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The Homage Series and the All Ears/All Play project

A biennial event organized by the Société de musique contemporaine du Québec (SMCQ,) the Homage Series creates 
a veritable artistic convergence surrounding a remarkable composer, underscoring their contribution and lauding 
them as a “national treasure.” An appeal is made to ensembles and experienced artists from all music genres: early 
music, classical and contemporary, who participate by integrating some of the featured composer’s works into their 
programming. This year, more than 50 concerts and 200 activities will take place throughout the country to honour John 
Rea!

Teachers and their students are invited to participate in the Homage Series via the All Ears/All Play project, especially 
designed for young people. Teachers can bring an awareness of John Rea and his works via music performance, 
creation and critical analysis activities presented in this Guide.  Reproducible forms facilitate the classroom activities. 
Several of the presented works provide contextual choices to challenge/interpret sociocultural issues, including cultural 
references.

All Ears/All Play in the community

The Société de musique contemporaine du Québec (SMCQ) has undertaken specific initiatives to sensitize local 
media to the All Ears/All Play project. Some 20,000 students participated in the last edition featuring  composer Denis 
Gougeon, and several articles were published in media outlets. Young people find it exciting when they note that an 
important event which they are involved in gets media coverage.

Teachers and students are also invited to share their experiences of the All Ears/All Play project on the SMCQ 
Facebook page. Feel free to contact us (ccavanagh@smcq.qc.ca ) - we eagerly await your feedback!
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John Rea: Biography
by Noémie Pascal

Childhood

John Rea was born in Toronto in 1944 to a recently arrived Italian 
immigrant family where music had an important place. While holding 
down a full-time day job, his father spent his evenings playing the 
accordion in cabarets. Very early on he encouraged his son by teaching 
him folksongs, which he then asked him to perform at family gatherings.
John was only five years old when his father decided to introduce him 
to the piano, however the budding musician waited two more years 
before actually placing his fingers on the instrument: with no piano at 
home, his debut was made on a paper keyboard. His first attempts at writing music occurred when he was only seven 
years old, but his piano teacher, who encouraged him to dedicate himself to learning how to play the instrument did 
not appreciate them. Paying heed to this advice, Rea set aside any attempts at composition until he was 18 years old. 
Instead, he spent his childhood and adolescence in an in-depth study of the piano as well as other artistic matters, such 
as singing, playing the trumpet, drawing, sculpting, and tap-dancing, all with his father’s approval.

Leap forward

In 1962, determined to pursue a career in piano performance, John Rea began studying music at Wayne State University 
in Detroit (USA), where his family had moved. It was here that he met composer Ruth Shaw Wylie, who would introduce 
her students to musical improvisation, particularly by way of graphic scores. Over the next few years both as pianist 
and sometimes as percussionist, he participated in a group devoted to directed improvisation—an experience that 
would lead him back towards composition. He returned to Toronto to study for his Master’s degree in a composition 
program headed by John Weinzweig, where he discovered the latest works by Xenakis. For John Rea, this came as a real 
“ear-opener.” In his first major work, a 30-minute ballet entitled Les jours (1969,) he decided to explore the techniques 
and textures of this master of sound, as well as the styles of Stravinsky and Ives. For the young composer, yearning to 
synthesize all of his musical knowledge, this was a genuine “leap of faith”... from which he emerged unscathed: the work 
soon won an international prize, placing him among the most promising talents of his generation.

Take-off

Rea had barely begun to work on his Ph. D. at Princeton University (USA) when he was asked to take up a post at McGill 
University in Montreal. This was the start of the composer’s teaching career: from 1973 to this day he has held various 
duties, including professor of composition, music theory, orchestration as well as being Dean of the Faculty of Music 
(now known as the Schulich School of Music.)

In tandem with his commitment to education, John Rea has never stopped composing. The Toronto Symphony 
Orchestra as well as Esprit Orchestra have performed his works. And upon moving to Montreal, he quickly took part 
in its rich cultural life. Rea participated in the founding of Les Événements du Neuf—active from 1979 until 1990. He 
received commissions from the SMCQ and the Nouvel Ensemble Moderne, and became a member of the SMCQ 
artistic committee as well as the editorial committee of the magazine Circuit, musiques contemporaines. His works — 
representing extremely varied genres—have been commissioned by ensembles from all over, and have garnered him 
with prestigious awards. 

Today John Rea is considered one of Canada’s most renowned composers. He continues to combine teaching and 
creative activity. His compositions travel across Canada as well as to the United States and Europe, remarkable envoys 
of his deep interest in the arts and mathematics—in the broadest sense of term—together with his interest in the music 
of the past and of human complexity. A fascinating universe: abounding with auditory illusions, metamorphoses, and 
mirror effects.
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Tool presentation

The SMCQ provides various tools especially designed within the All Ears/All Play framework, enabling you to introduce 
your students to the life and music of John Rea. This guide includes some suggestions, but teachers are free to develop 
classroom activities based on inspiration or to adapt suggested activities tailored to their student’s needs.

John Rea Comic Book 

John Rea’s life conveyed through 
words and images by illustrator 
Élisabeth Eudes-Pascal and youth 
author Marie Décary.

Educational activities

The Teacher’s Guide suggests 
critical analysis, performance and 
creation activities based on musical 
excerpts carefully selected with the 
composer, for different age groups.

DVD video 

Through four thematic capsules, 
John Rea recounts his fascinating 
life’s work to young and old alike. He 
takes us through his childhood, his 
vision of composition and his inter-
action with other artists.

Audio CD

Audio excerpts from John Rea’s 
works are offered in conjunction 
with educational activities for pri-
mary and secondary level students. 

