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Introduction

When most people think of the timeless line “Somewhere over the rainbow, skies are blue,” they immediately 

picture the iconic opening of The Wizard of Oz and the unforgettable voice of Judy Garland. Yet behind that soaring 

melody lies a masterful composer whose name is often overlooked: Harold Arlen. Arlen’s contribution to American

music, especially as the composer of the beloved song “Over the Rainbow,” has left an indelible mark on film,

theater, and popular culture. This article takes a deep dive into the life, career, and legacy of the man who wrote the

music that continues to inspire generations.

Early Life and Musical Beginnings

Harold Arlen was born July 20, 1905in New York City, the son of a Polish immigrant family. Growing up in the

bustling streets of the Lower East Side, Arlen was exposed to a melting pot of musical styles—from ragtime and

jazz to the folk tunes of Eastern Europe. He began playing the piano at a young age, quickly demonstrating a

natural affinity for melody and harmony.

Arlen’s formal musical education came from the New York School of Music, where he studied under the guidance of

noted composers and arrangers. Although he initially pursued a career in music theory, the lure of the burgeoning

Broadway scene soon pulled him in. By the early 1920s, Arlen was writing arrangements for local dance halls,

honing a style that blended catchy hooks with sophisticated chord progressions.

His first significant breakthrough came in 1929 when he co-wrote “The World’s Greatest” for the popular musical 

revue The Show of Shows. The success of this piece opened doors to Hollywood, setting the stage for a prolific

career that would span nearly five decades.

Breakthrough in Hollywood

Harold Arlen’s transition from Broadway to Hollywood was a natural progression, as the film industry was hungry

for fresh musical talent. In 1935, he signed with Paramount Pictures, where he began collaborating with lyricists

and screenwriters to create original scores for feature films.

During this period, Arlen worked on a number of notable projects, including the musical comedy Broadway Melody 

of 1936 and the romantic drama Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing. His ability to craft memorable melodies that

complemented on-screen narratives quickly earned him a reputation as a versatile and innovative composer.

By the late 1930s, Arlen had established himself as a leading figure in Hollywood’s music department, earning 

critical acclaim for his work on films such as Stage Door (1937) and Yankee Doodle Dandy(1942). These

successes set the stage for his most celebrated contribution to American music.

The Creation of “Over the Rainbow”

In 1939, the film industry was gearing up for the production of The Wizard of Oz, a project that would require an 

unforgettable score. Harold Arlen was selected to compose the music, while the lyricist E.Y. Harburgwas tasked

with writing the words. Together, they created a song that would become the emotional centerpiece of the film.



Arlen’s composition for “Over the Rainbow” began with a simple, yet haunting, piano motif that evoked a sense of

longing. He employed a key of C major, which gave the piece an uplifting quality, while his use of a descending

melodic line added a touch of melancholy. The result was a song that balanced hope and yearning—a perfect fit for

the character of Dorothy.

The recording process was equally significant. Judy Garland’s rendition, with its delicate vocal delivery and the

subtle accompaniment of the orchestra, captured the song’s emotional depth. The performance remains a

benchmark for vocal interpretation in musical theater and film.

“Over the Rainbow” not only became a chart-topping hit but also earned Arlen an Academy Award for Best Original

Song in 1940—a testament to his mastery of melodic storytelling.

Musical Style and Innovations

Harold Arlen’s musical style can be described as a fusion of jazz, pop, and classical elements. He was known for

his innovative use of harmony, often incorporating unexpected chord changes that added emotional complexity to

his compositions.

•  Jazz Influences: Arlen’s background in jazz led him to use syncopated rhythms and blue notes, giving his 

melodies a distinctive swing.

•  Complex Harmonies: He frequently employed extended chords (such as 7th, 9th, and 13th) to enrich the 

harmonic texture.

•  Melodic Phrasing: Arlen’s melodies were characterized by lyrical phrasing that mirrored natural speech 

patterns, making them instantly memorable.

His work on “Over the Rainbow” exemplified these traits: the song’s chord progression moves from the tonic to a

series of unexpected modulations, creating a sense of journey that mirrors the film’s narrative arc.

Beyond “Over the Rainbow,” Arlen continued to experiment with musical forms, blending elements of Broadway’s

traditional structures with modern harmonic techniques. This blend of tradition and innovation set him apart from

his contemporaries.

Other Notable Works

While “Over the Rainbow” remains his most famous piece, Harold Arlen’s catalog is rich with other enduring songs.

