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Essay Nr. 1:  On Animals and Music

Ye famous ships, that on a day were brought to land at Troy by those countless oars, what time ye led the Nereids’ dance, where the music loving dolphin rolled and gamboled round your dusky prows....

Euripides 480 – 406 BC, Electra
Where many a songful dolphin trips

To lead the dark blue beaked ships....

Aristophanes 448 – 380 BC, The Frogs
Dolphins delight infinitely in music; they love it, and if any man sings or plays as he sails along in fair weather, they will quietly swim by the side of the ship, and listen till the music is ended.

Plutarch, 46 – 120 AD
 

In reading ancient literature one is struck by the frequent reference to animals when the subject under discussion is music.  The range of animals is worthy of a zoo.  In addition to dolphins, one reads of swordfish, elephants, horses, oxen, lions, tigers, bears, deer, wolves, asses, hogs, sloths, dogs, cats, silk-worms, flies, frogs, snakes, birds of many kinds, dragons and often just “wild animals.”
Frequently when we read of animals, it seems we are really reading about people, as in the Plutarch quotation above which resembles the description of a contemplative listener.  On the other hand, sometimes we find references in which the musical attributes are really those of the animal itself, as in the case of Kircher’s 17th century account of the Central American sloth.

It perfectly intones as learners do, the first elements of music, do, re, me,  fa, sol, la, sol, fa, me, re, do.  Ascending and descending through the common intervals of the six degrees, insomuch that the Spaniards, when they first took possession of these coasts, and perceived such a kind of vociferation in the night, thought they heard men accustomed to the rules of music.

Kircher concluded,

If music were first invented in America, I would say that it must have begun with the amazing voice of this animal.
 

For the most part, the value we find today in these animal references is in their potential for helping to illuminate the views of music among the early writers.  The ancients had a difficult time with music.  They understood through observation that music had powerful properties, something they often seem at a loss to explain.  Above all, it was because they could not see music that they were so puzzled that music could be so influential.  This last characteristic, that music is the only art you cannot see, is, we believe, why the ancients so often associated music with religion rather than with the other arts.  Because music was (and is) therefore so difficult to talk about, we often have the impression that they were more comfortable in transferring the wonder of music to animals for observation, rather than trying to explain it in the domain of physiological man.  This seems to us particularly the case in the many instances where there is a discussion of emotions expressed through the singing of birds.

Thus, often insights are found in the use of animals and music in analogy, metaphor or as surrogates for various basic ideas.  The ancient Greeks, for example, had a basic interest in the correspondence of man with nature.  Those passages in which we find man and animals joining together to make music carry, we believe, a symbolic reference to their common bond in nature.  Thus, in Euripides we find a plea to a bird to help perform a dirge.

Thee let me invoke, tearful Philomel, lurking ‘neath the leafy covert in thy place of song, most tuneful of all feathered songsters, oh! come to aid me in my dirge, trilling through thy tawny throat, as I sing the piteous woes of Helen....
 

One of the most frequently repeated stories about music in early literature is a story which makes the same point, here the joining of an insect with a performer on a string instrument to complete a performance.  An anonymous version of the 1st century is found on the statue of a famous lyre player, Eunomus.

Thou knowest, Apollo, how I, Eunomus the Locrian, conquered Spartis, but I tell it for those who ask me.  I was playing on the lyre an elaborate piece, and in the middle of it my plectrum loosened one chord, and when the time came to strike the note I was ready to play, it did not convey the correct sound to the ear.  Then of its own accord a cicada perched on the bridge of the lyre and supplied the deficiency of the harmony.  I had struck six chords, and when I required the seventh I borrowed this cicada’s voice; for the midday songster of the hillside adapted to my performance that pastoral air of his, and when he shrilled he combined with the lifeless chords to change the value of the phrase.  Therefore I owe a debt of thanks to my partner in the duet, and wrought in bronze he sits on my lyre.
 

In “The Princess of Babylon,” Voltaire employs a pastoral scene, so often used in renaissance and baroque literature, as the setting for the singing of love songs.  Here there is an ensemble of birds singing the soprano and alto parts, with shepherds singing the tenor and bass.  One listener, with tears flowing from her eyes, calls the resulting music “consolatory and voluptuous.”
 

Another metaphoric use of animals by ancient writers addresses a topic not discussed at all today -- the influence of the character of a musician on his music making.  The Greeks, with their interest in unifying everything in nature, often asked, “Can the music be good if the performer himself is a bad person?”  Early writers always answered this question, “No,” as we also see in one of the fables of Aesop (620-560 BC), “The Kid and the Aulos Playing Wolf.”
A kid had lagged behind the flock and was set upon by a wolf.  The kid turned around and said to the wolf, “I’m sure that I’m to be your dinner, but just so that I won’t die ignominiously, play a tune on our aulos for me to dance to.”  While the wolf played and the kid danced, the dogs heard and chased the wolf away.  The wolf turned back and said to the kid, “This is what I deserve.  A butcher like me oughtn’t to try to be an aulos player.”
 