Youth Scores

Primary school students can sing 
along with  Pincer, penser, chanter, 
composed  especially for them 
by John Rea. Secondary  school 
students can perform Danser avec la 
gravité, a work for wind orchestra, 
commissioned by the  Centre de 
musique canadienne au Québec 
especially for the Homage Series 
Danser avec la gravité is available from 
the CMC for a modest fee by writing 
to:

atelier@centremusique.ca

Illustrations: Élisabeth Eudes-Pascal
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Note: Les activités pédagogiques sont en lien avec:
• fiches d’évaluation (FE), p.xx
• fiches reproductibles (FR), p.xx
• extraits audio sur le CD (inclus dans la trousse)
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LEGEND

  Grades 1 & 2*

  Grades 3 & 4*

  Grades 5 & 6*

  All grades*

RF  Reproducible Forms

* For information purposes.
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1. Context

When asked what he wishes to transmit to his composition 
students John Rea responds that he incites them to find the “lively 
tensions” within the material (sound and instrumental texture), 
the bare bones (musical structure), the colouration (harmony 
and texture), and the result which is sought.
 
Although all these aspects are interrelated, the choice of 
instruments is often one of the first stages in the creative process. 
Composers carefully select the types of sound which will provide 
the “basic material” of their work.  Several artists in search of 
new tones do not hesitate to call upon instruments from other 
countries, as well as asking the performers to modify their 
techniques to produce unusual tonalities.

In his work Médiator (…pincer la musique aujourd’hui…) written 
for mandolin, guitar, unspecified plucked string instruments, 
piano, violins and cello, John Rea explores new manners to 
produce sounds with plectrums (in French, “médiator“ is another 
word for “plectrum“). He takes his inspiration from certain string 
instruments such as the biwa (Japanese origin) which is played 
with a large fan-shaped plectrum. The performer uses it to pluck 
the strings, strike the sounding board (creating a very dry sound), 
or rub the strings to produce a rustling effect. In Médiator, the 
composer also modifies the traditional performance techniques, 
for example having the musicians hold the violin like a guitar and 
pluck the strings with a pick.

John Rea describes the work as being a “musical journey, a 
testimony of admiration for Asian music which is also found 
in my other works. Just as the pick creates a link between the 
hand and the strings, Médiator aims to be an attempt at friendly 
communication between our traditional musical instruments and 
certain sounds and movements of music from the Far East.“

The following activity is inspired by diverse elements of John 
Rea’s artistic approach: the search for unusual tonalities by using 
novel instrumental techniques, the theme of transformation, 
as well as title of the works Médiator (…pincer la musique 
aujourd’hui...); Pincer, penser, chanter; Homme Papillon. Finally, 
the leitmotif is extracted from Médiator (…pincer la musique 
aujourd’hui…).

Primary

What is a plectrum?

Plectrum:
A small flat tool used to pluck or strum a stringed 
instrument. For hand-held instruments such as 
guitars and mandolins, the plectrum is often 
called a pick, and is a separate tool held in the 
performer’s hand.

Materials:
Tortoiseshell, wood (ringing, muffled sound), 
coconut shell, horn, bone, mammoth ivory, shell, 
amber (fossilized resin), metal (brilliant sound), 
rock sound, felt tips, leather, plastic bands.

Some ancient string instruments that use 
plectrums:

 • Biwa (Japan): played with a very large fan- 
 shaped plectrum (bachi) made of very sturdy  
 wood.
 Eg:  www.youtube.com/watch?v=bnt4CSZVJy8
 • Sitar (India): metallic plectrum (mizrab)
 • Bouzouki (Greece): mandolin, mandole
 • Balalaïka (Russia): plectrum made of horn
 • Oud (Turkey), saz (Turkey, Balkans, Armenia):  
 very flexible cow’s horn
 •  Harpsichord (Italy): crow’s feather or plastic  
 plectrum.  
 
    Famous guitarists who use original plectrums:
 • Brian May (guitarist from Queen): uses a coin
 • Django Reinhardt (guitarist of manouche   
 style jazz): tortoiseshell

I. Médiator (…pincer la musique aujourd’hui…)
Exploring ways to create sound
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Oh,           my            -y       mu -sic,  where    can      I  find    you?

Oh,           my              -y       mu   -sic,    where        can           I       find         you?  

2. Creation/ improvisation

Level: primary, grades 1 to 4
Music excerpts: tracks 1, 2 and 3
Reproducible forms : RF1 Adding sound to a story
Materials: various recycled objects which can be used to construct blown, struck, shaken, rubbed, plucked and sung 
musical instruments (bottles, coffee cans, elastics, cardboard boxes, tissue boxes, rice or dried beans, pieces of wood, 
sand paper, balloons etc.)

1. The teacher explains that one of the first things that John Rea does before starting a new composition is choosing 
the types of tones that will become the basis of the work. The teacher presents various modes of sound production:

• Blown sounds
• Knocking sounds
• Shaking sounds
• Rubbing sounds
• Sung sounds
• Plucked sounds

The teacher can encourage students with questions such as:
• How do we produce sound with a flute, a drum, a guitar (...)?
• Can we knock on a flute or blow on a drum?

2. The class is divided into six groups. Each group is assigned a different mode of sound production which are to be 
explored either with sound-making objects found in the class or by constructing a musical instrument with the 
recycled materials.

3. The teacher announces that they will read the story of Plector    RF1    . According to the mode of sound production 
assigned to them, each group will have to guess which character it will be associated with:

• The wind (blown)
• The hammer (knocked)
• The squirrel (shaken)
• The criquet (rubbed)
• The owl (sung)
• Plector (plucked)

4. The teacher explains that Plector has his own music theme or leitmotif. The class listens to the theme of Plector 
track 1, taken from John Rea’s work Médiator (…pincer la musique aujourd’hui…). The students then sing or play the 
Plector leitmotif:

• Original tone:

• Transposed tone:
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5.   Once again the class listens to the story and the students voice the various parts with the invented instruments, 
following the musical indications in the text:
• Plector leitmotif
• Improvisation of the various characters according to the suitable sound production mode
• Final improvisations

3. Appreciation

Level : primary, grades 1 to 4
Music excerpt: track 2

1. The teacher explains that the leitmotif of Plector is taken from John Rea’s work, Médiator (…Pincer la musique 
aujourd’hui…). The teacher can say something about the work (see “Context.”)

2. The class listens to the musical excerpt  track 2  and the students are asked to identify the Plector leitmotif. They can 
then sing the theme.

