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About Behind the Lines  

Behind the Lines was a year-long programme of free participatory events and resources for 

all ages to commemorate the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. The programme 
was delivered in partnership by Westminster Music Library and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and supported using public funding by Arts Council England. 

Public Workshops  

Beginning in autumn 2013, educational leaders and world-class musicians from the Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra led a series of 18 interactive workshops for adults and families (early 
years and primary age focus). Sessions explored the music and composers of the First World 
War through these engaging creative composition workshops, targeted at the age group 
specified, and using the music and resources housed in Westminster Music Library. 

Schools Projects  

In addition to the public workshop series, Behind the Lines also worked with six schools in 
Westminster and the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea; two secondaries and four 
primaries. These six schools participated in 2 day creative composition projects which drew upon 
the themes of the programme and linked in with the schools own learning programmes – in 
particular the History, Music and English curriculum.  

Additional schools projects can be incorporated in to the Behind the Lines programme between 
2014 – 2018, although fundraising will be required. For further information or to discuss 
fundraising ideas with the project partners please contact rwalters@westminster.gov.uk    

Summer School 

The programme culminated with a four day creative summer school for young musicians (Years 
6-11) across Westminster and RBKC, to commemorate the outbreak of the First World War and 
celebrate its music and composers. Participants explored numerous key compositions and 
composers, drawing upon the resources and works held in the collections at Westminster Music 
Library, and devised their own new musical compositions in response to these works, supported 
by the musical expertise of 5 professional musicians and leaders from the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra.  

Featured Composers 

The programme featured key composers, and signposted numerous others, who all lived during 
The Great War and composed music that was directly inspired by their experiences, including the 
socio-political climate at the time. Key composers included Elgar, Ravel, Holst and Vaughan 
Williams, who were each the subject matter for a set of public workshops and a resource pack. 
However, in addition, the programme explored other key and lesser known composers through 
thematic explorations such as the integration of poetry in to WW1-inspired composition with 
Gurney and Bliss, or the works of composers who died during active service such as Butterworth 
and Farrar.  

Resource Packs 

Just like this pack, the other featured composers and themes of the programme each have a 
Behind the Lines Resource Pack, which are available from Westminster Music Library, online at 
www.musicbehindthelines.org or by request to education@rpo.co.uk   

 

   
TOP 

 

mailto:rwalters@westminster.gov.uk
http://www.musicbehindthelines.org/
mailto:education@rpo.co.uk


 
 

Page |  4a 

Biography 

Gustav Holst (1874–1934) 

Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians describes Gustav Holst as an ‘English composer 
[whose] prominent position among 20th century English composers owes a great deal to the 
immense popularity of his orchestral work The Planets. The only pieces to have achieved 
comparable success are on a much smaller scale, yet equally idiosyncratic. His wholly individual 
blend of Hindu philosophy and English folksong set him on a path far from the mainstream of 
European tradition, although his early works reveal a thorough grounding in conventional forms.’ 

Gustav Holst was born in Cheltenham on 21 September 1874. His full name was Gustavus 
Theodore von Holst but was known as Gustav professionally and was later to drop the ‘von’. His 
ancestry was a mixture of either Scandinavian or German, and Russian, his great grandparents 
moving to England from Riga in the early 19th century, possibly as political exiles. He came from 
a family of musicians, music teachers and artists. His father, Adolph von Holst, was a pianist and 
organist and his mother, Clara Lediard, was a piano pupil and singer.  

As a child Gustav was often sick with asthma and had poor eyesight. He suffered throughout his 
life from neuritis in his right arm so, despite being taught piano at an early age, following in the 
family’s footsteps as a pianist was not possible. He tried the violin which held no interest and later 
the trombone, partly to help his asthma. He started to compose in his early teens and secured 
local performances of some vocal and instrumental pieces. He failed to get a scholarship for 
Trinity College in London, but was able to study counterpoint with G. F. Sims in Oxford. On 
returning to Cheltenham, Holst took the position of organist at Wyck Rissington and conducted a 
choir at Bourton on the Water. He continued to write music which was performed locally, 
including an operetta – Lansdown Castle – in 1892. 

