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CORONAVIRUS 

As I write this on 23
rd

 March, we are now within three months of 

all restrictions being lifted, subject, of course, to the government 

changing its mind. However, we can, at last, look forward to 

some degree of freedom and the opportunity to attend live 

concerts.  

BARNES MUSIC FESTIVAL MAY 2021 

The Barnes Music Festival has been postponed this year from 

March to May. It will now take place between 16
th

 and 30
th

 May 

2021, inclusive. 

From the point of view of the Holst Society, the principal events 

will take place on Saturday 22
nd

 May. There will be a pre-

concert talk at 4pm and then two performances at 6pm and 8pm 

of Holst’s Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda and his opera 

Savitri. The performances will take place at St Mary’s Church. 

The conductor is Leigh O’Hara, the director of music at St 

Paul’s Girls’ School. 

For further information please contact Andrew Summers whose 

email address is andrewsmmrs@gmail.com.  

ENGLISH MUSIC FESTIVAL  

The English Music Festival will go ahead this year (having not 

taken place in 2020), but at a new venue. Since its inception, 

the EMF has always been held in Dorchester-upon-Thames, 

principally at the Abbey Church, but also at Sutton Courtenay 

and Radley School, within the vicinity. 

Due to continuing restrictions, which will still be in place at the 

end of May, it is not possible for the Abbey to be used in 

connection with the Festival. Em Marshall-Luck has looked 

around and has found an alternative venue, namely at St 

Mary’s Church, The Causeway, Horsham, Sussex RH12 1HE. 

The Festival will extend over the late spring bank holiday 

weekend from Friday 28
th
 to Monday 31

st
 May. The full 

programme can be found online. However, Holst will feature on 

three occasions. 

Firstly, at 5pm on the Friday (the first event of the weekend), Dr 

Joseph Fort will give a talk on ‘Gustav Holst and a story of 

thematic transformation’. I understand that this will be the talk 

that Dr Fort was due to give at last year’s EMF on the subject of 

his arrangement of Holst’s Cloud Messenger for reduced forces. 

Sadly, it is not now possible for there to be a performance of the 

Cloud Messenger as had been planned in 2020. 

Nevertheless, the concert that evening, also at St Mary’s 

Church, commencing at 7.30pm, will be given by the Orchestra 

of the Swan and will feature Holst’s St Paul’s Suite.  

On the bank holiday Monday, 31
st
 May, at 2.30pm at St Mary’s 

Church, the Bridge Quartet will give a performance of Holst’s 

Phantasy on British Folk Songs. Also in this concert, Roddy 

Williams, accompanied by Michael Dussek at the piano, will 

perform songs by Parry, Stanford, Gurney and Finzi. 

 

Spotted by John and Helen Wright at a café in Cheltenham. It is not a 

particularly striking resemblance of Holst. The individual looks more like 

a distinguished medic, than a composer. 

Welcome to the spring newsletter.  

 

mailto:andrewsmmrs@gmail.com
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RECITALS AT GLOUCESTER 

The Holst Society has booked the Ivor Gurney Hall in 

Gloucester on Saturday 26
th

 June for two short concerts to take 

place during the afternoon to be given by a group of 

professional singers under their conductor Adrian Partington, 

who is the director of music at Gloucester Cathedral. Timings 

will be 3.30pm and 5.30pm. The concerts, which will be 

identical in content, will last about an hour. 

The capacity of the Ivor Gurney Hall is about 80. At this stage, 

we do not know whether social distancing guidelines will still be 

in place. If not, we will have a capacity of 80. If the guidelines 

are still in place, this is likely to be reduced to 40. This could 

have an impact on the revenue to be generated from ticket 

sales. If we sell out, either the Society loses money (with 40) or 

we make a small profit (with 80). In any event, we will have the 

financial support of the Vaughan Williams Society as this will be 

a joint programme by the two societies. 

With regard to the programme, this will include partsongs by 

both Holst and Vaughan Williams. The specific works to be 

performed have yet to be agreed, but Adrian Partington has 

indicated that he would like to perform some of the 12 

partsongs which appear in the Holst Songbook which the 

Society published through Goodmusic Publishing, last year. 

This is a collection of previously unpublished partsongs. 

Tickets will be priced at £20. If you would like to place an early 

order for a ticket, please let me know. 

Further information will be published in due course and I would 

hope that full details will be available in time for the May 

newsletter. 

CD OF SACRED MUSIC  

The next CD planned by the Society. This will include all Holst’s 

sacred music. The choir will be the Chapel Choir of the Royal 

Hospital Chelsea under their conductor Will Vann. We will be 

recording on the SOMM label. Although a venue for the 

recording has yet to be booked, dates have been pencilled in 

for late July 2021. 

