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GRADES 5–6 (ADAPT AS GRADE APPROPRIATE)

BONUS LESSON #6: “MARS” 
FROM THE PLANETS BY GUSTAV 
HOLST (AND “IMPERIAL MARCH” 
FROM STAR WARS BY JOHN 
WILLIAMS)
STANDARDS

• National Core Music Standard – Artistic 
Process #1: Creating

• National Core Music Standard – Artistic 
Process #2: Performing

• National Core Music Standard – Artistic 
Process #3: Responding

• National Core Music Standard – Artistic 
Process #4: Connecting 

Ohio 2012 Standards: (Progress Points – adaptations by Author in brackets) 

A. Demonstrate how musical elements communicate meaning and emotion by 
[playing, singing or] moving to music. 

B. Recognize the use of music for various purposes by performers and listeners in a 
variety of cultures. 

D. Individually and collaboratively select ideas and a media form of the day to create 
(express) pieces. 

E. Use digital technology to listen to and study music recognizing instruments, 
[voices, ensembles] and musical forms. 

F. Form and express opinions about music they hear in [formal and] informal [live 
and] recorded performances. 

CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS (MEASURABLE VERBS, BLOOM’S TAXONOMY)
Hypothesize; demonstrate/practice/use; apply 
(Optional Project: create; experience; refine; evaluate/assess)

CONCEPT AREAS:
RHYTHM (Steady Beat; Meter; 
Ostinato Pattern); MELODY; FORM; 
EXPRESSION 
LISTENING; RESPONDING; CREATING 
(Opt.); CONNECTING; ANALYZING

NOTE TO TEACHER: THIS LESSON PLAN CAN OCCUR OVER SEVERAL DAYS OR LONGER IF DONE COMPLETELY.

http://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Fine-Arts
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CURRICULAR CONNECTIONS (LANGUAGE ARTS – CHOOSE TO FIT GRADE LEVEL)    
Vocabulary for Word Wall:
composer – someone (male or female, usually adult, living or not) who creates music 
and notates or writes it down to be performed (or, the latter in past tense if not 
living, such as Holst)
beat – the pulse of the music 
meter - grouping of steady beats into two’s and three’s (or a mix of two’s and three’s)
ostinato – repeated pattern that can be rhythmic, melodic, or both
crescendo – getting gradually louder
melodic direction or contour – whether the melody goes up or down or stays on the 
same pitch
chord – a group (two or more) of pitches played or sung at the same time
form (same, different, similar) – the sections of structure of music; coda – special 
ending
suite – a collection of smaller pieces grouped together, comprising a single topic 
or story (Tchaikovsky’s Suite from Nutcracker is one example). The Planets is an 
example.

CONCEPTUAL LEARNING – MUSICAL UNDERSTANDING  
       

• Music can be composed to describe an event or characteristic. Separate 
movements or pieces can be composed as a suite, or, a collection of pieces 
grouped around a topic or story. In this case, the composer thought the 
planet Mars had a “space wars” effect in the universe (sometimes in terms of 
astrology or Roman myths).

• We can use movements that fit the irregular driving ostinato rhythm patterns 
over a steady beat and its speed (tempo). Most music has a meter comprised of 
groups of 2 or 3 beats – or combinations of 2 & 3. This exciting piece served as 
inspiration for the movie soundtrack icons written by John Williams in Star Wars 
and other megahits. 
Music can be fast, slow, or medium speed. The rhythm patterns, over the steady 
beat, can be groups in a combination of two’s and three’s; this ostinato pattern 
moves in a group of 5. The meter of 5 is broken into a group of 3 beats and 2 
beats, within a group of 5 steady beats.

• Music can be comprised of varying ostinati or motives, such as those used in 
“Mars.”

• Music has a texture, timbres, and dynamics. We can “follow along” or interact with 
the music using a Call Chart.

• The sound of a modern American or European symphony orchestra has distinctive 
timbres. Orchestras and orchestral music are distictive genres known to many 
Western European cultures. There are orchestras in many places in the world, and 
with many variations.



