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Introduction 

by Jonathan Terry 

Welcome! 

Welcome to your Teacher Workshop, the Pacific Symphony, and your Class Act year! We are delighted to have you be a 

part of this very special partnership and to have you with us during our 26th season as we continue to study Symphony 

at the Movies II: Myths and Legends through the music of John Williams and other composers!   

John Williams, our composer of the year, was born in 1932 in New York City, New York. He is best known for his 

soundtracks to nine Star Wars movies, three Harry Potter movies, and Jurassic Park. John Williams is a composer who 

uses musical techniques of the past and present in his soundtracks to heighten the emotions we see on screen. In 

addition to his work as a film composer, he has also written music for the concert stage, as well as themes for the 

Olympics and national events, including presidential inaugurations.  

Like our last three composers of the year, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Ludwig van Beethoven, and Peter Ilyich 

Tchaikovsky, John Williams is a dynamic musician who excels at composing and conducting. John Williams is the 

composer our Class Act schools most request, and we are excited to continue our study of him for our 26th season! 

 

Your Workshop 

Your workshop is led by an experienced music educator and is designed to give you the tools needed to incorporate the 

Class Act curriculum into your classroom, either synchronously or asynchronously. Your workshop presenter will take 

you through different activities in the packet that you can use with your students. Many of these activities may be 

combined with other activities in the packet to create a more robust lesson or can simply be used to inspire you in 

creating your own approach to the material. Emphasis will be placed on “learning through experience,” so prepare to 

enjoy a lively session! 

 

Your Packet  

Your packet contains eight different activities. In each activity, you’ll find suggested grade level(s), a list of suggested 

resources, detailed implementation methods, Common Core and State Standard correlations, and related Coda ideas. 

The Class Act Coda is described on page 14. Don’t hesitate to explore the activities you may not have had the 

opportunity to experience in your workshop, as you may find a learning opportunity that is ideal for your students and 

enriching for you as a teacher! On our website, we have video demonstrations of the activities in addition to videos of 

our Teacher Workshops. Please be sure to visit us at PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct. 

In addition to the activities, you’ll discover a wealth of information about John Williams in the Man Behind the Music 

and Additional Resources sections. Details about how best to use your Class Act Playlist, as well as connections to the 

Common Core, can also be found throughout your packet. 

As you read through the packet, you’ll notice icons in the top right corner of the first page of each activity. These icons 

are designed to help you quickly identify the standards addressed in that activity. Please see the Standards Icon Key on 

the next page. 

 

 

 

http://pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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Standards Icon Key 

              

     

  = Music           = Theater      

 

 

   = History/       = Science  

         Social Science  

   

 

= Visual Art         = English Language Arts  

 

 

  

 

  = Mathematics                        = Physical Education           
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John Williams Interview 

Once again this year, an interview with John Williams (from September 2019) will be available for all Class Act 

teachers to download at PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct. The interview features John Williams’ answers to that were 

submitted by Class Act team members. A short, one-page biography for younger students will be available online at 

PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct. A biography to share with older students is included in this packet’s resources (on page 

50). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
file:///C:/Users/April/Downloads/PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct
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Tips on Using Your Playlist 

to Enhance Learning  
 

In addition to the interview and biographies, you and your students will also enjoy playlists on Spotify and YouTube curated 

for Class Act schools. This playlist features many pieces you’ll hear throughout your Class Act year. Below are some 

suggestions on adding music to your learning environment by using specific selections on your Class Act playlist for different 

types of learning. Just 15 minutes of musical activity a day is sufficient to establish a relationship with music that a student can 

build upon throughout their lifetime. Research has shown that learning through music not only impacts EVERY portion of the 

brain but also supports the brain’s ability to reorganize itself. 

Track numbers for selections are noted below. Please feel free to share the playlist links with your students and their families 

to enjoy at home as well.  

 

John Williams Class Act Playlist  

1. “Flight to Neverland” from Hook 
2. ”Flying Theme” from E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial 
3. “Escapade I” from Catch Me If You Can 
4. “Escapade III” from Catch Me If You Can 
5. “Harry’s Wondrous World” from Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone 
6. “The Imperial March” from Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back” 
7. “Main Title” from Star Wars: A New Hope 
8. ”Augie’s Municipal Band” from Star Wars: The Phantom Menace 
9. “Raiders March” from Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark 
10. “Main Theme” from Jurassic Park 
11. “Peter’s Shadow” from Peter Pan (2003) 
12. “Main Theme” from The Pink Panther 
13. “A Whole New World” from Aladdin 

 

 

Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/playlist/57Y8p2ke061tJBDYGOxZYw?si=hC05PjIlSg2eSPCQ6J2QyQ 

Spotify supplemental playlist (on YouTube):  

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLegoHcDgWelNg03vyNidVJFe66j4QHnQb  

 

YouTube: https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLegoHcDgWelM5IWdXC2Fjtjvr8ovdNNNW  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/57Y8p2ke061tJBDYGOxZYw?si=hC05PjIlSg2eSPCQ6J2QyQ&nd=1
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLegoHcDgWelM5IWdXC2Fjtjvr8ovdNNNW
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/57Y8p2ke061tJBDYGOxZYw?si=hC05PjIlSg2eSPCQ6J2QyQ
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLegoHcDgWelNg03vyNidVJFe66j4QHnQb
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLegoHcDgWelM5IWdXC2Fjtjvr8ovdNNNW
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Playlist Suggestions 

 
The following selections can be added as background music to your classroom or learning environment. In 

addition to familiarizing your students with the music featured this year, music can also be used a timer for an 

activity, or an inspiration for an assignment. 
 

 

Calming 

Jurassic Park, “Main Theme,” Track #10 

Peter Pan (2003), Peter’s Shadow,” Track #11 

Aladdin, “A Whole New World,” Track #13 

 

Organizational Thinking 

Catch Me If You Can, “Escapades I,” Track #3 

Catch Me If You Can, “Escapades III,” Track #4 

The Pink Panther, “Main Theme,” Track #12 

 

Creativity 

 Hook, “Flight to Neverland,” Track #1 

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, “Harry’s Wondrous World,” Track #5 

Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back, “The Imperial March,” Track #6 

Star Wars: A New Hope, “Main Theme,” Track #7 

 

Energizing 

 E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, “Flying Theme,” Track #2 

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, “Harry’s Wondrous World,” Track #5 

Star Wars: The Phantom Menage, “Augie’s Municipal Band,” Track #8 

Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark, “Raiders March,” Track #9 

 

Note: When adding music to your learning environment, keep the volume at a low level for increased effectiveness.  
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You, Your Class, and Your Musician’s Lesson: 

The Classroom Teacher’s Role 
 

Your role as a classroom teacher is vital to the success of Class Act at your school and to your students’ ability to fully 

benefit from the program. You interact with your students every day, and as such, are their biggest ally in getting the 

most out of their Class Act experience. Thank you in advance for your commitment to joining with us in enhancing 

music and arts learning in your classroom and school! 

For your reference, a simple summary of the Classroom Teacher’s Commitment to the program appears in the Class Act 

Handbook and is also provided here.  

 

Classroom Teacher’s Commitment (applies to all classroom teachers, including Teacher Representatives): 

• To attend or view a digital Teacher Workshop either live through Zoom or through asynchronous video 

• To prepare students for the musician’s lesson:   
o Minimum commitment: Have students listen to the playlist featuring music centered on the theme of 

Symphony at the Movies II: Myths and Legends and composer John Williams, and share the interview 
and biography provided for your grade level. 

o Preferred commitment: Do at least one activity in the Teacher Workshop packet with students and 
share facts about the composer’s life using the Teacher Workshop packet, internet searches, or other 
appropriate resources. 

• To complete an online evaluation of the musician’s lesson 
 

Once you’ve attended your Teacher Workshop and received this packet, it is time to prepare for your musician’s 

lesson.  

 

How to Prepare for Your Musician’s Lesson Video 

Required Preparation: 
➢ Schedule time to view the lesson video as a class or assign it to students during asynchronous learning.  
➢ Have students listen to some of the Class Act playlist (recommendations for specific tracks and suggested use can be 

found on page 10). 
➢ Watch part of the interview with John Williams with your class. 
➢ Read one of the provided biographies of John Williams to your class. 
 

Enhanced Preparation (optional): 
➢ Do a simple activity—or part of an activity—from this packet or one of the Monthly Class Act-ivities posted on social 

media (@classactps on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter). 
➢ Using the suggestions on page 10, play audio selections as often as possible to enhance musical learning and 

increase awareness of this year’s Composer of the Year. 
➢ Review additional points from the Prelude video: 

▪ Ask students to describe their favorite part of the video. 
▪ Ask students to tell you what they learned about John Williams’ life from the video. 
▪ Ask students what their favorite musical piece in the video was and why they liked it or ask them to write a 

“review” of the assembly. 
▪ Ask students how to describe how one of the pieces in the video made them feel. 
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➢ Use the playlist tips and selections on page 10 to support existing curriculum and activities. 
➢ Play a few selections from the playlist and ask students what they imagine when they hear the selection or how that 

particular selection makes them feel. 
 

The day before your lesson viewing: 

➢ Verify that you have received a link to your online Lesson Assessment from your Teacher Representative and/or 
Parent Coordinator. 

➢ As a reminder, the lesson is for viewing by your class only. Do not post or share the video links and password on 
social media or with those outside your school community. 

➢ Review some basic points from the Prelude video with your class: 
▪ Review the name of the composer of the year and theme of the year: John Williams and Symphony at the 

Movies II: Myths and Legends! 
▪ Review the name of your Class Act musician and his or her instrument. 
▪ Remind students about what they learned in the Prelude video.  
▪ Let students know what they are about to experience: the opportunity to learn more about John Williams, 

his music, and Symphony at the Movies II! 
 

The day of your lesson viewing: 

➢ If viewing the lesson during synchronous learning, take an active part in what your students are experiencing, 
modeling good listening and participatory behavior.  Your students will take their cues from you, so we ask that 
teachers refrain from grading papers at that time. 

➢ If assigning the lesson during asynchronous learning, follow up with your students on aspects of the lesson on the 
following day. 

➢ Fill out your online Lesson Assessment (for Teachers) at your first available opportunity following your viewing of 
the lesson. 

 

Within a week of the lesson: 

➢ Go through the questions on your Lesson Assessment Form (for classes) with your students.  
 

Next steps: 

➢ Look through this packet and plan which activity or activities you’d like to work on with your students throughout 
the year. Many activities are an excellent complement to other core subjects. 

➢ Look through the next few pages on how to have a wonderful Coda experience. 
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Sharing YOUR Great Ideas! 

 

 

Many of our classroom and music teachers have wonderful ideas for bringing the Class Act curriculum to life for their 

students. Perhaps you’re putting together a lesson inspired by an activity in this packet?  Maybe you have something 

you do each year to link the study of music to another curricular area?   

We want to learn about the great work that YOU do and to share it with other teachers involved in the Class Act 

partnership!  

 

Want to be a part of making Class Act even more meaningful to your fellow teachers? Help with creating Class Act 

Curriculum! 

Contact Jonathan Terry at jterry@pacificsymphony.org to be considered as an activity writer for a future Class Act year. 
We are always appreciative of Class Act teachers that incorporate the program into their curriculum. 
 

Please note that writing Class Act Teacher Workshop activities is 100% optional and is not considered part of your 

commitment to the Class Act partnership. 

 

mailto:jterry@pacificsymphony.org
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Creating a Coda 

What Is a Coda?  

The Coda is the culminating event of this special Class Act year. The Coda is intended to be inspired by Class Act events 

throughout the year and their content. The Coda can be a compilation of work, such as videos, documents, PDFs, or 

PowerPoint/Google Slides’ presentations, and can be submitted as digital files or physical copies sent to our Symphony 

office. Please contact your Regional Manager if you prefer sending physical files.  

The work created for the Coda by Class Act schools will be shared with program funders to show the impact of the 

program. In addition to the Teacher Workshop activities, monthly Class Activities are posted on Class Act’s social media 

channels (@classactps on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) and can also be used as the basis for the Coda. The Coda 

takes different forms at different schools. The one commonality among all Codas is that all students participate. The 

Coda should include presentations based on the composer and theme of the year, John Williams and Symphony at the 

Movies II: Myths and Legends! Although the Coda can include musical performances, it is not required.  

Many of the activities in this packet will translate beautifully into a meaningful Coda presentation. The goal of the Coda 

is not perfection, but full, enthusiastic participation! We want to see your creativity and what you enjoyed this year.  

Due to the ongoing pandemic, the Coda temporarily replaces the Bravo. More than ever during this pandemic, we do 

not recommend full musical performances. Smaller artistic and creative writing activities make great submissions for 

Codas (as well as Bravos, when they return). 

 

What Is the Coda Philosophy? 

As per the Class Act Handbook, the objective of the Coda is:  

“To provide a meaningful culmination to process-based learning through a presentation that incorporates elements of 

the Composer of the Year’s music, the musician, and the theme of the year . . . During the year-end Coda, students use 

creative writing, visual art, and more as forms of expression to demonstrate what they have enjoyed and learned from 

their participation in Class Act. All students participate in this special event, coordinated by the Teacher Representatives. 

Schools are encouraged to share the activities for their entire community to see.” 

 

How Do I Plan the Coda? 

Every Coda is different, but generally, each grade level will work together to create their presentation.  One teacher may 

take over the leadership and planning with the help and support of the other teachers in that grade level. Once the lead 

teacher has come up with the idea for the presentation, classes will work on their projects and prepare for the event. It 

is a good idea to have lead teachers compare notes to make sure that each grade is using a different idea. It’s not a 

problem if grades use similar concepts, but most schools prefer to have each grade’s presentation be based on unique 

ideas. 

The Teacher Representative(s) are like the committee chair(s) for the event, coordinating all teachers’ efforts, checking 

in with lead teachers, and assembling digital or physical files. If your school has a music teacher, they can be a great 

resource for ideas and may be willing to help plan a grade-level activity. However, with the difficulties of this year, music 

and group movement activities are not recommended. There are many great activities you can use in your Teacher 

Workshop packet, and a great number of these provide an outstanding opportunity for cross-curricular learning. You can 

also reference our Monthly Class Act-ivities posted on our program’s social media pages (@classactps on Facebook, 

Instagram, and Twitter) for additional Coda activity ideas. 
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Are the Students Required to Sing and Dance? 

Although they are always appreciated, the complexity of musical and dance performances can be prohibitive during this 

time and are never required. Students can display artwork or illustrated stories inspired by John Williams’ music. They 

can also create a living time line, juxtaposing significant events in John Williams’ life with events in world history.  

 

What Makes a Good Coda? 

➢ Participation in some form, by every student (including kindergarten students) is required. 
➢ A wonderful addition to a digital Coda (but by no means required) is narration that ties the different presentations 

together. This is often written by the Teacher Representative and can be narrated by upper graders, a teacher, or 
the principal. The text of the narration might include: 

▪ Welcome and opening comments 
▪ A few lines about Class Act at the individual school and what the students have been learning and 

experiencing through Class Act 
▪ A short introduction to each act. For example: “The second graders have been studying the form of ‘Raiders 

March’ from Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. Let’s watch as our students perform movements 
along with the music!” 

▪ A wrap-up where the school thanks the Class Act Musician and Pacific Symphony 
➢ FUN! We want you and the students to enjoy this from beginning to end—the preparation as well as the execution!  

 
What Resources Are Available? 

➢ The Spotify and YouTube playlists are filled with music by John Williams and other featured composers. 

➢ A video interview with John Williams is available for download at PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct. 

➢ There are many different activities in your Teacher Workshop packet. Each includes suggestions on how 
students can display what they have learned at the Coda. 

➢ Your Teacher Workshop packet is filled with biographical information about John Williams, including a timeline, 
quotes, and fun facts. 

➢ Your Teacher Workshop packet also has an extensive bibliography and list of helpful online resources. 
➢ Our social media pages (@classactps on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) feature Monthly Class Act-ivities that 

can be used for your Coda. 
➢ We are happy to help you in any way possible. Whether you want to bounce ideas off of us or ask for help 

implementing an idea, don’t hesitate to contact us! Class Act staff is available to meet and discuss Coda ideas. 
 

Contact: Jonathan Terry, Director of Education: jterry@pacificsymphony.org  
Please contact Jonathan to connect directly with Teacher Workshop presenters. 

 

Suggested Bravo Assembly Activities from Previous Years to Adapt to This Year’s Coda 

There are many great activities suggested in your Teacher Workshop packet that are based on the work of John 
Williams. Below, you’ll also find some favorite activities used by our schools in previous years that could be applied to 
work in the current learning environment: 

➢ Students create a living timeline, demonstrating important events from the composer’s life. This can also include 
short vignettes and artwork. A cross-curricular component can be added by juxtaposing events in the 
composer’s life with ones in American or world history. 

➢ Students create acrostic poems about the composer and his music.  
➢ Students create artwork that reflects the composer and his music. 

 

file:///C:/Users/jterry/Desktop/PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct
mailto:jterry@pacificsymphony.org
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Activities and Explorations 

For the Classroom and Beyond!  

