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AGM 

Please note that the AGM has been postponed to December 

2020 – date/venue to follow in the next newsletter. As the Holst 

Birthplace Trust annual concert scheduled for 19
th
 September 

2020 has been cancelled, so too must our AGM pencilled in for 

that afternoon. Hopefully, if concerts resume in the next three 

months, we could have our AGM in the afternoon of a Saturday 

before Christmas with a concert in Cheltenham that evening. 

SAVITRI 

Holst’s one-act opera will be performed in the gardens of 

Lauderdale House, Highgate, London, with two performances 

each evening on August 13
th

, 15
th
, 20

th
 and 22

nd
. The 

production given by Hampstead Garden Opera will be staged 

by Julia Mintzer and conducted by Thomas Payne (please visit 

website at https://hgo.org.uk/savitri/ for further detail).  

PART SONGS BY HOLST 

The recent recording by the Caritas Chamber Choir (on their 

own label) of 15 part songs (nine world premieres) has been 

reviewed by the Spanish magazine RITMO. The following is a 

translation by Bob McKay. 

The scarcity in the range of media that Gustav Holst 

himself encouraged has resulted in little acclaim or 

awareness of his music. According to the Holst 

Society, founded in May 2017, the catalogue contains 

360 works, most of which are dedicated to voice, be it 

solo or choral. 

It’s no surprise, therefore, that of the fifteen recorded 

works on this marvellous album, nine are world 

première recordings in finely tuned editions by 

Benedict Preece himself, among which can be found 

not only four of the Five Part Songs H48, but also 

three works with lyrics by William Morris, who was the 

root of this project, when Caritas Chamber Choir gave 

their Madrid debut in 2017 for the exhibition dedicated 

to him by the Juan March Foundation (A. W. Morris, of 

course). 

Caritas Chamber Choir is a semi-professional choir 

founded in 2011 in the county of Kent, of an 

undeniable quality, as can be heard in this their third 

CD, and in addition to the blend between their voices, 

both their special care for the articulation of the text 

and the musical phrasing stand out, always with clear 

thought for the meaning. Furthermore, the perfect 

velvety colouring of their basses, with no forcing of the 

lower register whatsoever, eases the tuning and 

harmonic construction of the ensemble. Preece proves 

that Holst is more than The Planets. 

Jerónimo Marin 

HOLST/ VAUGHAN WILLIAMS/ WALT WHITMAN 

Holst, Vaughan Williams and the poetry of Walt 

Whitman 

The poems of Walt Whitman, and in particular his 

Leaves of Grass, first published in 1855, soon inspired 

new generations of English composers. These 

included Ralph Vaughan Williams and Gustav von 

Holst. Vaughan Williams was introduced to Whitman’s 

poetry by Bertrand Russell in 1892, the year of the 

poet’s death. Vaughan Williams began to set this 

poetry to music in 1902, and continued to be attached 

to, and influenced by, Whitman for the rest of his life. 

Whilst Vaughan Williams’ monumental and ground-

breaking Sea Symphony and cantata Dona Nobis 

Pacem have ensured the appreciation of this influence, 

the influence of Whitman’s poetry on Gustav Holst has 

been less appreciated. This article draws on recently 

rediscovered settings by both composers in examining 

their choices of Whitman’s texts, and the inter-

relationship between Holst and Vaughan Williams in 

their development and performance. 

For both composers the lure of Walt Whitman’s poems 

was linked to their potential to push musical and 

philosophical boundaries. Their settings demonstrate 

their access to the full and unexpurgated range of 

Whitman’s poetry. Some of them marked the political 

turmoil surrounding the Great War. Thus in early 1914 

Holst completed his setting of A Dirge for Two 

Veterans, the publisher’s agreement for which was 

signed on 27 June 1914, the day before the 

assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. In 1919, 

on his return from his war service with the YMCA in 

Salonica, Holst turned again to Whitman’s Leaves of 

Grass for inspiration. He used Whitman’s ‘When lilacs 

last in the Dooryard Bloom’d’, an invocation of ‘lovely, 

soothing death’, to pay tribute to lives lost in the First 

Welcome to the late summer newsletter.  
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World War. Writing in 1920, Vaughan Williams 

included the Ode for Death alongside The Planets and 

the Hymn of Jesus as summing up “the whole of his 

[Holst’s] aims”. The Ode was frequently performed in 

the 1920s and early 1930s, including following Holst’s 

death in 1934. 

