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CONCEPTS/VOCABULARY
 Minimalism, motif, piano, solo

   

 LESSON OBJECTIVES 

 1.  Identify repeated motif. 

 2.  Define Minimalism. 

  

 

 MATERIALS 

 Animated Map Lesson Video 

 Live Performance Video 

 

 

 
 

Audio Bank for Full Selection and Themes 
 
 

Student Reproducible Pages: 

Background Page in English/Spanish 

Checking for Understanding 

Railroad Rhythms Activity Page 

Reader’s Theater Script 

Early Childhood Pages 

 

 
Skill Assessment 

Connection to Art        

Alternate Version Performances 

Composer Portrait & Wall Sign 

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk (b.1942) 

        

1.  Kinesthetic Title Video is available on  

     the Digital Teacher’s Guide 

     or the Mighty Music YouTube Channel. 

 

2. Early Childhood Student Booklet is  

    available on the Digital Teacher’s Guide. 

  

3. Be sure to have students listen to other  

    recordings of this selection from  

    YouTube or other music streaming  

    services that vary in tempo and style. 

 

 

QUICK VIDEO LESSON  

Day 1 (12 minutes): 

• Setting the Stage 

• Animated Map Lesson Video 

 KEY CONCEPTS 

 1. Solo Piano 

 2. Minimalism 

 3. Motif 

Day 2 (10 minutes): 

• Live Performance Video 

• Pick One Supplemental Activity 

https://safesha.re/orchpromenade
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Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  
 
LESSON BY BRIAN VANDEWALLE 

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS 

SETTING THE STAGE 

Echo say the selection title and composer name while viewing the Composer Portrait and  

Wall Sign. 

Read or listen to background information on M. Monk (b. 1942) and this selection.  

Introduce the concept of a motif. 

 Explain that composers can use repetition to help create patterns in music. The 

composer picks a melody or rhythm and repeats it throughout the song. This 

repetition ties the music together and makes it easier for listeners to recognize. 

Composers also use different patterns and change them just a little bit each time to 

keep the music interesting.  

 Define the concept of motif as a recurring short musical idea. 

 

Tell students that today they will be listening to a piano selection that uses motifs. 

 
ANIMATED MAP LESSON VIDEO 
 

View the Animated Map Lesson Video 

 Composer Card 

 Read or have students read aloud the Composer Card. 

 Static Listening Map 

 Pause the video and review the Key Concepts of the Listening Map. 

 1.  Solo Piano 

 2.  Minimalism 

 3.  Motif 

 Animated Listening Map 

 Watch the animated Listening Map. 

 

LIVE PERFORMANCE 

 
Watch https://safesha.re/monk01  to see a performance of this selection by Conrad Tao. 

 

 

https://safesha.re/monk01
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KINESTHETIC TITLES 

Watch Kinesthetic Title Video to move to show the selection title and composer name. 

WORDS TO THEME 

Sing the Theme with words. This can be found in the Notated Themes section of the lesson.  

 

SKILL ASSESSMENT 

Observe students to assess understanding as they: 

Turn and talk to another student and discuss the key concepts of Minimalism and motif.  How 

do these two concepts work together in this selection? 

 

ACTIVITY PAGE 

Complete the “Railroad Rhythms” Activity Page. Students will compose short rhythmic 

phrases and perform them for classmates. 

 
CHECKING FOR UNDERSTANDING 

Complete the “Checking for Understanding” worksheet. 

ANSWERS: 1. c      2. b      3. c      4. a      5. b 

 

ALTERNATE VERSION PERFORMANCES 

Watch https://safesha.re/monk02 to see a animated graphical score of this selection. 

Selection is performed by Conrad Tao. 

 

CONNECTION TO ART 

View the selected artwork, Time Transfixed by René Magritte (1898-1967)  and discuss the 

connection information for this music. 

 

READER’S THEATER 

Use the Reader’s Theater Script. 

 
EARLY CHILDHOOD 

Complete the Early Childhood Pages with younger students after watching the Animated 

Listening Map. Students may listen to the music again as they work. 