Over the next 28 pages, you’ll find eight different activities to explore with your students. To aid you in finding lessons 

that are appropriate for your students’ grade level, please consult the chart below. Activities are listed in order, with 

suggested grade levels and page number locations for each.  

In addition to inviting you and your students to delve deeper into the Class Act curriculum, the activities provide ample 

opportunities to address Common Core standards and enhance learning in a variety of subject areas. 

We wish you and your students an exciting learning adventure together! 

  

Activity 

Number Activity Name Suggested Grade Level(s) 

Page 

number 

Subjects 

Covered 

#1 
Magical Movements Grades 1–4 17 

Music, Physical 

Education 

#2 
Raiders March! Movement and Form Grade K–5 20 

Music, Physical 

Education 

#3 

Your Whole New World All Grade Levels 25 

History and 

Social Science, 

Visual Art 

#4 Interstellar Depth Grade 2 and Higher 29 Math, Science 

#5  

How Soundtracks Affect Films Grade 4–8 31 

Music, History 

and Social 

Science 

#6 Shedding Light on Shadows Grade 4 and Higher 34 Music, ELA 

#7  Exploring Sundials Grade 2 and Higher 37 ELA, Science 

#8 Composing a Character Theme Grade 4 and Higher 42 Music 
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Magical Movement 

Activity #1 
Activity and Standards by Bridget Duffin, Teacher on Special Assignment 

Newport-Mesa Unified School District 

 

Grades: 1st–4th 

 

Summary 

Students will learn to follow the form of “Harry’s Wondrous World” on a listening map and then demonstrate the form 

with specific movements for each section. 

Required Resources 

● Harry’s Wondrous World audio clip (movement edit) 

● Listening Map (page 18) 

● Movement Demonstration Video (YouTube link) 

● Movement Demonstration Video (Google Drive link) 
 

Required Materials 

● Scarves or toilet paper streamers (one or two per student) 

 

Objectives 

Students will: 

• Learn how the piece is divided into sections by studying the form on the provided listening map  
• Demonstrate the form through movements with scarves or toilet paper streamers 

 

Background 

“Harry’s Wondrous World” is from the score of the first Harry Potter movie, composed by John Williams. It has a distinct 

form with different recognizable sections. We have provided a shortened edit of the track for this activity to make it 

more accessible for students of all ages. This edit of “Harry’s Wondrous World” can be divided into the following 

sections: 

• Introduction (Hedwig’s Theme) 

• A: Legato Friendship Theme  

• B: Staccato Friendship Theme  

• Bridge (Transition) 

• C: Reflection Theme (Descending notes in woodwinds) 

• Coda (Ending) 

See the listening map diagram below to understand how these sections are arranged in the piece. 

 

Vocabulary 

Form: The structure of a piece of music 

Legato: The musical term for long, smooth, connected notes 

Staccato: The musical term for short, separated notes 

 

 

https://youtu.be/P8O9UBffQas
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JSN5FLAjwPLG7XwbxIOZy3bGh0PIhDXr/view?usp=sharing
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Procedure  

1. Listen to the music from the beginning of “Harry’s Wondrous World,” and ask students to identify the staccato 

section (starts at 0:12) and legato section (starts at 0:19). 

 

2. Introduce the listening map, and follow the pictures while listening to the audio. 

 

3. Model the basic movements for each section, as follows: 

• Introduction: Move the scarves or toilet paper streamers up and down, stretching your arms in opposite 

directions. 

• A: Move the scarves in four big circles. Then turn around two times with the scarves flying in air like 

broomsticks.  

• B: Hold the scarves in front of your body, and move to the rhythm of the music using short, staccato 

movements. 

• Bridge: Move the scarves in “twirly whirlies” (small circles like a little tornado). 

• C: Throw and catch one scarf. (Set down the second scarf if using two). 

• Coda: Move the scarves in more twirly whirlies, and then throw the scarves into the air on the final note. 

 

4. Perform the piece. You may show students the demonstration video and have them mirror the screen.  
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Extension 

Have students create new movements for each section of the piece in small groups or individually. They may use a 

different prop, like a stuffed animal, if desired. Distance learning students may demonstrate and record their original 

movements using programs like Flipgrid or Seesaw. 

 

Suggested Coda Activities 

• Have the class perform the scarf/toilet paper roll streamer choreography to “Harry’s Wondrous World” 
(movement edit). 

• Ask students to create their own listening map for the piece using drawings or internet images imported to a 
program like Google Slides or Google Docs. 
 

 

STANDARDS 

 

Music 

• Performing: 4.2 Demonstrate understanding of the structure and the elements of music (such as rhythm, 
pitch, and form) in music selected for performance. 

 

Physical Education 

• Standard 1: Demonstrate motor skills and movement patterns needed to perform a variety of physical 
activities. 

• Area: Rhythmic Skills 
• Concept 1.18: Perform rhythmical sequences related to simple folk dance or ribbon routines. 
• Concept 1.19: Perform with a partner rhythmical sequences related to simple folk dance or ribbon routines. 
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Raiders March! Movement and Form  

Activity #2 
Activity and Standards by Susan Geiser, General Music and Vocal Teacher 

 Westerly School of Long Beach 

 

Grades: 1st-5th  

 

Summary 

The form of a piece is like a musical roadmap—it breaks down the whole into individual sections and highlights patterns. 
Mapping out form in music is similar to mapping out literary form. Each new section of material is labeled with a new 
letter, starting with A, and continuing until all new sections are labeled. Many different form templates have been 
developed over the course of music history, but this lesson focuses on Rondo form.  
 
Rondo form was developed in the 17th century and was primarily used in instrumental compositions. In Rondo form, a 
principal theme (sometimes called a refrain) is interspersed between sections of new and contrasting material. Rondo 
form is characterized by the frequent and repetitive return of the A section, which acts as an anchor and grounds the 
listener in something familiar while allowing the composer to explore different themes. Williams’ “Raiders March” is a 
great example of Rondo form. The iconic A section bounces triumphantly in between sections of more suspenseful 
material—the B and C sections. It is a great musical representation of Indiana Jones’ many adventures and his uncanny 
ability to always come out on top. 
 
Required Resources 

● “Raiders March” from Raiders of the Lost Ark (Class Act Playlist, Track #9) 
● Individual sections of “Raiders March” (A, B, C) (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct)  

  
Required Materials 

● Choreography videos (These provide a detailed breakdown of the moves and a demonstration of how they 
should be paired with the music). (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct)  

● Raiders Form Map (projected on the screen or written on the board) 
● “Raiders March” Google Slides presentation (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct) 

 
Objectives 
Students will: 

• Learn about musical form: what it is, why it is important, and how to create form maps.  
• Learn a choreographed movement routine that they will perform to “Raiders March.” 

(Extensions) Students will:  

• Learn about Rondo form and its unique structure 

• Learn a fun folk dance to La Raspa 
• Create an original illustration that tells the story of “Raiders March” 

 
Background 
John Williams composed the “Raiders March” in 1981. It is part of the soundtrack to the Steven Spielberg film Indiana 
Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. The soundtrack was originally performed by the London Symphony Orchestra and 
was nominated for an Academy Award. The A section (or refrain) of “Raiders March” is nicknamed the “Indiana Jones 
Theme” and returns frequently throughout all four Indiana Jones films. The theme is used to foreshadow moments of 
triumph and is also transformed at times to illustrate moments of stress or peril. “Raiders March” is written in Rondo 
form and can be mapped out as follows: Intro A A B B A A C A. 
 
 

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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Vocabulary  
Form map: A visual system of mapping out musical form wherein each new section of material is assigned a new 
letter from the alphabet 
Musical form: The structure of a composition 
Rondo form: A form template that typically follows a pattern such as A B A C A D. Rondo form is  characterized 
by the frequent return of the A section (refrain) 

 

Procedure 
 
Note: This lesson works equally well in-person or in a virtual format. Movements have been created to work well in an 
online environment and can be performed in a seated position. You may also modify movements to meet your unique 
classroom needs and environment. You will need to enable screen sharing so students can see the information being 
projected on your computer. A Google Slides presentation is available at www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct.  
 
1. Begin the lesson by introducing musical form. Write the word form on the board or project it on your screen 
(included in the accompanying slideshow). Explain to your students that musical form is essentially a roadmap of a piece 
of music. It is a visual tool that helps the listener identify individual sections and patterns. 
 
2. Explain to the students that they are going to learn the form to one of John Williams’ most famous pieces: “The 
Raiders March” from Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. Have students share any connections they may have 
to the film or score. 
 
3. Introduce the first section of music: the A section (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct). Tell the students that you are 
going to play an audio clip and that this part is labeled “A” because it is the first section of music in the piece. Explain 
that the A section will be repeated several times, and they will need to identify all subsequent repetitions.  
 
4. Before playing the audio clip, ask students to think critically about the music they are about to hear.  Ask students to 
come up with at least one describing word for the music. Tell them they will be asked to share out their describing 
words after listening.  
 
5. Play the audio clip for your class. 
 
6. Ask for volunteers to share their describing words (e.g., upbeat, bright, triumphant), and create a list on the board. 
There are no wrong answers when conducting this type of listening exercise. If a student volunteers a contrasting 
adjective, then you ask for more information and investigate their thought process. 
 
7. Explain that the A section is meant to sound like the character Indiana Jones. Provide some background information 
about the character. For example, “He is a brave adventurer who travels around the world solving mysteries.” Highlight 
student adjectives that matched characteristics of Indiana Jones (e.g., brave, strong). 
 
8. Teach students the movements that pair with the A section. (Please watch the choreography videos included with this 
lesson for a detailed breakdown of the choreography.) 
 
9. Have students listen for every repetition of the A section (or refrain) in the full performance of “Raiders March.” 
Explain to your students that you are going to play the entire track, and whenever they hear the A section, they should 
stand up and perform the accompanying moves. Prompt students to sit back down when new musical material is 
introduced. Perform along with your class as a guide. 
 
10. Introduce the second section of music: the B section (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct). Tell the students that you 
are going to play an audio clip of the B section. This part is labeled “B” because it is the second section of music and that, 
when labeling, we go down the alphabet in order.  

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct


22 
 

 
11.  Before playing the audio clip, ask students to think critically about the music they are about to hear. While listening, 
have them come up with at least one describing word for the music. They will be asked to share their describing words 
after listening.  
 
12. Conduct a similar discussion for the B section, highlighting similarities to and differences from the A section.  
 
13. Teach students the movements that pair with the B section.  
 
14. Repeat procedural steps 10–13 for the C section.  
 
15. Project or display a form map for the class and review the overall form of the piece with your students. Count how 
many times the A section (or refrain) is repeated (five times). Point out that the B and C sections occur far less 
frequently and are interspersed in between repetitions of the A section.  
 
 

Form Map of “Raiders March” 

 

A    A     B    B’     A    A     C    A 
 
 
16. Point out the emotional differences between the sections by highlighting key words from the student lists. Foster a 
short discussion about the musical storytelling by asking one or all of the following questions: 

• What kind of story is this music trying to tell? 

• Does Indiana Jones triumph over evil? 

• Does the music make you picture any specific adventures or scenarios? 
 
17. Play the entire track and perform all movements for each section.  
 

Extensions 

1. Grades K–2: The Mexican folk song “La Raspa” is another great example of Rondo form with a very recognizable “A” 
section (refrain). Play a recording of the song for your students, and create lists of describing words to identify 
similarities and differences between sections. There is a great folk dance that pairs to the music which can be taught 
in solo form. A tutorial can be found at: La Raspa Solo Dance Tutorial. 

 

2. Grades 3–5: Explain to your students that this form template is called Rondo Form. Rondo Form is a form template 
that typically follows the pattern A B A C A D (etc.) and is characterized by the frequent return of the A section 
(refrain). John Williams is not the only composer to use Rondo form; it has been used by many composers 
throughout music history. Choose one or two pieces from the following list and play them for your class. Analyze the 
form, listening for the different sections of music. 

• Rondeau from Abdelazer by Henry Purcell  

• “Fanfare Rondeau” by Jean-Joseph Mouret  

• Rondo Alla Turca by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
 

3. All Grade Levels*: Hand out a blank piece of paper to each student and instruct them to fold the piece into three 
equal sections. The pages should lie horizontally with creases running vertically. (You may need to assist 
kindergarten and first grade with the folding or plan to fold ahead of time for younger grades). Label each section on 
the paper for each section of music in “Raiders March” (A, B, and C). Explain to the students that they are going to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FmOmB5CJp0o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VVivtti-n-w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZukLuZQeNHo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=quxTnEEETbo


23 
 

illustrate the story they hear in the music. Play one section at a time, pausing in between to let students finish their 
illustrations. Students do not have to illustrate a story that includes Indiana Jones; let them know they are free to let 
their imaginations wander. Give students the opportunity to share their unique illustrations with the class and 
display the illustrations in the classroom. 

 
*Free illustrating to music can be more challenging for K and 1. You may find that their attention spans only allow 
for one section of music at a time. This activity can be broken up across many days OR you can just explore the A 
theme since it is the one that is meant to represent Indiana Jones. 

 
 

Suggested Coda Activities 

• Submit a recording of your class performing the choreographed movement routine along to the track. Costumes 
and props are not required but always encouraged.  

• Create illustration books of student artwork (see extension above). 
 

 

Standards 

 

Music 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT - Analyze 

▪ 7.2 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Response to music is informed by analyzing context (social, cultural, and historical) and 
how creators and performers manipulate the elements of music.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do individuals choose music to experience?  

Nov.MU:E.Re 7.2 

Identify how knowledge of context and the use of repetition, similarities, and contrasts inform the response to music. 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT - Select  

▪ 7.1 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Individuals’ selection of musical works is influenced by their interests, experiences, 
understandings, and purposes.  

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do individuals choose music to experience?  

4.MU:Re7.1 

Demonstrate and explain how selected music connects to and is influenced by specific interests, experiences, purposes, 

or contexts.  

 

Physical Education 

● Standard 1: Demonstrate motor skills and movement patterns needed to perform a variety of physical activities. 
● Area: Rhythmic Skills 
● Concept 1.18: Perform rhythmical sequences related to simple folk dance or ribbon routines. 
● Concept 1.19: Perform with a partner rhythmical sequences related to simple folk dance or ribbon routines. 
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Your Whole New World 

Activity # 3 
Activity by Eileen Regullano, 

Education and Engagement Manager, Pacific Symphony 

Standards by Allison Hieger 

 

Grades: All Grade Levels 

 

Summary 

Students will learn about different places shown during the magic carpet ride featured in Aladdin. Then, after 
researching the animals, geography, and architecture of a new place, they will “take their own trip” to that place 
through writing and art. 
 
Required Resources 

• Video of "A Whole New World" from Aladdin (1992)  

•  “Your Whole New World” presentation (optional; available at PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct) 

• Encyclopedias, books, and/or library and internet access for researching new places 
 
Required Materials 

• Writing and art materials (e.g., paper, pencils, crayons, etc.) 
 
Objectives 
Students will: 

• Learn about distinctive features of Cairo, Athens, and Beijing, as depicted in Aladdin (1992) 

• Research a new place, especially any distinctive animals, geography, and architecture 

• Illustrate or write about the place they chose to research 
 
Background 
The song “A Whole New World” was featured in Disney’s 1992 animated film, Aladdin, when Aladdin and Jasmine go on 
a magic carpet ride around the world. As Jasmine and Aladdin fly around the world, they see various animals, geography, 
and architecture that reveals their location. From the fictional city of Agrabah (a conflation of Baghdad and Agra), they 
soar above the clouds and see storks before tumbling back down in time to see the pyramids and Sphinx at Giza, just 
outside Cairo. The couple and their carpet then find some wild horses to pet before visiting the Parthenon in Athens, 
and finally end their carpet ride watching fireworks at the Forbidden City in Beijing. 
 
Composer Alan Menken, who is well known for his music on many Disney movies (including The Little Mermaid, Beauty 
and the Beast, Hercules, and many more), composed “A Whole New World” with a soaring melody and other musical 
elements to represent the flying magic carpet ride. The song became hugely popular, winning both an Academy Award 
and a Grammy after the movie’s release. Since then, this beloved ballad has been revisited and rearranged for a 
Broadway show and live action movie based on the original film, each with their own versions of the magic carpet ride. 
 
Vocabulary  

Architecture: How a building is designed or constructed 
Geography: The study of different places and environments and their relationship to people and cultures 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qbc1SZutbwg
http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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Procedure 
1. Begin by asking your students if they have seen Aladdin (either the most recent live action movie or the original 

animated film). If you have students who have seen Aladdin, ask one of them to tell the class about the two main 
characters, Aladdin and Jasmine, and the magic carpet. If you have no students who have seen Aladdin, explain 
briefly that Aladdin’s magic carpet can fly anywhere and that he and Jasmine go on a magical journey around the 
world. 
 

2. Ask your students if they have heard the song “A Whole New World.” Then tell them you will all be listening to the 
song together as you watch Aladdin and Jasmine’s carpet ride. Ask students to watch carefully for the different 
animals, environments (deserts, rivers, mountains, etc.), and famous landmarks that make an appearance during 
their magical journey. 