3. The students are asked which family of instruments are played in Médiator (…Pincer la musique aujourd’hui…). What 
is the sound production mode?
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= Sung leitmotif and/or musical improvisation according to the sound production mode

Plector Leitmotif 

Plector is a caterpillar unlike others, as for a long time he dreams of playing music. On a beautiful morning he sets out 
in search of sounds to create his own melody.

As soon as he lifts the leaf that is sheltering him a soft whistling sound caresses his ears.

Improvisation 1: Wind (blowing sounds)

Plector says: “Hello! Who is making this beautiful music?“
An airy voice answers: “It is I, the wind.“

Improvisation 1: Wind (blowing sounds)

The caterpillar asks: “How do you create these beautiful sounds?”
The wind replies: “I simply breathe, that’s all.”
Plector tries, but he is unable to blow like the wind.

 Improvisation 2: Blowing awkwardly 

He goes on his way, in search of other sounds.

Plector Leitmotif

The hammer grabs Plector’s attention.

Improvisation 3: Hammer (knocking sounds)

He approaches and says: “Hello! Who is making this beautiful music?“ 
A hard-hitting voice replies: “It is I, the hammer.”

 Improvisation 3: Hammer (knocking sounds)

The caterpillar asks: “How do you create these sounds?”
The hammer replies: “I simply bang on nails.”
Plector tries, but he can’t bang like the hammer.

Improvisation 4 : Knocking awkwardly

Again he goes on his way, in search of other sounds.

Reproducible forms 

Story for illustrating 
sound production

RF1 Plector and the search for musical sounds
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 Plector Leitmotif
A while later a lively beat entices Plector to dance.

 Improvisation 5: squirrel (shaking sounds)

Because this sound comes from a tree, he looks up and asks: :”Hello! Who is making this beautiful music?” 
A shaky voice replies: “It is I, the squirrel.”

  Improvisation 5: squirrel (shaking sounds)

The caterpillar asks: “How do you create these sounds?” 
The squirrel replies: “I simply shake my walnut.”
Plector tries, but he can’t shake a walnut like the squirrel.

 Improvisation 6 : Shaking awkwardly

He continues his way looking for other sounds

 Plector leitmotif

The sun sets but it is still very hot.
A chirring sound attracts Plector’s attention to the bushes.

Improvisation 7: Cricket (rubbing sounds)

He draws near and says: “Good evening! Who is making this beautiful music?” 
A grating voice replies: “It is I, the cricket.”

 Improvisation 7: Cricket (rubbing sounds)

The caterpillar asks: “How do you create these sounds?”
The cricket replies: “I simply rub my legs on my wings.”
Plector tries, but as he does not have wings he is unable to create sounds like the cricket. 

Improvisation 8: Rubbing awkwardly

Night has fallen, but Plector continues on his way.

 Plector leitmotif

A hooting sound makes him jump.

 Improvisation 9: Owl (sung sounds)

He draws near and says: “Who, who! Who is making this beautiful music?”
A high-pitched voice replies: “It is I, the owl.”

Improvisation 9 : Owl (sung sounds)

The caterpillar asks: “How do you create these sounds?”
The owl replies: “I simply sing.”
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Plector tries, but he cannot sing like the owl.

 Improvisation 10: Singing awkwardly

Plector continues on his way all night long.

Plector leitmotif (much slower as it is nighttime)

By dawn he is very tired.

 Plector leitmotif (even slower due to his fatigue) 

As he really wants to sleep, he stops on a leaf and begins to spin a cocoon. The spikes which cover his body are at-
tached to fine strings.

 Improvisation 11: Plucking strings slowly and softly

Our friend is very surprised to hear twinkling musical notes spinning around him. He realizes that he is producing these 
magnificent sounds! The silk threads vibrate when spikes, like plectrums, pluck strings. The more he moves, the more the 
music livens up.

 Improvisation 12: Plucking strings faster

He wriggles so much that the music becomes intoxicating.

 Improvisation 13: Plucking strings frenziedly

He is so thrilled that he feels that he wants to fly away. Suddenly,  this is exactly what happens. A gust of wind lifts him 
over the trees.

Improvisation 14 : Ascending glissando on a glockenspiel

His heart swells with joy as he realizes that he is free, the music has transformed him into a magnificent butterfly with 
multicoloured wings. Plector has finally discovered how to make his own music and from the sky, he can now hear all the 
music in the world!

Improvisation 15: all the instruments + students who sing:
I found my music, It makes me happy

      I            found       my                mu          -sic,    It          makes      me          hap          -py 
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2. Performance

Level: primary, all grades
Music excerpts:
• track 17: instrumental recording with slow tempo (for classroom use)
• track 18: instrumental recording with actual tempo (accompaniment)
• track 19: voice and accompaniment
Scores (printed in the pedagogical kit)* :
• Pincer, penser, chanter, for recorders, guitar (piano),
Orff Instruments and chorus
• Pincer, penser, chanter, version for piano and voice
• Pincer, penser, chanter, abridged version
   

1. The teacher selects the instrumentation appropriate to their class.

2. Several support tools are provided to facilitate classroom learning:
• Score for voice - piano 
• instrumental recording with slower tempo
• instrumental recording with actual tempo
• simplified section for less-advanced students with a selection of 
instruments

3. The children can create improvisations for every sound production 
mode featured in measures 33 to 67.

* Individual instrumental scores are available by contacting 
smcq@smcq.qc.ca

1. Context

Within the framework of the Homage Series, John Rea composed Pincer, penser, chanter especially for primary level 
students. This “song for orchestration,” with a title that gives a nod to Médiator (…pincer la musique aujourd’hui…) allows 
students to explore the various modes of sound production, thanks to certain sections which call for improvisation on 
invented instruments.

The structure of the piece in A – B – C – A format is as follows:

A) A refrain (measures 1 to 32)
B) A section for integrating improvisations representing the various modes of sound production (measures 33 to 67)
C) A listing of plucked instruments, presented in alphabetical order (measures 68 to 80) * 
A) Return to the refrain (measures 81 to 97)

* One letter of the alphabet is missing. Challenge your students to find it!

