
 

 

 

 
MARS FROM ‘THE PLANETS’ (GUSTAV HOLST) 

Create an ostinato 
Creative response lesson plan designed by Andrew Smith 

 

Introduction 

‘Mars’ is one of seven movements that form Holst’s ‘The Planets’ suite, each movement having a subtitle. Mars is 

named ‘the bringer of war’. Before telling pupils the subtitle, you could play them the music and ask if they can 

guess (or remember from the film) what the music might be about. One of the main musical features of ‘Mars’ is 

the ostinato heard right at the beginning and throughout the majority of the movement: 

 

 
 

Compose an ostinato 

An ostinato is a repeated pattern of notes. In pop music it’s referred to as a riff or loop, but all three words mean 

the same thing. 

 

Using the rhythm of words and syllables to create simple phrases is often a good starting point for composing an 

ostinato. For example, you could ask the pupils to list their favourite foods and make a rhythm from the results, or 

use pupils’ names: 

 

 
 

Or a more complicated rhythm in a 5/4 time signature (5 beats in a bar), like in Mars: 

 

 
 

Pitch 

In the above examples the ostinato is on the note G. Ask pupils to experiment with playing their ostinato at a 

variety of pitches. Ask pupils how the different pitches change the effect of their music and whether they can think 

of other ways to vary their ostinato (i.e. playing the ostinato on 2 or more different pitches at the same time). Ask 

pupils to find pitches that complement each other and pitches that clash. How do the different pitches affect the 

mood? 

 

Texture 

Encourage pupils to experiment with different textures by using a variety of instruments to play an ostinato. Ask 

them to play their ostinato tutti and experiment with layers by adding or taking away an instrument (or groups of 

instruments) one at a time. 

 

Harmony 

To develop the exercise further pupils could create a harmony simultaneously above the ostinato. Ask them to 

create a consonant sounding harmony (by choosing pitches that relate to the note playing the ostinato) and a 

dissonant sounding harmony (by choosing any notes!) 



 
Perform 

Once pupils have had a change to rehearse their ostinato, give them the opportunity to perform to the group. 

 

Vocabulary 

 

Term Meaning 

ostinato A short phrase repeated continuously (term most often used in relation to classical music 

riff A repeated pattern of notes (term usually used in relation to pop music) 

loop A repeated pattern or notes (term usually used in contemporary dance music) 

tutti Everybody plays together 

consonant Sounds that are pleasing 

dissonant Sounds that clash or sound harsh 

 


