Quintroversy Woodwind Quintet
presents

The story of

BABAR
the Elephant

Study Guide
Background Information and Activities

Table of Contents
Pre-performance Questions
3
The Story
4
The Composer
5
Musical Story
6
Creating Characters with Music
7
The Woodwind Quintet
8-11
Post Performance Questions
12
Write a new adventure for Babar Activity #1
13
Carnival of the Animals Activity #2
14
Flight of the Bumblebee Activity #3
15
Curriculum Connections
16
Written by Shaelyn Archibald
Artwork by Jeremy Cole
Quintroversy’s Photo by J. Welihinda Photography

2

Pre-performance Questions

1. Have you ever been to a music
performance? Tell us about it!
2. Would you like to learn to play an
instrument? Which one? If you’re already
learning one, why did you choose it?
3. Name an instrument that you’ve heard
that reminds you of an animal. Why does
the sound of this instrument remind you
of that animal?
4. Think about your favourite movie. Now
describe your favourite part of the movie.
What are the characters doing? What
does the background music sound like?
5. What words would you use to describe
classical music?
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During the
Performance
REMEMBER…

Music can make
us think, see,
feel, and
remember so
many different
things. There is
never a right or
wrong way to
experience
music!

The Story
The Story of Babar began as a family bedtime story for two little children
named Mathieu and Laurent. Just like many children they LOVED stories…
and one evening their mother Céline made up a little story about a baby
elephant who got lost in the jungle
and winds up in a city! Mathieu
and Laurent loved the story so
much that they told it to their
father Jean de Brunhoff who was
a painter. Jean created a picture
book for the story with beautiful
illustrations. The story was so
successful that it was then
published in 1931 and since then
six more titles followed.
When young Laurent grew up, he
continued creating stories of
Babar, just as his father had.
Babar has been a much loved
character in the homes of many
French families! In 1968 Babar
was made into a french television
series called Les Aventures de
Babar and in 1989 it was made
into an animated television series
in Canada!

Cécile, Jean, Laurent and Mathieu de
Brunhoﬀ, around 1931 ©Van Hamel Family
Archives, Amsterdam
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The Composer
The musical composition of Babar the Elephant was created much in
the same way as the impromptu bedtime story. French composer and
pianist, Francis Poulenc, was visiting some of his friends and relatives
at their countryside villa. As a musician, it is important to practice
daily to keep up your abilities and holidays are no exception! Poulenc,
ever the hardworking musician, practiced daily for hours, much to the
annoyance of the entire household. Eventually his young niece, so
tired of his playing, ran up to the piano and exclaimed “Uncle Francis,
that’s boring!” She threw a copy of the book The Story of Babar onto
the music stand and requested that he play the book, not realizing
that the book was words and pictures and not musical notation. He
gingerly accepted the challenge of turning the book into music and
improvised melodies to go along with the whimsical illustrations on
the page. He strung together
different musical styles to evoke
the actions in the story: a
soothing lullaby to rock Babar to
sleep, a scrumptious waltz at the
bakery shop, a stately march to
celebrate the wedding, and a
polka for the party. If a picture
is worth a thousand words then
Jean de Brunhoff’s illustrations
are proof of this… but music also
Francis Poulenc, French composer and pianist
speaks very eloquently, as
(in 1946). Ph. P. Vals / Coll. Archives Larousse
evidenced by the melodies created
by Francis Poulenc for The Story of
Babar.
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A Musical Story
Instead of having pictures for our eyes a musical story uses different
songs or melodies to create pictures for our ears! Thanks to our
imagination, and especially the composer’s imagination, the characters are
brought to life using different instruments and musical styles.
Sometimes a composer decides to put an existing story to music. This was
the case when Francis Poulenc “illustrated” Babar with notes. Other times,
an author invents a story based on an already existing musical work. For
example, author Lucien Adès chose to write a story while listening to
composer Antonio Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Other times, a composer writes
both the story and the music which is what composer Sergei Prokofiev did
when he created Peter and the Wolf! Poulenc chose to use the piano
throughout for his musical version of the Story of Babar. For the version
of the Story of Babar you’re going to hear in our performance, you will
instead hear a woodwind quintet: clarinet, oboe, bassoon, French horn and
flute. We loved this music so much they had it arranged by Canadian
composer and pianist Dr. Frederic Lacriox.