This recording is likely to cost the Society some £10,000. We 

are a long way short of target. If any member of the Society 

would like to make a donation, could they please let me know. 

In the meantime, the Society is arranging a short-term loan, in 

order to ensure that the recording goes ahead as planned. 

The programme itself will include:- 

 A Short Festival Te Deum 

 Christ Hath a Garden 

 Not Unto Us 

 Man Born to Toil 

 Eternal Father 

 Nunc Dimittis 

 Ave Maria 

 Four Festival Choruses/ namely Let All Mortal Flesh/ 

Turn Back O Man/ A Festival Chime/ All People that on 

Earth do Dwell 

 Two Psalms 

 A selection of hymns 

The recording will include a number of world premieres. 

BRITISH MUSIC FESTIVAL IN TAIWAN 

Chu-Yu Yang (Joe) is passionate about British music and is 

setting up a British music festival in Taiwan in late July and 

early August. There will be four concerts, all available online. 

The first concert, on 23
rd

 July, will feature music by Holst, 

namely the Nocturne from Two Pieces for Piano played by Eric 

McElroy. Also featured will be Lied ohne Worte (H51), A Spring 

Song (H52), Greeting (H54), Maya (H55) and Valse-Etude 

(H56). These pieces will be played by Joe (violin) accompanied 

by Eric McElroy (piano). The remainder of the concert will 

feature music by William Alwyn, Vaughan Williams, Arthur Bliss 

and Malcolm Arnold. 

Joe started playing the violin at the age of six. He was offered a 

full entrance scholarship and completed his Bachelor of Music 

with First Class Honours at the Royal Birmingham 

Conservatoire and was also awarded the Leverhulme Arts and 

Maher Rohi Gazder scholarships. In 2018, Joe played the 

Korngold Violin Concerto with the Birmingham Conservatoire 

Orchestra. He has recently performed the Lark Ascending by 

Vaughan Williams with the Ernest Read Symphony Orchestra in 

London. Joe completed his Masters of Violin Performance at 

the Royal Academy of Music with an entrance scholarship and 

graduated with distinction and DipRAM. He is now pursuing his 

professional diploma at the RAM. 
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LEEDS OPERA FESTIVAL 

This will take place between 23
rd

 and 30
th

 August 2021. On 27
th
 

and 28
th

 August, there will be performances of Holst’s operas 

the Wandering Scholar, Savitri and At the Boar’s Head. These 

performances will take place at Morley Town Hall in Yorkshire. 

Tickets are priced at £25. For further information, visit 

www.northernoperagroup.co.uk.  

The Holst Society has made a grant in connection with these 

performances. 

HOLST 150 

As members will know, we will be celebrating the 150
th
 

anniversary of the birth of Gustav Holst in 2024. The Society 

hopes that much music composed by Holst will be played and 

sung by orchestras and choirs throughout the UK. 

During recent months, Paul Hindmarsh, who is the artistic 

director of the Royal Northern College of Music Brass Band 

Festival, and I have been putting together a planned CD of 

music for brass by Holst. The immediate problem is that Holst 

only composed one work for brass band, namely the Moorside 

Suite. However, he did compose a number of works for concert 

band. 

The agreed programme is set out below:- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Society has commissioned a number of these 

arrangements. There will be a cost entailed.  

The Cory Band has agreed to perform all these works. There 

will be two conductors, namely Martyn Brabbins, our President, 

together with Philip Harper, the conductor of the Cory Band. 

The recording will take place during the summer of 2023 and 

will be released during early 2024.  

However, Paul plans that most of these works will feature at the 

RNCM Brass Band Festival in January 2024. 

This will be a major undertaking for the Society, particularly in 

view of the cost involved. We are presently putting together a 

budget. However, the fee for the band will be around £5,000, 

which will cover preparation, the recording sessions and 

ongoing rights for the CD. And that’s just for starters. 

Paul and I also gave some consideration as to whether to 

include other works by Holst, including Beni Mora, Egdon Heath 

and the Brook Green and St Paul’s Suites. However, we 

decided not to include these works. Also omitted is a brass 

band arrangement of the Planets, which has already been 

recorded. 

ALL SAINTS CHURCH, CHELTENHAM 

This is the church where Gustav Holst’s father was organist. It 

is also where Holst sang in the choir and learned to play the 

organ. The organ remains in existence but after over 130 years 

of service, it is in desperate need of a major overhaul. The 

instrument is a Hill & Son organ with 2,500 pipes. The cost of 

the restoration of the organ is likely to be £500,000. Those 

interested in sponsoring the restoration programme can elect to 

sponsor a pipe, ranging from £10 to £960, depending on the 

size of the pipe that you choose. In sponsoring a pipe, you can 

have your name recorded as a lasting memorial. 