We believe this is the same principle lies behind the thought of Albertus Magnus in his 13th century treatise, De animalibus.

The animosity between the wolf and sheep is so strong its influence extends to all of their anatomical parts; thus, musical strings made of sheep gut do not resonate in harmony with strings made of wolf gut.
 

The 16th c. German, Henry Agrippa, makes the same point.

Neither can the strings made of sheep’s and wolf’s guts be brought to any agreement, because their foundations are dissonant....
 

It seems clear that nothing about music so impressed earlier philosophers as its ability to arouse strong emotions.  But early writers (before the 12th century) did not regard strong emotions in a man, taken by themselves, as a virtue.  Perhaps, then, by illustrating music’s ability to create strong emotions in animals, rather than in man, they believed they could appear to present this power of music more objectively.  This subject is often associated with birds, as for example in Chaucer,

Ful loude songen hire [their] affecciouns
 

We will return to this subject below, but for the moment we mention the example found in early literature of the power of the military trumpet to inflame the passion of the horse.  Consider this passage from the Old Testament,

With fierceness and rage he swallows the ground; he cannot stand 



still at the sound of the trumpet.

When the trumpet sounds, he says ‘Aha!’
He smells the battle from afar, the thunder of the captains, and the 



shouting.
 

A similar description is found in Aeschylus,

As some wild war-horse when the trumpets sound

Stiffens and champs the curb and paws the ground.
 

One can understand how a horse so trained could become a danger in peace time.  In the 16th c. work by Sir Philip Sidney, The Countesse of Pembrokes Arcadia, a horse, trained to respond to the sound of the trumpet, upon hearing the instrument played leaped forward, causing the surprised rider to almost fall from the saddle.
   It was for this reason that when court persons were to travel in a procession with horses, the court trumpeters were required to spend some time in the stable playing for the horses, to acclimate them to the sound so as not to pose a danger to the women in the party.

...to goe often into the Stable, to acquainte the horses with the sound of the trumpet, and the noise of the drumme.
 

A somewhat different illustration of the power of music to inflame the passion of horses is mentioned by Aelianus with regard to the performance of the aulos in Libya.

This is the aulos music which throws mares into an amorous frenzy and makes horses mad with desire to couple.  This in fact is how the mating of horses is brought about....
 

The previous two examples have in common the idea that music can affect the behavior of animals.  Polybius, writing of Rome in the 2nd century BC, gives an extensive account of the use of music to control flocks.

The impression that all the animals on the island of Corsica are wild arises from the following cause.  The island is thickly wooded and the countryside so rocky and precipitous that it is impossible for the shepherds to follow their flocks and herds about as they graze.  So, whenever they wish to collect them they take up position in some convenient place; from there they summon them by horn, and all the animals respond without fail to the instrument which they recognize.  Now if any travelers who may touch at the island see goats and cattle grazing unattended and try to catch them, the animals will not come near them because they are not used to them and take to flight.  Again, if the shepherd sees the strangers disembarking and sounds his horn, the herd will run off at full speed and gather round the horn.  For this reason the animals give the appearance of being wild….

There is nothing surprising in the fact that the animals should obey the sound of a horn, for in Italy those who are engaged in herding swine use exactly the same method.  The swineherd does not follow the animals, as he does in Greece, but walks in front and sounds a horn at intervals, while the animals keep behind him and respond to the call.  Indeed the pigs have become so accustomed to answering the particular instrument belonging to their herd that those who witness this practice for the first time are amazed and can hardly believe their ears.  The fact is that because of the great size of the population and the abundance of food the droves of swine in Italy are very large, especially among the inhabitants of Tuscany and the Gauls, so that a single farrowing of a single herd may produce a thousand or even more piglets.  The peasants therefore drive them out from their night sites to feed according to their litters and ages.  Then if several droves are taken to the same place, they cannot keep the various groups apart, and so they become mixed up, either while they are being driven out, or as they are feeding, or on the way home.  So the swineherds invented the horn call as the simplest method of separating them without labor or trouble when the litters had become mixed.  And in practice whenever one of the swineherds leads off in one direction sounding his horn, and another turns away in another direction, the animals separate of their own accord and follow with such eagerness the sound of the individual horn which they know that it is impossible to check them or turn them back.

For a final example of the ancient use of a musical instrument to affect the behavior of an animal, one must mention an extraordinary passage in Herodotus, the great 5th century BC historian.

