
 

 

 

 
NIGHT ON THE BARE MOUNTAIN (MODEST MUSSORGSKY) 

Create a tone poem 
Creative response lesson plan designed by Andrew Smith 

 

Introduction 

‘A Night on the Bare Mountain’ is a tone poem which is a type of programme music - descriptive music composed to 

illustrate a story or picture or mood. ‘A Night on the Bare Mountain’ is based on the story of the Witches’ Sabbath, 

one night of the year when witches gather at the top of a mountain. 

 

Pupils can create their own piece of programme music using composition techniques found in ‘A Night on the Bare 

Mountain’. Pupils can use the story of the Witches’ Sabbath or you could extend the lesson to cover literacy and 

ask pupils to write their own short story before making a start on the composition process below. 

 

Compose a motif 

A motif is a short recurring rhythm or melody that is used to represent a character, place or idea. Encourage pupils 

to compose a short musical motif to represent a character in their story. Pupils can use the story of the Witches’ 

Sabbath or their own story. Limit the notes to: D, E, F, G, A or Bb as in the example below: 

 

 
 

Change your motifs 

Ask pupils to change their motif so it can reflect a different situation, mood or emotion. For example, when the 

witch is flying through the air on her way to the top of the mountain, the motif could be repeated at a higher pitch. 

Remind pupils it shouldn’t change too much. The listener must still be able to recognise it and the original character. 

 

Instrumentation 

Explain that the timbre (the sound, tone and colour) of different instruments can change the mood of the music. 

Encourage pupils to think about what their character is doing or what mood they’re in. For example, an angry witch 

wickedly stirring her evil potions would need different instruments from the sweet sound of bird song on a 

beautifully sunny day. Talk about the different sounds your available instruments make and how they might suit the 

different characters and events in your story. 

 

Soundscape 

A soundscape is music composed to represent a particular environment or landscape, for example, thunder, rivers 

or a busy city. Pupils can compose an underlying soundscape to accompany their motif that represents the 

environment in which the characters are situated. 

 

Dynamics and tempo 

Pupils can experiment by playing their motifs with a variety of dynamics and tempos.  Can they change the mood of 

their motifs by playing them fortissimo or pianissimo? What happens if they crescendo through the motif or 

decrescendo or if they accent certain notes? Ask pupils to think about what mood is created by playing the music 

lento compared to presto. Or if there’s an accelerando or rallentando, ask them how it changes the feel of the music. 

 

In ‘A Night on a Bare Mountain’ Mussorgsky uses lots of dynamic and tempo contrasts, which help create a feeling 

of uncertainty and an edgy and terrorising mood. 

 

Performance 

Once pupils have developed and rehearsed their tone poem, perform your piece to another class or the rest of the 

school. 



 
Vocabulary 

 

Term Meaning 

Programme music music that expresses or describes a non-musical idea e.g. a story, a painting or a mood 

Tone poem a pieces of programme music in one movement  

Motif a short musical idea, melodic, rhythmic or harmonic or any combination of these. 

Timbre (pron. tam-bruh) tone colour, that which makes the sound different from other 

instruments or voices 

Soundscape sounds that represent an environment e.g. thunder, a stormy sea, a busy city 

Fortissimo very loud 

Pianissimo very quiet 

Crescendo becoming louder 

Decrescendo becoming quieter 

Lento slow 

Presto fast 

Accelerando getting faster 

Rallentando getting slower 

 


