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CHANGE IS AFOOT 

As we enter our fifth year, the trustees have decided that 

changes need to be made to the Society’s newsletter which has 

become lengthy and, they suspect, somewhat indigestible.  

It has been decided that CD and concert reviews, together with 

articles, will now appear on the Society’s website. However, the 

newsletter will give members information about these articles, 

so that you can peruse them at your leisure when visiting the 

website. Incidentally, the website is in urgent need of an 

overhaul and update which will take place over the next month 

or so. 

EVENTS 

There are a number of concerts and festivals featuring the 

music of Holst over the next few months. Members may wish to 

make a diary note or book tickets. 

THE BARNES FESTIVAL 15TH TO 30TH MAY 

Saturday 22
nd

 May at 4pm/6pm/8pm 

4pm – Pre-concert talk 

6pm and 8pm – Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda 

                          Also the opera Savitri 

Venue – St Mary’s Church, Barnes, London SW13 9HL 

Information – Andrew Summers 

Email – andrewsmmrs@gmail.com  

ISLEWORTH WHITSUN CENTENARY CONCERT 

Sunday 23
rd

 May at 2.30pm 

Venue – All Saints’ Church, Church Street, Isleworth TW7 6BE 

Holst – Phantasy Quartet (H135), Lyric Movement (H191), Four 

Songs for Voice and Violin (H132), Fugal Concerto (H152), 

Song of the Night (H74), Ballet from The Perfect Fool (two 

piano arrangement) (H150), Chrissemas Day in the Morning 

(piano) (H165), A Piece for Yvonne (piano) (H154) 

Jane Joseph (pupil of Holst) – Mirage, Five Songs (poems by 

Christina Rosetti), Miniature Quartet 

Tickets at the door – retiring collection 

 

ENGLISH MUSIC FESTIVAL 

Friday 28
th
 May to Monday 31

st
 May 

Venue – St Mary’s Church, Horsham, Sussex RH12 1HE 

Friday 28
th

 May at 5pm – Pre-concert talk by Dr Joseph Fort on 

Gustav Holst and a study of thematic transformation 

Friday 28
th
 May at 7.30pm – Holst – St Paul’s Suite 

Also music by Warlock, Purcell, Vaughan Williams, Leigh and 

Ireland 

Orchestra of the Swan 

Monday 31
st
 May at 2.30pm – Holst – Phantasy Quartet 

Also music by Finzi, Parry, Stanford, Delius and Gurney. 

Roderick Williams (baritone), Michael Dussek (piano), the 

Bridge Quartet. 

THE IDEA (H21) 

A humorous operetta for children in two acts (lasting about an 

hour). Dating from about 1896. Last performance – probably 

1903 at St Mary’s School, Barnes. 

June and July 2021 

A fully staged performance of The Idea in a new arrangement 

for a band of four plus singers will be given on seven dates, 

details as follows:- 

20
th

 June – 7pm and 9pm – St Saviour’s Church, St Albans 

24
th

 June – 7pm and 9pm – The Old Court, Windsor 

25
th

 June – 7pm and 9pm – The Old Court, Windsor 

26
th

 June – 7pm and 9pm – The Playhouse, Chiswick 

27
th

 June – 7pm and 9pm – Harpenden Park Hall 

1
st
 July – 7pm and 9pm – Upstairs at the Gatehouse, Highgate 

2
nd

 July – 7pm and 9pm – Upstairs at the Gatehouse, Highgate 

Contact for details/tickets – Paula Chitty 

Email – irrationaltheatre@gmail.com 

Or:- 

St Albans – ticketsource.co.uk/mytickets 

Windsor – oldcourt.org 

Chiswick – chiswickplayhouse.co.uk/gustav 

Harpenden – ticketsource.co.uk/mytickets 

Highgate – upstairsatthegatehouse.com/gustav-holsts-the-idea 

The Society has made a grant towards the production costs. 

