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Young Persons Guide To
The Orchestra

Introduction: A Timeless Journey
Through the Instruments

For anyone stepping into the world of classical
music  for  the first  time,  the symphony orchestra
can seem like a vast and intimidating machine.
With  over  eighty  musicians  playing  a  dizzying
array  of  instruments,  understanding  who  does
what  can  feel  l ike  a  monumental  task.
Fortunately,  in  1946,  the  British  composer
Benjamin Britten created the perfect solution. His
masterwork,  Young  Persons  Guide  To  The
Orchestra, is not merely a piece of music; it is a
brilliantly  constructed,  narrated,  and  deeply
entertaining  guided  tour.  Officially  titled
Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Purcell, Op.
34,  this  composition  has  since  become  the
definitive resource for music lovers of all ages. It
does not simply show you what instruments look
like; it demonstrates what they sound like, what
they  feel  like,  and  how  they  fit  together  into  a
harmonious  whole.  Whether  you  are  a  curious
beginner, a seasoned teacher, or a parent looking
to introduce a child to the arts, Britten’s guide
remains the gold standard for musical education.



The History Behind the
Masterpiece

The  story  of  Young Persons  Guide  To  The
Orchestra begins with a clear, practical purpose.
The British  government’s  Ministry  of  Education
commissioned  Britten  to  write  the  score  for  a
documentary  film  called  Instruments  of  the
Orchestra. The goal was straightforward: create a
film  that  would  teach  schoolchildren  about  the
different parts of the orchestra. Britten, already a
celebrated composer, took this educational task
and elevated it into a work of high art. He chose
as his foundation a simple, stately tune by the
great  English Baroque composer Henry Purcell.
This  melody,  taken  from  Purcell’s  Abdelazar,
provides the perfect neutral ground upon which
Britten builds his musical classroom.

The premiere was a resounding success, and the
piece quickly became a staple of  concert  halls
and  school  music  programs  around  the  world.
Britten cleverly wrote a version with a narrator
and a version for  orchestra alone,  allowing for
maximum  flexibility.  Today,  the  narrator’s  script
(often written by the composer or adapted by the
conductor) guides listeners through the journey,
pointing  out  specific  details.  This  marriage  of
education and pure musical  joy is what makes
the piece so enduring. It respects the intelligence
of young listeners without being condescending,
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and it challenges experienced ears to listen with
fresh attention.

How the Piece Is Structured:
Variation as a Lesson

Understanding  the  architecture  of  the  Young
Persons Guide To The Orchestra  is  key  to
appreciating its genius. Britten uses the form of
theme and variations, a classic musical structure,
to  introduce  each  instrument  or  instrumental
family.

The Theme: Purcell’s Grand
Introduction

The  piece  begins  with  the  entire  orchestra
playing  Purcell’s  original  theme  in  a  bold,
dignified  manner.  This  gives  the  listener  a
baseline. It is the full sound of the orchestra in its
glory. Immediately following this full statement,
Britten does something remarkable: he presents
the theme again, but this time in a fragmented
way.  Each  section  of  the  orchestra—first  the
woodwinds, then the strings, then the brass, and
finally the percussion—plays the theme, allowing
the  listener  to  hear  the  unique  color  of  each
family.  It  is  a  brilliant  pedagogical  device.  You
hear the whole, and then you hear the parts that
make up the whole.



The Variations: Thirteen Solo
Spotlights

After this introductory tour of the families, Britten
launches  into  thirteen  distinct  variations.  Each
variation  focuses  on  a  specific  instrument  within
those families. This is where the real education
happens. The variations are not random; they are
carefully  crafted to  highlight  the technical  and
expressive capabilities of each instrument.

Variation A (Piccolo and Flutes): The
piccolo takes the lead with a fast, chirping
variation, showcasing its high, bright sound.
The flutes then join in with a quieter, more
lyrical passage.
Variation B (Oboes): The oboe’s
plaintive, reedy quality is featured in a
slow, melancholic variation that
demonstrates its singing tone.
Variation C (Clarinets): The clarinet
shows off its agility and wide dynamic
range with a playful, sliding melody.
Variation D (Bassoons): The bassoon,
the tenor of the woodwind family, takes the
theme and marches it forward with a
sturdy, slightly humorous character.
Variations E through K (Strings, Brass,
and Harp): Britten continues this pattern,
giving the violins, violas, cellos, double
basses, harp, horns, trumpets, trombones,
and tuba their own moments to shine. Each
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variation is a miniature character sketch.
The cellos sing a warm, romantic melody.
The double basses lumber with a heavy,
comic weight. The harp glistens with
arpeggios. The brass section is reserved,
powerful, and majestic.
Variation L (Percussion): This is perhaps
the most exciting variation for young
audiences. Britten gives the percussion
section a free-for-all. Timpani, bass drum,
cymbals, triangle, snare drum, xylophone,
castanets, and gong all get their chance to
be heard. This variation is a thrilling
explosion of rhythm and texture.

The Fugue: Bringing It All Together

The  final  section  of  the  Young  Persons  Guide
To  The  Orchestra  is  a  fugue.  A  fugue  is  a
complex musical form where a short melody is
introduced by one instrument and then imitated
by others as they stack on top of  each other.
Britten does something ingenious here. He has
the  instruments  enter  in  the  same order  they
were featured in the variations, starting with the
piccolo  and  ending  with  the  heavy  brass.
However, while the fugue is happening, the brass
section holds back. At the climax of the fugue,
the  brass  re-enters  triumphantly  with  Purcell’s
original  theme,  played  slowly  and  majestically
against  the  fast-moving fugue.  The result  is  a
thrilling,  layered  finale  where  the  individual



instruments, having been thoroughly introduced,
all play together in a spectacular demonstration
of unity and diversity. It is the ultimate lesson:
each  instrument  is  unique,  but  together  they
create  something  far  greater  than the  sum of
their parts.