The Scythians blind their slaves, a practice in some way connected with the milk which they prepare for drinking in the following way: they insert a tube made of bone and shaped like a flute into the mare’s anus and blow; and while one blows, another milks.  According to them, the object of this is to inflate the mare’s veins with air and so cause the udder to be forced down.  They make the blind men stand round in a circle, and then pour the milk into wooden casks and stir it; the part which rises to the top is skimmed off and is considered the best; what remains is not supposed to be so good.

When early writers address the purpose of music, the most often given purpose is its ability to soothe the emotions.  It seems clear that they gave a higher value to music’s ability to soothe, rather than inflame, the passions.  This, of course, is what one of the best-known Greek myths is all about, the tale of Orpheus using his skill in music to “tame the savage beast.”   In this famous myth, the “savage beast” is once again really only a metaphor for man.  Perhaps this myth is what Shakespeare was thinking of when he wrote of wild horses being calmed down, by a trumpet no less!

For do but note a wild and wanton herd,

Or race of youthful and unhandled colts,

Fetching mad bounds, bellowing and neighing loud,

Which is the hot condition of their blood;

If they but hear perchance a trumpet sound,

Or any air of music touch their ears,

You shall perceive them make a mutual stand,

Their savage eyes turned to a modest gaze

By the sweet power of music: therefore the poet

Did feign that Orpheus drew trees, stones, and floods;

Since nought so stockish, hard, and full of rage,

But music for the time doth change his nature.
 

There is a passage in the De animalibus by Albertus Magnus (13th century) in which he makes the observation that “for some reason sheep eat better when they are soothed by the pleasant sound of music.”
   Of course, we would not go so far as to suppose that sheep are a metaphor for school children (!), but we were reminded of a passage in Milton relative to the meal time in school.

The interim of unsweating themselves regularly, and convenient rest before meat may both with profit and delight be taken up in recreating and composing their travailed spirits with the solemn and divine harmonies of Musick heard or learned....  The like also would not be unexpedient after Meat to assist and cherish Nature in her first concoction, and send their minds back to study in good tune and satisfaction.
 

With these references to eating, we might mention that one occasionally finds in early literature the suggestion that a singer might improve his tone by moistening his vocal cords with wine.
  In a 16th century Spanish poem a fly makes this same suggestion to a frog.  At the same time he points out that the wine will lighten his dismal singing -- so dismal he calls him the “Dutchman’s Nightingale.”
Out of the Wine-Pot cry’d the Fly,

Whilst the Grave Frog sat croaking by,

Than live a Watery Life like thine,

I’d rather choose to die in Wine.

.....

In Gardens I delight to stray,

And round the Plants do sing and play:

Thy Tune no Mortal does avail,

Thou are the Dutchman’s Nightingale:

Wouldst thou with Wine but wet thy Throat,

Sure thou would’st leave that Dismal Note;

Lewd Water spoils thy Organs quite,

And Wine alone can set them right....
 

In some cases, we are told, becoming too soothed by music could create a danger for animals.  Pliny the Elder, in the 1st century, finds that dolphins become so absorbed by music that they can then be captured.

Dolphins are obviously able to hear; for dolphins are charmed even by music, and are caught while bewildered by the sound.
 

Albertus finds the same is true with deer.

This animal takes delight in all unusual sights and sounds; hence, wanting to be seen by itself and prone to being charmed by the sounds of pipes and song, it often falls into peril of capture or death.
 

The most extraordinary tale in this regard is one from the second century AD.

There is an Etruscan story current which says that the wild boars and the stags in that country are caught by using nets and hounds, as is the usual manner of hunting, but that music plays a part, and even the larger part, in the struggle.  And how this happens I will now relate.  They set the nets and other hunting gear that ensnare the animals in a circle, and a man proficient on the aulos stands there and tries his utmost to play a rather soft tune, avoiding any shriller note, but playing the sweetest melodies possible.  The quiet and stillness easily carry [the sound] abroad; and the music streams up to the heights and into ravines and thickets -- in a word into every lair and resting place of these animals.  Now at first when the sound penetrates to their ears it strikes them with terror and fills them with dread, and then an unalloyed and irresistible delight in the music takes hold of them, and they are so beguiled as to forget about their offspring and their homes.  And yet wild beasts do not care to wander away from their native haunts.  But little by little these creatures in Etruria are attracted as though by some persuasive spell, and beneath the wizardry of the music they come and fall into the snares, overpowered by the melody.
 

Cassiodorus, in the 6th century, informs us that it was the use of the Hypodorian mode, “the lowest of all,” which was the most effective in soothing man and beast.

These tones...have been shown to possess such great usefulness that they calm excited minds and cause even wild animals and serpents and birds and dolphins to approach and listen to their harmony.
 