Primary
II. Pincer, penser, chanter

Song for orchestration

Instrumentation is geometrically 
variable, allowing all students to 
perform the work.

Suggested instrumentation :
Original version:
• Recorders (soprano, alto and tenor)
• Voice 1 and 2
• Guitar (or piano)
• Orff
• Percussions

Simplified version:
• Voice 1 and 2
• Selected instruments: flute, guitar, 
xylophone (abridged version)
• Accompaniment piano or instrumental 
recording

And some invented musical instruments, 
representing the various sound 
production modes: blown, struck, 
shaken, rubbed, plucked (optional.)
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1. Context

Les raisons des forces mouvantes (The reasons behind moving forces), a work for string quartet and flute, is inspired by 
a seventeenth century work describing the construction of organs, fountains and mechanical clocks.

The composer tells us that “both the malleability of musical form and the possibility for the listener to perceive its 
ongoing transformations within a composition lie at the heart of Les raisons des forces mouvantes.” How can we 
represent music through form?

Primary
III. Les raisons des forces mouvantes

   Forms in transformation

2. Appreciation

Level: primary
Music excerpt: track 4
Material:
thread or string
modelling clay (see over for recipe)

A) Theme and variations on a thread

1. The students sit in a circle. The teacher brings a string or thread and holds it up air (forming a U, S etc.)  “singing” its 
shape. For example, a thread placed this way / can suggest a singing exercise in glissando going from low to high 
pitch. The students repeat it.

2. The teacher hands the string to a student and asks them to make a shape with it. The student sings his/her shape and 
the other students repeat it. Each student has a turn to present a “musical form.” 

3. In listening to Les raisons des forces mouvantes, track 4   the teacher provides keys for listening by means of an 
imaginary thread. The students can mimic the teacher’s gestures. 
 
Example of tracks for listening: movements of the flute:
• 0:00-0:45: Ascending chromatics from the lowest possible pitch of the flute (low B) to the highest note possible 

(high B) - using the fingers to mimic ascending a staircase.
• 0:45-1:07: high B  - holding an imaginary string horizontally over our head, etc.

B) Theme and variations on modelling clay

1. Each student is given a small ball of modelling clay (see recipe in box). While listening to  track 4, they transform the 
dough following the course of the sounds. Their forms reflect the music, the constantly evolving sound dough.

2. The teacher stops the music at a convenient moment and the students place their shapes down.  Alternately, each 
student shows his/her shape to the others and explains by means of the musical vocabulary the links between the  
“sculpture” and the sounds.

3. The modelling clay forms can be dried, painted and displayed in the classroom as an exhibition of “formes mouvantes/
moving forces.”
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3. Creation

1. The students, individually or as a group, create modelling clay forms representing a sound evolution in time. 

2. Each student or group performs its musical creation in front of the other students. A spokesperson can present the 
creation prior to the performance.

Easy modelling clay recipe

  Ingredients:
 • 1 cup of salt
 • 2 cups of flour
 • 1 cup of water
 • 3 tablespoons of vegetable oil (or glycerin) 
 • Food colouring 
 
Please note that the quantities might need to be adjusted because the shelf life of the ingredients can affect their 
interactions.

 
Steps:
1. Place the salt and flour in a bowl.
2. Add the water and oil, stirring constantly to obtain a homogeneous and smooth dough.
3. Divide the dough into portions.
4. Add a few drops of food coloring to each portion and knead the dough well.
5. The dough can be kept on a plate or in a sealed bag.

Variation: try the same recipe but add the food colouring to the water before adding it to the dry ingredients.  
This will result in a more uniform colour.

Source: educatout.com/activites/crea-recettes/p ate-a-modeler-sans-cuisson.htm
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2. Appreciation

Level: primary and secondary
Audio excerpt: track 5
Reproducible forms: RF2 (primary) or RF3, RF4 and RF5 (secondary)

1. Tracing the context of the work’s inspiration. (See “Context”.)
• What is the butterfly effect?
• How can this be represented through music?

2. The teacher asks a student to create an improvisation, on an instrument of their choice, illustrating the beating of a 
butterfly’s wings.
• Why was this instrument chosen?
• By using the musical vocabulary, can the student explain why it was played in this way? (Eg: gentle tapping on a 

tom-tom with their palms.)

3. The teacher shows students the excerpts from the score  RF2    and by means of instruments or vocalisation 
demonstrates the tones represented by each excerpt. Students can also be asked to perform each encountered 
excerpt. ▶

1. Context

The actual title of the work refers to a poem by Tchouang-tseu (4th century, BCE), disciple and follower of Tao. “I do not 
know whether I am a man dreaming that I am a butterfly, or whether I am a butterfly dreaming that I am a man [Man 
Butterfly.]” 
In this 33 minute work for chamber orchestra and piano, John Rea also illustrates the butterfly effect. From the program 
notes:

The butterfly effect — the notion that a butterfly flapping its wing here unleashes a storm there — a fundamental 
principle in the science of chaos, may be characterized by this ancient bit of folklore:

For want of a nail, the shoe was lost;
For want of a shoe, the horse was lost;
For want of a horse, the knight was lost;
For want of a knight, the battle was lost;
For want of a battle, the kingdom was lost.

Small variations at the initial conditions result in huge, dynamic transformations at the concluding events. That is to say 
that there was no nail, and so, the kingdom perished. And this is the way it goes in my composition.

In this work listeners will perceive several vibrations, trills and tremors evoking the beating of wings and the flight of a 
butterfly which will activate an instrumental “storm”.

Primary
and

secondary

IV. Homme Papillon 
  The butterfly effect in the orchestra
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Instrumentation and stage layout (aerial view)

These cables are linked to the computer, 
which can be triggered by the conductor 
or by an assistant sitting behind the piano 

(between the percussions).

= trill on the same note with two different fingerings

= dynamics can be variable

= with fingers from both hands (percussion)

= irregular glissando (variable pitch), sometimes interrupted

= butterfly-like tremolo, an irregular and very fast tremolo, sometimes interrupted
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3. Creation

Level: primary and secondary
Reproducible forms: RF6, RF7, RF8 and RF9
Material: Videos of insects (see suggestions below)

A) Initial exploration: “sound effects” on muted videos

1. The teacher chooses a video excerpt of moving insects (see examples below,) ensuring that the sound is off, and 
has the students view it. Using percussions and/or other available objects, the teacher or a student improvises a 
soundtrack to accompany the insect’s movements. 
 
