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How can we inspire pupils’ imagination and inner images?  Discuss this, giving 

practical examples to illustrate your arguments with reference to your own 

experience as a musician.  Your answer should include reference to the PTC guiding 

principles, and be related to your own teaching experience.   

 

If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where 

they should be.  Now put the foundations under them. 

Henry David Thoreau 

 

Henry David Thoreau’s words are particularly apt for the concerns of this essay.  We 

must be able to inspire our pupils to build ‘castles in the air’, those dreams and 

fantasies that are so important for the life of the imagination.  But these castles are 

not built in isolation.  The act of imagination gives us a starting point to construct 

solid ‘foundations’, in other words, the skills of performance and interpretation.  It is a 

dynamic interchange and leads to a vibrant act of communication, starting from an 

inspiration and culminating in a confident and insightful performance.  This is at the 

heart of the PTC Guiding Principle, ‘express music with fluency, assurance and 

imagination’ (PTC1).  But what do we mean by ‘imagination’?  And how do we 

inspire our pupils to build their ’castles in the air’?  

 

The concept of ‘imagination’ has been explored by numerous theorists over the 

years.  It was a central concern during the cultural period known as Romanticism – 

broadly the period from 1770 to 1850 – when artists, poets and musicians 
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increasingly moved away from the notion of ‘reason’ and ‘science’ in favour of the 

irrational, the indefinable and the uncanny.  Samuel Taylor Coleridge was both a 

poet and critic of the Romantic period and, in his 1817 work ‘Biographia Literaria’, he 

sought to explain his poetic method and define the workings of ‘imagination’.  What 

is most interesting about his discussion is the way in which it relates to his famous 

poem, ‘Kubla Khan’, published in 1816.  ‘Kubla Khan’ was inspired by two things: 

Coleridge’s reading of a book called ‘Xanadu’; and an opium-influenced dream which 

reworked the ideas that the poet had been reading about before he fell asleep.  On 

waking, he immediately set about capturing his ‘vision in a dream’ (p295).  Towards 

the end of the poem, the poetic narrator sees ‘a damsel with a dulcimer’ and he 

desires to ‘revive within me her symphony and song’ so that ‘with music loud and 

long, I would build that dome in air’ (pp297-298).  In other words, although a poet, it 

is through the inspiration of music that imagination is stirred and new worlds are 

created, here the splendour of Xanadu.   

 

Imagination is therefore, according both to Thoreau and Coleridge, about creating 

new worlds and experiences that take us beyond our mundane lives – castles and 

domes in the air – through dreams and art.  It is, as the philosopher John Dewey 

posited, ‘the power of imaging’ (p193, Russell, 1998). This definition accords very 

much with the cultural critic, Northrop Frye, who suggested, in his 1964 work ‘The 

Educated Imagination’, that language helps us create new worlds, worlds that are 

spiritual and mythical and expressed through poetry, music and dance.   
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I believe this gives us a meaningful way of approaching the heart of this assignment.  

If we have some understanding, however rudimentary, of what imagination is, we 

can start to consider the ‘how we inspire’ it part of the question.  In doing this, I want 

to focus on three avenues:  

• literary inspirations (‘story-telling’ from the PTC Guiding Principles); 

• dance and movement (multi-sensory);  

• and visual art (‘picture-painting’).   

 

It is by forging these artistic inter-connections that music can become a powerful 

human experience.  Aaron Copland joined this debate in his 1953 work, ‘Music and 

Imagination’ and he decided, very early in this work, that ‘it is the freely imaginative 

mind that is at the core of all vital music making and music listening’ (p7).   

 

These imaginative processes are not, however, just about creating pleasant 

diversions to pass time.  They are a crucial aspect of healthy childhood development 

and good mental health in adults.  As Rae Pica commented in Early Childhood News 

(2008): ‘when children can imagine, they can envisage solutions to problems.  They 

can imagine what it’s like to be someone else, which helps develop empathy.  They 

can find answers to the question ‘what if’.  And they can plan full and satisfying 

futures.  For children, creativity is also important because it means there is no one 

right answer, which provides them with opportunities to succeed’ (p1).  It is Charles 

Dickens’ heartbreaking message in his 1854 novel ‘Hard Times’ when Louisa 

Gradgrind tells her fact-seeking father, ‘I never dreamed a child’s dream’ (p98).   
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Similarly, imagination has a key role within a therapeutic context where positive 

outcomes and happy endings can be envisaged as a way of countering depression 

and negative thoughts.  Indeed, it can even be used to counter unhealthy 

expressions of the imagination such as delusions – it ensures that imagination is 

used constructively and not allowed to gain an unhealthy control.  The psychologist 

Carl Jung recognised the power of dreaming, play and creativity, all crucial aspects 

of good mental health.  The power of music within music therapy is discussed by Tia 

DeNora (2000) in her book, ‘Music and Everyday Life’ while Konečni argues that, ‘life 

events are a crucial aspect of creative processes’ (p141).  As Russell concluded in 

her 1998 study of John Dewey, ‘the image is a vehicle for enlarging the everyday 

experience of the child’ (p209). So our recourse to imagination serves not just to 

allow pupils to appreciate the music but helps them understand themselves more 

fully.    

