
JOHN WILLIAMS

Where would John Williams’s music be 
without the pieces whose tunes, harmonies 
and orchestration he has transformed with 
such genius into the music for his most 
famous scores? Nowhere. The influences 
without which Williams’s music wouldn’t and 
couldn’t exist comprise a roll-call of some of 
the masterpieces of late19th- and early 
20th-century concert music, as well as the 
film scores of an earlier generation, Erich 
Wolfgang Korngold in particular. If you’ve 
heard the last movement of Dvo∑ák’s ‘New 
World’ Symphony, you know where the 
opening of Williams’s Jaws theme came from. 
If you’ve heard ‘Mars’ from Holst’s The 
Planets, you know what inspired the music for 
the evil Empire in Star Wars with its thumping 
ostinatos and brassy dissonances. The 
opening of the second part of Stravinsky’s 
The Rite of Spring? Williams makes his own 
version of it for the music for the desert 
planet Tatooine, again in Star Wars; while 
Korngold’s music for the 1942 movie Kings 
Row is strikingly, shockingly similar to the main 
Star Wars theme, and also contains the seeds 
of some of the tunes from Superman, while 
the love music for Han Solo and Princess Leia 
has its origins in the slow movement of 
Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto.

And so on. So does this litany of musical 
borrowings and transformations amount to 
an accusation of a lack of originality? Not a 
bit of it. The creative transformation of 
pre-existing tunes, ideas and harmonies is 
every composer’s stock-in-trade, without 
which musical culture as we know it simply 
couldn’t exist. We only fetishise the idea of 
‘originality’ so much because it’s so rare, and 
such a chimera. Mozart stole from and 
transformed Handel’s Messiah in his Requiem, 

Richard Strauss borrows the tune from the 
slow movement of Bruch’s First Violin 
Concerto for his Alpine Symphony, Brahms 
reworks a tune from Bach as the basis the 
finale of his Fourth Symphony – and so on. 
At root, all musical composition is exactly 
what it says it is, a composite of notes and 
sounds and harmonies and melodies that 
either exist already or which are part of a 
wider network of musical relationships. Just 
as we are all genetically related to every 
other human being who has ever existed, so 
too there’s a web of connections that binds 
every piece of music that has ever been 
written to one another: so you can make a 
journey of associations between Beyoncé and 
Stockhausen, between Björk and Bach 
or between Duke Ellington and Mozart, 
with often a lot fewer than six degrees 
of musical separation.

Back to John Williams. Because the strange 
thing about Williams’s musical borrowings is 
how nostalgic they are, when you think about 
the subjects of the films they’re for. The 
sounds of grand space opera or alien 
visitation or genetically modified super-
dinosaur are astonishingly conventional. 
Instead of the outer edges of electronica or 
futuristic sound-worlds, it’s the late-Romantic 
orchestra that creates these cinematic space 
oddities. The very familiarity of Williams’s 
scores, even before we’ve heard them – 
because of the rich seam of pre-existing 
musical references on which they’re always 
based – gives us a comforting sense of 
familiarity in the cinema. It’s the music that 
brings the marvellous ludicrousness of the 
stories and situations in the films down to 
earth. And that means that that we can relate 
to the droids, the masked villains, the 
animatronic alien with a single luminous 
fingertip or the superhero with the campest 

costume in cinematic history as flesh-and-
blood heroes and anti-heroes. That’s the 
brilliance of Williams’s music: it makes these 
cinematic archetypes real.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.
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