Perhaps the most extraordinary tale of music soothing animals is found among the medieval “Volsung and Niblungs” epics.  Here a character manages to soothe a den full of snakes while using his feet to play as his hands were bound.  Well -- all but one snake!

So Gunnar was cast into a worm-close, and many worms abode him there, and his hands were fast bound; but Gudrun sent him a harp, and in such wise did he set forth his craft, that wisely he smote the harp, smiting it with his toes, and so excellently well he played, that few deemed they had heard such playing, even when the hand had done it.  And with such might and power he played, that all the worms fell asleep in the end, save one adder only, great and evil of aspect, that crept unto him and thrust its sting into him until it smote his heart; and in such wise with great hardihood he ended his life days.
 

And finally, one of the most famous ancient tales which centers on music soothing the listeners is the story of the Sirens.  Best known in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, these mythological daughters of Phorcys, the sea god, lived on small rock islands off the southwest coast of Campania, where they lured sailors to their death on the rocks through their irresistibly sweet singing.  While many ancient philosophers retold this tale, the early Christian writers, focusing on supremacy of Reason, maintained it was the words of the songs, not the music, which captured the sailors!  As far as we know, no one before Albertus, in the 13th century, had ventured to give so detailed a description of these Sirens.  In his version it must have been the music which attracted and calmed the sailors, because it clearly was not the physical appearance of these mythical daughters!

SYRENAS (Sirens), popularized in poetic fable, are marine monsters whose upper body has the figure of a woman with long pendulous breasts with which it suckles its young; the face is horrible and it has a mane of long free-flowing hair; below they have eagle’s claws, and above are aquiline wings, and behind a scaly tail used as a rudder to guide their swimming.  Upon making an appearance, they hold out their young in full view, emit some sweet, alluring sounds by which they lull their hearers to sleep, and then tear the sleepers to pieces.
 

With this terrible myth we move to the opposite end of the spectrum, where there are remarkable tales which seem to concentrate on the power of music to frighten.  Hence, according to Albertus, in the 13th century, the dragon could only be captured when frightened by music.  One never knows when one might need this information!

Dragons are said to be afraid of thunder and prone to be struck by lightning, just as in a contrary sense the eagle among birds and the laurel among plants are said to be impervious to lightening; for this reason they say that when an enchanter seeks to charm a dragon with songs, he causes a great reverberating sound to be made by beating on a drum or stretched leather, and the dragon mistaking this for thunder cowers in fright and meekly allows the enchanter to mount its back.
 

Another myth involving animals and percussion is found in the writings of Erasmus in the 16th century.

They say that the tigress, if she hears the roll of drums all round her, is driven mad, and ends by tearing herself in pieces....
 

For a final example in which animals are used as metaphors for the power of music we turn to the 17th century Spanish playwright, Molina, and a charming tribute to the power of music to lift the spirits.

Little songbirds,

innocent flatterers,

untaught musicians, idlers

among reed-beds and wild thyme,

cheer my sad spirits

with your melodies;

with your gentle voices

help me rise above my cares.
 

Now we move to the subject of the use of animals to illustrate specific aspects of man and music, beginning with descriptions of the contemplative listener.  First, we have a vivid description of a listener in a 14th century poem by Machaut, listening to birds with as much quiet contemplation as if they were human singers.

 I dropped gently to the ground and hid myself as best I could beneath the trees, so it could not see me there, to listen to the very sweet melody of its delightful song.  And I took more pleasure in listening to its sweet singing that ever I could tell.
 

In another place, Machaut uses a story about birds to make the point that the required attention necessary to the contemplative listener is impossible if one is independently under emotional stress.

And in more than thirty thousand places the birds, wide-throated, were trying to out-sing one another, as if it were a contest, making the whole orchard ring; and it’s no lie that prior to Hope’s visiting me in my need, my senses had been so distorted that I’d not noticed the birds or their music, or how merry they all were.  But this should not be held against me, because there are two things that falsify the senses and cause them to react irrationally: these are great joy and great sadness.
 

A very interesting passage which mentions animals listening to music is found in St. Augustine (4th century).  At this time music was admitted to the Liberal Arts only as a branch of mathematics.  For this reason, several writers make the point that it is the “knowing the numbers,” that is, knowledge of theory, which defines the musician.  The person who understands music without this knowledge is, they say, only a beast.  Augustine makes this point here as well as the observation that a gentleman should listen to music only for superficial relaxation, warning that he should not allow the experience to become meaningful.

Augustine.  Now tell me, then, don’t [singers] all seem to be similar to the nightingale, all those which sing well under the guidance of a certain sense, that is, do it harmoniously and sweetly, although if they were questioned about the numbers or intervals of high and low notes they could not reply?

