
Melbourne Symphony Orchestra 
Meet the Orchestra  
 
Teacher’s Pack by Paul Rissmann 
 
This June, the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra will present a brand new, action-
packed children’s concert featuring some of the most fantastic orchestral music. The 
program is: 
 
Copland  Fanfare for the Common Man 
Shostakovich  “Galop” from Ballet Suite No.3 
Bizet   “Habanera and Les Toreadors” from Carmen 
Stravinsky  “Infernal Dance” from The Firebird 
Copland  Billy The Kid (excerpts) 
Rissmann  SUPERSONIC  
Williams  Sections from Harry Potter  
 
 
This pack has been written especially to enhance the concert experience for the 
children, and contains two exciting projects for you to explore together in class. 
 
Project 1  Billy The Kid 
 
Billy the Kid is one of the most incredible works in the orchestra repertoire. I have 
written two very short and simple creative music projects that relate directly to 
Copland’s score. They are curriculum based classroom composition projects, and 
have been devised to prepare your class for listening to Copland’s music during the 
concert. 
 
Project 2  SUPERSONIC 
 
This is the audience participation piece in our concert. SUPERSONIC is great fun to 
learn and will enable your class to perform with the full forces of the MSO during the 
concert. If you performed in BAMBOOZLED! last year, you’ll know exactly what to 
expect! 

If preparation time is short, it is absolutely essential that you carry out 
Project 2. 

 
Please feel free to modify activities as you see fit. This pack simply presents some 
musical ideas for you to explore. Listening to a full size symphony orchestra live for 
the first time is a very special event for children. Combined with fun, creative project 
work in school, I’m sure that your class will love the experience of being composers, 
performers and discerning listeners.  
 
Enjoy the project. 
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PROJECT ONE - BILLY THE KID 
by Aaron Copland (1900-1990)  

 
 

Aaron Copland’s cinematic ballet score for Billy the Kid is 
powerful stuff. His colourful and descriptive music brilliantly 
captures the spirit of every Western movie ever made. Rather 
cleverly, Copland succeeded in doing this before most of them 
were filmed! 
 
In contrast with many great composers, Copland was a late 
starter; he didn’t really discover music until his teenage years. 
At the age of 15, after just a year of piano lessons, he 
attended his first orchestral concert. He was instantly hooked 
and immediately decided to become a composer. 
 

Copland would become one of America’s most prominent composers. He was a 
pioneer in crafting music that sounded truly American by fusing jazz rhythms with 
American folk songs. His disregard for traditional European academia in favour of a 
more popular sound created a brand-new and all-American style of music. 
 
The Ballet Suite 
Billy the Kid was first performed on stage as a ballet in 1938. The score is so 
imaginative however, that it works equally well on the concert platform. Here is how 
Copland described his music: 
 
“The first scene is a street in a frontier town. Familiar figures amble by. Cowboys 
saunter into town, some on horseback, others with their lassoes. Some Mexican 
women do a Jarabe, which is interrupted by a fight between two drunks. Hunted by 
a posse led by his former friend Pat Garret, Billy is pursued. A running gun battle 
ensues. Billy is captured. A drunken celebration takes place.” 
 
Understandably, in a Primary Schools’ Concert we will underplay all the violence that 
featured in Billy’s short and troubled life! Instead, we will focus on Copland’s 
incredibly atmospheric and vivid score and explore a bustling frontier town full of 
rhythmical cowboy energy. I’ll leave all the gory details for you to mention (or not) in 
class!  
 
Two Creative Activities 
This section of the pack contains two short creative music activities inspired by 
Copland’s score. They are: 
 
1 The Cowboys and Cowgirls 

- exploring lively and upbeat cowboy music. The children will create their own 
cowboy melody and rhythmical accompaniment. 

 
2 The Cowboy Battle 

- learning to play four musical ideas taken directly from Copland’s score and 
using them to construct an exciting battle scene. 
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ACTIVITY 1 – The Cowboys and Cowgirls 
Inspired by the movement Street in Frontier Town 
 
 
The Music 
Copland’s bustling music is set in the thriving frontier town of Silver City. Cowboys 
saunter into town, some on horseback and some with lassos.  
 
