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The planets 

 Even though these 

two composers are separated 

by 70+ years, James Beckel 

and Gustav Holst share some 

similarities in the two pieces 

on the program. 

 Each works is divided 

into segments or movements. 

While the Beckel Toccata is 

played straight through, it is 

essentially divided into 5 sec-

tions and Holst’s The Planets 

has 7 distinct movements.  

 Both pieces make use 

of  ostinato (a continually re-

peated musical phrase or 

rhythm ) as well as asymmet-

rical meters; Holst uses 5/4 

in the opening movement 

Mars the Bringer of  War and 

Beckel uses 7/8 throughout 

the Toccata.  

 And both composers 

utilized elements familiar 

with music from their respec-

tive countries. The Toccata 

has elements of  Gershwin 

and Copland and The Planets 

utilized British folk songs 

and hymns as well as a nod 

to fellow British composer 

Ralph Vaughan-Williams. 

The Composers 

James Beckel 

(b. 1948) 

 James Beckel graduated from the 
Indiana University School of Music and 
has been the Principal Trombonist with 
the Indianapolis Symphony since 
1969.  He is also on the music faculty at 
DePauw University and the University of 
Indianapolis.  In addition to these respon-
sibilities he has been a very active com-
poser and arranger.  Mr. Beckel was born 
in Marion, Ohio in 1948. 

  Many original works have been 
performed by several professional orches-

tras such as Minneapolis, St. Louis, Atlanta, Houston, Cincinnati, Balti-
more, Buffalo, Detroit, Milwaukee, Indianapolis, Rochester, Charlotte, 
Fort Wayne, Rhode Island, Springfield, Evansville, Tampa, Arkansas, 
Oklahoma City, Phoenix, Terre Haute, South Bend, Omaha, Knox-
ville, Delaware, West Virginia, Chautauqua, and New Mexico, etc. 

 Mr. Beckel has received many composition grants. He has been 
an Individual Arts Fellow through the Indiana Arts Commission and 
the National Endowment for the Arts, and recently was one of 50 
composers chosen nationwide to be part of the Continental Harmony 
Project. Liberty for All was written for that commission 
from Composers Forum. The Glass Bead Game was nominated for a 
Pulitzer Prize. The Glass Bead Game: Concerto for Horn and Orchestra was 
premiered by the Indianapolis Chamber Orchestra on November 10, 
1997.  Kent Leslie was the horn soloist. Mr. Beckel has also written 
several works for brass choir and brass quintet.  In 2004 the Indianap-
olis Symphony premiered and commissioned "Fantasy after Schu-
bert" dedicated to their Music Director, Mario Venzago, for the open-
ing subscription concerts in celebration of their 75th season. For more 
information on Mr. Beckel, check out his website: http://
jimbeckelmusic.com/  
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http://jimbeckelmusic.com/
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 Gustav Holst 

(1874—1934) 

Gustav Holst was born in Cheltenham, Gloucestershire (England) to 
professional musician, Adolph and his wife Clara. Adolph taught as 
well as being the organist and choirmaster at All Saint’s Church 
(Cheltenham). Holst’s younger brother Emil was born in 1876 but 
tragedy struck the family when Clara died in 1882. Adolph’s sister Ni-
na stepped to help raise the two boys before Adolph married again in 
1885 (he married one of his students Mary Thorley Stone and they had 
two boys). Holst studied piano and violin and at twelve, studied the 
trombone (his father thought that studying a wind instrument would 
improve his asthma). By the mid to late 1880s, Holst was composing 
songs, works for piano and organ as well as delving into operetta.  In 
1893, young Holst began attending the Royal College of Music in Lon-
don where he would study with Frank Bridge and Charles Villiers 

Stanford.  
 
 Money was tight so Holst supported himself by playing trombone including a symphony concert 
with conductor Richard Strauss. In 1895, Holst met Ralph Vaughan Williams and the two became life-
long friends as well as each other’s primary critics. After graduation from RCM, Holst continued to earn his 
living playing trombone but continued to compose as he could. He married Isabel Harrison in 1901 and had 
a daughter, Imogen, in 1907. Holst decided it was time to move on from professional trombonist and focus 
on his composition. But composition alone wouldn’t pay the bills, so Holst took a number of teaching posi-
tions including St. Paul’s Girls School and Morley College. Holst was often inspired by literature and com-
posed settings for poems by Walt Whitman, and several works based on Sanskrit texts. He was also influ-
enced by his friend Vaughan-Williams’ interest in English folk music and composed Somerset Rhapsody at the 
suggestion of folk song collector Cecil Sharp.  
 
 Holst traveled to Algeria in 1908 for his health and the sounds of the streets inspired his suite Beni 
Mora. Holst tried to enlist during World War I but his health made him unfit so Holst became a volunteer 
ambulance driver. It was during this time that Holst began work on what would become his best known 
work; The Planets. The first private performance was held on September 29, 1918 and the complete public 
performance on November 15, 1920. After the war, Holst continued teaching and composing including a 
stint at the Royal College alongside Vaughan-Williams. The success of this work made Holst famous – a role 
he did not seek out or enjoy. After an injury in 1923, Holst had to slow down so he returned to St. Paul’s in 
1925 but did not keep any of his other teaching positions. But he did continuing composing including Egdon 
Heath (1927), Choral Fantasia (1930) and the opera The Wandering Scholar (1934). In 1932, Holst traveled to 
Harvard for a six month lectureship where he also reconnected with his brother Emil who had made a name 
for himself (as Ernest Cossart) on Broadway. While there, Holst suffered from a duodenal ulcer and re-
turned to London in 1934. He died of heart failure on May 25, 1934.  

 For more on Holst, check out BBC Music’s Composer of the Week “Gustav Holst” with Donald 
Macleod. 
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 Thomas Wilkins is music director of the Omaha Symphony; a 

position he has held since 2005. Additionally he is Principal Conductor 

of the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra, and holds the Germeshausen Family 

and Youth Concert Conductor Chair with the Boston Symphony. This 

August, he will assume the Henry A. Upper chair of Orchestral Con-

ducting established by the late Barbara and David Jacobs as a part of 

Indiana University’s “Matching the Promise Campaign.” Past positions 

have included resident conductor of the Detroit Symphony and Florida 

Orchestra (Tampa Bay), and associate conductor of the Richmond (VA) 

Symphony. He also has served on the music faculties of North Park 

University (Chicago), the University of Tennessee in Chattanooga, and 

Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond.   

 Devoted to promoting a life-long enthusiasm for music, Thom-

as Wilkins brings energy and commitment to audiences of all ages. He is 

hailed as a master at communicating and connecting with audiences. 

Following his highly successful first season with the Boston Symphony, 

the Boston Globe named him among the “Best People and Ideas of 

2011.” In 2014, Wilkins received the prestigious “Outstanding Artist” 

award at the Nebraska Governor’s Arts Awards, for his significant contribution to music in the state. 

 During his conducting career, he has led orchestras throughout the United States, including the Phila-

delphia Orchestra and the Cleveland Orchestra—both of which he returned to guest conduct in the 2016/2017 

season. Additionally, he has conducted the New York Philharmonic, the Atlanta Symphony, the Rochester 

Philharmonic, the Cincinnati Symphony, the Dallas Symphony, the Houston Symphony, the Buffalo Philhar-

monic, the Baltimore Symphony, the San Diego Symphony, the Utah Symphony, at the Grant Park Music Fes-

tival in Chicago (where he will return in the summer of 2017), and the National Symphony in Washington, 

D.C., to name a few.  

 His commitment to community has been demonstrated by his participation on several boards of direc-

tors, including the Greater Omaha Chamber of Commerce, the Charles Drew Health Center (Omaha), the 

Center Against Spouse Abuse in Tampa Bay, and the Museum of Fine Arts as well as the Academy Preparatory 

Center both in St. Petersburg, FL. Currently he serves as chairman of the board for the Raymond James Chari-

table Endowment Fund and as national ambassador for the non-profit World Pediatric Project headquartered 

in Richmond, VA, which provides children throughout Central America and the Caribbean with critical surgical 

and diagnostic care. 

 A native of Norfolk, VA, Thomas Wilkins is a graduate of the Shenandoah Conservatory of Music and 

the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. He resides with his wife Sheri-Lee in Omaha. They are the 

proud parents of twin daughters, Erica and Nicole. 
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 From Mr. Beckel’s website: Toccata for Orchestra was commissioned by a consortium of orchestras in-

cluding the Evansville Philharmonic Orchestra, Alfred Savia, Music Director; the Indianapolis Symphony Or-

chestra, Mario Venzago, Music Director; the Oklahoma City Philharmonic, Joel Levine, Music Director; the 

Omaha Symphony, Thomas Wilkins, Music Director; and the Virginia Symphony Orchestra, JoAnn Falletta, 

Music Director.  The Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra premiered the work.  

 This lively toccata is meant to be a miniature concerto for orchestra. From the string quartet to the 

lyrical flute and clarinet solos in the middle of the work, to the fugue section, every instrument in the orches-

tra has a solo moment somewhere in this piece.  

 A composition colleague of Mr. Beckel mentioned to him his discussion of toccatas with the organist 

at the main cathedral in Siena, Italy. He was told that in the 17th century, toccatas were typically improvisa-

tional preludes for church services often involving music that would sequence keys in fourths or fifths to see 

which notes on the organ might be malfunctioning, as they were unpredictable instruments at the time. This 

practice would inform the organist of which notes to avoid in the rest of the religious service.  The composer 

decided to incorporate this musical idea into his toccata. The melodic pattern of fifths states all of the notes in 

the chromatic scale by the sixth measure, and continues to be the basis for the B theme. The use of fifths is 

also dominant in the rhythmic accompaniment to the A theme.  

