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COMPOSITION PROJECT #1 
(rhythm/meter/tempo study) 

1.  Pre-compositional work:  
a. Create four distinctive rhythmic motives.  These should be brief (no more than three beats 

each) and should contrast with one another. 
b. Develop a series of five or six variations on each of these four motives.  Write out these 

variations on a sheet of manuscript paper and illustrate the development process by 
clearly labeling/describing each. 

c. Compare the variations generated from each of the four motives.  Are there any similarities 
that may be exploited between the four sets of motives/variations?  Show any links 
between the various motives that are spun off from the four originals. 

2. Composition—From this pre-compositional material, compose a short work (approximately 30) for 
two percussionists:  

a. Each percussionist plays only two indefinitely-pitched instruments (e.g., 2 wood blocks—high 
and low; or 2 tom-toms; or snare drum and cowbell), one with each hand. 

b. Each of the four rhythmic motives will be assigned to each of the four instruments. 
c. The result will be four independent lines, each with its own distinct sound (i.e., one per hand).  

Each hand, if played separately, should create a coherent line without being necessarily 
dependent on the others for linear interest.  

d. Keep in mind that each pair of instruments must be played by one player; so while it is 
important from a musical standpoint for each instrument (hand) to maintain its 
independence, from a practical standpoint these parts must be able to work together.  
Balancing these elements will be one of the biggest challenges of the project. 

2. The work must incorporate at least three of the following devices: 
a. Irregular note divisions (e.g., triplets, quintuplets); 
b. Mixed meters (including binary, ternary, compound, and/or composite); 
c. Polymeters (i.e, two or more meters occurring simultaneously);   
d. Temporal (metric) modulation. 

3. Analysis/Commentary—Write a brief commentary explaining your approach to rhythm, meter, and 
tempo in this project.  In your discussion, consider the following: 

a. How is rhythm utilized to maintain interest, in the absence of pitch?  How are rhythmic 
elements unified and contrasted? 

b. How did you use the two instruments in each part to define meter? 
c. How did you notate the polymetric passages—with common bar lines and accents/beaming or 

simultaneous time signatures?  
d. How is temporal modulation used?  Does the tempo increase or decrease as a result? 

4.  Notation—Due to the notational complexity involved with this project, music notation software may 
not be used for this project; all copy work must be done by hand.  

• Be prepared to discuss these works in class on Wednesday, January 25. 

• Be prepared to read these works in class on Wednesday, February 1. 

• The project is due in class on Monday, February 6. 