©Classics for Kids® 2016 - ©Dr. Kay Edwards 2016

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES/OUTCOMES: (“STUDENTS 
WILL…” &/OR “I CAN…”) 

1. I can perform a rhythmic ostinato to 
a piece for orchestra – both with and 
without a recording of “Mars.” It is in an 
irregular meter of 5.

2. I can follow along and “interact” with a 
Call Chart and a recording, to cues from 
the music. 

3. I/We can create a video as a group 
project with this music as the soundtrack. 
(Optional Project for Stretch/Gifted)

4. I can analyze and describe (figure out and talk about) Musical Elements in “Mars” 
by Holst, such as Meter, Rhythm, and Form. 
 
*See Assessment: Formative and Summative, and Student Self 
Evaluations. 

MATERIALS: 

• Recording of “Jupiter” from The Planets by Gustav Holst, (can be found on iTunes 
or Amazon)

• Unpitched percussion instruments: rhythm sticks; woodblocks; single soft 
rubber mallet or metal thimble; hand drums

• Computer visuals: 
Visual, Image of Mars 
Visual, Rhythmic Ostinato for “Mars” 
Visual, Body Percussion Score for Rhythmic Ostinato in “Mars” by Holst

• Crescendo Visual
• Call Chart for “Mars” from The Planets (and hard copy for every student)
• Optional: recording of “Imperial March” from Star Wars by John Williams (can be 

found on iTunes or Amazon)
• Optional: recording of “Mars” from The Planets by Holst, synthesizer version, as 

electronically realized by Isao Tomita (can be found on iTunes or Amazon)
• Group Processing Exit Slips

TEACHER RESOURCE: 
The Call Chart is a way to graphically 
organize and guide the listener to what 
is happening in the music sequentially in 
“real time” and to label its form and various 
other musical elements such as instrumental 
timbres and the names of  instruments in the 
orchestra.

https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/planets-ultimate-edition/id591997167
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_Photo.jpg
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Mars_Ostinato.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/teachers/lessonplans/pdfs/holst/Holst_Mars_Body_Percussion.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/beethoven/Crescendo_Visual.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_CallChart.pdf
https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/planets-planets-mars-bringer/id306130617?i=306130640
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0014LSYAM?ie=UTF8&tag=wgucorg-20&camp=1789&linkCode=xm2&creativeASIN=B0014LSYAM
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/group_processing_sheet.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_CallChart.pdf
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SEQUENCE: 

1. Ask the class if they have heard of the planet Mars before. (Share answers.) 
Show where Mars is on a map of our solar system in relation to Earth, and in 
relation to Jupiter (from previous lessons). Show a more close-up photo of Mars. 
Compare Mars to Jupiter, and both to Earth.  

2. Share that the same composer that wrote “Jupiter,” Gustav Holst, from England, 
wrote music for every planet except Earth and Pluto, along with its nickname in 
Roman mythology and horoscopes of the time. Share the meaning of the term 
suite (see Vocabulary/Academic Language. Holst called Mars the “bringer of war,” 
in keeping with the Roman mythology and title for the planet.  

3. Have student hypothesize what they expect the music called “Mars, the Bringer 
of War” will sound like, and why. “What are some events or sound effects for 
a warlike, red planet – perhaps a type of space war (in the future, or in a video 
game they are designing). “Do you think the music will be rhythmic and very 
intense, or do you think it will sound happy?” “Why?” (share answers). Tell them 
they’ll get to hear the music and see if they are right. 

4. (a) Pre-Assessment*: Display the Rhythmic Ostinato for “Mars” from The Planets 
by Holst and see if the class (or any individual student) can read the ostinato 
rhythm pattern at sight, or guide the class to problem solve and figure it out 
collectively. (See Assessment/Evaluation section.) If needed, teach the rhythmic 
ostinato by rote, as a group of two’s and three’s. Teach what a triplet is, and have 
the class count it aloud as “trip-o-let,” “tri-o-la,” or another speech pattern for 
that note value: “tri-o-la, ta, ta, ti-ti, ta” (The teacher can refer to the Rhythmic 
Ostinato for “Mars” from The Planets by Holst to teach it by rote.)  
 
