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SINGING NATURE BACK TO LIFE

AN EXPLORER’S GUIDE:
SPELL SONGS
A COMPANION TO THE LOST WORDS’
EXPLORER’S PACK AND CHALLENGE CARDS.
The pack provides a wide range of suggestions to embrace a cross-curricular
approach, encouraging constructive curiosity and suggesting a variety of
ways of communicating and responding creatively, using a wide range of
interdisciplinary skills. Suggestions are made for individual and collaborative
work, with the opportunity for some activities to involve the wider
community.
It is an exploration of the whole range of beautiful musical responses by eight
musicians to the art and words of Jackie Morris and Robert Macfarlane,
together with the new spells and paintings that appear in this artefact.
The overwhelming and widespread response to The Lost Words and Spell
Songs also offers a heartening opportunity for the redevelopment of a
strong shared poetic and musical culture, rooted in an awareness of our
environment, both local and beyond, something which has been eroding over
time, brought about by the loss – of words, the ability to name, the capacity
to notice.
There is recognition of the importance of space – in art and music and
literature and life. Space to think: to ask and answer questions, to observe,
reflect, understand, create and share. Time to think about the absence, or
threatened absence of things, and what is truly important to us, to create a
sense of personal responsibility with regard to protecting and cherishing our
natural world and the creative opportunities that are open to young people.
Eva John
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GENERAL ACTIVITIES
• Watch and listen to the Spell Songs videos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hg1xFYpXuWA&feature=youtu.be
• Create your own Spell Songs book to record your own ideas in response to the art and music of
The Lost Words and the environment around you.
• Create mood boards for each spell, an arrangement of images, materials, pieces of text, to evoke
or project the essence of the words, music and art.
• Add wonder words to your word-hoard in your Spell Book: build up a treasure-chest of words for
nature, weather, plants, animals, colour.
• Collect a hoard of sound and music words and phrases:
E.g.
ascending, atmospheric, beat, building, cadence, calm, chord, clang, clashing, clatter, climbing,
crescendo, discordant, dissonance, droning, drumming, dulcet, emotional, emphasis, evocative,
expressive, forceful, frequency, gentle, glossolalia, harmony, harsh, haunting, heartfelt, humming,
inflection, intonation, knock, lilt, lyrical, mellifluous, melodious, metre, modulation, moving, notes,
pause, passionate, peaceful, pitch, poignant, powerful, pulse, reverberation, rhythm, rise and fall, rising,
rocking, roll, silence, silvery, soothing, stirring, stress, surging, sway, sweet, tempo, timbre, thrumming,
trill, tuneful, variation, vibrating, vocal, whistling.
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THE AUTHORS
ROBERT MACFARLANE
Seek, find, speak
• The creators of The Lost Words describe it as: ’‘a beautiful protest’ against the
loss of everyday nature from our everyday lives in Britain and beyond’ and
refers to Brecht:

In the dark times
Will there also be singing?
Yes, there will be singing
About the dark times.
Discuss the different forms protests take, thinking particularly about recent
ones regarding climate change.
• Create a mind-map or time line of different methods of protesting that have
been used historically, colour-coding the pros and cons of each different type.
• Discuss whether there should be rules about the nature of protests.
• What causes do you feel are worth protesting about?
• Find out about the different ways in which people have responded to The Lost
Words.
• What metaphors does Robert Macfarlane use to describe The Lost Words?
What do they suggest to you?
Seek, find, speak, create
• ‘The Great Thinning’ is spoken of: the disappearance of language, species,
loved places, loved people. Discuss what you think is currently endangered – it
may be something personal to your life that is not obvious to others, e.g. a
tradition, habit or custom.
• Using ‘The Great Thinning’ as a title, plan a poem, short story or piece of music
as your personal response to fit this theme.
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JACKIE MORRIS
Seek, find, speak, create
Jackie Morris speaks of the ‘sleeping seed of a tree, a forest in waiting.’
• Use this description around which to devise your own modern fairy tale,
planning it out first. You might want to steal some of the words from The
Lost Words and Spell Songs and weave them into your tale.
Or:
• Use Jackie’s words: ‘The Nearby Wild’ as a story title, letting your imagination
run free. You might find ideas in the description of her own cottage in west
Wales.
Or:
• Create a story where there is a spell, using music, word and image, in response
to Jackie’s words: ‘words and images weave a spell, music created around both
word and image carries that spell deeper into the soul.’
• Find out about the power of music in traditional tales and retell them in your
own words.
E.g. Orpheus, the sirens in The Odyssey, King March’s Ears, the
Freedom Song http://www.storymuseum.org.uk/1001stories/story/
The+freedom+song
The boy and the violin https://www.worldoftales.com/South_American_
folktales/South_American_Folktale_25.html
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Read the paragraphs where Jackie talks about the connection between the
instrument, musician and bird in the paintings she has created for Spell Songs.
• Look carefully at each of the paintings of the musicians’ instruments and birds.
Imagine the sounds they can make.
What type of character do you think each bird has?
What stories can you conjure up? Try out a range of ideas orally, noting down
any that you feel work well.
• Decide on the type of story you wish to create: a quest, a losing tale, a wishing
tale, a fantasy tale, a warning tale, overcoming evil tale, a transformation
tale, a tale of suspense.
• Plan the characters, setting/s, problems and resolutions, keeping your final
destination firmly in mind.
• Remember that little details make writing more vividly imagined by the
reader, so use the paintings, songs and visualisation techniques to help you
capture characterisation, atmosphere and events in your own mind’s eye
before writing.
• Find a response partner, when you have finished your tale and done any
immediate revisions and editing. See if they can make any constructive
suggestions as to how you could further polish your work.
• Decide how to publish your work – oral performance, in written form (what
sort of book format?), electronic form (film, animation, slides), play format
for people or puppets, song or a combination. Sound effects and music can
add to the atmosphere.
Seek, find, and respond
• Synaesthesia: this is the production of a sense impression relating to one
sense or part of the body by stimulation of another sense or part of the body,
e.g. people may see sounds, taste words or feel a sensation on their skin when
they smell certain scents.
• Listen to one of the Spell Songs or look at one of the paintings and jot down
what you can hear, see, taste, feel, and smell. Play around with your ideas to
form a short piece of descriptive writing where you create a union between
senses. Choose poetry or prose.
Spirit creature
• Look at the golden silhouettes in Spell Songs. Decide on a creature or plant
that has significance for you and create a golden silhouette that you can
superimpose on an image of yourself, to create a class gallery.
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CREATIVE CHALLENGE
Create your own minstrels’ gallery
To help, the following is a list of the songs and instruments:
1. Heartwood

