
October 28 & 29, 2026                                         The Fox Theater

Colorful Characters:
Musical portraits of friends, foes, and 

adventure 

Symphony Day Learning Guide



PROGRAM 
(c. 45 min.)

Francis Scott Key
The Star-Spangled Banner

Mikhail Glinka
Ruslan and Lyudmila Overture

Aileen Sweeney
Glisk

Edward Elgar
Selections from Enigma Variations
I. CAE - Alice Edgar (the composer's wife)
IV.  WMB – William Meath Baker (Elgar's Friend)
IX. Nimrod – August Jaeger (Elgar's publisher & friend)
XI. GRS – Dr. George Sinclair (and his bulldog, Dan)

Igor Stravinsky
Firebird
IV. Infernal Danse
VI. Finale

Encore: John Williams
Suite from Star Wars – Imperial March



We are thrilled that you will be joining us for the SSO Symphony Day in October! In this guide, we’ll introduce the 

orchestra, the conductor, and the music that the orchestra will perform for you.

So, what is an orchestra? An orchestra is simply a group of musicians who play instruments together. Most symphony 

orchestras have a unique sound that is created by joining four main groups (or families) of instruments: strings, 

woodwinds, brass, and percussion. 

The musicians of the Spokane Symphony have moved to the Inland Northwest from all over the country and world 

(including Venezuela, China, Morocco, and Germany) to make music together and perform for you!

To become a professional musician, you need to practice your 

instrument for many, many years. Most symphony musicians 

specialize in only one or two instruments. Think of your favorite 

professional sports athlete. Players learn their sport as kids, play 

on their school’s sports teams, and typically specialize in one 

position, like quarterback or wide receiver. Even as professionals, 

they still practice for hours every day. 

Similarly, each Spokane Symphony musician began learning music 

as a child, practiced a lot, and played in school bands and 

orchestras. As professionals, we continue to practice a lot so that 

we can perform at a high level and learn new music for each of 

our concerts (like Symphony Day!). 

Spokane Symphony, with Music Director James Lowe, performing at 

The Martin Woldson Theater at The Fox



 

d

Instrument Families
featuring musicians of the Spokane Symphony

The Strings
The string section includes the violins, violas, cellos, and double basses. Notice the different sizes of instruments. The 
violin is the smallest and is held under the jaw when being played, while the double bass is so large that is must rest on 
the floor. Can you guess which instrument plays the highest pitch (relative highness or lowness of a sound)?

Xu Duo 
Violin 

Angela Mitchell
Viola

John Marshall
Cello

Kim Plewniak 
Double Bass



The Woodwinds
The woodwinds include the flutes (and piccolo, a very small flute), oboes, clarinets, and bassoons. Again, notice the 
different sizes of instruments. The piccolo is the smallest and the bassoon is the largest. Which one do you think plays 
the lowest pitches, the piccolo or bassoon?

Colleen McElroy
Flute and Piccolo

Shiela McNally
Oboe

Daniel Cotter
Clarinet

Luke Bakken
Bassoon



The Brass
The brass instruments include the horn, trumpet, trombone, and tuba. Notice the different sizes of instruments. The 
trumpet is the smallest and the tuba is the largest…you get the point by now! Smaller instruments create higher pitches 
and larger instruments make lower pitches.

Kristine Joham
Horn

Larry Jess
Trumpet

John Church
Trombone Tuba

Andy Abel



Will Howald
Percussion

Earecka Tregenza Moody
Harp

The Percussion
The percussion includes pretty much anything you can strike, scrape, shake, and more. The auxiliary percussion is 
shared among several musicians and includes hundreds of instruments, such as the xylophone, drums, bells, chimes, 
shakers, whistles, cymbals, gongs, and rainsticks. The timpani are a set of pitched drums that the orchestra’s timpanist 
plays. The harp and piano are also generally considered members of the percussion family since a struck or  
“percussed” string makes the sound. 

Leigh Wilson
Percussion



All the musicians on stage have an important 
role, but you’ll notice a few musicians that 
stand out when we first start our concert at the 
Fox Theater. 

The concertmaster is the first chair violinist 
who is an assistant to the conductor and helps 
lead the orchestra. The final musician to walk 
on stage before the conductor, the 
concertmaster helps signal that the concert is 
about to start. He will bow for the audience's 
applause and stand while the orchestra tunes.