This music is unmistakably set in the Wild West. Even if performed in total isolation 
to an audience who had never heard of Billy the Kid, the listeners would immediately 
identify with cowboys riding on horses. There are a few simple rhythmical and 
harmonic devices that we can ‘borrow’ from Copland to help create this association.  
 
 
Three Ideas to Explore 

 Horse-riding Rhythm 
 A Four-note Cowboy Tune – Copland’s cowboy melody is very simple and it really 

only uses four different notes. 

 A Musical Lasso – created from a repeated pattern of notes. 
 
 
Getting Started 
This group will need a good mixture of pitched and un-pitched percussion. 
 
1. Initiate a discussion with the group about Cowboys, Cowgirls and the Wild 

Wild West. How would this music sound? 
 
2. Ask the group to choose instruments they think will be most suited to their 

task. 
 
3. Split the class into two groups – one group will concentrate on developing 

music for the horse, the other group will invent their own cowboy tune. 
 
 
GROUP ONE - Saddle Up! 
 
1. Teach the rhythm below to the group. Don’t worry if you can’t read music, 

simply saying the words will give you the rhythm. Try clapping the rhythm. 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Saddle up – here – we – go 
(Tapping in the spaces will help you keep in time) 

* * * 
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2. It may help if some of the children mark a pulse under the rhythm. Ask a few 
children to clap the pulse whilst the other children clap the ‘Saddle Up’ 
rhythm. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Now, ask the children to choose un-pitched percussion instruments to play 

their rhythm. Encourage them to think carefully about choosing instruments 
that fit well with the image of a galloping horse. 

 
4. Invite the children to make as many versions of the rhythm as they wish. 

Challenge them to think about using different instruments (ORCHESTRATION) 
and different volumes (DYNAMICS).  
 
If they wish, they may add any further rhythms or patterns on top. 

 
 
GROUP TWO - Creating a Cowboy Tune 
 
On top of the horse rhythm, Copland places a really simple cowboy tune. The tune is 
built using only four different notes – C D F G. Each note may be repeated many 
times, and the notes can be played in any order. 
 
1. Using pitched instruments (xylophones, chime bars or orchestral instruments) 

ask the group to learn to play the four notes below. Allow the children to play 
around with the notes, experimenting with a different note order and using 
different rhythms. 

 
2. Now ask the children to invent a short musical phrase – suitable for a cowboy 

tune. It doesn’t have to be very complicated – they can use any rhythm they 
wish, and the notes can appear in any order. However, if they focus primarily 
on the pitches C and G – their melody will sound best (this is exactly what 
Copland does). 

 
3. Invite the children to share their phrases with each other, and ask them to 

choose a few that can link together to make one extended tune. 
 

Transpositions for orchestral instruments: 
 

Bb instruments  D E G A  (clarinet, trumpet, tenor sax) 

Eb instruments  A B D E  (alto sax) 

F instruments  G A C D  (french horn) 

RHYTHM  
 
 

PULSE 
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4. When the children have chosen a few phrases that work well together, teach 
this new ‘extended’ cowboy tune to the group, so that everyone is able to play 
it altogether.  

 
5. To help everyone play in time, it may be useful for a few children to play a 

simple four-beat pattern repeatedly – like a simple walking bass line. In fact, 
this will work especially well if you have the luxury of a bass instrument – 
such as a bass xylophone. 

 
Simply playing the four notes – C E F G – one pitch per beat, will give a solid 
grounding for the cowboy melody.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Try playing the cowboy tune and the bass-line together. 
 
 
Putting Both Groups Together – The Horse Rhythm and The Cowboy 
Melody 
 
Group One has invented some rhythmical horse music. Group Two has invented a 
cowboy tune. Both groups will be able to play their music together without too much 
trouble. 
 