Still grieving the loss of his friend, Vaughan Williams 

returned to Whitman’s poetry for the cantata which he 

composed for Huddersfield Choral Society’s centenary 

in 1936. Dona Nobis Pacem was Vaughan Williams’ 

response to the growing threat of another war. He 

interspersed poems in English, in this case once again 

by Walt Whitman, with the words of the Latin Mass – 

an innovative practice at the time. Vaughan Williams 

continued to be fascinated by Whitman’s poetry for the 

rest of his life, and the month before he died told 

Michael Kennedy: ‘I’ve never got over him, I’m glad to 

say’. 

The Walt Whitman settings by both Vaughan Williams 

and Holst demonstrate the development of their 

respective musical styles, and their combined attempts 

to break new musical ground as pioneering 

composers. The subject matter of Whitman’s poetry 

assisted their exploration of fresh ideas about death 

and war, whilst his use of free verse provided a natural 

bridge to Holst’s exploration of innovative time 

signatures. The results are a lasting legacy of their 

musical development as well as some of the most 

memorable word painting of early twentieth century 

music, from the ‘Behold the Sea’ of the Sea Symphony 

to the ‘Beat beat drums’ of Dona Nobis Pacem. By 

exploring the full range of the settings by the two 

composers as they matured into two veterans of the 

First World War the full extent of their fascination with 

the unexpurgated range of Leaves of Grass, as well as 

their enduring friendship and mutual influence on each 

others’ music, can best be appreciated. 

 

Philippa Tudor 

(Holst scholar and author of a short biography of Isobel Holst, 

Gustav’s wife) 
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OPEN LETTER TO THE GUARDIAN 

Sir Simon Rattle and Sir Mark Elder, the UK’s leading 

conductors, have written an open letter (published in the 

Guardian) on the likely consequences of Covid-19. We 

reproduce the letter below. 

The Rattle/Elder letter 

There are so many pressing problems to solve in the 

UK that it takes courage even to mention the 

desperate situation of classical music in the time of 

Covid-19. 

There’s a real possibility of a devastated landscape on 

the other side of this; orchestras may not survive, and 

if they do, they may face insuperable obstacles to 

remain solvent in our new reality. What we write 

applies, of course, to all types of music, not just 

classical music which is our area of expertise. Our 

music is essentially a live experience and requires all 

the participants, performers and listeners alike, to be in 

the same room together. What we may do individually 

over the internet in these months is all well and good, 

but the living core of our work is a live communion, a 

sharing of space, art and emotion which is both vital 

and healing. 

This healing will become ever more necessary in the 

coming time as we attempt to bear witness and 

understand what we have all gone through. In such an 

existential crisis, the realisation of our shared 

vulnerability will surely change and deepen our 

relationship to all the arts. In our own field we are 

asking ourselves; how can we get back to live music? 

How can we give our audiences the courage to 

gradually return? 

More immediately, how can we maintain musical 

continuity when orchestras are silenced? And how do 

we nurture a generation of young musicians whose 

prospects look bleak just as they embark on a career 

in this ever more uncertain world? 

The recent extension of the furlough scheme is a 

blessing and enables many organisations to hang on. 

For freelance musicians, which include four of the 

London orchestras among others, huge problems 

remain. Currently many freelancers fall between the 

cracks of the government’s self-employment schemes. 

We need to find a way to sustain some kind of 

backbone of income so that we will eventually be able 

to play whenever that will be possible. At the most 

basic level, despite all appearances to the contrary, 

musicians are humans. They need to eat and pay their 

bills. But we also need to play together and train, just 

like any sports team, albeit in a totally new 

environment. Crucially, this musical team is part of a 

complex structure that is focussed around, and serves, 

its home town or city. 

We will have to reinvent the wheel in so many ways. 