8. The Snow Hare

Vocals, Tenor Guitar, Bass, Cello, Fiddle, Piano,
Percussion, Kora

Vocals, Harmonium

2. Selkie Boy
Vocals, Electric Guitar, Kora, Electric Harp, Piano,
Drums, Cello
3. Kingfisher
Vocals, Kora, Guitar, Percussion, Piano, Synth,
Cello
4. Heron
Vocals, Kora, Guitar, Stomp, Piano
5. Little Astronaut
Vocals, Guitar, Piano, Cello, Kora, Harp, Synth
Bass, Percussion

9. Conker
Vocals, Electric Guitar
10. Papa Keba
Vocals, Guitar, Kora
11. Charm On, Goldfinch
Vocals, Whistling, Whistle, Ukulele, Fiddle, Kora,
Tenor Guitar, Electric Guitar, Rhodes, Percussion
12. Willow
Vocals, Kora, Bass Guitar, Drums, Percussion
13. Scatterseed
Vocals, Guitar, Rhodes, Harp, Whistle, Cello

6. Acorn
Vocals, Harmonium, Harp, Rhodes, Electric Guitar,
Cello, Kora, Synth Bass
7. Ghost Owl
Vocals, Piano, Wine Glass, Cello, Electric Harp,
Electric Guitar

14. The Lost Words Blessing
Vocals, Piano, Electric Guitar, Kora, Synth Bass
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• Find out about the different musicians involved in Spell Songs.
• Select one and write up a biography for a class display.
• Find examples online of other music that they have created that you can
share with others, e.g. through QR codes.
• Find out about the instrument/s that they play, listening to online examples.
Choose one and discover the history of the instrument and how sounds are
produced, sharing an example through an interactive display.
• Create a large picture of the instrument to add to the display; you might
want to use watercolours, pencil, charcoal, pastels, crayons, ink, collage,
mixed-media.
• Create a sound poem to reflect the range of moods the instrument can
evoke. Record it, adding your own background sound effects and images.
Jackie speaks about fear of failure: Self-doubt is never far away… find new
answers.’
• Think of a skill you would love to master. What prevents you?
• Find other quotes about failure and success. Do you find any patterns
running through the threads of thought?
Discuss the meaning of the following quote from Jackie’s writing:
‘The earth is our home, but it is also home to so many forms of life, life that is so
astonishing, intelligence that puts our arrogance to shame.’
• Map out your ideas of some of the astonishing forms of life on the earth. You
could collect images from the internet to create a beautiful visual mind map
or an electronic slide show.
• Work your ideas into a piece of persuasive writing – it could be poetry or
prose – possibly ending with the strong words: ‘intelligence that puts our
arrogance to shame.’
• Discuss how we can, as individuals and communities, ‘find better ways to live,
ways that give respect to all life.’?

thelostwords.org

7

thelostwords.org

SINGING NATURE BACK TO LIFE

8

THE MUSICIANS

KERRY ANDREW

KRIS DREVER

Seek, find, speak

Listen and watch

• Listen to Kerry Andrew’s interpretation of Bluebell and Wren
from The Lost Words, looking at the artwork that accompanies
these spells:

If Wishes Were Horses
www.youtube.com/watch?v=82qoGWmRzS0

www.youtube.com/watch?v=MDBQKawtPWs

With his band Lau – Toy Tigers
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0LFuZJO3bXE

www.youtube.com/watch?v=aYKgtDXJ4mM
Compare the responses the two renditions evoke.

Seek, find, speak

• Read about how Kerry went about creating her interpretations
of Wren and Bluebell.

• Describe a time when you have encountered a creature in the
natural world and that meeting has remained with you long
afterwards, just as Kris Drever describes his experience of
seeing a raven.

Wonder words
• What is meant by ‘a capella,’ ‘extra-vocal techniques,’ ‘looping’?
Physical challenge
• Watch Kerry’s film on body percussion:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=RmV_iGHkaZA
Try to follow the instructions! You could film yourselves!
Then watch the choirs’ performance:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDSPCA8rMBo
Seek, find, speak, create
• In pairs or small groups, experiment with different vocal and
body percussion effects, create sounds using wineglasses and
anything else which you think might prove effective.

• ‘the moments of creation whizz past.’
Think of a time when you have been utterly absorbed in
creating. Have you ever returned to something you have made
and wondered how you made it? Do you think it is the focus
and process of making that is more important, or the finished
product?
• Discuss the acts of creating that you find most rewarding.
Do you prefer working collaboratively or alone? What are the
benefits and disadvantages?
Seek, find, speak, write
• Use Kris Drever’s words as inspiration for a folk tale of your
own devising:

• Using a programme, such as Garage Band, experiment with
layering of the sounds to create tone and textures.

‘It’s a place where sea giants throw huge rocks onto the land,
sometimes up forty foot banks.’

• Choose one of the illustrations and, using your layers of sound,
create an atmosphere which reflects the mood of the painting.

Think about why the giants are throwing huge rocks and what
the outcome is. Map out your ideas, visualising the details of the
scene – sounds, sights, smells, emotions.

Or:
Working in pairs or small groups, choose one of the spells and
create your own response, using spoken word, extra-vocal
techniques and looping.
• Practice, revise and perform!

