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GUSTAV HOLST 
(1874-1934) 

The Planets op. 32 
Die Planeten • LesPlanetes • IPianeti 

HI Mars, the Bringer of War [7’26] Jupiter, der Bringer der 
Mars, der Kriegsbringer Frohlichkeit • Jupiter, celui qui 
Mars, celui qui apporte la apporte la jovialite 
guerre Marte, il portatore Giove, il portatore di gaiezza 
di guerra Allegro giocoso — Andante maestoso — 

Allegro Tempo I — Lento maestoso — Presto 

H Venus, the Bringer [7’24] 0 Saturn, the Bringer [9’08] 

of Peace of Old Age 
Venus, die Friedensbringerin Saturn, der Bringer des Alters 

Venus, celle qui apporte la paix Saturne, celui qui apporte la vieillesse 

Venere, la portatrice di pace Saturno, il portatore di vecchiaia 
Adagio — Andante — Animato — Adagio — Andante 

Tempo I 0 Uranus, the Magician [5 44] 

[I] Mercury, the Winged [3’45] Uranus, der Magier • Uranus, 

Messenger lemagicien • Urano, ilmago 

Merkur, der gefliigelte Bote Allegro — Lento — Allegro — Largo 

Mercure, le messager aile 0 Neptune, the Mystic [8’12] 
Mercurio, il messaggero alato Neptun, der Mystiker 
Vivace Neptune, le mystique 

0 Jupiter, the Bringer 17’331 Nettuno, il mistico 
Andante — Allegretto 

of Jollity 

Chicago Symphony Orchestra & Chorus 
Chorus master: Margaret Hillis 

JAMES LEVINE 
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Edgard Varese (1883-1965) 

0 Arcana 

Gustav Holst (1874-1934) 

The Planets, Op. 32 

0 Mars, The Bringer of War 7:08 

Mars, der Kriegsbote/Mars qui nous apporte la Guerre 

0 Venus, The Bringer of Peace* 8:06 

Venus, der Friedensbote/Venus qui nous apporte la Paix 

0 Mercury, The Winged Messenger* 3:36 

Merkur, der geflugelte Bote/Mercure, le Messager aux pieds legers 

0 Jupiter, The Bringer of Jollity 7:58 

Jupiter, der Bote der Frohlichkeit/Jupiter qui nous apporte la Gaiete 

0 Saturn, The Bringer of Old Age 9:25 

Saturn, der Bote des hohen Alters/Saturne qui nous apporte la Vieillesse 

0 Uranus, The Magician 6:02 
Uranus, der Zauberer/Uranus, le Magicien 

0 Neptune, The Mystic1- 7:14 

Neptun, der Mystiker/Neptune, le Mystique 

*Christopher Warren-Green, solo violin 

+New London Children's Choir/Ronald Corp, music director 

Philharmonia Orchestra 

Leonard Slatkin, conductor 

Recorded April 10-12, 1996, at Walthamstow Assembly Hall, London 

This programme was engineered to give enhanced listening pleasure through Surround Sound™ 

systems and is fully compatible with both stereo and monaural equipment. 

Cover design: greenberg kingsley-nyc • Cover photo: FPG International Corp. • Leonard Slatkin photo: Richard Haughton 
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Two Visions of a New Music 

Musical revolutionaries come in all forms. One can be a shy, near¬ 

sighted, bookish teacher in an English school for girls, while an¬ 

other is a tall, extroverted Frenchman, as craggy-faced and fiery-eyed as 

a biblical prophet. It may seem odd to refer to The Planets by Gustav 

Holst (1874-1934) as a revolutionary work, since, well, audiences have 

always liked it. But in his own way, Holst was exploring new musical ter¬ 

ritory in 1920. And so was Edgard Varese (1883-1965) throughout the 

rest of that decade, when he flung his massive dissonances at uncom¬ 

prehending audiences and critics. 

British music at the turn of the twentieth century was deeply split be¬ 

tween the lofty classicism of the Royal Academy of Music and the popular 

music of the streets, pubs and music halls. Although there was a strong 

Wagnerian faction (Wagner's advanced harmonies strongly influenced 

Holst in his youth), little was known of newer music from the Continent. 

