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Fiona has taught at several London schools and in the junior departments of the Royal College, 
Trinity and Guildhall. At present she is with the piano staff at St. Paul’s Girls’ School and Eltham 
College, both in London.  John was Professor at Guildhall for 33 years and is Senior Music Head 
of Department at St. Paul's Girls' School where Holst was Director of Muisc for 20 years in the 
early 20th century and where John discovered the long-forgotten four-hands score of The Planets.

Recently they toured Australia and Canada, playing in Sydney and Canberra and at the Festival 
of the Sound in Ontario.  They gave a highly successful recital at London’s Wigmore Hall 
marking the 30th anniversary of John’s début there.  The Independent and Financial Times 
reviewers were enthusiastic, concluding by saying that ‘the playing was enough to confirm the 
evening in its ambition, scope and sheer grit as something exceptional, duly exciting a 
prolonged ovation from its capacity audience.’ 

Independently and together Fiona and John have rounded, versatile careers that combine 
concerts (John working in particular with celebrated cellist Raphael Wallfisch), editing and 
reviewing, composing for major publishers, adjudicating, teaching and coaching at the highest 
level in Switzerland, Austria, Australia, Bermuda, Venezuela.   

Also Available

Igor Stravinsky, Le sacre du printemps (1913)
Maurice Ravel, Rapsodie espagnole (1907)
Claude Debussy, La mer (1905)

“It’s amazing. It’s really amazing, what they do 
here. The four-hand transcriptions – not even 
two-piano! – do not sound derivative. They attain 
their own independent musical value. This is one 
of those performances that justify the existence of 
four-hand piano transcriptions of orchestral 
music. “   

Oleg Ledeniov   www.musicweb-international.com
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York2
Fiona York & John York 

Four hands | One piano  

 Gustav Holst (1874-1934) 
 The Planets, Suite for Large Orchestra Op.32 (1913) 50.06
 
 Version for four hands at one piano by the composer 
 with Nora Day and Vally Lasker, edited by John York and Fiona York

1  Mars, the Bringer of War 7.41
2  Venus, the Bringer of Peace 8.22
3  Mercury, the Winged Messenger 4.11
4  Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity 8.14
5  Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age 8.01
6  Uranus, the Magician 5.44
7  Neptune, the Mystic 7.53
 
 

Cover design by Alex York © Alex York 2011 - www.alexyork.co.uk
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York2: www.yorkpiano.co.uk

 

NI 5871                                                                                                              7

York2 has a fine reputation as the 'duo with a difference', gained through John and Fiona's 
exploration of larger scale and contemporary scores alongside the rich and familiar duet 
repertoire. They have given concerts for societies and festivals in the UK and Australia, on BBC 
Radio 3, CBC TV and TV Ontario (in both the UK and Canada), on boats on the Great Lakes, at 
garden parties, at the Salzburg Festival, at elegant Edwardian soirées, marathon recitals, 
concertos at the Barbican Centre and South Bank in London etc.

Their recordings on the LondonHall label include a mixed programme of minimalist music by 
contemporary Austrian composer Norbert Zehm and, released in January 2001 but since 
deleted, Holst’s The Planets (the world première recording of the composer’s four-hands 
version) and complete solo piano works for Black Box Music, and two-piano works of Poulenc, 
also on Black Box.  Gramophone Magazine (June 2001) commented on their ‘likeable spirit and 
shapely accounts’ and noted the ‘exemplary polish’ of the Holst recording.
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in 1961, nearly 30 years after Holst.  York Bowen dropped the Edwin and the superfluous –e 
very soon, though his reasons seem to be undocumented.  His father was owner of a famous 
Scotch whisky distillery, Bowen and McKechnie.  His early studies were in piano, principally 
with Alfred Izard and Myra Hess’ famous teacher Tobias Matthay, at whose Piano School he 
later taught for over 40 years.  He was also Professor of Piano at the Royal Academy of Music, 
London, for 50 years until he retired in 1959.
Success as composer and virtuoso pianist came early.  Within just four years (1904-08) he 
performed his first three piano concertos at the Henry Wood Promenade Concerts with leading 
international conductors, to huge acclaim.  Saint-Saëns hailed him as ‘the finest of British 
composers’ and over the next three decades the list of people for whom he wrote concertos and 
whom he partnered in his chamber works reads like a Who’s Who of the most famous players 
and singers of the age, both nationally and internationally.