In 1893 he moved to London. He went to the Royal College of Music (RCM) where he studied 
with Stanford and Parry, and in 1895 was awarded a scholarship in composition which helped the 
family’s tight finances. It was also in 1895 that he first met Vaughan Williams, who was to have 
an enormous influence on Holst. They formed a close and mutually supporting friendship which 
included holding so-called ‘field days’, where they studied and were openly critical of each other’s 
works. The friendship was to last right through to Holst’s death. 

Like many young composers at that time, Holst had been obsessed with Wagner, but that was to 
change when he heard Purcell's Dido and Aeneas, a work that was then virtually unknown and 
rarely performed. This led to a growing interest in 16th and 17th century English music. He also 
developed an interest in English folk song and dance, which he shared with Vaughan Williams, 
and in 1907 A Somerset Rhapsody was one of the pieces he wrote as a result. Holst was 
fascinated too by the musical possibilities of setting the English language, and was interested in 
the poetry of Walt Whitman, Robert Bridges and Thomas Hardy. During this time he was 
experimenting with different styles and genres, but was struggling to find an original voice. 

Outside music, Holst showed an early interest in socialist ideas, and William Morris in particular. 
He conducted the Hammersmith Socialist Choir from 1896, which was where he met his future 
wife Isabel Harrison; they were to marry in 1901, having one daughter, Imogen, in 1907, who 
herself was destined for a career in music. Another of Holst’s growing interests was Hindu 
philosophy, literature and mysticism. He studied Sanskrit which enabled him to adapt texts for his 
music. The four sets of Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda are examples of works which grew out 
of this interest, two sets being composed for women’s voices. Holst was particularly drawn to the 
sound of women’s voices and was to compose for them on several occasions. 
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Holst returned to the RCM to study trombone, and took freelance engagements before moving 
on, in 1898, to the Carl Rosa Opera Company, where he was a trombonist and répétiteur. 
However, he was still struggling as a composer. Despite his two years in the company, and 
following that, in the Scottish Orchestra, had given him a useful grounding, he decided to give up 
orchestral playing in 1903 and turn to teaching. His first post was at James Allen's Girls' School in 
Dulwich, and in 1905 he became head of music at St Paul's Girls' School in Hammersmith, where 
he stayed for the rest of his life, and for which he wrote the St Paul’s Suite in 1913. His interest in 
amateur music making and the teaching of adults and children remained central throughout his 
life.  Between 1907 and 1924, he was also director of music at Morley College, and following on 
from his experience of hearing Purcell, he gave the first performance since 1695 of The Fairy 
Queen. Holst continued to teach at various institutions until 1925. 

St Paul's School had a soundproof music room where he was able to compose. London was 
clearly his base where he led a relatively simple life. He rarely took holidays but did visit Algeria 
in 1908, travelling around by bicycle, and from his experiences and the musical sounds he heard, 
he wrote the orchestral suite Beni Mora. One of his great joys, though, was getting away from 
London, taking long walking tours round the English countryside. It was on one of these that he 
discovered the small town of Thaxted in Essex, where he returned later to rent a cottage from 
1914.  

For a detailed account of Holst’s life and work during in the war see click here 

After the war, and now Holst was better known following the success of The Planets, he was able 
to publish works that he had completed earlier, such as Sāvitri, his opera from his Sanskrit 
period. In 1918, he wrote another opera, The Perfect Fool, with its ironic reference to Wagner, 
from whom the composer now felt he had been cured. It was not a success at its first 
performance in 1923, but the ballet music is still regularly performed. 