Student.  I think they are very much alike.

Augustine.  And what’s more, aren’t those who like to listen to them without this science to be compared to beasts?  For we see elephants, bears, and many other kinds of beasts are moved by singing, and birds themselves are charmed by their own voices.  For, with no further proper purpose, they would not do this with such effort without some pleasure.

Student.  I judge so, but this reproach extends to nearly the whole of human kind.

Augustine.  Not as much as you think.  For great men, even if they know nothing about music, either wish to be one with the common people who are not very different from beasts and whose number is great; and they do this very properly and prudently.  But this is not the place to discuss that.  Or after great cares in order to relax and restore the mind they very moderately partake of some pleasure.  And it is very proper to take it in from time to time.  But to be taken in by it, even at times, is improper and disgraceful.
 

In contrast to the Church philosophers, fortunately there were those in all earlier times who understood that music had important value in and of itself.  This, of course, is what lies behind all accounts of the contemplative listener and particularly so in those cases where a crowd of people suddenly fall silent when a musician begins to perform.  There is a fine description of such a moment when birds stop their singing to listen to the famous 14th century composer and performer, Landini.

Now the sun rose higher and the heat of the day increased and the whole company remained in the pleasant shade; and as a thousand birds were singing among the verdant branches, someone asked Francesco to play the organ a little, to see whether the sound would make the birds increase or diminish their song.  He did so at once, and a great wonder followed: for when the sound began many of the birds were seen to fall silent, and gather around as if in amazement, listening for a long time....
 

Albertus, in the 13th century, makes a similar observation regarding nightingales.

In my own observations of this bird I have remarked that it flies toward persons who are singing, provided they have a melodious voice; as long as these persons continue singing, the bird listens in silence; but as soon as they stop, the nightingale takes up the song, as if responding in a roundelay chorus.  Furthermore, these birds duplicate the same process in response to one another, provoking each other to song.
 

And speaking of animals listening to music, what are we to make of the claim by Giustiniani, of the 16th century, that silk-worms in Lombardy seemed to profit by listening to singing and playing?  Why, he also wonders, when in fishing for swordfish, is it “reputed necessary to sing, and what is more, to sing with Greek words?”
   And speaking of fishing with music, Herodotus, the great 5th century BC historian, quotes a story told by the Persian king, Cyrus, to some ambassadors who were too late to gain his help.
An aulos player saw some fish in the sea and played his aulos to them in the hope that they would come ashore.  When they refused to do so, he took a net, netted a large catch, and hauled them in.  Seeing the fish jumping about, he said to them: “It is too late to dance now:  you might have danced to my music – but you would not.”

In early literature one often finds stories of musical contests in pastoral settings.  In one of these from the 2nd century, cows are the adjudicators and like human listeners they gravitate toward the best musician.

Once upon a time there was a beautiful girl who used to graze a great many cows in a wood.  Now she was also very musical, and in her day cows enjoyed music.  So she was able to control them without either hitting them with a staff or pricking them with a goad.  She would simply sit down under a pine, and after crowning herself with pine-twigs would sing the story of Pan and the Pine, and the cows would stay close enough to hear her voice.  A boy who grazed cows not far away, and who was also good-looking and musical, challenged her to a singing contest.  Because of his sex, he was able to produce more volume than she could, and yet because he was only a boy, his voice had a very sweet tone.  So he charmed away her eight best cows and enticed them into his own herd.  The girl was annoyed at the damage done to her herd, and at being beaten at singing, and she prayed to the gods to turn her into a bird before she arrived home.  The gods granted her prayer and turned her into this mountain bird, which is as musical as she was.  And even now she still goes on singing, telling her sad story, and saying that she’s looking for her missing cows.
 

We find an occasional reference to animals, again like humans, who have a preference for a certain kind of music.  According to Pliny the Elder, 1st century,

The dolphin is an animal that is not only friendly to mankind but is also a lover of music, and it can be charmed by singing in harmony, but particularly by the sound of the water-organ.
 

In this regard, it is interesting that in a recent research project psychologists found that rats had a strong preference for the music of Bach, when given a choice between Bach and rock music.
 
We cannot leave the subject of music and dolphins without reminding the reader of one of the most retold stories of the ancient world, the rescue of the musician Arion by a dolphin.  Here is the version of this tale as given by Herodotus the great historian of the 5th century BC.