Some tips for combining both elements: 

 Make sure both groups are playing at the same speed – they may need to adjust 
their speed slightly. 

 Start off slow – the cowboy can race off once everyone is comfortable. 
 Make sure the balance between instruments is correct – I guarantee the horse 

will be of considerable dynamic stature (ie. far too loud!).  

 The ‘bass’ part is rhythmically the same as the horse’s pulse. Make the children 
aware of this connection. 

 
 
Now, try adding a lasso! 
All that remains is for the children to create the all-important musical lasso.  
 
1. Initiate a discussion with the children about lassos. Ask them to describe what 

a lasso looks like and to think carefully about its motion. How does it work? 
What was it used for? Perhaps the children could even make one. 

 
Ask the following series of questions: 

 What shape does a lasso make when swung in the air? 
 Could this shape be turned into music? How? 
 Do you think a musical lasso would need lots of notes or just a few? Why? 

1    2     3    4 
NB. These are not the same notes as the melody; 
there is a slight difference. They are notated here 
in the treble clef for ease of reading – however, try 
and play them in as low an octave as possible. 
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What kind of instruments would make the best music lasso?  
How should they play? 

  
2. Explore the class’s ideas and begin to construct some music to represent the 

lasso. Copland simply uses a few notes, rocking back and forward very quickly 
to depict Billy’s lasso. 

 
3. How can the lasso be incorporated into the group composition? Aim to make 

one complete piece of music. 
 
 
Listen, Compare and Discuss 
Finally, listen to a recording of Copland’s “Street in A Frontier Town.” 
 
Can the children spot any of their musical elements in Copland’s orchestral score? 
What is different in the orchestral version? What is the same? Which do they prefer? 
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ACTIVITY 2 – The Cowboy Battle 
Inspired by the movement Gun Fight 
 
 
The Music 
Copland’s music is not just a battle between rival cowboys, but also a tug-of-war 
between four contrasting musical ideas. These ideas literally fight against each other 
until only one is left.  
 
The material for this music is so simple that the class will be able to learn actual 
parts from Copland’s orchestral score. 
 
 
Four Ideas to Explore 

 Short Exploding Bass Notes 
 Super Fast Notes – semiquavers to be technical! 
 A War Cry  
 An Aggressive Pattern  

 
 
Preparing for Battle 
Split the class into four groups, each focusing on a different idea. 
 
Group 1 - Short Exploding Bass Notes  
This group will need large drums or deep sounding instruments. 
 
Group 2 – Super Fast Notes  
This group will need un-pitched percussion that can be easily controlled and can be 
played very quickly – this is certainly not a group for the rainstick! 
 
Group 3 – A War Cry  
This group can chose to sing or play a melody on any pitched instruments. 
 
Group 4 – An Aggressive Pattern  
This group will need pitched instruments and a xylophone is the ideal choice. 
 
 
Now, set each group the following tasks: 
 
 
Group 1 - Short Exploding Bass Notes  
Practice playing one loud bang together. Encourage the children to play EXACTLY 
together. Now, construct a short section of music, which contains a specified series 
of loud bangs. This music can be quite free with lots of silence. 
 
i.e. The group may play just a single sound, then pause and then play two loud 
bangs in succession, then pause again and then play three different sounds in 
succession etc. 
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Group 1 will definitely need a leader (conductor) to show them when exactly to play.  
 
The conductor can silently signal how many bangs they are to play – and then lead 
the group. Their music doesn’t have to be the same each time – the conductor can 
be in complete control of when and what is played. 
 
If the group decides to use pitched instruments, mainly use the pitch F and 
occasionally use the pitch A.  
 
 
Group 2 – Incredibly Fast Notes  
Ask this group to choose four numbers between 4 and 16. These numbers will 
dictate how many hits / bangs / scrapes the group will play.  
 
e.g. If we chose 6 – 7 – 5 – 4, we would play: 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6  1 2 3 4 5 6 7  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 

* * * * * *  * * * * * * *  * * * * *  * * * * 

 

The group can leave as long or as short a gap in between each burst of sound as it 
likes. To facilitate this, members of the group will need to choose a leader to indicate 
exactly when to play and to decide on the duration of each gap.  
 
