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EDITOR'S NOTES

Nous remercions chaleureusement Alexander Robinson pour l’aide à la traduction
de ce texte.

TEXT

A towering figure in film music and one partic u larly asso ci ated with
spec tacle, wonder, science fiction, and major cine matic fran chises,
the Amer ican composer John Williams (born in 1932) has produced a
body of work that is both copious and also of consid er able
import ance. Span ning the period from the late 1950s to the present
day (The Fabelmans, Steven Spiel berg, 2022; Indiana Jones and the
Dial of Destiny, James Mangold, 2023), his compos i tions cover
multiple film genres and also accom pany several key moments in the
history of cinema; moreover, these often coin cided with signi ficant
advances in the devel op ment of audi ovisual tech no logy, from Dolby
Stereo and multichannel sound in 1977 to the digital trans ition at the
turn of the 1990s and 2000s. Beyond the central role played by
cinema throughout his career, Williams has also composed music in
other genres, such as concert works and music for polit ical and
sporting events. A broad over view of his output thus reveals a
mastery of an excep tion ally wide range of musical styles across
highly diverse contexts.

1

For a long time, Williams was largely over looked by film musi co lo gical
research, which tradi tion ally focused instead on figures such as Max
Steiner, Erich W. Korngold, and Bernard Herrmann—that is,
composers belonging to the “pres ti gious” canon of film music (Huvet
2016). Indeed, until the early 2000s, the same perceived lack of
legit imacy that often plagued block buster scores applied to Williams.
As Pierre Berthomieu aptly noted in the mid-1990s: “The most
famous composer, an almost insti tu tional figure in Amer ican cinema,
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John Williams has been asso ci ated with the greatest commer cial
successes of Spiel berg and Lucas. An unfor giv able sin.” (Berthomieu
1996, 72). Since the early 2010s, however, this situ ation has begun to
change, with Williams being the subject of a growing and often
stim u lating body of schol ar ship. Pion eering contri bu tions in the
Anglo phone academic world came in partic ular from Emilio Audissino
and Jamie Webster, the former examining Williams’s style through the
lens of clas sical Holly wood film music prac tices (Audissino 2021
[2014]), the latter analyzing how the popularity of Williams’s music
was bolstered via its asso ci ation with a fran chise that targeted
younger audi ences (Webster 2009 and 2018). Building upon this
found a tional work, analyt ical articles have subsequently explored
other aspects of Williams’s output as well, such as the repres ent a tion
of the Amer ican pres id en tial myth in his scores and the evol u tion of
his approach to action sequences in the 21  century (Lehman 2021
and 2015); in the same vein, a collective volume has been specific ally
devoted to Williams’s film, tele vi sion, and instru mental compos i tions
(Audissino 2018), and several new doctoral disser ta tions have also
been completed in recent years (notably two in 2024—one by Power
on the nation alist dimen sions of Williams’s film scores, the other by
Kmet on the role and impact of music editors in the digital era).
French- language research specific ally devoted to Williams has
like wise been devel oping over the past fifteen years. This has focused
in partic ular on the Star Wars saga, namely due to its enduring
impact on popular culture and the fran chise’s revival with the prequel
trilogy launched by The Phantom Menace (George Lucas, 1999)
(Berthomieu 1996–2011; Guido 2006; Cathé 2007; Rossi 2011; Tylski
2011; Huvet 2016–2024).

st

The present issue of Émergences origin ates from an inter na tional
confer ence held at Université Évry Paris- Saclay in December 2022,
the results of which will appear in two comple mentary them atic
issues of this journal in the course of 2025. Reflecting the latest
devel op ments in Willi am sian studies, the aim, on the one hand, is to
shed light on under ex plored aspects of Williams’s work whilst on the
other, to recon sider some of his works and their distinctive styl istic
features through renewed approaches that offer fresh perspect ives.
This first, multidiscip linary volume brings together contri bu tions
from both emer ging and estab lished scholars in the fields of
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musi co logy and film studies. Collect ively, they examine ques tions
relating to Williams’s engage ment with the past as well as the
enduring legacy of his corpus, thereby moving beyond the divisive
notions of plagi arism, para phrase, and origin ality (Orosz 2015). The
first four contrib utors explore how Williams draws from diverse
musical tradi tions in order to enrich his own compos i tional prac tice.
Among others, this entails borrow ings, pastiches, refer ences to
Western art music and key figures in film music (such as James
Bernard or Bernard Herrmann), or even self- referential gestures
toward his earlier works in a nostalgic turn. In the final four articles,
the focus is instead on defining and inter rog ating John Williams’s
legacy, partic u larly his aesthetic and styl istic influ ence on major
inter galactic audi ovisual epics in both Amer ican and
French productions.