Holst remained busy, but this put increased stress on his health. In 1923, he suffered concussion 
from a fall while conducting. In the same year, he made his first visit to the USA. This turned out 
to be very strenuous, leaving him on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Therefore on his return, 
he was forced to take rest, living in Thaxted almost as a recluse. He also had to give up teaching, 
except for a little at St Paul's School. Holst suffered from anemia, which, coupled with his poor 
eyesight and the neuritis in his arm (all of which were present throughout his life) forced him to be 
economical with his energy when writing music. As a result, much of his music is pared right back 
and has an austerity about it. 

1927 saw the first major festival devoted to Holst’s music, which took place in his home town of 
Cheltenham. In the following year, he was commissioned to write a test piece for brass band, A 
Moorside Suite being the result. His orchestral piece, Egdon Heath, a musical response to 
Thomas Hardy’s Return of the Native, was premiered in New York in 1928, with a British 
performance following shortly afterwards (however, it was not well received). Although this was a 
pattern for much of his work, he refused to change his style to meet what others expected of him. 
In some ways, the success of The Planets was unsettling for such an introverted man, but he 
was well respected by his pupils and followers. Some of his most powerful music was in his 
lesser known choral and vocal works. 

Holst returned to America in 1929, representing British art at the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, he lecturing at Yale on the teaching of art. He made a third visit too, in 1932, as a 
visiting lecturer at Harvard, but was exhausted by the time he was home. His poor health dogged 
him for the last year and a half of his life, but he still managed to do a lot of walking, and to 
complete both the Brook Green Suite and the Lyric Movement for viola and orchestra.  

Towards the end of his life, Holst seemed to be moving towards a more lyrical phase and away 
from some of the austerity which had characterised his work. We don’t know where this might 
have led, as he died of heart failure at the age of 59 on 25 May 1934 following an operation. His 
ashes were interred in Chichester Cathedral. 
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Although Holst lacked full recognition during his lifetime, his music often being misunderstood, he 
has subsequently found popularity with a new generation of composers, performers and listeners. 
Equally important as composition is his legacy as a teacher, where he had the gift to encourage 
and enable amateur musicians to perform to very high standards. 

Holst during the War  

Up to 1914, Holst had been slowly making a name for himself as a composer, but had yet to 
achieve a breakthrough. His very individual style incorporated Hindu philosophy, influences from 
early English music, and English folk song. 

Holst had suffered poor health throughout his life; his eyesight was poor, he suffered from 
asthma and had persistent neuritis in his right hand. It was no surprise, therefore, that with the 
outbreak of war in August 1914, he was turned down for active service. He could continue 
teaching, but his inability to contribute to the war effort depressed him greatly, especially as his 
brother, who was an actor based in America, returned and joined the army, and his wife Isabel 
was driving lorries of wounded soldiers to hospitals. His musician friends, including Vaughan 
Williams and George Butterworth had signed up, and the latter was to be killed on the Somme. 

In 1914, Holst was based in London with his various teaching posts, most notably St Paul’s Girls’ 
School in Hammersmith, and Morley College where he taught adults. It was on one of his regular 
walking tours that he discovered the small town of Thaxted in Essex, where he returned to take a 
cottage, initially outside the town.  

The outbreak of war brought with it an anti-German feeling in the country, and Holst was to 
encounter a problem with his name. Living in a small hamlet a mile from Thaxted, in the heart of 
rural Essex, led to some gossip as to whether he may be a spy. At this time he was known as 
Gustav von Holst, the ‘von’ inherited from his earlier ancestry, so he continually had to make 
apologies and explanations. He soon became a familiar figure in the area, and eventually moved 
into the town in 1917. He formed a strong relationship with the vicar Conrad Noel, the two men 
sharing similar political views, and in 1916, he established the Whitsun festival for amateur and 
professional musicians, where he brought his students from St Paul’s School and Morley College 
to augment the local choir. Here, he was able to put into practice his great love of Tudor and 
Elizabethan music, with music-making taking place in the church, in private houses and in the 
fields. The Whitsun festival took place in Thaxted in the following two years, but moved to 
Dulwich. 

