PRESS RELEASE 

Holst Birthplace Museum 

Acquisition of Holst portrait with charity help

Monday 15th February 2010

The Holst Birthplace Museum in Cheltenham has acquired a unique and intriguing drawing of the Cheltenham-born composer Gustav Holst by the artist Sir William Rothenstein (1872-1945), with help from the MLA/V&A Purchase Grant Fund, independent charity The Art Fund, The Trafford Memorial Fund and a private donation.

The pencil drawing, which is signed and dated ‘W.R. 1921’, is at first glance quite an unflattering portrait of the composer. It shows him somewhat baggy-eyed and saggy-chinned; he appears to be balding and gazes out into the distance, wearily. He looks less the distinguished composer of one of the most popular and critically-commended pieces of his generation, and more the scruffy, scrabbling artist, seeking success.  However when it is considered that in 1921 Holst was at the very height of his fame because of The Planets, and moreover disliking all the stress that celebrity brought him, the portrait takes on a greater significance; it is a portrait of a man under pressure, a snap shot of a man both excited and exhausted by his new-found acclaim. Writing of this time, his daughter Imogen wrote, ‘Holst never managed to resign himself to the role of a popular composer. It was a role for which he was singularly ill-suited.’ 
The portrait was reproduced in Rothenstein’s 1923 book, Twenty Four Portraits. In the introductory essay to the work, Rothenstein writes: ‘In listening to the ‘Planets’ or the ‘Hymn of Jesus’ of Gustav Holst we feel at once that here is a composer who has something worth saying and knows exactly the best way to say it.’ Tellingly Rothenstein also writes that Holst has not reached the top of his profession without a ‘struggle’ – in 1923 Holst suffered from a breakdown. 

Perhaps the most intriguing thing about the drawing is an upside down study of an unidentified woman, just below the drawing of Holst. This sketch was only very recently revealed when an old mount was removed. Who is the woman? Is it his wife Isobel? It seems unlikely, as by the early 1920s she had a more mature appearance – the sketch is of a much younger woman. It is also doubtful that it is Imogen Holst, the composer’s daughter, as the woman’s profile is quite different to Imogen’s. Indeed the sketch is rather sensual – a full mouth, prominent eye lashes, and hair loosely tied up. It is a fascinating enigma. 
The portrait has been hung in the Museum and will be the focus of a talk: A Portrait of Holst: the Work of Sir William Rothenstein in the Holst Birthplace Museum and Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum collections. This will be held at the Holst Birthplace Museum 25 February 7pm. Tickets are £7, Holst Members £5, Art Fund Members Free. Refreshments are included. 

The Holst Birthplace Museum is extremely grateful for all the support it has received for the purchase of this very important drawing. 

Laura Kinnear, Curator of the Holst Birthplace Museum says, “This is a very important acquisition for the Museum, and one which would not have been possible without the assistance of the MLA/V&A Purchase Grant Fund, independent charity The Art Fund, The Trafford Memorial Fund and a private donation. I look forward to doing more research into the history behind the portrait and perhaps unveiling the identity of the mystery woman.”
Editors Note: 

Rothenstein was born in Bradford but eventually settled near Stroud, Gloucestershire. He became known for his portrait drawings of famous individuals, and was also an official war artist during both WW1 and WWII.
The Holst Birthplace Museum is open Tue-Sat 10.00am – 4.00pm

Adults: £4.50; Concessions: £4.00; Family Ticket: £10.00 (2+3)
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The Art Fund is the UK’s leading independent art charity. It offers grants to help UK museums and galleries enrich their collections; campaigns on behalf of museums and their visitors; and promotes the enjoyment of art. It is funded from public donations and has 80,000 members. Since 1903 the charity has helped museums and galleries all over the UK secure 860,000 works of art for their collections. The Art Fund is leading the official £3.3 million campaign to save the Staffordshire Hoard – the unprecedented find of Anglo Saxon treasure – for the West Midlands. Visit www.artfund.org/hoard for more information. Other recent achievements include: helping secure Titian’s Diana and Actaeon for the nation in 2009 with a grant of £1million; helping secure Anthony d’Offay’s collection, ARTIST ROOMS, for Tate and National Galleries of Scotland in February 2008 with a grant of £1million and funding its nationwide tour with an additional £500,000 over two years; leading the successful £550,000 appeal to keep Turner’s Blue Rigi watercolour in the UK; and spearheading the campaign to ensure Dumfries House in Ayrshire and its contents were secured intact for the nation in July 2007. For more information contact the Press Office on 020 7225 4888 or visit www.artfund.org. 

The Art Fund is a Registered Charity No. 209174
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