A formidable keyboard technique coupled with a distinct refinement was the hallmark of both 
his playing and his music.  In his compositions (symphonies, concertos, songs, sonatas and an 
enormous list of piano pieces etc.) it is always possible to find some justification for the oft-used 
label ‘the English Rachmaninoff’ - great virtuosity, richly coloured chromatic harmony and 
melody, Classical structures underpinned by a strong sense of tonality.  However, there is 
always some flash of idiosyncrasy, some deft touch, some twist of modulation which mark him 
out as a characteristic and individual early 20th century English voice. 

York2’s four quite substantial duet choices, presented here for the first time, date from the 
period just after the First World War, contemporary with Holst’s completion and first 
presentations of The Planets.  They have an inimitable English wit and charm, playing around 
with the grand Russian gestures and sentiments of Rachmaninoff.  Holst, too, would certainly 
have approved of the jigging, modal Dance (no.2 in the First Suite) and the featherweight 
toccata of the Moto perpetuo with its quirky chromatic chinoiserie.  The Russian-in-exile would 
have loved the sonorous bell sounds and Slavic grandeur of the Prelude and especially the 
Nocturne with its Debussy-like, polytonal opening cadenza and Borodinesque melody.  This 
piece also  incorporates a deeply felt central Sarabande in the dark key of E flat minor – homage 
perhaps to Bach’s Prelude in that key in book 1 of ‘The 48’.

I can find no record of who York Bowen’s piano duet partners were – but the writing is well 
balanced and on the grandest pianistic scale. 

John York – July 2010  
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 York Bowen (1884-1961)
 Suite in Three Movements Op.52 (1919) 17.42
8  I  Prelude, Moderato e maestoso 3.29
9  II  Dance, Allegro vivo 6.10
10  III  Nocturne, Poco lento 8.03
 Suite No.2 Op.71 (1923)
11 III  Finale, Moto perpetuo  2.40
   
   Playing time 70.28

Recorded by Nimbus Records Tracks 1-7 18-19 February 2010, Tracks 8-11 20 July 2010
Nimbus Foundation Concert Hall, Wyastone Leys, Monmouth, U.K.

© & c 2011 Wyastone Estate Limited
www.wyastone.co.uk

Gustav Holst (1874 – 1934)
The generative threads of this music were spun at St. Paul’s Girls’ School    on Brook Green in 
Hammersmith, west London.  The elegant Edwardian buildings where Gustav Holst served as 
the school’s first Director of Music from 1905 until his death in 1934 housed modern facilities 
and clever colleagues who would become central to Holst’s compositional experiments.  He 
devised atonal and polytonal canons for the girls’ aural training.  There was a superb female 
choir on hand, wonderfully convenient when it came to creating the right effect for Neptune.  
Colleagues whom he trusted could work from his dictation and try out his new ideas.  His 
bright, well-heated soundproof room was where, mostly at weekends between 1914 and 16, he 
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wrote and rehearsed The Planets before its auspicious public debut in 1918 at the Queen’s Hall.  
The splendid galleried Great Hall at the school provided the perfect space and acoustic for 
private performance, much to the delight of the cleaners who danced to the music of Uranus!

In a cupboard in that same room I found a leather-bound, engraved copy of the four-hands, 
one-piano version, carefully prepared by Holst and his contemporaries on the staff, and 
performed on this CD by two 21st-century St Paul’s staff members.  It is signed by the composer 
and credited to his devoted colleagues and amanuenses, Nora Day and Vally Lasker.  It is well 
known that he often dictated compositions to these respected teachers when the painful neuritis 
from which he suffered for many years precluded normal writing.  Indeed, he often entrusted 
the more laborious aspects of his work (instrumentation, copying, arrangement, run-throughs) 
to them, knowing they would follow his instructions in every detail.