• Decide on how you will present your tale: through written,
spoken or sung word, through animation or film.
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JULIE FOWLIS

JIM MOLYNEUX

Seek, find, speak

Listen

• Find the island of North Uist on a map.
• Listen to some of Julie’s Gaelic songs:
• Watch Julie’s video for her song Oh Sister Beloved Sister
www.youtube.com/watch?v=fn0LHiKaBJY
Interpret and summarise this story in your own words.
• Watch the video for Julie’s song Fodor Dha Na Gamhna Beaga
www.youtube.com/watch?v=JOu0qORSDK0
• What sort of moods do they evoke?
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4Square – Jim on keys
www.youtube.com/watch?v=51EZUs7YpoE
Seek, find, speak
• One of Jim Molyneux’s roles is a music producer; what does
this involve?
• Find out about Jim Molyneux’s other music: jazz, pop,
electronic.
• ‘Each musician in the group has a very distinctive voice, but we are
a collaborative musical ensemble rather than a set of individuals,
where each voice is allowed the space to shine.’
Explain what this means in your own words. What sort of
personal skills are required for successful collaboration? Think of
situations where collaboration is important in order to achieve
rewarding outcomes.
• Jim Molyneux identifies the words which define Spell Songs
and speak to him the most:
‘Keeping on into deep space, past dying stars and exploding suns,
to where at last, little astronaut, you sing your heart out to all dark
matter.’
Find out if you agree with him when you have listened to, and
thought about, all the Spell Songs.
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SECKOU KEITA
Listen and watch:
• Mikhi Nathan Mu Toma (The Invisible Man)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zVfx_m5-cQ&list=RDEMAAbCz_lm7QBaF_7afmjQcQ&start_radio=1
• Bach to Baïsso www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5_VfQIMR7w
Seek, find, speak

• Find Seikou Keita’s home country on a map and discover
approximately how many miles it is from where you live.
• What is:
- ‘griot’
- a ‘djembe master’
- a ‘kora’

• Why do you think Seckou Keita says:
‘The loss of our natural habitat hit a real resonance with me’?

- Find out which is the cheapest and most expensive phone
model. Is there a difference in their functionalilty?
- Approximately how many phones are discarded each year?
- What happens to old mobile phones?
- Discuss your findings and your feelings in response to what
you have discovered.
- How can you show some of your findings in infographics, or
using an animatic or newsreel film (perhaps using an iPad as
a teleprompter to perfect your speaking skills!)?
The Big Debate
• Discuss the pros and cons of modern technology. What is
your response to: ‘The impact of technology on our lives is at the
same time one of the greatest positives and perhaps one of the
biggest threats to our traditional culture as it changes our human
behaviours and interactions, as well as how we react and interact
to our natural environment.’?
• Which way do you personally prefer to access stories – through
book, screen, film, audio narrative, song or games?

Seek, find, speak, write
Research challenge

Seek, find, speak, write

• Read the first three paragraphs written by Seckou Keita.

‘…it’s your emotional attachment to your landscape that defines you
and the place in the world that you call home... Your landscape, your
horizon is irreplaceable.’

• Find out more about zircon mining in Senegal and what zircon
and the other minerals are used for?
• What is the impact on the local environment?
• Find out about mobile phones:
- What materials are used in the production of mobile phones
and where are these materials obtained?
- What is the average length of ownership of mobile phones?
- How long would you expect a mobile phone to last?
- Why do you think people change their phones?
- Find out the difference in cost between a sim-only contract
when you buy your own phone and a contract phone, where
the phone is provided as part of the package.
- Are different companies’ pricing tariffs comparable?
- What is the average cost of a mobile phone?

• Map your home area landscape out, sketching the most
important features, using colour and annotation.
• What are you most emotionally attached to in your landscape?
It may be tiny details, but note them down if they are important
to you.
• What sharing experiences and bonds do we have in our culture,
strands that we have experienced and which have meaning for
us?
• The place I call home – write a poem, a description and/or a
piece of music to depict your landscape, thinking carefully of
how you can evoke the feel of your place in someone else’s
imagination.
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Listen and watch:
Listen to Seckou Keita and Catrin Finch’s recording, Clarach,
from their album, Soar. The name of the track comes from the
first osprey to be born in Wales in recent times and which now
migrates between Senegal and Wales. What do you visualise, as
you listen? Where do you sense a change in the music and why
do you think this happens?
Watch this video on Ospreys http://ukospreys.uk/cams-uk.htm
Seek, find, research, map
• Plot the migration journey of an osprey on a map.
• Find out how birds know how to navigate and add the information to your map.
• See if you can find webcams on the sites where ospreys have
been reintroduced into the UK.
• Think about others that migrate. Why do you think that Seckou Keita says: ‘No borders, no visas, no restrictions.’?
• Find out if anyone you know has a story of migration. What
would be the best way to tell/document this story?
• Look at books on human migration: The Day War Came by
Nicola Davies; Peapod Lullaby by Glenda Millard and Stephen
Michael King; A Story Like the Wind by Gill Lewis; Migrations
published by Otter-Barry Books which provides a strong link
with the theme of birds’ migrations linking to the journeys of
refugees.
Seek, find, speak, sing
• Find out about other musicians who have integrated bird song
into their compositions.
E.g.
Messiaen: www.youtube.com/watch?v=IhEHsGrRfyY
Vaughan Williams: www.youtube.com/watch?v=UJjwtXf9Q6U
Musician - Sam Lee www.youtube.com/watch?v=_x-DEV6aLbA
and www.youtube.com/watch?v=HCzIjms7wAU
• Which do you prefer and why?
• Go outside and listen to birdsong. Create your own musical
notation for what you hear, eg. spiky/smooth, high/low.
• Experiment with instruments to see how you can interpret the
symbols.
Or:
• Find audio files of birdsong and compose your own short segment to reflect this. You could whistle, sing, create different
vocal effects, use a keyboard, percussion, Garage Band. Devise
notation, so that you can remember how to perform it.
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RACHEL NEWTON
Listen and watch
• A Token www.youtube.com/watch?v=8nPgiLS2qDU
• Rachel Newton Trio – Mo Chubhrachan – Traditional Gaelic
song www.youtube.com/watch?v=bJHxFVFD7q4
Seek, find, speak
• Read the first paragraph written by Rachel. How does this
compare with Jim Molyneux’s comments?
• When have you felt daunted by collaboration?
• Find out about Rachel Newton’s other musical collaborations.
• Rachel speaks of generosity.
‘The generosity of my fellow musicians was such that we were all able
to install our own individual musical characters into the music while
also creating a sound that was truly ours together as a band.’
What exactly do you think she means by this? Think of a time
when someone has shown generosity of spirit.
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KARINE POLWART

BETH PORTER

Listen and watch

Listen and watch

• The Lark in the Clear Air
www.youtube.com/watch?v=aX8_lr00stw

• The Bookshop Band – We are the Foxes
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZiOwZLSAb7s