 Structurally this work can be divided into five major sections. The first section includes the introduc-

tion, A and B themes, and a miniature development of those themes. The second section is meant to totally 

contrast the loud and rhythmic opening of the work. The more intimate music features the clarinet solo, 

which leads into a string quartet. This music takes us to the third section, a quasi fugue that begins quietly 

with the bassoons and culminates in a very loud multi-metered feature of the percussion section. The fourth 

section abruptly returns to the quiet music of the second section, now heard in the solo flute with an ostinato 

accompaniment derived from the fugue theme. This music eventually takes us to the fifth section, a recapitu-

lation and coda.  

 Another key component of Toccata for Orchestra is the rhythmic interjection of a 7/8 meter, first stated 

by the piano, xylophone, flute, and piccolo. This 7/8 rhythm evolves throughout the work. The underlying 

rhythm of the accompanying ostinato to the lyrical flute solo is derived from this 7/8 rhythm. This toccata 

covers a large spectrum of sounds and moods within the orchestra.  

 There are many definitions for toccata including “a piece of music that shows the technical prowess 

of a soloist.”  In this case the soloist is the entire symphony orchestra. Another definition of toccata is "to 

touch." While this definition refers to touching a keyboard, the composer is hoping that the lyrical moments 

in this work will touch the listener and show off the beauty of the orchestra, along with its dazzling technical 

abilities. 

http://jimbeckelmusic.com/Content/Pieces/ToccataForOrchestra.htm 
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 Composed between 1914 and 1916, the seven movement suite known as The Planets began with 

Gustav Holst’s interest in astrology. Holst wrote “These pieces were suggested by the astrological significance 

of the planets. There is no program music in them, neither have they any connection with the deities of classi-

cal mythology bearing the same names. If any guide to the music is required, the subtitle to each piece will be 

found sufficient, especially if it be used in a broad sense. For instance, Jupiter brings jollity in the ordinary 

sense, and also the more ceremonial type of rejoicing associated with religions or national festivities. Saturn 

brings not only physical decay, but also a vision of fulfillment. Mercury is the symbol of the mind.” 

  After by a performance of Arnold Schoenberg’s Five Pieces for Orchestra in Queen’s Hall, Holst ob-

tained the Schoenberg score and initially called his new work Seven Pieces for Large Orchestra. The original scoring 

was as a piano duet with the exception of Neptune that was written for organ. Holst then orchestrated as a 

suite. Holst’s orchestration showed influences of contemporary composers like Igor Stravinsky as well as Rus-

sian composer Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov. The first performance of selected movements of the suite was Sep-

tember 29, 1918 (near the end of World War I) in Queen’s Hall conducted by Adrian Boult.  

 Holst composed each movement of The Planets to showcase the nature and influences on the psyche 

assigned to each astrological character. The orchestration for The Planets is enormous (4 flutes including picco-

los, 3 oboes including bass oboe, English horn, 3 clarinets, 3 bassoons, double bassoon, 6 French horns, 4 

trumpets, 2 tenor trombones, 1 tenor tuba, 1 bass tuba, 2 timpani plus a host of percussion as well as a choir 

for the 7th movement). 

Mars the Bringer of War time signature is in 

5/4 with an ostinato line that opens in the 

strings and timpani. Holst uses an unusual tech-

nique for the strings called “col legno” which means to 

play with the wood of the bow, not the hair. Over the os-

tinato line is the melody that is first heard in the bassoons 

and horns then joined by the rest of the low brass. Holst 

uses the forcefulness of the ostinato  as well as the brass and percussion to drive the movement forward and 

utilizes dissonance (primarily tri-tones) to further give the feeling of destabilization. This fits with the astrologi-

cal character of Mars as the bringer of war. This particular movement influenced John Williams when he was 

composing the score for Star Wars and a surprising number of rock and heavy metal groups from Emerson, 

Lake and Powell, Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, Frank Zappa and King Crimson.  

Venus the Bringer of Peace is the calm after the storm. 

This movement opens with a solo horn answered by the 

flutes, oboes and clarinets. The entire effect of the movement 

is one of calm and tranquility. While there is a musical pulse underneath many 

of the solo lines, it is quite gentle and is passed between strings, harps and 

winds throughout. The solo lines are primarily in the horn, violin and cello. As 

dynamics build, they are tempered and dwindle into pianissimo.  

Mercury the Winged Messenger is a scherzo and is as bright and airy as Mars is serious and Venus is serene. 

Holst compared this movement to the symbol of the mind. Holst uses the celesta and high winds to give 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AGGlL1wexQk&list=PLB2D2981DD8FC725F
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cXOanvv4plU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdwwzn3X6hE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PyBkzZoMYN4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ptd3_LusE8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CilfBWvCSXI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ykZKsrs8LM


 this movement it’s lighter than air feel and the solo violin (and subse-

quently in the oboe, flute and strings) to provide the lovely melody. 

Jupiter the Bringer of Jollity opens with Holst’s nod to English 

folk dances giving this movement a very 

earthy feel—the violins provide the quick 

movement underneath while the lower strings 

and horns open with the majestic syncopated 

melody before it is reiterated by the low winds and brass. This opening is followed by hymn section but even-

tually the hymn reverts back to the light-

hearted nature of the dance. Holst set the 

hymn to a poem by Sir Cecil Spring Rice to 

become I Vow to Thee My Country. Next to Mars, Jupiter the Bringer of Jollity has the most cross-over into pop cul-

ture. In movies, it was referenced in The Right Stuff (at 2’17” you can hear the influence), and in commercials 

with Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. The hymn was also set in 1991 for the Rugby World Cup World in Union. I 

Vow to Thee My Country is primarily associated with Remembrance Day but was also sung at Sir Winston 

Churchill’s funeral, as well as Princess Diana’s wedding and funeral. 

Saturn the Bringer of Old Age was report-

ed to be Holst’s personal favorite. After the 

jollity of the previous movement, this move-

ment begins with what sounds like perhaps regret or sorrow. 

The slow steady after beats that play throughout much of the 

movement initially have an almost trudging feel towards old 

age. But this shifts with an underpinning of 16th notes in the 2 

harps that give the movement a shimmering quality with a more 

mature theme in the winds and brass. Instead of regret or sor-

row, the mood has shifted to wisdom and acceptance.  

Uranus the Magician begins with rather solemn chords fol-

lowed by the timpani but this is a ruse as Uranus is a trickster. The primary melody has a sassy quality first 

heard in the bassoons and winds before the strings 

join in and have a back and forth between different 

sections of the orchestra. Holst pulls out all the stops 

with the two timpani, glockenspiel, gong and even an organ as the character of Uranus is clearly enamored 

with his own cleverness. 

Neptune the Mystic is the final movement and while Holst has not necessarily intended to take us on a tour 

of our solar system, Neptune’s music feel as though we are teetering on the edge of space, looking out into the 

vastness of the universe. The upper winds and celesta 

along with the tremolos in the strings and harps set 

more of a mood than a traditional melody. This is the 

only movement that includes a chorus. Specific notes in the score state they should be placed in an adjacent 

room and not seen by the audience. This adds to the mystical sound of the movement.  
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 While many initially think of astronomy when hearing a 

work named The Planets, its composition was more closely in-

spired by the field of astrology than any scientific study of the 

cosmos.  

 The study of astrology and the emergence of theosophy 

(from the Greek “theosophia” – “theos” meaning god(s) and 

“sophia,” wisdom, combining to “Divine Wisdom”) in the 19th 

Century had an influence on many thinkers and artists, Holst 

among them. Theosophy aims to discover the nature of divinity 

and our purpose in the world, and held followers including the 

composer Alexander Scriabin, the artists Wassily Kandinsky and 

Piet Mondrian, and notably Holst’s stepmother, Mary. A segment 

of the movement focused on lost knowledge of the ancients as a 

source of rediscovering our way in the world, and this knowledge included the study of ancient Indian Sanskrit 

texts such as the Vedas. While these works emerged in translation in the Western world in the 18th Century, it 

was really the 19th Century which saw them more readily discussed in the West. Holst became acquainted with 

the works of Max Müller sparking his interest in the old Sanskrit texts and epics, so much so that he enrolled 

at University College, London in 1909 to study the language. He produced his own translations of some an-

cient texts as settings for his Sita, an opera based on a portion of the Indian epic the Ramayana, Savrati, a 

chamber opera based on a part of the other major Indian epic the Mahabharata, Hymns from the Rig Veda and 

also two texts originally attributed to the 5th century CE poet  Kālidāsa.  

 It was not until a holiday in Mallorca however in 1913 that Holst was introduced to astrology in a 

more concrete way by the writer Clifford Bax. Holst and Bax were part of a group of English artists, writers 

and composers vacationing on the island, and after this introduction it became Holst’s lifelong interest. He 

even cast his friend’s horoscopes throughout his life, and astrological notions had an eventual influence on the 

creation of The Planets.  