The principal oboe plays an A for the whole 
orchestra to use for their tuning. First, you will 
hear the brass and woodwinds tune, then the 
strings. The oboe is used for tuning since the 
instrument has a stable and very pure timbre 
(ˈtam-bər), which means the character or 
quality of a musical sound.  

Mateusz Wolski, Concertmaster Keith Thomas, Principal Oboe



This is how the instrument groups are arranged on the stage. Notice how much larger the string 

sections are than the other sections. Why do you think this is? (Hint: Which instrument is louder--a 

violin or a trumpet?)



The Conductor

James Lowe

James Lowe has been the Music Director of the Spokane Symphony since 2019 and helps 
lead the orchestra both on and off the stage.

• A World-Traveling Conductor: James has conducted orchestras on five continents, 
working with musicians in places like Japan, Australia, Europe, and across the United 
States.

• He started learning viola in his public school: Before becoming a conductor, James 
learned to play the viola when he was a child.

• Music Was His Favorite Subject: He studied music at the University of Edinburgh in 
Scotland and graduated with top honors.

• Working with the Best: James trained with some of the world's most famous 
conductors and orchestras, including the renowned Concertgebouw Orchestra in 
Amsterdam. 

• Teacher and Mentor: James loves working with young musicians and he teaches 
conducting to the next generation of musicians.

• Making Music for Everyone: One of his goals is to help more people discover their 
passion for music and creating concerts that are welcoming for all!



• First, the conductor chooses the music for the concert. 

• Second, the conductor studies the music so that they know every instrument’s part 

and how all the individual parts fit together. Notice how many notes and markings 

the conductor sees on a single page of this score. Studying this much music requires 

months of study. Some conductors won’t even conduct a piece until they have 

spent over a year learning it! 

• Third, a conductor leads the rehearsals with musicians. During rehearsals, the 

conductor helps align all the various instruments and parts. Until the rehearsal, the 

conductor has only imagined the music. The conductor will sometimes talk to the 

musicians to convey their thoughts about the music, but more often they 

communicate their ideas through gestures, eye contact, and other body language. 

The conductor often works on dynamics, intonation, phrasing, articulation, and 

overall energy and communication within the orchestra.

• Finally, the conductor performs the music with the orchestra in front of an audience. 

This is when all the hard work pays off! In the concert, the conductor can’t use words 

to communicate with the musicians—only gestures, eye contact, and body language.

What is the conductor’s role in the orchestra?



Learn to Conduct

When working with the musicians, you’ll see the conductor using their hands or a 
baton (basically, a short stick painted white to make it more visible) to communicate 
with musicians. The conductor uses each of their hands differently. With their right 
hand, they generally keep the beat using a specific pattern (see below), and with 
their left hand, they convey the expressive qualities of the music.  

Conducting in 2 Conducting in 3 Conducting in 4



Composers
A composer is someone who creates music by imagining sounds and writing them down so others can play them. They think about how different 
instruments—like violins, flutes, and drums—can work together to make exciting, beautiful, or emotional music. Composers use special symbols 
called notes to show what sounds they want, how long they should last, and how loud or soft they should be. It’s kind of like writing a story, but 
with music instead of words!

• How do you communicate your feelings? 

• Does your voice sound the same if you are happy, scared, sad, or angry? 

• Do you move the same way when you are tired vs full of energy?

• Have you ever had the experience where someone tells you a story so well that it feels like you are there?

Composer’s Toolbox

Here are a few of the many ways composers create emotional impact and tell stories. When you listen to the program, see if you notice any of these 
in the music:

• Dynamics (loud vs quiet)

• Pitch range (high vs low notes)

• Consonant and dissonant harmonies (pleasant vs harsh)

• Tempo (slow vs fast)

• Melodic contour (does the melodic line go up, down, or like a roller coaster)

• Orchestration (instrument combinations such as solo instrument vs entire orchestra)



At Symphony Day, the Spokane Symphony will perform Glisk, 
which was composed by Aileen Sweeney in 2023. 
Aileen is a Scottish composer from Glasgow, known for blending 
contemporary classical music with influences from Scottish and 
Irish folk traditions.
 
