Between Art and Science: Amy Beach’s Hermit Thrush Pieces and Early-
Twentieth-Century Birdsong Transcription

SMT-V11.5 (2025)
Society for Music Theory: Videocast Journal

William O’Hara
(Gettysburg College)

ISSN 2689-5471 DOI: http://doi.org/10.30535/smtv.11.5

Editor: Megan Long
Associate Editor: Tahirth Motazedian

This file includes the abstract, keyword list, bibliography, and related material for the video essay,
“Between Art and Science: Amy Beach’s Hermit Thrush Pieces and Early-Twentieth-Century
Birdsong Transcription” by William O’Hara. This video-essay may be found at

https://vimeo.com/societymusictheory/smtvl 15ohara

SMT-V1s the open-access peer-reviewed video journal of the Society for Music Theory. Founded
in 2014, SMT-V publishes video essays that showcase the latest research in music theory in a
dynamic, audiovisual format. The journal features a supportive and collaborative production

process, and publishes five to six videos per year. The videos may be found at www.smt-v.org.

SMT-V1s overseen by an Editor who organizes the vetting of the videos, along with an Associate
Editor who aids with the technical details. Members of the editorial board help to vet submitted
videos. Those wishing to publish a video on SM7-V should first submit a written proposal
summarizing the proposed project. If the proposed project 1s deemed appropriate, the author will
be mvited to submit a draft of a storyboard or script. Upon acceptance of the script, the author will
be mnvited to produce a full video in conjunction with guidance and assessment from selected
members of the Editorial Board. Details regarding the submission process are found

at https://www.smt-v.org/submit/.



http://doi.org/10.30535/smtv.11.5
https://vimeo.com/societymusictheory/smtv115ohara
http://www.smt-v.org/
https://www.smt-v.org/submit/

Abstract for
Between Art and Science: Amy Beach’s Hermit Thrush Pieces and Early-Twentieth-Century

Birdsong Transcription

by William O’Hara, SM7-V11.5

Throughout her long career, American composer Amy Beach (1867 -1944) engaged with birdsong
i numerous ways. This video examines her use of transcribed birdcalls in the piano piece “Hermit
Thrush at Eve” (1922). These transcriptions arose at a time when ornithologists were exploring the
merits of traditional notation versus numerous graphical systems, leading to debates which not only
anticipated the rise of graphic notation in the twentieth century, but contested the very nature of
birdsong by means of its connection (or lack thereof) to human musical constructs like harmony
and tonality. By analyzing the piece in the context of early-twentieth-century naturalism, I argue
that Beach’s “Hermit Thrush at Eve” constitutes a compelling speculative exploration of how avian

music intersects with human, and shows how artistic and scientific inquiry can inform one another.
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Saunders, Albert Brand

About the Author

William O’Hara is Associate Professor of Music Theory and Director of the Gettysburg Seminars
Program at Gettysburg College. He earned his Ph.D. at Harvard University and previously taught
at Tufts University. His research interests include chromatic harmony, film and video game music,
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writings have appeared n venues such as Music Theory Spectrum, Music Analysis, Music Theory
Online, Music and the Moving Image, and The Journal of Sound and Music in Games, and in the

Oxford Handbooks on Public Music Theory and Sound and Music in Video Games.
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