 The description of the movements, such as “Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age” and “Jupiter, the Bringer 

of Jollity” refer more to an astrological concept of the planets and their emotional affect than anything corre-

lating with actual astronomy or the mythological concepts associated with the named Roman deities. Holst’s 

familiarity with the works of the prominent British astrologer and theosophist Alan Leo also show their influ-

ence in the naming and shaping of the movements; Venus, for example, is not directly related to the Roman 

notion of the goddess but instead borrows from Leo, who wrote, “Venus created orderly harmonic motion…

everywhere it produces order out of disorder, harmony out of discord.” Leo also names the planet Neptune as 

“The Mystic” in his The Art of Synthesis, and described Mercury in the same work as “the Winged Messenger of 

the Gods,” very close to what Holst decided to name his third movement. 

 All planets are represented in Leo’s The Art of Synthesis and Holst’s The Planets except Earth, as Earth is 

not included in astrological charts, and Pluto, which would not be discovered until 1930 (and would later be 

designated a dwarf planet).   
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 The history of astrology dates back to the 2nd millennium BCE with ancient cultures (Mesopotamians, 

Chinese, Babylonians, Egyptians, etc.) each developing elaborate systems for predicting earthly events based 

on celestial observations. There are seven heavenly bodies associated with astrology; planets (Mercury, Venus, 

Mars, Jupiter and Saturn—those that can be seen with the naked eye) as well as the Sun and the Moon. It’s 

important to note that the perspective in astrology is from the vantage point of Earth (Earth is not represented 

in astrology). There are twelve signs (sometimes called houses) in the zodiac that are divided in between the 

elements; earth, air, fire and water (fire and air are considered masculine; earth and water feminine). The rela-

tion of the zodiac to a person is based on sun signs, essentially when that person is born. For example, if you 

were born between approximately March 21 and April 20, your sign would be Aries the Ram. 

 Each of the planets represented in Holst’s seven-movement suite has a corresponding astrology/sign, 

mythology (Roman/Greek) as well as the real planet. Starting with the first movement, we’ll look at each with 

the characteristic astrology, the associated mythological character(s) and the real planet.  

Mars the Bringer of War 

In astrology, Mars is typically the symbol of war and governs aggression, desire, 

courage, independence, pride, anger and combativeness to name a few. Mars is 

the ruler of the first sign in the zodiac, Aries the Ram (a fire sign). Basic human 

instinct is often associated with Mars as well as impulsiveness, forcefulness and impatience. 

Mars’ symbol is his spear and shield and this symbol is often used as a universal symbol for 

male. In medieval times, Mars was thought to rule over the choleric humor (one of the four 

fundamental personality types that was short-tempered, fast and irritable).  

 In Roman mythology, Mars was the God of War as well as an agricultural guardian. He is often asso-

ciated with the Greek counterpart of Ares although the two are not identical. While Ares was often viewed as a 

destructive force, Mars represented the Roman people and while military power was under his purview, it was 

more as a way to secure peace than to cause strife. There are varying myths as to Mars’ origins with most 

agreeing that he was the son of Jupiter (Zeus) and Juno (Hero). Although in Ovid’s version, Mars was born 

from Juno alone, similar to Jupiter giving birth to Minerva (Athena) from his mind. Mars is said to be the fa-

ther of Romulus and Remus (founders of Rome) as well as the consort of Venus (Aphrodite). Tuesday and the 

month of March are named for him as are numerous festivals and cults.  

 In astronomy Mars is known as the “Red Planet” due to its iron oxide surface.  

Mars is the second smallest planet at half the size of Earth. A Mars day is approximately 

24 hours and 40 minutes and a Mars year is 687 Earth days. Mars’ atmosphere is 96% car-

bon dioxide and has 1/10 the mass of Earth. Mars has 62.5% less gravity than Earth and 

has two moons. As Mars can be visible with the naked eye, early civilizations like the Bab-

ylonians, Egyptians, Greeks and Romans all took notice of the Red Planet. Mars has held a 

special fascination for writers. In 1727, Jonathan Swift had fictitious astronomers studying 

the moons of Mars in Gulliver’s Travels . Early telescopes in the 1880s showed markings on the planet surface 

that convinced many that Mars had canals built by an alien race. So it’s not surprising that science fiction about 

Mars often involved invasion as in HG Wells War of the Worlds (1897), or conflict as in Ray Bradbury’s The 

Martian Chronicles (1950). Edgar Rice Burroughs Barsoom series (first serial in 1912, aka John Carter) was a 
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more romanticized version of the inhabitants of Mars and Robert Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange 

Land (1961) challenged social mores through its main character, a human raised by Martians 

who returns to Earth. More recently Andy Weir’s The Martian (2011) explored a stranded astro-

naut on Mars, his struggle to survive and his journey home to Earth. Many of these science fic-

tion novels have been made into films, some with several adaptation like War of the Worlds. War 

of the Worlds also had a notorious radio adaptation by Orson Welles in 1938 that caused quite a 

stir as the opening half was treated as a news bulletin about an invasion from Mars. And pop 

culture has also taken note with characters like Looney Tunes’ Marvin the Martian and DC’s 

Martian Manhunter (a founding member of the Justice League).  

 To find out the location of any of the planets as well as other major solar system bodies or stars, check 

out the U.S. Naval Oceanography Portal. 

Venus the Bringer of Peace 

It is particularly fitting that Venus follows Mars as the characters in Roman mythology were con-

sorts but also Venus represents love, pleasure and harmony; the antithesis to war and strife. In as-

trology, Venus is the ruling planet of Libra (an air sign), the 7th astrological sign (7th house) in the 

zodiac. The symbol of Venus is a mirror (as the goddess was known for beauty) and the symbol is also used as 

a symbol of woman. In addition to love and beauty, Venus is associated with harmony, affection and equality 

as well as the arts. In medieval times, Venus was associated with the phlegmatic humor that was relaxed and 

peaceful personality. Venus’ day of the week is Friday and her month is April. 

 In Roman mythology, Venus was the Goddess of Love, Beauty and Desire. Her 

Greek counterpart is Aphrodite and they share many of the same traits including their 

birth from sea foam. Because of her birth from the sea, Venus is associated with water 

and her male associates Vulcan (Hephaestus) and Mars are fire. Her signs are myrtle and 

roses (these were included in Roman wedding bouquets). Venus had a number of cults 

associated with her and Julius Caesar claimed her as an ancestor through Aeneas who 

claimed to be her son. In many myths, Cupid is the son of Venus and Mars but Venus has 

also been the consort of Vulcan. Artists were fascinated by her and many famous works feature a nude Venus 

including the ancient Venus de Milo (130 BC), The Birth of Venus by Botticelli (1485-86), Sleeping Venus (1510) 

and Venus of Urbino by Titian (1538). 

 In astronomy, Venus is the second planet from the sun and is approximately the 

size of Earth. Because it is so close to the Sun, Venus is incredibly hot with surface tem-

peratures around 880 degrees Fahrenheit. Venus’ atmosphere is mostly carbon dioxide 

with clouds containing sulfuric acid droplets. Venus is one of two planets whose rotation 

is the opposite of Earth (Uranus is the other) and one Venusian day equals 243 Earth 

days. Besides the Moon, Venus is the brightest object in the night sky making it easy for 

ancient people to see it with the naked eye. Mayan astronomers in 650 BCE observed the 

planet and made highly detailed observations. The tallest mountain is Maxwell Montes that is similar in size to 

Mount Everest. There have been several missions to Venus including NASA’s Mariner 2 (1962), USSR’s Vene-

ra 7 (1970), NASA’s Magellan spacecraft (1990-94), ESA (European Space Agency) Venus Express (2005) and 

most recently, Japan’s Akatsuki “Dawn” (2015). 

 Venus has been popular for science fiction and fantasy writers, films, games and even pop songs since 

the early 20th century. In the 19th century, several books with voyages to Venus were published and like 
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Marvin the Martian 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z40AsPaktzw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yu6Ny0632-U
http://aa.usno.navy.mil/data/docs/mrst.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cXOanvv4plU
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/venus/indepth
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=44024612


Mars, Edgar Rice Burroughs created a Venus series between 1934 and 1946. Other writers of Venus based lit-

erature included H.P. Lovecraft, Robert Heinlein, C.S. Lewis, Ray Bradbury, Isaac Asimov, Poul Anderson and 

even Stephen King. In John Gray’s 1992 book Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus, the author asserts this 

as a practical guide for male/female communication. J.R.R. Tolkien used Venus as one of the inspirations for 

the Elvish star Eärendil. Comic books also used Venus as a subject including Buck Rogers, Superman, Wonder 

Woman and Captain Marvel. Poets were also entranced by the planet writing about Venus as the “morning 

star” or “evening star.” These poets included William Blake, Alfred Lord Tennyson, William Wordsworth and 

Robert Frost. Because Venus is associated with women, there were depictions of an Amazonian style race of 

women who lived on the planet—many of these were in early television and film depictions of the planet. The 

Twilight Zone, Outer Limits, Doctor Who, Star Trek, Space: 1999, etc. have all had story lines involving or referring 

to the planet Venus. Venus has also been the inspiration for a number of songs; Venus by Shocking Blue 

(1969) and it’s remake by Banarama (1986), Venus by Frankie Avalon (1959) and Venus by Lady Gaga (2013) to 

name a few. 

Mercury the Winged Messenger  

In astrology, Mercury is the ruling planet of Gemini (the twins) that is the 3rd sign in the zodiac. 