This task is about playing a very fast gesture exactly together – like a stream of 
sound shooting through the battle. 
 
 
Group 3 – The War Cry  
Invite the members of this group to learn to play or sing the extract below.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
If they decide to sing it, then they will need to invent some words to fit with the 
melody (they may also wish to sing the note E an octave lower if it is too high). 
  
Aim to make the performance as strong and forceful as possible – as if the short 
melody represents a war cry. Nominate a leader to cue the group to begin.  
Un-pitched instruments may also join this group simply by marking the rhythm of the 
melody. 
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Group 4 – An Aggressive Pattern  
This group should simply learn to play the extract below. If using xylophones (or 
pitched percussion instruments) then the easiest way to play this tune is to remove 
all the other bars from the instrument – leaving just F A C E. This will make learning 
the extract extremely easy.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
If several people are playing this extract, then the group will also require a leader in 
order to indicate when to play. Aim to play it as aggressively as possible. 
 
 
Let Battle Commence 
1. Once each group can play their material, invite the class to arrange these four 

separate elements into one piece of music. Each extract can be played as 
many times as desired, and the volume (DYNAMIC) can be varied wherever 
and whenever the class wishes. 

 
2. Some Questions: 
  
 Which would be the best group to start with? Why? 
 Should the extracts start one after the other, or all together? 
 Is there a section where we hear each group on their own? 
 What would it sound like if all the extracts played together? 
 How should the music end? 
 
2. Challenge the students to construct a ferocious battle of musical ideas. They 

may wish to organise every single element of their music, or alternative leave 
this quite free. As long as each group has a clear leader, the students will be 
able to show their colleagues exactly when to play. 

 
 
Leave Nothing to Chance! 
Copland’s music ends with one clear winner – literally there is only one group left 
standing at the end of the battle. Why not aim to replicate this? 
 
However, deciding exactly which group should win may cause more conflict in class! 
So, why not make 4 flash cards – 3 stating YOU LOSE! and one saying YOU WIN!  
 
Simply fold the cards over, and hand these out secretly before the children begin to 
play. If the group selects a card that states YOU LOSE! then sadly they will have to 
bow out at some point during the performance. 
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Listen, Compare and Discuss 
Finally, listen to a recording of Copland’s “Gun Fight.”  
 
Can the children spot their four musical elements in Copland’s orchestral score?  
What is different in the orchestral version? What is the same?  
Which do they prefer? 
 
Have Fun. 
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Project No.2  
SUPERSONIC A Participation Piece for Children and Orchestra 
By Paul Rissmann 
 
 
SUPERSONIC was commissioned by the London Symphony Orchestra in 2007. It was 
written to enable thousands of school children to perform with the musicians of the 
LSO at the Barbican Centre, London.  
 
The best way to describe SUPERSONIC is as an interactive guide to the Orchestra. It 
will inspire your class to perform on equal ground with the brilliant musicians of the 
Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, whilst simultaneously learning about the 
instruments of the orchestra. 
 
SUPERSONIC is short, fun and composed especially for children. Although it may 
seem initially complex, don’t let it bamboozle you – kids always learn these pieces 
with the greatest of ease. To make things even easier, a host of associated resources 
has been produced for practice in class. 
 
If you work with children who have special needs, please feel free to modify the 
participation part in any way you wish.  
 
 

The Piece 
Inspiration for SUPERSONIC was really easy to find; it’s simply a piece of music that 
explains the instruments of the orchestra. Think of it as a modern, highly interactive 
sequel to Benjamin Britten’s trail-blazing Young Persons Guide to the Orchestra.  
 
SUPERSONIC touches on the three following educational themes: 

 the history of the orchestra 
 the four sections of the orchestra 
 the instruments of each section 

 
SUPERSONIC uses a simple, repetitive RONDO structure; just think of it as a song 
with some rhythmical episodes sandwiched in-between the verses. 
 
