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The British Invasion: The Anglophile
Influence in “The Imperial March”
L’invasion britannique : l’influence anglophile dans la « Marche impériale »

Samantha Tripp
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Diegetic Versions of the Imperial March and The Elaboration of the British
Connection

British References in Powell’s “Imperial March”
A Tale of Two Empires: The British Empire and the Galactic Empire
Conclusion: Long Live the Empire!

AUTHOR'S NOTES

This article is based on my master’s thesis, Villainy with a British Accent: The
‘Imperial March’ as Imperial(ist) March, accessible on Tufts Digital Library: http://hdl.h
andle.net/10427/BG257V708.

TEXT

“If there was one single musical
form synonymous with the
Empire it was the march.”
(Richards 2001, 41)

Although Jeffrey Richards’s book Imper i alism and Music. Britain 1876–
1953 studies music’s role in the British Empire, the Galactic Empire, at
the center of the Star Wars universe, also reflects many of the book’s
claims about both musical styles and the func tion of music within
society. This connec tion is nowhere more evident than in the central
role marches play in the sound scape of both Empires. The British
Empire has its fair share of marches, from Charles Hubert Hast ings
Parry’s early examples to Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance (1901–1930)
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and William Walton’s Crown Imperial (1937). The Galactic Empire, too,
is repres ented by one of the most recog niz able marches ever written:
John Williams’s “Imperial March” (Clip 1). Begin ning with the
release of The Empire Strikes Back in 1980, this theme has become
inex tric ably linked with images of Imperial troops, star destroyers,
and its most iconic repres ent ative, Sith Lord Darth Vader. Although
the “Imperial March” and the British imper i alist idiom seem on the
surface to be very different, they share deep musical reson ances that
fortify connec tions between the two empires.

For his Star Wars scores, Williams leans partic u larly heavily on the
film music staples of roman ti cism and leit mo t ivic scoring for a
specific reason: to give the score a “familiar emotional ring” that
normal izes the aliens and unfa miliar loca tions of the films (Cooke
2008, 463) 1. Williams’s score for The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin
Kershner, 1980) is demon strative of his neo- Romantic leit mo t ivic
approach to film scoring: Williams uses several themes from A
New Hope (George Lucas, 1977), in addi tion to the new ones. The
“Imperial March” is one of those new themes. Williams did write a
motif for Darth Vader in A New Hope, using “bassoons and muted
trom bones and other sorts of low sounds,” but Vader’s increased
pres ence in The Empire Strikes Back—along with the augmented
threat of the Empire as a whole—prompted Williams to create a new
and more prom inent motif for the villains (Matessino 1996a, 12–13).
The newly- composed “Imperial March” is not only a more robust
theme in compar ison to the imperial motifs in A New Hope, but it
quickly became one of the most recog niz able themes in film music
and, according to music theorist Frank Lehman’s calcu la tions, the
second most used leit motif in the Skywalker saga (Lehman 2023, 100).
Due to the status of the “Imperial March” as a leit motif, some
instinctual percep tions that the Empire is evil come from an intrinsic
aware ness of what the “Imperial March” implies with its minor mode,
chro mat icism, and nefar ious orches tra tion in the low brass
and strings 2. Williams discussed the neces sity of creating a new
theme for the Imper ials in The Empire Strikes Back in multiple
inter views leading up to the film’s premiere. In one inter view,
Williams noted that the theme should be “majestic… and it should be
a little bit nasty,” suggesting music that is both villainous and
digni fied (quoted in Lehman 2019).

2

https://youtu.be/ESO7EXRYj50


The British Invasion: The Anglophile Influence in “The Imperial March”

Part of creating meaning in music, whether using leit motifs or not, is
through music’s refer en ti ality and how it relates to the music that
came before it. This prompts the ques tion: where does the “Imperial
March” originate from that enables it to obtain those “majestic” and
“nasty” qual ities? The title of the concert arrange ment, “The Imperial
March (Darth Vader’s Theme),” provides some hints of its origin.
Williams auto mat ic ally creates asso ci ations with other fictional and
real empires by naming his theme the “Imperial March.” In listing
“Darth Vader’s Theme” in paren theses rather than as the main title,
Williams signals that he conceived the leit motif to represent the
Empire as a whole first, and only repres ents Darth Vader as an agent
of the govern ment. Given Williams’s self- proclaimed love of British
music, expanded upon later in this article, perhaps the title is also a
subtle allu sion to the British Empire. This article, then, asks how the
theme’s musical content relates to this British musical style and what
those connec tions add to the theme’s accu mu lated meaning.

3

Musical connec tions come in many forms, from allu sions to full
quota tions. As Jeremy Orosz writes, “No music is composed in a
vacuum. All music is inter tex tual; virtu ally any piece includes
moments that remind us of another musical work” (Orosz 2015, 299).
Since many composers learn how to write music by imit ating other
composers, it is unsur prising that music is so inter con nected with its
histor ical precursors. Adding in the preval ence of temp tracking in
films, it is no wonder film scores get compared to other pieces of
music frequently. Because composers are often asked to imitate the
preex isting music that the director inserted during the editing
process, film music frequently bears more than a passing
resemb lance to other pieces. The “Imperial March” specific ally
demon strates what V. A. Howard, in a general theory of musical
quota tion, describes as non- quotational allu sion: it does not expli citly
quote any partic ular piece of music but instead alludes to several
genres and styles (Howard 1974, 309).

4

Although Williams has never expli citly stated any direct refer ences or
inspir a tions for the theme, his allu sions in the “Imperial March” are
vast: minor- mode funeral marches like those of Frédéric Chopin or
Gustav Mahler, chro matic and sardonic marches of composers such
as Sergei Prokofiev and Dmitri Shos takovich, and most signi fic antly,
other imperial marches, partic u larly those of British composers like
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Edward Elgar. These refer ences—and many others—help Williams
portray the evil Empire music ally and create a connec tion between
not just the composer and the audi ence but also between the film
world and the audi ence. In the first section, I explore previ ously
suggested inspir a tions for the theme, concluding with the sugges tion
of Elgar’s First Symphony (1908) as an addi tional refer ence point and
an explor a tion of Williams’s Anglo philia more gener ally. In the second
section, I delve into two diegetic versions of the “Imperial March”—in
Star Wars: Rebels (Disney XD, 2014–2018) and Solo: A Star Wars Story
(Ron Howard, 2018)—and how they further the connec tions between
the original theme and two real- world imperial forces: Nazi Germany
and the British Empire. Finally, I invest igate the simil ar ities between
the British and Galactic Empires.