It is particularly fitting that Mercury is associated with communication, rationality and reason as 

one of the duties of the Roman god Mercury (Hermes) was as the Messenger of the Gods. Mercu-

ry’s symbol includes the open half-crescent indicating an openness to new ideas and thought on top of the 

symbol for Venus, perhaps a reference to the gestation of thought and/or ideas. The word “mercurial” is de-

rived from Mercury and has several meanings including to be born under the sign of Mercury, having attrib-

utes of the Roman god Mercury or rapid, unpredictable changes in mood. Mercury’s day of the week is 

Wednesday. 

 In Roman mythology, Mercury (Hermes) is the god of commerce, elo-

quence, messages/communication as well as trickery, thieving and he also es-

corted souls into the underworld. Mercury and his Greek counterpart Hermes 

are very similar in their duties as well as origins. Mercury was the son of Maia 

(daughter of Atlas and one of the Pleaides) and Jupiter (Zeus). Mercury is often 

depicted with winged shoes, winged hat and a caduceus. Mercury was one of 

the most popular gods in the Roman pantheon and inspired the Ford Motor 

Company to call one of it’s non-defunct lines Mercury with the symbol of Mer-

cury’s head (as did Mercury Records and FTD—Florists Transworld Delivery). The element of 

Mercury (Hg) or “quick silver” was named after the Roman god as well. 

 In astronomy, the planet Mercury is the smallest and closest to the 

Sun. It’s orbit around the Sun takes approximately 88 Earth days and is the 

shortest orbit of all the planets; this is why it was named after the swiftest of the Roman 

gods. Surface temperatures are above 800 degrees Fahrenheit but with no atmosphere, 

night temperatures can drop to –290 degrees. Ancient astronomers observed Mercury alt-

hough it’s proximity to the Sun made it difficult, but it can be seen during solar eclipses. 

Both Pierre Gassendi and Galileo Galilei observed Mercury through one of the earliest telescopes in 1631. 

Mercury’s surface looks similar to the Moon in that there are many impact craters including several large ba-

sins created by asteroids (Caloris and Rachmaninoff being two of the largest). The first spacecraft to visit Mer-

cury was NASA’s Mariner 10 (1974-75) that began mapping the surface. The second and longer mission 

was MESSENGER that launched in 2004. Thanks to multi-year fly-bys, MESSENGER mapped the re-

 

11 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPEhQugz-Ew
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NkcU2_Vs7Xw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fakpqLDEQAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nP3ctBs3510
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CilfBWvCSXI
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/mercury/indepth


maining Mercury surface before finishing its mission and crashing in Mercury’s surface in 2015.  

 Like the rest of the planets, Mercury has been a setting for science fiction novels, film and television, 

games and comics. Isaac Asimov included a short story in his I Robot (1950) about a robot designed to with-

stand the intense solar radiation of Mercury: other writers included Larry Niven, Kurt Vonnegut and Arthur C. 

Clarke. Animated series like Futurama, Sailor Moon and Invader Zim also used the planet as a setting.  

Jupiter the Bringer of Jollity 

In astrology, Jupiter is the ruling planet of Sagittarius (a fire sign) that is the 9th house in the zodi-

ac. Jupiter is associated with growth, prosperity and fortune as well as the sanguine humor 

(medieval personality type that was enthusiastic, active, and social). Jupiter also governs higher education, law, 

exploration and merrymaking. Jupiter is associated with the Roman god Jupiter (Zeus) who was the ruler of 

the gods. Jupiter’s day is Thursday, his month is January and his alternative name Jove spawned the word 

“jovial” (jolly or optimistic) and the expression “By, Jove!.”   

 In Roman mythology, Jupiter/Jove (Zeus) was the god of the sky and thunder and 

the ruler of the gods as well as father to several of them (Minerva, Mercury, Apollo, Diana, 

Venus, Prosperine) and to a number of demi-gods. Jupiter was the son of Ops (Earth) and 

Saturn (sky god). Jupiter shared many of the traits of his Greek counterpart Zeus including 

the overthrow of his father Saturn. Jupiter was the patron of ancient Rome and in charge of 

law and order. Jupiter’s consort was Juno (Hera) and his brothers were Neptune (Poseidon) 

and Pluto (Hades). Each brother presided over the three realms of the universe; sky 

(Jupiter), water (Neptune) and underworld (Pluto). In Germanic mythology, the god Thor 

is similar to Jupiter, although it is Odin (not Thor) who is the ruler of the gods. 

In astronomy, Jupiter is the largest planet and fifth furthest away from the sun. Jupiter’s 

atmosphere is mostly hydrogen and helium while the swirls seen on the surface are clouds of 

ammonia and water. The giant red spot is larger than Earth and consists of a storm that has 

been raging for hundreds of years. Jupiter has 67 moons! The four largest moons are Callis-

to, Io, Ganymede and Europa (all of these are named for mythological characters) - these 

are also known as Galilean satellites named after Galileo who observed them in 1610. Jupi-

ter’s fast rotation means that one day on Jupiter is approximately 10 Earth hours and one year (one orbit 

around the sun) is the equivalent of 12 Earth years. Jupiter is a gas planet with the largest ocean in the solar 

system but instead of water, it is hydrogen. And because Jupiter is a gas planet, there is no landmass so explo-

ration must be through missions like Juno that fly by the planet multiple times. Juno (named for Jupiter’s wife 

in Roman mythology) began its voyage in 2011 and reached Jupiter in July 2016 to begin its study of the planet 

(as of May 2017, here is a link to what’s been discovered so far). Juno will complete its mission in February 

2018 before falling out of orbit onto Jupiter. The composition of Jupiter has not changed since the formation 

of the solar system so it’s like a five billion year old time capsule.  

 As Jupiter is the largest planet, it’s not surprising that as early as the mid-18th century, Jupiter has 

made an appearance in literature beginning with Voltaire’s Micromégas (1752). In Arthur C. Clarke’s Space Odys-

sey series, Jupiter and its moons play an enormous role in the story line (as well as in the associated movies). 

More recently, the movie Jupiter Ascending (2015) had its villain operating his refinery within the Great Red 

Spot. And while Jupiter was a popular subject for novels, comics and films, its largest moons were equally (if 

not more) represented in these genres. As a group, the Galilean satellites have been the setting for the afore-

mentioned Clarke Space Odyssey series as well as The Expanse series (and its associated Syfy channel series). 
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In film, these satellites have been the setting for anime Cowboy BeBop, 2010 (this film was the sequel to 2001: A 

Space Odyssey), and Cloud Atlas. Individual moons have been the inspiration for many of the best known names 

in science fiction including Isaac Asimov, H.P. Lovecraft, Robert Heinlein, Philip K. Dick, Kim Stanley Rob-

inson, Piers Anthony and Dan Simmons. Comics, video games and even music have also been inspired by 

these large Jovian moons. Jupiter’s smaller moons Amalthea, Pasiphae, Sinope, Leda, Pan, Carme and Cyllene 

also make appearances in literature and television. 

Saturn the Bringer of Old Age 

In astrology, Saturn is the ruling planet of Capricorn (an earth sign) that is in the 10th house of the 

zodiac. Saturn is associated with focus and precision as well as virtues, balance and karma. The latter 

is particularly interesting as the Roman god Saturn was the god of seeds, crops and harvest so the whole idea 

of reaping what you sow is interpreted as karma. Saturn also has influence over duty, responsibility and fore-

sight. The Return of Saturn (from where it was in the sky on a person’s birthday) is said to mark significant 

occasions in a person’s life. Of the four medieval humors, Saturn represents the melancholic humor (analytical, 

wise, quiet). Saturn’s day of the week is Saturday. 

 In Roman mythology, Saturn (Cronus) was the son of Caelus (Uranus) and 

Terra (Gaia) and in Greek mythology, he was one of the first generation of Titans. 

Saturn’s consort was Ops (Rhea) and he was the father of Jupiter (Zeus), Neptune 

(Poseidon), Pluto (Hades), Juno (Hera), Ceres (Demeter) and Vesta (Hestia). Saturn 

was an agricultural god (as was Ops) and many thought his reign was the Golden 

Age. Ancient Romans celebrated him with the Saturnalia; a festival in December (by 

the Julian calendar—most of us now use the Gregorian calendar which has approximately a 13 day difference 

from the Julian calendar) celebrating the bounty of the earth as well as the loosening of behavioral norms. In 

one of the more gruesome mythology stories, Saturn learned of a prophecy that his children would eventually 

overthrow him so he decided to devour them upon birth. Ops rescued Jupiter from this fate by giving Saturn a 

stone swaddled like a baby that he swallowed. Ops then raised Jupiter away from his father and once Jupiter 

became an adult, he rescued his siblings (who were apparently still whole in their father’s belly) and overthrew 

Saturn (in Greek mythology, Cronus was thrown into Tartarus with the rest of the Titans). Saturn and his 

Greek counterpart Cronus were also associated with time in addition to agriculture so many depictions of Sat-

urn have him carrying a scythe and he’s usually shown as being old. It should be noted that there was a sepa-

rate god dedicated to time, Chronos.  

 In astronomy, Saturn is the second largest planet in our solar system and like 

Jupiter, it is a gas planet made up of primarily hydrogen and helium (so it does not have 

a hard surface). While other planets have rings, Saturn’s rings are the most spectacular. 