• Growing up surrounded by folk music and dance, she began 

performing at a young age and draws on the energy and 
rhythms of folk music in her compositions. 

• Her compositions are often inspired by nature, folklore, and 
cosmology, creating vivid musical landscapes that combine 
imagination with folk-inspired vitality. 

• She studied composition at the Royal Conservatory of Scotland 
and now teaches and mentors young musicians while 
maintaining an active composing career

Her musical character in Glisk reflects the weather—in particular, 
that brief moment when the sun breaks through the clouds. 

Hear Aileen describe some of her inspiration for Glisk in the video 
to the left.



What to Expect at the Fox Theater for Symphony Day

• An usher will lead you from the lobby into the hall. You will be asked to walk in a single-file line to your seating area. The 
Fox Theater is a big place, and we don’t want you to get separated!

• After you reach your seats, teachers and students are asked to remain seated.

• Before the performance, you’ll notice the musicians warming up onstage. Just as an athlete warms up before a game, the 
musicians also warm up. Sometimes this even includes stretching and exercises! 

• When the lights are dimmed, you’ll know the concert is about to start. Please help welcome the concertmaster on stage with 
applause and listen as the orchestra tunes to the oboe.

• After the concertmaster sits down, the conductor will walk on stage. Again, let the conductor and musicians feel your 
excitement by clapping—the musicians will stand to thank you! Then get ready to listen.

• During the concert, listen, watch, and enjoy. Let your imagination go! Does the music remind you of something you 
know? Does it make you feel excited, sad, peaceful, or frightened? There is no right or wrong answer: trust your 
experience and reactions to what you are seeing and hearing!

• Please refrain from talking or disrupting those around you so that everyone can enjoy the music!

• Sometimes the conductor might ask the audience a question or ask you to clap along. This is your turn to add to the 
performance. She’ll also practice with the audience a conducting signal called a cutoff to ask for quiet. Try to follow her 
instructions, even when she isn’t using words!

• After the orchestra plays the last piece and the clapping ends, please stay seated until the head usher points the way out. As 
you leave, make sure you have your personal belongings with you. When you exit the hall, stay together in a single-file line.



The Fox Theater

When was the Fox Theater built?
The theater was first opened in 1931 as the Fox (movie) Theater.
The construction cost was $1 million in 1931, which would be more than $21 million now.

What style of architecture is used?
The Fox showcases a striking Art Deco design, characterized by bold zigzags, chevrons, radiant sunbursts, and 
layered, stepped forms. Outside, the building features a symmetrical façade with a strong vertical emphasis. 
Decorative details include elegant floral motifs, stylized animals—see if you can count the eagles—and a vivid 
color palette of silver, green, and blue.

When was the theatre remodeled?
In November 2007, the Fox was reopened after a complete renovation and became the home of the Spokane 
Symphony. With help from the Save America’s Treasures grant, the original Art Deco murals were restored from 
damage that had occurred during previous renovations. There are about 1600 seats in the theater.



This year’s concert title is Colorful Characters.

Featuring friends, enemies, dogs, magic birds, 
and one of the most infamous characters in the 
galaxy, this program demonstrates the 
orchestra's amazing ability to bring characters 
and personalities to life through music.

Music can make you feel emotions like 
happiness, sadness, excitement, or fear. It can 
even create physical sensations and changes, 
such as a faster heartbeat or goosebumps. But 
did you know that music can help you get to 
know people you have never met before?

As you listen, pay attention to how each piece 
paints a musical picture of a different character. 
What kind of person do you think the music 
describes? Are they brave, mischievous, evil, 
mysterious, powerful, or kind?

There are no wrong answers. Let your own 
experiences, imagination, and creativity fill in 
the details as you discover the musical 
characters hidden within each piece.



Ruslan and Lyudmila Overture
By Mikhail Glinka

The Ruslan and Lyudmila Overture is the exciting opening music to an opera based on a

Russian fairy tale. The story is about a brave hero name Ruslan who goes on an adventure

to rescue Lyudmila from an evil magician.

Listen for:

• Fast and energetic music.

• Sudden changes between loud and soft sounds.

• A powerful and exciting ending.

Think about:

• How does the music make you feel?

• Does it sound like an adventure?

• Which instruments do you hear the most?

