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Recording all Holst’s sacred music 

I thought that I might share with you the story surrounding the recording of all Holst’s 

sacred music. This was a project instigated by the Holst Society as long ago as 

February 2019. The first question to be answered was whether Holst’s sacred music 

had been published and if so, whether it had been recorded. We quickly established 

that virtually all the music had been published, with the exception of an early anthem 

‘Not unto us’ dating from 1893. The original manuscript was at the British Library. 

Coincidentally, in connection with the Society’s first recording of partsongs by Holst 

and Dyson with the Godwine Choir, it emerged that their conductor, Alex Davan 

Wetton, had already obtained the manuscript for ‘Not unto us’ and had transcribed it 

for choir and organ, as originally scored. Alex had decided not to record the anthem 

and kindly provided his transcription to the Society. That enabled us to record the 

music for the first time. 

In 1916, Holst had composed three Festival Choruses and then added a fourth 

sometime between that year and 1919. All four works were scored for chorus SATB 

and orchestra. However, the second of the Festival Choruses, the well-known ‘Turn 

back o man’ had been arranged for chorus with piano accompaniment. 

The Society carried out some research and established that only ‘Turn back o man’ 

had previously been recorded. It seemed that to be recording all Holst’s sacred music 

was an excellent opportunity to record the four Festival Choruses, except that the 

Society was not in a position to afford an orchestral accompaniment. It was therefore 

decided that if we were to record these works, we would need to secure the orchestral 

scores and then arrange for the music to be transcribed for organ. 

I was then advised that the fourth Festival Chorus, ‘All people that on earth do dwell’, 

may have been arranged for chorus and organ and performed at Liverpool Anglican 

Cathedral, some years ago, under its director of music at the time, the late Noel 

Rawsthorne. Enquiries were made of the Cathedral as to the whereabouts of the 

music. However, it transpired that this was a red herring and the work had never, in 

fact, been performed, nor had a transcription been prepared. 

All of the Festival Choruses had been published by Stainer & Bell. The music was 

hired. A professional musician was engaged to transcribe the four choruses from the 

original orchestration to organ accompaniment. And, of course, there was a fee to be 

incurred not only for the hiring of music, but also for its transcription. 

Insofar as the remaining music was concerned, this was easily obtained in that virtually 

all of it was still available from publishers. 

Some research was carried out. It emerged that there had never, previously, been a 

recording of all Holst’s sacred music. A number of his sacred works had been 

recorded, but these recordings were scattered throughout a whole series of CDs, 
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some of which dated back many years. This gave us a particular incentive to record 

all the sacred music on one CD. 

The anthems ‘Not unto us’ and ‘Eternal Father’ had never been recorded before. 

These eight works were likely to fill up some 50 minutes of a CD. As the average CD 

runs to some 78 minutes (maximum) we needed to fill up the rest of the CD, but 

continue to maintain the theme of sacred music. 

The Society’s attention therefore turned to Holst’s compositions of hymns. It transpired 

that there were no less than 12, most of which were unknown, with the exception of ‘I 

vow to thee my country’ to the tune ‘Thaxted’ which has been recorded in various 

guises in recent years, including an arrangement for brass band. With regard to the 

remaining hymns, these were located through various hymnbooks. 

In 2016, the year before I established the Holst Society, I discovered a further hymn 

by Holst called ‘Our bless’d redeemer’ (tune ‘Essex’) in an old publication called ‘The 

Public School Hymnbook’, which my late father had passed on to me. This was the 

hymnbook that he had used when at school in the 1920s. Interestingly, there is no 

reference to ‘Essex’ in Michael Short’s biography of Holst and his music. 

Having played through all these hymns, it quickly emerged that five were not worthy 

of being recorded. That left seven which were. Those seven were able to fill out the 

CD which will now run to just under 80 minutes. 

I have mentioned the four Festival Choruses. However, there was one other work for 

chorus and orchestra, namely Holst’s ‘Short Festival Te Deum’ dating from 1919. 

Fortunately, the Society had a copy of the full score which enabled us to arrange for 

the work to be transcribed for chorus and organ. 

Of the remaining works, these were either scored for choir and organ or were a 

cappella. 

So we had a potential CD running to nearly 80 minutes. We had the music. We no 

longer had a requirement for an orchestra which of course we could not afford. We 

knew that we were planning a unique recording which included a number of world 

premieres. 

Next task was to find a recording company, a choir, conductor and accompanist. 

All of this was secured without too much difficulty. The SOMM record label under the 

direction of Siva Oke readily agreed to take on the assignment and were excited at the 

prospect of recording all Holst’s sacred music. 