For further information please visit the website at 

www.sponsorapipe.co.uk or send an email to 

enquiries@sponsorapipe.co.uk.  

The restoration of this splendid four-manual instrument is a 

worthy cause. A former director of music at All Saints 

Cheltenham is John Wright, a member of the Society. 

 

Work Duration 
(minutes) 

 

 Arranger 

Suite in E Flat * 
 

9  Gilje Giske 

The Lure * 
 

10  Philip Harper 

Marching Song 
 

4  Dennis Wright 

Fugal Overture * 
 

5  Alastair Wheeler 

The Perfect Fool 
 

10  Peter Parkes 

Scherzo * 
 

6  Paul Hindmarsh 

Suite No 2 * 
 

12  Alastair Wheeler 

Mr Silkret’s Folly/ 
Maggot (Capriccio) * 
 

6  Paul Hindmarsh 

A Moorside Suite 
 

15   

* Premier recording of this arrangement. 
 

 

http://www.northernoperagroup.co.uk/
http://www.sponsorapipe.co.uk/
mailto:enquiries@sponsorapipe.co.uk
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PETER JACKSON CLULOW 1937-2021 

We are sad to announce the death of Peter Clulow. Peter gave 

the Society considerable assistance when we were preparing 

the unpublished songs by Holst for voice and piano. All of this 

material was in the archive of the British Library. The Society 

needed a professional musician to assist with regard to 

transcribing and editing the music from what was often an 

original manuscript in poor or fairly illegible condition. Peter 

produced a number of transcriptions, which will now be 

published as part of the Society’s project to record all 52 

unpublished songs, which will appear in four volumes. Volumes 

1 and 2 have now been published and we are presently working 

on Volume 3. This will be dedicated in Peter’s memory. 

Peter’s friend and colleague Alan Tongue (a member of the 

Society) writes:- 

I first came across Peter’s musical talents at Kingswood 

School, where we were both heavily involved in musical 

activities. He also took part in plays, was often a member 

of the stage crew and a projectionist and was in the ATC. 

At Kingswood, John Sykes, the music teacher, was a 

profound influence. In his final year, Peter conducted a 

fully staged production of the Mozart opera Bastien and 

Bastienne. I sang in the chorus and recall Peter being 

totally in his element. 

For his National Service, Peter joined the RAF in 1955. He 

went up to Keble College in 1958 and obtained an MA in 

music in 1961. At Oxford, he assisted with the Bath Opera 

Group and stage-managed productions of Mozart. He 

sang in their production of Vaughan Williams’ Sir John in 

Love. 

In 1962, he joined the music staff at the Haberdashers’ 

Aske’s School at Elstree where he stayed for 23 years. 

English music and early music were his great interests. He 

was himself a composer and had a carol There is no Rose 

of such Virtue published by the Royal Society of Church 

Music. He conducted the St Albans Choral Society for 20 

years until the mid-1990s. After leaving Haberdashers’ in 

1985, he taught at the Open University. 

Peter catalogued the large collection of Sykes manuscripts 

at Kingswood School. He transcribed Sykes’ music and 

compiled a website. His editions of the works of John 

Sykes are considered exemplary.  

We finally persuaded Albion Records to make a CD of 

music by John Sykes who had been a pupil of Vaughan 

Williams at the Royal College of Music. 

In the final months before his death, Peter was helping 

Albion Records with completing some early works by 

Vaughan Williams. 

Sadly, he died from Covid-19 on 30
th
 January 2021. 

 

Peter Clulow 1937-2021 
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EARLY MEMORIES 

From the age of 11 to 18 (and then from 24 onwards after 

university) I had a wonderful piano and organ teacher called 

Clifford Hartley.  He and his wife were a couple of great 

Anglican faith (I am Catholic) and, while Mr Hartley as I always 

knew him, was a teacher who always pushed me further and 

further and was never satisfied as all good teachers, they were 

both also extremely kind to me. 

Mr Hartley taught me how to beat time and, from about the age 

of 12, I did so for an organist who was the accompanist for the 

choral society that Mr Hartley conducted.  The organist was 

hidden from Mr Hartley by a very large pillar and so could not 

see him.  I stood on a chair and relayed the beat to the organist 

who watched me through a mirror. 

During the final rehearsal in which soloists appeared I 

continued in my trade and was amazed to find that these god-

like beings came and spoke to me during the interval.  Through 

Mr Hartley I met Thomas Allen, Sheila Armstrong, Ian Partridge, 

Raimund Herincx etc.  They were in the early stages of their 

careers at this time. 

