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Animals, Birds and Insects

� How do composers represent 
them in their music?

� How well are they depicted?

Animals, Birds and Insects
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� You heard the second movement of 
Beethoven’s Symphony No.6 (Pastoral) 
as you arrived today

� This movement, entitled "By the brook," is 
one of Beethoven's most beautiful and 
serene compositions

� At the opening the strings play a motif that 
clearly imitates flowing water

� Towards the end three woodwind 
instruments imitate bird calls.  Beethoven 
helpfully identified the birds in the score: 
nightingale (flute), quail (oboe), and cuckoo
(clarinet).

Animals, Birds and Insects

Vaughan Williams: The Wasps Overture1
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Vaughan Williams: The Wasps Overture

� Vaughan Williams achieves the effect 
of the buzzing wasps in the strings at 
the outset through trills, crescendos 
and rapid rising and falling passages

1

Vaughan Williams: The Lark Ascending2
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� Written in 1914, inspired by George 
Meredith's 122-line poem of the same 
name about the skylark

� It conveys the lyrical beauty of the 
scene in which a skylark rises into the 
heavens above some sunny down and 
attains such height that it becomes 
barely visible to those on the ground 
below 

Vaughan Williams: The Lark Ascending2

� It uses some five-note scale 
patterns, and the cadenzas for solo 
violin are written without bar lines 

� In both 2007 and 2008, it was voted 
Number One in the Classic FM Hall 
of Fame

Vaughan Williams: The Lark Ascending2
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The Lark Ascending – Selected lines 
from Meredith’s poem

He rises and begins to round
He drops the silver chain of sound 
Of many links without a break
In chirrup, whistle, slur and shake.
For singing till his heaven fills
Is love of earth that he instils.
And ever winging up and up
Our valley is his golden cup.
Till lost on his aerial rings
In light, and then the fancy sings.

2

Haydn: The Creation – The Doves

� The cooing of 
the doves is 
performed by 
the bassoons

3

And cooing … calls the tender dove his mate
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William Sterndale Bennett:
Etude No.5: (The Butterfly)

� Sterndale Bennett 
(1816-1875) was a 
prominent English 
composer whose early 
piano works and piano 
concertos were widely 
known

� But to provide a 
reliable income he had 
to rely on teaching

4

� This piece comes 
from the 30 
Preludes and 
Studies , and 
reflects the 
delicate fluttering 
of the butterflies

4 William Sterndale Bennett: 
Etude No.5: (The Butterfly)
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Tiger Rag
� The tune was first 

recorded in 1917 by the 
Original Dixieland Jass
Band 

� This is Django Reinhardt’s 
version.  He was one of the 
first prominent European 
jazz  guitarists, known for 
his innovative and 
distinctive playing

� The tune may have 
originated from a French 
quadrille, but I’m unsure 
what it has to do with 
tigers!

5

Elgar: Tame Bears and Wild Bears 
(from the Wand of Youth)

� In The Tame Bear , 
the tambourine 
conveys the hesitant 
shuffling of the 
chained animal

� In contrast The Wild 
Bears is extremely 
boisterous.  Is this a 
playful romp, or a 
major dispute?

6
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Rimsky-Korsakov:
Flight of the Bumble Bee

� In Act 3 of Rimsky-Korsakov’s opera 
The Tale of Tsar Saltan (completed in 
1900), the magical Swan Princess 
turns Prince Guidon into a bumblebee 
so that he can torment and sting his 
two wicked aunts and their evil 
cousins

� This piece serves as an Intermezzo
between Acts 2 and 3

7

Schubert: The Trout

“In a limpid brook 
the capricious trout 
in joyous haste 
darted like an 
arrow.
“I stood on the 
bank in blissful 
peace, watching 
the lively fish swim 
in the clear brook”

8

But the blissful mood is dispelled when 
a crafty angler catches the fish!
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Saint-Saëns: The Elephant 
(from Carnival of the Animals)

� The piano plays a waltz-like triplet while the doubl e 
bass hums the melody beneath it. 

9

Double basses

Piano

Saint-Saëns: The Elephant 
(Allegro pomposo)9

� The thematic material 
is taken from 
Mendelssohn's 
Incidental Music to A 
Midsummer Night's 
Dream and, rather 
inappropriately, 
Berlioz's Dance of the 
Sylphs!

� The two themes were both originally written 
for high, lighter-toned instruments, but 
Saint-Saëns moves this to the lowest and 
heaviest-sounding instrument in the 
orchestra, the double bass. 