Welcome to the late spring newsletter.  
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SATURDAY 26TH JUNE 2021 – HOLST PARTSONGS IN 

GLOUCESTER 

Two concerts sponsored by the Holst and VW societies. 

Programmes identical. First concert at 3.30pm. Finish at 

4.30pm. Second concert at 5.30pm. Finish at 6.30pm.  

Venue – Ivor Gurney Hall, Gloucester. 

Programme –  

Holst partsongs 

The stars are with the voyager (H2) 

Spring, it is cheery (H3) 

O Lady, leave thy silken thread (H4) 

Come away, Death (H48/4) 

Now rest thee from all care (H78) 

Diverus and Lazarus (H137) 

In youth is pleasure (H76) 

It was a lover and his lass (H59) 

Unison songs 

Playground Song (H118A) 

O England my country (H103) 

Roadways (H181) 

A number of these partsongs will be receiving their first public 

performance. 

Vaughan Williams partsongs/ choral work 

Three English Folk Songs:-    Greensleeves 

                                               As the tide was flowing 

                                               The turtle dove 

Five Mystical Songs 

Conductor – Adrian Partington, director of music Gloucester 

Cathedral. 

Singers – A group of local professionals. 

Tickets – £20 per person per concert. You must book a ticket in 

advance as numbers are limited. 

Contact Chris Cope  

Tel – 01769 580041 

Email – chairman@holstsociety.org 

THREE CHOIRS FESTIVAL 

This year’s festival will take place at Worcester between 24
th
 

and 31
st
 July 2021. There was no festival last year. 

Music by Holst will be performed as follows:- 

Sunday 25
th
 July – 2pm at College Hall – Holst’s Two Psalms 

And that, I am afraid, is it. A poor representation of Holst’s 

music, compared with the nine works by Holst at Gloucester in 

2019. 

Let’s hope that there will be plenty of Holst next year at 

Hereford. 

AGM AND RECITAL 

Saturday 11
th

 December 2021 (afternoon) 

Although a long way ahead, do please make a note in your 

diary. 

Venue – TBA 

Programme – Music for piano by Holst, Stevenson, Ireland and 

Litolff 

Soloist – James Willshire 

James has promised to include Egdon Heath which he recently 

recorded in a new arrangement for piano by Iain Farrington. 
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GUSTAV HOLST IN 1921 

Born in 1874 Holst would have been 47 in 1921. The year saw 

Holst at the height of his fame, but the role of popular 

composer, as Imogen Holst recalls in her biography of her 

father, was one he didn’t take to. As she records, ‘Perhaps it 

was fortunate that [fame] didn’t last for very long.’  

He made no effort to cut (in its most literal sense) a public 

figure. After a rushed haircut ‘he would then appear on the 

platform at the Queen’s Hall looking like a newly released 

convict. At the end of a work when he had to take a bow he 

conveyed no sign of gratitude for the rapturous applause he 

was receiving.’ Instead of being lifted by the applause he 

retreated. Photographers found him ’fidgety and unhelpful’. No-

one likes press reporters unless they’re a preening star and 

Holst was the opposite.  

His letters home, not least from Greece in 1919, were cheerful 

and upbeat. He got the soldiers onside, as he did the students 

at Morley College. He was an inspiring teacher, but away from 

teaching and composition and conducting ‘when … faced with a 

reporter he would scowl through his spectacles and close 

himself up in a glum, forbidding silence’.  

 

He wouldn’t comment on his work and had no opinions to offer 

on contemporary composers. Advertising belonged to the 

commercial world. A piece of music should speak for itself. Why 

‘dress it up in headlines, and concoct little paragraphs for the 

gossip columns’. Most writers and musicians and artists would 

concur: the most urgent thing in your life is your current or next 

creative venture.  

 

But most do compromise. Not Holst. And we can see that it 

wasn’t just about one-to-one contact. Holst in our digital age 

would have been just as uncomfortable. His website would have 

been empty and Facebook anathema.  