It was while in Thaxted that Holst wrote The Planets and The Hymn of Jesus (for more details 
about these works, click here) 

Holst’s frustration that he could not serve in the war was finally resolved when at the end of the 
conflict, the YMCA offered him the post of Music Organiser to carry out educational work among 
demobilised troops in Salonika and Constantinople. It meant giving up his teaching at St Paul’s 
School and Morley College, but it was something he needed to do. He sailed to Greece in 
October 1918 and stayed until his own demobilisation in June 1919. It was at this time that he 
decided to drop the ‘von’ from his name because of the strong anti-German feeling which had 
arisen during the war. 

In 1919, Holst felt the need to write something in memory of his musician friends who had been 
killed in the war – George Butterworth, F.B. Ellis, W. Denis Browne, Cecil Coles, Edward Mason 
and Ernest Farrar. He chose the text of Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman, one of the Memories 
of President Lincoln, which he set for chorus and orchestra and named Ode to Death. In the 
poem, death is accepted calmly and not seen as a terrible or sinister fate. Whitman was popular 
among composers at the time; it was felt that he captured the spirit of the new century with a 
belief in a better world, his work having a spiritual element that was not unduly Christian and 
which reflected the age. The Ode to Death was performed in 1922, but remained unpublished 
until 1974. 
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Chronology of key dates and World War One connections 

1874 Born in Cheltenham on 21 September and baptised as Gustavus Theodore von 
Holst 

1886-91 Attends Cheltenham Grammar School – first attempts at composition 

1891  Studies counterpoint with G. F. Sims at Oxford 

Takes post of organist at Wyck Rissington in Gloucestershire and conducts a choir 
at Bourton on the Water  

1892 Completes operetta Lansdown Castle which is performed locally the following year 

1893 Moves to London 

Studies with Stanford and Parry at the Royal College of Music 

1895 Awarded scholarship in composition 

 Meets Vaughan Williams – the two become close friends 

 Hears Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas – leads to an interest in 16th and 17th century 
English music and draws him away from the influence of Wagner 

Develops an interest in the musical possibilities of setting the English language 

1896 Conducts the Hammersmith Socialist Choir where he meets Isabel Harrison to 
whom he becomes engaged 

1897 Studies trombone at the RCM 

1898 Joins Carl Rosa Opera Company as trombonist and répétiteur 

1899 Develops an interest in Hindu philosophy, literature and mysticism, and studies 
Sanskrit 

1900 Joins orchestra of the Scottish Opera as trombonist 

1901 Marries Isabel Harrison 

1903  Gains teaching post at James Allen's Girls' School in Dulwich and gives up 
orchestral playing 

1905 Becomes Head of Music at St Paul's Girls' School in Hammersmith where he stays 
for the rest of his life 

 Develops an interest in English folk song and dance 

1907 Daughter Imogen is born 

 Appointed Director of Music at Morley College 

 Composes A Somerset Rhapsody influenced by his interest in folk music 

1908  Travels by bicycle around Algeria  

Completes the first of his groups of Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda inspired by his 
interest in India, and works on his opera Sāvitri  

1910 Completes Beni Mora inspired by the sounds he heard in Algeria 

1911 At Morley College, Holst gives the first performance since the 17th century of 
Purcell’s The Fairy Queen  

1913 Writes St Paul’s Suite for the students at his school 
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1914 Discovers the Essex town of Thaxted during one of his walking tours around 
England and rents a cottage  

 Sets Walt Whitman's Dirge for Two Veterans but competes the work before the 
outbreak of war 

 Inspired by astrology, he starts work on The Planets – ‘Mars, the Bringer of War’ is 
completed before the start of the First World War 

 Outbreak of the war in August – is turned down for active service due to poor 
health, but this depresses him as members of his family and friends are all able to 
serve 

 In rural Essex there is suspicion that he might be a spy due to of his name 

1915 Continues to teach 

1916 Completes The Planets 

 First Whitsun Festival in Thaxted for amateur and professional musicians 

 Sāvitri first performed 

1917 Composes The Hymn of Jesus at a time of severe depression due to not being able 
to contribute to the war effort, and due to the loss of friends killed in the war 