At school we had another wonderful teacher – this time of 

Physics.  He introduced us to hill-walking and rock climbing too.  

At the age of 16 a group of pupils and 4 teachers took off to the 

French Pyrenees for a wonderful walking holiday.  This was my 

first trip abroad.  Walking through a village south of Pau I heard 

some wonderful ethereal music coming out of the open window 

of a house. 

I stopped outside to listen and an elderly lady came to the door.  

In appalling franglais I asked her if she knew what the music 

was.  She told me it was “Venus” from Holst’s “Planet Suite”.  In 

my ignorance I thought that the Planets consisted of Mars and 

Jupiter and knew nothing of the other movements.  Venus and I 

made an immediate connection! 

The following Christmas I asked my parents if Santa (!!!) could 

bring me a record player.  I received one of those wonderful 

Dansette machines (remember them?) with two records:  the 

soundtrack of The Student Prince with Mario Lanza and Sir 

Henry Wood conducting Vaughan Williams’s London 

Symphony; and, later on, Sir Malcolm Sargent conducting the 

complete Planets. 

 

 

So, whenever I listen to Venus I am transported back to the 

Pyrenees and my first walking holiday, an area I am glad to say 

I have visited many times since then. 

I fast forward many years now.  I had moved to another area 

and went to a different church.  It became known that I was a 

pianist and organist and, one Christmas time, I was asked 

would I help out the church Music Group (not a choir) by playing 

a keyboard they had been given.  I assented and went along to 

a practice for the carol service.  The group consisted of 2 

guitars, 2 screeching flutes, one trombone and a drummer plus 

me on a keyboard of indeterminate make, age and quality. 

Every carol was played and sung as a dirge with a long pause 

at the end of each line (and I mean LONG pause).  When we 

came to Holst’s “In the Bleak Midwinter” the dirge like approach 

was accompanied by a particular wrong note in every verse and 

the final line was incorrectly sung as “Yet what can I give Him, 

give my heart?” 

I pointed out that the carols should not have pauses at the end 

of each line and that they were singing incorrect words in the 

final verse of the Holst.  The two flautists backed me up also!  

There was a pause while the leader glared at me and then said, 

“This is the way we have always sung it and we will continue to 

sing it this way!” 

I decided to forego any further practices and sent a CD copy of 

King’s College choir singing “In the Bleak Midwinter” to the 

leader of the group.  I never received any reply. 

Several years later I mentioned this story to another parishioner 

who was a great wit and story teller.  His reply was, “Do you 

remember the 2003 Gulf War when we never found any 

weapons of mass destruction in Iraq?  Well, if Bush and Blair 

had come to me I would have told them that the WMDs were 

here – singing every Sunday morning!” 

Jim McLean (member of the Society) 

20
th

 January 2021 
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CONCERT REVIEW – 100 YEARS OF ENGLISH SONG, 

VOLUME 1 

Vaughan Williams: The Lark Ascending; Bridge: Miniatures for 

Piano Trio; Coleridge-Taylor: Piano Trio in E minor; Holst: 

String Trio in G minor; Bax: Piano Quartet in One Movement 

Members of the English Sinfonia 

St John’s Smith Square, London: 15 December 2020 

St John’s Smith Square has been a regular venue for many fine 

concerts – including, just thinking of our Society’s composer, 

Hilary Daven Wetton conducting the City of London Choir in a 

spirited (in more than one sense) complete performance of 

Holst’s incidental music to The Coming of Christ over ten years 

previously (November 2010). On 15 December last year, 

understandably, the mood for a concert of chamber music 

presented by five members of the English Sinfonia was 

considerably more subdued: following mandatory social 

distancing (indeed, the following weekend virtually everything 

was subsequently shut down in the capital and across 

Southeast England by the announcement of tier 4 restrictions), 

the audience was strictly limited with seats well spread out, 

everyone masked, for a concert which was timed to mark the 

centenary of the premiere of Vaughan Williams’s The Lark 

Ascending. 

This well-loved item, in its original guise as a duo for violin and 

piano, opened a programme of otherwise little-known works by 

contemporaries of Holst and Vaughan Williams, as well as by 

the two great men themselves. Janice Graham, accompanied 

by pianist Chris Hopkins, gave an intimate yet concentrated 

account, the violinist’s rhapsodic song complemented by the 

subtle discords of the gently chiming piano part. Those two 

musicians were then joined by Janice Graham’s cellist sister, 

Julia, for Frank Bridge’s Miniatures for Piano Trio (composed 

1910). Britten’s most significant teacher was heard here at his 

most polished, salon-charming best, yet with a certain harmonic 

poignancy in the first two movements which contrasted 

effectively with the fleeting and slightly diabolical sounding 

‘Saltarello’ with which this suite ends. 