 

3. Play the video clip for “A Whole New World.”  
● If your students are all in-person, have them raise their hands as you watch to share what they see during the 

clip.  
● If your students are distance learning, have them type into the chat as they watch.  
● If you have a mix, have students write down and share what they saw in a group discussion afterward.  
● As students share, compile a list on the whiteboard or screen. 

 

4. After discussing the different animals, environments, and buildings that appear during Aladdin and Jasmine’s trip, 
present the “Your Whole New World” slideshow (optional) and briefly discuss some of the distinct features of each 
locale, such as:  

a. Agrabah: a fictional place based on a mix of Baghdad, Iraq, and Agra, India 
i. Environment: hot desert climate 

ii. Famous landmarks: the marketplace, inspired by classical Baghdad and Islamic architecture; 
the palace (where Jasmine and the Sultan live), inspired by the Taj Mahal 

iii. Architecture: the marketplace has arches, balconies, and outdoor stalls; the palace has bulbous 
domes, vaulted gateways, and elaborate ornamentation (Mughal architecture) 

b. Above the clouds 
i. Animals: storks (which can be found in many places around the world) 

c. Giza pyramid complex on the outskirts of Cairo, Egypt 
i. Environment: desert, lots of sand; a plateau 

ii. Famous landmarks: The pyramids at Giza; the Great Sphinx 
iii. Architecture: pyramids built of limestone; Great Sphinx depicting the mythical creature carved in 

bedrock.  
iv. Interesting facts: Pyramids were tombs for Pharaohs who ruled over Egypt. The Great Sphinx’s 

original purpose is contested, but its face is thought to be that of pharaoh Khafre.  
v. Animals: horses (potentially Arabian horses) 

d. Athens, Greece 
i. Environment: green hills, apple trees 

ii. Famous landmarks: the Parthenon 
iii. Architecture: many tall columns on all sides; roof made of flat tiles with ornate decoration and built 

out of marble  
iv. Interesting facts: thought to originally be a temple to the Greek god, Athena; also a treasury 
v. Other defining features: a statue of Eros (the Greek god of love, or the equivalent of the more 

commonly-known Roman god, Cupid) 
e. Beijing, China 

i. Famous landmarks: the Forbidden City 
ii. Architecture: marble stairs and terraces; symmetrical; lower ceiling than the Parthenon; roof with 

curved edges; made of wood 
iii. Interesting fact: was the imperial palace for the Ming and Qing dynasties 
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iv. Other defining features: Fireworks (which were invented in China); dragon dance (seen on the 
ground in front of the Forbidden City; a Chinese dance often performed for the New Year and other 
festive celebrations, with a series of people holding the dragon on poles) 

 
5. Ask the students which of the locations Aladdin and Jasmine visited are the most interesting to them. If they were to 

go on a magic carpet ride, where would they want to visit? What kinds of animals, architecture, or geography might 
they find there? 

a. For example, some defining features of New York City might be: 
i. Animals: Pigeons 

ii. Environment: a bustling city 
iii. Architecture: tall skyscrapers made out of metal and glass 
iv. Famous landmarks: The Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building 

v. Other defining features: taxis, subway, bodegas 
 

6. Have students choose one of the places they mentioned and research what kinds of animals, architecture, or 
geography make that place special. Then have students depict these special places through visual art or writing. 
 

7. Finally, have students present their creations to the class to take everyone on their own magic carpet ride around 
the world! 

 

Extensions 

1. Older students might find it interesting to explore the architecture of their chosen place by constructing their own 
models of a famous landmark or by making their own monument inspired by the locale’s architectural features and 
style. Students can make simple buildings with popsicle or craft sticks, pipe cleaners, modeling clay, or even 
toothpicks and gumdrops. 

2. The magic carpet had to have been going EXTREMELY fast to make it to all those different locations in just one night! 
For another STEAM-related extension, have students find the distance between all the locations Aladdin and 
Jasmine visited and plot their course on a map (using either Baghdad or Agra as the location for the fictional city of 
Agrabah). For students especially interested in math, they can then calculate how fast the carpet had to have been 
going to travel that distance within one 12-hour night. Students can also chart their own magic carpet rides using 
the locations they chose to visit. 

 

Suggested Coda Activities 

• Make a simple slideshow in PowerPoint, iMovie, or other user-friendly software showcasing the students’ 

artwork and/or written work through pictures, with “A Whole New World” playing in the background. 

• If completing Extension 1, include students’ architectural creations in the slideshow. 

• If completing Extension 2, include students’ charted course as part of the slideshow. 

• Have students record short audio or video clips of where they would want to go on a carpet ride and what they 

would see there. (You can also have them sing excerpts from “A Whole New World.”) 
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Standards 

 

History and Social Science 

• Historical and Cultural Context Sub-Strand 3.0: Understanding the Historical Contributions and Cultural 
Dimensions of the Visual Arts. Students analyze the role and development of the visual arts in past and present 
cultures throughout the world, noting human diversity as it relates to the visual arts and artists. 

o Concept: Role and Development of the Visual Arts 
▪ Standard 3.1: Explain how artists use their work to share experiences or communicate ideas. 
▪ Standard 3.2: Recognize and use the vocabulary of art to describe art objects from various 

cultures and time periods. 

• Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills: The intellectual skills noted below are to be learned through, and 
applied to, the content standards for grades six through eight. They are to be assessed only in conjunction with 
the content standards in grades six through eight. In addition to the standards for grades six through eight, 
students demonstrate the following intellectual reasoning, reflection, and research skills: 

o Sub-Strand: Chronological and Spatial Thinking 
▪ Standard 3: Students use a variety of maps and documents to identify physical and cultural 

features of neighborhoods, cities, states, and countries and to explain the historical migration of 
people, expansion and disintegration of empires, and the growth of economic systems. 

 

Visual Art 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT – Perceive 

▪ 7.1 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Individual aesthetic and empathetic awareness developed through engagement with art 
can lead to understanding and appreciation of self, others, the natural world, and 
constructed environments.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS  

How do life experiences influence the way you relate to art? 

How does learning about art impact how we perceive the world? § What can we learn from our responses to art?  

6.VA:Re 7.1 

Identify and interpret works of art or design that reveal how people live around the world and what they value.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



28 
 

Interstellar Depth 

Activity #4 
Activity by Jonathan Terry, 

Director of Education, Pacific Symphony 

Standards by Allison Hieger 

 

Grades: 2nd and up 

 

Summary  

In both E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial and Star Wars, characters travel great distances between planets. How are distances 
across space measured? Through this activity, students will learn the basic the idea of parallax, the best way to measure 
distance in astronomy.  
 

Required Materials 
Paper and pencils (one per student)  
 
Objectives 
Students will learn about parallax and how it is used to measure distances across space. 
 

Background 
The idea of measurement gets exponentially complex the further the distance two objects are from one another. A ruler 
can measure a up to a foot, a yardstick up to three feet, and a measuring tape up to about ten feet. When measuring in 
space, however, none of those are viable options. That’s where parallax comes in; it’s similar to depth perception in 
humans and many other animals that use their two eyes, slightly separated, to gauge distance.   
 
Vocabulary  

Depth perception: The ability to visually judge distances 
Parallax: Apparent displacement or the difference in apparent direction of an object as seen from two different  

  points not on a straight line with the object  
 

Procedure 
 
Part 1: Hole in the Hand 
1. Give each student a piece of paper, and ask them to roll it into a tube lengthwise.  

 
2. Tell students to take the tube in their right hand, hold it up to their right eye, and look through it like a telescope. 
 

3. Tell students to place their left hand next to the far end of the tube. 
 

4. With both eyes open, tell students to focus their eyes on a distant point on the wall. As they focus on the point far 
away, they should notice a “hole” appear in their left hand. This is the effect of their brain making a composite of 
both images.  
 

5. If some students have difficultly seeing the illusion, have them try these tips: 

• Make sure both eyes are open and the left hand is not covering the tube.  

• Move the left hand closer to the body. 

• Move the left hand slowly towards the face so the illusion comes into focus. 

• Readjust where the eyes focus. For example, focus on an object on the far side of the room.  

• Switch eyes. (Some students may see the illusion more easily with one eye than with the other.) 
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Part 2: Pencil Parallax 
1. Have students hold a pencil out in front of them at arm’s length. 

 
2. Have students close their right eye and look at the pencil. Have them note where the pencil is in relation to its 

background. 
 

3. Have students switch eyes and observe the difference. They should notice that the pencil moves in relation to its 
background. 

 

4. Discuss with your class why the pencil moves when you switch eyes:  

• Because each eye is in a slightly different location, each eye sees a slightly different image. When you switch 
eyes, you are switching between two images. When both eyes are open, your brain makes a composite of 
both images together. 

 

5. Ask students to predict whether the movement of the pencil would be greater if the pencil were closer to their face.  

• Have them perform the experiment and provide the results. Students should observe that the pencil 
“moves” more when it is closer to their face. When an object is close to the face, the difference in angles 
between each eye and the object is greater than when objects are further away. The human brain uses that 
information to determine distance, and this information is used on a larger scale via telescopes to determine 
distances in space. 

 

Extension 
Watch this video from the Las Cumbres Observatory on how parallax is seen in other examples on Earth and how it is 
used in space. 
 

 

Suggested Coda Activity 

Write about and illustrate your own solar system. What is it called? Does each planet have its own name? How many 

suns does it have, and what color do they burn? How many planets are there in your solar system? What are the 

environments like on each planet? Do any planets have rings? Be as creative as you would like.  

 

 

Standards 

 

Mathematics 

• Measurement and Geometry Sub-Strand 1.0: Use direct comparison and nonstandard units to describe the 
measurements of objects. 
 

Common Core State Standards – Measurement & Data 

CCSS.MATH.CONTENT.2.MD.A.3 

Estimate lengths using units of inches, feet, centimeters, and meters 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iwlMmJs1f5o
http://www.corestandards.org/Math/Content/2/MD/A/3/
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Science 

• Earth Sciences Sub-Strand 5: solar system consists of planets and other bodies that orbit the Sun in predictable 
paths. As a basis for understanding this concept: 

o Standard b: Students know the solar system includes the planet Earth, the Moon, the Sun, eight other 
planets and their satellites, and smaller objects, such as asteroids and comets. 
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How Soundtracks Affect Films 

Activity #5 
Activity by Susan Geiser, 

General Music and Vocal Teacher, Westerly School of Long Beach 

Standards by Allison Hieger 

 

Grades: 4th-8th  

 

Summary 
A film score is an integral part of the storytelling process. It provides insight into the emotions of the characters and 
foreshadows events to come. John Williams is a master musical storyteller and has used a wide variety of instruments in 
his scores to heighten emotion, create detailed settings, and evoke a response from the audience. This lesson takes a 
look at the history of film scoring, and then explores the instrumentation of two John Williams scores: Catch Me If You 
Can and Return of the Jedi. The guided presentation will walk your students through the history and purpose of film 
scoring, the importance of instrumentation, and John Williams’ unique approach to musical storytelling. 
 
Required Resources 

● “Scoring Outside the Box” Google Slides presentation (Parts 1 and 2) (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct)  
o The slideshow is split into two parts: “A History of Film Scoring” and “John Williams and 

Instrumentation.” Each section contains roughly a half hour of material. We recommend you present 
them in order so students get a fuller picture, but each part is designed to stand on its own. 

 
Required Materials 

● Pencils (one per student) 
● Paper (one piece per student)  
 

Objectives 
Students will: 

• Learn about the history of film scoring 

• Learn about John Williams’ journey to become a composer of film scores 

• Understand that “instrumentation” refers to the instruments for which a specific piece is written 

• Analyze how certain instruments enhance musical storytelling 
 

Background 
The soundtrack to Catch Me If You Can was released in 2002 and marked the twentieth collaboration between John 
Williams and director Steven Spielberg. The score was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Original Score and a 
Grammy for Best Score Soundtrack for Visual Media. Williams’ clever instrumentation helps set both the physical and 
emotional stage. For example, a string of alto saxophone solos in the first movement of “Escapades” is reminiscent of 
the 1960s jazz aesthetic, and the frantic tiptoe in the marimba paired with vocal and body percussion creates a sense of 
mystery and suspense.  
 
The soundtrack to Return of the Jedi, released in 1983, was the third installment of the original Star Wars trilogy. John 
Williams composed and conducted the score which was originally performed by the London Symphony Orchestra. 
“Parade of the Ewoks” is a charming little march meant to introduce the Ewoks to the audience. Williams’ 
instrumentation includes a conga drum, penny whistle, and toy piano. These unique choices paint a detailed picture of 
the Ewoks’ environment. 
 
 
 

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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Vocabulary  
Body Percussion: The art of creating sounds with one’s body that approximate, imitate, or otherwise serve the  

 same purpose as a percussion instrument 
Film Score: Original music written specifically to accompany a film.  
Composer: Someone who writes music 
Conga: A tall, narrow drum from Cuba 
Deslizado: A playing technique for the conga drum that involves sliding your fingers across the drumhead to  

 produce a moaning tone 
Film score: Original music written specifically to accompany a film 
Improvisation: To make something up on the spot without any prior practice or preparation 
Marimba: A percussion instrument consisting of a set of wooden bars struck with yarn or rubber mallets to 

 produce musical tones 
Orchestra: A group of instrumentalists, especially one combining string, woodwind, brass, and percussion  

 sections, playing music together 
Phonograph: The earliest version of a record player, invented by Thomas Edison in 1877   
Synthesizer:  An electronic musical instrument that can create or replicate many different types   

 of sounds 
Tin whistle: A small flute made of out tin or similar metal with six finger holes; the highest pitched instrument  
Vocal Percussion: The art of creating sounds with one's mouth that approximate, imitate, or otherwise serve the 
same purpose as a percussion instrument, whether in a group of singers, an instrumental ensemble, or solo 
 
 

Procedure 
 
1. Ask each student to take out a piece of paper and a writing utensil. (You may also have students utilize chat features, 
Google Docs, or any other online platforms with which they are familiar.) Tell them that they will be asked to create a 
personal response to a piece of music at the end of the presentation.  
 
2. Introduce the topic of today’s lesson: storytelling and instrumentation. Explain that students will learn a little about 
the history of movie music as well as how John Williams uses specific instruments to tell musical stories. 
 
The slideshow has been split into two parts- “A History of Film Scoring” and “John Williams and Instrumentation.” Each 
section contains roughly a half hour of material. We recommend you present them in order so students get a fuller 
picture but each part is designed to stand on its own. 
 
3. Begin the “Scoring Outside the Box” presentation, stopping to play all media and foster all outlined discussions.  
 
4. On Slide #30, ask students to create a response to “Parade of the Ewoks.”  
 

 

Suggested Coda Activities 

• Perform original student percussion accompaniment to “Escapades Percussion Exercise” (Slide #23). Play the 
audio excerpt and have individuals or groups perform their unique percussion. Students can use vocal or body 
percussion or can create percussion sounds on nontraditional instruments (e.g., pencils, rulers, or other 
everyday objects that have been repurposed for this exercise). 

• Select a few individuals to share their personal responses about how the instrumentation in “Parade of the 
Ewoks” affected the musical storytelling. 

• Create a portfolio of student responses to the “Parade of the Ewoks” listening exercise. Portfolios can be in hard 
copy or virtual formats. 
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Standards 

 

Music 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT – Select 

▪ 7.1 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Individuals’ selection of musical works is influenced by their interests, experiences, 
understandings, and purposes.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do individuals choose music to experience?  

4.MU:Re7.1 

Demonstrate and explain how selected music connects to and is influenced by specific interests, experiences, purposes, 

or contexts.  

 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT – Analyze   

▪ 7.2 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Response to music is informed by analyzing context (social, cultural, and historical) and 
how creators and performers manipulate the elements of music.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do individuals choose music to experience?  

2.MU:Re 7.2 

Describe how specific music concepts are used to support a specific purpose in music.  

 

• Connecting—Anchor Standard 11: Relate Artistic Ideas and Works with Societal, Cultural, and Historical 
Context to Deepen Understanding 

o PROCESS COMPONENT - Relate  

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

Musicians connect societal, cultural, and historical contexts when creating, performing, and responding.  

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do musicians make meaningful connections to societal, cultural, and historical contexts when creating, performing, 

and responding?  

Nov.MU:E.Cn 11 

Relate music to societal, cultural, and historical contexts when creating, performing, and responding.  
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• Performing—Anchor Standard 6: Convey Meaning Through the Presentation of Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT - Present 

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

Musicians judge performance based on criteria that vary across time, place, and cultures. The context and how a work is 

presented influence audience response.  

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS  

When is a performance judged ready to present? 

How do context and the manner in which musical work is presented influence audience response?  

1.MU:Pr6 

a. With limited guidance, perform music for a specific purpose with expression.  

b. With limited guidance, demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette appropriate for the purpose. 

 

History & Social Science  

• A Child’s Place in Time and Space Sub-Strand 1.4: Students compare and contrast everyday life in different times and 
places around the world and recognize that some aspects of people, places, and things change over time while 
others stay the same. 

o Standard 3: Recognize similarities and differences of earlier generations in such areas as work (inside 
and outside the home), dress, manners, stories, games, and festivals, drawing from biographies, oral 
histories, and folklore. 
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Shedding Light on Shadows 

Activity #6 
Activity by Susan Geiser,  

General Music and Vocal Teacher, Westerly School of Long Beach 

Standards by Allison Hieger 

 

Grades: 4th-8th  

 

Summary 

Humans have long been fascinated by shadows and have frequently used them as metaphors in art, literature, and 
music. This lesson takes a deeper look at three musical representations of shadows and highlights compositional tools 
used to personify them.  
 