The Society also approached Will Vann FRCO, the organist and director of music of 

the Royal Hospital Chapel Choir. Will was very enthusiastic about the proposed 

recording. It was agreed that Will would engage 16 professional soloists from his choir 

(and elsewhere), together with Joshua Ryan, the Chapel’s organ scholar. 
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The Elgar Society had also engaged the Royal Hospital Chelsea Choir to record a 

number of partsongs by Elgar. It made a lot of sense for these two CDs to be recorded 

over a period of four days, in order to share some of the overheads. 

And so it was that on Monday 19th July (the day that the lockdown was lifted) the Royal 

Hospital began recording the partsongs by Elgar. The recording took two days and on 

21st July the choir commenced recording the sacred music by Holst which was 

concluded on the afternoon of 22nd July. 

A promotional DVD of the anthem Nunc Dimittis by Holst was also recorded at the 

same time. 

I was very fortunate to be able to attend the recording session on the first day and the 

morning of the second. All that I missed was the recording of the seven hymns. 

I have to say that it is truly a marvellous experience to attend the rehearsal of the first 

recording of a work by any composer, but particularly to hear the music of Gustav 

Holst. 

It is almost certain that the anthem ‘Not unto us’ was never performed during Holst’s 

lifetime. We suspect that the very first performance was given at a service at the Royal 

Hospital in February 2020 by the Hospital Choir under the direction of Will Vann. 

The anthem ‘Eternal Father’ is a much later work and dates from 1927. Seeing that it 

was published by Curwen in 1928, I suspect that there have, previously, been 

performances of this work. However, neither of these anthems has ever been 

recorded. It was very interesting to compare the compositional style of these two 

anthems, bearing in mind that they were composed some 34 years apart. ‘Not unto 

us’ was not immediately recognisable as a work by Holst, although there were flashes 

of Holst as a mature composer. The second anthem was very much a work by Holst. 

I was particularly delighted with the Four Festival Choruses. ‘A Festival Chime’ was 

particularly memorable and I am sure that the arrangement for chorus and organ will 

quickly be adopted by cathedrals and performed regularly. ‘All people that on earth do 

dwell’ was also a fascinating work. However, a performance will require an extremely 

capable organist as the organ accompaniment is quite a challenge. 

Apart from the hymns, there were some 160 takes. As you may appreciate, when 

recording a work, the music is broken up into sections and recorded. Where the 

performance is unsatisfactory, that enables the section to be taken again, as opposed 

to running through the entire work. After the recording has been completed, the 

engineer has the thankless task of stitching together the best of the recordings in order 

to produce a perfect rendition for the CD. 

The editing takes a lengthy time. It may well be some eight months before the CD 

becomes available, probably in the spring of 2022. 
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As you will appreciate, all of this costs money. To give you some idea, the hire of Holy 

Trinity Church in Sloane Square, where the recording took place, cost the Society 

£2,150. A similar figure would have been charged to the Elgar Society for the two days 

when Elgar’s partsongs were recorded. 

The musicians’ fees, including the conductor, the choir of 16 professionals, the 

organist and the transcriber of the orchestral music came to £10,430. The Society has 

also agreed to make a contribution of £1,000 towards the costs incurred of the 

recording company. 

All in all, this recording has cost the Holst Society just over £13,500. 

The recording company will have incurred costs well in excess of £1,000. Accordingly, 

even if the CD sells for £15, we will have to sell 1000 CDs just to break even. 

Nevertheless, one has to accept that this is unlikely to be achieved. One cannot, in 

this day and age, expect to make money out of recording classical music, particularly 

when the music itself is not what you might describe as ‘mainstream’. 

Nevertheless, the Society is proud that it has now recorded all Holst’s sacred music 

on one CD. Having heard the recording, I am confident that when the CD is issued 

next year, it will be widely acclaimed and should become part of your CD collection. 

You will not be disappointed. 

Hitherto, some five of these sacred works have rarely been performed in public, largely 

because they were scored for chorus and orchestra. It will have been rare for such 

works to be included in a concert programme. Clearly, they are much more at home 

in a cathedral or church setting. The fact that these works have been scored for 

orchestra has largely precluded such performances in a church. Now that they have 

been transcribed for chorus and organ, one should confidently anticipate 

performances in cathedrals and churches throughout the UK in future years. So you 

might find yourself attending a cathedral service and be listening to a live performance 

of one of these works which, previously, you would never have heard at all. 

Finally, I would like to pay tribute to Will, his choir, the organist and the transcriber, 

together with Siva and Adaq Khan, the recording engineer from SOMM. 

Chris Cope 

Chairman Holst Society 

4 August 2021 