1918 Finally offered a position of Music Organiser by the YMCA – carries out educational 
work among demobilised troops in Salonika and Constantinople  

 Drops the ‘von’ from his name due to anti-German feeling 

 First private performance, of The Planets is given, organised by his friend Balfour 
Gardiner and conducted by Adrian Boult, before Holst departs for the Near East 

1919 First public performance of The Planets – Holst finally receives public recognition 

Returns from the Near East in June 

 Composes Ode to Death, with a text by Walt Whitman, in memory of six musician 
friends killed in the war 

1920  First performance of The Hymn of Jesus 

1922 Despite success with The Planets, he refuses to change his style to court popularity 
– the works which follow in the next decade are pared back and austere, and are 
not well received 

1923  Suffers from concussion from a fall while conducting  

Visits the USA which is strenuous and leaves him exhausted and on the verge of a 
nervous breakdown – recuperates in Thaxted 

Gives up teaching posts except for St Paul’s School where he still teaches a little 

1927  Cheltenham hosts the first festival devoted to his music 

1928  Writes A Moorside Suite for brass band 

Writes Egdon Heath, a musical response to Thomas Hardy’s Return of the Native – 
audiences dislike it, but Holst regards it as one of his best works 

1929  Returns to the USA to lecture at Yale on the teaching of art 

1932 Visits the USA again as a visiting lecturer at Harvard but poor health forces him to 
return home 
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1933 Moves away from the austerity of the last ten years, returning to a more lyrical style 
– composes Brook Green Suite and the Lyric Movement for viola and orchestra 

1934 Dies of heart failure on 25 May at the aged of 59 – his ashes are interred in 
Chichester Cathedral 
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Featured Compositions 

For links to audio versions of these featured compositions, click here. 

The Planets and The Hymn of Jesus were the two major works which Holst wrote during the war 
years. However, in 1919, when the war was over, he felt the need to write something in memory 
of his musician friends who were killed in the war – George Butterworth, F.B. Ellis, W. Denis 
Browne, Cecil Coles, Edward Mason and Ernest Farrar. He chose the text of Leaves of Grass by 
Walt Whitman, one of the Memories of President Lincoln, which he set for chorus and orchestra 
and named Ode to Death. It was performed in 1922, but remained unpublished until 1974. 

 

The Planets: Suite for Large Orchestra 

Background to the composition 

Holst had become interested in astrology which led him to conceive, in 1913, of the idea of a 
large scale orchestral piece on the subject. It was initially to be called Seven Pieces for Large 
Orchestra, and was possibly influenced in form by Schoenberg’s Five Orchestral Pieces Op. 18. 
He was also influenced by the music of Stravinsky which he discovered around this time. Holst 
later renamed the work The Planets. It is an immensely popular work now, but the composer was 
still virtually unknown when he wrote it, so he must have been aware that writing a piece for such 
an unusually large orchestra would have had little chance of performance. The financial risk of 
putting on a performance would have been too great, especially at a time of war, and gathering 
together the required number of musicians, when musical activity had drastically reduced, would 
have been difficult. Therefore, if The Planets is to be regarded as a ‘war’ work, it was unlikely to 
be a ‘public’ statement from the composer.  

Holst started composition early in 1914 with the first movement, ‘Mars, the Bringer of War’. 
Although war had yet to break out, its composition was therefore not influenced by the conflict, 
but this movement clearly could be said to anticipate the war which had been simmering for many 
years. This movement is harshly dissonant and with its uneven rhythms it certainly portrays the 
extremes of mechanical warfare which was soon to engulf the continent of Europe. As if to 
counter the violence of Mars, Holst follows this with the quiet reflective ‘Venus, the Bringer of 
Peace’ which was written in the autumn of 1914, after the war had been declared.  

