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Dear Teachers,
One might actually call “Simeon’s Gift” the first book on which we collaborated as a mother/daughter writing team.
We wrote the initial draft when Emma was just six years old. At that time it was a simple fable about a penniless minstrel
who visits his daughter, collecting gifts from nature along the way – what now amounts to the last third of the book. Thirty
years (and several other careers) later, we found ourselves collaborating once again, this time as professional authors, and
thought it might be worth revisiting our first effort. To our delight, our editor agreed there was something special about the
little story.
As we worked to develop it further, Simeon’s tale took on new substance. Themes of generosity, creativity, learning, selfdoubt and faith began to emerge and we soon realized we were exploring the creative process itself through our minstrel’s
journey, and his discovery of the elements of music. We began to dream of crafting a score for the book that would tell the
story in musical form. We asked Julie’s longtime musical director, Ian Fraser, if he would be willing to compose something
and he generously agreed. With Julie narrating, Ian perfectly captured the lyrical nature of the story in his fluid and
beautiful composition. Imagine our joy when we learned that Gennady Spirin, the award-winning Russian artist, had
agreed to illustrate!
Now Simeon has embarked on a new leg of his journey. In a continued effort to enhance our readers’ experiences of
our books, we created a webgame, SIMEON’S MUSIC MAKER, in which players can take Simeon’s journey of musical
discovery for themselves by composing their own symphony from the sounds of nature. We are also at work on a theatrical
adaptation of the tale.
We hope you will find this guide a valuable enhancement to your curriculum and a useful tool to foster creative
expression in the young people you work with. In this way, perhaps Simeon’s Gift can keep on giving…
Warmly,

Julie Andrews Edwards & Emma Walton Hamilton

About the Book:
Ages: 5–9
Tr 0-06-008914-9
Pb 0-06-008916-4
“Blindingly gorgeous.” — Kirkus Reviews
“Beautiful. A magical tale.” — Bookpage
In a faraway time and place, a humble musician named Simeon sets out on a quest. Eager to improve his craft, he
risks losing all he holds dear—including the love of his lady friend, Sorrel. His journey brings many discoveries, but
though he tries hard to absorb the tapestry of new sounds and ideas, the choices eventually overwhelm him. Dispirited,
Simeon turns for home. Alone in the grace of nature, he experiences a series of wondrous events that help him discover
his own true self and the glorious gift he has to offer.

About the Authors:
Julie Andrews Edwards is one of the most recognized figures
in the world of entertainment. Perhaps best known for her film
performances in Mary Poppins, The Sound of Music and more recently
The Princess Diaries, she also received critical acclaim for her roles
on Broadway in My Fair Lady, Camelot and Victor/Victoria. Her
dedication to children has been steadfast throughout her career, and
she began writing books for young readers over 35 years ago. She is
married to film director Blake Edwards, and they have five children,
seven grandchildren and two great grandchildren.
Emma Walton Hamilton serves as the Editorial Director for The Julie Andrews Collection imprint at
HarperCollins Publishers. A co-founder of Bay Street Theatre in Sag Harbor, New York, she is dedicated to
bringing theater to young adults through her work as Director of Bay Street’s Educational Outreach, Young
Playwrights and Kidstreet programs. She and her mother, Julie Andrews Edwards, share a passion for children
and a commitment to supporting literacy and the arts. Together they have co-authored sixteen children’s books.
She is married to actor/producer Stephen Hamilton and they have two children, Sam
and Hope.
About the Illustrator:
Gennady Spirin was born near Moscow in the former Soviet Union. The recipient
of countless honors, he has been on The New York Times Best Illustrated Books of
the Year list four times.

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS
History/Social Studies
1) SIMEON’S GIFT takes place “A long time ago,
when castles and monasteries dotted the land and
knights went forth to do brave deeds, when women
wove beautiful tapestries and minstrels played for
pauper and prince alike…”
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø What time period in history might this refer to?
What other clues are there in the artwork as to
when the story could take place? Using these same
clues, can you imagine in which country the story
might take place?
Ø Simeon, a simple musician, is in love with Sorrel, a
lady of noble birth, and she loves him. Yet he feels
unworthy of her love. Why?
Ø How might Simeon’s story be different if it took
place today? For example, are there ways he could
seek out the knowledge he needs without leaving
his home village?