In Babar, Poulenc composed a
soothing lullaby when his mother
rocks him to sleep with her trunk.
What do you think of when you hear
a melody like that? Did your parents
ever sing you a lullaby? Did it help
you go to sleep?
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Creating Characters with
Music
Poulenc paints the story with music which captures the
mood, the setting, and the characters emotions and actions!
Make sure to keep your ears peeled for Babar’s car horn!
*Honk Honk*
Other classical composers have created musical stories
too!
One composer, Sergei Prokofiev did things a bit
differently than Poulenc in his Peter and the Wolf. To tell this
story Prokofiev uses different instruments to act as the
different characters in the story. For example, the bird is
played by the flute. Have you ever heard
the sound of the flute? It is very light
and can sing just like a bird! Prokofiev
chose the bassoon, which sounds very low
and grumpy to play the grandfather.
Another composer, Camille SaintSaëns, had a whale of a time using musical
instruments to imitate animals in his
Carnival of Animals! Each movement,
which is kind of like a chapter in a book, represents a
different animal. You’ll get to audition different instruments
for a few of Saint-Saëns’ Carnival movements in Activity #2 on
page 14.
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The Woodwind Quintet
Instruments
Woodwind instruments make sound when musicians blow air
into them.
For the flute, air is blown over a hole in the headpiece. The air splits
into two different streams; about half of it goes out and half goes
into the flute, causing vibrations. In the case of the French horn, a
musician buzzes their lips in the mouthpiece making the air vibrate.
The other woodwinds have a reed (a thin piece of wood) or a double
reed (two thin pieces of wood) attached to the mouthpiece, which
vibrate when air is blown past them. These vibrations set the air
inside all the instruments in motion, creating sound.
Did you Know?!
The French Horn is a brass instrument! It plays in a woodwind quintet
because it can play just as soft and delicately as a woodwind.
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The FLUTE is both the smallest and the
oldest instrument in the woodwind family.
Now made out of precious metals like gold
and silver, it used to be made out of wood.
Before that, flutes were
made from animal bones
and tusks. These flutes
were used for hunting and magical
rituals.The oldest flute ever found
was made from a cave bear’s thigh
bone about 43 000 years ago!
The flute is often used to depict birds in
music because of its singing sound and its
ability to trill and play very fast. Birds are
quick as a whip and soar way up in the sky.
The flute can soar way up high, too... way
higher than the other woodwinds!

The BASSOON is the biggest instrument in the
woodwind family, and therefore
it is also the lowest wind instrument.
It is made of wood and played with a
reed, and while it does play a lot of low
notes, it has a very large range and can
play very high as well. The bassoon looks
large as it is, but if you were to straighten out
all the bends inside it, it would be almost twice as
long - 8 feet long in total. Because an 8 foot long
instrument would be difficult to hold and play,
bassoon makers fold the tube in two. Although the
bassoon can play beautiful melodies and fast passages, its
large size can make such playing quite awkward so it often plays
low, long notes. Composers tend to use the bassoon to create funny
or interesting characters, like Peter's cranky old grandpa in
Prokofiev’s Peter & the Wolf.
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The CLARINET is one of the youngest
instruments of the woodwind family.
It was first invented around 1700
but did not become a regular part
of the orchestra until the latter
part of Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart’s life. That’s nearly 50
years after it was invented! It is
made out of wood and its sound is
produced with a mouthpiece and reed.
The clarinet is black because it is made out
of special wood, such as mpingo or grenadilla.

The OBOE is one of the two double reed instruments in the
woodwind family. That means that the mouthpiece is made up of
two small reeds tied together. When air is blown into the oboe,
the two reeds vibrate to make the characteristic reedy sound. The
oboe has the smallest range of all of the instruments, but don’t
worry: what the oboe lacks in range it makes up for
with power. It can be heard above the entire
orchestra. This is why the oboe has the
job of giving the tuning note to the
orchestra before a concert. An oboist can
play for a really long time without breathing
because the opening of the reed is so small.
That is one of the reasons why many
composers write long beautiful melodies
for the oboist to play. The oboe
portrays many different characters
and emotions in music because it can
make lots of different sounds.
Sometimes an oboe can sound dark
and smooth and sometimes an oboe
can sound bright and piercing.
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The FRENCH HORN is a brass instrument that was originally used by
hunters, who often played while riding on a horse. It was first used in an
orchestra in the 1600s, and was eventually added to all kinds of ensembles.
The player buzzes their lips and blows through the tubing, which, if
unravelled,
would be over 12 feet long! Before the
invention of
valves in the 1800s, the player had only a
limited
number of notes they could play, and so
used their right hand inside the bell
to change the notes. Since the
invention of valves, the hand is still
placed in the bell and used for
special effects, such as making the
sound very loud, very soft, harsh &
blaring, or mellow & smooth.