Learning to play while remaining distanced from each 

other will be much harder than it may initially seem. 

Our venues will have to learn to shepherd audiences in 

and out of performances in safety, and accept that at 

maximum only 25% capacity will be allowed, with all 

the economic knock on effects that this reality implies. 

We MUST find a way to play together soon, even 

without an audience, if we are to maintain anything like 

our normal standards, and we badly need clarity from 

government, a timeline, of when that might be and how 

it can be implemented. We understand that we cannot 

expect to revert to everything as it was before; we will 

be creative and tireless in making contingency plans 

and solving problems. 

All musicians of whatever genre share the magnificent 

problem of an art form which is, fundamentally, songs 

transmitted to people in a room. When will our 

audiences have the chance to experience this once 

more? 

We refuse to believe that live music will die, but it will 

not survive merely on energy and optimism. It will need 

support and understanding, particularly when it 

ventures out in public once more. The first year of 

performing with fewer musicians to a much smaller 

public will be our toughest time, and we will need a 

helping hand to make it through. 

In Mainland Europe orchestras are gradually opening 

up and finding different ways to deal with the problems 

of distancing. Good practice is being built up: in the UK 

we must gain time by learning what has already been 

proved to work, rather than starting from the beginning 



AUGUST 2020 

Issue No: 17 

 

 

 

yet again, with people not from the performing arts 

making the decisions. Until we have some practical 

idea of what our future might entail, musicians in our 

country will continue to feel out in the wilderness. 

Sir Simon Rattle, OM, CBE, Music Director, London Symphony 

Orchestra 

Sir Mark Elder, CH, CBE, Music Director, Hallé Orchestra 

ORNULF’S DRAPA (H34) 

This ‘scena’ for baritone and orchestra dates from 1898. It was 

rescored in January 1900. The Society does not know whether 

the work was ever performed. However, this seems unlikely. 

The original manuscript has been obtained by Em Marshall-

Luck from the British Library and typeset by Bruno Bower. The 

Society has paid Mr Bower’s fees. The work will be recorded on 

the EM label, together with O’Neill’s La Belle Dame, Cyril 

Scott’s Fair Helen of Kirconell and Havergal Brian’s Legend, 

together with works by Delius, Quilter and/or Balfour Gardiner. 

We do not know the names of the artists, nor date of the 

recording sessions. More information in due course. 

Incidentally, the Society now has the full score and parts. 

MY RAMBLES WITH HOLST 

Society member and conductor Alan Tongue writes about his 

experiences with Holst’s music, particularly in eastern Europe: 

'NO!' The first and only word I ever spoke on stage. 

Hardly any need to inform readers of this Newsletter in 

which work I was performing? Aged eighteen I was 

cajoled to take part in The Perfect Fool, having in my 

teenage years been co-opted into the Bath Opera 

Group, first as call boy, then stage manager, then 

chorus member and later conductor. Suffice it to say 

not too many people can boast of having taken the title 

role in an opera. Wow, what an opera! The ballet 

music, a masterpiece in itself, is only part of a score 

full of delights, including brilliant parodies of Wagner 

and Verdi. I might be biased, but come on, someone, 

let's see it staged for the 150th.    

 

The Perfect Fool 

Around this time, towards the end of the 50s, I co-

founded the Bath Youth Orchestra, so it seemed 

entirely appropriate in the west country to conduct A 

Somerset Rhapsody. I was also playing the trombone 

in various ensembles, and composing a little, so I 

could imagine myself in Holst's shoes.  

During my subsequent BBC career my most notable 

engagement with Holst was making a special 

treatment for television of Jack (Bryden) Thomson's 

fine performance of The Planets with the Ulster 

Orchestra. Digital effects were beginning to come into 

television and I spent an inventive few days in the 

newly set up video effects workshop in Television 

Centre. NASA had recently produced beautiful photos 

of the solar system and I took these as the starting 

point. The results were stunning, but totally beside the 

point, as the work is really about the astrological 

significance of the planets!   

When I tore myself away from TV and started 

freelance conducting in eastern Europe one of the 

great British works I was able to offer was The Planets. 