“I am your father”: Spec u lated
Origins of the “Imperial March”
Comment ators have postu lated several pieces and styles of music as
possible sources of the “Imperial March.” In this section, I invest igate
previ ously suggested inspir a tions for the theme, high lighting the
aspects that may have been on Williams’s mind while writing the
march in 1979. None of these pieces is a direct model for the march,
which does not feature any direct quota tions of its precursors.
Addi tion ally, it must be noted that many of the elements Williams
borrowed from the marches were likely not meant as allu sions to any
indi vidual piece, but rather those musical elements that are
stand ard ized in marches more generally.

6

The composers most frequently cited as possible sources for the
“Imperial March” are Russian: Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Sergei Prokofiev,
and Dmitri Shostakovich 3. Mervyn Cooke iden ti fies the finale
of Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake (1876) as a piece that “inhabits the
sound world” of the “Imperial March,” noting that Williams frequently
invokes Tchaikovsky’s ballet music (Cooke 2008, 463) 4. The most
prom inent simil arity is the texture in the final scene, perhaps what
Cooke meant in using the term “sound world” (Clip 2). The brass- 
heavy texture, espe cially the low brass emphasis, produces a similar
sound to some of the heavier and slower rendi tions of the “Imperial
March,” like in the Battle of Hoth sequence in The Empire

7

https://youtu.be/772S7nsZPk8


The British Invasion: The Anglophile Influence in “The Imperial March”

Strikes Back. The theme itself, asso ci ated primarily with the villain
Roth bart throughout the ballet, creates an imme diate asso ci ation
with villainy. Harmon ic ally, minor and dimin ished chords support the
return of the main theme of the ballet, and the excerpt even includes
a i to ♭vi progres sion (spelled enhar mon ic ally) in B minor. Beyond the
texture and brief harmonic progres sion, however, the simil ar ities
remain limited.

The proposed Prokofiev connec tion may be stronger than that with
Tchaikovsky. Williams frequently evokes Prokofiev’s “angular melodies
and enliven ment of solid tonal harmonies with acerbic added
disson ances” in his own music (Cooke 2008, 463) 5. The piece that
may have inspired Williams’s “Imperial March” specific ally is the
“Dance of the Knights” from Prokofiev’s ballet Romeo and Juliet (1938).
In the brief B section of the dance, a melody appears in the low brass
that begins with three repeated notes (Clip 3), prompting one brass
section to prank their conductor in rehearsal and replace Prokofiev’s
melody with Williams’s 6. The static harmony of this moment, F minor,
combined with the three repeated melodic notes at the begin ning of
the phrase, allows for the super im pos i tion of the “Imperial March”
melody over Prokofiev’s accom pani ment. Because the first four
meas ures of the “Imperial March” are predom in antly one chord, the
theme fits nicely over an F minor pedal once trans posed down a
whole step. Despite its ability to support the “Imperial March”
melody, a static minor harmony and three repeated notes are hardly
enough to argue that this brief excerpt is the main inspir a tion for the
“Imperial March.”

8

Shos takovich is another frequently- discussed influ ence on Williams.
Two aspects of Shos takovich’s style are possible refer ence points for
Williams with the “Imperial March”: his pref er ence for heavy brass
and percus sion and the Shos takovich staple of the sardonic march.
An example of this type of march is the second move ment of the
Eighth Symphony (1943), a chro matic and “nasty” march, if not a
partic u larly “majestic” one—although the connec tions between this
march and Williams’s do not extend beyond the orches tra tion
(espe cially the moments with heavy brass) and the use of
chro mat icism. Perhaps a better Shos takovi chian model for the
“Imperial March” comes from the opening theme of his
First Symphony (1926; Figure 1a). This theme bears striking
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Figure 1a

Symphony no. 1 in F minor (Dmitri Shos takovich), trumpet solo from I. Allegretto – Allegro
non troppo (mm. 1–5), author’s transcription.

Figure 1b

Symphony no. 1 in F minor (Dmitri Shos takovich), flute theme from II. Allegro (5 before 7 –
5 after 7), author’s transcription.

Figure 1c

“The Imperial March,” present a tion phrase (mm. 1–4), author’s transcription.

simil ar ities to the second half of the present a tion phrase of the
“Imperial March” (Figure 1c): the themes have almost identical
contours and inter vallic content. Although the first iter a tion of the
theme in Shos takovich’s symphony is not an explicit march, later
iter a tions place it in a march context, furthering the connec tions
with Williams’s march. An addi tional simil arity with Shos takovich’s
symphony appears in the second move ment, where a theme begins
with three repeated notes and, like the example from the first
move ment, has an identical contour to Williams’s march (Figure 1b).
Also similar to the first move ment, this theme is initially intro duced
quietly in the winds but it gains more powerful—even martial—
iter a tions later in the move ment. In a sense, the combin a tion of these
two themes produces the building blocks of Williams’s present a tion
phrase. These two brief moments in this symphony are perhaps the
most plaus ible origin for the “Imperial March” thus far.

https://publications-prairial.fr/emergences/docannexe/image/128/img-1.png
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The most frequently cited non- Russian composers as possible
inspir a tions for the “Imperial March” are Richard Wagner and Gustav
Holst. In the case of Wagner, this influ ence comes from his so- called
“Tarnhelm progres sion,” first used in the Ring Cycle (1869–1876),
which music theorist Matthew Bribitzer- Stull explains as two minor
triads whose roots lie a major third apart (Bribitzer- Stull 2015, 132).
The “Tarnhelm” progres sion came to have many connota tions as
composers began using it more frequently, partic u larly in film where
it frequently repres ents villains—“the sinister, the eerie, and the
eldritch” (Bribitzer- Stull 2015, 155). This refer ence may have more to
do with the relative ubiquity of this partic ular progres sion in a post- 
Wagner music scene—any simil ar ities are more likely a result of film
music’s adop tion of Wagn erian prac tices—than a specific refer ence to
Wagner on Williams’s part. Turning to Holst, the primary cited
inspir a tion is “Mars: The Bringer of War,” the first move ment of
The Planets (1918) 7. The move ment features some elements that are
also present in Williams’s “Imperial March”—a strongly rhythmic
ostinato (including the use of triplets) played by the strings through
much of the move ment and heavy brass and percus sion. Beyond
these surface- level simil ar ities, there is little in the move ment to
suggest much of an influence 8. Like the Russian composers, the
influ ence of Wagner and Holst does not seem to tell the whole story.