Suggested videos (students can also find their own videos or imagine the insects):  
• Alien Empire BBC (part 1) (in Youtube, the timing seems to vary from one version to the next) : 

 Bees: 4:35 to 4:50
 Caterpillar: 10:47 to 11:11
 Blue butterfly: 15:50 to 17:20
 Beetles: 22:46 to 23:26

• Jumping spider :  www.youtube.com/watch?v=uGZwZlcCnDE

Various possibilities:
• Conduct the activity in small groups with a video which can be viewed on a tablet or cellular.
• Just for fun, imagine that the jumping spider is the conductor. Everybody holds the same note, varying the 

sound according to the movements of the “spider conductor.”

Approximate timing of each “effect”:

0:00 to 0:42: Tapping with both hands on tom-toms
0:30 to 1:18: Semi-improvised glissandi on violins
0:56 to 1:00: Ascending scales on piano 
2:23 to 2:26: Ascending scales on pizzicato violins

4. The class listens to music excerpt  track 5  and tries to spot the instrumental techniques that recall the rustling of 
butterfly wings.

 Primary level RF2:
• Each student cuts out excerpts from the score on form     RF2.
• While listening to the music, they replace the excerpts from the score in the order which they hear them.

 Secondary level pupils RF3, RF4, and RF5:
• In the second column of the chart   RF3    students indicate the order (1, 2, 3, 4) in which they hear each music 

motif.
• In the third column, using the musical vocabulary   RF4   they explain the sounds which, in their opinion connect 

to the butterfly.
• Answers and examples can be found on form  RF5  
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B) Symphony of insects in movement or movements ... of the insects!

1. The teacher shows students the excerpt from the score of Homme Papillon (measures 60 to 63, cello) where John 
Rea graphically represents certain “butterfly-like” movements  RF3.

 Or see examples of John Rea’s graphic scores  RF6.

2. Each student makes their own creation illustrating the movements of their chosen insect.

3. With the help of  RF7    each student describes:
• their chosen insect
• description of the insect’s sound
• symbol associated with the sound
• how the sound works in the time frame (eg in the boxes) 

Then students create the song of their insect by drawing the symbols in the boxes (see example  RF8. ). A duration of 
10 seconds is recommended for grades 1 and 2, 20 seconds for grades 3 and 4, and 30 seconds for grades 5 and 6. 

4. Each student presents their creation to the class.

The teacher randomly assigns 2, 3, 4, or 5 “insects” and has them play at the same time, thus creating a duet, trio, 
quartet, or a quintet of insects or a symphony of insects! (See example  RF9  ).
Tricks:

• Ask someone to count the “measures” aloud to synchronize the parts.
• Superimpose the scores on a screen and try out various combinations of “insects.”
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Reproducible form

RF2

Examples of butterfly-like sounds
Excerpts from John Rea’s music score L’Homme Papillon
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Reproducible form

RF3

Music appreciation: L’Homme Papillon
Finding the butterfly-like sounds

Listen to the excerpt of Homme Papillon.
In which order do you hear the following effects?
Using the music vocabulary, describe how these sounds make you think of a butterfly.

Score excerpt Order in which I have heard them 
(1,2,3,4)

Using the music vocabulary (RF4), 
describe how these sounds make you 
think of a butterfly.

Semi-improvised glissandi in 
the violin parts

Ascending scales played 
pizzicato (violins)

Finger rolls on the tom-toms 
with both hands

Ascending scales at the piano
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Reproducible form

RF4

Music vocabulary

high-pitched

short

do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si

soft

loud

strike (percussion 

instruments)

drawing a bow

low note

pitch

music instrument 

percussion instrument

invent

slow

long

quick / fast

resonant

dry

shake

silence

blow

very short

very long

singing voice

ascending

half-note

crescendo

descending

decrescendo

eighth notes

A-B form

A-B-A form

forte

glissando

rough

scratch

perform

string instruments

wind instruments

smooth

moderate

medium (pitch)

quarter note

musical phrase

piano

rest

tempo

wood

canon

singer

musical theater

brass

folklore

lento

moderato

popular music

presto

whole note

rondo
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Reproducible form

RF5

Answer key for the RF3 
Music appreciation sheet

Listen to the excerpt of Homme Papillon by composer John Rea.
In which order do you hear the following effects?
Using the music vocabulary, describe how these sounds make you think of a butterfly.

Score excerpt Order in which I have heard them 
(1,2,3,4)

Using the music vocabulary (RF4), 
describe how these sounds make you 
think of a butterfly.

2

The improvised glissandi in the violins 
create ascending and descending 
irregular movements which remind us 
of hundreds of butterflies flying in the 
air.

4

The short sounds of plucked strings 
in high-pitched tones evoke a small 
insect’s light steps.

1

The soft caresses on the tom-toms are 
like the light flutter of wings.

3

The bright notes on the piano echo 
the vivid colours of a butterfly’s wings 
and the ascending movement is like a 
take-off.

Semi-improvised glissandi in 
the violin parts

Ascending scales played 
pizzicato (violins)

Finger rolls on the tom-toms 
with both hands

Ascending scales at the piano
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Reproducible form

RF6

Examples of graphic notation

A) John Rea, Trio # 1 (1966)

See next page ▶
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B) John Rea, Quintette (for stereo) (1967)
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Reproducible form

RF7 My insect’s song

Student’s name : ___________________

Insect:     Description of sound:    Symbol associated with sound:

                
      __________________     
      
__________________     __________________    __________________

Example of how my symbol can be written in the boxes:

My insect’s song:

Remember to leave some boxes empty to give your insect a break!

When you are finished, copy your insect’s song in the symphony’s score.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Reproducible form

RF8

Example of an 
Insect’s Song score

Insect:     Description of sound:    Symbol associated with sound:

                
      __________________     
      
__________________     __________________    __________________

Example of how my symbol can be written in the boxes:

My insect’s song:

Remember to leave some boxes empty to give your insect a break!