I had discovered early on that foreign orchestras found 

it hard to get hold of the orchestral parts for British 

music, as the London publishers were loath to lend it, 

fearing that it would be copied or not returned. I simply 

bought up sets of parts of Holst, Elgar and Vaughan 

Williams. I took The Planets to the Czech Republic, 

Hungary and Romania, and orchestras could not 

believe what they were seeing on their music stands. 

Without exception they had never played or even 

heard this music before, and were entranced.  
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One story comes to mind: on an early trip to Hungary I 

had become engaged in a detailed conversation with 

one choral conductor about English music, and when I 

mentioned Holst, this man assumed I was talking 

about Imogen Holst - he had no idea that she had a 

father who was a composer. He subsequently booked 

me to take The Planets to Szeged, in the south of 

Hungary.  

Rehearsals abroad were usually Monday to Friday 

mornings, and often the extra players required (the alto 

flute, bass oboe, bass clarinet, contra bassoon, extra 

brass, second harp, extra percussion and organ) 

would gradually appear as rehearsals proceeded. I 

remember in Szeged they tried 21 harpists before they 

found one who felt able. My best friend Derek Bell, of 

The Chieftains, would happily have travelled a long 

way at his expense to play the bass oboe for me, but 

his schedules unfortunately never allowed it. The 

unseen choir of female voices was always a challenge 

to arrange behind the scenes, to be able to get right 

the gradual fade away to nothing.  

The Planets is such a great work and immensely tricky 

that particular performances for me are memorable, 

especially after a decent rehearsal schedule. One in 

Cluj, Transylvania, with an orchestra of virtuosi, stands 

out. Having been a pupil of Sergiu Celibidache, who 

always maintained that if you didn't know a work by 

heart you didn't know it well enough to conduct it, I had 

drilled the work into my head by long walks in the 

woods with our black labrador, miniature score in my 

pocket. And with plenty of rehearsal - especially 

sectional rehearsals, which I love - together with the 

fact that the players did not have preconditioned ideas 

of how it should go, I was able to get them to play it as 

I imagined Holst would have wanted it. When it all 

comes together on the night it is always satisfying.  

There was a performance in Olomouc, in the Czech 

Republic, where The Planets was the only work on the 

programme, and as I appeared on the stage the lights 

went out and some interplanetary jargon boomed out 

from the loudspeakers, whoever prearranged this gave 

no warning to the orchestra or me.  

In Craiova, Romania, the work was such a novelty that 

nationwide TV turned up at one rehearsal and later in 

the day, from the manager's office, I watched myself 

explaining in Romanian (!) three against two to the 

percussion section.  

 

Craiova, Romania 

The work by Holst that I find has travelled well is his St 

Paul's Suite, and I have taken this all over Romania 

and Hungary, with delightful results. If I have one 

regret it is that, after conducting local premieres of 

Belshazzar's Feast in Argentina and The Dream of 

Gerontius in Hungary, I have never had a chance to 

conduct The Hymn of Jesus, a work I studied for 'A' 

Level Music and which I think is extraordinarily 

effective. My set of parts remains unused!      

Alan Tongue 

THAT JEALOUS DEMON 

A review by your editor of part of Dr Jonathan Noble’s 

fascinating book on the illnesses and deaths of the world’s 

composers. 

That Jealous Demon, My Wretched Health: 

Disease, Death and Composers 

Dr Jonathan Noble is a retired orthopaedic surgeon 

who has spent many years researching the illnesses 

and deaths of composers. He is a fellow of the Royal 

College of Surgeons and was president of the British 

Association of Knee Surgeons as well as the British 

Orthopaedic Sports Trauma Association. 
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Of the 70 composers featured in Dr Noble’s book, 

there is a chapter on Gustav Holst.  

If you are of a musical persuasion and have a talent for 

composition, then, perhaps, when considering the 

causes of death of so many composers, composition 

might not be a recommended career. To take a 

handful of examples. Jean-Baptiste Lully used to 

conduct with a staff which had a pointed end. 

Unfortunately, in his excitement at conducting, he 

drove the staff into his foot, which became infected. 

Gangrene followed and he died two months later. 