The Planets was completed in 1916 and received its first performance, albeit a private one, on 29 
September 1918, when it was championed by Holst’s friend Henry Balfour Gardiner, and 
conducted by the young conductor Adrian Boult. The performance was given just prior to Holst’s 
departure for Salonika, where he had been appointed as Music Organiser by the YMCA to work 
with demobilised troops. It received its first public performance on 27 February 1919 after the war 
was over. Holst was not present, still being away on duty in the Near East. It was performed 
incomplete, as Boult felt the work was too modern for audiences at that time. Holst was unhappy 
with this as he always wanted it performed whole. It was ultimately this work which finally brought 
Holst public recognition. 

Despite Holst’s desire that The Planets should not be split, he did allow the big central melody 
from ‘Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity’ to be used as the tune for the hymn I vow to Thee, my 
Country, the words of which come from Cecil Spring-Rice’s war-influenced poem The Two 
Fatherlands. In 1921 when Holst was very busy, he found that with a slight amendment, the tune 
(given the name Thaxted) fitted the text of the poem, so not much work was required. The hymn 
has since become popular at remembrance ceremonies. 
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Musical breakdown - Mars 
 

 Key: Various (emphasis on C, G and D Flat) 

 Tempo: Allegro 
 
How the Piece Relates to WW1 
 
(The piano reduction examples for Mars were originally published in books by A E F Dickinson 
and Richard Greene) 
 

1. The opening phrase in the winds moves from G to D and ends with a minor second 
descent to D Flat, creating a tritone dissonance with the repeated ostinato G pedal and 
also outlining a 3 + 2 feel within the 5/4 time signature. The unconventional meter, 
additive rhythm and unresolved dissonances give the opening a sinister feel, perhaps 
highlighting the threat of impending war at the time of composition. 

 
  
 Bars 8-15 of the Opening Theme 
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2. An equally menacing second theme enters in the brass at bar 45. Undulating parallel 
chords, starting in D Flat, clash dissonantly with the pedal which has now moved up to 
C, maintaining the rhythmic feel of the opening bars. 

 

Bars 45-48 – Second Theme 
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3. The third theme is first heard on tenor tuba and is reminiscent of bugle calls (in a lower 
register). This theme is further developed along with the other two as the movement 
evolves. 

 

Bars 68-73 – Third Theme 
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The Hymn of Jesus 

Background to the composition 

After The Planets, Holst produced his most original work, The Hymn of Jesus for chorus and 
orchestra. He had been interested in the idea of dancing and ritual, and came across the ‘Hymn 
of Jesus’, which forms part of the Apocryphal Acts of St John. Holst translated it himself from the 
ancient Greek. The hymn is preceded by Latin plainsong, and the work as a whole mixes both 
rhythmic chant and dance to create a mystic dance ritual.  

Holst was agnostic, so it is not a directly religious work, but he needed to find a way to respond to 
the intense and incomprehensible suffering of the war.  He wrote what is essentially a joyful work 
at a time when he was suffering depression because of his own inability to serve. The scale of 
the slaughter of human life, including many of his friends, affected him deeply too. But there is no 
consolation here. Instead the piece uses music, ritual and dance to create an atmosphere of 
timelessness, mystery, celebration and renewal – where past and present come together. 
Vaughan Williams, to whom the work is dedicated, said of The Hymn of Jesus that he ‘wanted to 
get up and embrace everyone and then get drunk’.  

The work was written in 1917 during the depths of the war when no end was in sight, but did not 
receive its first performance until 1920 when peace had finally come. 

 
 

 
Musical breakdown 
 
Prelude  

 Key: G Minor/C major. 