Only gradually did Londoners begin to hear the storytelling tone poems of 

Richard Strauss, the vaporous orchestration of Debussy, and the new mu¬ 

sical concepts of Schoenberg. The Planets was shaped by all these ele¬ 

ments, plus one more: those despised streets and music halls. Holst's 

fondness for folk songs and the popular music of London gave this work 

a crucial dose of real life and assured its success with a wide public. 

In fact, the movies have helped themselves to The Planets, with its 

sense of wonder and even mysticism, as background music, especially in 

the science-fiction genre. But it was not novels of space travel that Holst 

was reading as he composed it. Like many European musicians and writ¬ 

ers of the period just before World War I, Holst was intrigued by spiritual¬ 

ism, theosophy, and Eastern religions; he learned Sanskrit, and com- 
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posed several works on Hindu religious subjects. In 1 91 3, the writer Clif¬ 

ford Bax introduced him to astrology, with its rich store of astronomical 

metaphors for all the "tides in the affairs of men." Holst was drawn to the 

association of each planet with a particular aspect of human life and the 

movements of his planned orchestral suite came under planetary influ¬ 

ences. The work was composed between 1914 and 1916, and first per¬ 

formed at a private concert on September 29, 1918. There and at the 

public premiere of the complete work in November 1920, The Planets 

created a sensation, a potent reminder of the sufferings of the Great War. 

The brutal earthiness of Mars can be understood apart from battles 

and slaughter. Even the cruel sneer of its theme, characterized by the de¬ 

scending interval of a minor second, suggests a kind of unstoppable en¬ 

terprise, a life force that builds and destroys, in the manner of the Hindu 

gods. This fierce, climactic utterance seems to belong in the middle of a 

large work, just as Mars is in the middle of the sequence of planets. In¬ 

stead Holst places it at the beginning, as if holding up a mirror to an au¬ 

dience standing on the precipice of the twentieth century. Since the kind 

of visceral excitement this movement generates is a large part of what 

people go to concert halls for, it was courageous of Holst to begin his 

work with it and then still go on. 

The complementary planet (and Earth's other near neighbor) is Venus, 

presented in the subtitle as the other half of a Tolstoyan "war and 

peace." Lyrical as it is, this music starts out anything but peacefully, sug¬ 

gesting instead a Tr/stan-1 ike, endless longing. At the end there is no real 

satisfaction, only a gentle drifting into sleep. 

After these earthly sensations, the flashing, insubstantial vision of 

Mercury—a cousin of Shakespeare's Ariel—brings us a "message" from 

other worlds. Holst uses his large orchestra with a delicacy—and an un¬ 
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willingness to settle into a tonic key—reminiscent of Debussy. Even the 

king of the gods, Jupiter—an invitation to musical pomposity if ever there 

was one—is dazzlingly light on his feet amid the splendors of his court. 

His music is the most "popular" in the work, full of jigs and folk songs, 

noble and hilarious by turns, a jovial counterpart to Elgar's love letter to 

London, the Cockaigne Overture. 

Holst considered Saturn the work's finest movement; it is certainly the 

one that best matches the composer's own saturnine temperament. In 

this subtly-scored meditation, Holst weaves an alchemy of dreams, re¬ 

grets, disillusionment and, finally, serenity. By contrast, the magician 

Uranus seems like a noisy carnival entertainer, booming out his imposing 

four-note motto as he throws thunderbolts; a few quiet moments offer a 

glimpse behind the fagade. 

The Planets closes with true "outer-space music," in which the cold 

enigma at the end of the known astronomical world corresponds to that 

within the human spirit. The overlapping, polytonal harmonies of Nep¬ 

tune create a scene of surpassing strangeness, as a wordless chorus 

beckons us even further into the unknown. 