Then followed the first real rarity: Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s 

Piano Trio in E minor, a key well established as a key of some 

gravity by Brahms and so reinforced by Hubert Parry by the 

time the 18-year-old composer came to write this astonishingly 

assured work in 1893. The programme note told us to expect ‘a 

miniature in all but name’. In the event, the first movement 

proved a quite substantial achievement, including an attractive 

Schumannesque second subject led by the cello. Admittedly the 

following two movements are far shorter: the Scherzo effectively 

a slightly grotesque dance with no trio section; then the Finale 

(con furiant) which includes brief reminiscences of the first 

movement.  

Then followed the most extraordinary and eccentric piece in the 

programme. Holst’s String Trio in G minor, composed in 1894 

(the year before he first met Vaughan Williams), was – I confess 

– a work I had never heard before. Janice and Julia Graham, 

joined by viola player Nick Bootiman, made Holst’s busy and 

wide-ranging textures sound highly effective and even idiomatic 

if evidently far from easy to execute. After the more-or-less 

conventional form of the opening Allegro Vivace follows the 

most extraordinary and highly discursive second movement. 

Prior to the performance, we had been warned by cellist Julia 

Graham that this appeared to be effectively three or four 

movements merged into a single movement, and includes an 

episode which might have been written for a ‘cellist with a huge 

ego’! I’m not sure I can give a coherent account of what I heard, 

except I recall a furtive and mysterious episode redolent of the 

Gothic character of pictures by the composer’s ancestor, 

Theodor von Holst, and that this movement also appeared to 

share some of the stylistic discursiveness of Parry’s Symphonic 

Variations – except that Parry’s work was composed some 

three years after Holst’s Trio! So, in every sense Holst was 

clearly striking out into almost entirely new territory, no matter 

the occasional stylistic hints of Brahms and possibly Schubert in 

that long second movement. Scarcely any of the music 

obviously anticipated Holst’s mature style, though there was 

one passage involving a high piping theme on the violin which 

seemed to look forward to a similar idea in his mature wind 

band piece, Hammersmith. 

My concert companion was much more ‘at home’ with Arnold 

Bax’s Piano Quartet in One Movement, a relatively mature work 

composed in 1922, involving at last all the players participating 

in the concert. Its rich, quasi-orchestral sonorities, and stylistic 

affinities one moment to Szymanowski, then to Ravel with 

arpeggios apparently inspired by ‘Dawn’ from Daphnis et Chloé, 

do offer at least something of a recognisable lingua franca of 

that period, unlike the determinedly individualistic Holst. Yet I 

came away admiring Holst’s boldness prior to his meeting 

Vaughan Williams. Those listeners not entirely convinced by the 

String Trio may be comforted by the fact Holst did – after all – 

finally find his own unique style, thanks to that friendship. It was, 
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after all, Vaughan Williams who helped opened the door for 

Holst not only to English folk music, but also to the wonders of 

such Russian composers as Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin, 

whose example made possible Holst’s remarkable Rig Veda 

works, and ultimately The Planets.  

Daniel Jaffé 

 

Holst conducting at the Whitsun Festival 1930 

 

(Sharp-eyed readers will have noticed the figure of a woman kneeling at 

Holst’s feet and apparently holding a score which Holst does not seem 

to be reading. Indeed, it is probably too far away for Holst to be able to 

read it at all. Obviously, no one could find a lectern.) 

