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NOTES

ON THE

SONG SERIES OF A HERMIT
IN THE YUKON
BY ANNE

ItINSI-IAW

THRUSH

WING

A Hermit Thrush, Hylocichlaguttata,sang in the forest-edgenear
our camp besidethe Teslin river at a point calledJohnson'sCrossing,
Yukon Territory. I listenedto its singingwheneverpossibleduringthe
latter half of June,the wholeof July, and the first part of August, 1948.
The thrushwasa singerof the twilight hoursand might be heardfor
several hours in the evening and early morning and also at other times
on cloudy days. Sometimesit sang at so great a distancethat the
songswere heard only faintly. At other times it sang near by, and
the songswere loud and clear. I rarely heard it as late as 11 p.m.,
althoughthe Olive-backedThrush sangat midnight. Ordinarily the
last song of the Hermit was heard before 10:30 p.m. The singing
was often heard about

1:00 a.m.

and continued

until about 6:00 a.m.
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Twilight hours are many in the Arctic, of course,the sunsetfading
very slowly, the dawn a long, drawn-out affair, and the summer night
in June too light at midnight to admit of stars.
I heard it first on the evening of June 21, 1948, soon after our
arrival. Between 8:30 and 10:30 p.m. I listened to it, meanwhile
working over a pencilledrecordof the songsheard. It was not easy,
for changesof pitch were rapid, and no one song was sung twice in
succession.This made it hard to hold a theme in mind long enough
to write it down; so I made sure of one or two notes in a song, then
changedwith the bird to another song,and soforth, until all songshad
been made as completeand as accurate as possible.
There were five separatesongs,four of which I wrote down as brief
melodies,and the fifth as a singlenote, apparently the openingnote of
a songtoo weak for my ear to hear in full. The songswere separated
by pauses,a minute more or less in duration and seeminglyequal,
althoughno data were gatheredon this point. There was a continual
change in the order in which the songswere sung, the song to be
heard next being unpredictable. On a later evening a count was made
of more than 100 successivesongs,noting the order in which they
occurred. This materiM is given in a subsequentparagraph.
In discussingthe songsI shall call each song by the name of the
note or pitch with which it opens. Thus the songsare distinguished
by the titles SongB, SongF, SongG sharp, and SongA sharp. The
opening note or basal note of each song was long and clear and of
greater volume than the succeedingnotes which were more rapid and
higher in pitch. Upon this basal note the rest of the songwas built in
the form of harmonizingarpeggios. The Hermit's tone quality was
rich and vibrant, the soundcarrying a considerabledistance. When
the bird was singingfar away, the song that came most clearly to the
ear was that starting on the lowest pitch, Song B. Song D contained
more notes than I have shownin the accompanyingscore,although I
believe that all pitches have been represented. The bird alternated
pitches so rapidly in this song that to determine the order in which
they were sung,the number of times each pitch was heard, and whether
the song was always sung in just the same manner was very difficult.
SometimesSongF and SongG sharp were heard to contain additional,
rapidly sungintervals like thoseindicated. However, in no songwas
the opening note ever repeated or seemingly changed in length or
relative

volume.

These songshave been examined for evidencesof the use of the
pentatonic scale of primitive music. This five-toned scale was one
of the earliest divisions of the octave in the development of human

vo,.
1951J

WING,SongSeriesof a HermitTl•rusl•

191

music and occurred in ancient Chinese music as far back as the eleventh

centuryB. C. (Tapper and Goetschius,
'Essentials
of MusicHistory,'
1917). It still occursin primitive and semi-civilizedmusic,as well as
in folksongs
of many nations. SchuylerMathewswroteof the occurreneeof the pentatonicscalein the Hermit Thrushsong('FieldBook

lhGva• 1. Songs of the Hermit Thrush are shown in the first score. In the second

score,beneath each songis shown the pentatoni½or five-toned scaleupon which the
song is based. Song A sharp (A • ) is shown with only one note, the other notes
having been too faint to determine. The pentatonic scale of Song D contains a
sixth tone one octave higher than the opening note D; this sixth tone may be considered as part of another pentatonie scale an octave higher and of the same formation.
Songs F and O • contain together only five tones which may be arranged as
shown to form one pentatonie scale.