Required Resources 

• “Peter’s Shadow” from Peter Pan Suite (Class Act Audio Playlist, Track #11) 
● “Shedding Light on Shadows” Google Slides presentation ()  

 
Objectives 
Students will: 

• Listen to three pieces of music written about shadows 

• Learn about metaphors and how they are used to convey deeper meaning in storytelling 

• Identify compositional tools used to personify shadows in music 
 
(Extensions) Students will: 

• Play a fun theater game  

• Learn about the science behind shadows by studying sundials 
 

Background 

James Newton Howard is a Los Angeles-born composer who has written scores for over 120 films including Pretty 
Woman, The Sixth Sense, and The Hunger Games trilogy. He has won Grammy and Emmy awards for his compositions 
and has been nominated for eight Academy Awards. Howard comes from a musical family. His grandmother was 
concertmaster for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. He was encouraged to start his musical training early and began 
playing the piano at age four. Howard has written two concert pieces for the Pacific Symphony Orchestra: I Would Plant 
A Tree (premiered in 2009) and Concerto for Violin and Orchestra (premiered in 2015). Howard wrote the soundtrack to 
the 2003 film Peter Pan, which includes “Peter’s Shadow.” Howard’s instrumentation and rhythmic choices bring Peter’s 
magical and mischievous shadow to life. 
 
“Shadowland” is an emotional ballad from the musical The Lion King. The song was written by Lebo M., Hans Zimmer, 
and Mark Mancina, and originally recorded by Heather Headley.  In “Shadowland,” Nala is reckoning with her decision to 
leave Pride Rock after coming to the realization that her homeland has been driven to ruin by Scar. The song is based on 
an earlier piece called “Lea Halalela” (“Holy Land”), which was also written by Lebo M. Lebo was born in Soweto, South 
Africa, and was exiled from his homeland during apartheid. The lyrics of the song heavily reflect themes of refugeeism 
and survival. The shadows referenced in this piece are metaphors for the death and destruction Nala (and Lebo) 
endured in their respective environments. Nala is forced to face the shadows in her life in order to overcome them and 
find salvation for her land and people. 
 
“Me and My Shadow” is a cute duet written in 1927 and is now considered an American standard. The song has been 
performed by famous musicians spanning many decades, including Frank Sinatra, Judy Garland, Sammy Davis Jr., Mandy 
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Patinkin, James Corden, and countless more. Donny and Jimmy Osmond’s rendition is a great example of musical 
personification. Their voicing and use of repetition create a delightful depiction of a boy and his shadow.  
 

Vocabulary  
Composer: Someone who writes music 
Dynamics: How loud or soft a piece of music is played 
Instrumentation: The particular instruments used in a piece of music; the manner in which a piece is arranged 

 for instruments 
Legato: A musical articulation where notes are played in a manner that is smooth and connected   
Lyrics: Words written to accompany a melody 
Major key: A musical key in the major mode; sounds bright or happy 
Metaphor: A figure of speech that is used to make a comparison between two things that aren't alike but do 

 have something in common 

Minor key: a musical key in the minor mode; sounds gloomy or sad 
Rhythm: Music’s pattern in time 
Shadow: A dark area or shape produced by a body coming between rays of light and a surface 
Staccato: A musical articulation where notes are played in a manner that it choppy and detached 
Tempo: The speed at which a piece of music is performed 
Unison: Simultaneous performance 

 

Procedure 
 
Note: This lesson works equally well in person or in a virtual format. Three songs have been selected so students have 
the opportunity to compare and contrast, but you are welcome to focus on just one. A Google Slides presentation is 
available at www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct. The following procedure lists the steps of the activity in the order of 
the presentation. 
 
1. Open the Google Slides presentation, “Shedding Light on Shadows.” Ask your class, “What is a shadow?” and foster a 
quick discussion. Students will probably respond with scientific definitions of shadow (e.g., a dark area or shape 
produced by a body coming between rays of light and a surface). The goal of this opening is to start with a more 
concrete definition and then transition towards the abstract.  
 
2. Transition to shadows as metaphors. Explain to your students that shadows are often used to represent deeper 
meanings in art, music, movies, television, etc. Ask your students, “What kinds of emotions are commonly associated 
with shadows?” Foster a quick discussion.  
 
3. Explain that today the students will listen to three pieces of music written about shadows. Each piece has its own 
distinct personality, and each shadow represents something different. Tell students that as they listen, they will identify 
tools from the composer toolkit that were used to bring each shadow to life.  
 
4. Introduce the first piece, “Shadowland,” from the musical The Lion King. Play the piece for your students, and ask 
them to think of emotions that describe the music. Call on four or five students to share at the conclusion of the clip. 
Highlight the similarities among responses.  
 
 
5. Tell students that "Shadowland" is sung by Nala as she sets out on a journey to find help. Call on a student to read the 
following lyrics: 
 

Shadowland, the leaves have fallen, 
This shadowed land, this was our home,  
The river’s dry, the ground has broken,  

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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So I must go, now I must go.  
And where the journey may lead me, let your prayers be my guide,  
I cannot stay here, my family, but I’ll remember my pride. 
  

6. Explain that the lyrics in this song paint an image of a dark and desolate land. Ask students what else the shadows 
might represent, and foster a quick discussion. Guide students toward the realization that the shadows referenced in 
this song also represent feelings of loss, betrayal, and despair. Nala has watched her beloved homeland crumble and is 
forced to leave and find help. In a way, the shadow also represents the loss of her youth and innocence.  
 
7. Connect these metaphors to the music. Explain that these themes are represented musically in several ways:  

• Tempo: This song begins with a slower tempo, which gives the impression that Nala is moving slowly and 
cautiously. 

• Legato: The notes are played in a smooth and connected manner which adds a heaviness to the melody. There is 
a sense that a blanket of darkness has fallen upon the land, and it is difficult to find light or happiness. 

• Minor key: The song is written in a minor key which makes the music feel sad and gloomy. 
 

8. Extension for older grades: Present the slides with background information about the composer of “Shadowland,” M. 
Lebo.  
 
9. Introduce the second piece, “Peter’s Shadow,” from the 2003 movie Peter Pan. Play the piece for your students, and 
ask them to think of emotions that describe the music. Call on four or five students to share at the conclusion of the clip. 
(This piece changes dramatically from beginning to end, so you may find that there are fewer similarities between 
responses.) 
 
10. Call on a student to read the following: 
 

Peter Pan is a fictional boy who lives in Never Never Land and has many fantastical adventures. Peter is a Lost 
Boy, which means he will never grow up. At the beginning of the story, his shadow is accidentally detached from 
his body when he sneaks into the Darling house. Peter tries frantically to catch and reattach his shadow, but his 
shadow is naughty and zooms around the house causing chaos. Wendy Darling finally succeeds in catching 
Peter’s shadow and sewing it back to his foot.  

 
11. Explain to your class that Peter Pan is set in a fantasy world where magic is real. Peter’s shadow is sneaky, clever, 
naughty, mischievous, and childish. “Peter’s Shadow,” by James Newton Howard, captures all those personality traits 
and sets them against a magical backdrop. 
 
12. Extension for older grades: Ask students what they think Peter’s shadow is meant to represent? What is the shadow 
a metaphor for?  

• Example answer: While Peter Pan leads a very exciting and magical life, there are some things he cannot 
accomplish simply because he doesn’t age. Peter’s shadow can be seen as representing the desires that are just 
out of reach, such as having a family, getting a job, and forging real and lasting relationships. 

 
13. Connect these ideas to the music. Explain that these themes are represented musically in several ways: 

• Instrumentation: Howard creates a magical atmosphere by using chimes at the beginning of the piece. These 
twinkly, high-pitched tones make the listener picture stars and fairy dust. Later on in the clip (0:45), we hear the 
flutes and violins playing fast runs moving from low to high. These runs create the illusion of a chase and build 
suspense. 

• Rhythm: Howard uses fast notes to personify the quick, flighty, and mischievous shadow.  

• Dynamics: Howard uses extreme swings in volume to build suspense and make the listener feel like the shadow 
is getting closer and then quickly darting away. 
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14. Introduce the third piece, “Me and My Shadow,” performed by Donny and Jimmy Osmond. Play the piece for your 
students and ask them to think of emotions that describe the music. Call on students to share out at the conclusion of 
the clip, you will want to gather at least 4 or 5 responses. Highlight similarities among responses.  
 
15. Call on a student to read the following lyrics of the song- 
 

Me and my shadow, strolling down the avenue. 
Me and my shadow, not a soul to tell my troubles to. 
And when it’s 12 o’clock we climb the stairs, 
We never knock, cuz nobody’s there. 
Just me and my shadow, all alone and feeling blue. 

 
16. Ask your students if they think this is a happy song or a sad song. This may be challenging to answer because the 
performers appear very happy and the music sounds very bright and joyful, but the lyrics suggest that the main 
character is actually lonely and “feeling blue.” Explain to your students that the shadow in this song is a metaphor for 
the character’s loneliness.  
 
17. Connect these ideas to the music. Explain that the shadow is represented musically in several ways: 

• Echoes: The younger performer (Jimmy Osmond) frequently echoes words sung by the older performer 
(Donny Osmond). Jimmy’s mimicry indicates that represents the shadow.  

• Unison performance: The performers sing several unison passages where notes and lyrics are the same. This 
gives the impression that they are the same entity or very close to one another. That unity is also 
represented in their dancing which is perfectly in sync at times. 

 
18. Conclude the lesson by asking students to identify their favorite piece of “shadow” music. Foster a short discussion 
about the three selections. 
 
Extension 
 
Shadow Improv Game*: Choose one person to be the leader. Have that student stand and face the rest of the class. 
Explain that you will play the music from “Peter’s Shadow,” and the leader will have one minute to improvise a series of 
movements. As the leader moves, have the rest of the class imitate their movements and facial expressions, the same 
way a shadow would move in unison with its caster. It is best for the leader to start slowly and gradually speed up and to 
choose movements that can be easily replicated by everyone in the group.  
 
*Note: This activity works equally well in-person or in a virtual setting, but students will need to have their cameras on in 

order to play successfully. 

 

 

Suggested Coda Activities 

• Brainstorm a list of other songs, books, poems, works of art, etc. that have been written about shadows. 
Analyze these for metaphors, and have students share what the shadows in these works are meant to represent.  
 

• Play the shadow game. Choose a leader to perform the shadow game (extension described above) with 
assembly guests. This game will work best in-person; however, if you have permission to record virtual lessons, 
then you can also create a recording of your students performing the game and include it in your school’s Coda.  
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Standards 

English Language Arts 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4 
o Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative language 

such as metaphors and similes. 
 

Music 

• Responding—Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and Analyze Artistic Work  
o PROCESS COMPONENT – Analyze 

▪ 7.2 ENDURING UNDERSTANDING  

• Response to music is informed by analyzing context (social, cultural, and historical) and 
how creators and performers manipulate the elements of music.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION  

How do individuals choose music to experience?  

2.MU:Re 7.2 

Describe how specific music concepts are used to support a specific purpose in music.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/5/4/
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Exploring Sundials 

Activity #7 
Activity by Susan Geiser, 

General Music and Vocal Teacher, Westerly School of Long Beach 

Standards by Allison Hieger 

 

Grades: 2nd and up 

Summary 
Humans have used sundials to tell time and track the changing seasons for centuries. Sundials tell time by using shadows 
to track Earth’s position relative to the sun. This lesson explores the science behind how sundials are made and used to 
tell time. 
 
Required Resources 

● “Peter’s Shadow” from Peter Pan Suite (Class Act Audio Playlist, Track #11) 

• “Exploring Sundials” Google Slides presentation (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct)  
 
Required Materials 

● Paper plate (optional) 
● Play doh (optional) 
● Birthday candle or straw that has been cut in half (optional) 

 
Objectives 
Students will  

• Learn what a sundial is and how it tells time 

• Learn about the anatomy of sundials 

• Create a class sundial (extension) 

• Write their own epigrams (extension) 

• Learn about Stonehenge (extension) 
 

Background 
James Newton Howard is a Los Angeles-born composer who has written scores for over 120 films including Pretty 
Woman, The Sixth Sense, and The Hunger Games trilogy. He has won Grammy and Emmy awards for his compositions 
and has been nominated for eight Academy Awards. Howard comes from a musical family; his grandmother was 
concertmaster for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. He was encouraged to start his musical training early and began 
playing the piano at age four. Howard has written two concert pieces for the Pacific Symphony Orchestra: I Would Plant 
A Tree (premiered in 2009) and Concerto for Violin and Orchestra (premiered in 2015). Howard wrote the soundtrack to 
the 2003 film Peter Pan which includes “Peter’s Shadow.” Howard’s instrumentation and rhythmic choices bring Peter’s 
magical and mischievous shadow to life. 
 
The earliest known sundials date back to 3500 BC. The Ancient Egyptians are generally given credit for inventing and 
perfecting the early sundial. By 1500 BC, they had created a portable version of a “shadow clock.” Having a way to 
measure time and the changing of seasons was a crucial survival skill; sundials were used to create calendars that 
indicated when crops should be planted and harvested.  
 
Vocabulary  

Composer: Someone who writes music. 
Epigram: A pithy saying or remark expressing an idea in a clever and amusing way. 

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
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Gnomon: The projecting piece on a sundial that shows the time by the position of its shadow. 
Shadow: A dark area or shape produced by a body coming between rays of light and a surface. 
Sundial: Shows time by casting shadows from a pointer onto a plate marked with the hours of the day. As the 
Earth rotates on its axis, the sun appears to move across the sky and casts shadows at different points on the 
plate. 

 
Procedure 
 
1. Open the Google Slides presentation, “Exploring Sundials” (www.PacificSymphony.org/ClassAct). Ask your class, 
“What is a sundial, and why is it important?" 
 
2. Go through the sundial presentation, taking time to pause for all recommended class discussions. 
 
3. Transition to the critical listening portion of the presentation. Explain to your students that they just learned about 
how sundials use shadows to indicate time. Tell them that now they are going to listen to a piece of music written about 
shadows. Ask them to think of describing words for the piece. 
 
4. Tell students that humans have long been fascinated by shadows and have frequently used them as metaphors in art, 
literature, and music. Ask students to compile a list of other songs, books, movies, plays, etc. that have been written 
about, or include, shadows.  
 
Extensions 
 
1. Build Your Own Sundial (Grades 4 and up) 
 
Materials 
● Piece of paper 
● Stick or plastic straw 
● Rocks  
● Play doh 
● Black marker 
 
Follow these directions to prepare a sundial prior to class and take photos to document the process, or work with your 
students to create a class sundial: How to Make a Sundial  
 
This video also includes a brief history of sundials as well as step-by-step instructions for creating your own: Sundials: 
Basics and DIY 
 
2. Write Your Own Epigram 
 
Materials 
● Blank piece of paper (one per student) 
● Markers, crayons, or colored pencils  
 
An epigram is a pithy saying or remark that expresses an idea in a clever or amusing way. Epigrams have been inscribed 

on sundials for centuries as a way for the designer to impart advice or wisdom to the reader. Most epigrams are loosely 

connected to the passage of time. Some examples include: 

• Time flies when you’re having fun. 

• Amidst the flowers, I tell the hours. 

http://www.pacificsymphony.org/ClassAct
https://www.science-sparks.com/how-to-make-a-sundial/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cl1GYpo1ZI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cl1GYpo1ZI
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• The time to be happy is now, the place to be happy is here. 

• Carpe diem! 

Invite your students to write and illustrate their own sundial epigrams. Their mottos or quotes should have something to 

do with time, the sun, or the passage of time. Students should write their epigrams on a blank piece of paper and then 

draw a matching illustration.  

3. Learn about Stonehenge (Upper grades) 

Stonehenge, a prehistoric monument in Wiltshire, England, may have been constructed to serve as a large sundial. This  
newsclip breaks down recent theories and the science behind the stones. 
 
 
Suggested Coda Activities 

• Brainstorm a list of other songs, books, poems, works of art, etc. that have been written about shadows. 
Analyze these for metaphors and have students share what the shadows in these works are meant to represent. 

• Share sundial epigrams. Create a virtual portfolio of the epigrams and matching illustrations created by your 
students. 

• Create a class sundial. Explain the steps that were involved in making the sundial, and provide some information 
about the science behind sundials. Share the sundial (or pictures of the sundial) at the assembly, or include them 
in a virtual portfolio. 

 
 
Standards  

English Language Arts 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4 
o Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative language 

such as metaphors and similes. 
 

Science 

• Earth Sciences Sub-Strand 4: Objects in the sky move in regular and predictable patterns. As a basis for 
understanding this concept: 

o Standard e: Students know the position of the Sun in the sky changes during the course of the day and 
from season to season. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/uncovering-the-long-hidden-secrets-of-stonehenge/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/5/4/


43 
 

Composing a Character Theme 

Activity #8 
Activity and Standards by Bridget Duffin, 

Teacher on Special Assignment, Newport-Mesa Unified School District 

 
Grades: 4th and up   

 
Summary 
Students listen to examples of character theme music and then create their own theme music in Google Chrome Song 

Maker. 