• The King of Birds
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ln-lkIACuRg
‘To be a musician is to listen and to share and to collaborate and
to communicate. It takes diligence and discipline. It takes empathy
and a willingness to leave space for others to insert themselves in to
something. Those are the qualities that we need as human beings at
this point in our history. And whenever you hear anyone say that the
making of art, or literature, or music is a luxury in these times, that’s
the same mind-set that gets us to a place where a goldfinch matters
less than a gold nugget.’
Wonder words
• What do the following mean:
o diligence
o discipline
o empathy
Can you find any synonyms? Try using them with a partner to
create different sentences.
Seek, find, speak
• Which do you think is more important, and why – a goldfinch
or a gold nugget?
• What is your view of art, literature and music - is it a luxury or
a necessity?
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Seek, find, speak
• Beth uses literature as inspiration for some of her songs and
has formed The Bookshop Band. What good names can you
think of that could be used for bands who ‘weave the outside
world and nature’ into their work?
• Think about different songs that you like. Are they about the
person who created it or are they about other things? Create
a chart to show the different subjects covered by songs.
Sing
• Create a song for a book that you particularly like. Think
about the qualities of the book that you want to convey. Play
around with the words until you feel happy with the overall
effect.
• Create a musical accompaniment to go with your song.
• Practise and perform.

SINGING NATURE BACK TO LIFE

THE SONGS
HEARTWOOD
Seek, find speak
• What do you notice about the introduction?
• Who is speaking in this song?
• What patterns are used? (E.g. questions/imperatives/statements)
• How does the song make you feel?
• Where does the pattern change in the song? Why do you think
this is?
• Why does the note with the spell talk about the ‘turning and
whittling of Robert’s ‘charm against harm’’?
• Look at the patterns in the song and those in the original spell.
What similarities and differences are there? Find out which
lines are the same as the original poem and which have been
altered. Why do you think the musicians decided to do this?
• Compare the two graphic images of the spell. Which do you
prefer, and why? How do you think they were made?
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Robert Macfarlane wrote:
“Heartwood:” a tree’s heartwood is its innermost core. I wrote this
poem (song, charm-against-harm) for any tree anywhere that faces
unjust felling – and especially for the trees of Sheffield. The art is by
Nick Hays and is free to use, print, speak, sing … Please share.”
Seek, find, speak, write
Research challenge
• Find out why the tree cutting happened in Sheffield. Read
about both sides of the argument and gather evidence for a
balanced, evidence-based discussion.
• What do you think should have happened, and why?
• Why do you think that Robert Macfarlane chose to write
‘a spell in praise of trees, not in blame of woodcutters’?
• Find out approximately how much oxygen an average tree
produces.
• How many trees does each person need to produce their
oxygen requirements?
• Which trees produce the most oxygen?
• When does a tree produce most oxygen?
• Find out about tropical rain forests and their importance.
E.g.
www.sciencefocus.com/nature/protecting-the-tropicalrainforests-an-achievable-global-goal/
www.growingairfoundation.org/facts/
• Working collaboratively, decide on the best way to present the
information that you have discovered.
Conservation challenge
www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/
• Plan a campaign for tree planting in your locality, with the
wonderful help offered by The Woodland Trust.
• Decide on the area to be planted, gain permission and use the
planning tool and planting advice on the website.
• Decide on the type of planting that would best suit the
selected area by researching the different species suggested
for the various projects: hedge, copse, wild harvest, year round
colour, working wood, wild wood, wildlife, urban trees.
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SELKIE-BOY (SONG)
& GREY SEAL (SPELL)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=-pmeyFOZSfQ
Wonder words:
• Find out what a selkie is and the derivation of the word.
• What does the word ‘keening’ mean?
• Find out what therianthropy means. Can you think of other
stories where this occurs?
• Why do you think people first told selkie stories?
Seek, find, speak
• Listen to Selkie-boy. What questions would you like to ask
about the spell?
• Explain, in your own words, what you think is happening and
who is speaking.
• What does the first verse suggest to you about the selkie-boy?
• Conscience Alley: divide into two groups, making two lines
facing each other with an alleyway between: one side will
represent the sea creatures, the other the land dwellers.
Select someone as selkie-boy. As he walks between the two
lines, each person whispers a reason for why he should go (sea
creatures) or stay (land dwellers). When he reaches the end of
the alleyway, selkie-boy turns and gives his decision and the
reasons for this.
Seek, find, speak, compare
• Now read Grey Seal together. What similarities and differences
do you notice when compared with Selkie-boy?
• What poetic patterns and techniques do you notice in both?
Become a poem detective by using different coloured pens
to link different types of pattern, employing Michael Rosen’s
‘secret strings’ approach:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=M39LCHSHNDw
www.mybookcorner.co.uk/michael-rosens-ten-great-ways-todelve-into-poetry/
• Julie Fowlis says ‘I like a true folksong, it is both heart-breaking
and beautiful at the same time.’ Why do you think people feel a
need for this in stories and song?
• What emotions do the spells evoke in you?
• Read and listen to another poem and song the Stolen Child by
WB Yeats.
www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/stolen-child
• What sort of response does this evoke?
• What observations can you make about The Stolen Child? Are
there any similarities with Selkie-boy and Grey Seal?
Listen to these Selkie Songs:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLKjqVA_3_8
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Further selkie story reading:
• The Seal Children by Jackie Morris
• The Selkie’s Mate by Nicola Davies
• Sea Singing by Shirley Hughes
• The Seal Woman by Kevin Crossley-Holland
• The Brides of Rollrock by Margot Lannegan
• Daughter of the Sea by Berlie Dougherty
Creative challenges
• Write a selkie mini-saga. It should contain exactly 50 words,
plus a title of up to 10 words. Remember that small details
add to the telling, and this form requires careful revision and
editing to meet the criteria.
• Think of an attractive design for publishing your final draft of
your mini-saga.
Or:
• Create your own summoning spell or drowning song. Think
carefully about rhythm, alliteration and repetition.
• Create an ocean drum. Experiment with different shapes and
sizes of containers (rectangular, circular) and the contents for
the inside of your drum, e.g. pasta, small pebbles, beans, seeds.
Which produces the most effective sounds? Why do you think
this is?
You could decorate your drum with a sea theme/colours.
www.instrumentinsider.com/how-to-make-an-ocean-drum/
• Use the ocean drum to create atmosphere when telling your
mini-saga or reading your spell.
Or:
• Create an animation to accompany the spell song.
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KINGFISHER
Wonder words
• Look up the different definitions of halcyon. Why do you think
the writer chose to include this word in his spell?
Kris Drever explains the way the musicians worked:
‘The original idea was a response to the painting – quickness,
brightness, flashing sparks and colour … Rainbow bird.’
Seek, find, speak
• Listen to Kingfisher a few times. How do the musicians create
a sense of quickness, brightness, flashing sparks and colour?
What colours do you see? What instruments and sound effects
can you hear? Jot down ideas and discuss your findings.
• See if you can imitate some of the sound effects they create,
using your voice and instruments that are available.
• Why do you think this poem is spoken, not sung, until the final
refrain?
• Find out where there are pauses in the delivery of the words.
Why do you think this is?
• Why do you think the musicians created a refrain at the end of
the poem? Which words have they focused on and what effect
does it create? What images does the final refrain create for
you?
• How do they close the piece?
Research challenge
• Find out why the kingfisher is referred to as ‘weather teller.’
Watch how our world can learn from the animals around us:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMtXqTmfta0.
Collaborative creative challenge
• With the sound turned off, find a short film of a striking bird
on the internet that appeals to you. Find out some facts about
it and jot down words and phrases which you feel captures the
essence of the bird on sticky notes. Play around with the order,
thinking of rhythm, rhyme, alliteration, assonance, repetition.
• Devise a refrain where you can layer words, phrases and sound
effects to accompany the chosen segment of film.
• Practise and perform!
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HERON
Seek, find, speak

