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Programme music

Introduction to programme music

What is program music? It is music that tells a story or describes something. 

Activity 1 - Listen to this piece of music. It describes an animal. 

( What animal you think it is? 


( Why? 

( What about the music makes it sound like that animal? 

Activity 2 - Listen to this piece of music. It also describes an animal. 

( What animal you think it is? 


( Why? 

( What about the music makes it sound like that animal?

( What is different in this piece compared to the first piece?  

Carnival of the Animals

The French composer Saint-Saens composed a series of short pieces that describe the behaviour of animals. It also makes fun of some well known music.

Activity - Listen to these 5 pieces of music. Try to match them with the animals below. 
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For each piece think WHY it sounds like that animal.

Peter and the Wolf

In this piece the different characters of the story are represented by different instruments of the woodwind family. Match the character to the instrument as you listen.
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                                                     Flute                                            Piccolo

Oboe
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Bassoon


Clarinet

Saxophone
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Mars the Bringer of War.




In Mars the Bringer of War Holst uses a strange metre  - 5/4. This is not a common metre – most music is in 2, 3 or 4 time. Follow the ostinato rhythm at the beginning of the piece:
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How do you think the very first timbre you hear is created?

How does Holst use dynamics during this piece to make the music sound dramatic and like Mars?

At 4:17 the opening ostinato returns – name three differences between this the beginning of the piece.

Is the final chord of this piece major or minor or neither? What dramatic effect does this have on the piece?

Is this piece successful in describing Mars the Bringer of War? Explain your answer. 
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Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity. 


In Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity Holst writes separate and different sections.

(  In the first section in 2/4 he has fast semiquavers in the upper strings and a syncopated melody in the Horns and lower strings.
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( In the second section in 3/4  (1.37) he has a melody in steady crotchets. The tempo during this section increases. Just before the Third section we hear short phrases from the first section.
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( In the third section (2.57) we hear a slower melody familiar as the melody ‘I vow to thee my country’ 
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( Which music do we hear again in the next section? (4.40)

( Which music do we hear again in the next section? (6.20)

( When the third section returns what is different? (6.55)

( Which section finishes the piece?

( Is this piece successful in describing Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity? Explain your answer. 

Composing a piece of programme music

Composing a piece can be a daunting task – to help you here are some ideas to start you thinking!

( Melody – Will it be scalic or angular? What scale will it use; a major scale, a minor scale, a pentatonic scale, a chromatic scale?

( Harmony – Will you use major chords, minor chords or will you make your own chords?

( Metre – How many beats in each bar? Will it stay the same or will it change?

( Tempo – Will the tempo be fast or slow? Will it stay the same or will it change?

( Structure – How will you begin and end you piece?

( Timbres – What different sounds will you use?

( Texture – Will you have lots of sounds at the same time or will you have just one or two?

( Rhythm – What rhythms will you use?
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