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Just after Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov produced the 
orchestral interlude, “The Flight of  the Bumble-
bee” for the opera, The Tale of  Tsar Saltan (1900), 
American songwriters created a plethora of  popular  

       compositions regarding insects. While tunes about 
honey bees often concern romantic themes, from initial at-
traction to lasting marriage, those about bumble bees em-

the body and the heart; they can do so repeatedly without 
harming themselves. Sheet music glosses over bees’ roles as 
pollinators to highlight other positive associations—indus-

of  their fuzzy, banded bodies. Further, the onomatopoeia 
and alliteration of  the insect’s name and sounds have natu-
ral musical and percussive aspects that enhance sonic quali-
ties of  timbre and texture. Music publishers attracted buyers 
partially with large, vibrant, chromolithographic covers (11” 
x 14” and 9 ½” x 12 ½”) featuring titles in crisp, capital 
letters, limited palettes of  saturated color, minimal shad-
ing, graphically bold designs, and humorous or sentimental 
scenes. These appealing illustrations lured me as an art his-
torian, and I tracked down hundreds of  them in universi-
ty library databases. I will delve into a brief, chronological 
analysis of  a dozen images, placing them into context with 
the songs’ words, integrating some cultural and biographical 
context of  the illustrators, composers, and lyricists.

The black, orange, and white title page of  “The Tale of  
a Bumble-Bee” (1901) features a giant bee hovering vertical-
ly, stinger curled upward to rest horizontally on a sharpen-
ing wheel mounted in a wooden frame in the lower right. A 
large worker bee, in boots, turns the wheel with a lever. Bro-
ken curved lines around the suspended insect indicate the 
strength it takes to hold its stinger in position on the sharp-
ening stone, and echo the roundness of  its large white eye 
and small black pupil. The bee expends such energy and heat 
that star-shaped sparks shoot from its stinger and a small bee 
stands on the frame with a watering can to cool the grind-
ing stone. Nearby, three bees hold umbrellas to protect them 
from the water whipping around the wheel. In the lower left, 
one bee looks through a telescope. A couple watches another 

to a balloon. Oddly, not one of  these scenes appears in the 
lyrics. The song concerns a cavalier bee who kisses a clo-
ver blossom, then forgets “her.” The third verse and refrain 
make an analogy to human romance:

Remember, my dear, there is always much to fear,
When a maid gives her kisses to a man.
She must be discreet if  she’d keep him at her feet, 
Love should end where this episode began.
Many men that you see, like this false bumble bee,
Scatter promises and break them in a day. 
But beware of  the sting, the kiss without the ring,
May you never have good cause to say…

Refrain
Come back, my own, my love is still true. 
There’s honey in my heart and it’s only for you. 
T’ere are tears in my eyes though the world calls it dew.
I’m waiting and I want you, and I want but you.

A simple outline of  a bird appears in the upper right of  
this title page. Two musical notes and the words, “I am a 
dodo,” issue from its open large bill. “The Tale of  a Bum-
ble-Bee” was part of  the musical comedy, King Dodo, about 
an old monarch who seeks a fountain of  youth in the South 
Sea islands. After a series of  adventures, marriages between 
three couples result back in Dodoland. A photographic in-
sert on the cover features two of  the leads in the show, Ger-
trude Quinlan (1875-1963) and Raymond Hitchcock (1865-
1929). German-born composer Gustav Lüders (1865-1913) 
led an operetta company in Milwaukee in 1888, then began 
directing theater orchestras in Chicago in 1889. He wrote 
at least thirteen operettas. Lyricist Frank Pixley (1867-1919) 
was an editor in Akron in the late 1880s and then in Chicago 
in the 1890s. He began collaborating with Lüders in 1900, 
one year before this bumble bee score; their most successful 
collaboration, the musical comedy Prince of  Pilsen appeared 
on Broadway the following year in 1902. It concerns a Cin-
cinnati brewer mistaken for the true Prince of  Pilsen while 
visiting a son in Nice.