Saturn is the most distant planet visible to the naked eye so ancient astronomers were 

aware of Saturn; although the rings weren’t seen until Dutch astronomer Christiaan Huy-

gens observed them through a telescope in 1659. Saturn has 62 moons including Titan 

(it’s largest  moon and the second largest moon in the solar system—it is even bigger 

than Mercury!) and Rhea; many of Saturn’s moons are named after the Titans in Greek 

mythology. Saturn’s rotation is faster than Earth so a Saturn “day” is 10.7 Earth hours 

but it takes 29.5 Earth years to complete one revolution around the Sun. Because of its axis tilt, Saturn also 

experiences seasons. NASA has sent numerous missions as fly-bys but most recently in 2004, the Cassini 

spacecraft became the first to orbit Saturn. Cassini has been gathering tremendous data on the planet, its 

moons and rings and will complete its mission in September 2017 when it will intentionally crash into the 
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 planet. Cassini also carried the European Space Agency’s Huygens probe to Titan; to date the most distant 

landing from Earth. And while the probe was only able to survive for 72 minutes, it sent back tremendous new 

data on Titan including the possible existence of a subsurface ocean. Here is a link to see the Huygens probe 

descent to Titan.  

 The exotic nature of Saturn’s rings and its many moons has intrigued writers since the mid-18th centu-

ry. Like Jupiter, Saturn was also mentioned in Voltaire’s 1752 novel Micromégas. Saturn was imagined by Jules 

Verne in his 1877 novel Off on a Comet to have 8 satellites and 3 rings (there’s even an illustration of what 

Saturn’s surface might look like). The Cthulhu Mythos (H.P. Lovecraft) and the Hyperborean Era (Clark Ashton 

Smith) made reference to Saturn (not always referred to as Saturn) as did many comic books including Super-

man and Captain Marvel. In Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game (1985), Saturn was the site of Mazer Rackham’s 

victory over the Formics In film, Saturn played a role in Tim Burton’s Beetlejuice (1988) as the home of the sand-

worms, in Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer (2007) as a planet demolished by Galactus on his way to Earth 

and in Interstellar (2014) as a launching point into a wormhole. 

 Several of Saturn’s moons have made appearances in literature, film and tele-

vision including Iapetus in Arthur C. Clark’s 2001: A Space Odyssey,  Hyperion in the 

novel of the same name by Dan Simmons, and most prominently Titan. Prior to the 

Pioneer 11 space probe (April 1973), many thought that Titan was the most Earth-

like satellite in our solar system (it does actually have an atmosphere but it’s mostly 

nitrogen and methane). But Pioneer’s fly-by revealed a surface too cold to sustain 

human life. Further information was received from the Huygens probe (2005) so de-

pictions of Titan have varied with the new information coming from each exploration. Literature prior to Pio-

neer 11 including The Puppet Masters (1951) by Robert Heinlein, First Law (1956), a short story by Isaac Asimov 

as part of his I Robot series, and The Game Players of Titan (1963) by Philip K. Dick. Post-Pioneer literature in-

cluded a series by Simon Petrie about the human colonization of Titan, and Titan (1996) by Stephen Baxter. 

Star Trek, Cowboy BeBop, Marvel and DC have all utilized Saturn and its moons. In music, No Doubt named their 

2000 release Return of Saturn as an homage to the astrological implications of the planet on lead singer Gwen 

Stefani during the song writing process. 

Uranus the Magician 

 In astrology, Uranus is the ruler of Aquarius (an air sign) that is the 11th house of the zodi-

ac. This is the only Greek (rather than the Roman) named in the zodiac. Uranus is associated with 

ingenuity, discovery, inventions and genius. In social terms, Uranus also governs humanitarian and social ideals, 

including revolution and unexpected change as well as freedom of creative expression. Uranus’ day of the week 

is Wednesday alongside Mercury. 

 In mythology, Uranus was the Greek god of the sky and was the 

Roman equivalent of Caelus. Uranus’ consort was Gaia (Terra) and this 

marriage of earth and sky created the twelve first Titans (Oceanus, Coeus, 

Crius, Hyperion, Iapetus, Theia, Rhea, Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Te-

thys and Cronus), the Cyclopes, and the Hecatoncheires (Hundred Handed 

Ones). When Cronus castrated his father Uranus (at Gaia’s request), the 

blood created the Furies, the Giants and the Meliae (tree nymphs). There is 

some debate as to whether or not Uranus is the father of Aphrodite; in some versions his genitals were thrown 

into the sea and fathered Aphrodite but other versions have Aphrodite as the daughter of Zeus and Dione. 
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  In astronomy, Uranus is the seventh planet from the Sun in our 

solar system and is the first of two ice giants (Neptune is the other one). 

Uranus cannot be seen with the naked eye and it was first discovered in 

1781 by William Herschel who initially thought it was a comet or star. 

Two years later, Uranus became a confirmed planet based on the observa-

tions of Johann Elert Bode who suggested the planet be named after the 

Greek god. Uranus’ atmosphere is mostly hydrogen and helium with 

small amount of methane (this gives Uranus the blue-green color) as well 

as traces of ammonia and water. Even though it’s an ice giant, Uranus’ surface is swirling liquids so no hard 

surface. Uranus has 13 rings and 27 moons and rotates at a 90 degree angle on its axis—so it looks like it’s 

spinning on its side. Like Venus, Uranus is the only other planet that rotates in the opposite direction of the 

other planets. A Uranus day is 17.25 Earth hours and a Uranian year (one orbit around the Sun) is 84 Earth 

years. Uranus is the coldest planet with temperatures as low as –224 degrees Fahrenheit. Unlike the mythologi-

cal names for other moons, Uranus’ 27 moons are named after Shakespeare and Alexander Pope characters; the 

largest are Miranda, Ariel (both are fictional planets in the Firefly/Serenity universe TV/movie series), Umbriel, 

Titania and Oberon. Uranus’ rings are categorized by the inner and outer rings and are considered to be young 

(astronomically speaking). The rings are made up of dark particles so they are difficult to see. The Hubble 

Space Telescope identified new rings and two new small satellites (Mab and Cupid) in 2005. The only specific 

exploration of Uranus came in 1986 with NASA’s Voyager 2 probe fly-by that gathered much of the known 

information about the planet in about 6 hours. Even though the New Horizons probe passed Uranus on its 

way to Pluto in 2011, Uranus wasn’t close enough for the probe to take any readings/measurements. 

 Unlike many of the other planets, Uranus does not appear as frequently in fiction, film or movies. Per-

haps it is due to its lack of visibility to the naked eye. Or it could be the name of the planet that lends itself to 

being the “butt” of many jokes; in particular, the pronunciation with a long “a.”  Whether pronounced with the 

long or short “a,” both are considered correct. So perhaps it’s not surprising that the Captain Underpants series 

by Dav Pilkey (one of the most popular children’s book series) liked to use the planet in several of its books. 

Uranus has also made appearances in Doctor Who and Space Patrol as well as in the manga/anime series Sailor 

Moon. Uranus’ moons have also had limited appeal but do make occasional appearances in novels, television 

and movies. As mentioned above, the names Miranda and Ariel were used as fictitious planets in Joss 

Whedon’s Firefly/Serenity universe. Titania and Miranda appear in Kim Stanley Robinson’s Blue Mars (1997), 

Oberon had appeared in Starhunter and Doctor Who and Umbriel has been in a Captain Marvel Adventures. 

Neptune the Mystic 

 In astrology, Neptune is the ruler of Pisces (a water sign) that is in the twelfth house in the 

zodiac. As Neptune is the god of the sea, the astrological symbol is Neptune’s trident. Neptune is 

associated with dreams, illusion, artistry and empathy. Neptune is also associated with intuition and spiritual 

enlightenment but has a darker side associated with deception, guilt and addiction. 

Neptune’s day of the week is Wednesday alongside Venus. 

 In Roman mythology, Neptune (Poseidon) was the god of freshwater and 

the sea as well as horses and his Greek mythology counterpart was Poseidon. Nep-

tune’s consort was Salacia (Amphitrite) and they had three children including Triton 

(Triton is the inspiration (and the name) for Ariel’s father in Disney’s The Little Mer-

maid). Neptune is typically pictured as a white-bearded man carrying a trident and is 

often depicted with fish and horses. Neptune is quite tempestuous and that is consistent with the nature of 15 
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 the sea; occasionally violent and destructive.  

 In astronomy, Neptune is the eighth planet from the Sun and is the second ice 

giant (Uranus is the other one) planet. Neptune was the first planet discovered through 

mathematical prediction (rather than observation). When the planet Uranus did not trav-

el as expected, it was theorized that another planet could be contributing to Uranus’ or-

bit. In 1846, Neptune was observed by Johann Gottfried Galle at the Berlin Observatory 

and its largest moon Triton was discovered 17 days later. Neptune’s atmosphere is mostly hydrogen and heli-

um as well as methane. It is the methane that absorbs red light and gives Neptune its blue color. Neptune is 

the windiest planet with winds 9 times stronger than on Earth. Neptune has 6 observed rings and 13 moons 

(with an additional possibility awaiting confirmation). All of Neptune’s moons are named after sea gods and 

nymphs. In 1989, Voyager 2 (the only spacecraft to have visited the planet) passed by Neptune and confirmed 

the rings and moons as well as observed the Great Dark Spot that was later observed by the Hubble Space 

Telescope. Neptune’s day is 16 Earth hours and a complete orbit of the sun takes 165 Earth years. 

 Neptune’s largest moon Triton is one of the coldest planetary bodies in our solar system with surface 

temperatures at –391 degrees Fahrenheit. Triton orbits Neptune in the opposite direction of the planet’s rota-

tion (the only moon in the solar system to do so).  