Honorary degrees were declined. As for gushing admirers, 

‘Save me from my friends – I can protect myself from my 

enemies’. He didn’t sign autographs. One request, Imogen 

records, ran delightfully as follows:  

‘Dear Sir, as you have painted ‘The Planets’ in music, could you 

do the eight [yes, eight] wives of Henry VIII?’  

(Some of you may have heard of the recent riotous musical, 

Six, which has a different singer for each of the wives. Rock 

music would surely have been anathema to Holst, but he would 

have appreciated the musical’s origins, starting out, as it did, 

performed by Cambridge University students on the Edinburgh 

Fringe in 2017.) 

Imogen speculates that he was still, in 1921, influenced by the 

philosophy of the Bhagavad Gita, which he’d first encountered 

in his 20s, and where he would have read, in Imogen’s 

paraphrase, that ‘those who place all their trust in pride, power 

and ostentation are fast bound by the hundred cords of hope’. 

The teachings of the Bhagavad Gita complemented his natural 

temperament. When fame came, they justified his resistance to 

it. ‘The wise man (quoting Imogen again), is ‘…free from vanity, 

egoism, impatience, and the dread of failure. He is indifferent to 

worldly ambition ... He never finds fault with others. …Praise 

and blame are alike to him.’  

They did of course matter. His failure to win the Ricordi opera 

prize with Sita in 1908 had mattered mightily to him. The irony is 

of course that when fame and possible fortune came to him with 

the success of The Planets, he recoiled.  

But being ‘free from vanity, egoism, impatience’ were all 

attributes of a wonderful teacher and communicator, which he 

was. His work for the YMCA with soldiers in Salonika testifies to 

this. Above all his work at Morley College and St Paul’s Girls 

School. The enrolment figures for Morley College at the 

beginning of 1921 were remarkable: an orchestra about 50 

strong, a choir about 60, and a sight-singing class of 40. 

The college took all the prizes at a local SE London festival. 

The Whitsun Festival took place in Isleworth. ‘But perhaps the 
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most exciting event of the year’, as Michael Short recounts, 

‘was the first professional performance of Savitri, which Holst 

had completed as long ago as 1909, at the Lyric Theatre in 

Hammersmith.’ Arthur Bliss conducted from the wings, ‘where 

musicians were hidden with the chorus so the soloists’ contact 

with the audience would be unimpeded’. The Musical Times 

commented: ‘The music was everything [thumbs down for the 

plot]. It was a new flavour in modernism – delicate, only half-

earthly, recalling nothing else, and mixed with no bitter spices’. 

Whatever reservations the paper might have had, the audience 

loved it.  

The same paper was, however, lyrical in its praise for The 

Hymn of Jesus (‘one of the boldest and most original works ... 

for many years past’) when performed at the Three Choirs 

Festival in Hereford. This was the first time the festival had 

been at Hereford since 1912. The war had intervened. We are 

in similar territory this year, 2021, the festival returning after an 

enforced break, to Worcester this time, after the pandemic: war 

and pestilence do their worst, but the festival continues. 

After Hereford, Holst and his composer-friend WG Whitaker set 

off on a walking tour of the surrounding countryside. It had been 

a busy and successful year. Michael Short recalls that 

recognition as a composer meant he found it easier to persuade 

publishers to accept works they’d previously rejected. Fame did 

have advantages.  

Short also records that ‘The pressures of his success forced 

him to agree to the publication of the maestoso theme from 

Jupiter as a unison song, under the title, “I vow to thee my 

country”’. It was Vaughan Williams who had suggested that the 

theme should be provided with words. Had it not been for 

Vaughan Williams, would we ever have had the setting? Holst 

would surely have been amazed, and maybe disturbed, to find 

the theme adopted as it has been as the signature tune for 

world rugby. 

Finally, to domestic matters, and to Imogen Holst herself. 

Philippa Tudor in her biography of Holst’s wife, Isobel, records 

that when the 14-year-old Imogen started in the 5
th

 form at St 

Paul’s Girl’s School in 1921, ‘she announced to a fellow pupil 

that she called her father - who was still a teacher there – 

“Gussie”, adding “and I call my mother Iso”.’  

