
DETROIT SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA
STUDENT MINI-GUIDE

Virtual Educational Concert Series:
LET’S PLAY!

Take a journey with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra through what it means to “play” music! Let’s 
Play! features two composers known for pushing boundaries: Andrew Norman and Steve Reich. 

Their pieces explore how music is structured and how instruments are played. The activities in this 
guide provide a brief overview of some of these elements and equip students to be better music 

listeners. 

Students can use the activities in this mini-guide to prepare for viewing the DSO’s accompanying 
“virtual” ECS performance, a compilation of previously recorded pieces curated for educational 
purposes during the shutdown. The concert will air on Facebook Live and be publicly available 

after on YouTube and the DSO’s streaming service, DSO Replay.

FACEBOOK LIVE WATCH PARTY: FRIDAY, MAY 22, 2020 AT 2:00PM
AVAILABLE TO STREAM ANY TIME ON YOUTUBE AND DSO REPLAY
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SECTION 1
Listen Like a Pro
You need more than just a performer to create music...you need an audience! For anyone learning music, 
learning to listen effectively is just as important as learning to compose or perform. 
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When listening, think about what the music makes you think or feel. What 
sorts of emotions, images, or thoughts does the music create for you? A really 
good piece of music may make you think or feel many different things, and they 
may not be the same each time you listen to it. Also, how you think or feel about 
the piece will probably be different from somebody else! 

There are many ways to be an active music listener. Listening at your best (and enjoying music as much as 
you can) takes using more than one listening strategy at once! Below are two key strategies for listening. 

Listen to the elements of the music. Listen for the tools and techniques 
the composer uses to develop the music. What sorts of melodies, harmonies, 
rhythms, dynamics, tempos, timbres, or other elements are present? This can 
sometimes be tricky for music learners because you may not know all the many 
terms used in music. But don’t let that discourage you! Even if you don’t know 
lots of musical terms, you can still describe the music. 

Learning to listen can be tough, especially when you are hearing a piece of music for the very first time. The 
two pieces in this guide – Andrew Norman’s Play and Steve Reich’s Clapping Music – might seem hard to 
figure out at first, but with a little preparation, they make great tools for practicing listening! 

STRATEGY 1

STRATEGY 2



As a musician, you can never get enough listening practice! Continuing to listen to many different pieces, 
or even the same piece multiple times, will help you understand music better and make hearing new music 
easier. 

ACTIVITY 1
Listening Challenge
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For this activity, listen to the two provided excerpts from popular orchestral pieces, then choose a piece of 
music you like (of any genre!). Write your observations based on the two listening strategies you read about 
earlier. 

CHECK IT OUT:
Hector Berlioz Symphonie 
Fantastique, IV. Marche au supplice
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EGl0WofRNoA

Piece 1: Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie 
Fantastique

What parts of the music stand out to you?

What thoughts or feelings do you have when you listen?

CHECK IT OUT:
Mikhail Glinka Overture to Ruslan 
and Ludmila (excerpt)
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Cn340N4A-pM

Piece 2: Mikhail Glinka’s Ruslan and 
Ludmila Overture

What parts of the music stand out to you?

What thoughts or feelings do you have when you listen?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EGl0WofRNoA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EGl0WofRNoA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cn340N4A-pM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cn340N4A-pM
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Piece 3: You Choose!

Which piece of music did you pick?

What parts of the music stand out to you? Do you notice anything new?

What thoughts or feeling do you have when you listen? Do you think or feel anything new?



SECTION 2
Musical Boundaries: Storytelling
Andrew Norman (b. 1979) premiered Play only seven years ago, in 2013. At first, Play can be confusing 
to hear. Many different musical ideas constantly appear around the orchestra: the strings play strange 
glissandos (sliding from one note to another), sudden melodies appear and disappear in the winds, and a 
variety of percussion instruments play at seemingly random moments, among many other musical moments! 
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Section 2 References:
Norman, Andrew. “Andrew Norman Wins The Grawemeyer Award for Music.” Interview by Tom Huizenga. NPR, 28 Nov. 2016, Link.
 Accessed 14 May 2020.
Norman, Andrew. “Play (2013, REV. 2016).” AndrewNormanMusic.com, Link. Accessed 14 May 2020.

Make Connections: What comes to your mind when you think of a percussion instrument “commanding” other 
instruments?

However, all this random “chaos” is structured very deliberately. Norman has compared the music to puzzle 
pieces: at first, there are lots of piece which don’t fit together. Slowly, though, the pieces connect to each other 
across all three movements. Norman used this complex structure to explore the ways music can tell a story. 