10

Saint-Saëns: The Swan 
(from Carnival of the Animals)

� This is scored for two 
pianos and cello. 

� The lushly romantic 
cello solo (which evokes 
the swan elegantly 
gliding over the water) is 
played over rippling 
sixteenths in one piano 
and rolled chords in the 
other (representing the 
swan's feet, hidden from 
view beneath the water, 
propelling it along). 

10

� This version is played by Steven Isserlis
(cello) with Michael Tilson Thomas and 
Dudley Moore (pianos)

Saint-Saëns: The Swan 10
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Benjamin Britten: Albert Herring

� The is definitely a red herring as it has nothing t o do 
with animals!

� Albert Herring is a comic chamber opera, premiered 
in 1947

� Like Peter Grimes and other works by Britten, this 
opera explores society's reaction to an odd 
individual, although, in this case, it is from a 
generally humorous and light-hearted perspective

� This excerpt is from the section where the villager s 
are trying to identify who should be May Queen.  
They finally decide that none of the candidates has  
the right credentials, so Superintendent Budd 
suggests that the solution may be to select a May 
King instead of a May Queen. He knows of a young 
local man who is as certainly virginal as the girls  
are not. His name is Albert Herring.  

11

Prokofiev: Peter and the Wolf12-14
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Prokofiev: Peter and the Wolf

� Each character in the story has a 
particular instrument and a musical 
theme, including:

Duck: oboe

Bird: flute

Cat: clarinet

Wolf: horns

12

13
14

Bye Bye Blackbird

� "Bye Bye Blackbird" is a song published in 1926 by 
the American composer Ray Henderson and lyricist 
Mort Dixon

� The song was also copied by the Germans during 
World War II as part of Goebbel's propaganda 
campaign: the lyrics were changed to reflect the 
German political rhetoric of the time

� "Bye Bye Blackbird" has been recorded by many 
artists, including Nina Simone, Josephine Baker, 
Frank Sinatra, Judy Garland, Trini Lopez, Mitch 
Miller, Ringo Starr, Miles Davis , Rickie Lee Jones, 
Martha Wainwright, Keith Jarrett, Liza Minnelli, 
Peggy Lee, Dean Martin and Joe Cocker.

15
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This version is 
by Miles Davis

� Pack up all my care 
and woe,
Here I go,
Singing low, 
Bye bye blackbird,
Where somebody 
waits for me,
Sugar's sweet, so is 
she,
Bye bye Blackbird!

� No one here can love or understand me,
Oh, what hard luck stories they all hand me,
Make my bed and light the light,
I'll be home late tonight,
Blackbird bye bye.

15

Thomas Linley: Excerpt 
from The Tempest

� Words by Shakespeare

� So there are two correct answers: 
watchdogs and rooster

16
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Thomas Linley: Excerpt 
from The Tempest

� The barking of 
the watchdogs 
and the calls of 
Chanticleer are 
amusingly 
rendered in the 
orchestra

16

Delius: On Hearing the First 
Cuckoo in Spring

� This work is 
considered a perfect 
evocation of a spring 
morning in England

� However, Delius
composed it in 
France, was the son 
of German parents 
although born in 
Bradford, and 
adapted a Norwegian 
folk tune as the 
melody that runs 
through the piece 

17
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Respighi: La Gallina - The Hen 
(from The Birds)

� Respighi based this on a piece by the 
French eighteenth century composer 
Rameau

18

Rameau Respighi

Respighi: The Hen (from The Birds)

� The clucking and the 
jerky movements of the 
hens are marvellously 
conveyed by the 
strings and woodwind

� Respighi accentuates 
these erratic 
characteristics by 
emphasising some off-
beats in the rhythm

18
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� Elgar recalled how the work came to be conceived 
on the evening of 21 October 1898:

“After a long day’s fiddle teaching in Malvern, I 
came home very tired. Dinner being over, my dear 
wife said to me, ‘Edward, you look like a good 
cigar,’ and having lighted it, I sat down at the pia no. 
In a little while, soothed and feeling rested, I be gan 
to play, and suddenly my wife interrupted by saying , 
‘Edward, that’s a good tune.’ I awoke from the 
dream: ‘Eh! tune, what tune?’ and she said, ‘Play it  
again, I like that tune.’ I played and strummed, and  
played, and then she exclaimed, ‘That’s the tune.’
And that tune is the theme of the Variations.”