 Like Uranus, Neptune does not appear as frequently in fiction, film or television as some of the more 

easily observed planets. Also like Uranus, Neptune has been used in Doctor Who, Sailor Moon and Space Patrol. 

Neptune’s moon Nereid is one of the settings in Larry Niven’s Ringworld series.  

The rest of the story 

 As mentioned earlier, Earth is not included in Gustav Holst’s The Planets as Earth is 

not included in astrological charts and Pluto hadn’t been discovered until 1930. However, 

Pluto was discovered (and classified as a planet) during Holst’s lifetime. But by this time, 

Holst was disillusioned by the success of The Planets as it overshadowed all of his other work 

and had no desire to compose anything new. But this didn’t stop others from creating their 

musical versions of Pluto. In 2000, Holst scholar and English composer Colin Matthews was commissioned 

by the Hallé Orchestra to compose a Pluto movement. 

 It turns out that Holst’s reticence may have ultimately worked in his favor as Pluto was re-designated 

as a dwarf planet in 2006. While Pluto does orbit the sun, it is part of the Kuiper Belt which is beyond Nep-

tune and consists of thousands of miniature ice worlds. 

 In its original suite version, The Planets has been arranged for virtually every time of ensemble and con-

tinues to be a mainstay in pop culture. The Planets has also been a staple at the BBC Proms and will make a 

return on July 25, 2017 with the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra and conductor John Wilson. 

 Celebrating its centennial, The Planets continues to engage audiences both viscerally and intellectually; 

the brashness of Mars paired with the tranquility of Venus, the furtive Mercury and bold Jupiter, the nobility 

of Saturn and trickster Uranus and finally the mystical Neptune that leaves us wondering what else is out in 

the universe. 
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BEGINNINGS 

The first consistent human habitation in what would become Great Britain can be traced back at least 13,000 
years ago during the last Ice Age. Around 4,000 BCE agriculture began on the island in earnest, and with this 

came a more settled population. These groups, once living in 
specified areas, began to create many of the monuments we 
now associate with the period such as the stone circles of 
Stonehenge and Avebury.    
 
The progress of the Iron Age brought with it sturdier meth-
ods of tool-building, resulting in the easier felling of trees 
and the maintenance of agricultural lands. It was also during 
this time that new people migrated to the island; the Celts. 

Originally from Central Europe, this group would have a lasting impact on the island, intermingling with the 
native Britons and growing in influence over the centuries. While they become a large portion of the popula-
tion, as time progressed they were forced to make way for another arriving group; the Romans.  

ROMAN BRITTANIA 

Julius Caesar led initial reconnaissance on the island in 55 BCE, though a continuous Roman presence 
would not begin until the reign of Claudius and his invasion of 43 CE. Though there was some initial revolt 
from the native population, the largest and most well-known being Boudicca’s Uprising, by 80 CE the Ro-
mans pacified most of the island, including much of Wales up to the northern border with Caledonia (Latin for 
the future “Scotland”). This border would hold for all of the Roman occupation of Britain, with the emperor 
Hadrian erecting the now-famous wall bearing his name on the border with the fearsome Pict tribes of to-
day’s Scotland. It was in Londinium during this time that the future city of London emerged as a centralized 
power base.  

ANGLO-SAXONS 

The Anglo-Saxon hold on the island’s consciousness would become so entrenched in the foundation of the 
English identity that to this day the term conjures up for many images of pure Englishness. The group initially 
came from what is now Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands, with the “Angles,” the “Saxons,” the 
“Jutes” and the “Frisians” being the major groups to have a steady influence on the future British Isles. The 
name England itself originates from the early Angle-land, or “land of the Angles.” These groups would hold 
sway over the island from around 410 CE to 1066 CE, a year any fan of British history should recognize.  

THE VIKING PERIOD  

This constant battle among a hodgepodge of warring kingdoms put the England of this 
time at a unique disadvantage for the coming Viking raids. Unlike another target of the 
Viking Age, the Franks, the English kingdoms of the Middle Ages had no centralized 
authority on which to pull resources and fell successively to the Vikings beginning in 
Lindisfarne in 793 CE. Wessex remained the only kingdom to survive these raids, King 
Egbert in time incorporated both Mercia and Northumbria into his kingdom. His 
grandson Alfred the Great would initiate the concept of a united England during his 
time, which would later coexist with the area known as the “Danelaw;” where the laws 
and codes of the Danes held precedent. 
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 THE NORMAN INVASION OF 1066 
 
The year 1066 saw the start of a new chapter in English history. King Edward the Confessor died and was 
succeeded by Harold, earl of Wessex, who almost immediately after taking the throne was confronted by the 
expansionist intents of both William, Duke of Normandy to the south and the King of Norway Harald 
Hardrada to the north. In 1066, Harold Godwinson (Harold II of England) fought Harald Hardrada 
(Harald III of Norway) in the north of England at the Battle of Stamford Bridge. The Viking forces were 
overtaken by Harold II, though he did not have much time to enjoy the victo-
ry, as within a few weeks he would lose England in the Battle of Hastings to 
William of Normandy, later known as William the Conqueror. The events 
leading up to this pivotal battle and scenes of the battle itself are shown in the 
era’s Bayeux Tapestry.  

The Norman Invasion of 1066 changed the structure of England for centuries 
to come in numerous ways.  The Normans, who were of Viking ancestry 
themselves (Duke William of Normandy being a descendant of the Viking 
raider Rollo), brought with them castles, a new ruling elite resulting in the 
Domesday Book of 1086 CE and coming feudalism, and a change in the structure of the English language 
itself. For an example, see below the opening lines of the epic Beowulf, with the original Old English script 
to the left and the modern translation by Seamus Heaney to the right: 

 
 So. The Spear-Danes in days gone by  
 and the kings who ruled them had courage and greatness.  
 We have heard of those princes' heroic campaigns. 

 
William’s French lineage forged a link with France unlike any pre-
viously existing with England, and would continue in earnest for 
the next 300 years. The battle also brought some new cultural 
shifts to the island, such as a preference among the aristocracy for 
drinking wine rather than mead, and in the creation of surnames; 
a practice that exists in the majority of western societies to this 
day.   
 
THE CHURCH AND LEARNING IN THE MIDDLE 
AGES 
 
With the fall of the Roman Empire leaving a vacuum of a single 

European power to rule the continent, and each country in beginning stages of medieval nationalism, the 
Catholic Church became the greatest pan-European influence in the former empire’s Western lands. In CE 
1096, Pope Urban II instigated another the Crusades. This first of six Crusades began with helping the Byz-
antine Empire (the still-existing Eastern half of the Roman Empire) fight back the Turks, who were encroach-
ing on the land. Byzantium’s request to Pope Urban II to aid in their fight to regain the Holy Lands met with 
support , and England was one of the many nations who heeded the call. 
 
With the decline in the West of classical scholarship as existed in either ancient Greece or Rome, the Church 
became the keeper of many of the ideas of the pagan Classical World. Along with many texts on religious 
matters, the monks of Western Europe also copied ancient poetical, philosophical and dramatic works by 
some of the ancient world’s most noted minds, keeping the records within their monasteries and increasing 
their respective reputations. The monks of England and Ireland constituted a major center of learning in 
the Middle Ages with many on the continent traveling to their shores for study.  
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THE BLACK DEATH AND WARS OF THE ROSES 
 
It would be hard to have any discussion about England in the Middle Ages without mention of either the 
Black Death or the Wars of the Roses. The Black Death, also known as the Bubonic Plague, reached the 
country in June of 1348 CE and decimated the population. By some modern estimates, 40% to 60% of the 
population fell to the plague, and results were similar across the continent. While the plague would make ap-
pearances again, it was not as virulent or deadly as the original incursion in the mid-14th Century.   
The instability brought by depopulation and the loss of the Hundred Years War with France also brought on 

a new conflict; a civil war for power between rival branches of England’s ruling Plan-
tagenet family, known as the Wars of the Roses. The fighting lasted from 1455 CE to 
1487 CE, with power shifting between the House of Lancaster (represented by a 
red rose) and the House of York (represented by a white rose). Toward the end of 
the conflict, Parliament offered the crown to Edward IV’s younger brother, Richard 
III, a member of the House of York. Richard III was finally overcome by Henry Tu-
dor, Earl of Richmond, who became King Henry VII, a member of the House of 
Lancaster. After becoming King, Henry VII married Elizabeth of York, thus allying 
the branches of Lancaster and York by marriage and ushering in a new era of English 
history.      
   
THE TUDORS TO CIVIL WAR 
 
This time in history concerns the reigns of 
Henry VII to James II.  One of the major 
turning points of this era was the intense 
desire of Henry VIII for a son and heir, 

leading him to marry six times; divorced, beheaded, died, di-
vorced, beheaded, survived. These actions put him in direct con-
flict with the Roman Catholic Church. When the Church would 
not agree to the annulment of his first marriage to Catherine of 
Aragon, Henry took the initiative to claim himself Head of a new 
Church of England, a sect following the wave of the Protestant 
Reformation beginning in 1517 CE with Martin Luther and his 
95 theses.  

 
The Tudor period (Henry VII  to Elizabeth I) would see the awakening of the 
English Renaissance; a flowering of art and culture that took its lead from the 
earlier Renaissance in Italy yet with a distinctly English flair. This “Golden Age” 
would produce some of the best known works of drama in the English language 
including Shakespeare who created enduring masterpieces such as Hamlet, Ro-
meo and Juliet and King Lear. The death of Elizabeth without an heir led to the 
start of the Jacobean period, named for her successor King James (he is also the 
one who gave us the King James Version of the Bible). This period also saw 
an extension of the colonial lands in The New World, and the first permanent 
English settlement in Jamestown, Virginia named after the ruling monarch. 
The new colonial crop of tobacco reached the Isle also during this age and 
spread quickly to almost all levels of society.  