Research challenge

• Compare the words of Heron in Spell Songs, with Heron in The
Lost Words.

• What does the Mandinka proverb mean?

• What new patterns have the musicians made from the words?
• Read the note in the book about herons in Senegal. How have
the musicians melded music and words to include Senegalese
and British cultures?
• Act out the swaying motion of the cow in time with the
melody!
• Identify where there is a change in tempo in the Heron spell.
Why do you think this is?

• Find three unusual sayings about animals from different
countries.
You could look at:
www.loveyourpets.com/animal-proverbs-from-around-the-world
Let Sleeping Dogs Lie and Other Proverbs from Around the World
by Axel Scheffler
Discuss their meaning.
Creative challenge
• Create a folktale about the three animal characters in the
Mandinka proverb
Or:
• Choose one of the proverbs you have found and weave a tale
around that, possibly ending with the proverb as the final line
of your story.
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LITTLE ASTRONAUT
Seek, find, speak
• What words would you use to describe the mood of the musical
opening, before the words are sung?
• What instruments can you hear?
• Who do you imagine is singing this song, and where do you
think they are?
• What sort of things do you think may have been troubling the
voice in the song? Do you think he finds solace? Create a back
story for your imagined person.
• How does this song make you feel?
• Where do the dynamics change?
• What in nature would lift your spirits?
Research challenge
• Listen to the song of the skylark:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=rBp1Q_bHe0Y
• Find out about the skylark and its conservation listing.
E.g.
www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/
skylark/
• Write an information report on the threats to skylarks and
the possible solutions.
Birdsong challenge

Explain this in your own words.

• Listen to birdsong:

• Devise a way of teaching each other how to identify birds by
their song.

www.british-birdsongs.uk/
www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/campaigning/let-nature-sing/
• Find out how such small creatures can produce such volume
and complexity in their songs:
www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-songs/

Reading challenge
• Find other poems about skylarks, e.g.
https://discoverpoetry.com/poems/skylark-poems/
• Choose one and compare the poet’s thoughts with the
thoughts of Robert Macfarlane, when writing about the lark.
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ACORN
Seek, find, speak

Creative challenge

• What do you hear in the introduction?

• Make a card tree identification game: it could include collecting
a set of the tree, leaf, flower, seed, or you could have a simpler
version, with fewer elements to collect.

• Which words are sustained over a number of rising notes?
• How are pauses used?
• What do you think the sounds convey after the words of the
song are finished?
Seek, find, speak, write
• Find out about other types of tree seeds:
http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/naturedetectives/blogs/
nature-detectives-blog/2017/08/identify-fruits-and-seeds/
• Collect the names of a range of trees and their fruits and
create a tree seed chant.
For instance, you could have the name of the tree, its seed,
followed by two adjectives describing it. Play around with the
word order until you are happy with the rhythm and flow of your
chant.

• Write the instructions for your game and teach friends how to
play.

SINGING NATURE BACK TO LIFE

GHOST OWL (SONG)
Seek, find, speak
• What is the mood of the introduction? How does it make you
feel?
• How would you describe the voice? (Use a thesaurus to extend
your range of vocabulary choice)
• How is the rhythm of the song suggestive of the owl?
• Who is the singer addressing at each point in the song?
• Why is the barn owl referred to as ghost owl?
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BARN OWL (SPELL)
Wonder words
• Discover what ‘battens down’ means, and what its origins are.
Seek, find, speak
• Why does silence spread below barn owl?
• What is meant by: ‘All sound crouches to ground’?
• What does the spell maker mean when he says: ‘Noise is what
owl hunts’?
• Why are the words ‘drops on, stops, dead’ effective?
• What effect does the first line of the second stanza create?
• How would you interpret the last three lines of the spell?
• Why do you think the writer is suggesting this?
Seek, find, speak

Creative challenge

• Compare the pictures created in your mind’s eye by the poem
and then by the song.

• Create a dance for either/both the written and the sung spells.

• Which painting does it bring to mind from The Lost Words?

• Devise masks and/or costumes, practise and perform!

• Watch films of barn owls, or better still if possible, watch them
directly, particularly if you can compare them with other birds
of prey and the way they behave and fly.

Or:

www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/
barn-owl/

You might steal some of Kerry Andrew’s words ‘a portentous bird,
once believed to bring ruin, its moon-grave face infusing dread’ and
perhaps some of the alternative barn owl names: white owl, silver,
owl, demon owl, night owl, delicate owl, hobby owl, church owl,
ghost owl, death owl, golden owl, straw owl, dobby owl, stone owl,
hissing owl, scratch owl, hobgoblin or hobby owl.

