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Animals in Music
For classical composers, the sounds of animals have proved fruitful material. 
The need and desire to ‘translate’ birdsong has long been one of man’s strongest 
drives in music. Anyone who has seen a mechanical bird, indeed anyone who 
has seen a cuckoo clock, will be aware how craft and mechanism are closely 
interwoven to produce a facsimile of song. We no longer use fl utes to ‘sing’ to our 
cattle or sheep, though shepherds do still whistle to their dogs. The connection 
between animals and humans, and the song or communication that exists 
between them, is still strong. 
 In the late fourteenth century composers began subtly to include animal 
imitations in their music, but these were so allusive as to be diffi cult to detect. 
In time this kind of stylisation gave way to the symbolic: the use of the cuckoo’s 
song, for example, often represented unfaithfulness. By the time of the virtuoso 
instrumental composers in the mid-seventeenth century, such as Heinrich Biber, 
we fi nd a proliferation in the use of animals; Biber’s Sonata representativa is 
a positive farmyard of cuckoos, frogs, roosters, hens and cats, each animal 
being given a movement to itself.  Clearly, by now, composers were bringing 
colour, panache and startling imitations into their music, even making animals the 
centrepieces of their compositions.  
 That master conjuror of sound, Vivaldi, brought cuckoos and nightingales – 
they were in fact often confused in depiction – into his music; he even used a 
barking dog motif in one movement from his famous Four Seasons. Baroque 
composers enjoyed these nature depictions but never allowed them to disrupt 
their smooth musical principles: they were elegantly and pictorially integrated into 
the fabric of the music-making.
 In the later eighteenth century composers utilised an increasing variety of 
animal evocations; the mock solemnity of Mozart’s pet starling in his Divertimento 
in F major is a case in point. Beethoven wove woodland sounds into his ‘Pastoral’ 

 Saint-Saëns’s ‘Zoological Fantasy’ was written for two pianos and small orchestra 
 in 1886. There was no intention that it should ever be performed publically, or 
 published, though the composer allowed the most famous of the pieces, the richly 
 lyric and melancholy The Swan, to be performed independently. Much parody and 
 humour exists, whether it’s in the use of Offenbach’s Can-can in tortuously slow 
 time in Tortoises, or Rossini’s The Barber of Seville in Fossils.
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 ANTONIO VIVALDI 
 Flute Concerto in D major, Op. 10, No. 3, RV 428, ‘II cardellino’
 (The Goldfinch)
0 I. Allegro         3:45                                                                                                                     
 Jiří Válek, Flute; Capella Istropolitana; Jaroslav Krček • 8.554053
 
 Vivaldi’s Op.10 was published in 1728 and is one of the very earliest sets of 
 fl ute concertos to have been published. The best-known of this set of six is No. 3, ‘Il 
 cardellino’ (‘The Goldfi nch’), a delightful example of descriptive imitation, in which 
 the bird’s singing is conveyed by the fl ute, suitably enhanced by brilliant 
 orchestration.   

 CAMILLE SAINT-SAËNS (1835–1921)
 Carnival of the Animals       
! I. Introduction and Royal March of the Lion 2:24
@ II. Hens and Cockerels 0:59
# III. Wild Asses 0:41
$ IV. Tortoises 2:13
% V. The Elephant 1:33
^ VI. Kangaroos 0:56
& VII. Aquarium 2:22
* VIII. People with Long Ears 0:50
( IX. The Cuckoo in the Depths of the Woods 1:49
) X. Aviary 1:15
¡ XI. Pianists 1:51
™ XII. Fossils 1:17
£ XIII. The Swan 3:06
¢ XIV. Finale 2:23
 Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Ondrej Lenárd  • 8.550335
 