 
With the death of James I in 1625 his son Charles I took the throne and with the reign of King Charles, the 
English would come to know yet another major turning point in their history. Charles inherited his believe in 
the Divine Right of Kings from his father; a concept known elsewhere among the monarchies of Europe 
and a concept that would play a large part in the course of English history. When Charles’ policies began be-
coming more and more unpopular, some began seeing his acts as tyrannical. With his view of Divine 
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 Right, Charles failed to see why his actions, done without the greater consent of the representatives of his 
people, could be viewed as tyrannical.  
 
Charles’ policies, coupled with his marriage to Henrietta Maria of France, a Catholic, his failure to aid 
Protestants fully during the Thirty Years War, and his attempts at instituting further Anglican practices with 
the Church of Scotland led to a revolt which evolved into the English Civil War. Lasting from 1642 CE to 
1651 CE, the Royalist Forces (“Cavaliers”) collided with the Parliamentary Forces (“Roundheads”) in a 
conflict that extended the breadth of the country. Battles were fought all over England, Ireland, Wales, and 
Scotland and in the end, the Parliamentary forces of Oliver Cromwell were triumphant over those of Charles 
I.  
 
Charles I was beheaded on January 30th, 1649, outside of the Banqueting House on Whitehall, London. With 
his death, England saw itself a “Commonwealth” with Scotland, Wales, and Ireland under the newly created 
“Lord Protector” Oliver Cromwell. Cromwell lived until 1658 when there was a brief leadership of the Com-
monwealth under his son Richard Cromwell. Due to pressures from the military and civilians both, however, 
after a couple years the country entered The Restoration in 1660. 
 
THE RESTORATION TO VICTORIA 
 
The restoration of the Stuart monarchy under 
Charles’ son, Charles II, ushered in The Resto-
ration; a period of relative stability, population 
growth, and a flourishing of the arts and scienc-
es in England. With the death of Charles II and 
the ascension of his younger brother James II, 
some members of Parliament began suspecting 
him of French sympathies and Roman Catholi-
cism, confirmed when he produced a Catholic 
heir to the throne. In response, this spurred the support of William of Orange to land a force of invasion 
from The Netherlands, resulting in his ultimate victory of Protestantism during The Glorious Revolution.  
 

The House of Orange-Nassau (and house of Stuart in the case of Queen Anne) ruled in England until the 
death of Queen Anne in 1714, ushering in the House of Hanover and the reigns of George I – Victoria. The 
Hanoverians ruled during a time of major changes in the nation and the emergence of Empire, whose roots 
began with Queen Anne and the Act of Union with Scotland in 1707 (such an arrangement was already centu-
ries old with Wales). The Hanoverian line saw such milestones as the Age of Enlightenment in philosophy, 

the sciences and the arts, the emergence of the nation’s first Prime Minister (Sir 
Robert Walpole in 1721), the Seven Years War between Britain and France, the 
emergence of empire and colonization, the American Revolution, the Pacific 
explorations of Captain Cook, the Napoleonic Wars, and the victory of Wel-
lington at Waterloo, the abolition of slavery in the Empire, and the emergence of 
the Victorian Age.  
 
THE VICTORIAN AND EDWARDIAN ERAS 
 
With Victoria (Britain’s longest-reigning monarch until Elizabeth II in the mod-
ern era), the Empire transitioned from the warring Georgian Period to a time of 
relative peace (due to the agreement of the Congress of Vienna from 1814-1815 
that was intended as a long-term plan for an armistice between the engaging pow-
ers of that conflict). The Victorian Era saw a time of internal progress with social 
reforms such as the expansion of voting rights, the enactment of some laws 
regulating work hours, expanded public health coverage and education re-
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 forms (by 1876 education was required for all children in England under the age of 10). Many of these re-
forms were in direct reference to one of the largest economic impacts of this or any era; the Industrial Revolu-
tion. 
 
Beginning in the late 18th Century, the rapid expansion of the Industrial Revolution during the Victorian peri-
od transformed England in a couple generations from a mostly agrarian nation to one of cities and towns. Ur-
ban areas exploded in this timeframe; London, with a population of around 2 million in 1840 reached close to 
5 million only forty years later in 1880. What was previously the smallish-town of Manchester having roughly 
22,000 people in the late 18th Century reached a population of 243,000 by 1841, helping to exemplify the speed 
and character of the newly-emerging industrial cities. Along with this rapid expansion of new technologies and 
the urban workforce was also the rapid spread of disease. Illnesses such as cholera, typhus, typhoid and tuber-
culosis claimed many lives, as the health system of the era struggled to catch up. The often unfortunate living 
conditions became a catalyst to new research and progress in the field, which exploded in inquiry almost as 
seemingly limitless in scope as the growth in population. 
 
The creation of so many new types of urban employment created an emerging middle class to rub against the 
previously dichotomous class divide. With more living in urban centers, these centers needed a greater repre-
sentation of clerks, shopkeepers, tailors, grocers, etc. to help fill the new demand. These rising occupations 
were usually indicated by receiving pay in a monthly or yearly salary, rather than the hourly wages earned by 
those in factories and mines, etc. It was in the closing years of this era that Gustav Holst was born in Chelten-
ham, Gloucestershire in 1874.  
 
HOLST AND HIS ERA 
 
At the start of Holst’s life the nation was entering the late Victorian 
Era, and by its close the Empire had experienced the horrors of 
World War I and those early steps which would lead to another dev-
astating world conflict. At this time the Empire was still growing, 
industry steadily expanding, and the arts flourishing. In land size, the 
British Empire would continue growing until its height in 1922. 
With the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, the nation moved from 
the age under its then longest-reigning monarch into the Edwardian 
era; a time of peace and prosperity that would seem even more so 
when compared to what lie ahead.  

Many of Holst’s early works began in his school and young adult days during Victoria’s reign, though really 
found his voice during the Edwardian Era (in his view, everything of his prior to 1904 was termed derivative 
“early horrors”). The era, with its pause from war and with a growing economy and empire, would be remem-
bered as a time of relative ease and financial stability for many, especially the upper classes, and a period of 
transition from the highly structured, productive Victorian Era and the chaos that would emerge with the First 
World War. The Edwardians were riding high living in what could be seen as the world’s superpower of the 
time, and one whose influence was only expanding.   

 

With the rapid industrialization of the age, expanding colonialism, and the world’s major financial market 
squarely located in London, the Victorian and Edwardian eras seemed to give their citizens the opportunity to 
enjoy the fruits of the age. While the social hierarchy existing for generations would quickly change and adapt 
during the First World War, the Edwardian Era could be viewed through two lenses; both as the end of an 
age, and also as the beginnings of a new flexibility in class strata. While the mass losses of the landed aristocra-
cy’s country houses and fortunes would not begin in earnest until the end of the war (a situation addressed 
head-on in the PBS Masterpiece series Downton Abbey), the Edwardian Age also brought with it a growth in 
available jobs in industry and city life. All of the sudden the social hierarchy did not seem quite as impene-
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 trable, and the women’s rights movement began to increase its base and expand calls for suffrage.  

Britain’s path toward World War I brought it into the fray of a conflict whose ramifications few could have 
anticipated. With often long-standing alliances in the first truly global battle actively revealing themselves 
with the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the world powers involved escalated the con-
flict to worldwide proportions. It was in this coming storm that Holst composed his The Planets. Though 
completed prior to the start of World War I, one can still appropriate many of the themes to represent the 
Empire’s struggles and eventual triumph in the First World War.  

POST-WAR BRITAIN 

As one of the victorious Allies, after the war Great Britain had a 
hand in dividing up the post-war world. With the Empire on the 
rise in terms of territory, and with the experiences gained during 
the war, the British experienced a shift in cultural tides at home. 
Social norms began to change, and once the war came to a close 
the nation would find it difficult to further stall these advance-
ments. This fundamental change resulted in the Representation of 
the People Act of 1918, greatly increasing the size of the popula-
tion with the vote, though full equality in voting rights would not 
come until the Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act of 1928.  

 

Post-war Britain also saw the rise in political power of women and the working classes. With a much higher 
casualty rate in the war among the landed classes and the downturn of the economy in the immediate after-
math of the war, what were previously minority voices found themselves with much more of a say in how the 
nation saw itself and how it could reach its post-war goals (between the two World Wars, it is estimated that 
Britain suffered more than 900,000 casualties). 

 

This showed to increasingly be the case for the colonies under British rule. As these dominions also lost 
many of their countrymen during the war in order to help the Empire reach victory, their stances on home 
issues began to find more inspired and insistent voices. While some territories were gained, WWI also 
showed these colonies what they were able to accomplish in war, their place of importance to the Empire in 
such matters, and how they could maintain the workings of their own provinces during the war with some-
times minimal outside influence. This notion was taken to heart, and would show itself as more of the Em-
pire’s former colonies called for independence in the coming years of the new century.     

 

THE ARTS IN WWI BRITAIN 

 

With the onset of WWI and the experience of many artists fighting for the British Empire on the front, it’s 
little wonder that many brought their experiences back home and into their art. There was a flowering of a 
new form of expression in Britain; pointedly taking on the bluntness of war. While the period directly leading 
up to it seemed bent on the pleasures and opulence afforded the era, including artistically, this new art shifted 
focus dramatically to the trials and social questions of this new type of warfare.  