Elgar: Variations on an Original 
Theme (Enigma)

19

19
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� (Rest)-Short-short-long-long
� (Rest)-Long-long-short-short
� (Rest)-Short-short-long-long
� (Rest)-Long-long-short-short

This is the elegiac original theme:

19 Elgar: Variations on an Original 
Theme (Enigma)

Elgar: Enigma Variations – XI GRS

� GRS (George Robertson Sinclair) was 
organist of Hereford Cathedral. 

Sinclair

ElgarDan

but this episode is at least partly about Dan, Sinc lair’s bulldog
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Elgar: Enigma Variations – XI GRS

� Elgar owned dogs prior to his marriage, 
but his wife disliked dogs

� So on visits to his friend Sinclair, Elgar
became immensely fond of Dan.  Come 
the end of the visit, upon taking his leave, 
Elgar sometimes jotted in the visitors' 
book a musical picture of the dog that 
day, such as "He sleeps," "Dan uneasy" 
and "He fidgets and ... fffz Barks!”

Elgar: Enigma Variations – XI GRS

� Several of these Moods of Dan made their 
way into Elgar's music:

� "He muses (on the muzzling order)" was 
transformed into the prayer theme that plays 
a central part in The Dream of Gerontius

� "Dan triumphant (after a fight)" was turned 
into the leaping opening chords of the 
Overture In the South . 

� The five Adagio bars "Dan wistful (outside 
the cathedral)" were included in "For the 
Fallen" part of The Spirit of England . 

� "The sinful youth of Dan" became the festive 
opening of the imperial masque The Crown 
of India .
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Elgar: Enigma Variations – XI GRS

� But Dan is best remembered for achieving 
dogkind's greatest musical minute: 
Variation XI “GRS”

� Elgar said "The first few bars were 
suggested by his great bulldog Dan (a 
well-known character) falling down the 
steep bank in the River Wye; his paddling 
upstream to find a landing place; and his 
rejoicing bark on landing.  GRS said ‘Set 
that to music!’ I did; here it is."

Dan falls (or scampers?) down the riverbank

This happens on several occasions –
so is the dog repeatedly retrieving a 

stick from the river?
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Doggie paddle!

This is a variation on the Main Theme: 
similar notes/intervals, but constant rhythm – no 
contrasts between short and long, and no rests!

Dog emerges from river?

What’s happening 
here?  Is the dog 
shaking the water off? 
Or is he asking for the 
stick to be thrown in 
again?
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Can you hear Dan barking?

� Here the main theme appears ��
(fortissimo ) in the brass section – with 
its original rhythms and initial rests

� In the rests, 
the rest of the 
orchestra 
interjects ��
(sforzando -
loudly and 
strongly 
accented)

� Is this Dan 
barking 
triumphantly?

Violins

Violas

Cellos
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This Variation is also about 
GRS, the Organist

� What I have called the “doggie-paddle”
theme could also be an organist 
peddling away at some tricky passage-
work – similar to Bach’s peddle 
exercises

� And when Elgar puts the “scampering”
and “doggie-paddle” themes together  
half way through the variation, it now 
has more to do with Bach, GRS and 
organ playing than a dog and a river

Marco, Mina and Moby

� In the last decade or 
so of his life, Elgar
owned three dogs

� Marco was a Spaniel. 
Mina and Moby were 
Cairn Terriers.  

� Mina gave her name 
to Elgar's final work, 
an orchestral elegy. 

Elgar and Marco
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Marco and Mina

� Marco and 
Mina are buried 
near the gate 
between the 
Elgar Centre 
and the cottage 
where Sir 
Edward was 
born

Billy Mayerl: Bats in the Belfry

� 'Bats in the belfry' 
refers to someone who 
acts as though he has 
erratically flying 
mammals (bats) 
careering around in his 
‘belfry’ (head).

20
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Billy Mayerl: Bats in the Belfry

� Mayerl produced over 
300 piano pieces and 
more than 100 song 
arrangements

� ‘Marigold’, inspired by a 
bowl of flowers, became 
his most famous 
composition and 
everlasting theme tune.  
Follow-ups on a 
horticultural theme 
included ‘Sweet 
William’ , ‘Jasmine’ and 
‘Hollyhock’ . 

20

Billy Mayerl: Bats in the Belfry

� On exhausting 
flora he turned 
to fauna with 
‘Beetle in a 
Bottle’ , ‘Ladybird 
Lullaby’ , 
‘Preying Mantis’ , 
‘Wedding of an 
Ant’ and ‘Bats in 
the Belfry’

20


