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Music belongs to everyone.


­— Gunnar Schonbeck, 
instrument inventor and teacher
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Beginning Notes




From Norma Jean Haynes
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If I could offer one piece of wisdom for the new musician — and at age 21, I am a newish musician myself — it would be this:




Follow your ears.


Just days after my 20th birthday, I heard the most incredible music wafting down the street in Paris, France. I followed the sound to an unmarked storefront, where a door swung open on friends laughing and eating around a table. A woman sang by a piano, and unfamiliar musical instruments hung on the walls: inflatable blue guitars and pointy, shimmery metal structures. My ears had led me to the studio of the Baschet brothers, two renowned inventors of musical instruments.


The friends saw me and invited me in. Hesitating, I asked myself a question, one that would reappear months later, when I was invited to contribute to this book:


Who makes the music in our world? Is it the conductor before a hushed orchestra? Is it the pop star with billions of YouTube views, or a mother rocking her baby to sleep with a lullaby? Maybe it’s the cat, wailing for his supper. Could it be you?


“Oh no, not me — I’m not a musician!”


For 20 years, Ann Wiseman and John Langstaff’s book Making Music has insisted that music is expansive enough to include everyone. All that is required is the intent to listen.


Follow your ears! Our world is filled to the brim with sound: the murmur of talk radio, the tut-puddle-trickle-purrr of the coffeemaker, the ra-ra-ta-tum of the cash register. In the 21st century, we live in a constant soundscape, yet it is easy to take sound for granted, forgetting our right to participate. In Make Music! creative listening is a gateway to creative participation: we stop, we listen, we make our own contribution to the world’s orchestra.


Increasingly, music is recognized as a tool to collaborate and communicate across divides of culture and language, regardless of resources and materials available. In the new edition, I’ve included stories and perspectives on how music is used in diverse communities as a part of daily life and work. I hope that you, your family, your students, and your friends might find the ways that it fits into yours.


So jump in! Enjoy discovering the sounds around you, learning (and sometimes ignoring) basic principles of musical structure, and travel­ing the musical map through an exploration of homemade instruments.


Ann Sayre Wiseman and John “Jack” Langstaff, the two authors of an earlier version of this book, were artists, performers, and passionate teachers. Ann is responsible for most of the instrument-building projects, and John for many musical games and activities.








From Ann Sayre Wiseman


Whenever I hear that music, art, and creativity are being cut from the school budget, that learning by doing is being eliminated from the curricu­lum, I write books to show that creativity is the best and most long-lasting way to learn about life, facts, truths, how things are made, and how things work.


Creativity does not require a special budget or special teachers; it requires imagination, common sense, and resourcefulness. Time to explore should be a basic part of all teaching and learning. When the hands can make something that works, the body is delighted, the mind is validated, and immediately you become a teacher yourself who can pass the skill on to someone else who wants to learn.


Improvising musical instruments is an excellent way to encourage creative thinking, and nature has given us amazing sounds as examples. You can find rhythm and sound everywhere: the wind blowing through trees and whistling over holes, thunder in the sky, waves on the sand, rivers rushing by, rain drumming the roof. Singing, humming, slapping, clapping, tapping — wonderful sounds, a scale of notes, free of charge.


We have made instruments that copy these natural sounds. A gourd strung with a sinew or vine makes a crying sound. Almost anything can be used as a drum. Blowing through reeds makes different notes.


When I was working at Boston Children’s Museum, I took a group of kids to the dump with a wooden spoon in each hand to collect good sounds. Car parts were the best. We then went to our kitchens and tapped pots, pans, everything we could hang from strings. We blew into pipes and reeds. We collected sounds for our DAM GOOD DUMP BAND, and you can, too. Hang your sounds from a fence, a shelf, a rack, or the branches of a tree. Invite your friends to come and make music, compose a symphony, write a score.




From John Langstaff


The little girl stood thinking, motionless, in the middle of the room, facing a semicircle of children holding improvised instruments, and contemplated how she might begin the music.


Looking over her attentive “orchestra,” she slowly raised her arm and suddenly pointed to one player. The whirring, metallic sound of an eggbeater began quietly, growing slightly in volume as the conductor’s other hand beckoned pitched notes plucked at random from a kalimba — dozens of little notes shimmering over the low drone. Eventually she introduced a different texture, seeds in a large gourd shaken to a furious crescendo. Next, she coolly pointed to a child clasping two large pot lids, which he clashed together as primitive cymbals. Now the young conductor fervently waved her arms, luring the players on and indicating the entrance of the remaining musicians.




At this point there was a density of sound in which I could hear a xylophone, notes of a recorder, and a single drum making a continuous pattern underneath it all. As the cacophony rose to a climax, the conductor held up one hand to signal the clanging, dominating pot lids to cease. Suddenly she held both hands above her head, focusing her players, and then her arms shot down, outstretched, and abruptly cut the music off.


The silence was stunning — but only for a moment. To my surprise, the young conductor-composer’s hand flew out to cue in again the original first instruments. I heard the low growl of the eggbeater joined by the sparkling notes of the kalimba, just the two quiet instruments continuing on and on . . . until she wiped them out with a pass of her hand to end the piece.
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