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Lions And Tigers And Bears Oh My Song From Wizard
Of Oz

The Enduring Magic of the “Lions
and Tigers and Bears Oh My” Song
from The Wizard of Oz

Few  moments  in  cinematic  history  are  as  instantly
recognizable  and endlessly  quotable  as  the scene in  the
1939  classic  The  Wizard  of  Oz  where  Dorothy,  the
Scarecrow, and the Tin Man cautiously walk through the
dark,  foreboding  forest.  As  they  nervously  link  arms,
Dorothy utters the iconic line, “Lions and tigers and bears,
oh my!” This simple, rhythmic chant—known today as the
“Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from Wizard
of  Oz—has  transcended  the  film  to  become  a  cultural
shorthand  for  expressing  fear,  anticipation,  or  even
humorous anxiety. In this article, we’ll explore the origins,
musical structure, symbolic meaning, and lasting legacy of
this beloved piece of dialogue-turned-song.

The Context: A Pivotal Scene in a
Beloved Film

To fully appreciate the “Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh
My” song from Wizard of Oz, we must first understand
the scene in which it appears. Dorothy and her companions
have just entered the Haunted Forest on their way to the
Wicked Witch’s castle. The atmosphere is tense; the trees
are gnarled and alive with menace. As they walk, they hear
ominous sounds and see eerie shadows.  To bolster  their
courage,  Dorothy  begins  the  rhythmic  chant,  and  the
Scarecrow and Tin Man join in. The line is repeated several
times in a sing-song fashion, becoming a mantra of sorts—a
way to name their fears and thereby diminish them.

This  moment  is  a  masterclass  in  storytelling.  The  chant
serves  multiple  purposes:  it  lightens  the  mood  for  the
audience, reveals the vulnerability of the characters, and
emphasizes the theme of confronting danger together. The
phrase “lions, tigers, and bears” specifically references the



three  main  threats  they  might  encounter  in  the  Ozian
wilderness, but it also symbolizes the general fears we all
face. The playful, almost childlike delivery makes the fear
manageable,  turning a  terrifying  walk  into  a  memorable
musical interlude.

From Spoken Line to Musical Chant

Strictly speaking, the “Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh
My” song from Wizard of Oz is not a full-fledged song
with verses and a chorus; rather, it is a rhythmic, spoken
recitative set to a melodic cadence. The line is delivered
three  times  in  quick  succession,  with  each  repetition
growing slightly more frantic yet determined. The music,
composed  by  Harold  Arlen  with  lyrics  by  E.Y.  Harburg,
subtly  underscores the moment with a nervous,  staccato
pattern that mimics the characters’ anxious heartbeats. This
musical cue has become so iconic that it is often treated as
a standalone “song” in popular culture.

The genius  of  the  composition lies  in  its  simplicity.  The
three  nouns—lions,  tigers,  bears—are  paired  with  the
exclamation “oh my,” creating a natural rhythmic pattern
that is easy to remember and fun to repeat. The delivery by
Judy Garland (Dorothy), Ray Bolger (Scarecrow), and Jack
Haley  (Tin  Man)  is  perfectly  synchronized,  blending
nervousness with camaraderie. The result is a moment that
feels both spontaneous and meticulously crafted.

The Lyrical and Musical Analysis

Let us break down the exact words and musical phrasing:

Lyrics: “Lions and tigers and bears, oh my! / Lions and
tigers and bears, oh my! / Lions and tigers and bears,
oh my!”
Melodic contour: The first half of the phrase rises in
pitch on “lions,” “tigers,” and “bears,” then descends
on “oh my,” creating a call-and-response feel.
Rhythm: The delivery is in a steady 4/4 time, with
each animal name given equal emphasis. The “oh my”
is slightly elongated, adding a vocal flutter that
conveys mixed emotions.

The “Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from
Wizard of  Oz  is  an  example  of  what  musicologists  call
“parlando”—a  style  between  speech  and  song.  This
technique allows the emotional content to remain high while
keeping the dialogue natural.  The repetition serves as  a
form  of  incantation,  a  trick  for  calming  nerves.
Psychologically, naming fears out loud reduces their power,
which is exactly what this musical moment accomplishes for
the characters and the audience.

Symbolic Meaning of the Animals

Why specifically lions, tigers, and bears? In the context of
the film, these are real threats that could be hiding in the
forest. But symbolically, each animal represents a different
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kind of fear:

Lions – Often symbolize bravery and royalty, but also
danger and predation. Interestingly, the Cowardly Lion
is a main character, so the mention of “lions” hints at
both the literal threat and the cowardice that plagues
him.
Tigers – Represent stealth, power, and
unpredictability. In Oz, there are no tigers, but the
phrase evokes primal jungle fears.
Bears – Symbolize raw strength and wildness, but also
maternal protection (like the Kalidahs in the film,
which are bear-like creatures).