It was quite normal for large-scale chamber and orchestral works to be published in duet form.  
Since Beethoven’s day all symphonies, quartets, even operas, were available for performance, 
domestic use and study, so the existence of this version of Holst’s greatest work in this form 
came as no surprise.  Nor was it surprising to discover that it was a successful version – the 
teamwork at the School was legendary.  It had simply gone unnoticed and forgotten, ripe for 
serendipitous revival.

Vally Lasker (1885-1978) was, by all accounts, a forceful, demanding woman.  Her family came 
from Berlin in 1899 and she became a pupil of Adine O’Neill (the main piano teacher at St. 
Paul’s Girls’ School.)   She joined the staff in 1907, taught Holst’s only daughter, Imogen, and 
also played violin and viola.  Many years later, in 1930, playing for Dorothy Silk in the Paris 
première of Holst’s Humbert Wolfe Songs, she inadvertently forgot to pack an evening dress but 
brazened it out magnificently!

Nora Day (1891-1985) was, in contrast, a quiet, kindly lady.  She entered the School as a pupil 
in 1902 and, in 1910, turned down a place at Oxford, preferring to remain beside her adored 
Holst at the School, taking over Vally’s younger pupils.  There she stayed for fifty years, playing 
piano and clarinet, coaching singing and teaching.  A beautiful personal gift arrived from Holst 
in 1930 when, in a letter to her, he included an inimitable setting of God be in my head which 
he had written during the previous night for her, finding that ‘I don’t dislike it sufficiently to tear 
it up today’.
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Another Paulina friend, Catherine Cole, to whom Holst gave the score which I found (and who 
became Catherine Storr, author of Marianne Dreams, on which the film Paperhouse is based) 
recalled these two ladies playing the The Planets in a ‘fine, loud, thumping performance’, and 
the writing for one piano four hands that we play here reveals rhythmic details, harmonic 
subtleties and clashes that sometimes go by unnoticed in an orchestral performance.  Inevitably 
some special instrumental colours are unavailable while other, different sounds can be heard 
that set the familiar score in a fresh new light.  Visually too, there is a raw energy and intricacy 
in this version, just the four hands having to encompass so much music on one instrument.  The 
textures created are, by turns, percussive and crystalline, pianistic and orchestral, intimate and 
grandiose.

Holst, it seems, originally conceived an abstract suite for large orchestra, directly inspired by 
Schoenberg’s 5 Pieces for Large Orchestra.  However, the familiar astrological and mythical 
connotations suited his compositional approach and he manipulated the usual planetary 
characteristics where necessary to fit his musical scheme, pencilling in the planets’ names, 
almost as an afterthought, onto the completed score.  Thus, four movements (Mars, Mercury, 
Jupiter and Saturn) are truly representational of their eponymous planets’ astrological attributes, 
while the other three are unmistakably moulded by musical needs – contrast, colour, mood, 
tempo.  

The order of the movements in the suite, whizzing back and forth across the Solar System, 
represents neither their order of composition nor astrological importance.  (He began with Mars 
and finished work with Mercury, the movement which gave him greatest trouble to complete, 
and us to play.)  Nor does Holst arrange them to ensure the loudest applause at the end, 
preferring the avant-garde, nebulous and profound coldness of Neptune’s fade-out to be the 
final sounds we hear, rather than the ebullient, crowd-pleasing stretto in Jupiter.  Holst’s instinct 
for balance dictated the sequence on purely musical grounds.

York Bowen (1884 – 1961)
Somehow or other the name York Bowen has always been known to music lovers, but it is more 
for his association with all the leading musicians of his time that his reputation lingers on, and 
less for his actual music of which there is a vast amount, much of it still unpublished, unknown 
and unrecorded.

Born Edwin Yorke Bowen in north London in 1884, only ten years after Gustav Holst, he died 
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