 Structure: Instrumental and vocal unison plainchant passages interspersed with sections 
of instrumental ensemble music 

 Tempo: Unmeasured for the plainchant sections. Lento for the instrumental ensemble 
sections 

 
Hymn 

 Key: C Major 

 Structure: 5 part structure – a) Worship, b) Ritual monologue, c) Dance fantasy, d) Christ’s 
revelation of himself, e) Worship (Structure according to A E F Dickinson)   
 
 

How the Piece Relates to WW1 
 

1. In the opening unmeasured bar of the prelude we hear the Pange Lingua plainchant 
played by Trombones and imitated soon after by English Horns. This simple melody 
shows Holst looking back to early music perhaps to emphasise purity in the face of 
complex suffering. Indeed, around this time a number of composers, in Britain and 
abroad, began looking again at early music for inspiration.  

 
Bar 1 of the Prelude   
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2. At bar 14 a sense of suffering is created by the yearning F sharp – C sharp/E sharp 

descent in the oboes, English horns and clarinets, contrasted against the gently 
oscilating G major traids in the flutes. This theme is developed further in the next few 
bars and reappears later in the prelude 

 
 
Bars 14-15 of the Prelude 

 
 
 Bars 28-30 of the Prelude (instrumental parts) 
 

 
 

3. A new section of plainchant, the Vexilla Regis Prodeunt, is played quietly in the organ 
part, again unmeasured. This phrase is subsequently vocalised by the trebles of the 
semi-chorus choir before the Pange Lingua is also vocalised, this time by tenors and 
baritones. The Latin texts used in this prelude are rich in allusion to battle with the final 
consolatory phrase referring to victory and the ‘end of the fray’. 

 

Bar 27 – the ‘Vexilla Regis Produent’ plainchant sung by the semi-chorus trebles 
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4. The hymn opens and closes exultantly with the words ‘Glory to Thee Father’ (f-ff), 
‘Glory to Thee Word’ (f-ff) and ‘Glory to Thee Grace’ (pp) sung in both choirs. Each of 
these statements is sung in unison until the final word where the parts divide. Between 
these statements the semi chorus sopranos and altos sing a short rising and falling 
chordal figure on amen. The powerful affirmations in each statement perhaps 
represent Holst’s celebration of life at a time of so much death and suffering. 
 
 
Opening bars of the Hymn   

 
 
 
 

5. During the next section, vocal parts build up in sequence: first spoken (vi), and then 
sung in both choruses, until a climax as an Amen is sung forte. From here until 11 bars 
before figure 15, the 2 choirs work in an antiphonal relationship, with choir 2’s 
statements answered by choir 1. Choir 1 now represents a saviour or leader (Jesus 
perhaps). 
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6. The meter changes to 5/4 7 bars before figure 9, echoing the use of this meter in 
‘Mars’. However the rhythm here is much more diverse and the counterpoint more 
complex. It is a dance section rather than a pseudo-march, which is also clear from the 
text. 

 
 
Opening of the dance section 
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Holst: Further Reference 

Holst Related Books, Scores & Audio 

Type Title  Author Location  

Book 

Gustav Holst: A Research and Information Guide Mary Christison Huismann Music Library 

Gustav Holst : the Man and his Music Michael Short Music Library 

Gustav Holst: A biography Imogen Holst Music Library 

Holst  Imogen Holst Music Library 

The Music of Gustav Holst Imogen Holst Music Library 

Holst : The Planets Richard Greene Music Library 

Holst’s Music A. E. F. Dickinson Music Library 

Music Masters, Vol. 4: The Twentieth Century 
(chapter on Holst by A. E. F. Dickinson) Ed. Alfred Bacharach Music Store 

Masterworks of 20th Century Music (chapter on The Planets) Douglas Lee Music Library 

Scores/ 
Sheet 
Music 
 

The Planets Full Score Music Library 

The Planets Miniature Score Music Library 

The Planets Facsimile Edition Music Office 

The Planets arr. for two pianos Music Library 

The Hymn of Jesus Miniature Score Music Library 

The Hymn of Jesus Sheet Music – 10 part vocal Music Library 

Ode to Death Miniature Score Music Library 

Ode to Death Sheet Music – 4 part vocal Music Store 

Dirge for Two Veterans Sheet Music – 4 part vocal Music Store 

Audio 
The Planets Gustav Holst 

Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 

The Hymn of Jesus Gustav Holst 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 
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Holst Related Periodicals 

