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Opening Weekend - Holst's The Planets 

Courtney Lewis, conductor 

 Women of the Jacksonville Symphony Chorus 

 

ADAMS • Short Ride in a Fast Machine 

 

HAYDN • Symphony No. 90 

  1. Adagio - Allegro assai 

  2. Andante 

  3. Menuet: Allegretto 

  4. Finale: Allegro assai 

 

INTERMISSION 

 

HOLST • The Planets  

  1. Mars, the Bringer of War 

  2. Venus, the Bringer of Peace 

  3. Mercury, the Winged Messenger 

  4. Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity 

  5. Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age 

  6. Uranus, the Magician 

  7. Neptune, the Mystic  

 
JOHN ADAMS (b.1947) 
Short Ride in a Fast Machine (1986) 
 

"You know how it is when someone asks you to ride in a terrific sports car, and then you wish you hadn't?"  

 

That's how John Adams famously described his Short Ride in a Fast Machine, the most-performed work by one of 

America's most popular composers. Originally titled Fanfare for Great Woods, Adams wrote the piece to open a 

new music festival held near Boston in the summer of 1986. The work's self-styled "post-minimalism" derives from 

the repetitive rhythmic figures and essentially tonal harmonies of his minimalist forebears (Reich, Riley, Glass, 

etc.), whose bare-bones esthetic demonstrated what Adams called "the most important stylistic development in 

Western art music since the Fifties." But where they might mesmerize with slowly evolving subtleties, Adams jolts 

with the occasional cataclysm. His rushing vehicle may not crash, but you won't nod off, either. More likely you'll 

feel exhilarated, and maybe even hope for a do-over.  

 

Listen Up: The music's driving force (as it were) is its rhythmic complexity. The woodblock starts like a relentless 

metronome. Over this steadfast foundation, layers of repeated notes in contradictory polyrhythms vie for 

prominence, while swirling whirlwinds rise from the piccolos. Halfway home the sputtering gives way to the 

polyphonic strains of a more traditional-sounding brass fanfare. As the tension builds, the woodblock stops while 

echoes of the opening reverberate. We coast downhill and slam on the brakes without ever slowing down. 

 

A Word to the Wise: Better fasten your seatbelts. 

 

JOSEPH HAYDN (1732-1809) 



Symphony No. 90 in C Major, H.I: 90 (1788)  

 

Genial Austrian composer (Franz) Joseph Haydn is the musician most credited with establishing the “Classical” 

style built upon by his younger contemporaries Mozart (his friend) and Beethoven (his pupil). By 1788, when 

Haydn wrote his Symphony No. 90, he already had become the most widely celebrated composer in Europe.  
 

Young Joseph began his career at age 8 as a choirboy at St. Stephen's Cathedral in Vienna.  He received 

instruction in violin and piano in addition to vocal training—until puberty stole his dulcet singing tones. Haydn then 

was booted from the Cathedral and recast as a struggling freelance musician. He began making a name for 

himself as a self-taught composer, and was hired as chief musician for the aristocratic Morzin family in 1757. But 

by 1761, Count Morzin's finances had tanked and a newly married Haydn found himself once again unemployed. 

This, however, was a blessing in disguise. As the manor-door slammed shut behind him, Haydn climbed through 

a palace-window of opportunity and entered into the employment of the fabulously wealthy Esterházy family. 

Haydn thrived under their patronage and was appointed Kapellmeister  five years later. In 1779, Prince Nikolaus 

even decided Haydn could compose works apart from those written for the estate. This freed Haydn to accept 

foreign commissions, including for Symphony No. 90, one of nine from the court of France's soon-to-be-ousted 

Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette.  

 

Listen Up: By all accounts Haydn was a very happy fellow, and the joyful exuberance of Symphony No. 90 in C 

Major mirrors his sunny disposition. It opens with the "usual' slow introduction, but unusually Haydn takes its tune 

and speeds it up as the main theme of the Allegro assai as well. The pace slows to a leisurely stroll for the second 

movement's double variations, alternating a thematic group in F major with one in F minor. Considering his 

audience, Haydn uses the French Menuet rather than the Italian Minuetto for the third movement's title; its Trio 

section features solo oboe accompanied only by strings.   