A Detailed Tour of the Instrument
Families

The effectiveness  of  the  Young Persons Guide
To  The  Orchestra  l ies  in  its  systematic
approach. Let us take a closer look at the four
main families Britten introduces.

The Woodwind Family

In this guide, the woodwind section is the first to
be featured in detail. Britten helps us hear the
distinct voices within the family. The flute and its
smaller  cousin,  the piccolo,  produce sound by
blowing air across an opening. They are bright
and agile. The oboe uses a double reed, giving it
a  nasal,  expressive  quality  perfect  for  sad
melodies. The clarinet uses a single reed and is
extremely  flexible,  moving  from  dark,  low  notes
to  bright,  high  ones  with  ease.  Finally,  the
bassoon,  also  a  double-reed  instrument,
provides  the foundation with  its  deep,  buzzing
tone.  Britten’s  variations  make  these  differences
instantly audible, turning abstract concepts into
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concrete listening experiences.

The String Family

The strings are the heart of the orchestra. The
Young  Persons  Guide  To  The  Orchestra
dedicates a significant portion to the violin family.
The violin is the soprano, high and singing. The
viola  is  slightly  larger  and  darker,  often
described  as  the  alto  voice.  The  cello  is  the
tenor,  warm  and  full-bodied,  capable  of  great
power  and  deep  emotion.  The  double  bass
provides  the bass  foundation,  its  low rumbling
sound  supporting  the  entire  orchestra.  Britten
also includes the harp  in this section,  with its
distinctive  plucked  glissandos.  Through  these
variations,  listeners  learn  that  strings  can  be
plucked (pizzicato) or bowed (arco), and that they
can  produce  a  wide  range  of  dynamics  and
emotions.

The Brass Family

The brass section represents power and grandeur
in  the  Young  Persons  Guide  To  The
Orchestra.  The  French  horn  is  featured  first,
with its mellow, round tone that can sound both
noble  and  mysterious.  The  trumpet  is  bright,
brilliant,  and piercing.  The trombone  is  heavy
and majestic, with a slide that gives it a unique
ability to glide between notes. The tuba is the
giant of the family, providing the deepest, most



powerful bass notes. Britten’s brass variations are
often stately and heroic, showing how this family
can add weight and ceremony to the orchestral
sound.

The Percussion Family

Finally,  the percussion section receives its own
dedicated variation. The Young Persons Guide
To The Orchestra  treats  the percussion as a
single, collective instrument. The timpani (kettle
drums) provide the rhythmic backbone. The bass
drum creates a deep boom. The cymbals crash
with a shimmer. The triangle rings with a pure,
high chime. The snare drum rattles with a military
precision.  The xylophone offers a bright,  wooden
pitch. Britten also includes exotic instruments like
castanets and the gong. This variation is a joyful
noise  that  demonstrates  how  percussion
instruments create rhythm, color, and dramatic
accents. It is often the variation that sparks the
most excitement in a live performance.

The Educational and Cultural
Legacy

For  over  seventy  years,  the  Young  Persons
Guide To The Orchestra  has been the most
effective  tool  for  music  education  ever  created.
Its legacy is seen in countless school curricula,
family  concerts,  and  online  resources.  Music
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teachers  around  the  world  use  it  as  a  core
teaching text. The piece accomplishes what many
textbooks  cannot:  it  makes  learning  feel  like
discovery. A child who hears the oboe variation
will  recognize the oboe’s sound for the rest of
their life. The piece also teaches a deeper lesson
about listening. It encourages audiences to focus
on individual strands of sound within a complex
texture,  a  skill  that  translates  to  all  kinds  of
music, from jazz to rock to film scores.

Furthermore,  the  piece  has  had  a  profound
impact on composers and musicians. It has been
adapted into various formats, including popular
animated videos and interactive apps. The 1964
animated film version,  featuring the art  of  Bruno
Bozzetto, is particularly beloved and introduced
the piece to a generation of television viewers.
These adaptations ensure that the guide remains
fresh and relevant  for  each new generation of
young persons.

Why It Remains Essential in the
Modern Age

In an era of digital streaming and short attention
spans, one might ask why a 17-minute orchestral
piece from the 1940s is still relevant. The answer
is simple: the need for musical literacy has never
gone  away.  With  the  rise  of  music  production
software  and digital  audio  workstations,  young



people  are  creating  music  more  than  ever.
Understanding  the  timbre  and  capability  of
acoustic instruments makes them better creators.
The Young Persons Guide To The Orchestra
provides a foundational vocabulary for discussing
sound. It bridges the gap between the acoustic
world of a live orchestra and the digital world of
samples and synths. Moreover, the piece itself is
a  masterpiece of  composition.  Britten’s  skill  in
making complex music sound clear and joyful is a
lesson in communication for any artist.

Conclusion: The Ultimate
Introduction

Benjamin  Britten’s  Young Persons  Guide  To
The Orchestra is far more than a lesson. It is a
love  letter  to  orchestral  music.  It  respects  its
audience, challenges them to listen closely, and
rewards  them  with  one  of  the  most  thrilling
finales in the repertoire. Whether you