When you are finished, copy your insect’s song in the symphony’s score.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 =
Ascending and 

descending soundButterfly
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Insect :     Description of sound :    Symbol associated with sound:
                 
      __________________     
             =
A) _________________    __________________    __________________

      __________________    
             =
B) _________________    __________________    __________________

      __________________      
             =
C) _________________    __________________    __________________

              
Master score

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Reproducible form

RF9

Example of the Symphony 
of moving insects

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

A)
 _

__
__

__
__

__
B)

 _
__

__
__

__
__

C
) _

__
__

__
__

__

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Ascending and 

descending sound

Dry and loud 

knocking sound

Hi-pitched or lower-

pitched buzzing sound

Butterfly

Beetle

Fly
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1. Context

According to the composer, “Treppenmusik (staircase music) alludes to paradoxical staircases — ascending and 
descending to somewhere, to nowhere — and other strange looping figurations found in the engravings and lithographs 
of Dutch graphic artist, Maurits Cornelis Escher (1898-1972.) Symmetries, canonic-like repetitions, metamorphoses, the 
familiar made fantastic — underlying techniques and principles articulated through his experiments with perspective 
and tesselation (mosaic patterns,) all combine in Escher’s work, which was also influenced by mathematics. Indeed, 
through his compelling images he seems to have created another sentient world, one with its own impossible celestial 
mechanics. (...) Treppenmusik is my very own time-machine traveling through the world according to Escher.” 

V. Treppenmusik
 Escher, inside out

Primary
and

secondary

2. Appreciation 

Level: primary and secondary 
Excerpt: track 6 
Reproducible forms: RF4, RF10 

1. The teacher shows students an image of Escher’s staircases RF10 . Do the staircases rise or descend? Are they facing 
backwards or frontwards? Where is the bottom, the top, the “basement,” the first floor… Do all students have the 
same perception? Why? 

2. The teacher asks how Escher’s drawings can be represented through music. Following the image of a staircase, how 
can it be played? 

Do     Re    Do     Re      Do      Re      Do     Re     Do

3. The teacher explains that in Treppenmusik, by means of amusing allusions John Rea shows how Escher’s staircases 
ascend and descend. 

4. The class listens to the musical excerpt of Treppenmusik track 6.



SMCQ • 35

All Ears / All Play • Teacher’s Guide 

Primary: The musical movements are illustrated with bodies or scarves. For example:
  

• The music “ascends”: Arms are raised like a snowman.  
• The music “descends”: Arms are lowered. The class listens to the staircase  motif “do-ré-do-ré-do-ré”: Students 

wave their arms in front.

Secondary: Students answer the following questions:

• Using the musical vocabulary   RF4    describe how the music of Treppenmusik illustrates Escher’s work. 
• Do you feel that John Rea achieved his goal? Explain why.

What is back slang
A form of slang in which words 
are spoken and/or spelled 
backwards. The costermongers 
who were some of the most 
notable back slang speakers 
in Victorian London referred to 
back slang as kacab genals.

3. Creation

Level: primary and secondary 
Excerpt: track 6 
Reproducible forms: RF4, RF10 

John Rea was thus inspired by Escher to create sound illusions. His music inverts the 
ascending motifs to create descending motifs. Let us use back slang to illustrate these 
inversions which create sound illusions.

For example the phrase : Have a look
Would be rendered in back slang as:  Eevach a kool

If we try the same exercise with “Brother John,” the song becomes so very transformed 
that some students will comment that the words bear no resemblance whatsoever to 
the original version. However they will recognize the melody and motifs.

1. Does anyone know what back slang is?        
      How would we say Treppenmusik in back slang? 
      Sing Brother John or any other song that students are familiar with.      
 
2. The teacher cuts out the syllables of the song  RF12 and asks one student to replace, using the coloured sticky label on 
the cardboard, the entire song in syllabic back slang, by inverting the syllables within each phrase:    
 “Ping-slee-you-are, ping-slee-you-are?

John ther-bro, John ther-bro?
Ing-ring are bells ning-mor, Ing-ring are bells ning-mor,
Dong, dang, ding! Dong, dang, ding”
 

3. The students sing  Brother John in syllabic back slang. After using back slang for the words, the sentences can also be 
inverted.
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Brother

 John?

Are you 

sleeping

Morning
bells are 
ring ing

Ding
dang
dong

Ding
dang
dong

Morning
bells are 
ring ing

Brother

 John?

Are you 

sleeping

B) Sound exploration through motifs 

Level: primary and secondary 
Reproducible forms: RF14, RF15 

1. Each student cuts out the musical motifs, found on musical phrase form RF14, or with visual cues RF15

2. The teacher asks a student to invert the musical motifs and the class sings or plays this version as a “back slang” of 
musical phrases.

E.g. :

For more advanced students, write out the song in traditional music notation and have the students play the song 
backwards, starting with the last note.

C) Sound exploration with motifs

Level: primary and secondary
Reproducible forms: RF16 

Students must be able to sing or play the different motifs using the visual cues.

1. Every pupil cuts out Brother John’s shape  RF16), folds it and glues it to make a cube. 

2. The teacher brings six to ten cubes (once the glue dries) to the front of the class. A student “composer” is asked to 
place cubes on a table to form a “graphic score” which the other students will sing or play. Cubes can be placed: 
•	 one after the other (motifs played successively) 
•	 on top of each other (motifs played simultaneously, the class is divided into 2 or 3 groups).  
•	 upside down ... how would this be played? 

3. Students sing or play the graphic scores on the cubes while the “composer” acts as conductor and shows the group 
their place in the score.
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becomes  ▶

becomes    ▶

becomes    ▶

D) Critical analysis 

Level: secondary 
Reproducible form: RF17

1. The teacher explains that in Treppenmusik, John Rea was inspired by Escher to create sound illusions. One of his 
tricks is inverting motifs or playing them from back to front. 