CD REVIEW – HOLST’S WIND QUINTET 

Holst is remembered for so much fine and original music –but 

not for his chamber works, although fifteen are listed in 

Imogen’s Thematic Catalogue. Most are early pieces about 

which he subsequently had reservations although some, like 

the Short [Piano] Trio in E, the Air and Variations for string 

quartet and piano and the Phantasy Quartet have been revived 

with some success. Most significant is the Wind Quintet of 

1903, which suffered the indignity of rejection when offered to 

the RCM Patrons’ Fund on the advice, principally, of the 

conservative Stanford. It was in good company, but whereas 

Vaughan Williams’s Piano Quintet had the consolation of 

performance at a Broadwood Concert, poor Gustav’s quintet 

disappeared from view. He tried to interest flautist Albert 

Fransella, who was later brave enough to undertake the 

experimental Terzetto in 1926, but nothing came of it, and the 

fact that the score turned up in Lucy Broadwood’s archive 

suggests that, like RVW, he had hopes of a Broadwood 

Concert, dashed in his case. Following the manuscript’s 

rediscovery a posthumous performance materialized in 1982, 

from the Nash Ensemble. In the new Monet Quintet CD co-

produced with SWR 2 (Südwestrundfunk Stuttgart) it shares 

company with French quintets by Paul Taffanel (1876) and Jean 

Franç aix (1948) plus one by the Swiss Richard Dubugnon 

(1997). The last two impose demands on the players which 

would formerly be regarded as impossible. But this is not mere 

virtuosity, for there is musical sensitivity and a real rapport 

between the players (evident even from the photographs!).   All 

four works are given lively, competent accounts, bursting with 

youthful élan, by a group (two female, three male) who first met 

in the ranks of the German National Youth Orchestra, and were 

still university students when they formed their ensemble in 

2014. The latest piece is Dubugnon’s Frenglish Suite, inspired 

by music of the two countries. Of the two oldest ones Taffanel’s 

set the standard for the medium at the time in its democratic 

apportioning of melodic and harmonic elements, treble solos not 

restricted to his own instrument, the flute, and the Andante 

begins with a nicely conceived horn solo. This is the most 

substantial work, with which the Holst would compare in its 

original version, available from one of our vice-presidents, 

Raymond Head, in his Urtext edition from Sky Dance Press 

(2006). The Faber Music edition used by the Monet was 

produced by Imogen Holst with another of our vice-presidents, 

Dr Colin Matthews, in 1983 and reflects her view of her father’s 

earlier music (not as early as the sleeve-note suggests, 

however, where he is born in 1884 instead of 1874!). The desire 

to ‘eliminate unnecessary padding’ has encouraged the editors 

to risk shortening the first two movements by a quarter and a 

fifth of their lengths respectively. Some formal subtleties are 

lost, but the work retains its charm with its hints of Wagner (eg 

the ’tail’ of the main theme in the sonata-form first movement) 

and Brahms (shades of the Second Symphony in the main 

theme of the Adagio). Holst’s lasting admiration for Haydn and 

Bach can already be heard in the canonic Minuet and its 

Musette-like Trio. There follows a sedate Air with three 

variations, the first a Beethovenian Presto scherzo, then slower 

second variation in the minor, and lastly a quick third ending in 

a quiet release. It is frequently broadcast in this version. Soon 

after it was published there were three recordings, and we may 

confidently welcome this new one to the fold. 

Alan Gibbs 

Vice president 
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REVIEW – ALPHA AND OMEGA – CHRISTMAS AND 

ORGAN MUSIC BY HOLST 

Gustav HOLST  

Alpha et Omega – Christmas Music 

Godwine Choir/Alex Davan Wetton and Edward Hughes 

John Wright, Richard Brasier, Tom Bell, Douglas Tang (organ) 

Charlotte Evans (oboe), Alison Moncrieff-Kelly (cello) 

rec. 13-14 July 2019, St Jude on the Hill, Hampstead; 22 

August 2019, Hereford Cathedral (Scherzo) 

EM RECORDS EMRCD062 [82:42] 

This extraordinarily well-filled disc is a slightly odd compilation, 

consisting as it does of three groups of items that are not really 

linked with each other. In the first place, and forming by far the 

largest content of the CD, we have the complete Holst settings 

of Christmas carols and arrangements (excluding a couple of 

larger-scale works for chorus and orchestra); then we have a 

group of four juvenilia for organ solo written when the composer 

was in his teens; and finally we have a brand new arrangement 

of the scherzo from his unfinished second symphony, scored for 

the unusual combination of two organists at one keyboard. 

The three different groups of music are interleaved with each 

other throughout the duration of the CD, with the early organ 

pieces inserted into a generally chronological ordering of the 

carol settings. This provides quite a jolt at times, most 

noticeably when the quicksilver tonalities of Bring us in good 

ale are suddenly succeeded by a rather jaunty and almost 

militaristic Funeral march for solo organ, one of the pieces 

which Holst himself consigned to a category called “early 

horrors” – and never was a title more aptly bestowed. 

Nonetheless this disc is a most valuable addition to the 

catalogue, with each of its three elements being of interest to 

Holstians. In the first place we find gathered here in one 

location all of Holst’s carols and carol arrangements written 

mainly in the decade between 1907 and 1917, in the period 

when he was moving to his maturity and the height of his 

compositional powers. The disc begins with the 1910 mini-

cantata Christmas Day, a collation of four traditional carols; this 

has some features in common with the Vaughan 

Williams Fantasia on Christmas Carols written two years later, 

but VW – in part because of the more beautiful melodies he 

chose – comes decidedly the better out of the competition. Two 

of the pieces on this disc are identified as receiving their first 

recorded performances. The arrangement of I saw three 

ships is rather conventional, and lacks the sheer panache that 

Peter Warlock brought to a similar text in his Sycamore Tree; 

but the late 1917 setting A Dream of Christmas is a marvellous 

discovery. Written for soprano voices only, it is a setting of a 

traditional carol text with a strong emphasis on the Crucifixion 

and Passion and a dream-like atmosphere; we are advised in 

the informative booklet notes by Chris Cope (Chairman of the 

Holst Society) that the accompaniment was scored for piano or 

strings. Here the accompaniment is assigned to the organ, but 

one would welcome a recording with the strings which would be 

extremely beautiful. 