 

The British Poets of WWI made a lasting impact with their words, bringing home to many the nature of 
war and the trials faced by many British in their fight “for King and Country.” Poets such as Siegfried Sas-
soon, Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brook, and Isaac Rosenberg took the nature of their struggles on the battle-

field to their countrymen at home through means that had rarely been as direct. Owen’s Dulce et Deco-
rum Est in particular took aim at what seemed to many as more and more senseless deaths in a war 22 

WWI British postcard  
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 where the path of the leadership was questionable. In the fourth and final stanza, he questions the old adage of 
the Greek poet Horace; “it is sweet and fitting…to die for one’s country”: 

 
    If in some smothering dreams you too could pace 
    Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 
    And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 
    His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin; 
    If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 
    Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 
    Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 
    Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,— 
    My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
    To children ardent for some desperate glory, 
    The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 
    Pro patria mori.       
 

The First World War saw a carnage few had expected, and shifted the focus of Europe’s creative ideals in the 
wake of a generation of young men lost to the struggle. A shift in tension between what has been termed the 
“real” and the “ideal” created a new process in Europe and America –  what would become the base for 
Modernism.  

 

Similar in outlook to their poets, British visual artists began creating works showing the scenes of war as they 
actually appeared to them, and not as the idealized versions of earlier artists 
of the preceding eras. The mechanics of war had changed, and British artists 
felt the representation could and should change to meet these new realities. 
Such figures as John Nash, Paul Nash, Charles Ernest Butler, Muir-
head Bone, Christopher R W Nevinson, and Eric Kennington brought 
new forms to representations of war and included the new technologies used 
to wage warfare.  

 

Beginning with the success of Kennington’s The Kensingtons at Laventie 
at its first exhibition in London in 1916, the British government began to 
notice the affect these new works had on the public.  The government in 
turn began to employ or commission a select group of new artists to use 

their talents to document what they saw firsthand 
both on and off the battlefield. In this way, the gov-
ernment was instrumental in nurturing this new 
movement and allowing its artists the opportunity to 
showcase their experiences in a new expression.  

 

Along with poets and artists, British composers of 
the era fought alongside their comrades in the First World War. With so many young 
men in the fight, many of these poets, artists and composers fell to the forces of this 
war, and we wonder what may have come of their talents had they escaped the ultimate 
price in war. There were a few quite influential composers who survived The Great 
War to later influence 20th Century music; Arthur Bliss and Holst’s colleague and 
friend Ralph Vaughan Williams among them, and the German and Austrian com-

posers Paul Hindemith and Fritz Kreisler on the opposing side. Of those who passed while their talent 
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 was still forming, the Scotsman Cecil Coles was one Holst person-
ally took under his wing while still a tutor at Morley College in Lon-
don. During Christmastime 1917, Coles send Holst a manuscript 
score with blood stains and muddy splotches still over it - it was the 
third movement of what the composer intended to be a four move-
ment suite titled Behind the Lines. This work never found comple-
tion, as the composer died less than a year later while attempting to 
rescue wounded Allied soldiers from a wood near the Somme.  

While one can hear the militaristic sounds of brass and snare in 
Coles’ Cortege, many of the works of the fallen composer-soldiers 
were created in the pre-war world. We would see the changing 
styles of those who survived, though can only guess at the un-
tapped talent of those taken by the first truly worldwide conflict.  
 
For more on the wartime composers, please visit here.  Cecil Cole’s bloody manuscript 

Connecting the dots 

How to use this concert experience in the classroom 

Having students attend a live performance of Gustav Holst’s The Planets along with NASA’s space imagery 
of our solar system can help aid students in better understanding the interconnectedness of our universe, and 
have the chance to see firsthand photography/video of the makeup of each planet. In addition, the work cre-
ated by Holst can deepen student’s understanding of art as representation; a way for music to express connect-
ed ideas whether they be astrological, astronomical, or mythic elements.  

This year, 6th Grade students have the advantage of using their curricular studies of our solar system in the 
classroom toward the opportunity for a deepening of their appreciation of the performance. For example: 

In MS-ESS1-1, Develop and use a model of the Earth-sun-moon system to describe the cyclic patterns 
of lunar phases, eclipses of the sun and moon, and seasons, students will be able to visually see these cy-
clical patterns in real footage from the source, experienced with pivotal music backing the structure of these 
patterns.  

 

In MS-ESS 1-2, Develop and use a model to describe the role of gravity in the motions within galaxies 
and the solar system,  

How is the gravitational pull of each planet related to its place in orbit of our Milky Way galaxy? 

 

In MS-ESS1-3, Analyze and interpret data to determine scale properties of objects in the solar system, 

Does seeing NASA satellite imagery help in understanding the scale of planets with one another, moons to 
planets, etc.?  

 
For High School students:  
 
HSESS1-1 Earth’s Place in the Universe this section studies the creation of the universe as according to the 
“Big Bang” theory. How did planets emerge independently of one another? How did they gather around one 

another to create our solar system?   
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 There are clear connections to the General Music Education standard as well as those relating to those partici-

pants of Band, Orchestra, and/or Chorus: 

Anchor Standard: #1 - Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work. Essential Understanding: The creative ideas, 

concepts, and feelings that influence musicians’ work emerge from a variety of sources. Essential Question: How do musicians gener-

ate creative ideas? 

How was Holst influenced by his interest in astrology, and how did this interest result in such distinct 

movements for The Planets? Can you hear the differences mentioned in the titles of each movement (i.e. 

Mars, The Bringer of War or Venus, The Bringer of Peace?)  

Anchor Standard: #7 – Perceive and analyze artistic work. Essential Understanding: Response to music is informed by ana-

lyzing context (social, cultural and historical) and how creators and performers manipulate the elements of music. Essential Ques-

tion: How does understanding the structure and context of the music influence a response? 

Holst was writing this work on the eve of the First World War. Are there any themes you can feel in this 

composition relating to the turbulent nature of the time? Holst, though of German, Swedish, Latvian 

and British ancestry, was a thoroughly English composer. What forms of Englishness can you find in 

The Planets? How did the main theme of “Jupiter” become a piece so intensely “British?”   

Anchor Standard: #8 – Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work. Essential Understanding: Through their use of ele-

ments and structures of music, creators and performers provide clues to their expressive intent. Essential Question: How do we dis-

cern the musical creators’ and performers’ expressive intent? 

What was Holst’s intent for this work? Did he reach his goal?  

Anchor Standard: #10 – Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical context to deepen understand-

ing. Essential Understanding: Musicians connect their personal interests, experiences, ideas, and knowledge to creating, performing, 

and responding. Essential Question: How do musicians make meaningful connections to creating, performing, and responding? 

What cultural contexts influence this work? Why did Holst act on those contexts?  

The underpinnings of this work also have a foot in the history of the period, and so fit well with students stud-

ying  

Modern World History. 

 The precursors to WWI, especially nationalism and imperialism were ideas Holst lived through, and of 

which nationalism later became associated with his work The Planets. The main theme of the movement 

“Jupiter, The Bringer of Jollity” went on to be set by Holst to the words of Cecil Spring Rice’s “I Vow 

to Thee, My Country” to become a near instant work of overall English identity (I can define and ex-

plain the impact of militarism, alliance system, imperialism and nationalism (H5-5.3.4)). What 

are some reasons this was this the case, especially when Holst did not share in these nationalist tenden-

cies personally?  

How were the arts in the Great Britain of the time reflective of the new weapons of warfare, war tactics, 

and war representation?  How did this world conflict change the outlook of Britons, and how did the 

art of the era move forward?  (See “The Arts in WWI Britain” earlier in this Study Guide for a begin-

ning discussion.) 

Address the emergence of the British war artists of WWI to interpret how the government hoped to have 

a say in the depiction back home of the fight abroad, and how by commissioning these artists it saw an 

opportunity to have a say in the national narrative of what was happening overseas. Though not 
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directly, can tie into a larger discussion of WWI Propaganda. 

For further discussions, please see the following links with some pieces of additional content:  

 Wow, what a response from Neil deGrasse Tyson to the question, “What is the most astounding fact you can 
share with us about the universe?” - http://thekidshouldseethis.com/post/18852773127 

  Follow this link to view videos on space on “The Kids Should See This: Smart Videos for Curious Minds of 
All Ages” -  http://thekidshouldseethis.com/tagged/space 

 Allow students to have an interactive experience with out solar system on NASA’s website - https://

solarsystem.nasa.gov/kids/index.cfm 

 Check out this surprise “flash mob” video of students of the Berklee College of Music playing the main 
theme of “Jupiter” from The Planets  at the Prudential Center in Boston - https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=q3cpOrB1GW8 

Like Holst, the group producing the new album Planetarium took the symbolism inherent in the astrology/
astronomy of the planets , creating pieces on all of the planets as well as features of the cosmos such as “Halley’s 
Comet,” “Black Hole,” and Kuiper Belt.” The album was produced by contemporary classical composer Nico 
Muhly,  singer-songwriter Sufjan Stevens, Bryce Dessner of the indie-rock band The National, and the 
drummer and producer James McAlister. View a studio performance of “Mercury” via NPR here:   http://
www.npr.org/event/music/531907516/watch-sufjan-stevens-nico-muhly-and-bryce-dessner-play-planetarium-
track-mercury 
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