 

A.  Literary inspirations 

In his work with the Chicago Laboratory school, John Dewey used the notion of story 

telling as a key method for engaging children with music.  In particular, he used 

stories with which children were familiar – such as Robin Hood – to help them make 

sense of musical extracts, and the narrative trajectory was used to give an overview 

of the structure of a musical work showing the connections between them.       

 

My own music journey started with a literary experience connected to music and I 

can remember vividly this lesson, even though it was nearly fifty years ago now.  The 

work was Grieg’s ‘Peer Gynt Suite’, specifically ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’.  
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We were given the introductory words from Ibsen’s play, ‘there is a great crowd of 

troll courtiers, gnomes and goblins while the mountain king sits on his throne’ and we 

then listened to the music.  We subsequently wrote our own story inspired by what 

we had heard.  This is an example of learning something about an existing narrative 

but then over-layering it with an imaginative extension.  From this inspiration, I 

eagerly devoured the music for the whole of the Suite and my first record was 

Grieg’s Piano Concerto which confirmed my love for the composer and the piano.    

 

Music is full of existing narratives that can be used to inspire pupils’ imaginations: 

operas, film music, ballets, musicals etc.  In terms of my own piano teaching, I have 

used the piano music from the Final Fantasy video game (by the Japanese 

composer Nobuo Uematsu) which is very popular with teenage students.  A current 

student that I teach was inspired by the film ‘Halloween’ to learn the music by John 

Carpenter on piano and we worked together to write the music down – a very useful 

tool for learning about music theory as well as thinking about why the music is so 

powerfully chilling.  Gutano (2015) comments that children are particularly receptive 

to, ‘music which is based on a fairytale or narrative’ (p46): ‘The Nutcracker’, ‘The 

Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Pictures at an Exhibition’, ‘Romeo and Juliet’ etc.  Similarly, 

Reichling (1997) suggests a list of musical works that can be used to promote an 

imaginative response: ‘The Magic Flute’, ‘Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune’, ‘The 

Sorcerer’s Apprentice’, even The Ring cycle (p44).  Most have simple reductions for 

piano.     
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Music can, of course, also be used to create narrative where the listener has greater 

freedom because no ‘official’ narrative actually exists.  I am currently learning 

Brahms’ Intermezzo in A Major (op 118 no 2) and was particularly taken with 

Graham Fitch’s story (25.10.18) about Brahms and Clara Schumann’s thwarted love.  

For me, this gave an added poignancy and vividness to the music, with, most 

importantly, detailed analysis of how the musical features in the piece reflect the 

narrative.  Similarly, our tutorial to prepare the November Teaching Task (Fitch, 

27.10.18) asked us to construct a film storyboard for a piece of music by Burgműller.  

Romantic pieces are a rich source of inspiration, perhaps because so much is 

programmatic.  However, it is also interesting to choose Baroque or modern pieces.  

Vivaldi’s concertos have rich veins of narrative running through them, particularly 

‘The Four Seasons’.  A music group that I attend recently listened to the whole of 

Schoenberg’s ‘Gurrelieder’ which has a powerful horror narrative that would appeal 

to any teenager every bit as much as ‘Halloween’, however musically different they 

may be.          

 

Cook (2003) argues (pp10-22) that there is always a disparity between words and 

music: something is lost in the act of putting words on music.  T S Eliot made the 

same point about the divorce between language and experience in his 1932 verse 

drama ‘Sweeney Agonistes’ when his main protagonist says, ‘I gotta use words 

when I talk to you’ (p135). There may be some truth in this, but there is no doubt that 

words also give us a way of making sense of music for ourselves and the use of 

metaphor and imagery can assist this process.  As Mackworth-Young comments in 

‘Tuning In’ (2000), ‘through metaphor and imagery, we can conjure a single picture in 

our pupils’ minds which make a concept or skill immediately graspable’ (p33).  Lang 
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Lang uses this process in his Piano Academy (Grade 1, 2014), ‘to play a great 

staccato you need to think about a beautiful, very light, very naughty cat’ (p3).  