SUPPLMEMENTAL ACTIVITIES 

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  

https://safesha.re/monk02
https://artshortlist.com/files/1244924286114808.jpg
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VOCABULARY/DEFINITIONS 

Minimalism  a musical style in which composers use very little (minimal) melodic material   

motive or motif   a recurring short musical idea 

piano  a keyboard instrument with hammers that strike metal strings 

solo   one person performing alone 

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  
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 CONNECTION TO ART  

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  

Description of the Painting: 

Time Transfixed by René Magritte is a surprising painting. The train coming out of the 

fireplace is represented as if it were coming out of a railway tunnel. The painting has 

unrelated objects and the scale is totally disconnected from reality. This is called the 

surrealist style of painting. 

Short Biography of the Artist: 

René Magritte was born on November 21, 1898, in Lessines, Belgium. He is one of the 

most famous surrealist painters, known for creating strange and imaginative art. As a child, 

he loved comic strips but had a tough life, losing his mother when he was young. Magritte 

painted his first picture in 1914 and later studied art in Brussels.  

How the Painting Relates to the Music: 

René Magritte’s painting Time Transfixed and Meredith Monk’s song Railroad (Travel 

Song) both explore the mystery and wonder of trains. In the painting, a train is coming out of 

a fireplace, blending something ordinary with something magical. Similarly, Monk’s piece 

uses the sound of a piano to capture the feeling of traveling on a train, full of rhythm and 

movement. Both the painting and the music make us think about the excitement and dream-

like quality of journeys.  

Time Transfixed by René Magritte (1898-1967) (click to view full screen) 

https://artshortlist.com/files/1244924286114808.jpg
https://artshortlist.com/files/1244924286114808.jpg
https://artshortlist.com/files/1244924286114808.jpg
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NOTATED THEME 

 A Theme 

 B Theme 

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  
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Name:  

Class: 

Checking for Understanding 

      Railroad (Travel Song)  
 
      by 

 

 

 

1) Which instrument is featured in this selection? 

 

 

 a.            b.                c. 

     

 

2) Which of the following is the best definition of a motif? 

 a. the reason a composer wrote a piece 

 b. a recurring short musical idea 

 c. the main part of a train that makes it move  

            

 3) Meredith Monk is a composer in which historical period? 

a. Classical 

b. Romantic 

c. Contemporary 
 

 

4) A style of music in which there is very little melodic material is called___________. 

a. Minimalism  

b. Motivation  

c. Theme and Variation Form 

 

5) Melodic Direction can be best described as _____________. 

a. the path of notes in a melody getting louder or quieter 

b. the path of notes in a melody moving up, down, of staying the same 

c. a melody with performance directions to the performer 

 

Write complete sentences to answer the following questions: 

 
   

Write one fact about this selection or its composer. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Write one opinion statement about this selection or its composer. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Name _________________________________  Class ___________________________ 
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Characters: Teacher, Justin, Christina 

Setting: A School Classroom 

Lesson 
Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  

Teacher: Today, we’ll learn about an incredible woman composer, Meredith Monk, and 

her fascinating piece, Railroad (Travel Song). 

 
Justin: Who is Meredith Monk? 

 
Teacher: Meredith Monk is a groundbreaking composer, singer, and performer. She’s 

famous for creating music that’s different from anything you’ve heard before. 

 
Christina: Is she like Beethoven or Mozart? 

 
Teacher: Yes, she composes music to be enjoyed by performers and listeners. But she 

is different in that she is still alive today, and composes in a style called Minimalism. 

 
Justin: Minimalism? What’s that? 

 
Teacher: It’s music that uses simple patterns, repeated and layered, to create  

something beautiful and unique.  

 
Christina: This piece is for only one instrument, the piano, correct? 

 
Teacher: Yes, she wrote a small amount of melodic material and repeated patterns that 

the pianist performs to create sounds like a train! 

 
Justin: Wait—a train? 

 
Teacher: That’s where Railroad (Travel Song) comes in. Monk used the piano to create 

the feeling of a train journey—clicking wheels, the whistle, and the rhythm of travel. 

 
Christina: That’s so creative! 

 
Teacher: And inspiring. Meredith Monk shows us how women composers can push 

boundaries and create music that takes us on a journey – only one instrument needed! 

 
All Characters: Let’s listen to Railroad (Travel Song) and imagine the journey! 
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Early Childhood Pages Name _______________ 

Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  
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Early Childhood Pages Name _______________ 

Railroad (Travel Song) 
by Meredith Monk  