Music word:

Overture = A musical composition played at the beginning of an opera, ballet, musical, or concert.

Fun fact:

• Glinka is often called the "Father of Russian Music," and this overture is one of his most famous 
works.



Glisk
by Aileen Sweeney (2023)

Glisk is an old Scots word meaning a fleeting glint or flicker. It's often used to describe a gleam 

of sunlight coming through the clouds or figuratively, "a glimpse of the good" in Shetland. 
Aileen Sweeney is a Scottish composer whose music is often inspired by folk traditions, 
energy, and movement.

Listen for:

• Bright, sparkling sounds.

• Repeating rhythms that create excitement.

• Changing color and textures in the music.

Think about:

• What images or colors come to mind while you listen to Glisk?

• Does the music sound calm, busy, or playful?

• How does the orchestra create energy?

Music word:

• Texture = the way different musical sounds are layered together.

Fun fact:

• Glisk has been described as “glittery”, which is a great word to think about while listening!

Aileen Sweeney



Selections form Enigma Variations
By Edward Elgar (movements I, IV)

The Enigma Variations is a set of musical portraits of Elgar's friends and family. Each variation shows the 
personality of a different person.

Variation I. "C.A.E." (Alice Elgar)
• This variation is about Elgar's wife, Alice. The music is warm, gentle and caring.
• Listen for: Smooth, flowing melodies

Variation IV. "W.M.B." (William Meath Baker)
• This variation represents Elgar's friend William Meath Baker who was a country squire with a gruff 

disposition and a propensity for making hasty exits. Elgar wrote that it depicts Baker hurriedly leaving 
a room with an inadvertent bang of the door and the teasing attitude of some of his guests.

• Listen for: Fast rhythm, sudden changes in dynamics, and the door slamming at the end!

Alice Elgar

William Meath Baker



Selections form Enigma Variations
By Edward Elgar (movements IX and XI)

Variation IX. "Nimrod" (August Jaeger)
• This is the most famous variation. It represents Elgar's close friend August Jaeger. The music is noble, 

peaceful, and inspiring.

• Listen for: Slow, beautiful melodies and a gradual increase in volume.

Variation XI. "G.R.S." (George Robertson Sinclair)
• This variation tells the story of Sinclair's bulldog, Dan, who fell into a river and swam back to shore.

• Listen for: Playful, energetic music and quick changes in mood. Can you imagine a dog paddling furiously 
through the water? 

Think about
• Which variation best matches the person or story it represents?

• How does Elgar use music to show different personalities?

Music word:

• Variation = a new version of a melody or theme that changes some elements while keeping the original idea. George Sinclair and his dog Dan

August Jaeger



Firebird
By Igor Stravinsky (Infernal Danse and Finale)

The Firebird is a ballet based on a Russian fairy tale. It tells the story of Prince Ivan, who is 
helped by a magical Firebird to defeat an evil sorcerer and save a princess.

Listen for:

• Fast, wild rhythms in the Infernal Dance.

• Loud brass and crashing percussion.

• A beautiful horn melody at the beginning of the Finale, signaling the breaking of the 

magical spell and everyone waking up.

• The orchestra growing louder and bigger until the triumphant ending.

Think about:

• Which instruments sound scary or dangerous, and which sounds brave or hopeful?

• How do the sounds at the end make you know the story has a happy ending?

Music word:

• Dynamics: How loud or soft music is played. Stravinsky uses dramatic changes in 
dynamics to make the music exciting and powerful.

Fun fact:

• The Firebird was Stravinsky’s first big success and made him famous around the world.



Suite From Star Wars – Imperial March
By John Williams

The Imperial March was composed for Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back and is 

the musical theme for Darth Vader and the Galactic Empire.

Listen for:

• Powerful brass instruments, especially trumpets and trombones.

• A strong, steady marching rhythm.

• Loud, dramatic music that sounds powerful and intimidating.

• The famous opening melody that many people recognize right away.

Think about:

• What kind of character does this music represent?

• How does the music make Darth Vader seem powerful?

• Which instruments help create a dark mood.

Music word:

• Leitmotif = a musical theme connected to a particular character or idea.

Fun fact:

• John Williams wrote The Imperial March in 1980, and it has become one of 
the most recognizable movie themes in the world.