Charles Alkan died whilst seeking a book from the 

highest shelf, the bookcase fell upon him and he died 

the same day. César Franck was struck by a horse-

drawn omnibus whilst crossing the road. He died five 

months later. Ernest Chausson died when falling from 

his bicycle striking his head heavily on a wall.  

 

No idea when, where or why this picture was taken. 

Probably St Paul’s Girls’ School. A hockey match? 

Alexander Scriabin cut himself whilst shaving and 

developed an abscess on his elaborate moustached 

upper lip. Eventually, he succumbed to septicaemia 

and died a year later. George Butterworth, having 

warned a visiting general to watch out for snipers 

whilst defending his trench on the Somme, died 

instantly when he was shot in the head by a German 

sniper. Enrique Granados drowned when the 

passenger steam ship Sussex sank in the English 

Channel after being struck by a German torpedo. 

Alban Berg was stung by a swarm of bees. This 

developed into an abscess, which led to septicaemia 

and ultimately his death. Anton Webern was walking in 

his daughter’s garden near Salzburg, after dark, when 

he was shot in the abdomen by an American soldier 

(the war had just ended) and subsequently died. 

Let’s quickly move on to Gustav Holst. From an early 

age, Holst suffered from neuritis in his right arm and 

hand. This condition persisted for the rest of his life. As 

a result of the neuritic pain, Holst attached a nib to his 

right index finger in order to write and compose more 

comfortably. He also taught himself to write lefthanded. 

Although Holst has been described, frequently, as 

having weak physical health, it is remarkable that he 

was able to walk vast distances, which he did 

frequently throughout his life. On one occasion, he 

walked from Cheltenham to Oxford, a distance of 

some 40 miles. 

In 1914, he applied to enlist for the armed forces, but 

was rejected due to myopia and the ongoing neuritis. 

At the end of the war, Holst was recruited to provide 

musical education and entertainment to troops 

awaiting return to the UK (Salonika 1918-1919).  

On 20
th

 February 1923, whilst conducting a rehearsal 

for a Byrd and Weelkes commemorative concert in 

Reading, he slipped off the rostrum and struck the 

back of his head. This incident was to have a serious 

effect on Holst for the rest of his life. He was though 

able to go ahead with the evening concert. However, 

following the accident, Holst’s doctor allowed him to 

continue to work on condition that he should regard 

himself as an invalid. Holst ignored this advice 

throwing himself back into his usual hectic routine. As 
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a result, he quickly suffered a nervous breakdown and 

was ordered to take a complete rest for several weeks. 

Nevertheless, the accident did not prevent Holst from 

taking up an invitation from the University of Michigan 

to lecture and conduct a music festival at Ann Arbor. 

He and Isobel sailed in April on board the liner 

Aquitania.  

In 1925, Holst went to Switzerland in order to rest as 

he was having difficulty both in working and sleeping. 

There he met Dr William Brown who successfully 

psychoanalysed Holst. By 1926, Holst’s fear of crowds, 

as well as insomnia and headaches, all improved. This 

might have been due to Holst wearing stronger 

spectacles. 

In 1927, Holst was invited to become conductor of the 

Bach Choir, but although accepting the position, 

quickly resigned on doctor’s orders as he had been 

advised that the duties might put too great a strain on 

his heart. 

As Dr Noble remarks, Holst was clearly a neurotic man 

with predispositions to anxiety and depression, with 

consequent swings of self-confidence and self-esteem. 

In 1932, Holst was again visiting the USA. He went to 

Boston arriving on the morning of Sunday 27
th

 March, 

but feeling faint. Colleagues were concerned about 

Holst’s condition and called a doctor who immediately 

ordered Holst to be taken to the Deaconess Hospital 

where haemorrhagic gastritis caused by a duodenal 

ulcer was diagnosed. He vomited some two pints of 

blood. All forthcoming engagements were cancelled, 

including conducting the Washington premiere of 

Hammersmith. He remained in hospital until 11
th

 April 

when friends took him back home for recuperation. He 

had been given a blood transfusion, together with 

morphia. He had also been ordered to take, every 

hour, creamed milk which was to continue for five 

days. Holst referred to the treatment as “infernal”. He 

then gradually recovered. 

