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Gustav Holst (1874-1934) 
Not Just The Planets !



Gustav Holst (1874-1934)

� Composed almost 200 
works including 
operas, ballets, choral 
hymns, songs, 
orchestral suites, orchestral suites, 
overtures and theatre 
music 



� Born Gustav Von 
Holst in 1874 in 
Cheltenham (now a 
museum)

� The “von” was � The “von” was 
dropped during the 
first world war



Gustav Holst

� Holst’s great-grandfather Matthias was 
born in R �ga, and was a composer, 
pianist and teacher of the harp to the 
Imperial Russian court in 
St.Petersburg.  St.Petersburg.  

� Not long after the birth of his first child 
in 1799, Matthias fled to England –
apparently as a political exile

� Holst’s father was an accomplished 
pianist, organist and choirmaster.



� Gustav attended 
Cheltenham 
Grammar School, 
then the Royal 
College of Music 
on a scholarship

� At the RCM he studied 
composition under 
Charles Stanford.  

� He later taught at the 
RCM. 



Gustav Holst

� But even in his youth Gustav was 
troubled by neuritis in his hands.  He 
was frail, suffered from asthma and 
had very poor eyesight.



Holst and Vaughan Williams

� At the RCM Holst met 
Ralph Vaughan 
Williams.  This was the 
start of a lifelong 
friendship.  friendship.  

� They played their 
compositions to each 
other and criticised 
each others works

� Vaughan Williams was a wealthy man 
and acted as a benefactor to Holst



Algiers and Beni Mora

� Some of Holst’s works are influenced 
by real life inspiration.  One such work 
is his oriental suite Beni Mora 

� In Algiers he stayed in a street of �
dancing girls with many brothels.    
One day he heard a man playing a 
flute, repeating the same phrase over 
and over again.  This inspired him to 
write the suite Beni Mora 



Beni Mora Suite (1910)

� In the hypnotic finale, The Street of 
Ouled Nails [Ouled Nail is an Algerian 
tribe famous for belly dancing], he 
introduces the phrase, a short 
evocative riff, in the low flute.  Holst evocative riff, in the low flute.  Holst 
repeats it 163 times, stretching his 
technique and harmonic ingenuity to 
the limits



Beni Mora Suite (1910)

Here is an extract from the final 
movement The Street of the Ouled Nails .

Royal Scottish National Orchestra, Conductor David Lloyd-Jones



Beni Mora Suite (1910)

� One critic claimed “we do not ask for 
dancing girls in Langham Place!”  

� However, Vaughan Williams noted that 
if the piece had been premiered in 
Paris and not London it would have 
made Holst a household name some 
10 years earlier than his success with 
The Planets .



St Paul’s Girls School

� Holst earned a living as a 
schoolmaster. His key appointment 
was that of Director of Music at St 
Paul’s Girls School in Brook Green, 
Hammersmith, where, to this day, they Hammersmith, where, to this day, they 
have a “Mr Holst’s Room”. 



St.Paul’s Suite (1913)

� Holst wrote regularly for the school 
orchestra and one such work is St 
Paul’s Suite composed in 1912

� The Suite is in four movements.  In the 
last movement, Holst skilfully last movement, Holst skilfully 
combines a rapid six-eight traditional 
tune with the slower three- four of 
“Greensleeves” to create a provocative 
patchwork of contrasting English folk 
tunes. 



St.Paul’s Suite (1913):
Holst and Vaughan Williams

� There was a preponderance of German 
symphonic sound in the late 19 th

century and early 20 th century
� Holst and Vaughan Williams broke � Holst and Vaughan Williams broke 

away from that style, drawing heavily 
on English folk music



St.Paul’s Suite (1913)

� 4th movement – Finale (The Dargason)
London Festival Orchestra   Conductor Ross Pople

St. Paul’s Girls School, Hammersmith



Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda

� Holst had a strong interest in India. 
He learnt Sanskrit so that he could 
translate parts of the Rig Veda (the 
most important of Hindu scriptures) 
to his own satisfactionto his own satisfaction

� Between 1908 and 1912 Holst wrote 
four groups of Choral Hymns from 
the Rig Veda, combining women’s 
voices with the harp. 



Hymn of the Travellers (1910)

� This poem invokes the gods of this 
world to guide us along the path to the 
next world

Purcell Singers with Imogen Holst (harp)



A Moorside Suite (1928)

� As a trombonist himself, Holst had a 
love of brass band music

� In 1928 he was given a 
commission for colliery commission for colliery 
and factory brass 
bands.  The result was 
A Moorside Suite which 
is still regarded as a 
classic and is used as a 
competition test piece 



A Moorside Suite (1928)

1. Scherzo
Grimethorpe Colliery Band



Holst, the Socialist

� Holst was a passionate socialist, and 
took up the role of Director of Music at 
Morley College for Working Men and 
Women with the objective of 
introducing music to enrich the lives of introducing music to enrich the lives of 
the working classes

� He also conducted the Hammersmith 
Socialist Choir



Hammersmith (1930)

� One day he heard a boy whistling a 
tune as he walked down Hammersmith 
Broadway and this is the theme that 
emerges in his 1930 work 
Hammersmith , first played on the Hammersmith , first played on the 
piccolo to imitate the boy’s whistle and 
then taken up by the whole orchestra.  



Hammersmith (1930)

� We pick up this extract just before the 
piccolo makes its first appearance

Royal Scottish National Orchestra.  Conductor David  Lloyd-Jones



The Planets (fp 1918)

� One of the most 
original and brilliant 
compositions in 
English music 

� Holst’s most famous � Holst’s most famous 
work

� The most recorded 
piece of English 
music with over 200 
recordings



The Planets (fp 1918)

� It was remarkably 
inventive and 
completely unlike 
anything that any 
composer, English or composer, English or 
continental, had 
attempted

� The idea to characterise each of the 
planets (with the exception of Earth) 
through music came to Holst in 1913



The Planets (fp 1918)

� Holst investigated 
astrology 
encouraged by his 
friend Clifford Bax, 
brother of composer 
Sir Arnold Bax

� The Planets was written at weekends, 
mainly at St Paul’s School, where it was 
first played with four hands on one 
piano



The Planets (fp 1918)

1. Mars: Bringer of War 
2. Venus: Bringer of Peace
3. Mercury: The Winged 

Messenger
4. Jupiter: Bringer of Jollity4. Jupiter: Bringer of Jollity
5. Saturn: Bringer of Old Age
6. Uranus: The Magician     
7. Neptune: The Mystic



Gustav Holst (1874-1934)
In 1923 Holst was badly 
injured when he fell off 
a podium and struck 
his head whilst 
conducting at conducting at 
University College 
Reading.  Although he 
continued to teach, 
compose and conduct 
until his death, he 
never fully recovered.   



Gustav Holst (1874-1934)

� 1934 was a bad year for composers: 
Holst, Elgar and Delius all died that 
year.



Gustav Holst (1874-1934)

Despite his very poor 
health, Holst led a most 
remarkable life, 
composing some of the 
most innovative and most innovative and 
brilliant music of the 
early 20th Century


