“THE SOUNDTRACK OF OUR LIVES”:
JOHN WILLIAMS AND THE
REVITALIZATION OF CLASSICAL
ORCHESTRATION IN FILM SCORES




Masterfully building off the
musical foundations of Richard
Wagner, Max Steiner, and others,
John Williams successfully
reintroduced the use of the
leitmotif and revitalized the
sound of the Golden Era of
classical Hollywood film scores.

Not restricted to a single genre,
his influence can be seen across
film categories. His scores for
Star Wars (1977) Superman
(1978), and Indiana Jones and
the Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981)
encapsulate Williams’ musical
genius as well as the incredible
impact his music has on both the
films and the viewing audience.

Figure 1.”Conductor John Williams: George and Roberta Berry Boston Pops Conductor Laureate.” The Boston Symphony Orchestra. https:/ /www.bso.org/profiles /john-Williams



Hired as a pianist for the orchestra at
Columbia Pictures

His skill on the piano can be heard in South
Pacific (1958), Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961),
West Side Story (1961), and To Kill a
Mockingbird (1962)

Late 1950s, began with him composing music
for various TV shows of the 1960s: Checkmate
(1960-1962), Gilligan’s Island (1964-1965),
and Lost in Space (19695)

Transitioned from TV scores to movie
soundtracks in the mid-1960s

The Killers (1964)
None But the Brave (1965)
The Rare Breed (1966)

More serious film genres in the 1970s
The Poseidon Adventure (1972)
The Towering Inferno (1974)

Captured much attention with his score for
The Cowboys (1972)

Figure 2.”John Williams and Steven Spielberg.” The John
Williams Collection. http://www.jw-collection.de/bio.htm




Figure 3 Franz Hanfstaengl ."Wagner 1871.” Figure 4 “Max Steiner.” Internet Movie Database. Figure 5 “Erich Wolfgang Korngold.” International Erich W.
http://www.sr.se/p2/opera/op030419.stm https: / /www.imdb.com /name /nm0000070 / Korngold Society. http:/ /www.korngold.com/

Richard Wagner Max Steiner
(1813-1883) (1888-1971)
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"Valkyries Ride" Theme
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I I l e I elt l l I Otl I Figure 6 “Valkyries Ride Theme.” BBC Get Creative with

Classical Music http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/learning.

A leitmotif 1s “some sort of musical
Idea—a motive, a thematic melody, a
particular harmony, or a harmonic

progression—that represents a person, a
thing, or even an 1dea.”

-Robert Greenburg

Figure 7 “Kong Motif (1933).” David Allen Composer.
https:/ /davidallencomposer.com/blog/king-kong-max-steiner-
james-newton-howard-comparison.
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s R Star Wars (1977)
| 14 4N Lucas met Williams in April 1975.

“I thought the film would give me the
opportunity to write an old-fashioned
swashbuckling symphonic score, so
that’s what I did.”

The movie harkened back to the westerns and
adventure films of the 1930s that Eric Korngold scored.

“the films themselves showed us characters we
hadn’t seen before and planets unimagined...but
the music was... emotionally familiar... music
that would put us in touch with very familiar
and remembered emotions, which for me as a
musician translated into the use of a 19t-
century operatic idiom... These sorts
influences would put us in touch
P with remembered theatrical
(@) O experiences.”

m—

ing MARK HAMILL HARRISON FORD CARRIE FISHER
PETER CUSHJ\G

Figure 8 “Original Star Wars Poster, 1977” Star Wars https:/ /www.starwars.com/news/7-things-

you-didnt-know-about-the-original-star-wars-poster
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Figure 9 “Original Superman Poster.” Internet Movie Database. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0078346/.

Superman (1978)

Williams tried to strike a balance between
the theatrical elements and the campy
nature of the film.

“I tried to have the music be
structured in such a way that it be
heroic, and big, and operatic but not
take itself seriously.”

Main Hero/Superman’s Theme

Villain’s March, inspired by Richard Strauss
and Sergei Prokofiev



https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0078346/

Figure 10 “Original Indiana Jones Poster.” Internet Movie Database. https://www.imdb.com/title/ tt0082971/

Indiana Jones and the Raiders
of the Lost Ark (1981)

The movie's opening sequence
starkly contrasts the opening scores
for Star Wars and Superman.

The uneasiness created by the music
does not subside until well into the
movie, and Williams’ brilliant use of
mickey-mousing and tension-
building musical techniques helped
create one of the most iconic film
openings of all time.

As the movie progresses, a more
typical John Williams score emerges
with the complex interweaving of
many themes.




https://www.hollywoodreporter.com /movies/movie-news / steven-spielberg-

Figure 11 “Steven Spielberg and Fellow Directors Reveal the Stories Behind
fellow-directors-reveal-900829 /

John Williams’ Iconic Scores.” The Hollywood Reporter.

Williams’ Incredible Impact

With his music being played not only in films but also in
concerts, John Williams has left an indelible mark on
the landscape of American pop culture.

Composing the music for over seventy-five movies,
W11111¢1ms has, in many ways, “created the soundtrack of
our lives.
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