By the end of 1932, he had again been taken ill and on 

Boxing Day was admitted to a nursing home for a long 

convalescence.  

At the end of 1933, Holst was again admitted to a 

nursing home. For some six to eight weeks, he could 

do little more than read and take a bland, milky diet. 

He was attended by a surgeon who said that the 

diagnosis was clearly that of a duodenal ulcer. He was 

given two options. The first was a minor operation 

which was likely to be successful, but there would 

thereafter be lifelong restrictions. The second choice 

was a major operation and if successful, there would 

be no future restrictions. Holst chose the latter. The 

operation was carried out on 23
rd

 May 1934, albeit 

having been postponed by two and a half weeks 

because Holst was anaemic. Although the operation 

was a success, Holst died two days later, due to the 

strain on his heart. As Dr Noble says, this was what 

was described at the time. 

Today, someone in Holst’s condition would have been 

prescribed a course of Losec capsules or alternatively 

antibiotics which would kill the germ, which causes 

duodenal ulcers and that would be cure enough. 

Until the late 20
th
 century, surgery was offered for 

stubborn cases, such as Holst suffered from. 

The lesser operation offered to Holst is likely to have 

been one of cutting the vagus nerves to the stomach, 

thereby reducing stimulus to excessive gastric acid 

secretions which cause painful ulceration. There would 

also be a procedure to drain material out of the 

stomach as the channel from stomach to duodenum is 

often scarred by chronic ulceration. The alternative, 

which Holst accepted, was a partial gastrectomy 

(removal of the final third of the stomach). Although 

Holst’s surgeon had said that if successful there would 

be no future restrictions, as Dr Noble comments, such 

an operation was certainly not without long-term post-

operative complications of some notoriety. 

Unfortunately, there was no post mortem report. Dr 

Noble can therefore only speculate. The death 

certificate gives the cause of death as: (1) duodenal 

ulcer (operation) and (2) myocardial arterial 

degeneration (coronary artery disease). 

However, there is nothing in Holst’s medical history to 

suggest that Holst suffered from ischaemic heart 

disease with angina or serious irregularity of the heart 
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rate. Indeed, if he had, it is extremely doubtful whether 

Holst would have indulged in so much walking and 

cycling. There is though some indication from family 

correspondence to suggest that Holst may have had a 

touch of heart failure in the late 20s/ early 30s. 

Dr Noble considers that undergoing surgery whilst 

already anaemic from blood loss due to the ulcer, a 

major operation such as a partial gastrectomy with 

possible post-operative blood loss, may have 

precipitated a heart attack or failure. 

Holst’s wife Isobel wrote to a friend after the operation 

saying that it had taken three hours (Dr Noble 

comments that this was an unusually long time) and 

had been so great “a shock to his system” that he 

would be unable to work for much of the rest of 1934. 

Today, an autopsy would have been carried out. A 

coroner would have wanted to know why an individual 

died two days after an elective operation. 

Dr Noble also has his doubts about whether Holst 

suffered from neuritis. Compression of the three main 

nerves to the arm are usually easy to diagnose and 

treat. In hazarding an informed guess, Dr Noble thinks 

that it is more likely that Holst suffered from 

fibromyalgia or fibrositis. However, we will never know 

for certain. 

Dr Noble’s book on composers is not one that you 

would read from cover to cover. However, for anyone 

interested in the lives of composers, this is an 

essential book to possess. One can spend fascinating 

hours dipping into the book and learning about the 

illnesses and ailments of the great composers. 

Published by Boydell Press ISBN 978/1/78327/258/7 

Boydell has made a most generous offer to the Society. Until 

30
th

 September 2020, they are offering a 35% discount with free 

postage bringing the price down to £16.25. Orders can be 

placed at http://boybrew.co/2AodJs0 quoting code BB872. 

Chris Cope 

NEWS FROM THE USA 

The 2020 Online Adult Band Camp in Michigan will take place 

from 11
th

 to 14
th

 August 2020. More than 70 musicians will 

participate. Holst’s First Suite in E flat for military band will be 

performed. 