Often the songs will use the term bumble bee, but then 
incorporate honey bee symbols like a skep or wasp-like crea-

The Tale of a Bumble-Bee, 1901



2 MILLION BLOSSOMS

56

tures. Gordon Livingston drew a spare orange and blue 
design for “The Cricket and the Bumble Bee” (1903), an 
instrumental piano solo by George W. Chadwick (1854-
1931). The title may be a variation on the grasshopper and 
the ant fable, with its moral of  hard work, compassion, and 
charity. The cover features a skep hive in the lower left on 
a platform next to tall grasses. Uninformed illustrators did 
not know that bumble bees don’t live in such containers. 
Large bees leave to forage, both diminishing in size and 
multiplying in number as they undulate into the sky. The 
font of  the capitalized title is blocky and uneven, suggesting 

blunder awkwardly.” The lazy cricket is nowhere to be seen. 
While the image isn’t particularly funny, the caption on the 
score suggests some humor: “The Cricket said to the Bum-
ble-bee, / ‘What awful bass you sing;’/ ‘Tis better’ said the 
Bumble-bee / ‘Than your little ting, ling, ling.’ ” Inspired by 
the Realist movement in the arts, Chadwick is representative 
of  the Second New England School of  Composers, known 
for his down-to-earth depictions of  life.

Nothing is known about illustrator A. Kavanaugh, who 
produced the striking title page of  “Bumble, A Character-
istic Buzz Two-Step Unique” (1907). A characteristic is a 
distinguishing feature or attribute and a two-step is a dance 
move. An anthropomorphized bee with long, yellow wings 
stands upright in sartorial splendor, using a red cane, and 

wearing a red top hat and jacket, black bowtie, sparkling 
brooch, white waistcoat, and two-toned, heeled shoes tied 
with plump, yellow bows. He has comically thin legs, band-
ed in brown and yellow like his plump abdomen. Two large 

antenna curls jauntily downward and the dandy holds aloft 
a smoking cigar in his left hand, as though greeting the 
viewer. He struts in front of  a big yellow sun like a spot-
light against a plain brown background. Composer Will 
Livernash self-published this instrumental in Kansas City, 
Missouri. 

At the turn of  the century, people bought sheet music 
from music stores, commercial printers, music publishers, 
and department stores. Such businesses hired a song plug-
ger or song demonstrator (vocalist or pianist) to play music 
on the mezzanine level. In this way, shoppers could hear 
previews of  compositions before buying scores. Some 
customers also browsed racks looking for a variety of  fac-
tors—attractive cover design, ease of  performance, type 
of  music. Patrons used and displayed sheet music in par-
lors but rarely framed covers as art at that time.

Irish-born American illustrator John Frew (1875-1955) 
created the alluring cover design of  the instrumental, “The 
Bumble Bee Characteristic Rag” (1909). On a blue back-

-
phized bee—a curvaceous woman with wings in a low-The Cricket and the Bumble Bee, 1903

Bumble, A 

Characteristic 

Buzz, 1907



57

ARTS & CULTURE

cut, sleeveless, short, black and orange striped and fringed 
dress, ballet slippers with ankle ribbons, and a vaguely Middle 
Eastern headdress with elephant trunk-like antennae. With 
arms outstretched, she raises her left knee, exposing a dar-
ing amount of  thigh and accentuating her right hip. Thick, 
shoulder-length hair surrounds her round face with hood-

in orange stylized rose blossoms frames the female’s upper 
torso. There’s nothing quite like this captivating bee, sprung 
from the imagination of  an artist who later died in a mental 
hospital. 

One of  the Starmer brothers, either Frederick Waite 
(1878-1962) or William Austin (1872-1955) (whose work is 
often hard to distinguish), drew a charming cover for “Be 
My Little Baby Bumble Bee” (1912), featuring two fat insects 
hovering above a full, light pink rose—the only ones in this 
group that actually resemble bumble bees! A formal garden 
with a stone arch and sculpture of  a woman is in the lower 
right. Repeated words emphasize the light, bouncy rhythm:

Be my little baby bumble bee
(Buzz around, buzz around, keep a-buzzin’ ‘round)
Bring home all the honey, love, to me
(Little bee, little bee, little bee)
Let me spend the happy hours

And when we get where no one else can see
(Cuddle up, cuddle up cuddle up)
Be my little baby bumble bee

Many artists, such as Ada Jones, Billy Murray, and Doris 
Day, recorded the popular song, which appeared in the play, 
A Winsome Widow.

real ice skating.
Famed composer Irving Berlin (1888-1989), who had 

worked as a song plugger in his youth, penned the cheeky 
“The Apple Tree and the Bumble Bee” (1913) about an in-
sect who wants to share a story with his gloomy brother, 
Andy, to make him smile, and a tree agrees to tell a discrete 
version. The chorus goes:

He and she were seated under me
Said the apple tree, to the bumble bee.
Soon they drew up closer.
The rest I fear I’ll have to whisper in your ear.
I saw them, um, um, um, um, um, um, um,
Beneath the silv’ry moon.
That’s the tale the apple tree told the bumble bee,
One night in June.

