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Ron writes: July 1, 2011: It is a week past the winter solstice 
in the Tasmanian forest where I live, and the birds are well 
aware of it if the quality and intensity of their songs is any 
guide. If I have any religion, it is based in a sense of wonder 
at the natural world. Amongst other things, such “worship” 
involves listening carefully to messages from Mother Earth. 
For the scientist in me, the interpretation of animal 
communication involves constant learning and conjecture, and 
this is greatly assisted by living and working where I do.  
 As a composer I often use recordings – particularly of 
birds – as the basis of my compositions, a process that has 
involved painstaking analysis of many birdsongs. However, 
this is largely a matter of gaining inspiration rather than 
experimental science. Once I have started to compose, bird 
calls tend to become as abstract as the sound of any other 
musical instrument. In many works, I have derived electronic 
“instruments” by sampling tiny fragments of birdsong. This has 
been perhaps the most satisfying part of the process: I have 
gained many unique and rich instrumental timbres in this way.  
 My most recent work involving birdsong did not involve 
any analysis. I was setting a poem (“The Song of the Central 
Tree” by Keith Harrison) that mentions woodpeckers and 
happened to have a recording of a sapsucker pecking at a 
tree in the New Hampshire woods. I incorporated it into the 
piece for purely referential effect.   
 My abiding musical interests lie in rhythmic structures 
and just intonation. These coincide nicely with the complexities 
of avian vocalisations. It may be wishful thinking on my part, 
but I like to hear birds as singing in just intervals. 
 The interpretation of the messages conveyed by animal 
behaviour requires considerable scientific research, and I do 
often feel that artists make over-optimistic assumptions about 
what exactly is going on. But I have no doubt that the greatest 
challenge to both the science and the art of zoomusicology is 
the preservation of its source material. The birds of the planet 
in particular are suffering unprecedented and drastic declines 
due mainly to the loss of their habitat because of accelerating 
voracious human activity.  



 
Selected Compositions Based on Animal Song 
Dawn in the Wombat Forest 1983 (environmental recording, violin, didjeridu 

and clavichord – features Sulphur-crested Cockatoo). 
 

 
Suphur-crested Cockatoo. 

 
Tasmanian Toccata 1991 (keyboard sampler, didjeridu and pipe organ – 

various Tasmanian birds). 
 

 
Dusky Robin.  

 



Colluricincla harmonica 1998 (keyboard sampler and fretless electric guitar 
– sounds of the Grey Shrike-thrush). 

 

 
Grey Shrike-thrush. 

 
This Beauteous Wicked Place 1999 (harpsichord, didjeridu and keyboard 

sampler. Fantailed Cuckoo, Australian Magpie, Pied Butcherbird, and 
Masked Lapwing). 

Artamidae Suite 2002 (clarinet, trombone, flute, fretless electric guitar, 
mandolin, didjeridu and keyboard sampler – a suite of 5 pieces 
celebrating a family of Australian songbirds including the Grey 
Butcherbird, Australian magpie, Pied Butcherbird, Black and Grey 
Currawongs). 

 

 
Magpie Fugue by Ron Nagorcka. 



 
Just Bluffing for Quamby 2006 (electro-acoustic – second movement features 

Bassian Thrush). 
 

 
Bassian Thrush. 

 
 

 
White’s Thrush by Ron Nagorcka. 

 



Song of the Central Tree 2010 (basso profundo, mezzo soprano, cello, 
trombone & MIDI keyboard – a setting of the poem by Keith Harrison). 

 

 
 
 

Recordings Based on Animal Song 
Devils of the Night – Move Records Melbourne. Features most of the 

composers work from the 1990s with lots of birds. CD.  
Rhythms of the Tarkine – booklet by naturalist Sarah Lloyd. Music and 

recordings by Ron Nagorcka. Available from Ron Nagorcka. CD. 
Just Bluffing – includes “Artamidae Suite”, “Just Bluffing for Quamby” and 

“Colluricincla harmonica”. Available from Ron Nagorcka. CD. 


