Gustav Holst

(21 September 1874 – 25 May 1934)

THE PLANETS

1  MARS  the bringer of war

2  VENUS  the bringer of peace

3  MERCURY  the winged messenger

4  JUPITER  the bringer of jollity

5  SATURN  the bringer of old age

6  URANUS  the magician

7  NEPTUNE  the mystic

Gustav Holst wrote The Planets suite, aged 40, in the early years of World War I, during the time he was Head of Music at St. Paul’s Girls School in London. (He remained a music teacher all of his life). He had originally scored the work for two pianos, the full orchestral arrangement coming a couple of years later. The Planets was premiered in London in September 1918. Later Holst himself conducted the very first electrical recording of The Planets in 1926.

The two-piano version is a remarkably accurate and complete rendition of the now-familiar orchestral score, and much of my organ rendition here follows the two-piano score precisely, with just a handful of additions from the orchestral version, most obviously the percussion parts.

As is indicated by the full sub-titles that Holst gave to each of the seven parts, the concept of The Planets is astrological rather than astronomical. The composer himself was greatly interested in  mysticism and spirituality and was a keen amateur astrologer - he held a firm belief in the direct physical influence of the individual planets of our Solar System on human life here on planet Earth, hence ‘the bringer of war’, ‘the bringer of old age’, ‘the mystic’ and so on.

The full score demands a huge orchestra, including a large pipe organ; the composer was clearly influenced in particular by the new ballet works of Igor Stravinsky – The Firebird, Petroushka, and The Rite of Spring, and Schoenberg’s Five Pieces for Orchestra. He asks for double-bassoons, bass clarinets (easily replicable on an organ) and a mass of tuned percusion - bells, glockenspiel, two tympanists and so on.

In this organ version I have followed the general tonalities of the orchestral version, substituting, as far as is practical, families of organ stops for their orchestral counterparts; the tuned percussion instruments are all replicated by organ sounds. I recorded my keyboard performances as individual real-time MIDI files, and the organ stops were rendered from the resulting MIDI streams as the recordings progressed. The organ sounds are generated by a multi-layer digital harmonic synthesis system of my own design; no actual pipe samples are employed at any stage.
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