10

More frequently than any single composer or piece, the funeral
march as a genre is frequently mentioned as Williams’s main
inspir a tion. Among the plethora of funeral marches, the most
commonly cited is the second move ment of Frédéric Chopin’s Piano
Sonata No. 2, Op. 35 (1839). Several aspects of Chopin’s march relate
to Williams’s march. The first of these connec tions is the melodic line
—Chopin begins with several repeated notes. The frequently
descending melodic contour is another shared aspect of the two
marches, as is the use of the dotted eighth- sixteenth note rhythm.
Since the descending contour and the dotted rhythm are both
commonly asso ci ated with funeral marches (Burke 1991, 44), Williams
was likely not refer en cing any specific piece with those two elements.
The most profound connec tion comes in the harmony: for the first
four teen bars of Chopin’s funeral march, he altern ates between two
chords—B- flat minor and G- flat major in second inver sion. Williams
plays with a similar harmonic oscil la tion, going from the tonic to
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scale degree six, but uses the minor instead of the major subme diant.
Even if Chopin was not a direct influ ence, subsequent orches trated
funeral marches—most notably those frequent in Mahler’s
symphonies—point to the style being a prom inent and continuing
musical refer ence into the twen tieth century.

Each of these musical examples contains simil ar ities to Williams’s
“Imperial March,” but none is a perfect candidate for the march’s
origins. In other words, although Williams might have had some (or
all) of these pieces and styles in mind while composing the march,
none sticks out as being the only direct influ ence. On the contrary,
looking at the inspir a tions one after the other, it is more likely that
Williams picked elements of each and combined them into a jumbled
concoc tion of musical ideas that somehow perfectly encap su lates
both the Empire and Darth Vader. Despite the length of this list of
possible inspir a tions, I argue that the British imper i alist march
provides a previ ously unnoticed influ ence—one that has deep
signi fic ance for under standing poten tial broader implic a tions of
the theme.

12

British Music and Williams’s Original
“Imperial March”

Williams himself notes his love of British music in one inter view: “I’ve
always been a lover of Elgar and [Ralph] Vaughan Williams and
William Walton… I admire the great musical tradi tion in this country,
so I suppose you could say I’m an Anglo phile” (quoted in Sweeting
2005). In addi tion, he implies a connec tion to the British idiom in the
“Imperial March” in another inter view. In discussing the various
aspects of the march—the minor mode, the strong melody, the
milit ar istic features—he suggests that the combin a tion of these
aspects results in “this kind of military, cere mo nial march” (quoted in
Byrd 1997, 240). His use of the word “cere mo nial” here cannot help
but conjure up images of the British Empire. Historian Chris
Kemp shall also notes this aspect of the “Imperial March” and its
connec tions to the British reper toire, claiming it draws on “Grand
Imperial Marches” (Kemp shall 2023, 30). The casting of British actors
for the Imperial officers furthers the connec tion between the two
Empires, making the musical link all the more fitting.

13
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Figure 2

Symphony no. 1 in A flat (Edward Elgar), II. Allegro molto (mm. 42–49).

With his self- proclaimed Anglo philia in mind, then, perhaps it is
worth while to explore this reper toire as a possible influ ence on the
“Imperial March” specific ally. The influ ence of the British musical
idiom—and the most plaus ible British inspir a tion for the theme—
comes in the march theme from the second move ment of Elgar’s
First Symphony (Figure 2 / Clip 4). This compar at ively brief march
fits Williams’s “Imperial March” goal of writing a “nasty” and
“majestic” march.

14

The theme itself is strik ingly similar to Williams’s march. Both
melodies begin with three repeated quarter notes followed by a
dotted eighth and sixteenth and display an overall descending
trajectory. The last measure of the Elgar has a rhythmic reversal of a
prom inent rhythm in Williams’s march: an eighth note followed by
two sixteenths. The theme appears in three large sections, two of
which feature several iter a tions of the theme. The first begins in C- 
sharp minor with a version trans posed up a whole step a few
meas ures later to D- sharp minor. The second section is very similar
to the first—in F- sharp minor and G- sharp minor—but resembles
Williams’s march even more closely due to the orches tra tion. In
this section, the violins, flutes, and piccolo play a series of ascending
scales over the melody that begin and end on F- sharp—the mediant
of the local key of D- sharp minor. This emphasis on the third scale
degree suggests an altern ative explan a tion for the chordal
subme diant emphasis in Williams’s theme. In the last iter a tion of the
theme, the use of low winds (bass clarinet, bassoon, and
contra bas soon) and low brass (trom bones and tuba) creates a more
violent version of the march theme. To end this section, Elgar
extracts just the descending dotted phrase over a series of sixteenth
notes and triplets—all aspects present in Williams’s “Imperial March.”

15
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The final march section, similar to the middle section of Williams’s
march, features an augmented rendi tion of the theme—a written- out
half- tempo version—in F- sharp minor.

In this move ment, the melody, rhythm, and orches tra tion of Elgar’s
march all bear unmis tak able simil ar ities to Williams’s “Imperial
March” making the march theme a cred ible Elgarian source of the
“Imperial March.” To add to the already strong resemb lance to
Williams’s theme, Elgar’s march is surrounded by chro mat icism that
is reflected in the chro mat icism of the “Imperial March.” Although the
expli citly imperial connec tion is missing in Elgar’s symphony—it is,
after all, supposed to be a piece of abso lute music—any listener who
knows anything about Elgar cannot help but remember the
import ance of the imper i alist style to Elgar’s oeuvre more gener ally,
espe cially given the more cere mo nial march theme in the previous
move ment. Any Elgarian march, then, whether cere mo nial or not, is
bound to have some imper i alist implic a tions in listeners’ minds.

16

Williams’s Anglo philia and The English
Musical Renaissance

With a possible musical link between British music and the “Imperial
March” now estab lished, it is worth exploring the prob ab ility of Elgar
being a refer ence point for Williams. But first, I would like to look
briefly at the evol u tion of British music around the turn of the
twen tieth century to contex tu alize Williams’s refer ences to that style.
The origins of the English style resulted from a rise in nation alism in
the arts and criti cism that the English were not genet ic ally capable of
writing—or playing—“great” music (Crump 1986, 166 and Porter 2006,
143). Since around 1900, the term often used to describe the resultant
resur gence of British music is the “English Musical Renais sance”
(Cald well 1999, 258). Composers began to turn to music that was
overtly English and “clearly projected aspects of national char acter”—
incor por ating various styles, including folk song, Celtic music, and
church music. This period of nation al iz a tion of music, begin ning in
the 1880s, coin cided with the highest point of the British Empire,
lending the music not only a national iden tity but also an imperial
one (Frogley 1997, 151 and Richards 2001, 9–14). Three gener a tions of
composers provide a convenient window into this tradi tion and how

17
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it evolved: Charles Hubert Hast ings Parry, Edward Elgar, and
William Walton.