100 YEARS AGO 

Following the example set by other English composer societies 

(Elgar, Delius and Vaughan Williams), we have now decided to 

write a regular column in the newsletter about what Gustav 

Holst was doing 100 years ago. Chairman of the trustees, Chris 

Collier, our literary guru, has agreed to take up the challenge. 

Here’s his first instalment. 

Holst in 1920 – back, just about, to normal 

With acknowledgements to Michael Short’s biography, 

‘Gustav Holst: The Man and his Music’ 

The more we learn about Gustav Holst, the more he 

intrigues. He simply had no aspiration to face, no 

desire for, public acclaim. He would avoid it if he could. 

When Albert Coates, after conducting the first 

complete performance of The Planets at the Queens 

Hall with the London Symphony Orchestra, beckoned 

to Holst, he came forward ‘like a schoolboy summoned 

by the head’, as one witness recalled.   

‘Applause seemed to mystify and embarrass him,’ an 

ex-pupil, Nancy Gotch, remembered, writing about the 

same occasion.  

His sheer down-to-earth practicality and ability to 

communicate at his own level, nothing grandiloquent 

or commanding, and yet win friendships and loyalty 

wherever he went, not least among hard-bitten and 

home-sick soldiery in Greece in 1918/19, is 

remarkable.   

In his composition his instinct likewise was all-

embracing. As Michael Short puts it, ‘Above all he 

would insist that his pupils’ composition should be 

practical, and that they should be capable of writing for 

amateurs as for professionals…He even encouraged 

them to write for players of limited ability if that was all 

they had available.’ I’m also struck by Edward 

Rubbra’s comment: ‘Holst’s over-riding characteristic 

as a teacher was his deep identification with what a 

struggling young composer was trying to say.’ 

http://boybrew.co/2AodJs0
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1920 was a year in which, for Holst as for the country 

at large, the world began to get back to normal, if only 

in the sense that routines (in his case teaching 

routines) once again underpinned everyday life. But 

there were also big stand-out events: above all the first 

performance of The Hymn of Jesus, with the Royal 

College of Music Choir, and then a first public 

performance at the Queen’s Hall with the newly-

formed Philharmonic Choir and orchestra. It was a 

great success. Michael Short recalls Vaughan Williams 

exclaiming that after hearing it, he ‘wanted to get up 

and embrace everyone and then get drunk’. One can’t 

imagine Holst ever letting rip in quite that way.  

Far more in keeping was the annual Whitsun Festival, 

which had been held in the parish church in Thaxted, 

but the radical views of the vicar, Conrad Noel (the 

Red Flag and a Sinn Fein banner were hung inside the 

church) meant this was no longer practical.  The 

festival was held in Dulwich instead, at Alleyn’s 

College, in May, and featured students from Morley 

College (where Holst taught), with music including ‘the 

usual favourite music of Holst and his pupils’. Michael 

Short quotes from the Morley College magazine: ‘Two 

features of particular interest were a Mystery Play, 

“The Adoration of the Shepherds”, and the delightful 

dancing of Mr Holst’s gifted little daughter with her 

troop of nymphs and swains, the orchestral music for 

which was composed by the little dancer herself’.  

By way of radical contrast July 1920 saw the first 

public performance of Holst’s Two Psalms, for voices, 

strings and organ, as part of the Newcastle and District 

Festival at St James Park. The crowd was 20,000. The 

organ part was re-arranged for brass band for the 

occasion, and probably just as well if the crowd’s 

attention was to be gained – and held. 

And then … back south ‘to a Benedictine Monastery 

[Quarr Abbey, on the Isle of Wight] for a week where I 

am going to learn plainsong and write a comic opera’. 

The opera was The Perfect Fool. ‘The Monks are 

dears… I got housemaid’s knee through attending so 

many services.’  

In September he conducted the City of Birmingham 

Symphony Orchestra in performances of his own 

music, including the jig from the St Paul’s Suite. 

