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Star Trek into Darkness Suite—Giacchino 
 This is Giacchino’s fourth collaboration with the director, J. J. Abrams, including  
Star Trek, from 2009.  Abrams is Hollywood’s go-to guy for directing the science fiction 
adventure and super hero movies for which America’s movie-going public has an apparently 
bottomless appetite.   Among his myriad hits have been many “Star Wars” sequels, even more 
continuing the immortal “Star Trek” shows, as well as his debut flick, Mission Impossible: III.  
And, of course, many more. Star Trek into Darkness is the twelfth installment of the “Star Trek” 
movie stream.  The usual, and familiar, characters are here, including Leonard Nimoy, in his last 
appearance before his death, as Spock.  The plot, of course, is almost inscrutable in its twists and 
turns, but loyal fans of the series will encounter all of the familiar elements, and not be 
disappointed with spectacular special effects—nominated for an Academy Award for the latter in 
2014. 
 The mastery of the musical style demanded of the composer by this genre is again 
exhibited by Giacchino’s score.  A thread of historical continuity is embedded in the music by 
the composer’s use of the old, familiar main theme by Alexander Courage from the TV series of 
long ago.  The grandeur of that theme played by soaring brass is artfully preserved by Giacchino.  
One cannot help but observe the irony that the sonic glories of the large symphony orchestra 
have become the essential musical elements for the powerful, evocative stories of Hollywood 
epics.  “Star Wars” and all the rest are inseparable from that musical palette.   Thus, the variety 
of colors and effects of the modern symphony orchestra that was born of French Grand Opera’s 
dramatic demands in the middle of the nineteenth century now lives on through the equally 
dramatic requirements of Hollywood space epics.  Apparently, synthesizers, guitars, and 
saxophones will take you only so far. 
 
Leia’s Theme from Star Wars—John Williams  
 John Williams stands alone in his position as the most successful and most admired film 
composer of the last thirty years or so.  Over four-dozen Academy Award nominations (five 
won) and some twenty-two Grammy wins speak for themselves. While there have been any 
number of film composers who have experimented in various styles of writing for films, it is he 
who is most responsible for the rebirth of the great symphonic film music style that had prevailed 
in Hollywood in the 1930s and 40s. 
 He was classically trained as a pianist, having studied at the Juilliard School with the 
formidable Rosina Lhévinne, mentor of generations of top concert pianists.  Subsequently, he 
soon joined the New York commercial scene as arranger, pianist, and composer before moving 
to Los Angeles.  There he continued his career, making an early appearance as a composer with 
contributions to television series like “Gilligan’s Island” and “Wagon Train” in the late 1950s.  
As his career developed, he began to write film scores by the dozens it seems--movies you know, 
but probably have forgotten about.  You may remember:  Valley of the Dolls, The Poseidon 
Adventure, The Cowboys, and The Towering Inferno. Somewhat more recent films include:  War 
Horse and The Book Thief. But, there is no doubt that perhaps his most well-known scores are 
for Star Wars and its many sequels.  And while the stunning film scenarios of outer space has 
inspired him to create dramatic, expansive musical accompaniments, he is equally deft with 
tender, romantic styles, as well.  And no theme is more illustrative of that than the music for the 
only female rôle of any consequence in the whole series:  Princess Leia. 