Lewis Foreman dates the English Musical Renais sance to the 1880
premiere of Hubert Parry’s Prometheus Unbound (Foreman 1994, 6).
One of Parry’s most signi ficant contri bu tions to the national
char acter in music was his use of popular forms, including the march.
His marches laid the foundation for later ones, including those of
Elgar. His “Bridal March” from the incid ental music for the Greek play
The Birds (1882) provides just one example of a proto- Elgarian march.
Bernard Benoliel proposes that Elgar “absorbed Parry’s style more
success fully than any other English composer and trans formed it into
a personal, multi- faceted medium of expres sion” (Benoliel 1997, 115).
Elgar, in historian David Cannadine’s view, elev ated the
cere mo nial march style “from mere trivial ephemera to works of art
in their own right” (Cannadine 2012 [1983], 136). Elgar’s first high- 
profile march was the Imperial March, written for Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee in 1897. From the Coron a tion Ode (1902) on, the
patri otic style that Elgar developed was inex tric ably linked with royal
rituals and the pageantry asso ci ated with them.

18

Perhaps the most direct link between the British national style and
the music of John Williams is the composer William Walton. Walton
himself was influ enced by Elgar, evident in his coron a tion marches.
Walton’s take on Elgar’s imperial idiom may explain how Williams
came across this material. Williams conducted Walton’s
Crown Imperial with the Boston Pops twice in 1987 and Orb
and Sceptre five times in 1979 and 1980 9. The fact that he
was conducting Orb and Sceptre around the time of composing The
Empire Strikes Back could explain the Walto nian influ ences in the
score and possibly the connec tion between the “Imperial March” and
the British idiom. Walton also trans planted this coron a tion march
idiom into his own film scores. One score that may have been
partic u larly influ en tial for Williams was Battle of Britain (Guy
Hamilton, 1969). While Williams was in England for the casting
process of Fiddler on the Roof (Norman Jewison, 1971), he was invited
to visit Walton’s recording sessions for Battle of Britain at the Anvil
Film and Recording Group scoring stage on April 21, 1969 (Matessino
2021, 15). Here is defin itive proof that Williams was familiar with at
least some of Walton’s film music—although Walton’s full score is lost

19
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and Michael Matessino does not indicate which section of the score
Williams heard when he visited the scoring session. The score, of
which about 21 minutes and a suite remain, sounds like a descendant
of Elgar’s music 10.

Williams, however, does not credit just that one recording session for
his love of British music. In addi tion to the inter view with the
composer himself quoted above, Williams also cites Walton as “a
great favorite of mine” (quoted in Lace 1998). Mervyn Cooke also
suggests Williams’s appre ci ation for Elgar, noting Williams’s many
British musical refer ences in his other film scores (Cooke 2018, 13–
14) 11. Clearly, Williams is familiar with this reper toire—and has great
affec tion for it—suggesting that the musical connec tions between his
music and the music of British composers are even more plausible 12.

20

British influ ences in John Williams’s music are not hard to find, but
discus sions of British musical influ ences in Star Wars frequently note
only the “Throne Room” cue from A New Hope, along with the
occa sional mention of a Walto nian section of the Hoth battle
sequence and the music for Cloud City and Lando Calris sian,
both from The Empire Strikes Back. For the “Throne Room” cue,
Williams expli citly acknow ledges this influ ence. In the liner notes for
A New Hope, Williams writes: “I used a theme I am very fond of over
the present a tion of the medals. It has a kind of Land of Hope
and Glory feeling to it, almost like coron a tion music” (quoted in
Matessino 1996b, 27). Indeed, Elgar’s style is evident in this cue: a
mobile bass line, simple ternary form, a memorable, nobilmente- style
melody, and his distinctive three- part texture are all present. The
melody also bears striking simil ar ities, not to a specific Elgarian
model, but a Walto nian one: Walton’s Orb and Sceptre (1953), a piece
Williams himself conducted on multiple occasions.

21

Diegetic Versions of the Imperial
March and The Elab or a tion of the
British Connection
Two rendi tions of the “Imperial March” by composers other than
Williams confirm the styl istic refer ence point of British music, and

22
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one even takes it a step further. These two versions represent two of
the most radical trans form a tions of the theme in Star Wars. Rather
than simply chan ging tempo, orches tra tion, or key, these versions
rein ter pret the original minor- mode theme in a major key. In doing
so, they augment the rela tion ship between Williams’s theme and the
style of march cham pioned by composers like Edward Elgar and
William Walton.

