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THE MAN BEHIND THE MAGIC: OVER THE RAINBOW COMPOSER HAROLD ARLEN

When  we  hear  the  first  few  notes  of  "Over  the  Rainbow,"  a  sense  of  hope,  nostalgia,  and  quiet
wonder washes over us. It is one of the most beloved songs in American history, yet few people
pause to ask: who created this masterpiece? The answer is Harold Arlen, the gifted composer who,
alongside  lyricist  Yip  Harburg,  gave  us  the  unforgettable  melody  that  defined  The  Wizard  of  Oz.
While Judy Garland’s tender performance made the song iconic, it was the genius of the Over the
Rainbow composer Harold that gave the world a tune that transcends generations.
In this article, we will explore the life, career, and lasting legacy of Harold Arlen. From his humble
beginnings as a cantor’s son in Buffalo, New York, to his rise as one of the greatest songwriters of
the twentieth century, we will uncover the story of the man who wrote not only "Over the Rainbow"
but also dozens of other timeless standards. We will  also examine how his music continues to
influence artists today, and why the Over the Rainbow composer Harold Arlen deserves a place
alongside the legends of American popular music.

EARLY LIFE AND MUSICAL ROOTS

Harold  Arlen  was  born  Hyman  Arluck  on  February  15,  1905,  in  Buffalo,  New  York,  to  a  Jewish
family. His father was a cantor, and young Hyman grew up immersed in liturgical music and the
sounds of the synagogue. This early exposure to melody and harmony would later inform his unique
compositional style, which blended jazz, blues, and Broadway show tunes with a distinctly emotional
quality.
Arlen showed prodigious talent from an early age. He learned to play the piano and began arranging
music for local bands while still  a teenager. After leaving school, he formed a small band and
performed in vaudeville and nightclubs. It was during this period that he changed his name to Harold
Arlen, a stage-friendly adaptation that would soon become synonymous with musical excellence.
By the late 1920s, Arlen moved to New York City, where he immersed himself in the vibrant world of
Tin Pan Alley. He began writing songs for revues and Broadway productions, collaborating with
lyricists such as Ted Koehler and, later, Yip Harburg. His early hits included "Get Happy" and "Let’s
Fall in Love," which showcased his ability to craft catchy, sophisticated melodies that resonated with
audiences.

RISE TO PROMINENCE: THE GREAT AMERICAN SONGBOOK

The 1930s and 1940s were a golden age for American popular music, and Harold Arlen was one of
its brightest stars. He contributed to Broadway shows like Earl Carroll’s Vanities and Life Begins at
8:40,  but  his  true  breakthrough  came  when  he  began  working  in  Hollywood.  The  film  industry
provided a  new canvas for  his  talents,  and Arlen soon became one of  the most  sought-after
composers in the business.
His partnership with lyricist Yip Harburg proved especially fruitful. Together, they wrote songs that
were both witty and deeply moving, with a sophistication that elevated them above typical movie
musical fare. Tracks like "It’s Only a Paper Moon" and "Down with Love" demonstrated Arlen’s
versatility, but it was their work on The Wizard of Oz that would immortalize them both.

The Birth of a Classic: "Over the Rainbow"
The story of how the Over the Rainbow composer Harold Arlen created the song is a fascinating
mix  of  inspiration  and persistence.  The  producers  of  The Wizard  of  Oz  wanted  a  ballad  that
expressed Dorothy’s  longing for  a  better  place,  a  song that  could capture the innocence and
yearning of a young girl trapped in a monochrome Kansas. Arlen struggled to find the right melody
until one day, while driving with Harburg, he suddenly stopped the car and began humming a theme
that had come to him.
That  theme  became the  iconic  opening  phrase  of  "Over  the  Rainbow."  Initially,  some  studio
executives were skeptical. They thought the song was too slow and sophisticated for a children’s
film. Others believed it would hurt the pacing of the movie. But the film’s producer, Mervyn LeRoy,
fought to keep it in, recognizing its emotional power. Thankfully, his instincts were correct. The song
not only won the Academy Award for Best Original Song but also became Judy Garland’s signature
piece and a symbol of hope for millions.
The melody itself is a marvel of musical storytelling. It begins with a wide interval leap—a full
octave—that instantly evokes a sense of reaching upward, toward a dream. The harmonization shifts
gently  between  major  and  minor  modes,  reflecting  the  bittersweet  nature  of  hope.  Arlen’s
background in blues and jazz is  evident in the subtle chromatic touches,  while his synagogue
upbringing lends the tune a prayer-like quality.  It  is  no wonder  that  the Over the Rainbow
composer Harold Arlen once said the song felt as if it had been given to him from a higher place.