No less effective are the performances of the better-known 

carols on this disc. We get for once to hear all five verses of In 

the bleak midwinter, and the setting of Jesu, thou the Virgin-

born written three years later has a tenderness in the 

performance here that is transformatory. The two carols with 

instrumental accompaniment are also beautifully delivered; it is 

not made clear in the booklet which particular players provided 

the organ part on which particular tracks (or indeed which of the 

two conductors was responsible for what), but the sound is 

always characterful and devoid of any suspicion of religious 

sentimentality. The photograph of the choir in the booklet 

suggests that they consist of only twelve singers, but there is 

plenty of body in the more rumbustious carols such as Terly 

Terlow, Masters in this Hall or Bring us in good ale with its 

complex interwoven network of vocal lines and modes. Even 

more complicated is the late 1931 Wassail Song, which has 

moved a long way from its folk roots (and not always to the 

advantage of its material, which can tend to submerge in a 

welter of counterpoint). 

As I have already noted, the much earlier organ music featured 

on this disc is a more problematic matter. The funeral march 

really is an “early horror”, and listeners hoping for anticipations 

of Holst’s sad processionals in Saturn, the Ode to Death, 

or Ode on Grecian urn are going to be sorely disappointed. The 

other pieces by the teenage composer are innocuous, but only 

the brief Allegretto pastorale (the shortest of the four 

‘voluntaries’ here) gives any hint of what was to come with its 

slightly fey lilting principal melody possibly suggesting an 

incipient taste for English folksong. Mind you, the actual 

material soon gives way to more conventional chordal 

progressions, and the music as a whole is far away from the 

countryside it claims to reflect. 

The organ duet arrangement of the Scherzo which brings this 

disc to a conclusion is a real puzzle. Nor that there is anything 

actually wrong with it – it is a real tour de force of the art of the 
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both the arranger and the two performers. But one wonders 

why, with four recordings of Holst’s original score in the 

catalogues already, it was found needful to provide such an 

arrangement in the first place. Chris Cope mentions that “there 

is an arrangement for two pianos” (although whether this was or 

was not made by the composer he does not say) and Richard 

Brasier justifies his action in making this organ arrangement 

with the statement that “the orchestral original transfers 

exceptionally well to the organ.” I have to take issue with that 

argument; in particular, the result is much more abrasive than 

the orchestral original, with Holst’s tonal clashes presented to 

the listener unmediated by any contrasts in the timbres of 

individual instruments. It gives the impression that Holst’s 

unfinished second symphony (of which this scherzo is the 

solitary completed movement) might have heralded a 

movement towards a more discordant style – at a time when the 

composer’s other music written at the same time was showing a 

tendency to move in the opposite direction with greater 

emotional warmth in such pieces at the Lyric interlude. It is an 

interesting argument, nonetheless, and the arrangement is 

welcome on disc even if it sits somewhat uneasily with the early 

organ voluntaries and the carols. Despite the title of this CD, the 

scherzo is certainly not Christmas music. 

But despite the eccentric programming, this is nonetheless a 

most welcome release for all Holstians. As I have already 

indicated, the booklet notes are – as always from this label – a 

model of information, and full texts are provided (although no 

translations for the non infrequently interjected Latin lines). The 

recording, made in two different venues, is excellently balanced 

with the many isolated lines allocated to soloists from the choir 

set in a proper perspective without forward microphone 

placement. May we perhaps hope that these same singers will 

now provide us with a CD of some other Holst choral music 

which stands in urgent need of commercial recording – the 

magnificent and neglected Hecuba’s Lament, the complete 

choral Rig Veda hymns (as opposed to excerpts), or a new set 

of the complete Welsh folksong arrangements which were 

Holst’s final testament in a field in which he invested so much 

time and effort. 

Paul Corfield Godfrey 

 

Holst together with Bishop George Bell at Whitsun Festival 1930 

CD REVIEW – THE PLANETS TRANSCRIBED FOR GUITAR 

As The Economist recently reminded us, ‘Some composers, 

most famously Gustav Holst, have tried to capture the grandeur 

of space in sound.’ The context was the SETI (Search for Extra-

Terrestrial Intelligence) Institute’s Earthlink project, ‘a call to 

people everywhere to upload snippets of song that [they plan] 

to meld into a collective human chorus’. It’s reminder that The 

Planets suite has worldwide reach.  