Required Resources 

● Creating Character Themes in Chrome Song Maker demonstration video on You Tube or  Google Drive 

● Creating Character Themes in Chrome Song Maker presentation (student-facing)  

● Chrome Music Lab: Create your own songs with Song Maker instructional video in Song Maker 

● Darth Vader’s Theme in Song Maker 
● Pink Panther Theme in Song Maker 

 

Required Materials 

● Class Act Playlist 

● Chromebook, tablet, or other device with internet access  

● Chrome Music Lab: Song Maker 

 

Objectives 

Students will: 

● Write a brief description of an existing or original character 

● Compose a short theme song in Chrome Music Lab: Song Maker based on the description of their character 

 

Vocabulary 

Composition: A work of music, literature, or art 

Theme Song: A song or melody strongly associated with someone or something 

 
Procedure  

Note: This lesson can be done with students during synchronous learning time or independently during asynchronous 

learning time by sharing the provided instructional video and/or Google Slides presentation with students.  

1. Ask students if they know what a theme song is. Ask, “Have you ever noticed that in movies and TV, certain 

characters have special theme music that plays when they are on screen?” 

• Listen to the Imperial March, Pink Panther, and Yoda’s Theme (slides 2–4 of the Creating Character Themes 

in Chrome Song Maker presentation) to hear some examples of themes associated with characters.  

 

2. Say, “Now we’re going to take a look at Chrome Music Lab’s Song Maker.” Show students the Chrome Music Lab 

video about how to use Song Maker. 

 

3. Next, listen to a few Class Act music examples played on Song Maker: 

https://youtu.be/NtqUwgO58Os
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LUs1wTa9brHIflAtl7HB6dskCloqrfrl/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1QPJRn6FZTQ4qhqyzSd4XxhSkzbbjHwRtVCrgj6Tl-Rs/edit?usp=sharing
file://///Psosymphony8/Symphony7/Education/education/Class%20Act/20-21/Teacher%20Workshops%2020-21/Packet%20drafts/video
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker/song/5462354414796800
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker/song/5625283848175616
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1QPJRn6FZTQ4qhqyzSd4XxhSkzbbjHwRtVCrgj6Tl-Rs/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1QPJRn6FZTQ4qhqyzSd4XxhSkzbbjHwRtVCrgj6Tl-Rs/edit?usp=sharing
https://youtu.be/BqncqSxIwgc
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• Darth Vader’s Theme  

• Pink Panther Theme  

 

4. Tell students that they will use Chrome Music Lab Song Maker to create an original short theme for a character. This 

can be a character created by the student or a character from a book, TV show, or movie. Have students start by writing 

a few sentences about who their character is and describing their character’s traits. Are they friendly, sneaky, intelligent, 

powerful, childish? 

5. Share the link to Chrome Music Lab: Song Maker with the students. Tell students to compose a short theme in Song 

Maker about the character they chose. When they are done, they should click “save” and share their Song Maker link 

with their teacher.  

Extensions 

● Students may write a more complex composition by going into the Song Maker settings and increasing the 

number of octaves and measures for their composition.  

● Students who play instruments may play their composition on their instrument and share with their teacher 

and/or class via videoconference or in an educational platform that records and shares, like Flipgrid or Seesaw. 

 

Suggested Coda Activity 

A class compilation of character themes and descriptions by students would make a great Coda Activity for distance and 

hybrid students. To have every composition in one place, teachers may import the template from slide 9 of the 

presentation into their own Google Slides presentation and duplicate it so there is one slide template per student. Each 

student then can add their character description and composition to their own slide. 

 

Standards 

 
Music 

• Creating 2a (gr. 4) Demonstrate selected and organized musical ideas for an improvisation, arrangement, or 
composition to express intent, and explain connection to purpose and context. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker/song/5462354414796800
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker/song/5625283848175616
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Song-Maker
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1QPJRn6FZTQ4qhqyzSd4XxhSkzbbjHwRtVCrgj6Tl-Rs/edit#slide=id.g63ec31b6eb_0_100
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The Man Behind the Music 

John Williams 

b. 1932 
By Matthew Neil 

 

Childhood and Education 

John Towner Williams was born on February 8, 1932, in Floral Park, New York, to parents Esther and Johnny Williams, Sr. His father 

Johnny was a musician, playing percussion in the CBS Radio Orchestra and jazz drums for the Raymond Scott Quintette. The younger 

Johnny Williams (as he was then called) would later follow his father into the recording studio and impress older musicians with his 

chops. A trained musician from the age of five, Williams learned many instruments, including trumpet, trombone, bassoon, cello, 

and clarinet. He eventually decided to focus on piano, in hopes of becoming a classical concert pianist. 

In 1948, when Williams was in high school, his family relocated to Los Angeles. He began studying privately with pianist Robert Van 

Eps, who was also an orchestrator for Hollywood films. At North Hollywood High School, Williams would arrange music for his school 

band by using techniques he had picked up from orchestration manuals. Even as a teenager, Williams saw early success in music, as 

his high school jazz band gathered enough of a local following to earn them a 1949 Time magazine article.  

Williams went on to study at the University of California, Los Angeles, as well as Los Angeles City College, which had a studio jazz 

band he wanted to join. During this time, Williams studied composition privately with Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, an Italian 

composer best known for his guitar compositions and Hollywood film scores for MGM. In 1952, Williams was drafted into the U.S. 

Air Force, where he played piano and brass while also arranging for the U.S. Air Force Band. While in the Air Force, Williams had his 

first opportunity to score a film, incorporating folk songs from Newfoundland for a documentary about the region. 

 

Career as a Pianist 

Though Williams had displayed talent for composition, arrangement, and orchestration, his dream was still to become a concert 

pianist. Williams moved back to New York to enroll in the prestigious Juilliard School and to play jazz in New York’s clubs. But he 

soon shifted his focus once he heard the virtuosic playing of his Julliard classmates. Williams thought, “If that’s the competition, I 

think I’d better be a composer!” 

Once Williams moved back to Los Angeles and became a parent with his wife, actress Barbara Ruick, he needed a reliable income to 

support his family. Though he had decided to give up his dream of becoming a world-class concert pianist, there happened to be an 

open pianist job in the studio orchestra at Columbia Pictures. This would be a great opportunity for Williams to break into 

composition, as he would be playing music for Hollywood soundtracks. Long before Williams scored some of the biggest film titles 

from the 1970s onward, he could be heard playing piano on blockbusters from an earlier era, including classics such as Some Like It 

Hot (1959), West Side Story (1961), Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1962), and To Kill a Mockingbird (1962), plus the title song to the TV series 

Peter Gunn (1958–61). 

 

Early Career as a Composer 

As was typical with aspiring Hollywood composers, Williams got his start working as an orchestrator, the person who converts the 

composer’s detailed musical sketches into professionally-written scores. Williams also worked as an arranger and conductor for 

Columbia Records, contributing to records by Mahalia Jackson, Doris Day, and others. Williams first entered the composing world 

through TV, working for the music department of Revue Television Studios, which would later become Universal Television Studios. 

Williams composed for several series simultaneously, the most famous of which were Gilligan’s Island, which he worked on from 
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1964–65, and Lost in Space, which he began scoring in 1965. Williams described how the intense demands of TV composing 

prepared him for his career as a film composer: 

The shows I was assigned to were the hardest shows—the hour shows—which meant I had to write about 20 to 25 

minutes of music a week, score it, and record it. It was a tremendous learning opportunity for me. What I wrote 

may not have been good—it probably wasn’t good—but the main idea was to get it done, and I got it done. 

As a TV composer, Williams worked in a variety of popular genres at the time, comedies, thrillers, and Westerns being the most 

common. Williams would soon carry this versatility to film, scoring his first (non-documentary) film, Daddy-O, in 1959. Many of 

Williams’ film scores in the 1960s were for comedies, so he initially became pigeonholed as a comedy composer. Nonetheless, 

Williams continued to expand his stylistic palette, scoring films while using references from Americana, jazz, popular music, and even 

atonal music. In the early 1970s, Williams became especially known as a composer of disaster movies, scoring The Poseidon’s 

Adventure (1972), The Towering Inferno (1974), and Earthquake (1974). This string of successes led to his biggest feature film yet: 

the 1974 thriller, Jaws. 

 

Collaborations with Steven Spielberg 

As a film composer, Williams’ successes would not be possible without collaborating with directors, editors, orchestrators, and 

other people that make a movie happen. Over the span of his 60-year career in Hollywood, Williams has collaborated with too 

many people to count, but the partnership that has most shaped his career is with director Steven Spielberg. 

Williams first worked with Spielberg on The Sugarland Express, released in 1974 as the director’s debut. The movie performed 

modestly at the box office, but it kicked off a partnership that has endured for over four decades. The pair’s next film, Jaws (1974), 

launched both men’s careers to new heights, as it became the highest grossing film of all time up to that point. Since then, Williams 

has worked on all but a few of Spielberg’s films, having scored such hits as Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Raiders of the 

Lost Ark (1981), E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), Jurassic Park (1993), Schindler’s List (1993), Saving Private Ryan (1998), Catch Me If 

You Can (2002), The Terminal (2004), and many others. With the release of the fifth Indiana Jones movie in 2021, Williams will have 

scored a whopping 29 titles for Spielberg. Williams spoke about why he has enjoyed working with Spielberg:  

I’ve been lucky to work with Steven because he loves music. Some directors feel as though they’ve failed if they 

need lots of music. It’s cosmetic, even unwanted. Spielberg’s aesthetic is a very fanciful one and is comfortable in 

the presence of music, so his pictures always offer the opportunity for lots of music. 

Spielberg likewise described why he liked working with Williams: 

I usually fall in love with all of his themes. I’ve often made a fool of myself sitting there weeping, hanging over the 

piano after he’s played me something, either from E.T. or Schindler’s List. Or I just admire what he’s done. More 

often than not, the first thing he plays me is what goes into the movie . . . I don’t think there’s been a single 

moment where we’ve had a disagreement about music. We certainly have a high regard for each other, but I just 

think that’s about Johnny hitting the target in an uncanny way. 

 

From the way that they speak of their admiration for each other, it’s clear that Spielberg and Williams are like two peas in a pod—

it’s no wonder they have worked on so many films together. One might wonder how Williams would have time to work with anyone 

else besides Spielberg, but Williams has had no shortage of energy or ambitions. In fact, it was Spielberg who facilitated Williams’ 

other career-defining creative partnership. 

 

Collaborations with George Lucas 

After he worked with Williams on Jaws, Spielberg introduced Williams to George Lucas, who was then putting together the original 

Star Wars. At that time, Lucas had been using reference tracks from late-Romantic composers such as Richard Strauss and Gustav 

Holst for his film. But Williams convinced Lucas that original music would suit his film better because he could develop unique 

themes for each character. Lucas agreed, and the rest is history (in a galaxy far, far away). 
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Since the original Star Wars, Williams has scored every main Star Wars release, from the original trilogy to the prequel trilogy to the 

sequel trilogy. In fact, Williams has outlasted Star Wars’ own creator, as Lucas handed directorial and creative control to other 

filmmakers when LucasFilm was acquired by Disney in 2014. But all journeys come to an end; Williams has already announced that 

the forthcoming Episode IX will be his last Star Wars film. Williams described why he has kept coming back to score Star Wars after 

Star Wars: 

Well, the Star Wars experience has been, I think, unique in music history, film music history. I thought that Star 

Wars was just over and completed when I put the baton down at the end of the first recording. And a year or so 

later, [Lucas] rang up and said, “I have the next installment. And we need the old music from the first film, but we 

also need new music for new characters, new situations.” So a process started that lasted over, I guess, 20-plus 

years, of adding bits and pieces of material to a musical tapestry that started . . . to pile up off the floors, quite an 

extensive library of music, each film having over two hours of music. So there’s about 12 to 14 hours, maybe 15 

hours of orchestral music composed over a period of not 2 years but 20. And that, I think, is a unique opportunity 

for a composer . . . to go back over and perhaps improve some of the things I’d done. 

In addition to Star Wars, Williams has collaborated with Lucas on the Indiana Jones series, which Lucas conceived as an homage to 

old Hollywood B-movies of the 1940s and ‘50s. Though Lucas wrote the stories for Indiana Jones, the films were directed by Steven 

Spielberg, forming a creative trio representing three of the biggest names in Hollywood during the 1980s. 

 

Other Works 

Aside from his ventures with Spielberg and Lucas, Williams has scored films for many other directors. There are far too many to list 

here, but some are worth noting. Earlier in his career, Williams composed the only film ever directed by singer Frank Sinatra, None 

but the Brave (1965). In the midst of his breakout period, Williams scored Family Plot (1976), the last movie ever made by famed 

director Alfred Hitchcock. Directors with whom Williams has worked more than once include Chris Columbus (five films), Mark Rydell 

(four films), Mark Robson (three films), Oliver Stone (three films), J.J. Abrams (two films), Robert Altman (two films), Ron Howard 

(two films), and Martin Ritt (two films). 

Even with his busy schedule composing memorable scores for Hollywood blockbusters, Williams has still had the time and creative 

energy to write music for non-film ventures. For instance, Williams was commissioned to write theme music for four separate 

Olympic Games: the 1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles, 1988 Summer Olympics in Seoul, 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta, and 

2002 Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City. Williams has also written commissioned pieces for celebratory events, such as the Centennial 

of the Statue of Liberty, the wedding of Japanese Crown Prince Naruhito and Crown Princess Masako, the Millennium Celebration, 

President Obama’s Inauguration, and others. Outside of his commissioned pieces, Williams has composed his own concert hall and 

chamber music pieces, specializing in concertos for various instruments. 

 

Compositional Style 

Part of what makes John Williams such a highly-regarded composer is his distinctive yet versatile compositional style. Emilio 

Audissino, a film studies scholar specializing in Williams’ music, writes that Williams’ compositional style can be called “neoclassical.” 

That is, Williams revived many of the scoring techniques of classic Hollywood films from an earlier era—particularly the 1940s and 

‘50s—bringing back a compositional style that had fallen out of favor. In particular, this classical Hollywood style is seen in Williams’ 

use of the symphony orchestra, musical themes or “leitmotifs,” and tight synchronization of music with visual cues.  

As Williams composed in and around Hollywood since the 1950s, it could be said that he belonged to the classical film scoring cohort 

of composers like Bernard Hermann and Erich Wolfgang Korngold, both of whom Williams greatly admired. In the 1960s, however, 

the traditional ways of scoring a film—using a symphony orchestra to write musical cues that synched directly to the action 

occurring on screen—fell out of fashion. Composers like Henry Mancini began writing pop songs using jazz ensembles to be featured 

in films, which movie studios hoped would produce crossover hits that could sell records. Meanwhile, Ennio Morricone, the Italian 

composer of Western films like The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), expanded the orchestra to include non-traditional, modern 

instruments like the electric guitar and jaw harp. Mancini and Morricone also scored their films in a manner that did not follow as 

closely what was happening on screen, as had been typical. 
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It was not that Williams was opposed to pop music; he had played in jazz bands earlier his career and had even played piano on 

many of Mancini’s biggest hits. But Williams felt a strong pull to the symphony orchestra, calling it “one of the greatest inventions of 

our artistic culture” that can produce “fabulous sounds” and “a great range of emotional capabilities.” By the time of Jaws’ release in 

1974, there were few Hollywood composers using the symphony orchestra. But the success of Jaws showed audiences and 

filmmakers that symphony orchestras were far from being outdated but could still be used to create memorable film-viewing 

experiences. 

In addition to reviving the orchestra in film scores, Williams’ work in Jaws, Star Wars, and many other films brought back an 

approach that tied music directly to visual action. Previously, Mancini, Morricone, and others preferred to write pieces that could 

stand on their own and not be dictated by the action occurring on screen. Williams, on the other hand, had no problem scoring to 

the functional demands of an action sequence or an emotionally-charged piece of dialogue. In this style, Williams would craft his 

scores to synch up with precise moments on screen, termed “hit points,” that demanded direct acknowledgment from the music. 

When there are many such musical hit points in a short span of time, this is known as “Mickey Mousing,” a term that comes from 

cartoon music’s exaggerated emphasis on well-timed hit points. Though Williams did not score an animated film until The 

Adventures of Tintin (2011), he had been a fan of Carl Stalling’s scoring for Tom and Jerry. This technique was also favored in live-

action comedies, which Williams did have vast experience scoring in the 1960s. Williams brought this technique to action films, using 

his careful consideration of how music could synchronize with visuals to create impactful moments of tension and release. Next time 

you watch a Williams-scored action sequence, look out to see how many musical “hit points” you can spot (and hear)! 

