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THE CARNIVAL OF THE ANIMALS

Harold Schoenberg, a renown music critic and scholar, considered Saint-Saëns to be “the most remarkable 
child prodigy in history, and that includes Mozart”. Saint-Saëns wrote his first composition at 3½. If you 
find this hard to believe, the manuscript is on display in the Paris Conservatory. At 5, in a public concert he 
accompanied a Beethoven violin sonata on the piano, and at 10, he offered at a recital to play any one of 
Beethoven’s piano sonatas – by memory!

And what is Saint-Saëns best remembered for today? The Carnival of the Animals, a piece written just 
for close friends in two days in 1886 which he would not allow to be published until after his death in 1921.  
Why? Because he feared that its lighthearted and humorous character would detract from his image as a 
serious composer. During his lifetime, he permitted it to be performed only in a private setting.

In order, the fourteen movements are: 1) Introduction and Royal March of the Lion, 2) Hens and Roosters, 
3) Wild Donkeys and Swift Animals, 4) Tortoises, 5) The Elephant, 6) Kangaroos, 7) Aquarium, 8) 
Characters with Long Ears, 9) The Cuckoo in the Depths of the Woods, 10) Aviary, 11) Pianists, 12) Fossils, 
13) The Swan, and 14) Finale.  Keeping these titles in mind will add to your appreciation of the music.

In 1950, the conductor Andre Kostelanetz came up with the inspired idea of adding verses to Saint-
Saëns’s score, and the great American humorist Ogden Nash was his choice to be the poet. Each of Nash’s 
fourteen verses were designed to be read before Saint-Saëns’s corresponding movement. Here are two 
of Nash’s verses: “The rooster is a roistering hoodlum, His battle cry is cock-a-doodlum. Hands in pocket, 
caps over eye, He whistles at pallets passing by.”  “Come crown my brow with leaves of myrtle, I know the 
tortoise is a turtle.  Come carve my name in stone immortal, I know the tortoise is a tortle.  I know to my 
profound despair, I bet on one to beat a hare.  I also know I’m now a pauper, Because of its tortley, turtley, 
torpor.”

In this concert, new verses by Jack Prelutsky will be used to supplement Saint-Saëns’s amusing music. 
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