
Video game music  
 
Applications of video game music writing processes to the classroom 
The limitations of computers in the 1980s shaped the aesthetics of video game music and still plays an influencing role on new video game music. Two trends 
can be used as stimulus for students to compose in the classroom, Games such as Tetris, Lemmings and Resident Evil borrow from classical music, and 
composers such as Koji Kondo (Super Mario Bros and The Legend of Zelda) use repetition/ loops associated with characters, location and movement to 
shape the composition. Teachers can draw from these trends to assist students in the early stages of working in a DAW and with pre-existing stems to 
introduce students to the world of composing and the importance of context and limitations to be creative. 
 
Students could: 

● Make music for a videogame 
● Play videogames to help them discuss how music works in games 
● Learn how to convert sheet music to midi 
● Eg. My students worked with preexisiting ‘stems’ notated on card or shared as MIDI to construct a composition to perform. I did this after taking theme 

music and putting it into C major/ A minor and 4/4 time. The students then made a composition to accompany some spliced together video from video 
games that I had edited in iMovie. The students had a choice of writing for the original Prince of Persia, Alley Cat, or The Legend of Zelda. They made 
a timeline of the video noting character, location, atmosphere and powerups/ points or hits in order to help them sequence their composition. We also 
played some early video games and noted how the music affected gameplay and what lessons we could learn for our own compositions. In addition to 
this, we analysed Koji Kondo’s music for Super Mario Brothers and learnt how to play some classical themes and how to input those themes into a 
DAW as MIDI. 

 
For more professional development on the topic of video game music, I highly recommend completing Kenny McAlpine’s MOOC on futurelearn. 
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Below are some games that draw from classical music as well as links to emulators where you can play them.  
Name of game Year 

published 
Name of piece and composer 
 
Access sheet music here 

Emulators 
● https://classicreload.com/ 
● https://emulatoronline.com/ 
●  http://www.virtualatari.org/ 

Jet Set Willy 1984 Moonlight Sonata- L. van Beethoven ● https://classicreload.com/jet-set-willy.html 

Tetris 1984 Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairies- The Nut Cracker by P.I. 
Tchaikovsky 

● https://emulatoronline.com/nes-games/classic-tetris/ 

Friday the 13th for 
C64 

1985 Toccata and Fugue in D minor- J.S. Bach ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PJtWDZSZZGI 

Super Solver- 
Midnight Rescue, 
Treasure Mountain 
and Outnumbered 

1989 ● The Sorcerer’s Apprentice- Dukas 
● In The Hall of the Mountain King- E. Grieg 
● Solfeggietto- CPE Bach 
● Keyboard Concerto in Dminor- J.S. Bach 
● Prelude in C minor- J.S. Bach 
● Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini 

● https://classicreload.com/super-solvers-midnight-rescue.ht
ml 

● https://classicreload.com/super-solvers-treasure-mountain
.html 

● https://classicreload.com/super-solvers-outnumbered.html 

Lemmings 1991 Rondo Alla Turca- W.A. Mozart ● https://classicreload.com/lemmings.html 

Resident Evil 1993 ● Moonlight Sonata- L. van Beethoven ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AI-E8R3qTs 

Mega Man 
Legends 

1997 Little Fugue- J.S. Bach ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpA-MXtFzes 

1602 AD 1998 The Brandenburg Concertos- J.S. Bach ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sTlsoMjKHEA 

Homeworld 1999 Agnus Dei- S. Barber ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aJvYZXUT5Bk 

Kingdom Hearts 2002 Night on Bald Mountain- M. Mussorgsky ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H1AJjZEWBcI 

Eternal Sonata 2007 Multiple Chopin works ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=Bunnv8Av_
5g  

The Evil Within 2014 Clair de Lune- C. Debussy ● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76krylNcgdk 
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Applications of hip hop music writing processes to the classroom 
Participation in cultures of contemporary music can help students to form their identity while developing musicianship. Hip hop culture has a number of ideas 
within it that can help students develop musical skills including sense of beat, improvisation skills, vocal skills, and competence in using digital audio 
workspaces (DAWs), not to mention thinking skills like critical and creative thinking. 
 