Symphony, giving the task to three woodwinds and helpfully noting the birds as 
nightingale, quail and cuckoo – all of which had been ‘depicted’ in music before, 
but never as organically as here, or as evocatively. 
 Romantic composers such as Smetana and Delius put birdsong to good 
use, the latter in On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring. Poetry and folk verse 
that celebrated animals proved valuable for composers such as Grieg and 
Rachmaninov. They took simple verses and brought them to life through the 
fusion of words, music and allusion to animals in their song settings; Tchaikovsky’s 
‘The Swallow’ from his Children’s Songs set, Op. 54, is an especially attractive 
example. 
 Elsewhere we fi nd Chopin celebrating the butterfl y, Lennox Berkeley insects, 
Martinů the gnat, and Poulenc the elephant. But of more recent composers 
it’s undoubtedly Messiaen whose extraordinary and virtuosic evocations and 
depictions represent some of classical music’s most intense, evolved and 
expressive commentaries on the natural world.  For him, birdsong showed the 
blessing of God’s creation. 
 So, in the span of music written through the years, composers have sought to 
embody all kinds of creatures, from fl eas to wolves, gnats to whales, sparrows to 
elephants – and it continues with each new generation of composers.
    

Jonathan Woolf
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CD 1

 RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS (1872–1958)
1 The Wasps: Overture 9:28
 Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra; Kees Bakels • 8.550734

 Vaughan Williams’s The Wasps (1909) is incidental music for Aristophanes’s 
 comedy of the same name. The overture is the most popular movement and 
 evokes the dramatic buzzing of bees – in reality a chorus of old, angry men satirized 
 in the Greek play – alternating with a very much more English folksong.              
 
 GEORGE FRIDERIC HANDEL (1685–1759)
 Organ Concerto No. 13 in F major, HWV 295, ‘The Cuckoo and the
 Nightingale’ 
2 II. Allegro 3:17 
 John Artore, Organ; Handel Festival Chamber Orchestra; John Tinge •
 8.550069
 
 Handel was a famous organist, and played even after he became blind. He wrote 
 his concertos to be performed in opportune gaps during oratorio performances and 
 this concerto was fi rst heard in the context of a performance of Israel in Egypt in 1739. 
 The subject matter, from Exodus, may seem somewhat ill-matched to Handel’s genial 
 work but sonic interest was piqued by his use of fi rst cuckoo motifs and then extensive 
 nightingale imitations.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

 FRANCIS POULENC (1899– 1963)
8 L’histoire de Babar, le petit éléphant (extract) 1:16
 Alexandre Tharaud, Piano • 8.553615
 
 Poulenc was inspired to write L’histoire de Babar by the famous illustrated
 children’s books written by Jean de Brunhof that fi rst appeared in 1931. Begun in 
 1940 for his young cousins and their friends, Poulenc completed his music in 1945. 
 It’s cast for narrator and piano and Poulenc uses a considerable range of colours 
 to depict the narrative of the young elephant taken to the city, who then returns 
 to the jungle where he is, eventually, crowned King of the Elephants. Self-contained 
 moments for the piano include a Galop and a Lullaby.                      
 
 JEAN SIBELIUS (1865–1957)
 Lemminkäinen Suite, Op. 22
9 II. The Swan of Tuonela        8:49                                                                                              
 Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Kenneth Schermerhorn • 8.550103
 
 The Swan of Tuonela is the second part of Lemminkäinen (Four Legends), which 
 Sibelius composed in 1895. The Swan is represented by the cor anglais and 
 Sibelius darkens the orchestration by omitting fl ute, clarinet, and trumpet whilst 
 adding bass clarinet and bass drum. The desolate landscape and the swan’s 
 cries of longing also evoke Tuonela, the land of the dead, in a tone poem of intense 
 melancholy.
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 EDVARD GRIEG 
 Lyric Pieces, Book 3, Op. 43
6 I. Schmetterling (Butterfl y) 1:39
 Balázs Szokolay, Piano • 8.550052
 
 Grieg published ten volumes of his Lyric Pieces between 1867 and 1901, and 
 there are 66 small pieces in total. Book 3 was published in 1886 and opens with 
 one of Grieg’s best known piano pieces, Schmetterling (Butterfl y), and closes with 
 another of his best-loved, Til våren (To spring). Schmetterling conveys the nervous 
 fl uttering of the butterfl y’s wings vividly and beautifully. 

 WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756–1791)
 Divertimento in F major, K. 522, ‘Ein musikalischer Spass’
 (‘A Musical Joke’) 
7 IV. Presto 5:05
 Jenő Keveházi, Horn; Kodály Quartet • 8.550437
 
 This odd work, a kind of parody, was written shortly after the death, in May 1787, 
 of Mozart’s father, Leopold. Mozart had bought a pet starling there years earlier 
 and it too died at around the same time. Mozart gave the bird a funeral, wrote 
 a poem for the deceased pet and also composed ‘A Musical Joke’, in the last 
 movement of which there are bird-like chirps and trills throughout the ensemble.

 EDVARD GRIEG (1843–1907)
 Lyric Pieces, Book 3, Op. 43
3 IV. Vöglein (Little Bird) 1:42
 Balázs Szokolay, Piano • 8.550052
 
 Grieg published ten volumes of his Lyric Pieces between 1867 and 1901, and there 
 are 66 small pieces in total. Book 3 was published in 1886 and the fourth of the
 Op. 43 set is the charming study called Vöglein (Little Bird).

 MODEST MUSSORGSKY (1839–1881)
 Pictures at an Exhibition (orch. Peter Breiner) 
4 V. Ballet of the Chickens in their Shells 1:16
 New Zealand Symphony Orchestra; Peter Breiner • 8.573016 

 Mussorgsky wrote Pictures at an Exhibition in 1874 for solo piano, summoning 
 up images of paintings, models and drawings made by the artist and architect 
 Viktor Hartmann, who had died the previous year. One of them was The Ballet of 
 the Unhatched Chicks, deliciously evoking the canary chicks used in the décor of a 
 Hartmann Bolshoi ballet production of 1871 called Trilby.                                                                                

 BOHUSLAV MARTINŮ (1890–1959)
5 Průvod koček v noci slunovratu (Procession of the Cats on
 Solstice Night), H. 122 1:06
 Giorgio Koukl, Piano • 8.570215
 
 The Czech composer Bohuslav Martinů drew on native folklore for this piano piece 
 composed in 1919. The cats of the title were actually transformed witches walking 
 to a meeting to celebrate their powers. Despite its early date, the work shows that 
 the composer had already become aware of the craze for dance music sweeping 
 Europe from America and also for embryonic Jazz.  
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 Messiaen’s 1985 Petites esquisses d’oiseaux (‘Little Sketches of Birds’) is very
 different, both in texture and length, to his vast Catalogue d’oiseaux. There are six
 bird portraits, with the robin – the bird Messiaen’s wife, Yvonne Loriod, most wanted
 depicted – represented three times. Its song is subtle, and intricate, and is
 contrasted with the songs of the thrush, skylark and blackbird.   

 RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS 
4 The Lark Ascending 14:59
 David Greed, Violin; English Northern Philharmonia; David Lloyd-Jones •
 8.553955
 
 The Lark Ascending is one of the quintessential English pieces of music, and one 
 of Vaughan Williams’s most rapturous. Composed in 1914 and revised six years 
 later it’s written for solo violin (the lark) and orchestra. This pastoral romance 
 captures the fl uttering, fl uting ascent of the lark with songful and folk-like beauty.    

 ELISABETTA BRUSA (b.1954)
 Favole 
5 III. The Ant and the Grasshopper   2:12
 National Symphony Orchestra of Ukraine; Fabio Mastrangelo • 8.555267
 
 The contemporary Italian composer Elisabetta Brusa wrote her orchestral 
 piece Favole (Fables) during 1982–83. Full of fantasy, humour and exciting 
 orchestration, they take well-known characters and stories derived from 
 Aesop, Hans Christian Andersen and other popular sources. The Ant and the 
 Grasshopper comes from a fable by La Fontaine. For her ant she writes tenacious, 
 hammering rhythms and for her grasshopper a series of cabaret glissandi on 
 the saxophone; its chirping is imitated on the guïro, a Latin-American percussion 
 instrument.                                                                                                                                                                              
                                                                                                    