Most of his time Arion had spent with Periander, till he felt a longing to sail to Italy and Sicily.  This he did; and after making a great deal of money in those countries, he decided to return to Corinth.  He sailed from Tarentum in a Corinthian vessel, because he had more confidence in Corinthians than in anyone else.  The crew, however, when the ship was at sea, hatched a plot to throw him overboard and steal his money.  He got wind of their intention and begged them to take his money, but spare his life.  To no purpose, however; for the sailors told him either to kill himself if he wanted to be buried ashore, or to jump overboard at once.
Arion, seeing they had made up their minds, as a last resource begged permission to stand on the after-deck, dressed in his singing robes, and give them a song: the song over, he promised to kill himself.  Delighted at the prospect of hearing a song from the world’s most famous singer, the sailors all made their way forward from the stern and assembled amidships.  Arion put on his full professional costume, took up his lute and, standing on the after-deck, played and sang a lively tune.  Then he leapt into the sea, just as he was, with all his clothes on.

The ship continued her voyage to Corinth, but a dolphin picked up Arion and carried him on its back to Taenarum.  Here Arion landed and made his way in his singing costume to Corinth, where he told the whole story.  Periander was not too ready to believe it; so he put Arion under strict supervision, keeping the ship’s crew meanwhile carefully in mind.  On their return he sent for them and asked if they had anything to tell him about Arion.  “Oh yes,” they answered, “we left him safe and sound at Tarentum in Italy.”  But no sooner were the words out of their mouths than Arion himself appeared, just as he was when he jumped overboard.  This was an unpleasant shock for the sailors.  The lie was detected, and further denial useless.

After the heterogeneous ensemble practice of the Middle Ages, listeners during the 16th century developed a strong preference for hearing music made by ensembles of the same kind of instrument, which was called a “consort.”  As we might expect, this preference was also transferred to animals in 16th century literature.  One Englishman recommends that the best equipped households will have their dogs organized in a consort!

If you would have your kennels for sweetness of cry then you must compound it of some large dogs that have deep, solemn mouths...which must as it were bear the bass in consort, then a double number of roaring and loud-ringing mouths which must bear the counter tenor, then some hollow, plain, sweet mouths which must bear the mean or middle part and so with these three parts of music you shall make your cry perfect.
 


Can one take this seriously?  Shakespeare, in his A Midsummer Night’s Dream, gave a similar description.  “My hounds,” says Theseus, “are,”
Slow in pursuit, but matcht in mouth like bells,

Each under each.  A cry more tuneable

Was never holla’d to, nor cheer’d with horn....
 

And again a reference to the dog-consort principle in Sidney’s The Countesse of Pembrokes Arcadia.

Their cry being composed of so well sorted mouths, that any man would perceive therein some kind of proportion, but the skillful woodsmen did find a music.
 

We assume when we read here of Sidney’s “well sorted mouths” and Shakespeare’s “matcht in mouth like bells” that there was some arrangement of the dogs according to their vocal pitch, etc.  With this in mind we were reminded of a description by Athanasius Kircher, of the 17th century, of a keyboard instrument made of cats!

Not so long ago, in order to dispel the melancholy of some great prince, a noted and ingenious actor constructed an instrument such as this.  He took live cats all of different sizes, and shut them up in a kind of box especially made for this business, so that their tails, stuck through the holes, were inserted tightly into certain channels.  Under these he put keys fitted with the sharpest points instead of mallets.  Then he arranged the cats tonally according to their different sizes, so that each key corresponded to the tail of one cat, and he put the instrument prepared for the relaxation of the prince in a suitable place.  Then when it was played, it produced such music as the voices of cats can produce.  For when the keys, depressed by the fingers of the organist, pricked the tails of the cats with their points, they, driven to a rage, with miserable voices, howling now low, now high, produced such music made of the voices of cats as would move men to laughter and even arouse shrews to dance.
 

This practice of dogs in consorts, if it really existed, may have begun in the 15th century for we find an hunting book published in Portugal which praised the noise of the hounds by stating that not even Guillaume de Machaut made such beautiful concordance of melody.

Guilherme de Machado nom fez tam fermosa concordanca de melodia, nem que tam bem pareca como a fazem os ca–es quando bem correm.
 

Agrippa, 16th century, discusses the homogeneity in color, which lies at the heart of the consort principle, in a passage in which he uses animals as surrogates for bad singers.

...it is necessary that all consorts proceed from fit foundations, both in stringed instruments, in pipes, and vocal singing, if you would have them agree well together: for no man can make the roaring of lions, the lowing of oxen, the neighing of horses, the braying of asses, the grunting of hogs to be harmonious.
 

There is extensive literature on the horse ballet, especially during the 17th century when this kind of entertainment became very popular in court celebrations.  An early reference can be found in Pliny the Elder, who observes,

The horses docility is so great that we learn that the entire cavalry of the army of Sybaris used to perform a sort of ballet to instrumental music [symphoniae].
 