2. The teacher places an excerpt from the score RF17 on a screen or distributes it to the students.

3. The pupils examine the scores and must identify similar motifs, which are in some way inverted. Both motifs are 
played.

 
E.g. :

E) Creative activity 

Level: secondary 
Reproducible form: RF17

1. Students choose one of Escher’s works and 3 motifs from the  Treppenmusik score, RF17 . They use these motifs as a 
starting point for their creation and can invert the motifs,  arrange them horizontally or vertically…
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Reproductible Form

RF10

Treppenmusik

Relativity by M.C. Escher
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Reproducible form

RF12

Brother John syllables 
according to their relative length

ARE YOU SLEE PING

BRO THER JOHN

M
O
R

R
I
N
G

I
N
G

DING DANG DONG

N
I
N
G

B
E
L
L

A
R
E

Cut out the shapes.
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Reproducible form

RF13

Syllabes of Brother John,
in squares

ARE YOU SLEE PING

BRO THER JOHN

MOR

RING ING

DING DANG

NING BELLS

ARE

Cut out the squares.

DONG
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Reproducible form

RF14

Brother John musical phrases

Cut out the squares.

 

Brother
 John?

 Are you 
sleeping

Morning
bells are 
ringing

Ding
dang
dong
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Reproducible form

RF15

Musical motifs of Brother John,
in graphic notation

Cut out the squares
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Reproducible form

RF16

Musical motifs of Brother John,
in graphic notation

Cut out the shape, fold it 
and glue it to make a cube.
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Reproducible form

RF17

Excerpt from the viola part of 
Treppenmusik
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1. Context

This fascinating work has several sources of inspiration. The composer writes: 

 

“One of the most remarkable accomplishments in the history of painting is the seventeenth century masterpiece by 
Velázquez entitled, Las Meninas, a compelling portrayal of the artist himself in the act of painting Philip IV and his wife, 
Mariana of Austria who, surprisingly, can only be seen in the reflection of a mirror placed at the back of the room that 
furnishes the setting for the scene: an impromptu gathering of ‘little royals’ (las meninas), that is, the Infanta Margarita 
and the various ‘children-in-waiting’ of the royal family, who are looking at either the King and Queen being painted, or 
glancing at someone who has just happened upon the entire scene.

Because of its multileveled content and structure, this work has charmed a variety of commentators and visual artists 
into comprehending, reading and interpreting its meanings, from Foucault to Dali, for example, to Picasso who, between 
August and December 1957, painted no less than 44 variations in his own inimitable style.

In my own variations on the Scenes from Childhood, Robert Schumann’s masterful depiction of the preoccupations and 
games of little  people, the final scene which contains the Schumann self-portrait/self-quotation, I have tried at once to 
recreate the feeling that, as Velázquez’ teacher used to say, “the image must go beyond its frame,” and offer changing 
points of view, the perspectives of numerous observers who happen upon the scenes: inevitable reinterpretations of the 
elements that make up the substance of evanescent perceptions.“

The composer entitles this work for solo piano as transformative variations on Kinderszenen (variations on Robert 
Schumann’s Scenes from Childhood). Indeed, in each movement, we recognize the theme of one of the children’s 
scenes presented in the style of another composer to whom the movement is dedicated. For example, the section “à la 
mémoire d’Érik Satie” features the melody of Schumann’s Am Kamin (At the fireside) in augmented note values (slow 
motion) superimposed over Satie’s Gymnopédie no 1 played with the left hand. With this ingenious convergence of style 
and superimposition, John Rea presents original reinterpretations of Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood) in the style 
of various composers.

Primary
and

secondary

VI. Las Meninas
   Scenes from Childhood in the style of …

2. Appreciation

A) Games to acquaint students with the works

Level: primary grades 1 to 4

Music excerpts: tracks 7, 8, 9 (excerpts from Schumann’s Kinderszenen)
   tracks 13, 14, 15 (excerpts from Rea’s Las Meninas)

1. The teacher explains that composer Robert Schumann wrote a very beautiful work for piano entitled Kinderszenen 
(Scenes from Childhood). Thirteen movements are inspired by various childhood memories of the composer.

2. The teacher chooses a movement (eg: track 9 Frightening), and suggests that a group of 3 or 4 students mime the 
scene which the title and music suggest. 
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+ =

B) Finding superimposed sections

Level: primary grades 5,6 and secondary
Music excerpts: tracks 7, 8, 9 (excerpts from Schumann’s Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood) 
    tracks 10, 11, 12 (excerpts from works by Evangelista, Chopin and Satie)
    tracks 13, 14, 15 (excerpts from  Rea’s Las Meninas)
Reproducible forms: RF18 and RF19

1. The teacher explains that to compose his piano work, Las Meninas, John Rea was inspired by two other artists who 
represented children’s portraits in their own way: 
 · the picture Las Meninas by painter Diego Vélasquez RF18  

 · Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood) for solo piano by composer Robert Schumann
 
 

2. Just as Picasso created 44 art variations of Vélaquez’ Las Meninas RF19, John Rea composed music variations 
inspired by Schumann’s  Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood.) Each variation is conceived in the style of some 
of his favourite composers. So, in each movement, the music of Schumann and that of another composer is 
simultaneously heard.

Movement of Schumann’s  
Scenes from Childhood

In the style of this composer Movement of John Rea’s 
Las Meninas

1. Von fremden Ländern und 
Menschen (Of Lands and Foreign 
Peoples)

José Evangelista, Monodías 
Españolas (1989), no 11

I. Of Lands and Foreign Peoples 
to José Evangelista

8. Am Kamin
(At the fireside)

Érik Satie, Gymnopédie no 1 (1888) XV. At the fireside   
in  memory of Érik Satie

11. Fürchtenmachen
(Frightening)

Frédéric Chopin, Piano sonata no. 2 in 
B major Op. 36 (1839) (beginning of the 
3rd movement, funeral march)

XVIII.  Frightening    
in memory of Frédéric Chopin

3.  At any time the teacher stops the music and the students must freeze. This is the “scene” representing the musical 
movement.  