 ANTONIO VIVALDI (1678–1741)
 The Four Seasons: Violin Concerto in E major, Op. 8, No. 1, RV 
 269, ‘La primavera’ (‘Spring’) : 
6 II. Largo e pianissimo sempre 2:37
 Takako Nishizaki, Violin; Capella Istropolitana; Stephen Gunzenhauser • 
 8.550056
 
 The Four Seasons are part of Vivaldi’s set of twelve Op. 8 Concertos, published
 in 1725. Each of the Seasons is a kind of tone poem and Vivaldi added a descriptive
 sonnet illustrating the pieces; early programme music. In the central movement of
 ‘Spring’, a shepherd slumbers, but his dog, heard on the violas, barks alertly.

 EDVARD GRIEG 
 25 Norwegian Folk Songs and Dances, Op. 17
7 VIII. Grisen (The Pig) 0:37                                                                                                 
8 XII. Solfager og ormekongen (Solfager and the Snake King) 1:45                                              
9 XVII. Kleggen og Fluga (The Horsefl y and the Fly) 1:05                                                        
0 XXII. Kulok (Cow Call) 1:06                                                                             
! XXV. Rabnabryllup (The Raven’s Wedding) 1:24                                                       
 Einar Steen-Nøkleberg, Piano • 8.550882
 
 The source material for much of Edvard Grieg’s Op. 17 is L.M. Lindeman’s Older
 and Newer Norwegian Mountain Melodies, which developed into a classic cultural
 folk-music repository for many Norwegian composers. Numerous arrangements
 and suites have sprung from it. Grieg wrote his work in 1869 and to each piece
 he brings his very particular harmonic sense, ensuring that these are not mere
 embellishments, but personal responses to a living folk tradition.
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 NIKOLAY RIMSKY-KORSAKOV (1844–1908)
 The Tale of Tsar Saltan 
¡  Flight of the Bumble-bee 1:33
 Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Anthony Bramall • 8.553246
 
 Act II of Rimsky-Korsakov’s opera The Tale of Tsar Saltan (1899) features one of
 music’s most popular pieces; the Flight of the Bumble-bee. The opera is a kind of
 fairy story and appropriately the hero Prince Guidon, transformed into a bee,
 succeeds in stinging not only his wicked aunts but an evil witch.                                                      

CD 2

 LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)
 Symphony No. 6 in F major, Op. 68, ‘Pastoral’
1 II. Scene by the brook: Andante molto mosso 12:54
 Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Michael Halász • 8.553224

 Beethoven called his ‘Pastoral’ Symphony, completed in 1808, ‘Memories
 of Country Life’ and gave descriptive titles to all fi ve movements. In the ‘Scene
 by the brook’, after a delicious series of murmuring effects, Beethoven includes
 vivid representations of three birds in succession: nightingale on the fl ute, quail on
 the oboe and cuckoo on the clarinet.
 
 OLIVIER MESSIAEN 
 Petites esquisses d’oiseaux (Little Sketches of Birds) 
2 I. Le rouge-gorge (Robin) 2:23
3 II. Le merle-noir (Blackbird) 2:13
 Håkan Austbø, Piano  • 8.553532-34
 

 HARALD SÆVERUD (1897–1992)
@ Haren og reven (The Hare and the Fox) 1:18 
 Einar Steen-Nøkleberg, Piano • 8.557050
 
 The Norwegian composer Harald Sæverud is perhaps best known for his series of
 symphonies, some of which (the ‘War Symphonies’) were composed in response to
 the German invasion of Norway in 1940, and for his music for Ibsen’s Peer Gynt. 
 But he also wrote charming, compact character pieces for piano, such as Haren og
 reven (The Hare and the Fox), along with lyrical, fresh pieces inspired by Norwegian
 folk music. Two such collections were Easy pieces for piano and Tunes and dances
 from Siljustøl.
                                                     
