John Williams: ET Flying Theme (p.409)

Context

Star Wars, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Raiders of the Lost Ark – all scored by John Williams (b.1932), one of the most famous film music composers of the late 20th century. He began his career as a jazz musician, got a job as pianist in Twentieth Century Fox’s studio orchestra and started writing music for TV then films.

ET (1982) is sci-fi lite, with cute kids and an animatronic alien. The most famous image of all (the bicycle flying silhouetted against the moon) is accompanied by the music in the Anthology.

A recipe for a really memorable film theme:

· Take two simple melodic ideas

· Harmonise with triads spiced with piquant dissonances

· Alternate the two ideas to create a clear structure

· Orchestrate lushly

· Add a few irregularities to leaven the phrasing

· Finish off with a grand coda and leave to cool on the tonic triad

All of which makes it sound as if anyone might compose film music. The genius, of course, is in the details and in the ability to craft really memorable ideas. That is not given to all composers.

Melodies

· Main theme (bars 9-16) 

· constructed very regularly from 2-bar phrases

· bars 9-10 start with open, airy rising 5th and descends through a C major triad

· proceeds by (varied) rising sequence

· Transition theme (bars25-33)

· 2-bar phrase (b.25-6) incorporating chromatic kinks

· repeated, and 2nd bar motif (b.26) played twice

Harmony & tonality

· C major, but with judiciously placed unexpected chords (e.g. Abmaj7 in bar14) 

· Transition moves through a variety of unexpected triads (B, G, Eb, F sharp, Dm, Bb, dim7th)

· Main melody repeated on dominant (G) from b.34

· Clear and exhilarating return to tonic at b.55

· Many chords flavoured with dissonances which give the basic triads a sheen appropriate to the glossy imagery on screen, e.g.:

· b.1-2 = C plus added 2nd (D) and major7th (B) in melodic pattern

· cadences b.16 onto Cmaj7

· note the F natural in the melody (b.25) over a B major triad

· grinding dissonance in bars.75-9, with C major over Eb in the bass, plus F sharps in the melody. Finally released into pure C major in last 4 bars

Structure

Very simple indeed:

1-8 Introduction



8 bars

9-16 Main theme



8 bars

17-24 Main theme



8 bars

25-33 Transition



9 bars

34-41 Main theme (dominant)

8 bars

42-54 Transition


         13 bars

55-62 Main theme (tonic)


8 bars

63-68 Main theme



6 bars

69-87
Coda



         19 bars

Orchestration (by Herbert Spencer)

· Standard orchestra, plus piano and bells (glockenspiel?)

· Bright, high woodwind and strings with tune, over rich lower brass chords

· Strings used melodically, in octaves

· Piano used as a motor, keeping momentum going with repeated quaver patterns (also strings, horns and woodwind in various places)

· Bells in bars18-24 add glitter to the decorative countermelody, play along with the tune from b.34and sprinkle stardust over the final 4 bars 

Question

Comment on the ways in which Bernstein and John Williams use melody, rhythm and harmony to create musical ideas appropriate to the imagery of On the Waterfront and ET.











(13 marks)

