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An Analysis of “Mars, the Bringer of War”

The Planets suite, written by Gustav Holst in 1914-1916, is a collection of seven movements, each based upon a planet originally named for a God in Greek Astrology.  Originally scored for two pianos, The Planets in its final form has a heavy orchestration that is similar to the early orchestral works of Arnold Schoenberg. The color created by Holst’s orchestration renders an image of each planet in the listener’s mind, which was Holst’s intention for writing the pieces.   He even considered calling his work “a series of mood pictures.”
 The focus of this paper will be an analysis of the opening movement of The Planets, entitled “Mars, the Bringer of War.”
The title of this movement prepares the listener for what is to come. The intensity of the piece is immediately created by an ostinato in 5/4 meter played by the entire string section, low woodwind, and six timpani (see Example 1). This pattern portrays the war drum, calling the warriors to battle. Even with the dynamic marking at piano, the listener can still feel the aggressive force behind each repetition of the pattern.

Example 1: mm. 1-3
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Figure 1  
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