There also isn’t just one story being told in Play. Some possible stories that it can tell, which Norman has 
identified, are: 
• Playing a video game and finding ways to advance from level to level 
• How people discover and use “power” to affect other people 
• How a composer puts many musical ideas together to create a new “world” in a piece of music 

But there are many more possibilities! What story Play tells you will depend on how you listen. Level 1 of Play 
is a great piece to practice listening for both musical techniques and how you relate to the music. 

Before listening, let’s preview a few musical techniques which appear in Play Level 1: 

One of the ways Play explores the “chaos” is by changing up how instruments in the orchestra are played. 
Norman created several sections where instruments use extended techniques: different methods of playing 
than the usual way. For example, a violinist might play on the wooden part of the violin instead of the strings. 

Reflect:  Are there any objects in your daily life that you use differently than normal? 

Also, some instruments “command” other instruments in the orchestra. Different percussion instruments cue 
certain effects: the triangle “freezes” the other instruments (so they hold out the note they’re playing), the 
bongo “reverses” the other instruments (so they play their melody backwards), and the slapstick “transports” 
the instruments to another world (so they move on to another musical theme). 

Note: Words in bold are defined in the Glossary on Page 10!

https://www.npr.org/sections/deceptivecadence/2016/11/28/502559072/andrew-norman-wins-the-grawemeyer-award-for-music
http://andrewnormanmusic.com/archives/220


Practice using the strategies from Section 1 while you listen 
to Level 1 of Play. There are a lot of very different musical 
moments happening throughout the movement, which make it 
sound very chaotic.
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ACTIVITY 2
Putting It All Together

Write a paragraph or create a poem, song, short story, or other piece that depicts your experience, and 
reference the specific parts of Play Level 1 that inspired you! 

Think about a time in your own life when you faced a confusing or difficult challenge. At the time, did it seem 
like none of the “pieces of the puzzle” would ever fit together? When you reflect on it now, how did all the 
pieces come together to resolve your problem? 

ACTIVITY EXTENSION:ACTIVITY EXTENSION:
Musical “Simon Says!”Musical “Simon Says!”

In Play, different percussion instruments tell the rest of the orchestra to do certain 
things. For example, the triangle “freezes” the other instruments (so they hold out 
the note they’re playing), the bongo “reverses” the other instruments (so they play 
their melody backwards), and the slapstick “transports” the instruments to another 
world (so they move on to another musical theme). 

For a fun way to get moving, try out this game that uses the same concept! 

1. With a group of three or more, pick one person to be the Music Director.  

2. The Music Director picks three sounds (for example: clapping a rhythm, 
singing a melody, or playing a sound effect on a phone). Then, the group picks 
a movement to go along with each sound.  

3. The Music Director then has one minute to switch between all three sounds, 
watching the rest of the group as they dance the corresponding movements.  

4. If the Music Director catches someone doing the wrong movement, they’re out 
for the round! If the minute ends and at least one player is left dancing, then 
the group adds another sound and dance movement into the mix and begins 
another round! 

ON THE PROGRAM:
Andrew Norman Play,
Level 1 (0:00-12:48)
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Dc9rYygfwNI&t

All of them have a purpose, however: some have a purpose right away (like the percussionists “commanding” 
the other instruments), while others don’t make sense until the second or even third movement!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dc9rYygfwNI&t
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dc9rYygfwNI&t


SECTION 3
Musical Boundaries: Rhythm
Steve Reich (b. 1936), composed Clapping Music to create a piece that required nothing but the human body 
to perform! Reich took away two of the basic building blocks of music (melody and harmony) and relied only 
on the third, rhythm, to compose the entire piece. 
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Reich, who is a percussionist as well as a composer, uses complicated rhythmic techniques in many of his 
pieces which push the boundaries of what music can be. One technique he has often used is called phasing, 
in which two instruments play the same musical phrase (a melody or rhythm that a listener hears as one unit) 
at slightly different tempos (speeds) from one another. 

What exactly does that mean the music will sound like? To picture it, think about two ticking metronomes 
(devices that click at a constant rate to help a musician keep 
time) sitting next to each other. One ticks slightly faster than the 
other. When they start, the ticks almost line up, but eventually 
move further and further apart. They hit a doubling point before 
beginning to move closer together, eventually lining up again. 
Check out the YouTube video linked on the left to see it in action.