Now out of America comes a quite remarkable album, The 

Planets, arranged for solo guitar and played, superbly, by 

Thomas Wheeler. It’s available on CD, but also on Spotify. I 

listened through headphones, to cut out all extraneous sound. 

Without orchestration you’re aware that every note counts, 

you’re following an inventive line entirely true to Holst and yet 

reworked quite magically by Wheeler. It took him three years to 

reach a level that satisfied him. You’ve the sense that every 

note has been weighed so that it matched the original – made 

the top line, the single line that Wheeler follows, somehow 

representative of the music’s deeper moods and sense of 

exploration.  
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The solo guitar allows a focus on detail. The mood is reflective 

and sustained throughout. It never loses its intensity. Wheeler 

has in a sense re-imagined Holst’s score. He’s made 

discoveries, and so does the listener.  You notice detail you’d 

missed before.  

It was, it’s worth remembering, a score written in time of war. It 

left the broad sweep of Romanticism far behind. It was 

fragmentary, explorative and very personal. In that sense it’s 

well suited for guitar – and very much music for our own time.  

What follows is my response to The Planets as music for the 

guitar. In Mars we’ve a god of foreboding but also a touch of 

humour at times. The incessant rhythm threatens all the more 

as series of single notes. Venus hardly touches the earth, as a 

bringer of peace. The guitar conveys a mood of quiet 

meditation. Mercury is rapid and rhythmic. Imagine the god, 

caduceus in hand, leading the way. With occasional flamenco-

like flourishes I could have been in the garden of the Alhambra. 

Jupiter is jollity restrained, the build-up to the big tune, minor 

key, a light touch. Holst never allows himself more than a 

chuckle, never a laugh. You have to listen for the jollity, to see if 

it’s really there. The guitar keeps it simple, makes it easy. 

Saturn is slow-paced and contented, for a few bars a faster 

tempo, then lapses pack. You sense memories and past 

excitements. At the end the god, or planet, tiptoes out, the 

notes widely spaced.  

Uranus – the sheer inventiveness of Holst’s line, interpreted by 

Wheeler in cold picking and icy patches of melody, repetitions, 

playful snatches, a touch of folk melody, a light dance, tapping 

of a drum, a twang, rippling, playful, never what you expect, 

stillness, grace notes, scraping the strings. A magician at work.                   

Neptune the Mystic is where Holst is most at home. Wheeler 

both mirrors the original score and matches the mood, here 

more than ever. We go beyond astrology to a deeper level, 

reflecting Holst’s interest in Indian religion, in the Vedas and 

Upanishads.  Wheeler allows himself a little licence, a voice, a 

light single-note hum extending behind the arpeggios. Then 

fade out. 

There have of course been many other settings of The Planets. 

Way back I listened to the rock band King Crimson. They have 

an eerie version of Mars you can find on YouTube. Emerson 

Lake and Palmer also. There have been more mainstream 

versions for piano, and pianola, and organ, and of course brass 

and concert band, where the drama of Mars and the big tune in 

Jupiter demand a response. 

But in Wheeler’s interpretation Mars is restrained, and Jupiter 

never quite bursts into jolly song. His transcription and playing 

work at a deeper and to my mind more powerful level. He 

deserves a wide audience. There’s also a new score waiting to 

challenge any guitarists who might want to follow Wheeler in his 

exploration of the planetary world. 

Christopher Collier (Chairman of the Trustees) 

February 2021 

This CD is available directly from the Society at a price of £16 

including postage. It is well worth adding to your collection. You 

will be very pleasantly surprised. 

PUZZLE 

The Society has received a copy of a programme of a concert 

which took place on Saturday 14
th

 June at All Saints Church, 

Ealing Common, featuring sacred music. The programme is set 

out below. What we do not know is the date of the recital. If any 

member of the Society has any ideas, do please let me know. 

BREAKFAST ON 3 

The following works by Holst were heard in January/February 

2021. 

March from the Hampshire Suite (arr. Jacob) 

St Paul’s Suite 

Nunc Dimittis 

Hymns to the Dawn and to Vena from Choral Hymns 

from the Rig Veda 

WELCOME 

We welcome to membership H121 Sue Read, from Hampshire. 

NEXT NEWSLETTER 

The next newsletter is due for publication at the beginning of 

May. If members have any thoughts or information that they 

would like to disclose through the Society, do please let me 

know by the end of April. 
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