A PROLIFIC CAREER BEYOND THE RAINBOW

While "Over the Rainbow" remains Arlen’s most famous work, it is far from his only achievement. He
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continued  to  write  hit  after  hit  for  film  and  stage  throughout  the  1940s  and  1950s.  Songs  like
"Stormy Weather" (performed by Lena Horne) and "That Old Black Magic" (with lyricist Johnny
Mercer) became jazz standards. He also contributed to the Broadway show Hooray for Love! and
wrote music for the classic film The Pirate starring Gene Kelly and Judy Garland.
Arlen’s collaborations with lyricist Johnny Mercer produced some of the most enduring songs of the
mid-twentieth century. Together, they penned "Ac-Cent-Tchu-Ate the Positive," "Come Rain or Come
Shine,"  and "One for  My Baby (and One More for  the Road)."  These songs were recorded by
everyone from Frank Sinatra  to  Ella  Fitzgerald,  and they remain  staples  of  the  jazz  and pop
repertoire.
One of Arlen’s lesser-known but critically acclaimed works is the score for the Broadway musical St.
Louis Woman (1946), which included the song "Come Rain or Come Shine." Though the show was
not a commercial success, the music has been praised for its sophisticated integration of blues and
Broadway styles. Arlen also wrote the score for the film A Star Is Born (1954), which featured "The
Man That Got Away," a powerful ballad that showcased Judy Garland’s dramatic range.

THE MUSICAL LANGUAGE OF HAROLD ARLEN

What made the Over the Rainbow composer Harold Arlen so distinctive? Musicologists often
point to his mastery of harmony and his ability to blend popular song forms with the emotional
depth of blues and jazz. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Arlen was not afraid to use complex
chord progressions or unusual intervals to convey feeling. He also had a keen ear for the human
voice, writing melodies that seemed to breathe and swell with natural expressiveness.
Another hallmark of Arlen’s style is his use of the "blue note"—a slightly flattened pitch that gives a
melody a soulful, melancholic edge. This technique, rooted in African American musical traditions,
appears in songs like "Stormy Weather" and "Blues in the Night." By incorporating these elements
into mainstream popular music, Arlen helped bridge the gap between jazz and Broadway, creating a
sound that was both accessible and artistically ambitious.
Arlen also had a gift for writing songs that were dramatically effective within the context of a film or
stage production. His melodies often mirrored the emotional arc of a scene, building tension or
releasing it at just the right moment. This is why so many of his songs have been used in movies
and television shows to underscore moments of longing, joy, or sorrow.

LATER YEARS AND LASTING LEGACY

As rock and roll began to dominate popular music in the 1960s, Arlen’s style fell out of fashion for a
time. However, he continued to write and occasionally perform. He received numerous honors,
including a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award, an Academy Award for his body of work, and

induction into the Songwriters Hall of Fame. In 1985, the U.S. Postal Service issued a stamp in his
honor.
Harold Arlen passed away on April 23, 1986, in New York City. But his music never died. "Over the
Rainbow" was named the greatest song of the 20th century by the Recording Industry Association of
America and the National Endowment for the Arts in 2001. It continues to be covered by artists from
every genre—from Israel Kamakawiwo’ole’s ukulele version to pop icons like Ariana Grande. Each
new interpretation introduces the magic of the Over the Rainbow composer Harold to a fresh
generation.
Beyond "Over the Rainbow," Arlen’s other songs remain essential to the standard repertoire. Jazz
musicians regularly improvise on "Come Rain or Come Shine," and singers from Barbra Streisand to
Tony  Bennett  have  recorded  his  work.  His  influence  can  be  heard  in  the  compositions  of  later
songwriters like Stephen Sondheim and Burt Bacharach, who admired his harmonic sophistication
and emotional directness.

WHY HAROLD ARLEN MATTERS TODAY

In  an era of  fleeting viral  hits  and algorithm-driven playlists,  the enduring power of  Harold  Arlen’s
music offers a reminder of what timeless craft looks like. His songs are not merely catchy; they are
emotionally complex, structurally inventive, and deeply human. The Over the Rainbow composer
Harold Arlen created art that speaks to our most universal longings—for home, for love, for a world
beyond the gray skies of everyday life.
Moreover, Arlen’s journey from a cantor’s son in Buffalo to a Hollywood legend is a testament to the
power of talent and perseverance. He navigated the competitive worlds of Tin Pan Alley, Broadway,
and film with grace, always staying true to his musical instincts. In doing so, he left behind a body of
work that continues to inspire musicians, filmmakers, and dreamers around the globe.

CONCLUSION

The  story  of  Harold  Arlen  is  the  story  of  a  man  who  gave  a  voice  to  hope.  From the  first  soaring
notes of "Over the Rainbow" to the smoky intimacy of "One for My Baby," his music captures the full
range of human emotion. The Over the Rainbow composer Harold Arlen may not be a household
name like Sinatra or Garland, but his melodies have become part of our collective soundtrack. They
remind  us  that  even  in  the  darkest  times,  there  is  always  a  rainbow—somewhere,  over  the
horizon—waiting to be discovered.
As you hum that familiar tune the next time you hear it, take a moment to remember the composer
who crafted that perfect phrase. His name was Harold Arlen, and his legacy will shine as long as
people dream.


