
The Planets by Gustav Holst 

Mars – Bringer of War   Jupiter – Bringer of Jollity 

Holst’s Suite “The Planets” was first performed in September 1918 and it was to 

become the piece on which his fame rests. It was never meant as a description of heavenly 

bodies, but more a reflection on astrological character – hence the planets’ subtitles. 

Appropriately for this occasion, in his music one can detect both German and English 

influences – on the one hand, German composers like Wagner and on the other, the English 

Folk Song Revival. Both pieces are interesting in the extreme – Mars with its angry, ominous 

use of five beats in a bar and Jupiter which portrays jollity both as quirky fun and also as 

ceremonial and celebratory captured by the glorious tune which he was later to set to the 

words “I vow to thee my country”. 
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Two Marches  
Kleiner Wiener Marsch (Fritz Kreisler) - Royal Air Force March Past (Walford Davies) 

The quick march has been a part of military life for centuries and the industrialisation 

of warfare after 1900 did nothing to diminish its importance. These two, although similar 

in speed and function, make an interesting contrast. Both were written by men who were 

already famous at the start of the war and who joined their respective forces. Kreisler, one 

of the greatest violin masters of all time, fought in the Austrian trenches before being 

wounded and moving to America, where he forged an enormously successful career as 

performer and composer. Walford Davies, organist and choirmaster, wrote the main 

section of his march to celebrate the founding of the R.A.F. in 1918.  

The Austrian march has a real Germanic flavour about it with its feel of minor key 

opening reminiscent Central European dances and its middle section with a distinctly “oom-

pah” quality. The British march opening combines the rhythm of the bugle call of the Royal 

Flying Corps with that of the Royal Naval Service from which the new R.A.F. was formed. 

The typical English feature of a lyrical middle section was added by George Dyson later. 

Memorial Music  

Tombeau de Couperin (Maurice Ravel) Prelude & Rigaudon (piano) – Menuet (ensemble) 

Ravel was already nearly forty and well known for his ballet and piano compositions 

when war broke out. He felt strongly that he should fight and wanted to be an aviator, 

though he was rejected on health grounds. Instead, he volunteered as an ambulance driver 

and, by all accounts, put himself bravely in the way of danger throughout his service.  

Written after the death of his mother in 1917 and of friends in the First World War, 

this piece is a light-hearted, and sometimes reflective work rather than a sombre one which 

Ravel explained in response to criticism saying: "The dead are sad enough, in their eternal 

silence.” The title pays homage to the 17th century composer, Couperin, who would have 

written both memorial pieces (“Tombeau”) and keyboard suites based on dance forms. 

Each of Ravel’s movements was originally written for piano and they were dedicated to 

close comrades who had died in combat. 

 

The Internment Camp 

Piano Concerto in A Minor (First movement) by Robert Schumann 

Berlin in 1914 was a prosperous cosmopolitan city full of travellers, entertainers and 

professionals. As soon as war was declared, any British nationals who remained in the city 

became immediately Enemy Aliens. The German Government decided to round them up 

and found a once popular racecourse which they deemed suitable for conversation to a 

camp. It was in the suburb of Spandau, to become notorious later for the incarceration of 

Nazis. Another quirk of fate was the name of the racecourse – Ruhleben (“live peacefully”). 

It brought no peace to the inmates, who were not released until late 1918 by which time 

many of them were desperately ill on account of the squalid conditions they had endured. 

The internees were given some freedom to organise themselves and it was no 

surprise with the huge number of musicians imprisoned there, that concert parties were 

soon organised with an orchestra which included many professionals. We know from the 

editions of the camp magazine which has survived that the Schumann Piano Concerto was 

one of the highlights of those events. The movement we are presenting this evening 

originally stood by itself as the Fantasy in A minor, written in 1845 – a splendid piece of high 

romantic music which, in another irony, is about as German as you could imagine. 

 

***** INTERVAL ***** 

 

Tunes from the Trenches 

This medley was written by Peter Lawson for the centenary. It captures that 

enduring musical image of Tommies singing their way to their fate on the front, adapting 

Music Hall songs to their marching. The recruiting song "Your King and Country Want You" 

starts us off followed by "Goodbye, Dolly Gray" as the soldiers leave for war. "Belgium put 

the Kibosh on the Kaiser" is followed by some proper trench songs - various lyrics were 

improvised by the soldiers!! - "Three German Officers crossed the Rhine" and "They were 

only playing Leap-Frog". "The Bells of Hell go Ting-a-ling-a-ling" leads to strains of "Stille 

Nacht" recalling the Christmas truce. "When this Lousy War is Over" and "There's no place 

like Home" are balanced by "Land of Hope and Glory" before the Americans arrive with 

"The Caissons go Rolling Along" and "Over There". "It's a Long Way to Tipperary" brings us 

towards a rousing finish save for an optional "Last Post-lude" to end reflectively. 

 

The English Idylls 

Fantasia on Greensleeves by Ralph Vaughan Williams 

Banks of Green Willow by George Butterworth 

There was a great flowering of English music early in the last century and these 

pieces capture that blend of folk song and pastoral which was its essence. The first is an 

exquisite orchestral miniature which far eclipsed the song it was inspired by: 

‘Greensleeves’, a traditional Tudor melody. The serene, pastoral sounds evoke images of 

bucolic bliss, with lyrical string writing and particularly descriptive flute passages. Its second 

melody is ‘Lovely Joan’, which Vaughan Williams came across in Suffolk. Banks of Green 

Willow was written in 1913, a short pastoral idyll. It is loosely based on the song that 

Vaughan Williams himself had lovingly recorded while exploring traditional music. It has 

become almost a symbol of that long-lost halcyon Edwardian age, as if Butterworth were 

transcribing the disappearing world around him. 

Both composers were very much part of that world. They were close friends and 

both served on the Western Front. When war broke out, Vaughan Williams abandoned all 

composition to become a medical orderly at the age of 42, giving him a “vivid awareness of 

how men die”. Butterworth not only abandoned music in 1914, but tragically destroyed 

most of his manuscripts. Two years later he was awarded the military cross twice but was 

shot through the head on the Somme in August 1915. 
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