Horse dancing was a form of entertainment for the Greek soldiers and there are stories of the enemy obtaining the music used by some city for their horse dances and then playing this music in battle, causing the horses of the enemy to stand up and dance rather than attack.  A 17th century writer adds an interesting observation,

The trumpets are the instruments best to use of horse dancing because they [the horses] can learn to breathe when the trumpets breathe.  There is no instrument more agreeable to the horse, because it is martial, and the horse which is naturally generous, likes to be animated by its sound.
 

The 16th century writer, Michel Montaigne, mentions in passing a quotation from Flavius Arrianus regarding an elephant which was said to simultaneously dance and play cymbals.
 

Before leaving the subject of dance, we must mention an account of dolphins performing a group movement, resembling a funeral procession, followed by a dance of joy, as told by Albertus in the 13th century.

When the king of Caria captured a particular large dolphin, a teeming school of its mates followed the captive to the shore, forming a procession, like a funeral cortege of mourners.  Seeing this, the king ordered the dolphin released, whereupon the entire assembly of dolphins welcomed their freed companion and performed a sort of leaping dance as they led it back to sea.
 

To conclude, we must take special note of the descriptions of singing birds found in early literature, for they are by far the most frequently mentioned animal with respect to music.   The range of birds and their music is, taken together, quite extraordinary.  We might begin with a survey by Albertus Magnus, in his De animalibus.

As a general rule, birds emit more vocal sounds than other animals, a manifestation of the levity of their spirits.  This is particularly true of the smaller birds, many of whom sing a musical song and display a lightness of spirit reflected in the ease of their melodious outpourings.  Birds sing most vocally during the mating season when the males warble in a more tuneful fashion than the females whose natural disposition is colder and more aloof.
 

Among the most melodious of the birds he finds Finches,
 Birds of Paradise,
 and above all, the Blackbird.

In the opinion of some writers, this bird was called “modula” in ancient times, because it produces melodies [modulos] and songs [melos].  Some claim a black bird was once trained by human art to reproduce all nine notes of the scale that are used in the composition of every musical piece; moreover, the trained bird gloried so in its talent that it would often sing through its range of notes in melodious sequence for a human audience....

This bird sings well in the springtime but during the winter makes a stuttering sound.
 

Albertus’ most extended, and interesting, discussion of a musical bird is devoted to that virtuoso, the Nightingale.

PHYLOMENA (Nightingale) is a small, well-known bird, named from ‘phylos’ and ‘menos,’ which means sweet, because it loves sweet songs.  Another possible derivation is from ‘philos’ and ‘mene,’ because in competing with another bird to produce the best song, the nightingale would rather run out of breath and expire than cease singing and give in to its opponent.

Though small in body, the nightingale has a great store of breath wherewith it produces a range of sounds no less remarkable for its modulated tones as for the multiplicity of its notes.  One minute it sustains a long note with one continuous breath, and then it varies the tone like the inflections of a human singing voice.  Again, it separates the notes with staccato effect, all the while maintaining a connected melody, so that the song on its outgoing breath is continued with matching force on inhalation.  At varying times its song is full basso profundo; treble; prolonged in a trill; soprano; or reduced to a whisper -- in essence, representing almost all of the tunes made by musical instruments.
 

There is an attractive passage in Chaucer’s “The Books of the Duchess,” in which he speaks of birds singing, some low and some high, with “sweetness,” in tune, with “so merry a harmony, so sweet strains” and observes “nowhere was ever heard instrument or melody yet half so sweet or of half so well in accord.”  When he also mentions that none merely pretended to sing, but all did not spare their voices, not to mention the reference to “the most solemn service,” we are inclined to wonder if this passage were intended to reflect, not really a description of birds, but a representation of the best choral singing Chaucer had heard.

With smale foules a gret hep

That had affrayed me out of my slep,

Thorgh noyse and swetness of her song.

And, as me mette, they sate among

Upon my chambre roof wythoute,

Upon the tyles, overal aboute,

And songen, everch in hys wyse,

The moste solemne servise

By noote, that ever man, y trowe,

Had herd; for some of hem song lowe,

Som high, and al of oon acord.

To telle shortly, att oo word.

Was never herd so swete a steven, --

But hyt had be a thyng of heven, --

So mery a soun, so swete entewnes,

That certes, for the toun of Tewnes,

I nolde but I had herd hem synge;

For al my chambre gan to rynge

Thurgh syngynge of her armonye.

For instrument nor melodye

Was nowhere herd yet half so swete,

Nor of acorde half so mete;

For ther was noon of hem that feyned

To synge, for ech of hem hym peyned

To fynde out mery crafty notes.

They ne spared not her throtes.
 

And, speaking of the sweet voices of birds, an 8th century English poem called “The Phoenix” praises an imaginary bird whose voice is sweeter than any musical instrument, including the human voice.