Mackworth-Young (2000) also uses imagery to explain how to create a staccato 

sound, ‘make it sparkle like the sun on the sea’ (p34).  In both cases, the teaching 

process becomes more memorable through the use of imagery.     

 

Pupils can also be asked to express in words the music that they are playing, 

thinking about the images that the music invokes.  This is particularly fruitful with 

sonatas, preludes, études, allegros or other works without specifically descriptive 

titles.    

 

In addition, pupils might imaginatively develop titles that composers have used.  In 

Lang Lang’s Piano Academy books (2014), he includes reduced piano versions of 

Saint-Saens’ ‘The Carnival of the Animals’, giving information not only on the animal 

being represented, but the orchestral instrumentation in the original.  I have used 

some of his Chinese piano music with evocative titles such as ‘Jasmine Flower’ and, 

in exploring with pupils the qualities of a jasmine flower through words, we also learn 

much about the music and how it should be performed – the delicacy of articulation, 

the use of the whole tone scale giving an oriental sound, soft dynamics.  Advanced 

pupils would benefit from reading Giovanni Pascoli’s lushly evocative poem, ‘Night 

Blooming Jasmine’ and might even improvise or compose a short piano piece from 

this (using ideas from Mackworth-Young on Improvising, 26.10.18).  I learnt 

Martinů’s ‘Columbine Dances’ when I was young and found it very appealing. 

Martinů’s use of theatre is at the heart of the music with dancing and singing 
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expressing the personality of different puppets.  Similarly, the Piano Safari set of 

teaching books use animal themes to enliven the learning bringing potentially dry 

concepts on technique or music theory to life through the use of toys and stuffed 

animals.  

The final link between literature and music that I want to explore is the use of lyrics.  

One of my pupils writes and performs his own songs which he describes as ‘protest 

songs’.  We recently learnt a reduced version of ‘Ode to Joy’ which led my pupil to 

read Schiller’s poem.  He was inspired by Schiller’s use of the word ‘Elysium’ to 

research the word and write his own song with this title (see Restless Youth, 

‘Elysium’, on YouTube).  Admittedly, this is a very advanced example of the 

connections between music, lyrics, the piano and the creative process, but this 

thread of ideas ended up being inspiring for both of us.  Setting words to music is, of 

course, a complex skill – but for pupils who are interested, this can be fertile ground 

for the development of imagination.   

 

A final connection is through analysing songs to see the way that words and music 

work together.  Another pupil of mine is a keen fan of the band Muse and we are 

working our way through an easy piano songbook.  We spent some time analysing 

the way that the words of the song ‘Supremacy’ are reflected in the music.  The 

chord progressions in the song are surprisingly complex for a popular song, so there 

was also much material for some detailed study of music theory.  I feel it is vitally 

important that, as piano teachers, we are open to all forms of music and are 

prepared to respond to our pupils and their interests (the many PTC Sing and Play 

sessions and learning chord progressions help with this).   
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B.  Dance and Movement 

There is, of course, a wealth of western music that has been written either for 

dancing to (minuets, waltzes, polkas etc) or to be performed through dance (ballet).  

Cook (2003) quotes from the work of John Baily who says that western music 

generally is perceived as a ‘sonic’ event’ and any association of ‘motor control’ (p5) 

with music is always secondary.  It is interesting to consider this point in relation, for 

example, to how many of Bach’s minuets are explicitly studied as dance music.  

Alternatively, Baily comments that African ‘kalimba’ music is ‘kinaesthetic’ where 

‘African music patterns of movement are in themselves a source of pleasure’ (p5).  

This is where the Dalcroze method is so important for modern music education; our 

Dalcroze session on the PTC was inspirational (Davidson, 27.10.18).   

 

I can point to a personal experience with movement that further inspired my love for 

music and can again remember the particular class in detail.  The music was 

Prokofiev’s ‘Peter and the Wolf’ and we were asked to dance around the hall 

creating each character that Prokofiev translated into music so effectively.  It was an 

inspiring moment, again focused on music and narrative but linked with movement 

and dance.   

 

Teaching rhythm and pulse are, of course, the obvious places to begin in using 

movement in piano teaching.  Harris (2006) comments on the Dalcroze method that, 

‘Dalcroze was convinced that the pulse should always be physically felt rather than 

mentally generated’ (p40).  This is linked to the ‘multi-sensory’ approach of the PTC 
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Guiding Principles.  And this approach is fundamentally linked to other artistic 

approaches, as Urista (2016) also quotes from Dalcroze, ‘the practice of bodily 

movements awakens images in the mind’ (p7).  There are many ways of doing this, 

from dancing or marching to smaller movements such as tapping, using a ball, – 

even vocalising a beat.   