 
Music from Apollo 13—James Horner 
 “Houston, we have a problem.”  These (slightly misquoted) words have become iconic 
for the laconic understatements of danger seemingly common to the impressively courageous 
folks who fly.  Apollo 13 was launched in April of 1970 for a third landing on the moon.  Of 
course, as we all know, an exploding oxygen tank put the crew in grave and imminent danger.  
Their improbable, safe return was a legendary combination of steely courage on the part of the 
astronauts, and professional, technical brilliance and ingenuity on the part of the engineers 
charged with devising clever solutions that would avoid a disaster.  Indeed, “Failure was not an 
option.” The whole affair and its denouement was a glorious tribute to those who made the 
American space program one of the great achievements of humanity. 
 The story has been told in part or whole many times since in many genres, but certainly 
the most accurate and gripping was the 1995 movie, Apollo 13.  The film won two Academy 
Awards, and Horner’s score was nominated for Best Original Score.  Before his tragic loss in the 
crash of his small airplane in 2015, he was one of Hollywood’s most respected and talented film 
composers.  Among his great scores were those to Titanic (including the song, “My Heart Will 
Go On,”) Avatar, Aliens, and A Beautiful Mind, to name only a few.  His music for Apollo 13 is 
simple, direct, and an eloquent evocation of the personal strength of integrity, knowledge, and 
bravery of those who made that program a source of national pride.  The style of his music for 
this film artistically and spiritually owes much to the musical language of perhaps America’s 
most respected composer, Aaron Copland.  It is the “American Sound” and evokes the deep 
aspirations of our better angels. 
 
Trombone Concerto, Orion Machine, op. 55—Takashi Yoshimatsu   
 Let’s face it, trombone concertos on symphony orchestra programs are fairly rare; 
concertos for piano, violin, and violoncello are the norm, and that pretty much has always been 
the case.  Occasionally, other instruments share the limelight, such as viola, flute, oboe, or 
clarinet.  And, of the brass, the trumpet and horn may get the call.  But, the trombone, along with 
its compatriot, the tuba, as well as the saxophone, and various percussion instruments, appear 
infrequently.  Not that there is a paucity of concertos for all of the standard orchestral 
instruments.  Important works for all of them have been written, and, of course, are frequently 
heard in music schools and conservatories, as young virtuosos and faculty members strut their 
stuff for their fellow musicians.  But, stage time for professional groups is limited, so 
understandably, that and financials dictate what we generally hear:  piano, violin, and violoncello 
concertos. 
 There survive a few attractive trombone concertos from the time of Mozart, but it wasn’t 
until the nineteenth century that more came to be written.  However, they almost without 
exception were not the focus of the great composers.  The latter generally found better fish to fry.  
So, we are mostly left with minor works by minor composers, much of which is, frankly, 
mediocre. The situation improved greatly after about the middle of the twentieth century, and 
significant works were composed by highly respected composers—folks such as Milhaud, Berio, 
Pärt, Larsson, Tomasi, Bloch, Chavez, and others.   And recently, younger composers such as 
August Read Thomas, Jennifer Higdon, and Christopher Rouse have contributed works, as 
well—so the situation for trombones is getting much better.  Takashimatsu’s Orion Machine is 
yet another intriguing example of the surging interest in the genre. 



 Yoshimatsu, along with the somewhat better known Takemitsu, is considered one of the 
most respected Japanese composers who favor music in the Western style.  Like so many so-
called “classical” composers these days, he early on was fascinated with popular musical styles, 
including rock and jazz.  Later in his youth he was attracted to mainstream, Western classical 
composers, and went through a period of composing works in the challenging atonal style of 
Schoenberg and his followers.  But, he eventually moved to a musical style based that featured 
more tonal, triadic harmonies.  A prolific composer, he has written six symphonies, a dozen 
concertos, works for solo piano, solo guitar, chamber works, and vocal compositions.  Finally, 
his breadth of musical interests has not neglected the traditional Japanese instruments, the 
shakuhachi and koto. 
 Written in 1993 for the principal trombonist of the Japan Philharmonic, the concerto takes 
its name from the famous constellation of stars.  Furthermore, the five movements are named 
respectively after the main stars of that constellation.  The first movement, Betelgeuse, opens 
with floating, impressionistic atmospherics that feature the innate lyricism of the trombone, so 
familiar from days of yore, when the instrument was actually important in popular music. The 
following movement, Bellatrix, shatters this mood with a driving, frenetic “hammering” style 
that sounds almost better suited to rock electric guitar. Just when things seem almost out of 
control, a grand crash yields to the soft textures of the harp, piano, and percussion.  Quickly, the 
rather weird little waltz of Trapezium follows.  It's a brief respite, bookended by the harp, piano, 
and percussion.   
 What would a concerto be without a cadenza, and this one is a doosy.  It explores just 
about everything the player and the instrument are capable of, with comments from the 
percussion, contra-bassoon, and piano.  Anything is possible here, including elements of “free 
jazz,” the extreme avant-garde, famous musical quotations, free improvisation, and the general 
noodling around that all players do in their private moments.  When this panoply of musical 
madness ends, Rigel interrupts with a resplendent, lush musical “rainbow” that reflects the 
composer’s impression of the colorful, infinite world of the stars, ending as it began, with the 
instrument’s matchless capability for elegant lyricism. 
 