of Wild Birds and Their Music,' 1921). The Hermit Thrush of Johnson'sCrossingused the pentatonicscalewith a difference. Whereas
the whole tone was accountedthe smallest permissibleinterval in the
ancient Chinesescale,the bird usedthe semitone(as between the notes
C sharp and D in Song G sharp).
In working out the useof the pentatonicscaleby the Hermit Thrush
observed,I noted the relationshipbetweenSongsF and G sharp and,
while these songscontained only three tones each, I combinedthem
to form a pentatonicor five-tonedscalebeginningon the note F, five
tones in all being included in the two songs. Song D actually contained six tones,but the higher D is herein consideredas the beginning
of a five-tonedscalean octave above (Fig. 1).
The reasonfor the similarity betweenthe scalesof human and arian
singersseemsto be found in the instinctive nature of musical appreciation. "The historic processof scale-invention is, of course, unconscious. The selectionof tonesseemsto be controlledprimarily by an
instinctive perceptionof their harmonic relations to the starting-tone
and to each other . . ." (Century Dictionary, 1914 ed.). No measurements were made of the frequenciesused by the bird studied at
Johnson'sCrossing,and it is not known whetherthere was any deviation from the exactor pure scale(not the temperedscaleof the piano
and other instrumentsof fixed pitch, but the natural scaleused by
singersand violinists, for example, when unaccompaniedby an instrument of fixed pitch). However, I found the pitch and the tone-
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relationshipssatisfactoryand as indicated on the accompanyingscore.
On July 4, notes were made on the order of occurrenceof 107 successiverenditionsof the songsof the Hermit Thrush. SongB is consideredas No. 1; Song G sharp, No. 2; SongF, No. 3; SongA sharp
No. 4; and Song D, No. 5. The songscame in the following order:
1-2-4-5-1-2-5-1-2-1-3-2-5-3-5-3-4-1-2-5-2-1-5-2-1-2-3-pause
flying- 1-2-5-3-2-1-5-2-5-3-1-2-5-3-1-3-5-1-5-3-2-5-1-2-5-3-1-5-3-2-

while

1-2-5-3-1-2-5-4-5-1-2-5-3-5-1-3-1-2-5-2-1-5-2-1-3-4-5-1-2-5-1-3-5-2-

1-3-2-1-2-3-5-1-2-1-2-5-3-4-5-3-

pause, flew off.

Of the 107 songsin the above count, No. 1 appears27 times, No. 2
appears27 times, No. 3 appears20 times, No. 4 appears5 times, and
No. 5 appears28 times. To show how apparently unpredictablethe
next songwas, the following table has been preparedgiving the songs
that followedNo. 1 in eachinstance. I repeat that all pausesbetween
songssoundedalike in length and that the selectionof Song No. 1 as a
starting point was quite arbitrary.
Sequences
1-2-

Number of tithesheard
2

1-2-3-

1

1-2-3-5-

1

1-2-4-5-

1

1-2-5-

2

1-2-5-2-

2

1-2-5-3-

3

1-2-5-3-21-2-5-3-4-2-3-

1
1

1-2-5-3-5-

1

1-2-5-4-5-

1

1-3-

1

1-3-2-

1

1-3-2-5-3-5-3-41-3-4-5
1-3-5-

-

1
1
1

1-3-5-2-

1

1-5-2-

2

1-5-2-5-3-

1

1-5-3-2-

1

1-5-3-2-5-

1

While I have given SongB first placeand SongD fifth place,there
really was no musicalbeginningof the series,but only a suggestionof
openingand closingsongs. The singingwent on duringa longperiod,
the changesin the order of succession
making new effectsin harmony
and melody. With the possibleexceptionof the singlenote A sharp,
a harmonic relationship could be observed among the songsof the

Voi.-68]

19slJ

WxNo,
Song
Series
ofa Lrerrnit
Thrush

193

series. By placingtogetherthe other four openingnotesB, D, F, and
G sharp,as a chordor arpeggio,it will be seenthat they form a diminishedseventhchord or arpeggio. It is interesting to note that two of
the completedsongsare definitelymajor, the other two minor. That
is, SongD is unequivocallymajor throughout. SongB is alsomajor,
although the first two notes, B and the A above it, constitute a minor
seventh interval, suggestinga minor key; however, as the song progressesthere is modulation into a major key, the key of C major.

The song is on the whole major, or cheeringin its effect upon the
listener. SongsF and G sharp, on the other hand, produce upon the

hearernothingbut a sador minor effect.
Only the opening or basal tone of Song A sharp could be heard
clearly, although indistinguishable chiming arpeggios were heard
followingthis tone on one occasionwhen the bird sangbriefly from a
nearby tree. However, analysis has shown that each of the other
four songscontainstoneswhichform a pentatonicscalewith a definite
pattern, and it seemsreasonableto assumethat Song A sharp, if
heard more clearly, might alsoshowthe tonesof a pentatoniescaleof
similarpattern. Thereforeif the songmay be supposedto be minor,
like the songsF and G sharp, its pentatoniescalewould presumably
be: A sharp,C sharp,E, F sharpand G, in ascending
order. If major,
after the manner of the lower pitched songsB and D, its scale would
contain the tones A sharp, which is the same tone as B flat, D, F, G
and A.

In the courseof the seriesof songsas heard, the following pitches
were used, named in ascendingorder: B, C, D, E, F, F sharp, G, G
sharp,A, A sharp,B, C sharp,D. The first B mentionedoccurson
the piano as the B at the high end of the octaveof which middle C is
the lowest note.

The final D in the list occurs an octave and three

semitoneshigher than the first B, which was the lowest tone in the
series. It will be notedthat no D sharpis present. The only significanceof suchan observationlies in the thought that the missingpitch
might be foundin the incompleteSongA sharp. (In the accompanying score(Fig. 1) the notesare all shownan octave lower than sung,
this fact being remedied by the notation 8va . . . which placesit an
octave higher than shown.)
In the Hermit's songsare includeda majority of the intervals used
by human musicians:diminishedsecond,major second,minor third,
major third, major fourth, diminishedfifth, major fifth, major sixth,
and minor

seventh.

CollegeStation,Texas,September
5, 1950.