• Become a nature detective and, if possible, obtain an owl
pellet, dissect it, recording your findings.
• Watch BBC Earth – How does a barn owl fly silently?

• Create your own spell to perform.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=d_FEaFgJyfA
Or:
Science challenge
• Find out about the barn owl food chain and what can affect the
different elements within the food chain.
• Create a fact file on barn owls.
• In small groups, decide how you are going to demonstrate
the barn owl food chain, e.g. mobile, painting, collage, model,
poem, or dance.

• Write a story featuring a ghost owl, concentrating on how to
build up atmosphere through evocative use of detail. Think
about characters, setting and the plot line, visualising and planning them out before you start writing.
Conservation challenge
• Find out about the threats to barn owls and how we can help
them.
www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/
barn-owl/
• If you have access to a rural area, devise a campaign to fund
and erect owl boxes, researching the best sites.
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SNOW HARE (SONG AND SPELL)
Listen and watch:

Seek, find, speak

Spell Songs – The Snow Hare

• When you listen to the spell song, what are you aware of at
the very outset of the song and throughout the piece? What
effect does this have on the mood of the music?

www.dropbox.com/s/1ie6ogxc2iyrne8/SNOWHAIR_test_
LIVEaudio.mp4?dl=0
Wonder words
• Find out the meaning of any of these words which are not already familiar:
– tors
– peat
– hunkers
– lollop

• Compare the poem with the lyrics of the song. What is the
main difference?
• Why do you think the musicians chose a slightly different focus?
• How are the endings different, as a result of this?
• What is meant in the spell song by the words: ‘the year turns
black’ and ‘the dark is rising’?
• Why is the way the snow is described in the song evocative?

– piston

• Find and identify the secret strings within the poem by using
coloured pens.

– shunt

• How does the writer use opposites effectively?

– lee-slope
– arc
• With a partner, construct sentences using these words.
• Try and find synonyms and create some different sentences.

• In what ways does the writer convey the harshness of the climate?
• How does the writer help you to visualise vividly the hare’s
movements?
• Watch film of the mountain hare:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sr9HShqJMDA
www.youtube.com/watch?v=iNLgrSXZgQA
What extra observations can you make? How could you express
these most vividly? Play around with the words until you are
satisfied that they capture what you have seen.
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Research challenge

Creative challenge

• Find out the different names given to the snow hare, the only
Arctic animal of the British Isles and its Latin name, thinking
why it was given this particular name.

• Explore local maps of your area to discover any place names
with this link in common. List them and use them to create
a song or poem, choosing a creature or plant to focus on
and using the same pattern as in the song: four line stanzas
beginning with:

• Find out about the current conservation status of the snow
hare. What elements of climate change could impact on this?
• Create a fact file on the snow hare.
• Find out about the practice of hare culling in the Highlands.
List the pros and cons and conduct a class debate.
• Find in the spell song, Snow Hare, the words referring to
specific places which have been translated from the beautiful
Gaelic names. What do they all have in common?

By ….
Or:
• Devise your own place names, incorporating them into a
poem, song or story.
Or:
• By magpieing the second and fourth lines of the first stanza,
create your own poem about a different subject:
O the rain is falling
O the dark is rising
• Experiment with using ostinato to create atmosphere.
Or:
• Create a stop motion animation of the snow hare changing
colour as the season changes.
Seek, find read
• The Dark is Rising series of novels by Susan Cooper.
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CONKER
Seek, find, speak
• Read Conker, before listening to the spell song.
• In groups of four, decide how you would perform the poem
and introduce some musical accompaniment. Practise and
perform.
• Listen to the spell song. How is it different from the way you
presented it? Return to your performance and ‘burnish its
veneer, set it glowing from within.’ Practise and perform.
• In pairs or small groups, try to think of ‘new ways of being and
living with the non-human life around us.’
• Look at The People’s Manifesto for Wildlife:
www.chrispackham.co.uk/a-peoples-manifesto-for-wildlife
• Choose an issue that you and your group are particularly
interested in, draw up some ideas of how people can, in small
ways, make a difference collectively. Create a whole display for
the school and community, bearing in mind that you want to
attract people’s interest and involvement.
Creative challenge
• Create puppets to perform this spell. You could use
marionettes, stick, hand, sock, shadow or finger puppets.
Decide which would be most effective.
• Create a set of instructions for constructing your puppets,
using photographs or film.
• Practise and perform your presentation.
Or:
• Choose something from nature that you find beautiful. Draw,
paint or photograph it.
• Craft your own conversation poem, asking three different
people to create this for you.
Create a word-hoard for: craft, command, design.
Think carefully about which sort of people you could appeal to
for help.
Create a word and phrase-hoard of negative responses too:
impossible, impractical, inconceivable, unfeasible, unworkable,
unimaginable, never, not a chance, no hope at all.
Compose a musical/sound effect accompaniment.
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PAPA KEBA
Seek, find, speak
• How would you describe the mood of this music? Use a
thesaurus to extend your word-hoard.
• Find out what Mandinka is?
• Think about the translations:
‘You call yesterday’s name in vain,
If you call yesterday today he will not answer you.’
‘What goes far from the eye
Will go far from the heart.
What is not lost, can be found.’
• How many different ways could these be interpreted?

• You could also look in Robert Macfarlane’s book, Landmarks,
where he explores lots of words used to describe landscape,
nature and weather.
• Create a piece of writing where you incorporate some of your
findings.
Creative challenge
• Think about what you would like from ‘yesterday,’ what you
would like to keep close to your heart today and what you
would fear to lose in the future.
• Create a poem. You could use the following idea to structure
it:
From yesterday, I wish for

‘… so many words have been lost …

Today, I keep

- the expression of the dominant language erases the words of others.’

				

• Can you think of examples in different parts of the world
where this has happened and suggest why this is the case?