The music of its voice

is sweeter and more beauteous than any craft of song,

winsomer than any melody;

nor trumpets, nor horns, may equal that sound,

nor strain of harp, nor the voice of man,

of any man on earth, nor organ’s tone,

nor harmonious lay, nor feather of swan,

nor any of the sounds that the Lord hath created

for men’s delight in this sad world.
 

The 16th century, in particular, was a period of great advances in technology of all kinds, including many mechanical devices with musical associations.  The water powered construction mentioned in Sidney’s The Countesse of Pembrokes Arcadia we take to be a tribute to the singing of real birds.

There were birds also made so finely, that they did not only deceive the sight with their figures, but the hearing with their songs; which the water instruments did make their gorge deliver.
 

In George Peele’s play, The Arraignment of Paris, there is another mechanical device called for which makes bird sounds.  The cast includes a large number of Greek gods and the nine Muses and near the beginning of the play there occurs an extraordinary performance for double choir, a choir of gods on stage and the Muses off-stage.  The stage direction describes their music as an echo to the song of birds heard shortly before and indicated by another stage direction, “An artificial charm of birds being heard within.”
  

Finally, there are some interesting references in early literature to music education among the birds.  Some, such as St. Ambrose, say that “some birds learn to sing by nature and others by training.”
  Most writers, however, are concerned with the subject of birds teaching other birds to sing.  We find a remarkable 1st century account by Pliny the Elder on the singing of Nightingales and of their education of their young.

Nightingales pour out a ceaseless gush of song for fifteen days and nights on end when the buds of the leaves are swelling -- a bird not in the lowest rank remarkable.  In the first place there is so loud a voice and so persistent a supply of breath in such a tiny little body; then there is the consummate knowledge of music in a single bird: the sound is given out with modulations, and now is drawn out into a long note with one continuous breath, now varied by managing the breath, now made staccato by checking it, or linked together by prolonging it, or carried on by holding it back; or it is suddenly lowered, and at times sinks into a mere murmur, loud, low, bass, treble, with trills, with long notes, modulated when this seems good -- soprano, mezzo, baritone; and briefly all the devices in that tiny throat which human science has devised with all the elaborate mechanism of the aulos....  And that no one may doubt its being a matter of science, the birds have several songs each, and not all the same but every bird songs of its own.  They compete with one another, and there is clearly an animated rivalry between them; the loser often ends her life by dying, her breath giving out before her song.  Other younger birds practice their music, and are given verses to imitate; the pupil listens with close attention and repeats the phrase, and the two keep silence by turns: we notice improvement in the one under instruction and a sort of criticism on the part of the instructress....   Frequent cases have been seen before now of nightingales that have begun to sing when ordered, and have sung in answer to an organ, as there have been found persons who could reproduce the birds’ song with an indistinguishable resemblance by putting water into slanting reeds and breathing into the holes, or by applying some slight check with the tongue.  But these exceptional and artistic trills after a fortnight gradually cease, though not in such a way that the birds could be said to be tired out or to have had enough singing; and later on when the heat has increased their note becomes entirely different, with no modulations or variations.
 

Montaigne agrees that if we observe carefully we can see this educational process taking place.

Even nightingales born free do not all sing one and the same song: each one sings according to its capacity to learn.  They make jealous classmates, squabbling and vying with each other so heartily that the vanquished sometimes drops down dead, not from lack of song but lack of breath.  The youngest birds ruminate thoughtfully and then begin to imitate snatches of song; the pupils listen to the lessons of their tutors and then give an account of themselves, taking it in turns to stop their singing.  You can hear their faults being corrected; some of the criticism of their tutors are perceptible even to us.....
 

With regard to Montaigne’s reference to the birds “vying with each other,” we recall that the 16th century Italian, Giustiniani, also mentions that in the case of birds,

they almost seem to compete among themselves to reach a greater perfection and to teach such skill to their young...
 

We conclude these thoughts with a most remarkable story told by Montaigne, who gives Plutarch as his source.

But strange indeed is the account of a female magpie vouched for by Plutarch, no less.  It lived in a barber’s shop in Rome and was wonderfully clever at imitating any sounds it heard.  It happened one day that some musicians stopped quite a while in front of the shop, blasting away on their trumpets.  Immediately the magpie fell pensive, mute and melancholic, remaining so all the following day.  Everyone marveled, thinking that the blare of the trumpets had frightened and confused it, making it lose both hearing and song at the same time.  But they eventually found that it had been deeply meditating and had withdrawn into itself; it had been inwardly practicing, preparing its voice to imitate the noise of those trumpeters.  The first sound it did make was a perfect imitation of their changes, repetitions and stops; after this new apprenticeship it quit with disdain all that it was able to do before.
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