Rogue One: A Star Wars Story—Michael Giacchino 
 Giacchino’s work is ubiquitous in popular American media, these days.  Born in New 
Jersey and educated at the School of Visual Arts in New York City, he began his career with 
Universal Studios, but soon moved to Disney.  Early on he achieved success as a composer for 
video games, with notable scores written for the games, Call of Duty, The Incredibles, The Lost 
World:  Jurassic Park, and The Lion King, to name only a few.  He soon moved on to television 
and the movies.  There, the awards came pouring in.  Among the dozens of them, he has 
garnered Golden Globes, Emmys, Grammys, and Academy Awards.  Among his many movie 
successes are Spider Man:  Homecoming, Ratatouille, The Incredibles, and Doctor Strange.  
Let’s not forget the TV series, Lost, and the soundtracks for the Disney theme park ride, Space 
Mountain.  A busy man, indeed! Rogue One: A Star Wars Story is a kind of space opera film 
from 2016 that, while incorporating many of the familiar elements of the original films, was 
nevertheless intended to be a very different take in all respects.  It was a solid hit, ranked the 
twenty-fifth largest grossing film of all time, but also garnered criticism for the inclusion of 
computer-generated imagery of deceased actors.  Giacchino was not selected as the original 
composer for the film, but it fell into his lap at the last moment.  He had all of four and half 
weeks to score the whole film.  While the music is clearly his own, he did incorporate some of 



John Williams themes from the early, familiar films of the saga.  The sweeping, dramatic score is 
apt testimony to Giacchino’s complete mastery of the symphonic orchestra for cinematic 
purpose, and shows there’s more than one composer whose music can take us to the stars. 
 