The first of these major- mode versions of the “Imperial March,”
however, suggests a different styl istic refer ence: Nazi propa ganda
marches. This cue is “Glory of the Empire,” written by David Glen
Russell for Star Wars: Rebels Season 1, Episode 8 in 2014 for an
Imperial parade (05�59, Clip 5). Series head composer Kevin Kiner
assigned the cue to Russell, who quickly set about finding a way to
re- work the leit motif with a “major and upbeat” twist that “is counter
to the original use of the ‘Imperial March’ and counter to the
dark ness of the Empire.” He modeled his version on military marching
band music, specific ally 1940s news reels, that “[wouldn’t] sound like a
big post- Romantic orchestra but more like a small group of musi cians
assembled on Lothal just for the parade” (Russell 2022). In adapting
the theme, Russell wanted to make the least number of changes
possible to obtain his desired effect. Import antly, he main tains the
melody of the “Imperial March,” untrans posed, while chan ging the
rhythm, harmony, and orches tra tion. Harmon ic ally, he mostly keeps
the changes to the modal shift from minor to major—though he fills
in some of the harmonies in the continu ation phrase of the theme.
Russell also plays with the orches tra tion, allowing the piece to sound
like a band on Lothal. He reduces the orches tra tion, mainly featuring
brass instru ments and elim in ating the ostinato in the process 13. To
compensate for the lack of rhythmic drive, he adds double and triple
tonguing into the trum pets to mimic the ostinato rhythm and bring
more energy—and consequently a more upbeat feeling—to the theme.
These changes, according to Russell, were motiv ated by the diegetic
nature of the cue—mimicking a small “military band on an outer
rim planet.”  Although this milit ar istic march style applies to many
marches in many different nations, Russell was specific ally aiming to
evoke Nazi news reel footage, drawing paral lels between the Third
Reich and the Galactic Empire.
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While Russell’s cue recalls the inspir a tion of Nazi Germany in George
Lucas’s initial vision for Star Wars, John Powell in his cue “Imperial
March – Edwar dian Style” (Solo: A Star Wars Story, 12�59), reworks
Williams’s theme in a more British style (Clip 6). Powell added the cue
as a “last- minute gag”—the cue was requested, composed, and
performed during a single day of the recording session (Star Wars
News Net 2021). Notably, Powell openly admitted to wanting to evoke
Elgar in this cue: “Knowing that John Williams is a big fan of Elgar and
that everyone says that that partic ular tune comes from here and
here and here, and a bunch of Russians. And then… I thought, well I
wonder if that could be made into his other love… which is Elgar”
(Star Wars News Net 2021).
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Unlike Russell, Powell allowed himself more liber ties with Williams’s
original theme and signi fic antly changed the melody. He retained the
melody in the first two meas ures but then veers off and rewrites
most of the theme, main taining the contour to keep it recog niz able.
Many of Powell’s melodic changes directly result from his harmonic
choices. He noted that the opening two meas ures of the original
melody outline an E- flat major chord and took this as a hint to
rehar monize the entire theme in E- flat major—a key with no small
signi fic ance in British imper i alist music. Elgar himself viewed this key
as being “warm and joyous with a grave and radi ating serenity” and
made frequent use of the key (Adams 2007, 81–83). In Powell’s
“Imperial March,” the key certainly contrib utes to making Williams’s
sinister melody more “warm and joyous,” though the tempo and
jaunti ness of the rhythm do some what mask the “grave and radi ating
serenity” that Elgar describes in his char ac ter iz a tion of E- flat major.
Missing in Powell’s arrange ment, however, is the rela tion ship
between G and E- flat as altern ating chords throughout the theme;
instead, Powell opts for the plagally- oriented A- flat to E- flat motion,
creating another link to Elgar’s musical style. Due to some of the
changes Powell made to the theme, his version features the greatest
variety of chord qual ities and chordal inver sions, a result of his
mobile bass line. The import a tion of this imperial style into Williams’s
theme serves as a reminder of Williams’s own love of British music.
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British Refer ences in Powell’s
“Imperial March”
To fully under stand Elgar and Walton’s impact on Powell’s
arrange ment, however, it is vital to under stand how this lineage of
British composers developed and influ enced each other. I will now
high light how each of the three main English Musical Renais sance
composers contrib uted to the devel op ment of the musical style that
Powell draws on for this cue. To do so, I will trace three important
aspects of the British imperial march style—harmony, orches tra tion,
and texture—and how they were passed down between the three
gener a tions of composers to Powell’s arrange ment of the
“Imperial March.”
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Like in many musical styles in the West, harmony is one of British
music’s most complex elements and is diffi cult to gener alize. One
specific aspect of this harmonic style, however, became important in
the English compos i tional lineage—so much so that Powell
incor por ates that same harmonic detail in his arrange ment of the
“Imperial March” as a quint es sen tially Elgarian progres sion. That
element is the progres sion from a secondary half- diminished seventh
chord (of V) resolving to a dominant seventh chord in third inver sion.
Vital to this progres sion is the 7–6 suspen sion in the dominant
seventh chord. Although Powell considered it a quint es sen tially
Elgarian progres sion, it appeared in English music before Elgar began
to use it. Parry’s Symphony No. 2 in F Major “Cambridge” (1883) uses
this progres sion in the first move ment (Figure 3a). Moving along the
family tree of English composers, Elgar uses the progres sion at the
end of his fifth Pomp and Circumstance march (Figure 3b), and
Walton uses it in the opening of his Spit fire Prelude and Fugue
(Figure 3c) from the film The First of the Few (Leslie Howard, 1942). In
Powell’s rehar mon iz a tion of the “Imperial March,” this important
detail appears in the eighth measure of the theme (Figure 3d). Both
the harmony and voice leading of this progres sion are key
compon ents of the British imper i alist style, and Powell exploits its
ubiquity to expli citly connect his arrange ment of the “Imperial
March” with this music.
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Figure 3a

Cambridge Symphony, 1  Move ment (2 after D).

Figure 3b

Pomp and Circumstance no. 5, ending.
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Figure 3c

Spit fire Prelude and Fugue, opening.

Figure 3d

Solo: A Star Wars Story, “Imperial March – Edwar dian Style” (mm. 6–9), tran scrip tion by
Frank Lehman.

Another vital element of this style is the orches tra tion. Although
orches tra tion is frequently ignored in musical analysis, the impact
that it has on any given moment of a piece is often substan tial. This
British march style, for example, is char ac ter ized by prom inent, warm
strings despite its martial char acter. This feature, like the progres sion
discussed in the previous para graph, can be traced back to Parry.
Take his “Bridal March” from the incid ental music for The Birds, for
example: the march opens with prom inent strings, doubled quietly in
the clari nets, bassoons, and horns (Clip 7). The effect of the subtle
wind doub ling is to add to the warmth of the strings in this passage,
the begin ning of an English march hall mark. Elgar solid i fied this
orches tra tion in his own marches to the point that this string texture
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was more or less oblig atory in a British march (Crump 1986, 167 and
Cooke 2020, 88). The trio section, in partic ular, became a space
where Elgar high lighted this sound world—for just one example, his
first march, the Imperial March of 1897, already features these warm
strings (Clip 8). Walton continued this tradi tion, for example in the
trio of his Orb and Sceptre (Clip 9). Like Parry’s march, he subtly uses
the clarinet doub ling to provide warmth to this section. It is hardly
surprising, then, that Powell’s orches tra tion, done by John Ashton
Thomas, also high lights the strings. However, given that this cue was
written and recorded in the space of a single day, this orches tra tion
choice may just be a result of the musi cians on the recording stage
that day. Regard less of the reas oning, the balance is very similar to
British marches, partic u larly the trios 15.

Related to the orches tra tion is perhaps the most quint es sen tial
styl istic marking of English marches: the three- part texture. This
texture consists of a melody line, a coun ter melody (which may or
may not be an inde pendent line), and a mobile bass line—the bass line
is often high lighted as one of the most vital features of this style.
Although Elgar often gets the credit for popular izing this texture—
which he undoubtedly did—his use of the tech nique was once again
pred ated by Parry. Returning once more to the “Bridal March” from
The Birds, we can see the melodic line in the first violins and first
clarinet, the coun ter melody in the second violins and violas and
doubled in the second clarinet and first bassoon (it is common for
this middle voice to have multiple voices doing slightly different
patterns), and the bass line in the second bassoon, cellos, and basses.
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Moving to Elgar’s version of this texture, we find it in what Jeffrey
Richards describes as the “greatest expres sion” of Elgar’s style
(Richards 2001, 67): his First Symphony in A- Flat Major (1908). Looking
at the apotheosis of this first march theme at the begin ning of the
symphony, we can see that despite its expanded orches tra tion, it
retains the three- part texture (Clip 10). The melodic line is played by
the upper winds, horns, and first violins, the coun ter melody is in the
English horn, clari nets, second violins, and violas (again, with some
differ ences between the parts), and the mobile bass line is in the bass
clarinet, bassoons, tuba, cellos, and basses. Finally coming to Walton’s
version of this texture, we see it in the trios of both of his
coron a tion marches—Crown Imperial and Orb and Sceptre. In the
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latter, Walton places the melody in the first violins (doubled by
clarinet), the coun ter melody in the second violins and viola, and the
bass line in the cellos and basses.

