
A Concert of Holst Part-songs, 11 September 2021 at the Chapter House, Gloucester Cathedral 

A full summary of the concert has already been published in the Holst Society News (issue no. 23), so 

I hope readers will forgive me if I now simply record my impressions of the Holst items which were 

performed in its first half. Adrian Partington is, without doubt, one of the finest choral trainers in this 

country, so it was with especial anticipation that an audience gathered to hear him conduct a small 

gathering of singers to perform some of Holst’s rare, and in some cases never previously heard, part-

songs at the Chapter House in Gloucester Cathedral.  

Their programme started with three very early works – none of them, as far as is known, having ever 

been previously performed. Setting words by the early 19th century poet Thomas Hood, they were 

all composed (according to Imogen Holst’s catalogue) in 1895 when Gustav Holst was aged 20 or 21 

and a student at the Royal College of Music. ‘The Stars are with the Voyager’ immediately showed 

the young composer’s contrapuntal mastery as the parts fanned out from its opening bar, followed 

by the soothing effect of running quaver lines passing smoothly from one voice part to another. Its 

companions, ‘Spring it is cheery’ and ‘O lady, leave thy silken thread’ were both in lilting 6/8, though 

the latter setting in particular offered plenty of ‘dialogue’ between solo voices and choir, or upper 

voices (sopranos and alto) with lower (tenor, baritone and bass), to off-set any threat of monotony.  

Then followed three later works. One of those, ‘Come away, Death’ (composed 1900), Adrian 

Partington had in conversation with the present author cited as particularly striking for its 

chromaticism and borderline modernist harmonies. This was most strikingly evident in that part-

song’s few bars of homophonic writing at the words ‘My part of death, no one so true Did share it’. 

The following chorale-like ‘Now rest thee from all care’ was something of a soothing contrast, 

sounding, though composed in the first decade of the 20th century, a close cousin of Vaughan 

Williams’s much later ‘The Blessed Son’ from Hodie. ‘Diverus and Lazarus’ again recalled Vaughan 

Williams – this time his much-loved variations of that folksong for strings and harp, though Holst’s 

choral setting is rather more stark in character, his mostly unison setting and sparing use of 

harmonisation enabling the words to tell (some of them far from the bucolic ease suggested by 

Vaughan Williams’s treatment!), aided by some fine enunciation by the singers. 

From the largely unison or solo-voiced setting of ‘Diverus and Lazarus’, it was a short step to the 

three unison songs that followed. Holst’s melody for ‘Playground song’, written specifically for the 

pupils of St Paul’s Girls’ School to sing following victory in the sports field, sounded – being by the 

distinctly unsportsman-like Holst – noble enough to be a rousing hymn rather than (to quote a 

distinguished Holst biographer) ‘uncomfortably reminiscent of life at Ronald Searle’s St Trinian’s’! 

Just as noble, and even lovelier (how might it have sounded sung by the children’s choirs it was 

written for?), was ‘O England, my country’, which – being by Holst – avoided tub-thumping bombast. 

The third song, ‘Roadways’, was originally written to celebrate the 21st anniversary of the Girl Guide 

movement in 1931, though Partington rather cheekily assigned the unison song to be sung by male 

voices only – and quite effective it proved to be! 

Partington then played two piano pieces Holst had originally composed respectively in 1930 and 

1932 for his daughter, Imogen, as belated 21st birthday presents (only now, as I type this review, do 

some of the subtle but surely deliberate links between each item of the programme occur to me!). In 

the acoustic of Gloucester Cathedral’s Chapter House, the ‘Nocturne’ sounded unexpectedly 

reminiscent of Messiaen’s early organ pieces composed not long afterwards. The ‘Jig’ is rather more 

familiar Holst territory, akin to the harmonic style of his Humbert Wolfe songs. 



The final two choral items of the Holst half of the concert returned us to the first decade of the 

century, with ‘In youth is pleasure’ which for many was a highlight with its limpid euphony, and the 

appropriately madrigal-like setting of Shakespeare’s ‘It was a lover and his lass’. 

Daniel Jaffé 


