
 

 

  
 

 
SHORT RIDE IN A FAST MACHINE (JOHN ADAMS) 

Compose some minimalist music 
Creative response lesson plan designed by Andrew Smith 

 

Introduction 

‘Short Ride in a Fast Machine’ is a piece of minimalist music. Minimalism is a style of music that started in San 

Francisco in the 1960s with composers such as Steve Reich, Terry Riley and Philip Glass. Minimalism spread from 

the US and is still a prevalent part of contemporary music today, particularly in the music of UK composer Michael 

Nyman for example. The main idea of minimalist music is that less is more. Composers may have a rhythmic and/or 

melodic idea and apply different techniques that develop the composition without considerably changing the riff or 

phrase. Pupils can create their own minimalist piece using composition ideas from ‘Short Ride in a Fast Machine’. 
 

Small changes, big difference 

When a rhythmic cell or motif is repeated many times over a long period of time, the listener becomes hypnotised 

by the sound. Therefore, when it is changed by adding or subtracting just one note, the shift feels dramatic.  
 

Compose a motif 

Ask pupils to compose a simple rhythm, or melody using 5 notes for example, D, E, F, G, A. Ask pupils to practice 

performing this motif or cell on a loop (some of the class may play the melody on tuned instruments, while others 

can play the rhythm on untuned percussion).  Below is an example: 

 

 
Here are some methods that pupils could employ to develop a motif in their piece of minimalist music: 

Addition/subtraction of notes 

After pupils have repeated or looped their motif for ‘x’ number of times, suggest that they add or subtract a note 

and loop that new sequence of notes: 

 

 

 

Changing pitch 

Similar to adding or subtracting notes, by changing the pitch of just one note in the repeated pattern, the variation 

feels like the composition has developed significantly and creates the effect of slow harmonic changes. This only 

works however if the original pattern has been repeated for some time before the change. Similarly, once pupils 

have made one change, repeat that for a long time too before changing again. 



 

Contrapuntal texture 

A contrapuntal texture means weaving together two or more equally important melodic lines. Pupils could create a 

contrapuntal texture by using the two techniques above: when a group of pupils changes the motif by adding a 

note, subtracting a note or altering the pitch, another group could continue playing the original motif, thus creating 

two lines. If they change again there will be three lines, and so on. 

Phase shifting 

Ask a small group of pupils to play the original motif simultaneously. Another pupil (or small group of pupils) must 

now add a rest at the start of their motif (and keep the rest in their loop). This moves the two parts out of sync 

and then gradually back in. When they play the motif together again, part two adds a two beat rest to their pattern, 

and so on: 

 

 
 

Perform 

Help pupils to create their own minimalist piece in groups using one or more of the techniques mentioned above. 

Once pupils have had sufficient opportunity to perfect their pieces, you could stage a small concert with pupils 

performing in groups to each other. 

 

Vocabulary 

 

Term Meaning 

minimalism Minimalism is a style of music which started in San Francisco in the 1960s with 

composers such as Steve Reich, Terry Riley and Philip Glass. It has certain characteristics 

including: 

 Layers of ostinati 

 Constantly repeated patterns that are subjected to gradual changes 

 Layered textures 

 Interlocking repeated phrases and rhythms 

 Diatonic harmony 

rhythmic cell smallest indivisible unit of melody or rhythm (unlike a motif which may be broken in to 

more than one cell) 

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

contrapuntal having two or more voices 

 