On this recording, the answer to Holst's final riddle is Edgard Varese's 

Arcana, composed in 1925-27 and dedicated to Paracelsus, the 16th- 

century philosopher and physician. As he worked on his piece, Varese 

began reading The Hermetic Philosophy by "Paracelsus the Great, 

monarch of Arcana," a mystical book that explained the techniques of 

alchemy and hinted obscurely at things that would later be discovered 

by science. Paracelsus was also a medical reformer, proposing the novel 

idea that disease was caused by outside agents, not by an imbalance of 

"humors" in the body. To honor this notoriously prickly scientist, pioneer, 

mystic and benefactor of humanity—a figure with whom the composer 
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identified—Varese named his new work Arcana and prefaced it with a 

rather long and mystifying quotation from Paracelsus's book. 

The Philadelphia Orchestra—which, according to their conductor 

Leopold Stokowski, "detested the piece"—gave the first performance un¬ 

der his direction on April 8, 1927. Those critics who did not detest the 

piece themselves, recognized that Varese was a seeker of arcane knowl¬ 

edge and wished him well. (A few also suggested that he try writing for 

an orchestra of more practical size; Arcana requires 120 players, and 

even more instruments.) The author of the program notes, the distin¬ 

guished critic Lawrence Gilman, found links to familiar old forms: "an im¬ 

mense and libera! expansion of the passacaglia ... also suggestions of 

the concerto grosso form, indicated by use of the brass choir as a sort of 

concertino, in the 18th-century sense." 

It sounds like an absurd way to describe this volcanic music, but the 

principle is true enough: Varese introduces his eleven-note theme em¬ 

phatically at the beginning, in low-pitched instruments (just like a pas¬ 

sacaglia "ground bass"), then subjects this idee fixe to a kaleidoscopic 

series of variations. The theme—a stumbling walk up the same three 

steps, four times—is simple, but then so is the beginning of Beethoven's 

Fifth. What follows is a fantastic collage of the musical heritage of 1 927: 

marches, jazz, mechanical noises, sentimental tunes, a snatch of 

Stravinsky's Firebird and dozens of other allusions or quasi-allusions, 

what the critic Paul Rosenfeld called "music born of Leonardo [da Vincij's 

synoptical and comprehensive type of vision ... The composition seems 

to proceed from the feeling of unity in present things; and to move to¬ 

ward a form for the entire man of the times." It is a sentiment the com¬ 

poser of The Planets might well have endorsed. 

© 1997 DAVID WRIGHT 
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Internationally acclaimed as one of America's leading conductors, 

Leonard Slatkin became the National Symphony Orchestra's fifth Music 

Director in September 1996. He is recognized for his imaginative pro¬ 

gramming and highly praised interpretations of both the standard and 

20th-century orchestral and operatic repertoires, and his performances 

have drawn critical and audience acclaim on four continents. Since 1 994 

Slatkin has served as Music Director designate and has been involved in 

auditioning new NSO members as well as in long-range planning. He has 

led the orchestra in subscription concerts and special performances at 

the Kennedy Center, as well as at Wolf Trap. The NSO is beginning its 

66th season, and as the orchestra of the capital of the United States, it 

participates regularly in events of national and international importance. 

It performs for presidential inaugurations. Independence Day celebra¬ 

tions and for visiting heads of state. The National Symphony Orchestra is 

the artistic affiliate of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing 

Arts. 

Leonard Slatkin has just completed his highly successful music direc¬ 

torship of the Saint Louis Symphony, with which he has been associated 

since 1968. In the summer of 1992, he became artistic director of the 

Cleveland Orchestra's Blossom Music Festival, the first such appoint¬ 

ment in the Festival's history. In February of 1997 he assumed the posi¬ 

tion of Principal Guest Conductor of London's Philharmonia Orchestra. 

In demand worldwide as a guest conductor, Slatkin is heard regularly in 

London, Paris, Tokyo, Berlin and Tel Aviv. He has conducted perfor¬ 

mances at the Metropolitan Opera, Vienna State Opera, Hamburg Opera, 

Stuttgart Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago and the Opera Theater of Saint 

Louis. He is an exclusive BMG/RCA recording artist. 
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