MacNeice – with whom she became the 'Centaur not to be missed' (Wallace Stevens), in their joint performances in the United States.  The so-called ‘gang’ centered around W.H. Auden in the 1930s included poets, artists, and the composer Benjamin Britten.   The group were gaining recognition individually and in collaboration through the experimental Group Theatre, the GPO Film Unit, and personal collaborations.  Auden, Isherwood and Britten wrote works for Anderson, and after Auden left for America,  MacNeice, William Walton, William Alwyn, Elizabeth Lutyens and James Stephens continued to produce works, inspired by the possibilities of her flexible and expressive voice, or commissioned by her.The paper will consider the ways in which Anderson was an enabling conduit, a liberating muse, for these artists; and her role as interpreter, performer and initiator of commissions and performance opportunities in the 1930s and 1940s.