 

Haydn obviously didn't have a reckless Lamborghini in mind, but his sonata-form Finale captures an exhilaration 

similar to Adam's Fast Machine. It also shows what a prankster Haydn was. As expected, the tonal excursions of 

the development section lead back to the home key for the recap, and there's a rousing "final cadence" in C major. 

Only it's not the end. After a 4-measure rest the orchestra quietly resumes in the "wrong key" of D-flat major.    

 

Another Word to the Wise: Don't get miffed when folks clap before the "real" ending—just enjoy a good chuckle, 

courtesy of Papa Haydn. 

 

GUSTAV HOLST (1874-1934) 
The Planets (1914-1916) 

 

Given that his father, grandfather and great grandfather were all professional musicians, it's neither surprising that 

English composer Gustav Holst likewise entered "the family business," nor that he passed it on to his only child 

and chief biographer, Imogen. But it might be surprising to realize that Holst wrote over 200 other works because 

The Planets is pretty much his only orchestral composition that gets serious exposure. 

 

Thanks to the generosity of composer and impresario Balfour Gardiner, the first performance of The Planets was 

during a private concert on September 29, 1918. Holst's original title for his suite was Seven Pieces for Large 

Orchestra, but he renamed it The Planets just before the premiere, making it clear that the music refers to the 

zodiac, not to Roman mythology.   

 

World War I had then been raging for four painful years, so when Mars, the Bringer of War came barreling over 

the listeners they must have felt that the composer was responding to the horror consuming them. But the Mars 

movement actually had been finished by Easter 1914, before war was declared in August, and its genesis can be 



traced back even a year earlier. As the story goes, in the spring of 1913 Balfour took Gustav on a trip to Majorca 

along with the Bax brothers: composer Arnold and writer Clifford. Clifford introduced Gustav to astrology, which 

became Holst's "pet vice," as well as the inspiration for the work that brought him international recognition. 

 

Listen Up: Dominated by a relentless rhythmic pattern in 5/4 time, Mars, the Bringer of War illustrates what 

Holst called the brutal "stupidity" of war. In complete contrast, Venus, the Bringer of Peace paints a picture of 

serenity, forgoing blaring brass and beating drums for delicate woodwinds and solo strings interlaced with harp 

and celesta. An appropriately fleet-footed scherzo in 6/8, Mercury, the Winged Messenger makes effective use 

of hemiola, the momentary rhythmic shifts that replace the meter's two groups of three notes with three groups of 

two. Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity enters like a generous Santa bearing gifts of folk-like tunes, with a big English 

hymn in the middle. Like solemn clockwork, Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age marks the inevitable passage of 

time, moving beyond anxious confusion into resignation and finally acceptance; this was Holst's favorite 

movement. Uranus, the Magician is a another scherzo, boisterous and reminiscent of the sometimes menacing 

magic of Dukas' The Sorcerer's Apprentice. Even though humankind had yet to experience the weightlessness of 

space travel when Holst wrote Neptune, the Mystic, the music conjures images of floating awestruck among the 

stars. It returns to the 5/4 meter of Mars, but its serenity out-does Venus. And picking up where Saturn left off, 

we're transported from the worldly realm into the spiritual, complete with a welcoming choir of angelic voices. 

 

When The Planets became a worldwide sensation, Holst became an international celebrity, something the shy 

composer was ill-equipped to handle. He came to resent the work that eclipsed the rest of his output—but, boo-

hoo. Most composers would give their tutti for a work still wildly popular a hundred years after it's written. Rather 

than complaining, Holst really should have thanked his Lucky Stars. 

 

Notes ©2015 by Edward Lein, who produces Jacksonville Public Library’s Music @ Main concerts, and was a 

finalist in the Jacksonville Symphony’s 2006 Fresh Ink composition competition. 