Title of Periodical/Journal Volume and Page Date Article Title Location in WML 

Musical Opinion Vol. 43, no. 505 p. 37 Oct 1919 
Music in the British Salonica Force 
by Gustav Holst 

Periodicals Room 

Musical Standard 
Vol. 13, no. 304 
p. 157 

10/05/19
19 

British Music in Salonika Music Store 

Tempo No. 209, p. 7 
July 
1999 

The Hymn of Jesus: Holst's 
Gnostic Exploration of Time and 
Space by Raymond Head 

Periodicals Room 

Tempo No. 187, p. 15 
Dec 
1993 

Holst – Astrology and Modernism 
in The Planets by Raymond Head 

Periodicals Room 

Music Teacher Vol. 55, no. 10 p. 22 Oct 1976 
Holst: The Hymn of Jesus by 
Edward Wiles 

Periodicals Room 

Music Teacher Vol. 49, no. 11 p. 15 
Nov 
1970 

Holst: Mars and Venus from The 
Planets by Dr. A. O. Warburton 

Periodicals Room 

 

Holst Related Websites 

Title  Description URL 

The Gustav Holst 
Website 

Biographical information, details of 
compositions, bibliography, etc. 

http://www.gustavholst.info/ 

Grove Music Online 
Leading online resource for music 
research (free access for members of 
Westminster Libraries)  

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music 

Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography 

Concise, up-to-date biographies of men 
and women who have shaped British 
history and culture (free access for 
members of Westminster Libraries) 

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography  
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WW1 Centenary: Websites & Links 

Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Behind the Lines The website of this Behind the Lines programme, containing 
useful information about the resources available, workshops 
taking place, as well as information and media documenting the 
year-long project run in partnership by Westminster Music Library 
and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. 

www.musicbehindthelines.org  
 

Centenary News  News and information about the 2014-2018 First World War 
Centenary. The website contains news items, videos, details of 
events, educational resources, and links to articles and blogs. 
The site also includes a summary of organisations who are 
involved with the study of the First World War, or who are 
planning Centenary events.  

www.centenarynews.com  

1914.org  1914.org is a website which highlights centenary events and 
resources from across the globe, and includes the First World 
War Centenary Partnership: a network of over 1,000 local, 
regional, national and international cultural and educational 
organisations led by IWM (Imperial War Museums).  

www.1914.org    
 

 

 

War Memorials Trust War Memorials Trust is the national charity dedicated to the 
protection and conservation of war memorials in the UK. The 
website has lots of useful resources and information about war 
memorials, in particular some excellent teacher packs and lesson 
plans to help build a greater understanding of our war memorial 
heritage. 

www.learnaboutwarmemorials.
org   
 

In Memoriam 2014 In Memoriam 2014 is a national War Memorials Trust (see entry 

above) project which will, with the assistance of local communities 
and groups, locate, log, maintain then protect the nation's war 
memorials in time for Remembrance Day 2014  

www.inmemoriam2014.org  

Imperial War Museum The Imperial War Museum’s website. The information on this 
website tells you about the permanent displays, the archives, 
special exhibitions, forthcoming events, education programmes, 

www.iwm.org.uk   
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corporate hospitality and shopping facilities at all 5 IWM 
museums. 

Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission 

This organisation commemorates the 1,700,000 men and women 
of the Commonwealth forces who died in the two world wars and 
maintains cemeteries, burial sites and memorials of all sizes. The 
website has useful learning resources and search facilities 
(memorial sites, Registers of war dead). 

www.cwgc.org/  

Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport 

The government is working alongside partners, on a series of 
national remembrance events, an extensive cultural programme 
and educational schemes. Information can be found  on this 
website. 

www.gov.uk/government/topic
al-events/first-world-war-
centenary  
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