Perhaps Williams’ greatest contribution to Hollywood film music is his complex use of musical themes to develop characters, 

locations, and other concepts within a film or across an entire movie franchise. Williams adopts from opera the composition 

technique of the “leitmotif,” or motif, which is a recurring musical phrase associated with a person, place, or idea. The advantage of 

using a motif is that it can be adapted to fit different circumstances, moods, and sequences, or even be combined with other motifs 

and themes, as Williams often does. Inspired by Richard Strauss, Gustav Mahler, Richard Wagner, and other late-Romantic 

composers, Williams essentially treated the movies he worked on as operas. For Star Wars especially, this approach could not have 

been a better fit, as the film had been conceived by Lucas as a space opera. Once Star Wars became a multi-film series, Williams 

could build on previous themes, create new ones, and combine the old and new in unexpected ways. If you see The Rise of 

Skywalker this winter, be sure to listen for familiar themes from the previous eight Star Wars movies! 

 

Process of Scoring a Film 

Just as he has built a distinctive compositional style, Williams has developed his own finely-tuned process for scoring a film. After 

agreeing to score a film and then discussing a broader vision for the soundtrack’s style, Williams’ first real involvement in the film-

making process is to participate in what is called a “spotting session.” In these sessions, Williams sits down with the director to view 

a complete cut of the film for the first time. Typically, this is also Williams’ first time learning about how the plot unfolds. Williams 

prefers not to read scripts so that he can be surprised by developments in a plot and then channel that feeling of surprise into his 

score. In the spotting session, Williams discusses ideas with the director about where music should or should not go, what kind of 

mood the music should have, what kinds of emotions it should be conveying, and so forth. Next, Williams will sit down with an 

editor so that he can get precise time-markings for certain key hit points. 

Once Williams begins composing, he may rewatch whatever scene he is working on up to ten times a day so that he can be sure that 

he scores it effectively. To generate ideas, Williams composes music on his piano, which he will also play for a director to 

demonstrate sketches of themes and motifs. As he has been a professional composer since the 1950s, Williams proudly still uses 

pencil and paper to write down his ideas. Though he has used synthesizers in some of his scores, Williams does not use computer 

software, unlike most current Hollywood composers. As Williams is working on his score, he will hand off completed detailed 

sketches of sections to a trusted orchestrator. The orchestrator will then complete the task of converting Williams’ shorthand into 

sheet music that orchestra musicians can read. Because Williams only has just a few weeks to compose the entire film score (and he 

doesn’t use a computer!), the orchestrator saves him valuable time. 

Once all of the music has been composed, it is time to record it with the orchestra. (Williams long preferred the London Symphony 

Orchestra, but now prefers to work locally in Los Angeles). To do this, the complete cut of the film is played as Williams conducts the 

orchestra in a recording studio. In the recording process, it is very important to get the timing exactly right down to fractions of a 

second, which sometimes requires many takes. The film cannot be re-cut at this stage to match the music; the music must match the 
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film. A notable exception is the ending sequence of E.T., which Steven Spielberg re-cut after Williams’ recording session to allow 

Williams greater flexibility when conducting, but this is extremely rare. Once Williams completes the recording, the music 

soundtrack is then mixed by an audio engineer to fit with the sound effects and dialogue, one of the last stages of a film’s post-

production. 

 

Career as a Conductor and Film Music Advocate 

Soon after the original Star Wars’ release in 1977, symphony orchestras around the U.S. began playing selections from Star Wars for 

audiences who were suddenly hungry for orchestra music. Williams was able to ride the public’s newfound appetite for symphonies 

to become conductor-in-residence for the Boston Pops Orchestra, a position he held from 1980–1993. Today, Williams continues to 

perform with the Boston Pops, as well as with other orchestras around the country as a guest conductor. Williams spoke about how 

he became a conductor: 

I started conducting only out of self-defense. I felt I could get what I wanted [with my music] more quickly than 

some conductors working in the film studios. I certainly never had an ambition or studied to be a public performer 

as a conductor. 

In his post with the Boston Pops, Williams would regularly program not only his own film music, but other selections from Hollywood 

composers. More generally, Williams has been a big advocate for the artistic value of film music. Williams reflected on his role 

popularizing orchestral music: 

I can only say that I’m enormously grateful that people have embraced this music, and it’s brought them 

to orchestral music in the way that it has for many younger people. And in my own mind . . . I don’t have a 

prejudice about, or I should say, make a particular distinction between something that’s ‘high art’ and ‘low 

art.’ Music is there for everybody. It’s a river we can all put our cups into and drink it and be sustained by 

it. 

For anyone who was a child when the original Star Wars came out or any time after that, there’s a good chance that a John Williams 

score was one of their first exposures to orchestral music. Few composers have played the role of ambassador to symphonic music 

for entire generations better than John Williams. 

 

Family 

John Williams truly comes from a musical family; not only was his father a musician, but his brothers, wife, and son have also been 

involved in music. Williams’ younger brothers, Jerry and Don, both became percussionists like their father, and have even appeared 

on their older brother’s soundtrack recordings. John Williams’ wife, Barbara Ruick, was a singer and actress before she tragically 

passed away from a brain hemorrhage in 1974. One of their three sons, Joseph, has also pursued a career in music, becoming the 

singer of the rock band Toto in the mid-1980s. Joseph also made a guest appearance in the original release of Return of the Jedi, 

singing a song that plays in Jabba the Hutt’s compound. 

 

Awards and Nominations 

John Williams has accumulated so many awards and nominations that they need their own section! In fact, with 51 Academy Award 

nominations, Williams is the most Oscar-nominated living person, and is second of all time behind only Walt Disney. Of his 51 Oscar 

nominations, he has won five, for Fiddler on the Roof (1971), Jaws (1975), Star Wars (1977), E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), and 

Schindler’s List (1993). Williams also has six Emmy nominations, winning three; 25 Golden Globe Awards, winning four; and 67 

Grammy Awards, winning 23. Notably, the original Star Wars soundtrack was nominated for the Grammy’s overall Album of the Year 

category, a rare feat for an orchestral film music soundtrack. And Williams has been a relentless hit-maker: adjusted for inflation, 

eight of the top 20 grossing films of all time have been scored by John Williams. 
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                               John Williams (provided by John Williams) 

 
In a career spanning more than five decades, John Williams has become one of America’s most accomplished and 

successful composers for film and for the concert stage. He has served as music director and laureate conductor of one of 

the country’s treasured musical institutions, the Boston Pops Orchestra, and he maintains thriving artistic relationships 

with many of the world’s great orchestras, including the Boston Symphony Orchestra, the New York Philharmonic, the 

Chicago Symphony, and the Los Angeles Philharmonic. Mr. Williams has received a variety of prestigious awards, including 

the National Medal of Arts, the Kennedy Center Honors, the Olympic Order, and numerous Academy Awards, Grammy 

Awards, Emmy Awards, and Golden Globe Awards. He remains one of our nation’s most distinguished and contributive 

musical voices. 

Mr. Williams has composed the music and served as music director for more than one hundred films. His 45-year artistic 

partnership with director Steven Spielberg has resulted in many of Hollywood’s most acclaimed and successful films, 

including Schindler’s List, E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, Jaws, Jurassic Park, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, the Indiana 

Jones films, Saving Private Ryan, Amistad, Munich, Hook, Catch Me If You Can, Minority Report, A.I. Artificial Intelligence, 

Empire of the Sun, The Adventures of TinTin, War Horse, The BFG, and Lincoln. Their latest collaboration, The Post, was 

released in December of 2017. Mr. Williams composed the scores for all nine Star Wars films, the first three Harry Potter 

films, Superman, JFK, Born on the Fourth of July, Memoirs of a Geisha, Far and Away, The Accidental Tourist, Home Alone, 

Nixon, The Patriot, Angela’s Ashes, Seven Years in Tibet, The Witches of Eastwick, Rosewood, Sleepers, Sabrina, Presumed 

Innocent, The Cowboys, The Reivers, and Goodbye, Mr. Chips, among many others. He has worked with many legendary 

directors, including Alfred Hitchcock, William Wyler, and Robert Altman. In 1971, he adapted the score for the film version 

of Fiddler on the Roof, for which he composed original violin cadenzas for renowned virtuoso Isaac Stern.  He has appeared 

on recordings as pianist and conductor with Itzhak Perlman, Joshua Bell, Jessye Norman, and others. Mr. Williams has 

received five Academy Awards and 51 Oscar nominations, making him the Academy’s most-nominated living person and 

the second-most nominated person in the history of the Oscars. His most recent nomination was for the film Star Wars: 

The Last Jedi. He also has received seven British Academy Awards (BAFTA), twenty-four Grammys, 4 Golden Globes, 5 

Emmys, and numerous gold and platinum records. 

Born and raised in New York, Mr. Williams moved to Los Angeles with his family in 1948, where he studied composition 

with Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco. After service in the Air Force, he returned to New York to attend the Juilliard School, 

where he studied piano with Madame Rosina Lhévinne. While in New York, he also worked as a jazz pianist in nightclubs.  

He returned to Los Angeles and began his career in the film industry, working with a number of accomplished composers 

including Bernard Herrmann, Alfred Newman, and Franz Waxman. He went on to write music for more than 200 television 

films such as the groundbreaking, early anthology series Alcoa Theatre, Kraft Television Theatre, Chrysler Theatre, and 

Playhouse 90. His more recent contributions to television music include the well-known theme for NBC Nightly News (“The 

Mission”), the theme for what has become network television’s longest-running series, NBC’s Meet the Press, and a new 

theme for the prestigious PBS arts showcase, Great Performances. 

In addition to his activity in film and television, Mr. Williams has composed numerous works for the concert stage, among 

them two symphonies, and concertos for flute, violin, clarinet, viola, oboe, and tuba. His cello concerto was commissioned 

by the Boston Symphony Orchestra and premiered by Yo-Yo Ma at Tanglewood in 1994. Mr. Williams also has filled 

commissions by several of the world’s leading orchestras, including a bassoon concerto for the New York Philharmonic 

entitled The Five Sacred Trees, a trumpet concerto for the Cleveland Orchestra, and a horn concerto for the Chicago 

Symphony Orchestra. Seven for Luck, a seven-piece song cycle for soprano and orchestra based on the texts of former U.S. 

Poet Laureate Rita Dove, was premiered by the Boston Symphony at Tanglewood in 1998. At the opening concert of their 
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2009/2010 season, James Levine led the Boston Symphony in the premiere Mr. Williams’ On Willows and Birches, a new 

concerto for harp and orchestra.   

In January 1980, Mr. Williams was named nineteenth music director of the Boston Pops Orchestra, succeeding the 

legendary Arthur Fiedler. He currently holds the title of Boston Pops Laureate Conductor, which he assumed following his 

retirement in December, 1993, after fourteen highly successful seasons. He also holds the title of Artist-in-Residence at 

Tanglewood.   

One of America’s best known and most distinctive artistic voices, Mr. Williams has composed music for many important 

cultural and commemorative events. Liberty Fanfare was composed for the rededication of the Statue of Liberty in 1986.  

American Journey, written to celebrate the new millennium and to accompany the retrospective film The Unfinished 

Journey by director Steven Spielberg, was premiered at the “America’s Millennium” concert in Washington, D.C., on New 

Year’s Eve, 1999. His orchestral work Soundings was performed at the celebratory opening of Walt Disney Concert Hall 

in Los Angeles. In the world of sports, he has contributed musical themes for the 1984, 1988, and 1996 Summer Olympic 

Games, the 2002 Winter Olympic Games, and the 1987 International Summer Games of the Special Olympics. In 2006, 

Mr. Williams composed the theme for NBC’s presentation of NFL Football. 

Mr. Williams holds honorary degrees from twenty-two American universities, including Harvard University, The Juilliard 
School, Boston College, Northeastern University, Tufts University, Boston University, the New England Conservatory of 
Music, the University of Massachusetts at Boston, The Eastman School of Music, the Oberlin Conservatory of Music, and 
the University of Southern California. He is a recipient of the 2009 National Medal of Arts, the highest award given to 
artists by the United States Government. In 2016, Mr. Williams received the 44th Life Achievement Award from the 
American Film Institute—the first composer in history to receive this honor. In 2003, he received the Olympic Order, the 
IOC’s highest honor, for his contributions to the Olympic movement. He served as the Grand Marshal of the 2004 Rose 
Parade in Pasadena and was a recipient of the Kennedy Center Honors in December of 2004. Mr. Williams was inducted 
into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2009, and in January of that same year, he composed and arranged 
Air and Simple Gifts especially for the first inaugural ceremony of President Barack Obama. In 2018, he received the 
Trustees Award from the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences.  
                    (April 2019) 
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Timeline of Williams’ Life & Historical Events 
By April Crane 

 

Date Williams’ Life Other Events in History 

1932 John Towner Williams is born on 
February 8th in Floral Park, New 

York 

Herbert Hoover is president of the 
USA; Leonard Bernstein age 14; 
Aaron Copland age 32; George 

Gershwin age 34; Igor Stravinsky 
age 50 

1933  The Great Depression peaks in the 
U.S.; Franklin D. Roosevelt 

becomes 32nd president of the USA 

1937  Hindenburg disaster occurs; 
George Gershwin dies at age 38; 

Phillip Glass is born 

1939  World War II begins 

1945  Atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki; Harry S. Truman 

becomes 33rd president of the USA 

1946  World War II ends 

1947  Cold War begins 

1948 Williams’ family moves to  
Los Angeles 

 

1949  Declaration of the establishment of 
the State of Israel 

1950 Attends UCLA and studies privately 
with Italian composer Mario 

Castelnuovo-Tedesco 

Korean War begins 

1951 Drafted into the U.S. Air Force  

1953  Korean War ends; Dwight 
Eisenhower becomes 34th 

president of the USA 

1955 Attends the Juilliard School  

1956 Marries actress Barbara Ruick; 
daughter Jennifer is born 

 

1957  Sputnik 1 becomes the first 
artificial Earth satellite 

1958 Composes first feature film score, 
Daddy-O; son Mark is born 

 

1959 Performs as a pianist on the film 
Some Like It Hot 

John F. Kennedy becomes 35th 
president of the USA 

1960 Son Joseph (lead singer of the band 
Toto) is born 

 

1962  The Beatles release their first 
single, Love Me Do 
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1963  President John F. Kennedy is 
assassinated; Lyndon B. Johnson 

becomes 36th president of the USA 

1965 Premieres Symphony No. 1 with 
Houston Symphony under  

André Previn 

American enters the Vietnam War 

1969  Apollo 11 lands on the moon; 
Richard Nixon becomes 37th 

president of the USA 

1971 Composes film adaptation of 
Fiddler on the Roof, for which he 

receives first Academy Award  

 Igor Stravinsky dies at age 88 

1972  Watergate scandal begins  

1974 Composes score for The Sugarland 
Express, his first collaboration with 

Steven Spielberg 

Richard Nixon resigns; Gerald Ford 
becomes 38th president of the USA 

1975 Composes score for Jaws, for 
which he receives first Golden 
Globe Award and first Grammy 

Award  

Vietnam War ends 

1976  Apple introduces first personal 
computer 

1977 Composes scores for first Star Wars 
film and Close Encounters of the 

Third Kind  

Jimmy Carter becomes 39th 
president of the USA 

1978 Composes score for Superman   

1980 Composes score for The Empire 
Strikes Back; Begins 13-year tenure 

as the Boston Pops Orchestra's 
Principal Conductor 

 

1981 Composes score for Raiders of the 
Lost Ark 

Ronald Reagan becomes 40th 
president of the USA 

1982 Composes score for E.T.: The Extra-
Terrestrial 

 

1983 Composes score for Return of the 
Jedi 

 

1984 Composes Olympic Fanfare and 
Theme for Summer Olympics in Los 

Angeles 

 

1985 Composes The Mission for the 
news shows Today, NBC Nightly 

News, and Meet the Press 

 

1986 Composes Liberty Fanfare for the 
rededication of the Statue of 

Liberty  

Catastrophic accident at the 
Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in 
Ukraine; Space Shuttle Challenger 

disaster occurs 

1987 Composes score for Empire of the 
Sun 
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1988 Composes For New York for 
Bernstein's 70th birthday 

celebrations 

 

1989 Composes score for Born on the 
Fourth of July 

George H. W. Bush becomes 41st 
president of the USA 

1990 Composes score for Home Alone Gulf War begins; Leonard Bernstein 
dies at age 72 

1991 Composes score for JFK Fall of the Berlin Wall; World Wide 
Web becomes publicly available; 

Aaron Copland dies at age 90 

1993 Composes scores for Jurassic Park 
and Schindler’s List 

Bill Clinton becomes 42nd president 
of the USA; the Internet becomes 

widely used  

1994 Composes Concerto for Cello and 
Orchestra, performed by Yo-Yo Ma 

at Tanglewood 

Nelson Mandela elected president 
of South Africa 

1997 Composes score for Seven Years in 
Tibet and Amistad 

Diana, Princess of Wales, killed in 
car accident 

1998 Composes score for Saving Private 
Ryan 

 

1999 Composes American Journey to 
celebrate the new millennium 

 

2000 Inducted into the Hollywood Bowl 
Hall of Fame 

 

2001 Composes score for Harry Potter 
and the Sorcerer’s Stone 

George W. Bush becomes 43rd 
president of the USA; 9/11 attacks 

on New York and Washington 

2003  Space Shuttle Columbia explodes 
upon reentry  

2004 Receives Kennedy Center Honor Facebook is formed 

2005  Hurricane Katrina devastates Gulf 
Coast; Benedict XVI becomes Pope 

2006 Composes theme for NBC’s 
presentation of NFL Football 

Twitter is launched 

2007  iPhone is introduced 

2008   

2009 Inducted into the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences; 

composes Air and Simple Gifts for 
the first inaugural ceremony of 

President Barack Obama 

Barack Obama becomes 44th 
president of the USA 

2010  7.0 magnitude earthquake in Haiti; 
iPad is introduced  

  9.0 earthquake in Japan triggers 
tsunami; Wedding of Prince 

William and Catherine Middleton 

2012 Composes score for Lincoln  

2015  Liquid water is found on Mars 
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2016 Receives AFI Life Achievement 
Award 

 

2017 Composes score for The Post Donald Trump becomes 45th 
president of the United States 

2019 Composes score for his 9th and final 
Star Wars film, The Rise of 

Skywalker 

More than 100 women are sworn 
in to the 116th Congress 

2020 Wins 25th Grammy Award for Star 
Wars: Galaxy’s Edge Symphonic 

Suite 

COVID-19 pandemic causes 
worldwide shutdown. 