 FREDERICK DELIUS (1862–1934)
 Two Pieces for Small Orchestra 
# I. On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring 5:49
 Royal Scottish National Orchestra; David Lloyd-Jones • 8.557143
 
 Though he was becoming steadily more recognised as a leading British composer,
 it was the appearance of the Two Pieces for Small Orchestra (1911–12) that really
 cemented Delius’s early renown. This haunting rhapsody employs a melody of
 Delius’s own devising and a Norwegian folk-song called In Ola Valley, a tune
 that Edvard Grieg had already used in his Op. 66. Delius’s nature depiction has 
 rich harmonic allure: his amanuensis Eric Fenby recalled that as Delius listened
 to a recording of this music ‘a curious other-wordliness possessed him...with his
 head thrown back, swaying slightly to the rhythm’.
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 SERGEY PROKOFIEV (1891–1953)
 Peter and the Wolf, Op. 67
^ II. The Bird 1:12
& III. The Duck 1:57
* XI. The Wolf Swallows the Duck 0:40                                                                                   
 Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Ondrej Lenárd • 8.550335
 
 Peter and the Wolf, alternately lyrical and sardonic, was composed in 1936 for
 performance in the Moscow Children’s Theatre. It assigns the orchestra’s main
 instruments as actors in a folk-tale that Prokofi ev himself devised. The bird, singing
 in a tree, is imitated by the lissom sound of the fl ute, whilst the swimming duck is
 ‘played’ by the oboe.  The wolf, ultimately humanely to be trapped and sent to a
 zoo, is represented by the powerful French horns.        

 OLIVIER MESSIAEN (1908–1992)
 Catalogue d’oiseaux (Catalogue of Birds)  
( Book I: II. Le Loriot (Golden Oriole) 8:57
) Book III: V. La Chouette Hulotte (Tawny Owl) 7:23
 Håkon Austbø, Piano • 8.553532-34
 
 It was the commission of a test piece for the fl ute in 1952 that led Olivier Messiaen
 fi nally and fully to explore his love of birdsong. This in turn developed into a lifelong
 passion to evoke birdsong in his music, most comprehensively evidenced by his
 seven-book Catalogue d’oiseaux for piano, completed in 1958. In no fewer than 13
 large-scale movements Messiaen evoked the songs of 77 birds, each by name.
 The Golden Oriole is represented by virtuosic roulades, intense and repetitive,
 whilst the Tawny Owl explores nocturnal visions with disturbing immediacy.

 DARIUS MILHAUD (1892–1974)
$ Le Boeuf sur le toit (The ox on the Roof), Op. 58 16:16
 Orchestra National de Lille-Région Nord / Pas-de Calais; Jean-Claude   
 Casadesus • 8.557287
 
 Originally composed in 1919 as music for a Chaplin silent movie, Le Boeuf sur le 
 toit  found its niche as ballet music. This episodic score contains no actual narrative, 
 as such, rather it presents an episodic structure propelled by the Brazilian music 
 which so infl uenced Milhaud when he was living in Rio de Janeiro. The title ‘The Ox 
 on the Roof’ is the name of a Brazilian tango, one of many to which Milhaud alludes 
 in his rhythmically and harmonically exciting score.                            

 FRANZ SCHUBERT (1797–1828)
 Piano Quintet In A major, Op. 114, D. 667, ‘Die Forelle’ (‘The Trout’)                       
% IV. Theme with Variations: Andantino 7:11
 Jenő Jandó, Piano; Kodály Quartet; István Tóth, Double-bass • 8.550658
 
 It was possibly Schubert’s musician friend Sylvester Paumgartner who suggested
 that the composer should use his song ‘Die Forelle’ (‘The Trout’) as the theme of
 the fi nale of his Piano Quintet in A major. The theme and succeeding fi ve variations
 are masterfully laid out and depict fi shermen cannily trying to lure the unsuspecting 
 trout onto their line.    