Tomorrow, I fear to lose

• How can we find and keep the lost words?
• Make word and proverb collections:
– From different countries and cultures
– Words that have changed direction with the new
generation
– Local words which are now less common (ask older people)
– New global terms.

close to my heart.
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CHARM ON, GOLDFINCH (SONG)
Seek, find, speak
• Beth Porter has responded to Goldfinch in a personal way.
Which words do the spell and song have in common?
• What can you find out about Wigtown, where Beth walks?
Creative challenge
• Think of a place where you walk regularly. Jot down details that
you can visualise or, better still, go for a walk there and write
down notes and observations. Collect a word-hoard before
you start writing, detailing your journey.
Read to your writing partner to see if you can make any
improvements and design a map of your walk as a background
for your writing.
• Create a memory stick of your walk: choose a twig and using
twine, wool, threads or natural fibres attach items as a visual
reminder of your journey.
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GOLDFINCH (SPELL)
Seek, find, speak
• How do you think the writer feels about the world?
• What message do you take from the poem?
• Use different colours to pick out the secret strings in the
poem, of alliteration, rhyme, assonance, consonance, negative
words, words linked to gold.
• ‘Charm’ is the collective noun for goldfinches. Find out other
definitions of the word and consider why Robert Macfarlane
chose to repeat it.
• Look at the gilded painting of goldfinches. What are the plants
called that the goldfinches are perched on?
• Find out what teasels used to be used for and why they are
important to goldfinches.
• Jackie Morris uses different shades of gold leaf which have
names such as antique yellow, moon gold, yellow gold, red gold
and silver gold in her paintings. It is usually applied on a dark
background and burnished with a dog tooth-shaped agate.
What is the effect of using gold in her paintings?
Research challenge
• The glamour of gold – create a glittering display – Find some examples of religious icons on the internet and
compare their use of gold.
– Find out how gold leaf is produced.
– Find out about gold’s origins on Earth.

• C
 lassic literature: The Pardoner’s Tale, The Happy Prince,
Harry Potter.
– Discover historical stories of gold, e.g. Henry VIII and the
Field of the Cloth of Gold.

– Find out the different ways in which we obtain gold now and
map the areas where it can be found.

Creative challenge (collaborative or individual)

– In pairs, create a thought shower on the significance of gold
through history to the present day and share your findings.
Think about what gold represents and how it is used.

• Create a tale of your own in which gold features. Decide
whether it has spiritual, monetary, magical significance, or a
combination; whether it has a power for good or evil or both.

– Dividing into small groups, each take a different culture and
find out the importance of gold, contributing your findings
to a class display or book.

• Decide on the type of story you wish to create: a quest, a losing
tale, a wishing tale, a fantasy tale, a warning tale, overcoming
evil tale, a transformation tale, a tale of suspense.

E.g. Christian, Muslim, Sikh, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, Inca,
Aztec, Egyptian.
– Collect together stories from different cultures in which
gold is an important feature.
• G
 reek myths, such as King Midas, Atalanta and the golden
apples, Hercules and the golden apples, Paris and the
cause of the Trojan War, Jason and the Golden Fleece.

• Plan the characters, setting/s, problems and resolutions,
keeping your final destination firmly in mind.
• Remember that little details make writing more vividly
imagined by the reader, so use visualisation techniques to help
you capture characterisation, atmosphere and events in your
own mind’s eye before writing.

• C
 haracters in Norse myths, such as Freyja, who cries tears
of gold, Idun who guards golden apples.

• Find a response partner, when you have finished your tale
and done any immediate revisions and editing. See if they can
make any constructive suggestions as to how you could further
polish your work.

• Folktales, such as The Goose who laid the Golden Eggs.

• Decide how to publish your work.
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WILLOW
Seek, find, speak
• What sort of atmosphere and effects are created by the
introduction?
• What is the main difference between the written spell and the
spell song?
• What do you notice about the way the tempo of some of the
words in different lines of the song are delivered?
• How does the character of willow convey itself in the spell and
the song? Is it the same, or are there differences?
• Which part of the willow do you think speaks?
• Why do you think the words in Mandinka are added to Willow?
• How do you interpret the words?
‘You can’t climb a tree by its leaves. You have to start with the trunk.
It’s the wind that makes the leaves move, to hear that you have to
listen harder, to hear the music in the leaves.’
• Have you listened to the wind in trees? Does it sound different
according to the type of tree?
Creative challenge
• Look at William Morris’s willow designs. Compare these with
Jackie Morris’s paintings.
• Create your own willow leaf design. It could be an observational
drawing or painting. You could do a repeating print, or you could
use a repeating pattern in an electronic design programme.
• What secrets do you think willow discovers, but won’t reveal?
• Create a willow wand to conjure up secrets of lost words.
• Using the line: Lean in, listeners, as a stimulus, create a
revelatory poem, where you actually speak the secrets you
have learned. You could incorporate the words into your willow
design.
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SCATTERSEED
Seek, find, speak
• What word would you use to describe the mood of this spell
song?
• Note when the first dandelions appear in spring and see how
long they flower for through the year.
• Can you think of a time when, like Kris Drever did as a child,
you have focused in closely on nature?
‘I remember the tangy taste of daisy stalks and the little lion’s manes
that stuck up from the flat, the biggest points of geographical
interest on that micro tableau. I remember seeing it as the cityscape
of the tiny creatures … and getting lost there.’
Creative challenge
• Write about your experience, or if you can’t remember
noticing closely, go outside to find a patch of nature that you
can focus on in minute detail, jotting down your observations.
If there is anything you cannot name, investigate and find out
what it is called.
• If possible, find a dandelion clock and blow, and as you spin,
imagine where it could be taking you through time. Share your
ideas with each other.
• With the growing concern over the drastic decline in the
insect population, it is now very important to allow wild areas
to grow and ‘weeds’ to thrive. Cultivate a wild area to attract
pollinators.
Further reading – two Canadian picture books
• Footpath Flowers by JonArno Lawson and Sydney Smith
A child notices what is often overlooked in her surroundings,
showing her generous nature, while her father is distracted.
• The Man with the Violin by Kathy Stinson and Dušan Petričić
A child notices beautiful music, which is overlooked by busy
adults.
• Compare the two books.
• What conclusions do you reach? How could you relate them
to Scatterseed?
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THE LOST WORDS BLESSING
Wonder words

Read these Traditional Celtic Blessings:

• Machair is a Gaelic word and refers to a fertile low-lying grassy
plain.

May The Road Rise Up To Meet You
May the road rise up to meet you.
May the wind be always at your back.
May the sun shine warm upon your face;
the rains fall soft upon your fields
and until we meet again,
May God hold you in the palm of His hand.

