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1. Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) (#1 on the CD) 3:33 
Fingal's Cave (Hebrides Overture), Opus 26  
 

Far north on a lonely Island off Scotland a Giant lived in a cave with only 
puffins— birds with fancy fat beaks— and sea creatures to keep him company. He loved 
his cave, which made strange musical sounds as the sea rushed in and out, and he 
decorated it with huge round stepping-stones and columns so his feet wouldn’t get wet. 
Often the clouds and mists were so thick that humans in their boats couldn’t find him or 
even see his island. When Mendelssohn, our young composer, heard about this 
mysterious place he set off in a boat to find it. The seas were stormy, the waves high, but 
when he finally saw the cave, music rushed into his head.  So in his letters back home, 
instead of drawing a picture, he wrote down the notes of the music he was imagining.  
Later he made a whole piece called “Fingal’s Cave” for the orchestra to play.   

 
As you hear the music he wrote—does it make you think of waves and sky and 

birds and maybe a place where a giant could hide? Listen to how he uses the different 
families of the orchestra—the strings often play fast notes maybe to suggest rushing 
water, the trumpets and horns and woodwinds often use short motifs to call out to one 
another. Mendelssohn loved to draw and paint, and was very fine at it. Do you think his 
music helps us ‘see’ the light shining on the water and through the clouds as well as feel 
what he felt when he found the giant’s cave?  
 
2. Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908) (#2 on the CD) 1:37 
"Flight of the Bumblebee" from The Tale of Tsar Saltan 

 
This short excerpt is from a Russian fairytale written by Aleksandr Pushkin--and talk 

about a trick disguise! Here’s the story: a young prince has been stranded on an island and 
separated from his father, the Tsar, who thinks he is dead. The prince rescues a Swan who is 
about to be killed. When she hears why he is sad, she magically changes him into a 
Bumblebee so he can fly across the ocean to find his father. The music portrays the 
Bumblebee as he happily circles around and whizzes off to sea. Listen to how the flutes and 
strings buzz so quickly—how is it possible for fingers to move so fast? 



 
3. Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) (#3 on the CD) 3:57 
Laideronette, Empress of the Pagodas from Mother Goose Suite 
 

We’ve had a giant and a bumblebee—what could be next? A princess, a green 
serpent, and magic spells! Ravel was a French composer who loved to write music for young 
people. He wrote this little (“ABA form”) piece for a brother and sister who played the piano. 
It is based on an old story about a beautiful princess who was made ugly by a wicked witch. 
She meets a Green Serpent who takes her to sea in a small boat. They are shipwrecked on an 
island which is inhabited by pagodins and pagodas—little, miniature creatures whose bodies 
are made of crystal, diamonds, rubies, sapphire, gold, silver, and wood.  

Ravel’s music starts when all the little pagodas begin to dance and play for the 
princess on their tiny instruments. The music sounds oriental, with a lively pentatonic 
melody (playable on the black keys of the piano), played by woodwinds and plucking strings. 
Suddenly a big gong announces the Green Serpent (who will turn out to be Prince Charming, 
also disguised by an evil spell). His music is slow and mysterious, a duet between the low 
clarinet and high flute (B section). The first dance of the pagodas returns (A section) and 
comes to an excited end.  The spell is broken! The prince and princess marry, become 
Emperor and Empress of the Pagodas, and of course live happily ever after!  
 
4. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) (#4 on the CD) 9:51 [starts 5 seconds in] 
Concerto for Flute, Harp, and Orchestra in C major 

Allegro  
 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart started writing music when he was 5 and travelled all 
over Europe by stagecoach and horses while he was still so small his feet couldn’t reach 
the floor when he sat on the bench to play the piano. He performed for Kings and 
Queens, often with his older sister Nannerl.  Here we have the opening of a concerto 
Mozart wrote for a Duke (a flutist) and the Duke’s young daughter (a harpist) to perform 
with orchestra.  Having 2 soloists with orchestra – especially a harp and a flute –is a bit 
unusual, but Mozart loved stories and different characters and making surprises. The 
orchestra instruments show off the themes and tunes first—we hear horn fanfares, 
twirling strings, chirpy oboes marching and dancing, and maybe even parading a bit in 
their fancy clothes. (Remember in Mozart’s time even men wore high-heeled shoes, 
flaring silk coat/jackets with ruffled shirts and powdered wigs!)  
 

Finally after about a minute and a half, our soloists enter. The high flute and 
nimble-fingered harp present their version of the tunes we’ve been hearing. A Concerto is 
like a conversation—sometimes the instruments copy one another, sometimes they 
change the subject, or even play tug-o-war and argue and end up in completely different 
moods. Mozart called this first movement an Allegro, which means ‘cheerful’ or ‘lively’ 
in Italian, and he organized it in an ABA or sonata three-part form. The beginning and 
ending sections have almost exactly the same music. The middle section changes the 
mood and goes into darker, minor keys. See if you can feel how Mozart explores light 
and dark sides of things—it’s not always just “happy” music. In Italian there is a 
wonderful word for combining light and dark: chiaroscuro [kee-aro-sku-ro] 