Alternative Step: Teach the rhythmic ostinato by rote, using syllables and a two-
finger clap. Or, teach the rhythmic ostinato by rote as a body percussion pattern. 

5.  Guide the class and practice the ostinato, using a two-finger ‘golf clap’ of one 
hand in the palm of the other. Then, display Visual, Rhythmic Ostinato for “Mars” 
from The Planets by Holst. Guide the students to discover that it is in a meter of 
5, noting the time signature, and that it is comprised of a group of 3 beats plus a 
group of 2 beats. 

6. Transfer the ostinato to body percussion by rote and then display the Visual, 
Body Percussion Score for Rhythmic Ostinato in “Mars” by Holst. Rehearse the 
class with guided practice. 

7. Transfer the body percussion to unpitched percussion instruments for half of 

http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_Photo.jpg
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Mars_Ostinato.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Mars_Ostinato.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Mars_Ostinato.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Mars_Ostinato.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_Body_Percussion.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_Body_Percussion.pdf
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the class, such as hand drums for the patting and rhythm sticks or woodblocks 
for the clapping (woodblocks can be played with a soft rubber mallet or a metal 
thimble). Rehearse and refine. 

8. Using the recording played rather loudly, lead the class to perform the rhythmic 
ostinato softly along with the music, to a segment from the beginning of the 
piece.  
*Group Self Assessment: “What could we improve upon?” Share responses. (See 
Assessment/Evalution.) 

9. Display the Call Chart for “Mars” from The Planets visual. Explain that you will 
“call out” each number as it occurs in real time with the recording. The ‘blurb’ 
describes musical elements and what is happening in the music right then. 

10. Rehearse with guided practice as the class demonstrates the rhythmic motive for 
#2, #3, and #4 in the Call Chair, going over how to count and clap each pattern. 
Add arm movements for these rhythmic motives to show the melodic direction 
or contour.  

11. Display the Visual, Crescendo and ask the class what they think the icons and 
symbol are telling us to do (get gradually louder, or to sing gradually louder). 
Demonstrate and rehearse conducting gestures with larger beats for a 
crescendo, with guided practice. Locate all the crescendo markings in the Call 
Chart (Step 4, 5, 8, 17). Tell the students they will be showing those as we listen 
to the recording and they follow along the Call Chart “score.” (If desired, practice 
each part separately with the recording.)  
Gifted/Stretch: Older students can use their left hand to indicate a crescendo 
while simultaneously keeping the steady beat with their right hand, as 
conductors usually do. 

12. Demonstrate and rehearse the conducting gesture for the steady separated 
chords played by the strings at Step 9 in the Call Chart, using both hands. 
Demonstrate and rehearse the large beat of silence at Step 20 in the Call Chart 
and the cut-off gesture the conductor makes for that. (If desired, practice each 
part separately with the recording.) 

13. Play the recording and “call” the Call Chart, leading students to clap each 
rhythmic  motive softly, demonstrate its melodic direction, and using conducting 
gestures for crescendos and the rest as noted. Note to Teacher: Listen to “Mars” 
and study the Call Chart in advance to prepare, so that you know when each 
section begins.

http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Mars_CallChart.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/beethoven/Crescendo_Visual.pdf
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14. Share that this famous piece of music for orchestra was composed by Gustav 
Holst and is from a collection of pieces called The Planets. (Share photo of Holst 
and biographical information from Classics for Kids website.) 

15. Select words from the list given at the beginning of this lesson; go over the 
meaning of these vocabulary words and how they are used when describing 
music; use academic language related to music; describe language function (add 
to Word Wall).

CLOSURE/QUESTIONS: 

1. “What is the name of this piece?” (“Mars, The Bringer of War”)
2. “Who composed this piece?” (Gustav Holst)
3.  “Why do you think so many people like this piece of music? What do you like 

about it?” (share answers) 
4. “What parts or elements of music did the rhythmic ostinato illustrate?” (a 

rhythm pattern in a meter of 7; the way a composer can use one or more 
ostinatos or ostinati) 

5. “What is the [timbre, expressive qualities, melodic direction, form] of music? 
Can you explain what it refers to?”