 

These movements can then be linked to very specific dance movements - waltzes, 

minuets, allemandes etc.  Schnebly-Black (2006), in describing a piano lesson with a 

Dalcrozian focus, asks her student, ‘have you ever moved to the rhythm of the 

sarabande?’ (p89).  I have taught the form of the waltz through learning waltz dance 

steps to give a physical sense of the rhythm of the music.  There is also an excellent 

video on YouTube called ‘The Second Waltz’ which enacts the splendour of a 

Viennese ballroom to Shostakovich’s Waltz No 2 which can be used for background 

viewing.  For teenage students, further inspiration can come from showing the ways 

in which popular singers have used the waltz form eg Jay-Z’s ‘My First Song – 

Viennese Waltz’.   

 

C.  Visual Art 

The final way of inspiring our pupils’ imagination that I want to explore is the use of 

visual art.  Clearly, the notion of the ‘inner image’ in the essay title is most obviously 

linked to the process of painting or drawing.  Mozart himself likened his method of 

composition to that of seeing art, ‘my subject enlarges itself, becomes defined until 

the whole, though it be long, stands complete in my mind, so that I can survey it like 

a picture or a statue’.  (quoted by Russell, 1998, p 202).   
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In his work ‘The Art of Piano Playing’ (1958), Neuhaus devotes a whole chapter to 

the theme of, ‘The Artistic Image of a Musical Composition’.  Neuhaus argues that, 

work on the artistic image should begin at the very first stage of learning the piano’ 

(p10).  He sees that playing the piano represents a musical-poetic expression of an 

image.  Among a list of techniques that Neuhaus recommends (none of which would 

be out of place on a PTC weekend), are, ‘developing his imagination by the use of 

apt metaphor, poetic similes, by analogy with natural phenomena or events in life … 

using every means to develop in him a love of other forms of art, particularly poetry, 

painting and architecture’ (pp20-21)  He is keen to emphasise that this is about an 

emotional engagement with the material: does the music make us feel happy, sad, 

nostalgic, solemn etc.  I’m very interested in Neuhaus’ mention of architecture.  I 

have used architectural images to explain musical structures and greater complexity 

in buildings can be used as an analogy for greater complexity in musical forms.   

 

Music can evoke an image and images can equally be used to gain a greater 

understanding of the atmosphere of the music.  During the exercise where I was 

taught a Grade 1 piece by one of my fellow PTC students (25.11.18), she gave me a 

set of images and asked me to point to one or two that I felt represented the quality 

of the music.  Lang Lang proposes the use of art in his Piano Academy (2014), ‘I 

think of paintings and sculpture to help me capture the mood and feel of pieces’ (p7).  

He gives various examples: an atmospheric Turner seascape, a Japanese print of 

bamboo stalks and one of the Easter Island heads.  The possibilities are endless.   
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Painting can be used to increase an awareness of musical timbres, according to 

Gutano (2015, p45).  She suggests showing pictures with a musical soundtrack – 

mountains, peaceful country scenes, turbulent seas etc – and then playing a chosen 

piece and asking the pupil to render it visually into a landscape picture.  Artistic 

pupils can be asked to make their own drawings or paintings at home.  Neuhaus 

(1958) is at pains to emphasise that this is a complex process.  He says, ‘I never 

‘illustrate’ music … the music … can call forth in imagination the image of a flower’ 

(p26).  This is an interesting distinction.  Just as Magritte asserted in ‘The Treachery 

of Images’ (1929) that ‘Ceci n’est pas un pipe’, so pupils come to understand that art 

is a representation of reality.  But a representation with emotional intensity and 

intellectual power.  This has to be at the heart of all our work as piano teachers.         

 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I have attempted to explore the notion of imagination and the way in 

which a number of theorists have tried to define it.  In doing so, I have come to 

understand more fully just how crucial imagination is for our well-being as fulfilled 

and creative human beings and, thus, how important it is that we use it routinely in 

our teaching.  Its centrality for the PTC Guiding Principles is certainly no accident.  

From this theoretical starting point, I have chosen different ways of creating 

imaginative experience (literature, dance and visual art) as a way of structuring my 

consideration of some the practical methods that we might use to inspire our pupils.   

I have linked these both to my own teaching and my experiences as a young (and 

sometimes not so young) learner.   



