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Program Notes

Third Rail is comprised of four sections: Voltage, Traction, Crossroads, and Third Rail, respectively. Inspired 
by a train system, the piece conveys a sense of motion, of wandering and searching. Third Rail speaks to the 
traveler within all of us, and through its musical dialogue portrays the many journeys that life takes.

Performance Notes

Third Rail is about motion. The creative spark that led to the piece’s composition was a train system—Phoenix’s 
METRO Light Rail, to be exact.

Care must be taken to ensure that the snare drum blends well with the audio accompaniment. The piece may 
be performed on an orchestral snare drum or a rudimental snare drum. In either case, the drum will most likely 
demand a relatively tight tuning, perhaps muffled, to allow the denser passages to remain articulate. The 
techniques and sounds demanded will lend themselves to a heavier pair of sticks. 

The stick shot in measure 7 of Traction is to be played by striking the right stick upon the left, while the left is 
still resting upon the drum in the position from which the preceding rim knock was played.

The “sweep inner rim” technique called for in Crossroads, denoted by triangular noteheads, is achieved by 
having the bead of the stick resting upon the drumhead and making a quick, outward motion so that the bead 
slides across the surface of the drumhead until it strikes the rim. The bead of the stick should not touch the 
drum after it has struck the rim. Each instance of this sweep technique is preceded by a buzz stroke so that the 
bead is already resting upon the drumhead when the sweep is played. Note that the last grace note of Traction, 
a dead stroke, is intended to set up the first rim sweep in Crossroads, so the stick should be left resting on the 
head between the two movements.

A word of caution to the percussionist: Although the snare drum part is written along the lines of the rudimental 
idiom, it should not be interpreted in that strict, regimented manner, but rather in the expressive sense of a 
chamber work. Liberties may be taken with colors and phrasing. What is not expressly notated should be seen 
as open-ended.

Lastly, Third Rail should be a joy to perform and to watch. Good luck!

–John Ling
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Notation Legend

Audio Playback Options

This piece requires the accompaniment of a sequenced piano. On the included CD-Rom, you’ll find 
the source audio files used to accompany the piece. To best synchronize the complexity of the 
performed snare drum part and to accurately begin various movments, a click track is recommended. 
For this reason, there are two different versions of the audio accompaniment being offered, 
depending on what sort of audio system you have available. 

The recommended approach is the stereo version, which comes with two tracks of stereo audio 
(accompaniment and click track). The stereo version would require you to play back the two audio 
tracks from a multitrack software program (i.e., Apple Logic, Steinberg Cubase, MOTU Digital 
Performer, Ableton Live, etc.), with the accompaniment being routed to the audience/PA speakers 
and the click track being routed to the performer via a common 4-channel audio interface. Using the 
stereo version will allow for the audience to fully experience the effects of the stereo image.

Alternately, a mono version is included in cases where the resources or equipment aren’t available 
to route multiple tracks of audio. In this version there’s simply one stereo audio file in which the click 
track is panned all the way to the left channel for the performer to monitor. Then the PA speakers 
would be set up so they only receive the right channel of audio. This channel can be configured to 
play back through two speakers; however it will still be a single (mono) audio signal.



Setup Examples

STEREO VERSION (recommended)

• Audio System Requirements:
• Mac or PC
• Multitrack DAW software (Logic, Cubase, Live, Digital Performer, etc.)
• Audio interface with at least 4-channel output
• Powered speakers (or passive speakers plus amplifiers)
• Monitor headphones (preferably in-ear)



MONO VERSION

• Audio System Requirements:
• Audio playback device (iPod, computer, CD player)
• Splitter (to send signal to mixer and performer)
• Mixer
• Powered speakers (or passive speakers plus amplifiers)
• Monitor headphones (preferably in-ear)

Alternative Mono Setup

Depending on your PA gear, here’s an alternative to the diagram above the mono version setup. 
If your speakers have parallel in/out ports, simply send the right channel of the mixer to the right 
speaker, then run a cable from the “out” port of the right speaker to the “in” of the left.
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Third Rail
four episodes for solo snare and sequenced piano

Level: Advanced
Approx. playing time: 4’00”

John Ling

I. Voltage
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