Language Arts
1) Simeon meets a poet on the road as he travels
toward the city. As they walk and talk, Simeon
marvels at his companion’s use of language and its
power to evoke such powerful images and feelings.
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø What might the poet have said that was so
evocative for Simeon?
Ø Which of these sentences evokes more images and
feelings, and why?
1) It was a sunny day and Simeon saw a big city
		 far away.
2) Simeon saw a great walled city in the distance, its
spires and turrets shimmering and twinkling in
the morning light.

ACTIVITY:
Experiment with the following sentences (or create
your own). Have students rewrite each sentence
using richer, more evocative language. Let the
students share their word choices with each other
and see how they change the impact of each
sentence:
•
•
•
•
•

Music was his favorite thing.
The fish was orange and shiny.
It was a foggy morning.
The city was busy.
They were happy to see each other.

2) SIMEON’S GIFT grew out of a story that the
authors first wrote together many years before it
was published, as a family project when Emma was
just a child. That simple story now makes up the
last third of the book, Simeon’s journey home.
Thirty years later, the mother / daughter team
decided to try re-writing it, starting the story much
earlier and ending with the journey home. The
book they ended up with is quite different from
their first effort – but has taught them the value of
holding onto creative ideas and the importance of
looking at things in a new way.
ACTIVITY:
Ø Have students select an old story, project or idea
from earlier in the year, or even from an earlier
period in their lives. Encourage them to revisit it
now from a different perspective. Can they see a
way to add to it, expand on it or re-work it that
they didn’t see before? Could they write a new
beginning? Add a back-story? Might they come up
with a new ending, new characters, an idea for a
sequel or a spin-off?
Ø Invite students to think of a family member
they might collaborate with on a story project…
someone who could perhaps illustrate, compose
music, create computer graphics, conduct research
or even write the story with them.

Art
Gennady Spirin painted the illustrations for
SIMEON’S GIFT in the spirit of an “illuminated
manuscript”, in which the text is supplemented by the
addition of decoration or illustration, such as decorated
initials, borders and miniatures, with a heavy emphasis
on the use of gold and silver.
ACTIVITIES:
Ø Have students research the history and techniques
of this art form, then experiment with decorating
their own manuscripts in “illuminated” form.
Ø Gennady Spirin has hidden a portrait of himself and
the two authors as they might have looked during
this time period on the endpage in the hardback
edition of the book. Have students find it, then
create their own self-portraits as they might have
looked during medieval times.

Music
1) The Julie Andrews Collection’s creative team has
created an interactive web-game, “Simeon’s Music
Maker”, designed to enhance readers’ experience
of the book. Players can take Simeon’s journey of
musical discovery for themselves by creating their
own symphonies from the sounds of nature…
Visit http://www.julieandrewscollection.com/simeon
to play Simeon’s Music Maker!
2) Simeon, a simple musician, learns about the
elements and craft of music and grows into a
brilliant composer by the end of his journey. By
studying concepts such as rhythm, harmony and
language, he is able to hear music in the sounds of
nature and to create his own symphonies.
ACTIVITIES:
a) Make a study of sounds from nature. Ask students:
Ø Which sounds are innately musical?
Ø Which sounds are rhythmic, or could be
repeated to create a natural rhythm?
Ø Can you hear a musical sound or a series of
tones, like a bird song, and adapt it into a
melody?
b) Make a musical thunderstorm!
You don’t need any musical knowledge at all - if
you have access to a piano, you can have students
create a thunderstorm or other sounds from nature
with music.
Ø Ask them to experiment with white keys and
black keys, low notes and high notes, and
playing the keys heavily or lightly, quickly or
slowly.
Ø Can they find and play the notes that sound
most like:
• Thunder
• Rain – Heavy downpour or light sprinkles
• Lightning
• A bullfrog
• Wind
• Horse (or deer) hooves
• A flower
• A bird
… what other sounds from nature can they
come up with?

3) Simeon carves his flute from a reed he cuts from
the riverbank. Here are some ways for students to
make their own simple musical instruments…

Drum
Materials:
• Something to use for the frame (tin can, carpet
tube, ceramic pot, wooden frame)
• Parchment paper bigger than the diameter
of the frame
• White glue
• Rubber bands
• Tissue paper
• Paint, markers or colored tape to
decorate the drum
• Wooden dowel and beads for drum sticks
Instructions:
- Cut eight sheets of parchment paper 1” larger in
diameter than the drum frame.
- Apply a thin even layer of glue to one sheet of
paper. Make sure glue covers the entire paper.
Place the next sheet on top and repeat the gluing
procedure until all eight sheets have been glued on.
- Center drum frame on the glued together
parchment paper (drum head) and glue it on. Use
rubber bands to secure it while it dries.
- Optional: Glue colored tissue paper on the drum
head and decorate the frame.
- Allow to dry overnight before playing.
- Drum sticks can be made from wooden dowels
with beads glued on the end.
(Courtesy of www.satisfied-mind.com)

