
“SONGS, TRAINS, AND BANJOS”
ACTIVITY SHEET

Who is Elizabeth Cotten?

Born in North Carolina in 1893, Elizabeth “Libba” Cotten was a self-taught folk and
blues musician who sang and played the guitar and banjo. Her first instrument was
the five string banjo, which she played upside down and backwards so that her left
hand could strum the strings. Elizabeth’s unique way of playing her instrument
created a style of banjo and guitar playing called “Cotten picking.” She started writing
music by the time she was eight years old, and wrote her song “Freight Train” just a
few years later. Elizabeth spent most of her life working as a domestic, and wasn’t
recognized publicly for her musical contributions until she was in her sixties.

To read more about Elizabeth Cotten’s life, check out this extended
biography or this children’s book by author Laura Veirs and illustrator

Tatyana Fazlalizadeh called,
Libba: The Magnificent Musical Life of Elizabeth Cotten

Let’s learn more about Elizabeth Cotten’s song,
“Freight Train”!

https://folkways.si.edu/elizabeth-cotten-master-american-folk/music/article/smithsonian
https://folkways.si.edu/elizabeth-cotten-master-american-folk/music/article/smithsonian
https://www.goodreads.com/en/book/show/34918161-libba
Steven Frucht




Click here to watch Elizabeth Cotten perform her song, “Freight Train.”
Check out this video to see Elizabeth Cotten play the banjo, and speak about

her life and her song, “Freight Train.”

Let’s watch Elizabeth Cotten perform some more songs!

"In the Sweet By and By" "Spanish Flang Dang" and "A Jig"

"Washington Blues" and I'm Going Away"

What is a Banjo?

The banjo is an instrument that originated in West and Central Africa. Predecessors
to what we consider to be the modern-day banjo were handmade, usually
constructed out of materials like gourds, goat skin, and cat gut strings. When
enslaved people were taken from West and Central Africa and transported to North
America in the 17th and 18th centuries, they brought their instruments with them. Over
time, these African instruments evolved into what we now consider to be the banjo,
an instrument that has become the backbone of many di�erent styles of
American music. Our episode’s special
guest, Rhiannon Giddens is an
incredible modern-day banjo player,
singer, and composer who
looks to the past for inspiration. You can
watch her sing and play her banjo at the
end of this episode!

Here is a photo of a handmade
North American banjo from 1859.
The body of the instrument is
constructed from a gourd.
To learn more about this
instrument, click here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R2DCWfBkMSI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tm5-WdB_aVE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pUdUX5Gagc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N5MTbScgKVE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=voPJENW6i4c
https://www.rhiannongiddens.com/about
https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2017.108.19


Here is a photo of a banjo
originating sometime between 1870 and
1910. This instrument was also handmade,
but using materials more similar to a
modern banjo.

To learn more about this instrument,
click here.

“Freight Train” and Favorite Songs

In this episode of AizuriKids, Emma, Miho, Ayane,
and Karen each share their favorite songs with us.
Do you have a favorite song? If so, what is it?
Do your friends and family know this song?
If not, can you teach it to them, and can you
sing it together?

Karen’s favorite song is Elizabeth Cotten’s
“Freight Train”! She loves it so much that she created a version of the song for our
string quartet to perform together. In addition to playing the cello in her arrangement,
Karen sings the words to the song. The other three of us pluck our strings so we can
sound like Elizabeth Cotten’s banjo playing, and make many train-like noises on our
instruments.

Let’s listen to our quartet’s version of the song again! Click here to watch
our music video.

What does a train sound like? What parts of the song do you think sound like a train?
What parts of the song do you think sound like banjo playing?

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/505348?ft=banjo&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=40&amp;pos=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YnIurn_XBlM


Let’s get to know the other composers featured in
this episode!

Who is Hildegard von Bingen?

Born in 1098, Hildegard von Bingen is a very special
figure within the history of Western classical music.
Hildegard spent her life dedicated to the church.
She was an abbess (a superior within a convent of
nuns), and was a master of many di�erent fields.
She was a composer, a philosopher, a writer, and a
healer who made many advances in medicine during
the Middle Ages.
In this episode, you can hear us sing and perform a
short snippet of her vocal chant, Columba aspexit. This song was arranged for string
quartet by our friend, violinist and composer Alex Fortes. You can listen to the full
piece here.

Who is Barbara Strozzi?

Living and working during the Baroque period,
Barbara Strozzi composed eight volumes of vocal
music – an achievement extremely impressive for
a woman composer of her time, as compositional
opportunities were very di�erent for men and
women during the 17th Century. Barbara Strozzi’s
songs are full of beautiful and unexpected
harmonies. During the “speed round” of our
episode, we featured a very short excerpt from
an arrangement of one of her vocal works, titled
L’amante Modesto. Our quartet again asked our
friend Alex Fortes to arrange this vocal piece for us. You can listen to the full
performance here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rnh2UXBvkm8
https://youtu.be/xqzGqiEQhKo


Who is Lembit Beecher?

Born in 1980 to Estonian and
American parents, Lembit Beecher
grew up in Santa Cruz, California, and
now lives in New York City. Lembit is a
composer and animator – he made the
beautiful animation to go along with
Karen’s arrangement of Elizabeth
Cotten’s song, “Freight Train.” Karen
and Lembit happen to be married, and Lembit filmed his animation at their home!
If you would like to watch Lembit’s animation and listen to our quartet’s
version of “Freight Train” again, you can click here.
During the “speed round” of our episode, we play a short part of the last movement of
Lembit’s piece, These Memories May Be True (2012). This movement is inspired by
an Estonian folk song, the melody of which is passed from player to player. You can
listen to our full performance here.

Who is Antonín Dvořák?

Born in 1841, Dvořák was a Czech composer
whose work was heavily influenced by the
music of his homeland. He loved to
incorporate folk-inspired melodies within his
pieces. During our episode’s “speed round,”
our quartet played a small section of his
Cypresses for string quartet. Dvořák’s
Cypresses are self-arranged string quartet
versions of twelve of his love songs –
originally written for voice and piano.
You can listen to our full performance of his Cypresses XI. Nature lies
peaceful in slumber and dreaming here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YnIurn_XBlM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ll7eVvCDFw0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YCio6zFIuys


A huge thank you to Rhiannon Giddens for being our
special guest for this episode of AizuriKids, and to Lembit

Beecher for creating such an incredible animation!

If you’d like to hear more from Rhiannon Giddens, you can watch her perform
another song by Elizabeth Cotten here.

If you’re interested in watching more animations by Lembit Beecher, you can
click here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eLIEIbuh71o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erF93gpI4Oo

