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The Planets



Gustav Holst (1874-1934)



British composer Gustav Holst achieved an international reputation and left a large body of compositions which have been frequently performed in England in particular, but his reputation rests chiefly on this monumental set of seven pieces named for our neighboring planets in the solar system. (Pluto, now downgraded to a dwarf planet, was not discovered until 1930.) Christened Gustavus Theodore, Holst was born September 21, 1874 In Cheltenham, in SW central England. Many family members were professional musicians, and Gustav studied violin and piano, but severe cramping that was diagnosed as neuritis in his right hand forced him to give up both instruments after beginning studies at the Royal College of Music in London in 1893. His father had insisted on his taking up trombone as well, which helped alleviate his asthma and also proved useful to his career. He was also severely near-sighted and this was a handicap to his composing, to say nothing of copying out parts. But his lifelong habit of taking very long walks, either solo or with a close friend, often for days at a time not only in the English countryside but on the continent, even as far as Algeria, allowed him to carry on a very productive career. He was very fortunate in his choice of a wife (he married Isobel in 1901); she must have been unusually understanding to have encouraged these frequent solo holidays so vital to his well-being. They had one child. His daughter Imogen, herself a fine musician, became his biographer. Beginning in 1903, as director of music at St. Paul’s, he began teaching at various private girls’ schools (two-day stints weekly) as well as college level evening classes for adult amateurs who were working adults. He threw his energies into teaching as much as into composing and was much beloved by his pupils. His weekdays were occupied entirely with teaching, leaving only weekends and holidays for composing. When St. Paul’s undertook a remodeling project, a special soundproof room was created for Holst. It was much appreciated as a haven for composing, and he was associated with the school almost until his death. His mind was restless and inquisitive. He began dabbling in Hindu philosophy, even seriously studying Sanskrit, around the turn of the century. Then he got interested in astrology, and started writing horoscopes for friends. About this time the idea of creating a large orchestral work began to take shape, and this was the genesis of The Planets. But he did not create the pieces in the astronomical order of their distance from the sun. Mars was first (1914, as storm clouds were gathering just prior to the outbreak of World War I). Mercury was written last (1916); Saturn was Holst’s favorite, but the public immediately warmed to Jupiter. Jupiter’s memorable main melody, which was original and has been used as a hymn-tune, reflects his successful use of the simpler, more direct English folk tune style that also characterizes some of the works of his dear friend and fellow composer Vaughan-Williams The Planets were laid out for two pianos. When he finally had time to orchestrate, he let his imagination soar beyond the very limited resources he had at his disposal in his teaching. The pieces were introduced to the public piecemeal, usually four movements in differing orders. Richard Greene argues that “Jupiter was often used as a closing movement for partial



performances because of its rhetorical strength; its combination of celebration and noble sentiment gave almost any grouping of movements a fitting close. In the full suite this movement acts as a slingshot, its festive nature and easy tonality flinging the listener into the further reaches of the outer planets. It is only with Neptune that we arrive at the point where the metaphor of mystical serenity is joined to the fact of musical resolution.” In 1919 Holst was thrilled by a generous gift from a friend which allowed him to engage Adrian Boult (then 29) to lead a professional ensemble in a private performance. It was only then that public and critics agreed that it should be heard in entirety to be fully appreciated. Holst was not trying to describe physical characteristics of the planets (i.e. this is not “program music”) but rather what he considered character traits of each, and the subtitles give the clearest clues to these. The “farther out” he gets, the more “modern” the music tends to sound. A fadeout effect at the end of Neptune, as if his girl choristers were disappearing down a long corridor, was an original idea which has been copied in movies. Holst continued composing until his late 50s, adopting at times a difficult-to-appreciate style of layered polytonality, in which each part sings in a different key: very difficult for the performers, but surprisingly successful in performance. Health issues again began to bedevil him and he died an invalid May 25, 1934. His heart gave out two days after major surgery. Bibliography: Greene, Richard. Holst: The Planets. Cambridge, 1995 Holst , Imogen. Gustav H Notes by Helen Baumgartner
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