Flute
Materials:
• Cardboard wrapping paper tube
• Scissors
• Ruler
• Small, flat piece of cardboard
• A pen
Instructions:
- Cut the wrapping paper tube into an approximately
32 cm long tube. This will serve as the body of
your flute.
- Next, you need to punch the mouth hole and finger
holes into your flute. Use the scissors to make the
mouth hole. It should be about 6 cm from the end of
the flute, and the hole should be about 1.5 cm long
and 1 cm deep.
- You can use the pen to punch the fingerholes, which
should be a bit smaller than the mouth hole (about 1
cm square or round). Place the first fingerhole about
8 cm down from the mouth hole, and punch 4 or 5
more holes, each about 1.5 cm apart from each other.
You should have about 4 cm left with no holes in it at
the end of the tube.
(Note: to make the
flute play an intune scale, you will
have to tweak these
measurements a little bit.)
- The final element to make the flute play is a stopper. In
a modern Boehm flute, the stopper is usually made of
cork and metal, but in this flute, cardboard will work
just fine. Place the flute on end, on top of your small
piece of cardboard and trace a circle around it. Cut out
the circle and push it down about half a centimeter
into the end of the flute with the mouth hole. The
stopper should fit snugly inside the tube, with as little
space around the edges as possible. It should not be at
a slant, but be very straight and secure.
How to Play:
Any flute - metal,
wood, or cardboard
- can be difficult to
play at first. The flute
is held to the right.
The left hand goes on the first three fingerholes (your
right hand knuckles should be facing away from you)
and the right hand should go on the remaining two or
three holes (your left hand knuckles should be facing
towards you). To play the flute, purse your lips and
place your lower lip so it covers about a quarter of the
blow hole. It might help to look in the mirror to make

sure you are positioned correctly. Blow a thin, fast
stream of air across (rather than down) the hole. After
practicing for a couple minutes, you should be able to
produce a tone. Once you can do this consistently, try
moving your fingers over the holes.
(Courtesy of http://library.thinkquest.org)

Rainstick
Legend has it that the Chilean Indians invented the
rainstick to invoke rainy weather…
Materials:
- Cardboard tube (from paper towels, wrapping
paper, fabric, mailing)
- Straight pins (for thin tubes like paper towel or
wrapping paper) or small nails (for thick tubes).
Pins or nails should be no more than about 1”
long – they must be shorter than the diameter of
the tube.
- Rice, beans, seeds, unpopped popcorn, sand, shells,
gravel or beads for filling
- Hammer (if using nails)
- Masking tape
- Materials for decorating the outside (fabric,
colored masking tape, papier mache, paint)
Instructions:
- Paper tubes have a spiral seam. Use a marker to draw
dots about half an inch apart, all the way down the
spiral seam of the tube.
- Insert pins or nails into the dots on the side of the
tube in a spiral pattern.
- Wrap tape around the tube to hold the nails or pins
in place.
- Cut two circles of paper just a little bigger than the
ends of the tube. Tape one of the circles over one end
of the tube. Cover the circle with tape so the whole
end of the tube is sealed shut.
- Put a handful of rice or beans into the open end of the
tube. Cover the open end with your hand, and turn
the tube over. Add more rice or beans until you like
the sound. (Beans will make a harder sound, and rice
will make a softer sound. Try different ingredients for
different sounds.)
- Put the second circle of paper over the open end of
the tube, and seal that end shut with tape.
- Decorate the outside of the tube with colored tape,
fabric, markers, paint or papier mache.
- Your rain stick is complete. Turn it over and listen to
the rain!
(Courtesy of http://www.exploratorium.edu/frogs)

THEMATIC CONNECTIONS
Kindness

Creative Process

Acts of kindness permeate Simeon’s tale. The band of
soldiers readily welcome Simeon into their company,
and the monks in the abbey generously offer him
food and lodging. But it is Simeon himself who
demonstrates perhaps the greatest kindness of all.

Simeon learns about the creative process through
the art of music… but the principles that he explores
might be applied to any art form or creative endeavor.
Simeon begins to learn the elements and language of
his craft. He then delves deeper into concepts, skills
and tools. At a certain point, his research overwhelms
him and he finds himself in creative overload. He is
sidetracked by self-doubt and confusion. Then, by
‘going organic’ - returning to nature, getting quiet,
and focusing on being and giving rather than doing
– creative inspiration bubbles up from within him. All
that he has learned has the opportunity to settle in,
solidify and then be expressed.