Introduction  a rhythmical beginning. 
Verse 1  a simple song about the orchestra in the 17th century 
The Strings  interaction with the string section  
Verse 2  a simple song about the orchestra in the 18th century  
The Woodwinds interaction with the woodwind section  
Verse 3  a simple song about the orchestra in the 19th century 
The Percussion interaction with the percussion section  
Verse 4  a simple song about the orchestra in the 20th century 
The Brass  interaction with the brass section 
Finale   a high-energy, 21st century tongue-twister to complete the piece 
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Chest Slap 
Slap one hand on the upper 

part of the torso. 

Tap Fingers 
Tap fingers in the palm of 

the opposite hand. 

 SUPERSONIC - Quick Guide to the Body Percussion 
 
Body percussion is a great way for people of all ages and abilities to perform 
rhythmically together. SUPSERSONIC requires a few body percussion moves. They 
are explained below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What else is involved? 
Everything else is simply sung or spoken. 
 

Clap 
It will make things much 

easier if you hold your hands 

quite high up – round about 
the chin. 

Finger Clicks 
Click the fingers of both 

hands high above the head – 

making a strong V shape. 

Thigh Slaps 
Slap the left hand on the left 

thigh or the right hand on 
the right thigh. Go easy with 

these otherwise you may 

end up with a bruise! 

Stamp Foot 
You can choose which foot 
you prefer to stamp. 
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How to Learn SUPERSONIC 

I have made a practice CD for you to use in class. It contains individual tracks to 
enable you to rehearse each section of the piece with the class. All the cues for 
starting each participatory moment are given, so you never need to worry about 
counting the bars’ rest in-between sections. If you prefer, full musical manuscript is 
also available (see pp18-19), and a PowerPoint of the lyrics can be downloaded to 
use in school. 
 
 
Suggested Learning Process 
 

1. Talk with the children about the orchestra.  
 

Have they ever heard an orchestra before? 
Have they been to a concert? 
Do they know the names of any instruments in the orchestra? 
Do they know how many sections (or instrument families) are in the 
orchestra? 
What are their names? (Brass, Percussion, Strings and Woodwind) 

 
2. Learn to sing the main song from SUPERSONIC (Verses 1 to 4).  
 
3. Now explore each of the other parts of the piece.  

 
I would suggest learning them in the order they appear, so start with 
Introduction, then learn the STRINGS – WOODWIND – PERCUSSION – 
BRASS. 

 
4. Finally learn to sing the very short and easy FINALE. 

 
 
Top Tips to Ease the Learning Process 
 

 The Song is really easy to learn. Use this to help inspire the children about the 
piece. 

 
 The STRINGS and WOOWIND are the most challenging sections. Devote one 

lesson to learning each of these sections, and then consolidate their learning 
with short practice sessions. 

 

 The PERCUSSION section is a deliberate tounge-twister. Don’t panic – just 
have fun with it! 

 

 The BRASS section is unbelievably simple. The children will grasp it within 
seconds. 

 

 The FINALE is a simple song with some body percussion moves (which you’ve 
already learned) and it completes the piece.  
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SUPERSONIC 
for Children and Orchestra by Paul Rissmann 

MSO Lyric Sheet 
 

 

Music Structure 

Introduction 

Verse 1 
The Strings 

Verse 2 

The Woodwinds 
Verse 3 

The Percussion  
Verse 4 

The Brass 

Finale 
 

 

Introduction 
 

1 2 3 4 

Orchestra introductory crescendo 

Loud cymbal O R C 

rest H E S 

T R A 

1 2 3 HEY! 

rest SUPER - SONIC   

rest ORCHES - TRA   

rest M     

rest S     

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 

 
 

Verse 1 
In the Seventeenth Century, long before we had MP3, 

the Orchestra was tiny, the sound was Baroque, 
it all began with Bach. 

 

(You will find musical manuscript of this song at the end of the pack) 
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The Strings 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Brief Violin Solo 
 

NB: the body percussion below relates directly to the introduction. It will be much easier if you think 
of the opening text while doing the actions. 

