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Contemporaries considered the Englishman Gustav Theodore Holst (1874 - 1934) 
to be not only on exceptionally talented musician (he played the trombone in thea¬ 

tre orchestras for many years) and composer, but also a "poet, mystic and wif. 

Holst was a passionate devotee of astrology all his life, and he was on familiar 

terms with the cosmos. As far as music was concerned, he was especially fond of 

English and Irish folk music, and undertook frequent trips through the countryside 

together with his friend, the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams, to collect folk 

songs. 

One day - or so the legend goes - Holst looked up at the heavens, and began to 

hear music in his mind. He wrote down the score (between 1914 and 1916), thus 

creating one of the most magnificent and most sophisticated orchestral works of the 

20th century. Comparisons with Mahler's Eighth Symphony, Richard Strauss' "Alpine 

Symphony" or Schbnberg's "Jacob's ladder" are entirely justified. 

"The planets" is laid out in seven movements, each of which stands alone: like the 

planets themselves, each movement follows its own solitary orbit. It is perfectly nor¬ 

mal, and in no way an insult to the work for individual movements to be performed 

in concert: "Mars" and "Jupiter" are especially popular. Holst scored the work for a 

huge orchestra consisting of strings, four flutes, two piccolos, a bass flute, three 

oboes, a bass oboe, a cor anglais, three clarinets, a bass clarinet, three bassoons, 

a double bassoon, six horns, four trumpets, three trombones, a tenor tuba, a bass 

tuba, six kettle drums, a whole range of percussion instruments to be played by no 

less than four percussionists, two harps, an organ and in the last movement a 

female choir too! 

The first movement, "Mars, the Bringer of War", is marked by a brutal, relentless 

rhythm in V4 time. In what is otherwise an absolutely tonal piece of music, Holst 

deploys dissonance to express the martial violence of war, and climaxes that reach 
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quadruple forte produce a level of pain that can almost be felt by the listener. The 

strings play col legno, which deprives the music here of the concrete and sensual. 

This 'Mars' music has nothing heroic or glorifying about it: Holst portrays war as a 
senseless and mindless drama. 

In "Venus, the Bringer of Peace", the overall sound is characterized by flutes and 

oboes in the middle and high registers: attractive and magical music almost at a 

standstill. Although simple calmness and serene happiness are expressed, the 

musical techniques employed are highly artificial. The terrifying, unequivocal music 

of war is contrasted here with a multi-faceted and sensitively complex musical lan¬ 
guage of peace. 

"Mercury, the Winged Messenger" has the form of a scherzo, which, however, does 

nof move in any parficular musical direction. Holst makes use of two different keys 

and two different rhythms at the same time. The "Winged Messenger" seems to be 

unsure as to which direction he should take, nor does he appear to know the cause 
of his activity. 

The movement "Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity" is clearly reminiscent of English folk¬ 

songs. One melody at least is a direct quotation of fhe fraditional hymn "I vow to 

thee my country". The prevailing mood here is one of effusive happiness. One crific 

suggesfed that "Jupiter could perfectly well be the overture for an English country 

festival: a public holiday held on green meadows, everybody is in good spirits". 

Holst's exceptional talent for insfrumenfation is seen to especial effect in the thema¬ 

tic combination of flufes (including the bass flute) and flageolets in the harps - a 
marvellous idea. 

In "Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age", the same groups of insfruments are used as in 

"Venus", but here the music does not remain static. On the contrary, the events 
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seem to come thick and tost. At the end of the movement the trombones intone a 

stately theme in B minor. 

"Uranus, the Magician" really does conjure up a magician, albeit with musical 

means, who appears to hove all kinds of tricks up his sleeve. The trumpets and 

trombones open the performance with a kind of fanfare, otter which a highly varied 

"repertoire" is demonstrated. The music builds up to a quadruple forte, which sud¬ 

denly vanishes in double piano, pp. The movement ends on on unresolved note. 

The properties of'on apotheosis hove been attributed to the lost movement, 

"Neptune, the Mystic". The ostinoti, in particular, seem to suspend the conventional 

feeling of time and lend the music a "hypnotic effecf (Wilfrid Mellers). At the end, 

the instruments of the orchestra die away in pppp, leaving only the six-port female 

choir, which in turn gradually fades away in space and time. 
Gottfried Blumenstein 

Translation: Clive Williams 

Zubin Mehta was born in Bombay. At the age of 18, he gave up studying medicine 

in order to pursue the study of music at the Academy of Music in Vienna. Only 

seven years later, he was conducting the Vienna and Berlin Philharmonic Orches¬ 

tras, and he has remained connected with both these orchestras to the present day. 

After sixteen years spent os Music Director of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Zubin 

Mehta was appointed Chief Conductor of the New York Philharmonic in 1978. He 

regularly conducts at the Vienna State Opera and at the Royal Opera in Covent Gar¬ 

den, London, and the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra has appointed him Music 

Director for life. Among the many honours and awards that Zubin Mehta has receiv¬ 

ed, the Nikisch Ring, which was bequeathed to him by Karl Bdhm, has a special 

value for him. 
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