Again, it is clear that Powell followed the English example in his
version of the “Imperial March.” Powell predict ably places the theme
in clari nets 1 and 2 and the first violins, the coun ter melody in the
third clarinet, first two bassoons, horns, second violins, and violas,
and the bass line in the third bassoon, cellos, and basses. As one of the
most iden ti fi able features of the British march style, Powell and
Thomas pinpointed both the elements of this three- part texture
(melody, coun ter melody, and bass line) and their typical distri bu tion
amongst the instru ments of the orchestra. Note how all four marches
that I have discussed have the melody in the first violins and some
upper winds (most frequently the clari nets), the coun ter melody in the
second violins and violas doubled by (typic ally) lower winds, and the
bass lines in the cellos and basses, often supple mented by the
bassoons and tuba. In distrib uting their instru mental forces in this
way, Powell and Thomas make a clear refer ence to the English march
style, strength ening the asso ci ations provided by the harmony and
the general texture.
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Looking at this lineage of British composers, Powell’s evoc a tion of the
British march idiom is right on target. From the found a tions with
Parry, to the crys tal liz a tion of the style by Elgar, and finally the
modern iz a tion by Walton, each step in the chain added some thing
new while drawing on the composers who came before. Powell fits
into this lineage through his integ ra tion of the idiom into the
“Imperial March.” By drawing on specific elements of the style—
partic u larly the Elgarian progres sion, orches tra tion, and three- part
texture noted above—Powell success fully fuses an Elgarian- style
march and the “Imperial March,” enabling him to achieve the pro- 
Empire, propa gand istic feeling required for a military recruit ment
commer cial while paying homage to one of Williams’s favorite
composers. Addi tion ally, the ease with which Powell was able to
adopt the theme in an Elgarian style suggests that some styl istic
elements were already latent in that original march—elements that
are perhaps revealed by the original march’s connec tions to and
simil ar ities with the second move ment of Elgar’s First Symphony.
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A Tale of Two Empires: The
British Empire and the
Galactic Empire
The musical connec tion between music for the Galactic Empire and
music for the British Empire does more than suggest an influ ence on
Williams’s “Imperial March,” however; it suggests that there is a more
funda mental connec tion between the two empires. George Lucas
drew upon many real- world refer ences in devel oping the galaxy’s
govern ment. Although the main refer ence for the Galactic Empire
was Nazi Germany, other influ ences include Imperial Rome, the
Soviet Union, and the British Empire. Lucas’s combin a tion of these
real- world refer ences allows the Galactic Empire to be a unique
entity while still enabling viewers to recog nize aspects of the system.
One connec tion between these various influ ences is the import ance
of nation alism in their music. Ethnomusico lo gist Philip Bohlman
writes that “music is malle able in the service of the nation not
because it is a product of national and nation alist ideo lo gies, but
rather because musics of all forms and genres can artic u late the
processes that shape the state” (Bohlman 2004, 12). Nothing inherent
to the diegetic versions of the “Imperial March” gives it a nation al istic
quality; the melody, rhythm, and harmony do not offer any intrinsic
inform a tion about the music’s func tion. But the way the Empire uses
the music lends it a nation alist flavor. In other words, the context in
which these two cues appear changes the meaning of the music and
its asso ci ations. The Empire alters the music to fit its current
nation alist object ives—in the Rebels parade and Holonet broad cast,
the music creates excite ment for the celeb ra tion of the Empire; in
Solo’s recruit ment ad, the music aims to make the military seem
enti cing. Music with an expli citly nation alist purpose also “plays a
role in erasing the voices of the nation’s internal others and
foreigners. In state rituals, nation alist music… makes no room for
altern ative and resistive voices” (Bohlman 2004, 20). Instead of
hearing two distinct musical styles on Corellia and Lothal, we hear
two vari ations of the same music. They differ in many respects, but
the fact that they are the same theme indic ates that it is part of an
Imperial musical agenda. We do not hear much other diegetic music
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on these two planets, further suggesting that the Empire came in and
silenced indi genous voices.

Looking at the connec tion that the music suggests, that of British
imper i alism, helps illu minate aspects of the Galactic Empire that are
not fully explained by the oft- cited Nazi connec tion. Although the
Empire does not have any expli citly named “colonies,” film scholar
Kevin J. Wetmore remarks that “imperial domin a tion, colon iz a tion,
and the use of viol ence to impose order are apparent in all of the
films” (Wetmore Jr. 2005, 49). As Edward Said notes in Culture
and Imperialism, colo ni alism is just one aspect of imper i alism, which
Said defines as “a domin ating metro pol itan center ruling a distant
territory” (Said 1993, 9). Although this defin i tion is not perfect for the
imper i alism in Star Wars, it gets close to how the Imperial system
works: one group of elites controls the vast and expansive galaxy
from a single planet. They build military bases and factories on
distant planets and main tain a constant military pres ence on those
planets—similar to the admin is trative colonies of the British Empire.
So, although Star Wars does not display overt colo ni alism,
imper i alism certainly plays a role in the governing of the Galaxy with
a small group main taining abso lute power over many cultures 16. As
part of their imper i alist policies, both Empires control and exploit the
resources of the lands they occupy, an element brought to the fore
in Disney- era Star Wars. Jedha, in Rogue One: A Star Wars Story
(Gareth Edwards, 2016), is the clearest example of the
Empire’s exploitation. Jedha City is under Imperial occu pa tion—
Imperial troops, including an AT-ST and tank, patrol the city as a Star
Destroyer hovers over head. At the same time, the Empire extracts
kyber crys tals from the planet, strip ping the ancient holy city of its
primary natural resource. We also see this exploit a tion in other
loca tions—the Empire’s use of Lothal’s citizens in its factory in Star
Wars: Rebels, for example. The connec tion between the British and
Galactic Empires is apparent in both how the govern ments control
vast territ ories and in their exploit a tion of resources.
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Like many total it arian regimes, one common feature in these two
Empires is the use of propa ganda to control their popu la tions, and
one method of spreading these propa gand istic ideas is through
music. Both diegetic versions of the “Imperial March” certainly fulfill
the role of musical propa ganda. The propa gand istic qual ities are
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evident in the use of music to hype up the Empire and Imperial
military and conceal the atro cities both entities have committed.
Russell’s version creates enthu siasm for the Empire during an
Imperial holiday, while Powell’s entices people to join the Imperial
military. A quota tion that repres ents the prevailing atti tudes of the
early twentieth- century British Empire comes from organist Charles
Albert Edwin Harriss, who described how he perceived British
music’s role in Canada: “To make people—through the medium of
music—play their part in the Empire is the propa ganda which has
engrossed public atten tion since away back in 1901” (quoted in Barker
2006, 172). This goal, a further aspect of imper i alist propa ganda, is
present in both diegetic cues. In Rebels, one of the parade’s many
goals is to excite people about working in the Imperial factory on
Lothal, whereas the goal of Solo’s recruit ment ad is to recruit people
for the Imperial military and “play their part in the Empire.” Music is
just one aspect of the Galactic Empire’s propa ganda to achieve
these goals.

