MUSICWORKS 

CREATIVE EXERCISE

THE SERIAL CIRCLE
inspired by the music of Anton Webern

· This activity is a whole-class activity.

· Students will need a pitched instrument.

· Clear open space is essential for this activity.

· Students should stand or sit in a circle.

· You will need to print one copy of the 12 enclosed flashcards. Each flashcard contains a different pitch name.


Summary

Webern’s music is meticulously structured and complex. 

This creative exercise will enable your students to easily grasp the principal concepts of serialism in a fun and straightforward way. 

Using flashcards, the students will create a tone row. They will then explore the row to create a short serial group composition.

The key musical concepts explored in this activity are TONE ROW, SERIALISM, ORCHESTRATION and STRUCTURE.

Creating a Tone Row 
1. 
Ask a student to shuffle the enclosed flashcards and to place all 12 of them face up in a circle on the floor.

2.
Invite 12 students to stand by a flashcard with their instruments (one student per flashcard). 

If you wish to involve more students:

· more than one person may stand at each flashcard.

If you wish to involve fewer students:

· some students may be responsible for more than one flashcard.

3.
Discuss the principles of a tone row with the students, and explain that the flashcards on the floor also make a tone row.


Emphasise the key concept of playing each row note in succession.

4.
The students must now choose a starting point in the row and play the row, in turn, from beginning to end (literally playing round the circle).

N.B. 
Each student is only responsible for playing one note. They may choose to play the note in whichever octave they wish.


If some of the notes are doubled when more than one student is standing by a flashcard, the students should aim to play the note exactly together.


Structuring a Composition using the Tone Row 
Challenge the class to create a short serial group composition using the tone row. 

Remember, each person is really only responsible for one note.

Explore any of the following concepts with the students:

· RHYTHM – can the students invent a rhythm to fit with the tone row?

· DYNAMICS – carefully assign some dynamics to the pitches.
· ARTICULAION – think about the quality of sound and attack used to produce each note.
· RANGE – rather than playing the row notes in a random octave, decide exactly where each note should sound.
Now, apply any of the concepts above to the techniques below to create further music:

· HARMONY – make interesting chords by combining row notes. Try playing the 1st four notes together as a chord. Then the next four and then the next four. How did they sound? 
· VARY THE STARTING POINT 
· RETROGRADE – how does the row sound backwards?
· ORCHESTRATION – what would it sound like if only the string instruments played their row notes? etc.
Encourage the students to invent their own rules: the more complex and mathematical, the better.

Finally, shape all the ideas together and structure one complete and continuous piece of serial music.

