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Lesson Plan 2: Making Aural and 
Visual Connections

One of the difficulties that children often have with classical music is its abstract nature. Often it is purely instrumental, without words or singing. This means that children believe they do not, or cannot, understand what this kind of music is about.

This lesson uses abstract visual art to encourage the children to understand, describe and interpret non-verbal language, prior to using it in their exploration of music.

Equipment:

Reproduction of one of Wassily Kandinsky’s Composition paintings (from a book or the internet)
4 sheets of A3 paper per child

Graphite pencils or ordinary pencils

Wax crayons

Rubbers

CD/MP3 player

CD/Download
- Music suggestions for Exploring Abstract Thinking

· You may choose whatever classical music extracts you want for this exercise. However, each extract should short (not more than 1’ max.) and provide a good contrast with the other pieces. There are examples of music by contrasting composers in the Download section of the website.
- Music for Abstract Drawing


Sally Beamish (b.1956)


Gala Water for cello solo (BIS Records 2001) in four movements: Lento 
(1’55); Andante (2’20); Allegro (1’04); Adagio (2’38).
Time required:

Total lesson is 1 hour 20 minutes, made up of two sessions of: 25mins; and 55 mins.

Exploring Abstract Thinking (25 minutes)

Show the children a reproduction of one of Wassily Kandinsky’s Composition paintings. Don’t tell them anything about the picture other than its title and the name of the artist. 

Ask the children to look at the painting and respond in their own words to what they see.
1. What elements make up the painting e.g. lines, shapes and colours?

2. What do you think the painting is about, if anything?

3. Think about the title – Composition. What does it suggest to you?

4. Imagine you could hear sounds coming out of the painting? What would they be like? 

Discuss the children’s responses as a group, or ask each child to write down their individual responses first before discussing them.

Now play the children four contrasting pieces of music by your chosen composers.

5. Listen carefully to each of these pieces of music.

6. Which piece of music do you feel most relates to the Composition painting? Remember, there is no right or wrong answer.

Discuss with the children why they chose certain pieces of music and rejected others.

Abstract Drawing (55 minutes)

Hand out four pieces of A3 paper to each child. Distribute pencils, crayons (up to four colours only per child) and rubbers.

1. Think about these four words: ANGER; LOSS; ACCEPTANCE; ALONE. As a class discuss each word and what our understanding of them is.

2. Now using only line, shape and colour, create a drawing for each word. Invent this drawing from your imagination. Think about how these words could take on a visible form, but not something that you see around you. Try not to draw recognisable objects.

4. Use your crayons, your pencils and your rubbers to make shapes and lines, to experiment with colours. You can try out different combinations and different ideas for each drawing.

Children often find it difficult to draw in a purely invented, or abstract, manner. Try to discourage the inclusion of recognisable objects such as faces, stick-men, cartoons etc. Help them to explore the expressive qualities of line and shape. Limit the use of colour to a maximum of four per child. Suggest that they can use any combination of these colours in the drawings e.g. one colour per drawing; two or three per drawing; or all four per drawing.

Allow the children to spend about 30 minutes on their drawings.

5. Spread out your drawings in front of you. 

6. Listen carefully to this piece of music. As you listen look at all of your drawings and when the music is finished choose one drawing that you feel most reflects what you have heard.
Now play the children the first movement of Gala Water by Sally Beamish - Lento 
(1’55). 
Repeat steps 5. and 6. for each of the other three movements of Gala Water.
Now discuss with the children why they matched certain drawings to certain movements within Gala Water. Remind them that their drawings were originally inspired by the words: anger; loss; acceptance; alone. Discuss with them how these words and drawings are represented by the music, helping the child to see music as a language that they can begin to interpret for themselves. Remember that there is no right or wrong match between the words, the drawings and the individual movements of the music.

Below is a note about the music written by the composer Sally Beamish which you may wish to read out to the children once you have finished the exercise.
‘Gala Water was written in 1994 for my husband Robert. This short piece is an expression of our grief at the loss of a baby through miscarriage that year. It was commissioned by Galashiels Arts Association uses a local folk tune, Braw Braw Lads of Gala Water, part of which is heard at the end following a set of variations which embrace a range of emotions.’ Source: Sally Beamish, Programme Note from Bridging the Day Works for Cello and Piano (BIS, 2001)
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