The fact that the same source melody gener ates both diegetic cues
suggests that the Galactic Empire’s use of music relates to another
aspect of British imper i alist music: music as a form of
cultural imperialism 17. The British Empire used cultural ideo lo gies,
including music, to build stronger ties between the indi genous
popu la tions and Britain and main tain control and influ ence over
them. Consequently, the bands became “a musical weapon, and a
thun derous proof of western military and reli gious superi ority”
(quoted in Herbert and Sarkissian 1997, 171). If the parade on Lothal is
any indic a tion, it would seem that the Galactic Empire also util izes
culture to control its citizens. The parade is primarily military in
nature, but the inclu sion of music played by a band native to the
planet indic ates that music has at least some role to play in the
Empire’s overall scheme to have complete control of the galaxy.
Although the band is, at least in Russell’s imagin a tion, native to Lothal
and not imported by the Empire, the fact that they play a version of
the “Imperial March,” which is also used for the recruit ment ad,
indic ates that the music played is likely part of a larger plan of
cultural imper i alism. The idea of a band made of the Indi genous
popu la tions of a colon ized land is not foreign to the British Empire
and possibly provides a reason for the use of the “Imperial March” in
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this scene: the British Empire would often have bands of indi genous
people led by someone who studied in England, usually also native to
England. Should the band on Lothal func tion the same way—with the
musi cians being native and the bandleader imported—the use of the
theme makes much more sense (Herbert and Sarkissian 1997, 172 and
Zealley and Hume 1926, 52). The parade exem pli fies how the Empire
used music as a weapon to influ ence every aspect of life on Lothal,
from regu la tions on trade to importing Imperial music for the parade.

Beyond the connec tions between these two Empires, the musical
rela tion ship suggests some thing more profound—using the same
musical style for the Rebels and the Empire suggests that the two
groups are not as different as the Original Trilogy would have us
believe. Previous examples of British- style music in Star Wars have
always been asso ci ated with the Rebels, whether in the “Throne
Room” cue or the Battle of Hoth sequence. The Powell cue, in
partic ular, suggests that the politics of both groups are not as black
and white as they might seem—in hearing the style accom pa nying the
Galactic Empire, the hidden asso ci ations between that style and
author it ari anism in this earlier cue come to the fore ground. Indeed,
Powell relies on precisely this unease to make his anti- British Empire
joke work in the Solo cue. Although he does not discuss music
specific ally, Wetmore Jr. also notes this ambi guity: “The rebel lion
does not exist to achieve liber a tion for the oppressed indi genous
peoples—it seeks to restore the previous priv ileged to power… The
disen fran chised of the galaxy remain so, regard less of which group is
in power. The Empire uses viol ence to suppress and the Republic
simply ignores the margins” (Wetmore Jr. 2005, 38). The two diegetic
versions of the “Imperial March,” in addi tion to acting as a sort of
national anthem for the Empire, also high light the grey areas
between good and evil, between the Rebels and the Empire. The
timing of these two versions, after Disney’s acquis i tion of Lucas film,
is not surprising as Disney- era Star Wars has not shied away from
this ambi guity, presenting char ac ters on both sides that do not
conform to the stereo types of good and evil.
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Conclu sion: Long Live
the Empire!
Williams’s “Imperial March” clearly did not have just one influ ence; it
is a combin a tion of many different musical styles that, when
combined, produce a unique theme capable of expressing the villainy
and threat of the Galactic Empire. Many of these proposed influ ences
are Russian and German composers, with the excep tion of Holst’s
The Planets and Elgar’s First Symphony. The two diegetic versions of
the march, espe cially that of John Powell, bring both the British
imper i alist reson ances of the original theme to the fore front and
suggest connec tions between the Galactic and British Empires. More
than solely fore grounding one of Williams’s many inspir a tions, the
influ ence of British imper i alist music provides further commentary
on the Galactic Empire itself. Further, the influ ence of the British
style on both Williams’s theme and subsequent versions of it puts into
ques tion the dicho tomy between good and evil presented in the
Original Trilogy, proposing that the Rebels and the Empire are more
similar than the three original films portray. In addi tion to revealing
how the British Empire influ enced the Galactic Empire, this
connec tion also provides commentary on the British Empire itself.
Suggesting that the British Empire partially influ enced the Galactic
Empire allows the British Empire to be read through the lens of this
connec tion, thus high lighting the more negative aspects of the
British Empire.
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Although the musical connec tions provide essen tial commentary on
both Empires, the enduring popularity of the theme is most likely
more related to the iconic villain it portrays than to these real- world
compar isons. Even if the theme’s popularity is not a direct result of
the real- world or musical reson ances discussed in this article, each of
Williams’s many refer ences that inspired the theme comments on
various aspects of the Galactic Empire. The Tchaikovsky theme is
often—but not always—asso ci ated with the ballet’s villain, Roth bart,
bringing evil sorcery, control, and manip u la tion to mind. Prokofiev’s
Romeo and Juliet suggests a link to the Soviet Union and repres ents a
fateful clash between two opposing forces. Shos takovich continues
the Soviet Union connec tion while also invoking Shos takovich’s own
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NOTES

1  This imper ative came directly from director George Lucas. In fact, Lucas
felt so strongly about using a clas sical or romantic idiom that Williams had
to convince him to use an original score rather than a compil a tion of
clas sical music—in Williams’s words, music that can be “in a major key,
minor key, fast, slow, up, down, inverted, atten u ated and crushed, and all
the permuta tions that you wouldn’t be able to taste fully do if you had taken
a Beeth oven symphony” (quoted in Kalinak 1992, 198).