2022 Will compose Indiana Jones 5, his 
29th collaboration with Steven 

Spielberg 
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Quotable Quotes 
All quotes are attributed to John Williams, unless otherwise noted. 

Collected by April Crane 

 

“There's a very basic human, non-verbal aspect to our need to make music and use it as part of our human expression. It 

doesn't have to do with body movements, it doesn't have to do with articulation of a language, but with something 

spiritual.” E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial CD liner notes 

 

"So much of what we do is ephemeral and quickly forgotten, even by ourselves, so it's gratifying to have something you 

have done linger in people's memories." 

 

“Writing a tune is like sculpting. You get four or five notes, you take one out and move one around, and you do a bit 

more, and eventually, as the sculptor says, ‘In that rock there is a statue—we have to go find it.’” 

 

“I don't make a particular distinction between 'high art' and 'low art.' Music is there for everybody. It's a river we can all 

put our cups into and drink it and be sustained by it. “ 

 

“As a youngster, I never dreamed there could be a career actually earning a living writing music.” 

 

“There are occasionally eureka moments—off the top of my head, maybe Darth Vader's theme, you know, the Imperial 

March.” 

 

“I am so lucky to be working in a field that you never grow tired of.” 

     

“I think of myself as a film composer.” 

 

“I was never that into the movies. Never. Even as a youngster. I became interested in movie music only because of the 

studio orchestras in Hollywood.” 

   

“To continue to work, to continue to love what you do, is certainly a contributing element to one's longevity and 

health.” 

     

“I feel very lucky, and the work that I do doesn't depend on much. If your vision's still good, and your hands—I have no 

arthritis in my hands, and I play the piano very easily—I don't think there's any reason to deprive oneself of the fun of 

working. Music is so rewarding.” 

 

“You never write a theme for a movie thinking, 'This will live forever.'” 

   

“The Olympics are a wonderful metaphor for world cooperation, the kind of international competition that's wholesome 

and healthy, an interplay between countries that represents the best in all of us.” 

     

“I'm not a frustrated concert composer, and the concert pieces I've done have been a small part of my work. What I've 

sought there is instruction, variation from the demands of film and relief from its restrictions.” 

   

“Any working composer or painter or sculptor will tell you that inspiration comes at the eighth hour of labor rather than 

as a bolt out of the blue. We have to get our vanities and our preconceptions out of the way and do the work in the time 

allotted.” 
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“Composing music is hard work.” 

   

“Working in Hollywood for the orchestra world is a very time consuming and laborious job.” 

 

“I always wrote music for my friends, but my focus was on playing piano. I didn't think I'd be quite good enough to be a 

soloist, but I believed that if I worked hard enough, I could work as a player, a teacher.” 

   

“As a young pianist in Hollywood, I began orchestrating for others, and I just felt really comfortable doing that.” 

     

“I find that musically, looking back, I have learned much more from those relationships, people I have bumped into that I 

have admired—that's the way I feel musically I have learned most in life.”  

 

“Certainly Beethoven would have shunned [Hollywood], but Wagner would have had his own studio out there in 

Burbank with a water tower with a big ‘W’ on it.” 

 

"The secret sauce of Star Wars, the greatest composer/conductor in the universe, John Williams!" George Lucas, at the 

40th Anniversary opening panel for Star Wars Celebration 2017 

 

"Without John Williams, bikes don’t really fly, nor do brooms in Quidditch matches, nor do men in red capes. There is no 

Force, dinosaurs do not walk the Earth, we do not wonder, we do not weep, we do not believe." Steven Spielberg, at the 

44th Life Achievement Award Gala Tribute to John Williams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



58 
 

Learning More about the Selections on your  

John Williams Class Act Playlist 
By Matthew Neil 

 

1) “Flight to Neverland” from Hook 

The 1991 film Hook, directed by Steven Spielberg, stars Robin Williams as an adult Peter Pan who sets out to save 

Neverland from an invading Captain Hook. As one of the more memorable pieces from the score, “Flight to Neverland” 

combines Williams’ skill at conveying the feeling of flying with his penchant for scoring swashbuckling adventures.  

Much like Williams’ “Flying Theme” from E.T., “Flight to Neverland” channels a sense of soaring flight through the use of 

whimsical wind chimes and winding string melodies, a technique Williams returns to often when characters take to the 

skies. Certain melodic turns of phrase even hint at Williams’ later “Across the Stars” from Star Wars: Attack of the 

Clones, showing how Williams repeatedly draws on favored patterns to convey similar emotions in his scores. 

Strong brass figures, booming timpani hits, and sudden cymbal crashes make this piece feel triumphant, owing to the 

pirate themes of the film. In fact, composer David Wise references these musical hints of pirates by replicating and then 

elaborating on the opening notes of “Flight to Neverland” in the title sequence of the 1995 Super Nintendo game 

Donkey Kong Country 2, the main villains of which are pirates. Much like Williams takes inspiration from other 

composers to channel specific associations for the audience, many composers have drawn from Williams’ musical 

depictions in their works. 

 

 

2) “Flying Theme” from E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial 

By the time of the release of E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial in 1982, both John Williams and Steven Spielberg had become 

Hollywood superstars. E.T. continued their string of hits. Williams’ “Flying Theme” especially stood out in the climactic 

scene where the protagonist, Elliot, and E.T. fly over the moon on a bicycle. Williams had been building his score to just 

this very moment, as he gradually unveiled the main theme in the first half of the film but only presented it in full once 

the characters flew over the moon. Williams described how he approached such an important scene: 

What do we have to do musically to accompany a thing like that? I looked for the melody . . . all these 

intervals reach up, up, up all the time, to stretch the musical grammar, to give this kind of feeling. And 

then in performance, [it’s] the same thing . . . [it requires] a kind of energy [to] make a hundred-piece 

symphonic orchestra feel like it’s gonna come right off the floor and not be all these heavy people playing 

violins . . . You have a creature that you can fly with, that’s not of our own species, but of our own 

spiritual oneness, that we’d come together in joy and we’d go over the moon. Fantastic idea! It needs 

great sweep in the music and great feeling of freedom. Freedom being in this case the loss of gravity. We 

speed up, speed up . . . we will lose gravity, we’re now in space, and we are finally free. And that’s what 

the orchestra has to give us . . . [what] the composer has to give us. 

As can be seen throughout his many film scores and musical themes, Williams takes his job of transmitting emotions to 

the audience very seriously. But the results of his hard work often sound effortless, as if he’s simply writing the music 

that makes the most sense for our expectations. In this rendition, Williams uses one of his favorite tricks of 

orchestration: flutes that soar quickly up and down the scale to represent flight. The use of glockenspiel suggests 

innocence, the strings channel wonder, and the brass conveys courage. 
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3) “Escapade I and III” from Catch Me If You Can 

These selections come from the 2002 crime film Catch Me If You Can, another in the long list of collaborations between 

John Williams and director Steven Spielberg. The 20th film that Williams scored for Spielberg, Williams called Catch Me If 

You Can a “deviation, stylistically” from Spielberg’s usual films. Likewise, listeners familiar with Williams’ orchestral 

scores for the Star Wars and Indiana Jones franchises may be surprised to hear Williams take a much different approach 

on this one, especially his use of jazz instruments. Describing the aesthetic of Catch Me If You Can, Williams called it 

“light, amusing, and entertaining” with a “sixties swagger.” Williams considered his experience scoring this film to be an 

opportunity to return to a part of himself that “lay dormant,” that is, his young, burgeoning composer self of the 1950s 

and ‘60s, when he more commonly wrote jazz arrangements. 

“Escapade I” showcases Williams’ facility with scoring music within the spy movie genre, featuring a stop-start melodic 

pattern that seems influenced by Henry Mancini’s “Pink Panther Theme.” Both Mancini and Williams showcase the 

saxophone as a lead instrument, with Williams preferring alto saxophone over Mancini’s use of the tenor. Where 

Mancini’s Pink Panther is cartoonishly suspicious, though, Williams’ use of strings and ominous harmonic textures create 

a mature sense of criminality, perhaps due to the film’s subject matter being based on a true, serious story. Williams 

called this “closing in” music, meant to depict the tension of the “ever-approaching” FBI getting closer to capturing the 

film’s criminal protagonist Frank, played by Leonardo DiCaprio. 

“Escapade III,” meanwhile, channels one of Williams’ many strengths as a composer, his knack for depicting flights of 

fancy. Listeners may hear similarities, in the sense of whimsy and majesty, to Williams’ “Flying Theme” from E.T. or 

“Flight to Neverland” from Hook. Williams says that this musical playfulness is intended to capture the magic Frank feels 

as he conceives of a new scam or trick. Spielberg also notes that the “progressive jazz” in this score derives from such 

jazz luminaries as Charlie Parker, whose fast-paced bebop style of alto saxophone playing cast a large influence over jazz 

saxophonists of the ‘60s, and which serves as a clear inspiration for the alto sax melodies in this piece. 

 

 

4)  “Harry’s Wondrous World” from Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone 

By 2001, John Williams was no stranger to writing music for multiple films in a movie series, having composed the score 

for the original Star Wars trilogy, the first movie in the prequel Star Wars trilogy, two Jurassic Park movies, two Jaws 

movies, two Home Alone movies, and three Indiana Jones movies. It’s no wonder, then, that his expertise—particularly 

in writing musical themes for characters—was sought after for a new movie franchise, the Harry Potter series. For Harry 

Potter, Williams scored the first three installments of the series before other composers took over. 

Though Williams has a distinctive style that is recognizable no matter what type of movie he is scoring, he still takes care 

to make sure each film score is unique to the style and demands of that movie. Williams described his approach to 

building the Harry Potter musical universe: 

I wanted to capture the world of weightlessness and flight and sleight of hand and happy surprise. This 

caused the music to be a little more theatrical than most film scores would be. It sounds like music that 

you would hear in the theater, rather than in film. 

Williams channeled these magical qualities primarily by drawing inspiration from Russian composers, particularly the 

melodies of Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky, orchestrations of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and timbres of Igor Stravinsky. On this 

recording and throughout the Harry Potter soundtracks, Williams makes prominent use of the celeste, a keyboard 

instrument associated with fantasy storytelling. You probably recognize the “heavenly” sounding celeste from its use in 

Tchaikovsky’s The Nutcracker. In this piece, which serves as an overture to the various themes included in Sorcerer’s 

Stone, Williams also adds color with plentiful wind instruments, cymbal crashes, and his trademark use of brass. 
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5) “Imperial March” from Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back 

Of the many themes Williams has written for the Star Wars franchise, the “Imperial March”—sometimes also called 

“Darth Vader’s Theme”—is second only to the “Main Title” theme in terms of its iconic status. It surprises many to learn 

that the “Imperial March” did not appear in the original Star Wars movie, but made its film debut in the sequel, 1980’s 

The Empire Strikes Back. Three months before the release of that hotly-anticipated blockbuster, however, Williams 

actually premiered the piece in his first appearance as conductor-in-residence for the Boston Pops Orchestra. Imagine 

being among the very first to hear one of the most enduring musical themes to come out of Hollywood! 

With “Darth Vader’s Theme,” John Williams purposely uses the march, one of his favorite styles to compose and 

conduct, to represent the military might—or to the Rebel Alliance, tyranny—of the Galactic Empire. As Williams 

intended for his themes to resonate with children, he knew he needed to write something that would be larger than life, 

but still catchy. As Williams tells it: 

I think in my mind, and possibly also George Lucas’, when I was writing the score, I thought it was a 

children’s film. I thought that it was something that kids would go to on a Saturday afternoon, and that it 

had a kind of cartoon-like character, and the orchestra and the music should somehow be in that genre, 

whatever that is. But I thought, I have to grab the attention of the 10-year-olds with this. The emotion 

would have to be large, a sense of good-versus-evil made palpable. Simple tunes would be the key, 

though that was easier said than done. To say Darth Vader to a 10-year-old in clear, memorable, and 

immediately-affecting terms is a big challenge. 

Though presented in this recording as a standalone piece, the “Imperial March” is one of the best examples of Williams’ 

ability to develop a theme throughout the course of a film—and in this case, across an entire movie franchise spanning 

decades. As a motif, the “Imperial March” melody is woven into the action sequences in Luke Skywalker’s climactic 

lightsaber duel with Darth Vader at the end of Empire. It’s also cleverly adapted into “Anakin’s Theme” from Star Wars: 

The Phantom Menace to foreshadow Anakin’s eventual turn to the dark side. If you were to count on your fingers the 

unique number of times the “Imperial March” melody appears in the Star Wars films, you would need to get extra 

hands! 

Like many of Williams’ most successful melodies, the “Imperial March” has taken on a life of its own outside of its use in 

film. It has come to represent “the enemy” more broadly and can routinely be heard at sporting events during 

introductions of the opposing team’s players. 

 

 

6) “Main Theme” from Star Wars 

Of all of Williams’ many successful film scores, none has had more reach than the original Star Wars from 1977. From 

the very start of the film, before any characters or locations are shown, the viewer is hit full force with Williams’ 

crowning popular achievement—the “Main Theme” from Star Wars in all its bombast. What a first impression! That 

decision itself—to start with an opening credits crawl and theme music—was at the time contrary to conventions in film-

making, but the title screen remains a staple of the Star Wars franchise many iterations later. In his own words, Williams 

described how he approached scoring that opening title scroll: 

The opening of the film was visually so stunning, with that lettering that comes out and the spaceships 

and so on, that it was clear that the music had to kind of smack you right in the eye and do something 

very strong. It’s in my mind a very simple, very direct tune that jumps an octave in a very dramatic way, 

and has a triplet placed in it that has a kind of grab. I tried to construct something that again would have 
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this idealistic, uplifting, but military flare to it, and set it in the brass instruments, which I love anyway, 

which I used to play as a student, as a youngster. And try to get it so it’s set in the most brilliant register 

of the trumpets, horns, and trombones so that we’d have a blazingly brilliant fanfare at the opening of 

the piece. And contrast that with the second theme that was lyrical and romantic and adventurous also. 

In the concert recording on this CD, we hear the “Main Theme” close to how it appears in the opening of every Star 

Wars movie—heroic, ceremonial, and full of brass. This selection gives a hint of the score for when the film transitions 

from the opening title to its first scene set in space, but soon goes back to another iteration of the “Rebel Fanfare” and 

then the primary Star Wars melody. The arrangement later includes “Leia’s Theme,” during another break from the 

primary melody, before again reprising the main theme. This was another innovation for Williams in film music: rather 

than simply include on the soundtrack album the music exactly as it appeared in the movie, Williams would write new 

arrangements of the themes designed for a listening, rather than a film-viewing, audience. Many of these specially-

arranged concert pieces are performed worldwide by symphony orchestras. 

Equally important to the theme’s success as its melody and ceremonial flavor is Williams’ ability to adapt the theme to 

fit different situations in the story and to fulfill different emotions the characters are feeling. For instance, though the 

theme is now synonymous with the Star Wars franchise as a whole, in the original movie, Williams attaches the theme 

to the hero character, Luke Skywalker. Sometimes, he scores the theme with a gentle, apprehensive quality, perhaps to 

convey Luke’s youthful naivety. At other times, he merges the initial notes of the theme with his scoring for action 

sequences to indicate a heroic action taken by Luke. 

Maybe the most interesting adaptation of the Star Wars theme is the version that produced the biggest chart hit—the 

1977 disco version by Meco. That version hit number one on the Billboard Hot 100 pop music charts, capturing Star 

Wars’ wide crossover appeal in the disco era of the late ‘70s. As beloved as Williams’ orchestra version is, it did not rise 

above number 10 on these charts (still very impressive for an orchestra recording!). More than a passing fad like a disco 

version might suggest, the “Main Theme” from Star Wars has continued to endure in the decades since, becoming one 

of the most widely-recognized musical pieces in American popular culture. 