• Find words from other languages that mean blessing.
www.indifferentlanguages.com/words/blessing
You might want to use them in your own writing.
Seek, find, speak, sing
• The Lost Words Blessing is a beautiful gathering together of
spell fragments to create an incantation, a communal blessing:
see if you can discover which spells and texts the words are
conjured from, and which new words have been cast in.
• How would you interpret the blessing? Who, in your mind’s
eye, is singing the words, and to whom?
• What is the blessing asking of the person the singer is
addressing?
• What is the singer advising should be done when life is hard?
• What is meant by: ‘let the raven call you home.’?
• Karine Polwart says that many old blessings are ‘framed as
lullabies.’ Do you think that applies to The Lost Words Blessing?
• How do you feel at the end of the blessing?
• Watch this video of a lullaby sung by Karine Polwart
www.youtube.com/watch?v=i_nocR7SXE8
• Listen to this uplifting poem by Mary Oliver and think why this
reads like a blessing.
Mary Oliver – The Summer Day
www.youtube.com/watch?v=16CL6bKVbJQ

Excerpt from a Celtic prayer called St Patrick’s Breastplate
I arise today
Through the strength of heaven:
Light of sun,
Radiance of moon,
Splendour of fire,
Speed of lightning,
Swiftness of wind,
Depth of sea,
Stability of earth,
Firmness of rock.
Deep Peace – a Celtic Blessing
Deep peace of the running wave to you
Deep peace of the flowing air to you
Deep peace of the quiet earth to you
Deep peace of the shining stars to you
Deep peace of the gentle night to you
Moon and stars pour their healing light on you
Deep peace of Christ the light of the world to you
Deep peace of Christ to you
Creative challenge
• Create your own picture for The Lost Words Blessing.
Seek, find, speak, write
• This form of composition is known as a cento, patchwork
or collage poem, where you collect words and phrases from
different sources.
• Collect words and phrases from the The Lost Words and Spell
Songs, and words for blessing from different cultures, writing
them on sticky notes, so that you can rearrange them and
create your own blessing, lullaby or charm.
Decide whether it is a spoken charm, or one which is sung.
• If it is sung, compose a piece of music. You could use the
pentatonic scale (CDEGA from C major scale, or 1,2,3,5,6
notes from any scale).
• You could add a drone, using notes 1 and 5.
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EGRET
Seek, find and speak
• What surprises you about this spell?
• How do you think the writer feels about egrets?
• What comparisons does the writer make? What do you see as
you read these?
• When does the tempo of the poem alter? Why do you think
this is? How does the writer achieve this?
Research challenge
• Discover facts about egrets in order to make your own fact
file.
www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/
little-egret/
www.youtube.com/watch?v=bn6YN5Mb7mU
• Compare egrets and grey herons, finding out the similarities
and differences.
Seek, find speak, write
• Using the Egret spell as a model, but not necessarily using the
acrostic form, choose another bird of a specific colour.
• Ask an opening question
Keep the second line
Write two vivid comparisons
Write two more comparisons
Steal the first half of the final line, then add your own ending.
E.g.
Have you ever seen a darker sight than raven?
God damn you if you say you have.
Sunless chasm, moonless night; neither matches raven’s lack of
light.
Raven’s blacker than tar, shows up coal as dull.
Time flows, day slows, dark gathers – and raven goes, hidden in
flight, to a place no-one knows.
• Create your own illustration to accompany your spell.
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PEREGRINE
Wonder words
• Find out the meaning of the following:
– pilgrim
– gyre
Find synonyms and, with a partner, construct sentences which
include these words.
Seek, find, speak
• Who is the writer speaking to?
• How does he convey the bird’s different types of movement
and the feeling of the speed of the bird?
• What do you think is meant by
– ‘cloud-splitter’
– ‘leave light for dust’
– ‘Ghost over borders’
• With what is the writer connecting the peregrine?
• What other bird, which features as a painting in Spell Songs,
connects with this line of thought?
• What do you feel the writer gains from his observations of the
peregrine?
Research challenge
• Find out facts about the peregrine falcon in order to compile a
fact file.
The way it has adapted to city life is particularly interesting.
www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/
peregrine
www.youtube.com/watch?v=legzXQlFNjs
http://www.discoveryofdesign.com/id116.html
Seek, find, speak, write
• Look at the kennings in the spell.
Create a kenning poem of your own to describe a creature of
your choice.
A kenning poem has several stanzas and can be any length.
It is a riddle, so start with your more challenging kennings, using
the more easily guessed ones towards the end of the poem.
Remember to observe your creature carefully, either in nature
or, failing that, on film and in books.
Make notes to help you create two word phrases, often using
metaphor, to describe your chosen subject.
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Final thoughts

Further resources

• Having listened to all of the Spell Songs, how would you classify
the different songs in terms of: protest, praise and blessing?

Climate change activists:

Create a Venn diagram to show your thinking:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFkQSGyeCWg

PROTEST

PRAISE

35

Greta Thunberg
‘No One is Too Small to Make a Difference’ – a small book by the
15 year old environmental campaigner Greta Thunberg written in
her second language – short, highly persuasive, accessible pieces
which are excellent models for speaking and writing.
David Attenborough
www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tKS1alqiiU
Dara McAnulty
www.youngfermanaghnaturalist.wordpress.com

Further teaching resources
The Lost Words Explorer’s Guide:

BLESSING

www.johnmuirtrust.org/assets/000/002/830/LOST_
WORDS_Explorers-Guide_pages_original.pdf
The Lost Words Challenge Cards:

• What do you think the purpose is of an instrumental
introduction to a song?
• Which of the musical responses surprised you most, and why
do you think this was?
• Which one resonates most strongly within you? Why do you
think this is?
Creative challenges:
• Create a collaborative response to the messages in The Lost
Words and Spell Songs.
It could be a graphic, sculptural, poetic, filmic, musical, dance,
prose response, or a combination.
Or it could be of a practical nature: a way of raising awareness
of how we can all contribute with small acts to the effort of
halting climate change. Think of how you will effectively involve
members of your community.

www.teachwire.net/uploads/products/The_Lost_Words_
Challenge_Cards.pdf

