
                                     AN UNUSUAL SAVITRI AT BARNES 

 

The Barnes Music Festival triumphed over Covid and celebrated with a third successive 

operatic production, returning after Britten and Janacek to Holst, the composer resident in 

The Terrace for five years 1908-13 and especially featured in the first festival in 2013.  The 

score of Savitri has ‘April 27 1909’ added in the composer’s writing, and the third group of 

Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda is dated 1910 in Imogen’s Thematic Catalogue, so both 

works have a special relevance, and it was a good idea to pair them, both calling for a chorus 

of female voices.  These were provided by the Rodolfus Choir trained by Ralph Allwood and 

the result was a tuneful harmonic foundation, aided in the Hymns by the delicately warm  

sounds of Elin Sanwel’s harp.  As for Savitri, Dorothy Silk, the much admired soprano who 

took the lead role in the first public performance back in 1921, she told Jane Joseph ‘It is a 

brute to sing with so little accompaniment!’  This gives some idea of the thoughtful way 

Holst set the story, translated by himself from the Sanskrit under the inspiration of Mabel 

Bode (‘Patsy’), his oriental language adviser in London.  So I wondered how Barnes would 

get on with a production employing the Bhavan Ensemble of Indian dancers, Carnatic 

vocalist and instrumentalists along with the Barnes Festival Orchestra.   The productions I 

had seen were faithful to Holst’s intentions, eg in Dorchester Abbey (English Musical  

Festival), the Arcola Theatre (Waistcoat Company), and even in the East Meets West week at 

the Kings Theatre in 2009.  But Will Ashford and his choreographer Stella Uppal-Subbiah 

saw the possibilities in Indian dance: Stella’s work is known for the way it ‘explores how the 

Bharatnatyam tradition can transcend its classical foundations in order to flourish as an art 

form that is relevant today.’ Although the interpolations affect the scale of the production, the 

benefit to the overall atmosphere are undeniable, and the movements of, in particular the 

dancer representing Savitri, supported the admirable vocal contribution of Esme Bronwen-

Smith, as she helped her beloved Satyavan (Ruairi Bowen) overcome the sinister designs of 

Death (Dan D’Souza).  At times the music crossed the east-west boundaries, as when the 

tabla tapped out rhythms to Holst’s music, and Savitri added foot-percussion near the end. 

Leigh O’Hara, a familiar figure in the St Paul’s schools, kept everything on a sound footing.  

We shall never know what Holst would have thought, of course, but I would not be surprised 

to learn that he might have preferred to exchange at least one of his three American trips for 

one to India! 

                                                                                                                                  Alan Gibbs 