Some of his most celebrated works include:

1.  “Stormy Weather” (1933) – A haunting ballad that became a standard in the jazz repertoire.

2.  “The Trolley Song” (1939) – A lively, upbeat number from Babes in Toyland that showcases Arlen’s knack for 

catchy hooks.

3.  “I Can’t Get Started” (1937) – A sophisticated ballad that highlights his mastery of complex harmonies.

4.  “The World’s Greatest” (1929) – A signature tune that helped launch his career.

5.  “A Kiss to Build a Dream On” (1942) – A romantic ballad that became a popular standard.

These songs, among many others, have been recorded by countless artists, cementing Arlen’s reputation as a

prolific composer whose work transcended genres.

Collaborations and Partnerships

Harold Arlen’s career was defined by his collaborations with some of the most talented lyricists and musicians of

his era. His partnership with E.Y. Harburg on “Over the Rainbow” was a highlight, but he also worked closely with:



•  Johnny Mercer – Together they produced songs that blended witty lyrics with melodic sophistication.

•  Irving Berlin – Arlen contributed arrangements that complemented Berlin’s lyrical genius.

•  George Gershwin – Although they never co-wrote a song, Arlen admired Gershwin’s fusion of classical and 

jazz elements, which influenced his own compositional style.

•  Frank Loesser – Their joint efforts on several Broadway shows showcased Arlen’s ability to adapt to different 

theatrical styles.

These collaborations not only broadened Arlen’s artistic horizons but also helped shape the sound of American

popular music during the mid-20th century.

Awards and Honors

Throughout his career, Harold Arlen received numerous accolades that recognized his contributions to music:

•  Academy Award for Best Original Song – 1940 (for “Over the Rainbow”).

•  Grammy Hall of Fame Award – 1979 (for “Over the Rainbow”).

•  American Music Awards Hall of Fame – 1984.

•  National Medal of Arts – 1991, awarded posthumously for his lifetime achievements.

•  Induction into the Songwriters Hall of Fame – 1994.

These honors reflect not only his popularity but also the lasting impact of his music on generations of listeners.

Influence on Modern Music

Harold Arlen’s influence can be heard in contemporary pop, jazz, and film music. Artists across genres have

covered his songs, and his melodic techniques are studied by aspiring composers worldwide.

In the world of film scoring, the concept of using a simple, memorable motif to anchor a narrative—a technique

Arlen mastered with “Over the Rainbow”—has become a standard practice. Modern composers like John Williams

and Hans Zimmer often cite the importance of thematic continuity, a principle that Arlen exemplified early on.

In popular music, the harmonic sophistication of Arlen’s compositions has inspired countless songwriters. The use

of extended chords and unexpected modulations can be traced back to his pioneering work in the 1930s and 1940s.

Moreover, the emotional resonance of “Over the Rainbow” has made it a staple in musical theater education. Many

vocal coaches use the song as a benchmark for teaching phrasing, dynamics, and emotional expression.

Legacy and Continued Relevance

Harold Arlen passed away on December 31, 1986, but his music lives on. The enduring popularity of “Over the

Rainbow” ensures that every new generation encounters his work. The song’s inclusion in films, television shows,

and commercials keeps it relevant, while live performances in theaters and concert halls keep the melody alive.

Educational institutions continue to study Arlen’s compositions in music courses, highlighting his contributions to

harmony, melody, and lyrical integration. His influence is also evident in contemporary songwriting workshops that

emphasize the importance of storytelling through music.

In 2019, a documentary titled Harold Arlen: The Man Behind the Musicwas released, offering a comprehensive

look at his life and legacy. The film received critical acclaim and introduced Arlen’s story to a new audience.

Ultimately, Harold Arlen’s legacy is one of innovation, emotional depth, and timeless appeal. His songs remain a

testament to the power of music to capture the human experience.



Conclusion

Harold Arlen’s journey from a New York City piano prodigy to the composer of one of the most iconic songs in

American history illustrates the transformative power of creativity and collaboration. His masterful blend of jazz,

pop, and classical elements forged a distinctive musical voice that continues to resonate. While “Over the Rainbow”

may be the most celebrated piece of his catalog, the breadth of his work—from jazz standards to Broadway hits—

demonstrates a versatility that few composers achieve.

As we listen to the gentle rise of the melody or feel the emotional pull of his harmonies, we are reminded that music

is not just sound but a narrative thread that weaves through our lives. Harold
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