2  Some uses of the theme then chal lenge these asso ci ations, such as non- 
diegetic uses linked with the seem ingly inno cent and younger version of
Anakin or the two diegetic major- mode versions in Star Wars: Rebels and
Solo: A Star Wars Story. The two diegetic versions will be discussed later in
this article.

3  Notably, Williams conducted music by all three of these composers
during his tenure as music director of the Boston Pops Orchestra.

4  The influ ence of Tchaikovsky in Williams’s general oeuvre is partic u larly
notable in Williams’s score for Home Alone.

5  This style is partic u larly prom inent in Williams’s scores for Hook,
Harry Potter, and Home Alone. For a Star Wars example, compare the
“Parade of the Ewoks” from Return of the Jedi to the “March” from The Love
of Three Oranges.

6  The prank was the idea of oboist Lindsey Jo Kleiser. The recording has
since circu lated on YouTube and social media without mention of the
orchestra involved and has led to other orches tras following suit. Unlike the
original version, the Florida Orchestra’s brass section only included the
present a tion phrase, which fits with the original Prokofiev melody's timing.
The original prank can be found here: Mohamed Gamal Aly. “Best orchestra
prank ever, the funniest trom bone section, WAIT FOR IT!!”. YouTube.
March 6, 2016. 01�17. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oipg71dSem0.

7  Williams was undoubtedly familiar with the piece—it was used as the
temp track for the original Star Wars, and he recorded the work just six
years after the release of Empire with the Boston Pops Orchestra.

Zealley, Alfred Edward and J. Ord Hume. Famous Bands of the British Empire. London:
J.P. Hull, 1926.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oipg71dSem0
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8  The final move ment of the piece, “Neptune,” also features a
“Tarnhelm” progression.

9  Program list ings found in the Boston Symphony Orchestra Archives.

10  Eyewit ness Edward Green field reported that “the first three notes may
be a blatant crib from the opening of Elgar’s Second Symphony” (quoted in
Burton and Murray 2002, 148).

11  Cooke specific ally cites Spiel berg’s inter pret a tion of “The Keeper of the
Grail” from Raiders of the Lost Ark, “Hymn to the Fallen” from Saving
Private Ryan, the “Throne Room” and “Lando’s Palace” cues from Star Wars,
and the majority of the score for Jane Eyre as having an obvious connec tion
to the Elgar- Walton lineage.

12  Williams’s love of these composers is evident in his Boston Pops
programs: during his tenure, he frequently programmed music by British
composers, and these composers were espe cially frequent in his early
programs with the Pops—around the time he wrote the score for The
Empire Strikes Back. For a full listing of programs, see the Boston Symphony
Orchestra archives.

13  He also includes some low strings and winds to supple ment the MIDI “to
help the mock up sound a little fuller than it is a specific orches tra tion
choice. I even added hi strings to a few notes here and there to help those
notes stick out more in the mix. I don’t think many will actu ally ‘hear’ the
violins but it helps the samples speak better.” Russell also notes that in
arran ging the cue, he had to resist the urge to “go full Sousa” by adding a
high piccolo counter line, but ulti mately decided to keep in as simple as
possible. The final mix of the cue, by Mark Evans, prior it izes the brass and
percus sion to the point that the winds and strings become inaud ible
(Russell 2022).

14  David Glen Russell, email message to author, April 7, 2022.

15  The mix of the cue—led by Opie Gruves, Shawn Murphy, and John
Traun wieser—high lights the strings more than other rendi tions of the
theme, with increased prom in ence given to the melody.

16  Kemp shall, however, does note that several examples of colon iz a tion are
present in Star Wars: the Empire taking control of Cloud City in The Empire
Strikes Back and the Empire building the Second Death Star’s shield
gener ator on the forest moon of Endor in Return of the Jedi, a planet
occu pied by the “prim itive” Ewoks. He even suggests that the Imperial
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pres ence on Tatooine is part of the Empire’s expan sion because the
Republic does not exist on Tatooine in the Prequels (Kemp shall 2023, 31).

17  Disney- era Star Wars has leaned more heavily into cultural imper i alism
with Grand Admiral Thrawn’s appre ci ation and collec tion of art from the
various planets he visits in his Imperial duties—some thing Kemp shall
discusses as “his interest in the collecting of artwork from the cultures he is
conquering is reframed as being colo ni alist.” Thrawn even uses the word
“save” in refer ence to his stealing of indi genous art, and, as Kemp shall notes,
“his desire for these arti facts is not borne out of respect but rather through
the desire to collect and accu mu late power” (Kemp shall 2023, 49).

ABSTRACTS

English
John Williams’s “Imperial March” is one of the most iconic film themes ever
written. Despite its popularity, however, little schol ar ship exists on the
origins of the theme and the musical refer ences that influ enced it, beyond
brief cita tions of Russian composers or Wagner. Like all composers,
Williams takes inspir a tion from his prede cessors and contem por aries,
resulting in an amalgam of multiple composers and styles that Williams
seam lessly blends into a unique and distinctive compos i tion in “The
Imperial March.” By performing a gene a logy of the march and analyzing
pieces already suggested as its origins, I argue for the special signi fic ance of
one previ ously missing subtex tual source: British imper i alist music. While
arguing for a musical connec tion between the two empires, this article also
briefly considers how the British imper i alist connec tion reveals paral lels
between the British and Galactic Empires.

Français
La « Marche impériale » de John Williams est l’un des thèmes les plus
emblématiques jamais écrits. Malgré sa popularité, il existe peu d’études sur
les origines du thème et ses références musicales, au- delà des brèves
cita tions de compos iteurs russes ou de Wagner. Comme tous les
compos iteurs, Williams s’inspire de ses prédécesseurs et de ses
contem po rains, mobil isant des compos iteurs et des styles multiples qu’il
fusionne harmonieuse ment en une compos i tion singulière. En retraçant une
généalogie de la marche et en analysant les pièces dans lesquelles elle
trouve sa source, je mets en évidence l’import ance particulière d’une source
sous- jacente précédemment négligée : la musique impérialiste brit an nique.
Soulig nant l’exist ence d’une rela tion musicale entre les deux empires, cet
article examine également brièvement de quelles manières le lien
impérialiste brit an nique révèle des parallèles entre l’Empire brit an nique et
l’Empire galactique.
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