Although he is penniless, alone and far from home,
Simeon shares his meager food with the hungry bird.
He gives away his basket of fruit and vegetables to buy
freedom for the trapped fish, and finally, though he is
eager to get home, he stops to remove a stone from
the deer’s hoof. These acts of kindness ultimately are
repaid tenfold, when the animals offer Simeon their
friendship, eventually helping him to reconnect with
his source of creative inspiration.
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø Does Simeon expect anything in return for the
kindness he shows to the animals?
Ø How is his generosity repaid?
Ø Have you ever been on the receiving end of
someone else’s random act of kindness? How did it
make you feel?
Ø Have you ever been in a situation where you were
kind to someone just because it felt like the right
thing to do? How did you feel about yourself
afterwards? Were there any happy surprises that
resulted from your kindness?
Ø Can you think of any situations in your life or in
the world around you that might benefit from a
simple act of kindness?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø Have you ever experienced a ‘creative block’? Can
you think of a time when you got stuck - writing a
story, perhaps, or creating an art project? How did
you solve it?
Ø Describe a time in your life when walking away or
taking a break from something actually helped you
accomplish it.

Self-Doubt

Trust

After his visit to the city, Simeon becomes
overwhelmed by everything he has seen, heard and
discovered about music. “The more he took in, the more
confused he became…” the story tells us. “He felt that he
had learned nothing… that he knew nothing. Compared
to all that he had seen and the great music and poetry he
had heard, his own attempts at song seemed small and
insignificant.” Feeling that even the music he loves has
deserted him, Simeon gives up his quest. He decides
to go home.

The last line of Simeon’s Gift reads: “…Simeon never
forgot the lesson he had learned as a humble musician:
that a true and brave heart will find a way, if it will
only trust in all the wonders under God’s canopy.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø Was it true that Simeon had really learned nothing,
that he knew nothing?
Ø How does Simeon recover his confidence – and his
joy in music – by the end of the book?
Ø Have you ever felt overwhelmed like Simeon, or
experienced similar feelings of self-doubt? If so,
how did you handle it?

Wonder

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø What does this sentence mean to you?
Ø Can you think of a time when trusting in someone
or something bigger than yourself helped you find
your way?

The Julie Andrews Collection imprint at HarperCollins
Publishers is dedicated to publishing books for young
readers of all ages that “nurture the imagination and
celebrate a sense of wonder”.
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Ø Where and how is the theme of ‘wonder’ reflected
and celebrated in this story? Have you ever felt a
powerful sense of wonder? Describe what inspired
it and how it made you feel.

RESOURCES:
Recommended books and websites for further information on the Middle Ages, making musical instruments,
creativity etc.
Dragon: Hound of Honor by Julie Andrews Edwards and Emma Walton Hamilton
The authors of SIMEON’S GIFT weave a tapestry of intrigue, power, loyalty, and friendship in this medieval
novel for ages 9 and up based on the captivating French legend of Montargis.
(HarperCollins)
ISBN: Library: 0060571209, Paperback: 0060571217 Hardcover: 0060571195
Mole Music by David McPhail
A beautiful and timeless tale about how music and doing something you love - can change the world.
(Henry Holt and Co.)
ISBN: 0805067663
Favorite Medieval Tales – by Mary Pope Osborne
Ages 4-8 (Scholastic Paperback)
ISBN: 0439141346
Knights & Castles: 50 Hands-On Activities to Experience the Middle Ages
by Avery Hart, Paul Mantell, Michael Kline For ages 9-12
(Kaleidoscope Kids - Paperback)
ISBN: 1885593171
Days of Knights and Damsels: An Activity Guide
by Laurie Carlson,
Ages 4-8
(Chicago Review Press - A Kid’s Guide series)
ISBN: 1556522916
Carnival of the Animals: By Saint-Saens
(Henry Holt & Co.); Book & CD edition
ISBN: 0805061800

www.historyforkids.org history, books, resources, crafts projects and more
www.kinderart.com an enormous collection of creative resources featuring thousands of free lesson plans, ideas and projects
www.satisfiedmind.com make your own instruments, music lessons etc.
www.enchantedlearning.com crafts projects are for preschool, kindergarten and elementary school children

Teaching ideas prepared by Emma Walton Hamilton.

