Holst programme notes

Gustav Holst (1874 – 1934) 
Ballet Suite The Perfect Fool

Andante (invocation)
Dance of Spirits of Earth (Moderato – Andante)
Dance of Spirits of Water (Allegro)
Dance of Spirits of Fire (Allegro moderato – Andante)

Gustav Holst was born in Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, the elder of the two children of Clara who was of mostly British descent, and Adolph von Holst, a professional musician whose side of the family was of mixed European ancestry. Gustav was taught to play the piano, which he enjoyed, and  the violin which he hated. At the age of twelve he took up the trombone at his father's suggestion, thinking that playing a brass instrument might improve his asthma. In 1886 he started to attend Cheltenham Grammar Schook where he began composing, his main influences at this stage being Mendelssohn, Chopin, Grieg and Arthur Sullivan.
	He left Cheltenham in 1895 to study under Stanford at the Royal College of Music where, money being tight, he became a vegetarian and teetotaller. To support himself he played the trombone at seaside resorts and London theatres. He wanted to devote himself to composing and thought that playing in light orchestras was a waste of time. His friend Ralph Vaughan Williams disagreed, saying that the sure touch which distinguishes Holst’s orchestral writing is due largely to the fact that he had been an orchestral player. From 1898 he made his living as a trombone player in various orchestras including the Carl Rosa Opera Company. He married Isobel Harrison in 1901. He became music master at St. Paul’s Girls’ School in 1905 and director of music at Morley College in 1907, retaining both of these teaching posts until the end of his life. In 1919, Holst became professor of music at University College, Reading, and joined the teaching staff of the Royal College of Music. In 1917 his Oratorio the Hymn of Jesus was a success, and in 1918 The Planets brought him widespread recognition for the first time. 

Holst composed his one-act comic opera The Perfect Fool between the years 1918 and 1922. It has been described as a satire on Wagner's opera Parsifal, in which a pure-hearted innocent overcomes a wicked magician and resists the charms of a beautiful witch in order to win back a holy relic. In The Perfect Fool, the ‘hero’ wins the hand of a princess and beats off a lecherous wizard, whose own hopes of marrying the princess are frustrated. Unlike Wagner's Parsifal, though, Holst's Fool really is a fool. One interpretation of the possible symbolism of the opera is that the Princess symbolizes the world of opera and the Fool represents the British public. 

The opera began with a ballet in three parts and it is this music, escaping from its failed opera, which we hear tonight. The wizard, who is obviously related to 'Uranus the Magician' in The Planets, summons the Earth Spirits with a furiously energetic short fanfare from the trombones. After a bit of scurrying about, the double basses set off in a rather clumsy dance  in 7/8 time. This is taken up by the rest of the orchestra, building to a noisy climax before dying down to leave the solo viola to call up the Spirits of the Water; a calm passage in which woodwind, harp and celeste lead to the second dance, where, with the help of the flute, the Spirits of the Water bring 'the essence of love’. Abruptly the Spirits of Fire arrive and blaze on their way, the vitality of the leaping flames clearly heard in the brilliant orchestration.