CHECK IT OUT:
Metronomes Phasing
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=JfUV1wZSj8c

Reich used another, slightly different technique for Clapping Music. Instead of clapping the same rhythm at 
different tempos, one musician claps the same rhythm throughout while the other musician, after repeating the 
rhythm either eight or 12 times, shifts the rhythm one note to the right. The second musician continues shifting 
by one note until the two musicians are clapping in unison again. Check out the graphic below to see how the 
rhythms shift. 

Unison Phrase
First Shift

Second Shift
Third Shift

Fourth Shift
Fifth Shift

Sixth Shift
Seventh Shift

Eighth Shift
Ninth Shift
Tenth Shift

Eleventh Shift
Final Phrase

First Musician Second Musician

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JfUV1wZSj8c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JfUV1wZSj8c


ACTIVITY 3
Musical Canons
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Section 3 Reference:
Reich, Steve. “Rhythm king: Steve Reich on his musical evolution.” Interview for the BBC. BBC, 24 June 2015, Link. Accessed 14 May
 2020.

Reich identifies his rhythmic experiments as types of canons. 
A canon is a musical technique where one musician plays a 
melody which is then imitated by other musicians. Sometimes, the 
imitations change the original melody slightly. Other times, when 
the imitations match the original, the canon is called a round. 

There are many songs that are easy to perform in a round. In fact, 
you may have sung one before, even if you didn’t know it! One of 
the easiest and most common songs sung in a round is Row, Row, 
Row Your Boat. It has a simple melody and easy rhythm, which 
make it easy to adapt into a round. 

With two (or more!) people, try to sing or speak Row, Row, Row 
Your Boat in a round. The lyrics below line up with where each 
performer should enter. 

Was it easy or hard for you to perform? It sometimes takes people a couple of tries to get it right if they haven’t 
done a round before. Once you get it down, think of some other songs you can perform in a round and try them 
out! 

Middle/High School Extension:Middle/High School Extension:
Tape Loops and SamplingTape Loops and Sampling

Steve Reich has often used tape loops in his music: magnetic tape with recorded audio, which when looped 
together would create a repetitive, rhythmic sound. Many of his pieces with phasing have included tape loops. 

Tape loops are a form of sampling: taking audio from another source (musical or not) and placing it in a 
piece of music. Often, the sample is manipulated in some way (sped up, slowed down, etc.). Many modern 
artists in hip hop, pop, EDM, and other genres use sampling in their music. Think of a modern artist you 
know (or find one through research) who uses sampling. In a paragraph of at least five sentences, compare/
contrast their use of sampling with Reich’s.

Reflect: What is similar about the canon in Clapping Music and a round of Row, Row, Row Your Boat? What is 
different? 

FIND OUT MORE:FIND OUT MORE:
Steve Reich’s CareerSteve Reich’s Career

Listen to Steve Reich discuss some of 
the formative moments of his career, 
including his use of tape loops for 
phasing and how flamenco dancers 
inspired Clapping Music!

CHECK IT OUT:CHECK IT OUT:
Steve Reich 2015 
Interview with the BBC
https://bbc.in/36cJlBe

Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, (keep going!)

Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream! (start over!)

Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. (keep going!)

Person 2:

Person 3:

Person 1:

Row, Row, Row, Your Boat Round

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/1z6KCZCD9GrsRjz0gG0V9Cl/rhythm-king-steve-reich-on-his-musical-evolution


GLOSSARY
Terms are in order of use

Glissando:

Extended technique:

Melody:

Harmony:

Rhythm:

Phasing:

Musical phrase:

Tempo:

Canon:

Round:

Tape loop:

Sampling: 

Sliding from one note to another on a musical instrument, hitting every note in 
between.

A method of playing a musical instrument which is different than the traditional 
way.

A sequence of musical notes that a listener can identify as a musical idea.

Musical notes played at the same time to create chords. Harmonies can be 
pleasant or unpleasant to hear, depending on which notes are used.

The pattern of notes in music.

A musical technique in which two instruments play the same musical phrase at 
different tempos, causing the two phrases to gradually shift in and out of sync.

A melody or rhythm that a listener hears as one unit.

The speed at which music is played. Usually, tempos are written in Italian.

A musical technique where one musician plays a melody which is then imitated by 
other musicians. The imitatation(s) may be exactly the same (called a round) or 
modified.

A  type of canon in which three or more musicians perform the exact same 
melody, but start at different points. A round can be performed continuously.

Magnetic tape with recorded audio which is looped together to create a repetitive, 
rhythmic sound.

Taking audio from another source (musical or non-musical) and using it in a piece 
of music. The sample may be modified to change the pitch, tempo, frequency, or 
other qualities.
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