Students could: 

● bring in music that represents their musical/ cultural and social selves 
● identify moments in the songs that could represent their identity 
● learn early raps to identify the rhythmic development of rap over time 
● find musical connections with their classmates as a lead into exploring sampling in hip hop 
● develop songwriting and beat-keeping skills through participating in a cypher (rap improvisation circle) 
● form a hip hop group, allowing students to contribute bass grooves, drum patterns, lyrics or synth grooves 
● research the origins of hip hop 
● Make their own documentary about hip hop, or how to make a rap 
● Find out more about cultural appropriation and consider this in their own music 

 
For more professional development on the topic of hip hop music, I highly recommend watching the documentary ‘Hip Hop Evolution’ on Netflix, reading 
Jay-Z’s book Decoded, or Jeff Chang’s book ‘Generation Hip Hop’, or watching Toni Blackman’s talk ‘The Wisdom of the Cypher’, exploring the music through 
musicmap.info , or alternatively playing with hip hop tools like the DAW Ableton Live or a drum machine. 
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Classical Aesthetics 
 
Applications of Classical music making processes to the classroom 
Despite a majority of students proclaiming they want to form a band, many of these same students have a curiosity about classical music, they would simply 
prefer that it is not the only focus of music class. With each culture of music studied in the classroom we should consider the context it exists in. For classical 
music students learn by reading, then demonstrating and then researching the composer and the piece and perhaps writing programme notes. Learning how 
to read Common Practice Notation makes sense in this context, as does learning how to analyse a score, looking up terminology in a music dictionary and 
performing in a formal setting in front of a large audience. 
 
Students could: 

● Choose a piece of classical music to learn from a list of developmentally appropriate pieces that are well known (e.g. Bach’s Prelude in C) 
● Write programme notes for a concert 
● Listen to several recordings of a piece of classical music to inform their own performance 
● Research an era of music  
● Attend a masterclass and learn skills appropriate to the style they are performing 
● Eg. My students selected an instrument focus (piano, classical guitar, voice, percussion ensemble or their own instrument, if already attending lessons) 

and chose a piece of music to learn. We began by marking out/ analysing our score (writing in note names if students were unfamiliar with common 
practice notation) and reading background information about the piece and composer. Students then wrote programme notes for a concert their 
parents were invited to. Students learnt concert etiquette and were encouraged to dress formally for the event. In addition we learnt how to analyse a 
string quartet through free resources provided by Kronos’ Quartet’s Fifty for the Future project in order to look at contemporary art music, which 
includes interviews with a number of composers from diverse backgrounds. 
 
 

I highly recommend investing in some sheet music, especially popular classical piano pieces and classical guitar pieces that are both notated and in tablature 
for this unit. I also recommend looking at Kronos’ Quartet’s Fifty for the Future project online for free music and recordings and other resources to share. 
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Composition and Performance skill progression at NIST… 
 

 Composition Performance 

Year 7 Learning about chord construction Performing in small pop ensembles 

Year 8 
Everything’s a Remix 

Garageband training- importing audio, MIDI basics, cutting and looping tracks Marimba ensemble- mashing pop songs 
together 

Year 9 
Hip Hop Aesthetics 

Ableton drum looping, sampling, intro to modulation Hip hop ensemble- Drum, Bass, Piano and 
Mic skills. 

Year 10.1 
Folk/ Art/ Pop 

Gamelan- interlocking patterns, repeating phrases 
Thai classical- pentatonic/ pentacentric scales 
Folk Choral Singing- revision of reading notation, major and minor scales, time 
signatures, repeat signs, coda signs, 1st and 2nd verse lyrics and lyric placement 
Latin Percussion- improvising in a drum circle 

Performing in a world music ensemble 

Year 10.2 
Videogame Music 

Writing music for piano 
Writing MIDI 
Themes, motifs and accompaniment patterns 
Composition shaped by the instrument’s limitations 

Piano performance 

Year 10.3 
Songwriting 

Revision of chords for piano, bass and guitar 
Notating a song 
Pop song structure and 8 and 16 bar phrases 

Performing in a pop ensemble 

Year 11.1 
Film Music 

Revision of themes, motifs and accompaniment patterns 
Writing for a small ensemble (eg. string quartet, wind quartet, piano trio or 
percussion ensemble) 
 

Performing in a choir, learning a harmony 
through reading sheet music. 

Year 11.2 
Classical Aesthetics 

Analysing a contemporary string quartet (extended composition techniques) Writing programme notes, researching 
performance practice 
Solo performance 

Year 11.3 
Jazz Ensemble 

Analysing a lead sheet- scales, added note chords, AABA form. 
Improvisation 

Performance in a jazz ensemble including 
improvisation 
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