Accomplished illustrator Edward Pfeiffer drew the bold 
cover of  a nighttime scene where stars sparkle in a charcoal 

over tree branches with gray leaves from which hang four 
plump apples and two white blossoms. Pfeiffer took artistic 
liberties here; the curious insect seems quite wasp-like with 
its slender waist, smooth and pointed abdomen, and odd, 
barbed and forked legs.

Color-blind Walter J. Dittmar (1879-1964) was the pri-

The Bumble Bee 

Characteristic 

Rag, 1909

Be My Little Baby 

Bumble Bee, 1912
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Characteristic, 1913

mary artist for Vandersloot Music Company in Williams-
port, Pennsylvania, 1904-1914, producing more than 100 
music sheets with an effective, sparse palette. His cartoonish 
“Dance of  the Bumble Bees Characteristic” (1913) is pink, 
black, and white and features a tripartite rectangular structure 
with the title and seventeen bees of  various sizes in the top 
half  of  the composition. Toward the bottom is a round in-
sert that frames a charming, fuzzy bee couple standing atop 
clover blossoms. Simple gender markers include arched eye-
brows, fan, lorgnette, and low-heeled pumps for the female 
while the male bows to her, tipping his top hat and kicking 
up one big dress shoe. In the middle section, an older bee 
at left looks on, holding a walking cane and leaning against 
the circular frame for support. At right hover two smaller 
bees, one spying around the edge, grasping the architecture 
with two front legs. Above this pair, a bee smokes a cigarette, 
looking at the main couple while standing on the frame in 
the top register. Frank Hoyt Losey (1870-1931) composed 
this instrumental while editor-in-chief  of  Vandersloot. Losey 
penned over 400 pieces and created over 2,500 band and or-
chestra arrangements. Thomas Edison selected him as music 
advisor for his phonograph company in 1919.

The Canadian-born, African American composer Shelton 
Brooks (1886-1975) wrote “If  I Were a Bee and You Were a 
Red Red Rose” (1915). Vaudeville teams Elizabeth Brice and 
Charles King, whose names are on the top of  the cover, and 
Mabelle Sherman and Uttry Arthur, whose photograph grac-
es half  of  the title page, performed the song. Women sang 
the verses and men crooned the chorus, which goes:

If  you were a rose, dear, in a bower,
I’d buzz around you ev’ry hour
I would be your great big lover bee.
I’d love you true,
I would watch you ev’ry day

So no one could steal you away.
I’d sting ev’ry one who laid their hands on you.
While your little buds are sleeping
‘Round your bower I’d be creeping.
I’d hang ‘round until the rooster crows, oh, you rose.
I’d gather drops of  morning dew
And place on you to keep your brilliant hue.
If  I were a bee and you were a red, red rose.

Illustrator Solomon (Saul) Wohlman (1895-1975) de-
signed the pink cover featuring a potted, woody-stemmed 

vase. From the single red rose emerges the three-quarters 
head of  a woman with bobbed brown hair, who smiles at a 
bee that resembles a bumble hovering beside her.

Hungarian-born illustrator André De Takacs (1880-1919) 
designed the memorable cover of  “Never Let the Same Bee 
Sting You Twice!” (1916) with a strikingly spare palette. A 
blonde beauty in a fur hat and white fur-trimmed black coat 
with two rows of  four gray buttons below the waist stands 
with crossed ankles holding her hands up in alarm as she 
looks at a yellow skep hive on a white ledge that bisects the 
composition. A multitude of  tiny bees swarms out toward 
her. They are so small that one can’t tell what kind of  bees 
they are and, as stated earlier, bumbles don’t inhabit skeps. 
People tend to associate orange with honey bees and yellow 

type doesn’t matter: “If  you’ve got to have your honey then 
bear in mind / That all the bees with honey are the stinging 
kind.” The song concerns a woman who takes back a two-tim-
ing lover and marries him, despite her mother’s warning. Her 
“Ma” declared, “child, you’re one disgrace, and what makes 
it worse, you got it two times in the self  same place” when 
the husband took up with a new queen after marriage. Pro-

The Apple Tree and the Bumble Bee, 1913 If I Were a Bee and 

You Were a Red Red Rose, 1915
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and Cecil Mack (1873-1944) co-wrote the syncopated tune. 
Smith co-wrote his biggest hit, “Ballin’ the Jack” (1913) with 
Jim Burris and started a dance craze similar to the shimmy 
that lasted for decades. “Ballin’ the Jack” means a railroad lo-
comotive going at full speed. Mack co-founded Gotham-At-