October saw him ‘doing some of the choruses from the 

B minor at Morley... We have 40 rough sopranos…, 

ten altos who are really mezzos, ten good musical 

chaps who try and sing tenor (and who usually 

succeed) and ten inefficient basses’.  He continues, 

‘Next Sunday I am going to try and conduct some of 

the Planets in Birmingham with a band mostly 

composed of Cinema players. So you see, life is not 

dull.’  

This gives a wonderful sense of what life was like day-

to-day. Cinema orchestras may not have been the 

norm, but Holst’s humour and adaptability, and down-

to-earth approach to life, shine through. It would have 

been a pleasure to be part of that choir – or that 

Cinema orchestra!! 

 

Date/place unknown. 

Celebrity was something else, and unwelcome. He 

would have been delighted by the rivalry between the 

New York and the Chicago Symphony Orchestras for 

the right to stage the first American performance of the 
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Planets. (Performances in the end took place the same 

day: New York edged it by being in an earlier time 

zone.)  

But he hated interviews, and gave journalists short 

shrift. His response to audience acclaim after the first 

English public performance of the Planets (see above) 

is just one example. Arthur Bliss, talking about Holst, 

referred to our tendency ‘to take for granted the 

exceptional artist … There he is, just like us, getting on 

a bus, or sitting and eating in a tea-shop!’ 

Bliss continues: ‘He had the utter honesty of opinion 

that rivetted attention; there was no possibility of 

misunderstanding what he thought or felt.’  And little by 

way of scandal or gossip to help journalists along. In 

time they would be likely to lose interest. No story, no 

celebrity. And that indeed is what happened.  

1920 wound down with a concert given by the ‘Strolling 

Players Amateur Orchestral Concert Society’, which 

Holst conducted.  The venue was grand, the Queen’s 

Hall. The orchestra less so, but it was company he 

was happy to keep.  

He was indeed the most wonderfully democratic of 

music-makers – composing and teaching and 

conducting. I’ve often wished that the statue of Holst 

conducting in Cheltenham’s Imperial Gardens could 

have been on a rather grander scale. But it is 

somehow appropriate. You have to get in close to see 

the statue properly. He is far more than just another 

figure on a plinth, and we all know what might happen 

to statues these days, if they had in life or have in 

death any kind of pretensions to grandeur.   

Chris Collier 

If any Society member has any additional information about 

Holst in 1920, please email Chris Collier directly at 

chriscollier125@gmail.com.  

NEW PUBLICATION 

I am delighted to announce that our third Holst publication 

through Goodmusic Publishing has now appeared. Entitled ‘The 

Voyager’ the volume includes 12 part songs by Holst, all but 

one previously unpublished. The Society hopes that this will 

enable professional and amateur choirs to perform/record some 

of these songs in due course. The publication costs £10 and 

can be obtained from Goodmusic Publishing directly at 

www.goodmusicpublishing.co.uk or phone 01684 773 883.  

The previous two publications were:- 

(a) Clear and Cool – choral work from 1898. 

(b) Scherzo (1933) arranged for organ duet. 

BREAKFAST ON 3 (BO3) 

In June, BO3 continued with its recent obsession with the 

Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda (Group 3) with two broadcasts 

of the Hymn to the Travellers. Someone at the BBC definitely 

likes this piece. The Brook Green Suite also made an 

appearance. 

In July, we heard Venus and the St Paul’s Suite. In addition, 

BO3 played the Song of the Fisherman from the Japanese 

Suite. Coincidentally, the whole suite was played today. 

If members wish to put in a request for a work by Holst, the 

email address is 3breakfast@bbc.co.uk. Don’t forget Holst’s 

birthday on Monday 21
st
 September 2020. He would have been 

146. 

CLASSIC FM 

An apology. I have been somewhat disparaging of Classic FM, 

of late. Recently, tuning in occasionally to the radio station, I 

have been delighted to hear a movement from the Cotswold 

Symphony, the Invocation for Cello and Orchestra and the St 

Paul’s Suite. Well done Classic FM. 

And finally… 

Copy date for the next newsletter is 30
th

 September 2020. I 

would be delighted to hear from members with their Holst 

memories, i.e. of discovering his music, a particular concert 

which you treasure or of meeting Imogen. 

Chris Cope 

11
th

 August 2020 
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