
 

 

  
 

 
SYMPHONY NO. 5, 1ST MOVEMENT (BEETHOVEN) 

Create rhythmic and melodic motifs 
Creative response lesson plan designed by Andrew Smith 

 

Introduction 

Many people recognise Beethoven’s Symphony No.5 as soon as they hear the first four-note motif, ‘da-da-da-DUM’: 

 

 
Throughout the first movement of Beethoven’s symphony, we hear these four notes, or variations of them, time 

and time again. They are recycled throughout the orchestra; every instrument plays them at some point. These four 

notes are the foundation on which the rest of the piece is based. Pupils can create their own piece of music based 

on this famous motif by using the same composition techniques that Beethoven used. 

 

You might find it useful to listen to the recording of the music before beginning to compose with pupils. 

 

Opening structure 

Below is the rhythmic structure of the opening of the symphony, dissected into three different parts. Orchestrate 

this with your class using the instruments you have available. For example, flutes could play part 1, part 2 by 

clarinets and part 3 by violins. Don’t worry about pitches at this stage, it is more important to demonstrate the idea 

of throwing the motif between sections.  If you don’t have tuned instruments, all parts could be played on 

classroom percussion split into three sections; or body percussion is equally as effective. 

 

 



Create a rhythmic variation 

The opening motif is 3 quavers followed by a paused minim, which in very simple terms, are three notes of equal 

length followed by one longer note. Ask pupils to create their own 4-note rhythm. For example, 2 short and 2 long 

or 1 long and 3 short and so on.  

 

Once pupils have composed a few different variations, choose three and give one to each instrument. Try layering 

them on top of one another and see what rhythmic groove pupils can create, for example: 

 

 

 

Create a melodic variation 

For the initial motif, Beethoven uses the notes G-G-G-E flat/F-F-F-D. The entire orchestra plays them together in 

unison. The interval between a G and E flat is called a ‘major third’, which suggests a happy piece is about to follow. 

However, as the piece progresses the rhythm of the motif is thrown around different parts and constantly recycled 

(as shown in the opening structure), but not always using the same notes and it is these different pitches that help 

give the movement its angry and stormy feel. Encourage pupils to experiment by applying different pitches to their 

newly composed rhythms to see how they affect the mood. Here’s an example of how the opening could be 

changed:  

 

 



 
Vocabulary 

 

Term Meaning 

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

quaver quarter of the length of a whole note 

minim half the length of a whole note  

unison all voices or instruments playing at the same pitch 

interval The distance between two notes 

 