They still had no home, and that no doubt impacted family life. 

Tudor continues, ‘Whilst Gustav was busy with his music, Isobel 

apparently gave her daughter “the impression of being simply 

disinterested”, reinforcing a temperamental barrier between 

mother and daughter that was to prevent them ever becoming 

close’. Imogen was, however, flourishing, and in a letter to Vally 

Lasker from the early 1920s, Isobel belied any distance 

between mother and daughter by writing, ‘Imogen has had a 

great time and has behaved beautifully all the time and made 

many conquests.’ Isobel continued, ‘I must turn my attention to 

house hunting…’  

It is remarkable that with so much happening in their lives, the 

Holsts were still to settle down in a permanent home. 

Sources: 

Gustav Holst: The Man and His Music, by Michael Short, 

hardback edition, OUP 1990, paperback edition, Circaidy 

Gregory Press 2014 

Gustav Holst A Biography, by Imogen Holst, OUP 1938, 2
nd

 

impression 1958 

Isobel Holst (nee Harrison): Gustav Holst’s Other Half, by 

Philippa Tudor, ‘A companion to the Holst Birthplace event, 

Isobel and Gustav Holst: An Equal Partnership?, 2014 

Chris Collier, Trustee 

OTHER NEWS 

THE ELGAR SOCIETY 

Membership – 946  

Income - £32,590 (down by 36% on 2019/20) 

Expenditure - £28,681 

Legacies - £93,856 (just one) 

Reserves - £196,173 

THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM 

The government has commissioned a group of leading 

musicians and teachers, including Julian Lloyd Webber, to draft 

a model music curriculum that children should be taught in each 

year of their school education until the age of 14. 

The new model curriculum introduces 5 and 6-year-olds to 

Mozart’s Rondo alla Turca and Holst’s Planets. However, they 

will have to wait until Year 6 before hearing Tchaikovsky’s 1812 

Overture. 

There is much else in the new curriculum which can only be 

good for the younger generation learning about classical music. 
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PHANTASTES, SUITE IN F MAJOR 

This unfortunate orchestral work by Holst was given its first and 

only performance on 23
rd

 July 1912 at the Queen’s Hall. King 

George V and Queen Mary attended the concert which also 

included the Second Piano Concerto by York Bowen, Balfour 

Gardiner’s Comedy Overture and Vaughan Williams’ suite The 

Wasps. 

The review in the Musical Times (see below) was quite 

complimentary. However, other critics were largely dismissive. 

Holst withdrew the work. The Society has given some thought 

as to whether the suite should be resurrected, performed and 

recorded. However, the general consensus amongst the vice 

presidents was that it should be left to gather dust. 

 

PUZZLE 

The photo below has been sent in by a member.  

 

He purchased the photo (an original) some years ago through 

an online auction website. The portrait was taken at the studio 

of James Russell & Sons of Baker Street, London. The text 

(bottom right, but not on the copy above) reads:- 

Doris Obed-Smith. Greetings. Gustav Holst. 
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Research indicates that Doris Obed-Smith was born in 1900 (so 

26 years junior to Holst) and was the daughter of John Obed-

Smith, a Canadian government official based in London. 

Can any member:- 

1. Date the portrait? 

2. Identify the link between Holst and Miss Obed-Smith? 

3. Explain why the portrait was sent to her? 

The Society will send a complimentary CD of James Wheeler’s 

recording for guitar of Holst’s Planets to the member who 

provides the most revealing explanation. 

HOLST ON A PLINTH 

I conclude with a splendid photograph of Holst as he appears 

(on a daily basis) in Imperial Square, Cheltenham. Thanks to 

John Wright (member). 

 

AND LASTLY… 

The next issue is due out in early July. If any member has some 

news on Holst or his music, please send to me by the end of 

June 2021. By then, hopefully, we will have been released from 

lockdown captivity. 

Chris Cope 

10
th

 May 2021 

 

 