13 
 

Ultimately, as Thoreau says at the start of this essay, what we hope is to inspire our 

pupils to build their castles in the air (PTC Guiding Principle 1) but then support them 

to learn the skills to realise those castles (PTC Guiding Principles 2-4).  I recall 

something my piano teacher said to me as I returned as an adult learner.  She said, 

‘you clearly have a very strong musical imagination; you just need help to express it 

to others’.  Toyka posited that inspiration is about the need to sustain hopes and 

dreams (28.10.18).  We endeavour to do this through the dynamic interaction 

between imagination and its disciplined and skilled expression.  It is this that makes 

those dreams a reality.   

 

Word Count: 3299 (excluding references and appendix) 
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fuller narrative, learning a piano reduction and equating the narrative to features in 

the music.   

2.  page 5 – Nobuo Uematsu, ‘Final Fantasy’ piano music, for students who know 

the Final Fantasy storyline, this can be used to teach music theory: analysing the 

beautiful melody line, considering the intervals used, improvising a melody line in 

another key using similar intervals; analysing the key and chord progressions from 

different pieces and representing through drawing or colour the quality of the tonality; 

analysing the cadences used, indicating them on the music using colour coding that 

captures the quality of the cadence and its effect on the sound; performing the music 

while playing images from the video game with the sound turned off.   

3.  page 5 – listening to the music from the film ‘Halloween’ and playing it by ear.  

Analysing how the music has such a chilling effect: 5/4 time signature which is 

unsettling, repetition, three note motif as melody, use of minor 6th, minor tonality, 

chromatic transpositions, use of the minor pentatonic scale, use of eerie synthesised 

sounds.  Improvising a horror soundtrack using some of these musical features.   

4.  page 5 – re-telling a fairy-tale and listening to the music: ‘Sleeping Beauty’, 

‘Nutcracker’, ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ etc – linking the musical features to the 

narrative.  Drawing pictures of the story or designing costumes for the main 

characters. Telling the story and asking the pupil to improvise rhythms and sounds 

alongside the narrative – for younger or less confident pupils, this might include 

giving them a restricted number of pitches to use.  

5.  page 6 – listening to Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ – constructing stories for each part 

of the concerto – constructing a continuous narrative or in sections.  Thinking about 

the form of an Italian Baroque concerto and the virtuoso instrument.  Learning the 
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piano reduction.  Developing this to think about the concept of the virtuoso performer 

and what this might mean for a pianist.   

6.  page 7 – use of metaphor to explain concepts: staccato, legato, ways of 

pedalling, characteristics of major and minor tonalities etc.  Technique can be 

included in this: the way that cats clench their claws connected with finger 

movements etc.    

7.  page 7 – creating a description for music that does not have a descriptive title.  

Listening to the quality of the music and choosing an appropriate landscape scene, 

dance, person, story etc.  Choosing poetry or stories that can be used to illustrate 

the music.   

8.  page 8 – lyric writing for advanced students – or analysing the connections 

between existing lyrics and music including popular songs.   

9.  page 9 – listening to music and using movement to express the quality of that 

music.  Using music such as ‘Peter and the Wolf’ or ‘The Carnival of Animals’ to 

think about the way that animals are reflected in music and how particular 

instruments might be used to symbolise an animal.  Thinking about the sounds that 

these animals make and how this can be made into music.  Transpose this to the 

piano and how those instruments and sounds can be recreated on a keyboard eg 

growling sounds or high pitched squeaks.   

10.  page 10 – using dance rhythms in music to connect to actual physical 

movements – and how these physical movements reflect the quality of the music.  

Can be used with waltz, minuet, sarabande, allemande etc.  Studying more closely 

the musical qualities of these different dances and how they have been used in 

Baroque and later music and how the music has evolved in the process.  Look more 
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closely at period and style through, for example, the evolution of the waltz form from 

its ballroom origins to the Romantic waltz not intended for movement.   

11.  page 11 – using the notion of a building to illustrate the concept of a musical 

structures.  The way that classical buildings – Greek temples or Christian churches – 

are constructed on patterns of numbers.  Renaissance architects tried to create 

buildings that produced harmony on the eye as music creates harmony on the ear.    

Look at pictures of buildings and consider what kind of music they might be related 

to.  Regular or irregular rhythms, textures in music and materials in architecture, 

harmony or discords in how well the whole is constructed etc.  The formality of the 

building’s structure and links to, for example, sonata form.  Examples might include 

plain chant and Romanesque cathedrals; Bach and Baroque churches; Wagner and 

alpine castles; Schoenberg and modern architecture.     

12.  page 11 – using pictures and paintings as ways of illustrating music – giving 

pupils a selection and asking them to choose the one that best captures the quality 

of the music.  Showing pictures with a musical soundtrack.  Showing pictures of, for 

example, a scary monster or a sky of twinkling stars, and asking pupil to think about 

how this might be captured in music.     
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