FUN FACTS
•the flute takes the most air to
play... more than any of the other
woodwind and brass instruments
• 13 of the keys on the bassoon are played
only by the thumbs
• the French horn got its name from the
hunting horn that appeared in France around
1650
• the clarinet is called a “liquorice stick” in
jazz music
• oboists spend hours whittling their own
reeds from a cane plant called arundo
donax... it looks a lot like bamboo
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Post Performance Questions
1. Why was Babar sad in the story? When was he excited?
What do you think was his happiest time in the entire story?
2. Do you think the music helped you feel these emotions well?
3. If you could pick one of the Woodwind Quintet’s
instruments to imitate an elephant which one would you
choose?
4. How did you feel during the concert? Were you happy? Did
you laugh? What made you laugh?
5. What was your favourite moment in the concert? What did
you like about that part of the concert?
6. Did you feel like dancing during the performance? When?
Was the music slow or fast?
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What’s next for Babar?
Poulenc’s part of the musical story ends with all the animals going
to sleep thinking about all the exciting events of the day… a
coronation, a wedding, and a huge party!
As we learned earlier, many more stories about Babar were
created by Jean and Laurent de Brunhoff. What do you think
happens next? What other exciting adventures could Babar and
Celeste go on?

Activity #1
Individually or as a class write your own short
story about Babar. Maybe he goes to visit the
Old Lady… or maybe some trouble arises with
the neighbouring Kingdom or the Monkeys?
Anything is possible. See where your imagination
takes you!
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Carnival of the Animals
Activity #2
As a class, listen to each Mystery Animal’s song from The Carnival of the
Animals by French composer, Camille Saint-Saëns. For each song, write
down different adjectives, such as peaceful, regal, ponderous, or whatever
the music reminds you of! Then use the adjectives to help you decide which
animal each song represents! Music is subjective so it is alright if you
decided on a different animal than what the composer had in mind.
Once your class has matched an animal to each song, listen to them again.
This time, have the students move around or pantomime actions like the
animal whose song is playing.

Animals

Mystery Animal Songs
Animal A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=6jUsX9JwoI0

1.Royal March of the Lion
2. Hens & Cockerels

Animal B.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=XCBDlC0N8Rc

3. The Cuckoo in the Depths of the Woods
4. Elephants

Animal C.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=F93GtiYmWlw

5. The Swan
6. Aquarium

Animal D.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ug8hCAyBaqg

7. The Aviary

Animal E.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=y1PQRu_C5fQ

Here’s Mr. Saint-Saëns’ Finale from
his Carnival of the Animals. Watch
and see what some Disney animators
thought the music reminded them of!

Animal F.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ahbaog7qKt0
Animal G.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=lEd7Ovt4cWE\

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=poz9nZCFmb0
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Composers Answers
1.F 2.G 3.A 4.D 5.C 6.B 7.E

Flight of the
Bumblebee Activity #3

• You’ve now learned why Composers
sometimes pick an instrument for a
particular character. Now it’s your
turn! Which instrument would you pick
to portray a bumblebee?
• Listen to the different instruments
auditioning to be the bumblebee.
• Discuss as a class each instrument’s
qualities for being a great bumblebee
and have a vote to determine the best
instrument bumblebee!
• Then listen to the composer’s original
Flight of the Bumblebee. Discuss what
you like and dislike about this
rendition.

Brass Family
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=x5YqXjsJAI0
Cello
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=E4q5j8KLOvo
Clarinet
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=RHipTX8y12Y
Violin
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=vtAu7xkwNjQ
Double Bass
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kLvC1046t7w
Guitar
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EyTqu3lnFAk

The original Flight of the Bumblebee by Russian
composer Rimsky-Korsakov and was written for the
whole orchestra! Each instrument family gets to have a
BUZZ!
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aYAJopwEYv8
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Piano
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=44YyT1IkkL4
Xylophone
http://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=nd9xha3vk58

Curriculum
Connections

Music: C1.2, C2.1, C2.2
Dance: A 1.2
Drama: B2.1

This Program and Study Guide were made possible
by the Paula Award received by Quintroversy
Woodwind Quintet in 2019.
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