Glossary
Articulation
How a note is played or sung—smooth, short, bouncy, or accented.
Examples: staccato (short), legato (smooth).

Concertmaster
The lead violinist in an orchestra. They help guide the string section and work closely with the conductor.

Consonance
Consonance is when notes sound pleasant, stable, or at rest together. It feels calm and complete, like the music has found a good place to stop.

Crescendo
A gradual increase in volume. Think of music getting louder and louder.

Dissonance is when two or more notes sound clashing, tense, or unsettled when played together. It often makes the listener feel like the music needs to resolve or go somewhere else. 

Dynamics
The volume of music—how loud or soft it is. Examples: piano (soft), forte (loud), mezzo forte (medium loud).

Intonation
How in-tune the notes are. Good intonation means the notes sound exactly right—not too sharp or flat.

Interval
The distance between two notes. Example: From C to E is a major third interval.

Leitmotif
A musical theme connected to a particular character or idea.

Movement
A large section of a longer piece of music, like a chapter in a book. Common in symphonies or concertos.

Overture
A musical composition played at the beginning of an opera, ballet, musical, or concert

Phrasing
How musical sentences are shaped. It’s about playing or singing with expression, like speaking with feeling.

Pitch
How high or low a note sounds. Example: A flute plays high pitches, a tuba plays low ones.

Tempo
The speed at which a piece of music is played. Common tempo markings include: Largo (very slow), Adagio (slow), Andante (walking pace), Moderato (moderate speed, Allegro (fast), and Presto (very fast).

Texture
Texture is the way different musical sounds, melodies, and harmonies are combined in a piece of music.

Timbre (pronounced “TAM-ber”)
The unique sound quality of an instrument or voice. Example: A trumpet sounds bright, a cello sounds warm. 

Variation = a new version of a musical theme that changes some elements while keeping the original idea



Imperial March by John Williams

Enigma Variations by Edward Elgar
• Variation I. "C.A.E." (Alice Elgar)

• Variation IV. "W.M.B." (William Meath Baker)

• Variation IX. "Nimrod" (August Jaeger)

• Variation XI. "G.R.S." (George Robertson Sinclair)

Glisk by Aileen Sweeney

Ruslan and Lyudmila Overture by Mikhail Glinka 

Learn to Conduct with Shira 

Links to Videos

Firebird by Igor Stravinsky
• Infernal Danse  
• Finale

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZXLr1HU-QN8&list=RDZXLr1HU-QN8&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpVUgsJzepk&list=OLAK5uy_nCCcWxaWM0FGh9fbM2GIU5MLIO4tz4c1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpVUgsJzepk&list=OLAK5uy_nCCcWxaWM0FGh9fbM2GIU5MLIO4tz4c1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpVUgsJzepk&list=OLAK5uy_nCCcWxaWM0FGh9fbM2GIU5MLIO4tz4c1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMA0_71GOv4&list=RDrMA0_71GOv4&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMA0_71GOv4&list=RDrMA0_71GOv4&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2PY2hwzACvA&list=OLAK5uy_nCCcWxaWM0FGh9fbM2GIU5MLIO4tz4c1E&index=10
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2PY2hwzACvA&list=OLAK5uy_nCCcWxaWM0FGh9fbM2GIU5MLIO4tz4c1E&index=10
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HlAYPcOhvwU&list=RDHlAYPcOhvwU&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HlAYPcOhvwU&list=RDHlAYPcOhvwU&start_radio=1
https://youtu.be/I6laVlhqMjg?si=uRWCIdlJH00CYDw0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jUQRzd8qIbE&list=RDjUQRzd8qIbE&start_radio=1
https://youtu.be/gWeBMxllODc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmRU6cJeVDs&list=RDjmRU6cJeVDs&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmRU6cJeVDs&list=RDjmRU6cJeVDs&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mJ7YrmCNtZ4&list=RDmJ7YrmCNtZ4&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mJ7YrmCNtZ4&list=RDmJ7YrmCNtZ4&start_radio=1


The Spokane Symphony’s Education and Community 
Engagement Season Sponsor is the Future Song Foundation

Other Education Sponsors Include: 

Symphony Day is made possible by the 
Hagan Foundation, honoring Amy Bragdon.


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24: Glossary
	Slide 25
	Slide 26

