TAXONOMY

COMPOSER’S NOTES

THE SONG IN A SENTENCE
All life on Earth is related and taxonomy is the system scientists have devised, using science’s international language of Latin, to show what those relationships are:  in general, the more similar an organism is to another organism the more closely they are related.

HISTORY AND MAIN POINTS OF THE SONG
I wrote the words to this song in February 2004 whilst staying at a chalet in the Swiss Alps, during the week I finally discovered that I have zero talent for skiing.  My thumbs have never quite recovered from the injuries they sustained during my constant falling over.  At least I was able to sit in the warm winter sunshine on the chalet’s balcony, poring over my source books and nursing my aching digits while I struggled to come up with lyrics that rhymed and made sense all at the same time – not an easy process in this case!

I’ve not had a biology lesson in my life, so this song was an effort on my part to learn the principles of taxonomic division, which I’d only vaguely understood.  I still have to sing the song under my breath to get the order right – “Kingdom, Phylum, Class and Order, Family, Genus and Species last”, but at least the refrain makes a great mnemonic.  

STYLISTIC POINTS

Taxonomy is in a swung waltz time.  By “swung” I mean that the quavers in each beat are not even:  beats are divided into three and the first quaver lasts two-thirds of the beat, the second quaver just one-third.  The music could be written all in triplets but that would look very confusing.  Or it could have been written in nine-eight time, like the song Mister Darwin, but somehow that wouldn’t have felt quite right – for reasons I can’t really explain.

I originally heard the song as being in a kind of gospel style, but since hearing Sue Kibbey and Lewis Riley perform it as a jazz waltz I think I’ve been converted to preferring that.  You may have a different take on the song again.  Just a moment ago I tried singing it to myself in a jazzy four-four time by playing around with the note-lengths and that sounds pretty good too.  Don’t ever feel you need to treat my songs as “definitive versions” – I love it when people play around with them and interpret them in fresh new ways.

By the way, “quavers” are what we Brits call eighth-notes and “crotchets” are quarter-notes.

OTHER ACTIVITIES

· Taxonomy is in waltz time – a waltz is a dance – why not dance to it?

· This song has huge educational potential:  you could explore the whole idea of taxonomic divisions by sorting other sorts of things into “family trees” – addresses; families; institutions like schools, colleges or workplaces; foodstuffs; astronomical bodies – the list really is endless.

· You could write different versions of the final refrain for other species of organism – your dog or cat or budgie for example – or the cabbage you had for dinner.