Together, these three apex predators cover a spectrum of
terrestrial  dangers.  The phrase thus encapsulates all  the
unknowns  that  await  the  travelers.  The  fact  that  the
characters  choose  to  chant  this  defiantly  rather  than
whisper in silence demonstrates their growing courage.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The “Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from
Wizard of Oz  has permeated popular culture far beyond
the film. It appears in countless television shows, movies,
advertisements, and everyday conversation. People use the
phrase  to  express  mild  dread  or  ironic  fear,  often  in
humorous contexts. For example, someone walking into a
messy room might say, “Lions and tigers and bears, oh my!”
to lighten the mood.

References in Media

Television: In The Simpsons, Friends, and Family
Guy, the phrase is used as a punchline or homage.
Film: Movies like Madagascar and Shrek include
variations of the chant.
Music: Pop songs and parodies have sampled the
rhythm or the exact phrase.
Everyday language: The phrase is a common idiom
for “things that scare me.”

The phrase also appears in literature and comics, often as a
nod to the universality of fear. Its rhythmic quality makes it
a  popular  choice  for  children’s  books  and  educational
materials dealing with emotions.

Why It Remains So Memorable

Several factors contribute to the enduring popularity of the
“Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from Wizard
of Oz:

Simplicity: The repetition and simple structure make1.
it easy to recall.
Emotional resonance: It captures a universal2.
experience—naming your fears to overcome them.
Nostalgia: The Wizard of Oz is a timeless classic3.
watched by generations.
Musical catchiness: The syncopated rhythm is4.
inherently satisfying.
Social bonding: Chanting together is a form of5.



solidarity, as seen in the scene.

Behind the Scenes: Creation and
Performance

Harold Arlen and E.Y. Harburg, the legendary songwriting
team behind The Wizard of Oz, were known for blending
playful  lyrics  with  memorable  melodies.  The  “Lions  and
tigers and bears” line was originally written as part of the
dialogue, but it was set to music to enhance the emotional
beat.  Judy  Garland,  only  16  at  the  time,  brought  a
vulnerability and strength that made the line iconic.  The
actors reportedly ad-libbed the hand gestures, which added
to the natural feel.

Interestingly,  the  line  underwent  minor  changes  during
filming.  In  some  takes,  the  actors  emphasized  different
syllables. The final version used in the film is the one we all
know—a perfect fusion of acting, music, and directing by
Victor Fleming. The sound design, with rustling leaves and
low brass  instruments,  heightens  the  tension  before  the
chant begins.

The Song’s Place in the Film’s Soundtrack

The official soundtrack of The Wizard of Oz includes this
moment as part of the score. While it is not an individual
track  on  most  commercial  releases  (unlike  “Somewhere
Over the Rainbow” or “We’re Off to See the Wizard”), it is
nonetheless a crucial narrative beat. In stage adaptations

and sing-along versions, the audience often joins in when
the line is spoken. This interaction makes the “Lions and
Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from Wizard of Oz a
participatory piece of theatre.

Psychological and Educational
Value

Beyond entertainment, the chant teaches a valuable lesson
about  fear  management.  Psychologists  have  noted  that
verbalizing  fears—especially  in  a  rhythmic,  repetitive
manner—can  reduce  anxiety.  This  technique  is  used  in
cognitive  behavioral  therapy  (CBT)  and  mindfulness
practices. The chant also fosters teamwork: the characters
face the forest together, supporting one another. Parents
and educators often use the phrase to help children talk
about scary situations.

In Modern Pop Culture: Parodies and
Homages

The “Lions and Tigers and Bears Oh My” song from
Wizard  of  Oz  is  a  frequent  target  for  parody.  In  the
animated film Madagascar, the characters chant “Lions and
tigers and bears, oh my!” while walking through a jungle,
acknowledging  the  reference.  In  The  Simpsons  episode
“Treehouse of Horror,” characters similarly chant it. Even in
video games, such as Kingdom Hearts, the line appears as a
tribute. The phrase has also been used in political cartoons
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and memes to express alarm about current events.

Its  adaptability  is  a  testament  to  the  phrase’s  universal
appeal. Whether used sincerely or ironically, it immediately
evokes the context of the original film—a group of friends
facing their fears together.

Conclusion: A Timeless Musical
Moment

In the vast landscape of film music, the “Lions and Tigers
and Bears Oh My” song from Wizard of Oz stands out as
a perfectly  crafted micro-moment of  musical  storytelling.
Though it lasts only a few seconds, it captures the essence
of the film’s themes: courage, friendship, and the need to
confront  the  unknown.  Its  rhythmic  cadence  has  lodged

itself in our collective memory, making it one of the most
quoted lines in Hollywood history.

Whether you first heard it as a child watching the movie on
a rainy afternoon, or you encounter it as a casual reference
in a contemporary TV show, the phrase carries with it a
sense of nostalgic charm and quiet bravery. The next time
you find yourself walking into a daunting situation, consider
whispering  to  yourself,  “Lions  and  tigers  and  bears,  oh
my!”—and maybe invite  a  friend to  join  in.  After  all,  as
Dorothy and her companions showed us, naming your fears
is the first step to overcoming them.

This deceptively simple chant from the Wizard of Oz  will
likely  continue  to  delight  and  comfort  audiences  for
generations  to  come,  proving  that  sometimes  the  most
powerful  songs  are  the  ones  we  can  all  remember  and
repeat.