6. “What is a Call Chart and what did it show?” (The Call Chart told us the 
instrument timbres and gave us a written description of what is happening 
in the music at any given point – such as crescendos, ostinatos – and the Call 
Chart also incorporated the form of the music.) 

7. Refer to the Vocabulary listed for this lesson and see if students know what 
the words or terms mean (such as ostinato, meter, form, etc.). “What words 
have been added to our Word Wall today? What does each word mean, and 
how do we use it to describe music?” Share answers, and elaborate on the 
language function and academic language of each word in relation to music 
and other connections. 

8. Refer to the Conceptual Learning, Objectives, and Standards listed at the 
beginning of the lesson plan and guide the class in understanding and 
application for the following  
“I can” statements:  
“I can use musical terms such as rhythm, meter, ostinato, form, coda…” 
or  
“I showed that music can utilize one or more ostinatos, or repeated 
patterns…and played along with the music…” 
“I can notice the form or structure of the music, like A¬–B–A, Coda…”

ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION: 
*Formative and Pre-Assessment: See Step #3 and #8 of Sequence and #7 of 

http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/Holst_Photo.jpg
http://classicsforkids.com/composers/composer_profile.php?id=37
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Closure.

Stretch/Gifted – Summative Assessment
**Optional: Project-based Cooperative Learning 
activity: Have small groups of students create a video 
with “Mars” as the soundtrack. Then the groups 
watch their videos and give feedback to each group 
in terms of what they really liked about it. Each 
group self-evaluates their video project and fill out 
Group Processing Exit Slip (self- and class-evaluation 
form) on how they (or how they felt the class) 
performed – to what extent they correctly showing 
the steady beat and the form of the music (changing 
movements to fit the new tempo at the right time, 
etc.). Engage classes with discussion about the video 
they created for this musical work.

EXTENSIONS, CONNECTIONS, AND FOLLOW-UP LESSONS: 

1. Movie Music: Connect this piece with another symphonic piece about space 
such as movie theme music by the famous living composer John Williams 
by listening to “Imperial March” from Star Wars. Compare “Mars” from 
The Planets by Gustav Holst with “Imperial March” from Star Wars by John 
Williams. Use a Venn Diagram if it is helpful to compare what is the same in 
each piece (written in the intersection of two circles) and what is different 
between the pieces (written in the non-intersection areas) 
 
Guide a class discussion about the musical elements and contexts; note the 
similarities and differences. 
 
Closure: “Do you think ‘Mars’ by Holst influenced the composer of a piece 
from Star Wars, John Williams?” (share answers) 

2. History and Astrology: 
 
• Music History/History: Learn more about Holst’s life by sharing Holst’s 
biography from the Classics for Kids website. Learn more about the time 
period in which he lived, and what else it was like in England, both then and 
now. 
 
• Astrology: Share with students that during the time the composer Gustav 
Holst composed this music, there was a rise of interest in astrology. One of 

TEACHER RESOURCE:
Similarities: both are about 
space; both were written by male 
composers; both have a driving 
rhythm and strong steady beat; both 
use full orchestra; etc. 

Differences: different melodies; one 
written for a movie, the other written 
before movies were invented; one 
composer is from America, the other 
from England; etc.

http://www.classicsforkids.com/downloads/holst/group_processing_sheet.pdf
http://www.classicsforkids.com/composers/bio.asp?id=37
http://www.classicsforkids.com/composers/bio.asp?id=37
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the leading astrologist authors of Holst’s day thought that Mars was a warlike, 
red planet and that it had this influence in the universe, which can affect 
astrology. During Holst’s life, like today, the planets were thought to have 
effects upon what was “in the stars”for you – similar to what a horoscope is 
based upon today. 

3. Science: Have the class research facts about Mars with the classroom or 
science teacher, such as its temperature, number of moons, distance from 
the sun or Earth, etc.