4. The exercise is repeated with other musical excerpts and students. 

5. When the pupils are well-acquainted well with Schumann’s music   tracks 7, 8, 9,  the teacher explains that 
composer John Rea transformed Schumann’s Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood) into a work entitled Las 
Meninas.

6. The class repeats the mime exercise with John Rea’s Las Meninas   tracks 13, 14, 15. It is interesting to note the 
gestural differences inspired by Rea’s music compared to that of Schumann (eg: slower, more loaded or “wriggling” 
etc.)
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3. Creation

A) Exploring sound/improvisation

Level: primary and secondary

The challenge of this activity is to create variations on the first theme of Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood.)
1. Von fremden Ländern und Menschen (Of Lands and Foreign Peoples.)

As John Rea does in Las Meninas, the students can transform the melody:
• by playing with the character
• by adding “ornamental musical elements”
• by superimposing another melody on to Schumann’s work

1. The students sing or play the beginning of Schumann’s first theme:

2. Modifying the character: the students are asked to sing or play the melody in a way that is:
• “tired”
• “urgent”
• “irritated”
• “a lullaby”
• “breathless”
• “secretive”
• “laughing”
• etc.

3.  Addition of “ornamental musical elements”: while a group of students sings or plays the melody, others add:
• background C
• staccatos improvised in treble
• glissandi
• a rhythmic ostinato on percussion
• etc. 

3. The students guess which pieces inspired each movement of Las Meninas: 
4. The class listens to an excerpt from Las Meninas (eg:  track 13   Of Foreign Lands and Peoples)

• The teacher then has them listen to two excerpts from Kinderszenen (eg:  track 7    and  track 8.)
• Students must guess which of Schumann’s music inspired the first excerpt of Las Meninas.

5. The class repeats the exercise for the four excerpts by Rea, Schumann’s Kinderszenen (Scenes from Childhood) and 
works by other composers (Evangelista, Satie and Chopin.)
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4. Superimposing two excerpts: half of the class sings or plays Schumann’s melody while the other half sings:

 
• Twinkle, twinkle, little star:

• Au clair de la lune:

• Brother John:

• Ah les crocodiles:
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• We will rock you:

• À la claire fontaine:

B) Creation in the style of Las Meninas

Level: primary and secondary

Each student composes their own variation on Schumann’s theme using the same techniques as John Rea did in Las 
Meninas.

In their score they must choose and indicate by graphic notation or conventionally:
1. The character, “in the style of” (eg: Grumbler the Smurf, Spiderman, the Snow Queen etc.)
2. Ornamental elements (identified symbols)
3. A familiar melody (played in alternation or superimposed over Schumann’s.

Variations for more advanced groups:
1. Using various melodies or excerpts from familiar works and superimposed.
2. The superimposition can be done using software (eg: Audacity.) 
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Reproducible form

RF18

Las Meninas painting 
by Velasquez
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Reproducible form

RF19 Las Meninas painting by Picasso 
inspired by Velasquez
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1. Context

Within the framework of the Homage Series, John Rea composed Danser avec la gravité especially for advanced 
secondary level (level 4) wind orchestra.

The composer writes:
“In the field of the theatre, Samuel Beckett’s work, “Waiting for Godot” ( 1952, ) occupies a key place. Among the numerous 
completely original and unusual retorts, one section of dialogue in Act I caught my attention.

Here it is:

VLADIMIR:
I’d like well to hear him think.

ESTRAGON:
Perhaps he could dance first and think afterwards,  
if it isn’t too much to ask him.

VLADIMIR:
(to Pozzo). Would that be possible?

POZZO:
By all means, nothing simpler. It’s the natural order.
He laughs briefly.

VLADIMIR:
Then let him dance.

This curious exchange also reminds me of a painting by Maurits C. Escher, an artist whose playful geometries also 
influenced me. In The Encounter (1944), I hear a “laughing” music, so to speak, which became Danser avec la gravité, 
for wind orchestra, a composition expressly written for Secondary level music students.

One thing’s for certain, gravity always remains unconquered.”

Danser avec la gravité was commissioned by Canadian Music Centre for the Grand Concert de la Fédération des 
Associations de Musiciens Éducateurs du Québec (FAMEQ) 2016. 

Secondary
VII. Danser avec la gravité

 for high school wind orchestra
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Secondary 2. Performance

Level: Advanced Secondary (Level 4)
Music excerpt: track 16
Scores: available at the  Canadian Music Centre
     1085, Côte du Beaver Hall, suite 200
     Montréal, QC, H2Z 1S5
     Tel.: 514.866.3477
     Fax: 514.866.0456
     Email:  quebec@centremusique.ca

Instrumentation: 
1- Piccolo
8 - Flute1 and 2
2 - Oboe 1 and 2boe
2 - Bassoon 1 and 2
12 - Clarinette in B flat 1, 2 and 3 
2 - Bass clarinet in B flat
4 - Alto saxophone in E flat, 1 and 2
2 - Tenor saxophone in B flat
1 - Baritone saxophone in E flat
9 - Trumpet in B flat 1, 2 and 3 (with mute)
4 - Horn in F 1 and 2 (with mute)
9 - Trombone 1, 2 and 3 (with mute)
2 - Euphonium
2 - Tuba
1 - Double bass 
1 - Timpani (32in–80cm, 29in–75cm, 26in–66cm)

Percussions
• 1: Glockenspiel, Xylophone, Quad Toms 1 and 2 (without snares)
• 2: Vibraphone (motor disabled), suspended cymbals, Quad Toms 3 and 4
• 3: Crash cymbals, Temple blocks

Duration: 3:45
Wind orchestras are invited to perform Danser avec la gravité  at school or other concerts.
Contact the SMCQ (smcq@smcq.qc.ca) to have your Homage Series event publicized through its communications 
resources: web site, newsletter, Facebook etc.

3. Appreciation 
 
1. As the students listen to Danser avec la gravité,  track 16   the teacher can lead a discussion by asking questions:

• Using the musical vocabulary indicate how Danser avec la gravité illustrates Escher’s painting and the excerpt 
from “Waiting for Godot.” (see Context)

• Do you feel that John Rea achieved his goal? Explain why.