Also sprach Zarathustra, op. 30—Richard Strauss 
 After a pivotal encounter with Franz Liszt’s symphonic poems, the young Richard 
Strauss found his first sweeping success in that genre. More or less the antithesis of a 
symphony—as in Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms—the symphonic, or “tone” poem, 
takes as its subject matter, not just an abstract musical theme, but something in the real world 
and develops a depiction of it, and perhaps a narrative.  The subject matter could be almost 
anything, from a Shakespeare play to a painting. 
 During a period of rest and rejuvenation from serious illness exacerbated by his busy life 
as both composer and conductor in Weimar, the twenty-eight year old Strauss spent time during 
the 1892-93 season vacationing in the warmth of Greece and Egypt.  He devoted much of his 
attention to reading avidly in æsthetics and philosophy—especially the works of the philosopher, 
Friedrich Nietzsche.  Up until that time he had more or less subscribed to many of the tenants of 
Schopenhauer, and the latter’s view of humanity’s futile striving.  But now, in his immersion in 
Nietzsche, Strauss saw that he resonated with Nietzsche’s agnosticism and belief in the power of 
humankind to assert, exercise, and triumph over its environment.  In short, God may or may not 
exist, but the individual could, and should, find immanent power to struggle and triumph over the 
challenges of existence.  With or without God, man controlled his destiny. 
 Strauss’ worldview perfectly, to be sure, resonated with this in a lifetime of his 
compositions:  his music, like the man, simply oozed confidence, skill, and transcendental 
musical talent.  Consider the later tone poem, Ein Heldenleben (“A Hero’s Life”); one guess who 
the hero is.  No one strode across the landscape of musical Europe during Strauss’ long life with 
more confidence—and success, to a large degree--than did he.  He justifiably prided himself for 
his unparalleled ability to depict realistic, non-musical events and objects in a mastery of the 
orchestra—right down to sheep, windmills, silverware on the table, sunrises, and myriad other 
ideas from the physical world.  His descriptive ability with a symphony orchestra is exceeded by 
no one.   
 But that is not the way to approach the tone poem that came out of the southern 
vacation’s reading of Nietzsche.  Nietzsche’s important “philosophical novel,” Also sprach 
Zarathustra:  Ein Buch für Alle und Keinen (“Thus Spake Zarathustra:  A Book for All and 
None”) was Strauss’ inspiration.  But the composer was adamant that none of the prologue and 
eight sections of his work was in the slightest an exact depiction of specific ideas inherent in the 
some eighty sections of Nietzsche’s book.  Rather, Strauss simply subtitled his tone poem, 
“freely after Nietzsche.”  And free it is, for it is music first and foremost, the musical imagination 
of the composer using the implications of some of Nietzsche’s titles to craft a musical 
composition of soaring inspiration.  If there is a single thread of an idea that runs throughout, it is 
that of the eternal conflict between man and nature—an idea that is represented in the music by 
the great simplicity of the key of C major (no sharps or flats) for nature, and the somewhat more 
complicated key of B major for man (five sharps). While close together physically, they are a 
world apart, musically. 
 The work opens, of course, with the famous sunrise prologue, which, while stupefying in 
its power and grandeur, nevertheless contains ambiguity in the major to minor and back to major 
chords right at the beginning.  Zarathustra is descending from the mountaintop to bestow his 



wisdom upon mankind in the fight between good and evil. It is the beginning of humanity:  apes 
to humans to Nietzsche’s Übermensch (“superman”).  Subsequently, Strauss entitles the sections 
of his work with a selection from Nietzsche:  Of the Inhabitants of the Unknown World; Of the 
Great Longing; Of Joys and Passions; The Grave Song; Of Science; The Convalescent; The 
Dance-Song; and The Night-Wanderer’s Song.  
  In the first section you’ll hear an old ecclesiastical plainchant, following by a lush string 
passage of almost unbearable Romantic beauty (both depicting true believers in God, seeking an 
afterlife in Heaven).  In the following three sections you will constantly hear familiar, unifying 
themes treated variously, as they continue to examine humanity’s engagement with the world’s 
joys and tragedies, while yet seeking to escape the grave. 
 In the section, Of Science, you will encounter a typical Straussian touch:  Man has 
embraced science as a solution to its existential hopes.  It fails, of course.   What is more 
illustrative of “science” in music than the complexity of a fugue?  And to cap it all, a fugue not 
only based on the first three notes in the sunrise, but one utilizing all twelve notes of the scale. 
Moving on, Zarathustra, weakened by his struggle, must convalesce (we’re now in the key of 
humanity’s futile aspirations--B major).  But a remarkable passage leads us to a most improbable 
Viennese waltz of stunning beauty (The Dance   Song) featuring a violin solo.  What does this 
mean?  Joy in the midst of humanity’s struggle?  It’s ambiguous.  Finally, The Night-Wanderer’s 
Song, introduced by the familiar trope of a bell tolling midnight.  The final reality is not a waltz, 
but a dark meditation.   Human existence, for Nietzsche and Strauss, and it would seem, for all 
agnostics, is a riddle—an enigma.  An attempt to overcome religious superstition. And so the 
famous ending: soft, high woodwinds float a B major chord of human striving, answered by an 
equally soft, more insistent pluck of a low C--the note of nature, where we began.  The B major 
chord tries and tries, but nature always replies with a C, and, of course, nature wins in the end 
with the final, soft, but emphatic, say.  Nietzsche said “God is dead.”  Strauss did not, but many 
of his works dance around that idea, and that “Man is alive.” 
 
         --Wm. E. Runyan 
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