In the first section, “Looking Toward the Past,” Conor Power
exam ines the final Star Wars trilogy, in which Williams rein tro duces
themes from the original trilogy to rein force narrative continuity.
These motifs, employed as “remin is cence motifs,” allow audi ences to
relive emotions asso ci ated with the earlier films while simul tan eously
solid i fying (some times arti fi cially) the saga’s musical iden tity. This use
of histor ic ally situ ated connota tions finds a parallel in
Samantha Tripp’s study. Focusing on the “Imperial March” motif and
its borrow ings from British musical tradi tions, most notably the
works of Elgar and Holst, she demon strates that this iconic theme
links the Galactic Empire to the British colo nial imaginary through its
central role in the musical repres ent a tion of power and authority.
These refer ences further strengthen the connec tion between music
and polit ical symbolism within the Star Wars universe. Finally, two
case studies of late 1970s films, Dracula (John Badham, 1979) and
The Fury (Brian De Palma, 1978), are respect ively explored by
Gilles Menegaldo and Grégoire Tosser. In Dracula, Williams revisits
Gothic cinema conven tions by crafting a score that blends lyrical
roman ti cism with horror aesthetics. By high lighting sublime
land scapes and the ambi valent inter ac tions between Dracula and his
victims, Williams rein vents the sonic codes asso ci ated with the
vampire myth whilst remaining rooted in the cine matic tradi tion. In
The Fury, by contrast, Williams’s music fore grounds the legacy of
Bernard Herrmann, incor por ating both explicit and subtle allu sions
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to two Alfred Hitch cock films, Vertigo (1958) and Psycho (1960). Much
like Brian De Palma, who drew inspir a tion from Hitch cock’s cinema at
the same time as revital izing and modern izing its legacy, this
delib erate influ ence reflects Williams’s commit ment to preserving the
symphonic tradi tion while adapting it to the narrative demands of the
psycho lo gical thriller.

In the next section, “Willi am sian Legacies, Inter galactic Epics,
and Fantasy,” Lauren Crosby exam ines the tele vi sion series
The Mandalorian (Disney+, 2019) and The Book of Boba Fett (Disney+,
2021), where Ludwig Göransson and Joseph Shirley manip u late
Williams’s leit motifs to reflect char acter evol u tion and enrich non- 
linear narrat ives. This adapt a tion demon strates how music is able to
connect multiple tempor al ities and revitalize the Star Wars universe.
Matt Lawson then high lights the chal lenges faced by new composers
step ping into the Star Wars musical legacy, such as Michael
Giac chino and John Powell for the spin- offs Rogue One (Gareth
Edwards, 2016) and Solo: A Star Wars Story (Ron Howard, 2018), or
Ludwig Göransson, Natalie Holt, and Nich olas Britell for the Disney+
series (2019–2022). While moving away from the neo- Romantic style,
these composers preserve key elements of the saga’s musical iden tity,
thereby helping to main tain an emotional connec tion with fans even
in a context of innov a tion. This musical rein ven tion extends beyond
offi cial produc tions to amateur works, as Jérémy Michot
demon strates in his study of French Harry Potter fan films. Created
using digital tools by young composers such as Thomas Kubler and
Clément Ferrigno, both of whom were inter viewed by the author,
these produc tions embrace a DIY approach, appro pri ating the
musico- narrative codes of Warner Bros’s films. Going beyond mere
homage, these works reveal a mastery of Williams’s compos i tional
tech niques as well as an ability to adapt these to new narrative
contexts. Fan films both expand and renew the Harry Potter universe,
consequently proving that, through trans media reflec tion and true
sonic expertise, amateur produc tions are some times capable of
rivalling profes sional works. Finally, Cécile Carayol exam ines how, in
Valerian and the City of a Thou sand Planets (Luc Besson, 2017),
Alex andre Desplat was able to contribute to the space opera genre by
rein ter preting the musical conven tions that Williams estab lished. By
combining neo- Hollywood tech niques with his own style,
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