1 2 3 4 

CUE - Triangle Vio  lin One 

rest Vio  lin Two 

rest Vi  ola  

rest Cello    

rest Double  Bass   

1 2 3 4 

Go----------------------------------------------- STRINGS 

1 2 3 4 

AR - CLAP - CO CLAP   

1 2 3 4 

WITH CLAP BOW CLAP   

1 2 3 4 

CUE - Triangle Tap  
(1 finger in palm of hand) 

Tap  
(1 finger) 

Tap  
(1 finger) 

rest Tap  
(2 fingers)  

Tap  
(2 fingers) 

Tap  
(2 fingers) 

Tap  
(3 fingers) 

Tap  
(3 fingers) 

Tap  
(3 fingers) 

1 2 3 CLAP 

rest SLAP 
Chest   

SLAP 
Chest 

SLAP 
Chest 

SLAP 
Chest 

 

rest SLAP 
Chest   

SLAP 
Chest 

SLAP 
Chest 

 

rest STAMP 
Either Foot 

 

rest SLAP 
Both Thighs 

 

CLAP  
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Verse 2 
In the 18th century, instruments and technology,  
let orchestras grow bigger so people could Rock, 

when Classical was Pop! 
 
 

The Woodwinds 
 

1 2 3 

CUE - Chord Flute  

rest O  boe  

rest Cla  ri  net 

rest Bass oon  

rest Flute 
+ CLICK both fingers 

 

rest O  
+ CLAP 

boe 
+ CLAP 

rest Cla 
+ SLAP chest 

ri 
+ SLAP chest 

net 
+ SLAP chest 

rest 
Bass 
+ SLAP 

right thigh 

oon 
+ SLAP 

left thigh 

 

 
Short gap, then: 

 
1 2 3 4 

CUE – Chord Picc o lo  

rest Cor  Ang lais  

rest Bass  Clari net 

rest Con tra Bass oon 

rest 
Picc 

+ CLICK 
right hand 

O 

+ CLICK 
left hand 

lo 
+ CLICK 
right hand 

 

rest Cor  
+ CLAP 

Ang 
+ CLAP 

lais 
+ CLAP 

 

rest 
Bass 

+ SLAP chest 

 

Clar 
+ SLAP 

chest 

i 
+ SLAP 

chest 

net 
+ SLAP chest 

 

rest 
Con 
+ SLAP  

right thigh 

tra 
+ SLAP 

left thigh 

Bass 
+ SLAP  

right thigh 

oon 
+ SLAP 

left thigh 
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Verse 3 
In the 19th century, Beethoven wrote his Symphonies, 

a new Romantic era would knock on the door, 
and music changed once more. 

 
 

The Percussion 

 
Sing this phrase 5 times in total 

(2 times without actions, 3 times with actions) 
Finally, end this section with a CLAP 

 
 

Verse 4 
In the 20th century, a new sound came from Stravinsky, 

the rules were smashed and broken  
and thrown out the door, 

and sometimes heads were sore. 
 
 

The Brass 
Trumpet, French Horn, Trombone and Tuba. 

(Then beatbox the rhythm 8 times in a row) 

 
 

Finale 
Orchestras are supersonic, 
Orchestras are polyphonic, 

Brass, Percussion,  
Woodwind, Strings, 
Play together tutti. 

(sing finale again) 
 

STAMP – THIGH SLAP – CLAP CLAP CLAP 

Timpani 
and 

percussion, 
Timpani 

and 
percussion 

Harp and Piano 

CLAP  CLAP  
SLAP 

Chest 
 

CLICK 

both 
hands 
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Additional Musical Notation of the Melodies  
in Supersonic 

 
 

Verses 1-4 
 

 
NB: This melody contains the text of verse 1, however the melody basically remains the same for the 
other 3 verses. 
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Percussion Section Song 

 
 

Final Song 
 

 
 

© Paul Rissmann, 2012 