 

 

7) “Augie’s Great Municipal Band and End Credits” from Star Wars: The Phantom Menace 

Appearing during the victory parade at the end of 1999’s Star Wars: The Phantom Menace, “Augie’s Great Municipal 

Band” has all the makings of a festive celebration. For this piece, Williams draws from the carnival samba traditions of 

Brazil, evoking similar street party associations. This party, however, takes place in Theed--the capital city of Naboo, the 

main planet of Episode I--rather than Rio de Janeiro.  

Williams achieves these references to samba through his use of rhythmic syncopation and percussion. He makes special 

use of the whistle and cuica (a vocal-like friction drum originally meant to emulate lion calls), which appear commonly in 

street carnival samba, as well as a low-pitched drum resembling the surdo in samba groups. “Augie’s Great Municipal 

Band” also features simple melodic lines sung by groups of children, a technique similarly found in samba de enredo, in 

which festival-winning melodies are written to be easily sung by a large crowd of people. 

In the soundtrack edition of The Phantom Menace, as well as in the film itself, “Augie’s Great Municipal Band” 

transitions into the “End Credits” sequence, always a tour de force for Williams’ main themes of a given film. Like all 

other Star Wars films, the ending medley begins with the very familiar “Main Theme,” bombast and all.  

In Episode I, Williams then segues into “Duel of the Fates,” the theme associated with Darth Maul, The Phantom 

Menace’s main villain. In this theme, Williams employs a choir to great dramatic effect, serving as one of the franchise’s 

most truly (and literally) epic pieces. In fact, to depict “ritualistic” and “antique” emotions, Williams had friends at 
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Harvard translate the Celtic epic Cad Goddeu into Sanskrit, a language he preferred for its vowel sounds, thus forming 

the basis of the choral lyrics in “Duel of the Fates.” 

To close the ending credits sequence, Williams turns to another of Episode I’s new pieces, “Anakin’s Theme,” a mostly 

childlike melody that hints at the darkness that lies ahead for Anakin. Can you pick out a familiar fragment of melody, 

borrowed elsewhere from the Star Wars musical universe, in this last theme? (Hint: it’s a piece on this list! Answer: 

Imperial March) 

 

 

8) “Raiders March” from Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark 

In 1981, a new movie franchise began with its first installment: Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. Conceived 

as a collaboration between John Williams, director Steven Spielberg, and writer George Lucas, the movie would join the 

three’s talents to produce an ode to Hollywood adventure movies of old. George Lucas elaborated on their intentions 

behind the Indiana Jones movies: 

The essence of Raiders is that it’s a throwback to an older kind of film. It’s a high-adventure film vaguely 

in the mode of the old Saturday afternoon serials. Actually, the serials were C-movies, and I would say 

that Raiders is an old-fashioned B-movie . . . What inspired me to make Raiders was a desire to see this 

kind of movie. You sit back and say, ‘Why don’t they make this kind of movie anymore?’ And I’m in a 

position to do it. So I’m really doing it more than anything else so that I can enjoy it—I just want to see 

this movie. 

Williams’ compositional style was already crafted in the mold of this classic style of Hollywood film, where musical cues 

closely follow the action occurring on screen, at times to an exaggerated level. Scoring Indiana Jones allowed Williams to 

extend the scoring methods he used for Star Wars while having more unabashed fun with it. As Williams described the 

Indiana Jones movies, “There was nothing I had to take too seriously musically. They were theatrical and over-the-top.” 

Though Williams was never one to shy away from a strong melody, the “Raiders March” seems especially intent on 

creating an earworm for the listener, as its central theme is repeated early and often in different iterations. Williams’ 

fondness for John Philip Sousa is also evident in his orchestration of the march, especially in the use of the glockenspiel 

to support the melody played by the brass. After a brief turn toward romanticism in the middle of the piece, “Raiders 

March” returns to the upbeat theme that has endeared it to moviegoers looking to enjoy a lighthearted adventure flick 

like Indiana Jones. 

 

 

9) “Main Theme” from Jurassic Park 

Released in 1993, Jurassic Park was another record-breaking box office success of the Steven Spielberg/John Williams 

collaborative partnership. With this challenge of scoring a film about dinosaurs, Williams reached into his bag of tricks 

for a new sound palette that would suit the larger-than-life prehistoric creatures. But the music for Jurassic Park still has 

Williams’ trademarks that have long endeared him to film-going audiences, especially his talent for crafting memorable 

melodies. Who has watched Jurassic Park and not walked away humming its main theme? 

When it first appears in the film, the “Main Theme” from Jurassic Park plays as the main characters first encounter 

Jurassic Park’s brachiosaurus. As such, Williams’ theme conveys a sense of wonder and awe at the majesty of Earth’s 

original leviathans. The use of brass and timpani instruments convey a tangible feeling of might and heaviness for the 

giants that tower above the characters and above viewers at the movie theater. Meanwhile, the agile sweeps of flute in 

the orchestra bring to mind pterodactyls diving through the air. In this concert arrangement, the listener is also treated 

to a second major theme of Jurassic Park, “Journey to the Island.” Whereas the “Main Theme” creates a feeling where 
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one is struck by awe and frozen in place, this latter theme channels the sense of adventure in the movie. This theme’s 

melody and harmony both contain more movement, while the instruments take the listener through a range of 

orchestral colors to suggest the richness of biological life encountered on the island of Jurassic Park. 

 

10) “Peter’s Shadow” from Peter Pan 

One of the few non-John Williams selections on this playlist, “Peter’s Shadow” comes from the 2003 film adaptation of 

Peter Pan scored by James Newton Howard. An eight-time Oscar-nominated film composer, Howard’s other works 

include Defiance, The Fugitive, The Hunger Games, King Kong, Maleficent, Space Jam, The Dark Night (with Hans 

Zimmer), and many others. Howard’s most prominent collaboration is with M. Night Shyamalan, having scored nine of 

the director’s films, most notably The Sixth Sense. Though originally classically trained, Howard started his career as a 

pop and rock keyboardist for artists such as Barbra Streisand; Earth, Wind and Fire; Toto; Carly Simon; Diana Ross; Cher; 

and Chaka Khan. After Howard scored his first movie in 1985, however, he shifted his focus entirely to film composition. 

“Peter’s Shadow,” which plays as Wendy stitches Peter Pan’s shadow back to his body, conveys the sense of magical 

whimsy central to the Peter Pan character. Howard achieves this whimsy through his use of harp, wind chimes, high-

pitched strings, and children’s choir. Brief moments of dramatic tension recall the cascading textures and dense 

harmonies of Claude Debussy’s orchestral La mer, while other moments recall John Williams’ work for the Harry Potter 

series. Though under a minute and a half long, “Peter’s Shadow” has a lot of action packed into it. See how many 

different instruments you can pick out, or count how many times the mood seems to change on a dime! 

 

11) “Theme from The Pink Panther” 

Henry Mancini’s title theme for the 1963 film The Pink Panther is a classic example of a film composer using the stylistic 

idiom of big band jazz to depict comedic mischief, especially in the spy movie genre. The theme plays in the animated 

opening credits sequence for the film, where the cartoon Pink Panther vandalizes the credits’ text while evading capture 

by the detective on his trail. 

The theme is arranged using a jazz big band, with the melody lead on tenor saxophone (played by Plas Johnson), and 

prominent accompaniment by the vibraphone and rhythm section of piano, drumset, and plucked upright (double) bass. 

To emphasize the stop-start hijinks of the Pink Panther, Mancini creates short melodic fragments played with the 

“swung” feel common to jazz, as well as with chromatic approach notes (that is, with a pickup note one half step below 

the target note). Underneath the main melody, the drums and bass play what is called a “2 feel,” where only every other 

note of the regular 4-note walking pattern are emphasized, heightening the feeling of sneakiness in the Pink Panther’s 

steps. 

As the theme progresses, Mancini introduces larger sections of big band “horns,” with four each of trumpets, 

saxophones, and trombones--a standard grouping in big bands. The horns directly underscore the action in the animated 

sequence (a technique known as “Mickey Mousing”), for instance by playing a “hit” (a rhythmic punctuation) as the Pink 

Panther falls onto the floor, or gets yanked out of frame by a cane. The last instance of the main melody is played by 

flutes, channeling the suave sophistication that is common in scores depicting espionage. 

In the decades since its release, the Pink Panther Theme has been frequently referenced by other media depicting spy 

activities in a comedic light. Especially notable is John Williams’ score for the crime movie Catch Me If You Can, which 

borrows heavily from Mancini’s big band jazz template while merging it with Williams’ own orchestral preferences. 
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12) “A Whole New World” from Aladdin 

One of the most beloved songs from the Disney universe, “A Whole New World” is the centerpiece ballad from the 1992 

film Aladdin. The song was composed by Alan Menken, with lyrics by Tim Rice, and was sung by Brian Kane (as Aladdin) 

and Lea Salonga (as Jasmine). The talents of these four combined to create one of Disney’s most memorable musical 

moments. In fact, “A Whole New World” stands alone as the only Disney song to win the Grammy for Best Original Song. 

“A Whole New World” continues our theme of depicting flight through music, in this case via a magic carpet ride. 

Occurring as Aladdin takes Jasmine around the world, first soaring over the kingdom and then through the clouds, “A 

Whole New World” similarly uses wind chimes, flutes, and strings to capture the fantastical feeling of flying. In composer 

Menken’s words, “it’s a very long melodic line with a lot of sweep and scale to it. It has a very free and open feeling.” As 

it would need to be, as this scene takes us literally to the moon! 

Since the piece was a late edition to the film, singers Kane and Salonga recall that there was not much time in between 

their first demo performance and the actual recording, and that they were later rushed back into the studio to record 

last-minute rewrites of the lyrics. Kane, 19 years old upon Aladdin’s release, remembers “being transported” by the 

“brilliant, crystal clear, glorious talent” of Salonga, then 21. Though they had only just met upon recording their duet, 

Kane and Salonga’s chemistry is palpable in their harmony. In fact, the film’s directors set up cameras to capture the 

duo’s movements for use as a reference for the animated Aladdin and Jasmine. 

Reflecting on the impact of “A Whole New World,” Salonga remarked that “it's great to have been able to make my 

contribution to film, something that will last even past my own natural life. So many generations of children that will get 

to hear it and will have their imaginations awakened—and it still turns people into four-year-olds." Lyricist Rice summed 

up the song’s staying power by saying “it’s something that people can identify with, and it’s a very positive, nice love 

song.” Now almost 30 years after its release, “A Whole New World” continues to make listeners feel like they are 

transcending to new heights. 
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Selected Bibliography and Online Resources 
Collected by Matthew Neil 

 

Books on John Williams 

Audissino, Emilio. John Williams's Film Music: Jaws, Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, and the Return of the Classical 

Hollywood Music Style. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2014. 

Surprisingly, only one book has been published that is specifically about John Williams: Emilio Audissino’s John 

Williams’s Film Music. As the book was adapted from Audissino’s doctoral dissertation, it can read a bit academic at 

times, with lots of film studies terminology, theoretical concepts, and information about Hollywood film music prior to 

Williams. Nonetheless, it effectively covers Williams’ career as a Hollywood composer and conductor, including his early 

days as a pianist on movie soundtracks; his initial film-scoring career working across multiple film genres; his massive 

commercial successes with Spielberg, Lucas, and others; and his time as Boston Pops’ conductor-in-residence. The book 

also contains several scene-by-scene, cue-by-cue analyses of Williams’ most effective scoring passages, illustrating how 

Williams revived the classic Hollywood film-scoring style that emphasized theme development, symphonic 

orchestration, and tight synchronization of visual movement with musical cues. 

 

Books on Film Music 

Cooke, Mervyn. A History of Film Music. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008. 

This book offers a historical overview of film music’s development, starting from the silent film era and concluding with 

21st-century scoring trends. The author describes examples of how film soundtracks have synchronized with visual 

information on screen, including instances from Hollywood and around the world. 

 

Davis, Richard. Complete Guide to Film Scoring: The Art and Business of Writing Music for Movies and TV. Boston: 

Berklee Press, 2012. 

If you’re looking to really dig deeper into the technical and business aspects of how film scores are made, this book 

provides a guide on royalties, copyrights, contracts, and the different steps of recording a score. 

 

Websites 

John Williams Official Website 

http://www.johnwilliams.org/ 

The official website of John Williams features news, a biography, and lists of compositions, interviews, and other sources 

for the composer. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.johnwilliams.org/
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John Williams Fan Network 

https://www.jwfan.com/ 

John Williams Fan Network is primarily an aggregation site for news articles related to John Williams, his music, and the 

films he has worked on. Also on the site are forums for discussions of Williams and his music, reviews of new soundtrack 

albums written from the perspective of longtime fans, detailed cue timing information for many of Williams’ films, and 

critical analysis of several of Williams’ scores. 

 

Wookieepedia 

https://starwars.fandom.com/wiki/John_Williams 

Wookieepedia is a user-authored wiki site for all things related to Star Wars. In addition to entries on every imaginable 

Star Wars character, location, battle, and so forth, Wookieepedia has extensive entries on the people behind the making 

of the multimedia franchise, including John Williams. Williams’ Wookieepedia entry features not only a biography of the 

composer, but a list of every theme he wrote for the franchise, with many of the principal themes having their own 

entries detailing that theme’s musical composition, stylistic reference points, and appearances across the Star Wars 

films and cartoons. 

 

Web Articles 

Greiving, Tim. “John Williams’ early life: How a NoHo kid and UCLA Bruin became the movie music man.” LA Times, 

2018 

https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-john-williams-early-life-20180718-story.html 

This recent LA Times article discusses Williams’ teenage and college-aged years growing up in Los Angeles, including his 

earliest success in music playing in a locally-successful jazz band, impressing his musician father’s studio bandmates with 

his piano skills, and more. The article also features fun quotes from Williams’ younger brothers Jerry and Don, who 

describe how Williams was in his younger days. 

 

Burlingame, Jon. “Mark Hamill Hails ‘Star Wars’ Composer John Williams: ‘He Elevates Every Scene.’” Variety, 2018 

https://variety.com/2018/film/news/mark-hamill-on-star-wars-music-composer-john-williams-1202659494/ 

Mark Hamill, who starred as Luke Skywalker in the original and sequel Star Wars trilogies, speaks about why Williams’ 

music has been so important to the success of Star Wars. Hamill also compares the job he does to channel emotions as 

an actor to what Williams does as a composer and conductor. 

 

Ross, Alex. “A Field Guide to the Musical Leitmotifs of ‘Star Wars.’” The New Yorker, 2018. 

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/a-field-guide-to-the-musical-leitmotifs-of-star-wars  

Music critic Alex Ross provides a detailed history of the technique of leitmotif before going on to discuss interesting 

ways that John Williams employed leitmotifs in The Force Awakens.  

 

 

https://www.jwfan.com/
https://starwars.fandom.com/wiki/John_Williams
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-john-williams-early-life-20180718-story.html
https://variety.com/2018/film/news/mark-hamill-on-star-wars-music-composer-john-williams-1202659494/
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/a-field-guide-to-the-musical-leitmotifs-of-star-wars
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Interviews 

 

BMI Interview, 2015 

https://www.bmi.com/special/john_williams 

In this interview from around the time of Star Wars: The Force Awaken’s release, Williams discusses his compositional 

process with the Star Wars series, including how working with J.J. Abrams as a director differed from working with 

George Lucas.  

 

Gramophone Interview, 2005 

https://www.gramophone.co.uk/feature/john-williams-interview-its-not-hard-work-that-makes-success-its-sustained-

hard-work-that 

Williams talks about his compositional process, the demands of film scoring, whether he would ever compose an opera, 

and more in this Gramophone Interview from around the time of Memoirs of a Geisha’s Oscar nomination. 

 

NPR Interview, 2005 

https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=4661664 

Williams discusses his initial impressions of the first Star Wars movie, why he uses an orchestra instead of synthesizers 

to score a sci-fi movie, and his development of themes and their relationship to opera. 

 

The Guardian Interview, 2002 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2002/feb/04/artsfeatures 

In this interview with The Guardian from just before the release of Star Wars: Attack of the Clones, Williams discusses 

how he gets ideas for his compositions, the hard work that goes into composing according to a demanding Hollywood 

schedule, and his relationships with Steven Spielberg and George Lucas. 

 

Star Wars 20th Anniversary Interview, 1997 

https://www.jwfan.com/?p=4553 

William discusses his relationship with the Star Wars series, including how he got involved with the project, his initial 

ideas about the original film, his approach to scoring each installment, why he prefers using an orchestra, and how he 

feels about the popular success of his music. 

 

 

Other Resources 

Complete Catalogue of the Musical Themes of Star Wars 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xJ0Jj-mLfOPUCtcAm_HDGIkFwvHL5gbX/view 

Film music scholar Frank Lehman put together this guide to every theme and motif used throughout the Star Wars 

series, including links to their appearances in each movie and musical notation. 

https://www.bmi.com/special/john_williams
https://www.gramophone.co.uk/feature/john-williams-interview-its-not-hard-work-that-makes-success-its-sustained-hard-work-that
https://www.gramophone.co.uk/feature/john-williams-interview-its-not-hard-work-that-makes-success-its-sustained-hard-work-that
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=4661664
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2002/feb/04/artsfeatures
https://www.jwfan.com/?p=4553
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xJ0Jj-mLfOPUCtcAm_HDGIkFwvHL5gbX/view