Known only by the initials “LPN,” the illustrator of  
“Buzzin’ Along” (1917) created an eye-catching, rather som-
ber cover for a silly song about little Billy, a bashful bee who 
falls in love with a queen bee who has a past. With heads 
slightly bowed, two anthropomorphized bees sit facing each 
other on abstracted leaves behind a huge pink clover blos-
som, their legs hidden. They have long, pointed pale blue and 
pink wings with fuzzy, purple and grey bodies and human 
heads. These pop against a bright yellow rectangular back-

encircles the female’s bobbed red hair as she looks down-
ward. The male, with short brown hair, gazes at her. Lyricist 
Stanley Murphy (1875-1919) wrote the repeating chorus:

Queenie Bee, oh won’t you come with me.
Buzzin’ along, buzzin’ along, buzzin’ along.
We’ll go roaming ‘round the rosemary
Hummin’ a song, hummin’ a song, hummin’ a song.
And when there’s no one near us
Nobody ‘round to hear us
Queenie Bee I would a word with thee
What’ll it be, what’ll it be, what’ll it be
I know where to reach the Preacher Bee
Tell it to me, tell it to me, tell it to me
‘Mongst the blossoms in the old peachtree
Up in a tree, up in a tree, up in a tree
Honey I’m so glad my little queen I found.
You had a dozen buzzin’ cousins buzzin’ ‘round.
But you wink’d at me and we went buzzin’ along.

An unknown illustrator produced the dramatic cover of  
“Bom-Bom-Bom-Bhe (The Melody Blues) Song” (1919). A 
thick brown ring partially frames two images; aspects of  each 
overlap the circular structure. A mammoth bee, with wing-

to look at a small orchestra below. The insect seems curious, 

with a black stalk and leaf  supports four slender young men, 
all energetically playing instruments. Legs spread and coat-

shoes, and spiky hair. The blossom bends under the weight 
of  a timpanist, trombonist, violinist, and pianist with his 
grand piano. Rectangular banded black and orange borders 
above and below the circle imply a strong, regular beat. The 
song is simply about a catchy melody, and has nothing to do 
with a bee! The chorus begins:

Bom-bom-bom-bhe, it’s a cute little tune.
Bom-bom-bom-bhe, you’ll be singing it soon.
It’s such a simple strain that goes right through your brain.
It keeps you whistling all the time when you hear this 

rhyme.

On the blue cover of  “I’m Gonna Let the Bumble Bee 
Be” (1925), a gargantuan black and orange bee with wings 
outstretched from top to bottom reaches its legs toward a 
small man wearing a suit and bow tie. The bright orange pile 
of  the insect is a distinctive aposematic (warning) signal. Ter-

open, and buckles his knees inward. The color has drained 
not only from his face, but completely from his white body 
and clothing. Only the band of  his straw hat and his shadow 
are orange. In the short lyrics, the protagonist strolls through 
a park in May and tries to escape a bumble bee near a tree. 

Buzzin’ Along, 1917 Bom-Bom-Bom-Bhe, 1919
Never Let the Same Bee 

Sting You Twice, 1916
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He declares: “A bumble bee will buzz, / But that ain’t all he 
does! / And I ain’t the fool that I used to was, / I’m gonna 
let the bumble bee be!” 

This is a jazz piece with ukulele arrangement. British-born 
American composer Jack Little (b. John Leonard, 1899-1956) 
studied pre-med at the University of  Iowa and organized the 
university band, then appeared on radio and in nightclubs 

I’m Gonna Let the Bumble Bee Be, 1925

and hotels nationwide. Little worked in radio in Cincinnati 
in the early 1930s. As a singer, actor, and pianist, he toured 
the country with an orchestra and recorded in a light soci-
ety dance band style, with Bluebird, Columbia, and ARC, 
1933-1937.

Memorable title pages such as these attracted buyers, 
whether tickled by fantastic size discrepancies between gi-
gantic bees and tiny people; seduced by love stories; star-
tled at the depiction of  arrested movement of  typically 
speedy insects; drawn to the bold, graphic simplicity of  

between thin, transparent wings and chunky, hairy bodies; 
or delighted by humanized bumble bee characters. Amer-
icans performed the compositions publicly and privately, 
instrumentally and orally, and savored the display of  col-
orful, eye-catching designs on home pianos. Today, these 
pieces about bumble bees continue to make us smile, of-
fering a welcome respite evocative of  the natural world and 
pollinating our reveries.

With thanks for assistance from Stephanie Bandel, David Butler, Katie 
Cerasoli, Eugene Makovec, and Emily Paolucci.
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