
Raiders of the Lost Ark - The Return of the Golden Age score 

 

In 1981, when Raiders of the Lost Ark came out, I remember the American personnel 

of the defence base near Alice Springs where I then lived, raving about this new film - 

‘just when things can’t get any stickier for the hero, they [the film-makers] make 

things worse. It’s like those serials we used to see at the movies on Saturday 

afternoons when we were kids’. Which was exactly what was on George Lucas’s 

mind when he pitched the story to Steven Spielberg in 1977 in Hawaii where he’d 

gone to avoid what he expected would be the crushing failure of Star Wars. 

 

‘The return of the great adventure’ is how the film was billed in posters and on 

billboards. It was supposed to be just like the old 1930s/40s movie serials - cheap, 

quick and dirty, was Lucas and Spielberg’s intention. It reminded John Williams of a 

‘Bogart-Bacall film set in the Middle East’. In the end, Raiders of the Lost Ark wasn’t 

very cheap (locations included Tunisia and La Rochelle, France), nor dirty (Lawrence 

Kasdan’s script is polished), nor was Indiana Jones a hero with a Humphrey Bogart-

like swagger - he has a phobia of snakes, for a start. And Spielberg directed, not 

Lucas, although Lucas (and his friend, Philip Kaufman) retained story credit (and 

Lucas directed a couple of second-unit segments, such as, apparently, the monkey 

giving the Nazi salute). 

 

Put simply the story is this: when G-men from Washington brief archeologist, Indiana 

Jones, on Nazi progress in finding the Ark of the Covenant (a weapon of devastating 

power in the wrong hands), Jones is compelled to throw off his academic cloak once 

more and travel to northern Africa to beat the Nazis to it. But he’ll have to overcome 

his arch-enemy the French archeologist Belloq, find the clue ‘somewhere in Asia’ 

guarded by Marion, the girl whose heart he broke, and vanquish the elite soldiers of 

Hitler’s Wehrmacht. 

 

There are shades of a Rider-Haggard adventure here or a noir film like The Treasure 

of the Sierra Madre, but the story is classic Hollywood in its plot techniques - a hero 

and his girl seeking concrete goals against mounting obstacles. Even late in the film 

the  predicaments get piled on - as Jones fights a flight mechanic, Marion knocks 

unconscious the pilot who collapses over the control stick, causing the plane to turn in 

circles on the tarmac; ‘Indy’ could be crushed by the wheels or sliced by the 

propellers; then a wing strikes a tanker...It’s Hollywood-style ‘mounting tension’ 

stuffed to capacity. 

 

And what sort of music did the film-makers choose for this adventure? It turned out to 

be symphonic. As with the soundtracks for Star Wars and Superman, Williams’ score 

was recorded by the London Symphony Orchestra, and Williams’ musical language is 

that of the late 19th/early-mid 20th centuries, or more precisely that strain of late-

Romantic music as it was sustained in Hollywood in the 1930s by European émigrés 

like Erich Wolfgang Korngold, Miklós Rózsa and Franz Waxman. Why? 

 

There are probably a number of reasons: a rich orchestral score takes us into the 

filmic past (the sort of music heard in the ‘Golden Era’ of Hollywood); this musical 

style supports and enhances features of the plot (very important given the primacy of 

plot in Hollywood movies); Romantic-era music itself had narrative (a Mahler 

symphony sweeps you up on an emotional journey), and, most gratifying for people 



who care about classical music, this style is a lingua franca. Few audience-members 

will need to waste time working out the meaning of musical gestures whose 

significance are part of our familiar vocabulary.  

 

John Williams had worked with Steven Spielberg on Jaws when Spielberg 

recommended him to Lucas for the space-opera Star Wars. Like so many in 

Hollywood, he swore by Williams’ abilities; no wonder he then worked with 

Williams on so many of his own films. And Williams probably has one of the most 

impressive groundings of any composer of any era. As a child, he would tag along to 

his drummer father’s sessions at CBS in New York. Later, when the family moved to 

North Hollywood, he would hang out with musicians like Henry Mancini (composer 

of The Pink Panther) who lived on their block. He studied at UCLA, privately with 

Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco who had arrived in Los Angeles from Mussolini’s Italy, 

and later, after a semester at LA City College and service in the USAF Band, at 

Juilliard (in New York). As a studio pianist you can hear him playing on the 

soundtrack to the TV show, Peter Gunn. Later he became a composer of TV themes, 

like Lost in Space, and disaster movies, like The Towering Inferno (one of his many, 

many Oscar nominations though not, this time, a win). Even to this day, he regularly 

studies the classics. But, like any successful movie composer, he can write for any 

combination of instruments. The Missouri Breaks (directed by Arthur Penn) uses an 

orchestra comprising guitars, banjoes, bass guitars and harmonicas. 

 

So what sort of score did Williams produce for Raiders of the Lost Ark? Emilio 

Audissino in his book on John Williams’ music (the first in English, translated from 

Italian), describes it as ‘the return of Max Steiner’, referring to the composer of the 

1933 King Kong (and 1939’s Gone with the Wind). Mostly what Audissino is 

referring to is Williams’ classic manner of illuminating the narrative of a film with 

musical gestures - called Mickey Mousing because its most prolific use was in 

cartoons where every biff, doink or poke was accompanied by a musical element. An 

example in Raiders is the flare-up of notes that accompanies the appearance of the 

red-hot poker grabbed by the Nazi Toht in Marion’s hut. And Williams’ use is 

certainly not as overt as cartoons. But there are plenty of other classic features of 

classical Hollywood film scoring here. 

 

For a start, there is very noticeable use of leitmotif technique, which actually comes 

from Wagner operas of the 19th century. Leitmotif refers to a musical phrase or 

fragment associated with a person, concept or thing and subjected to musical 

transformation as those elements proceed and change throughout the course of the 

plot. One obvious leitmotif in the movie is the mystical harmonic shift associated with 

the Ark. It’s heard quietly at first but later, for example, with choral voices emerging 

from within the orchestra as sunlight beaming through the medallion points to the 

Ark’s true location. Of course, there is the spirited march which is always associated 

with Indiana Jones, first heard in full when he flies out of Peru at the end of the 

Prologue, but not so sprightly on other occasions when Indy’s poise is not so assured. 

 

Another old Hollywood trick is underscoring of dialogue, though there’s less here 

than you’d find in an old movie. After all, music, which had been almost continuous 

from the beginning of the film, ceases when we first see Jones in his guise of a college 

teacher and need to follow the detail of an eight-minute conversation with Brody and 

the government men. An example, however, is the music underneath Jones and 



Brody’s conversation at Jones’s house in the film’s First Act.  The underscoring 

makes use of Marion’s (romantic) theme and the Ark theme as Brody warns Jones 

that making amends with Marion will be the least of his worries once he engages the 

Nazis in a race for the Ark. 

 

There are, of course, notable subtleties. Marion’s theme does not sound when we first 

see her at her tavern in Nepal. It only appears at the end of the scene, over the flight 

graphic, when she is committed to joining Jones on his quest. It is then clear that this 

is a leitmotif of concept, only ever heard in association with Jones’ love or need for 

her. 

 

Perhaps the greatest feature of Williams’ achievement in this film - and a sign of his 

organic and non-formulaic use of all these old devices - is the musical completeness 

of his cues. Musicians in Los Angeles (and London) who have worked with Williams 

speak effusively of his scores. It’s partly because he makes their instruments speak so 

well; it’s also because his music, composed faithfully in the service of the film, is 

completely satisfying in itself as music. The sequences accompanying Indiana Jones 

fighting with the giant mechanic on the airstrip or chasing the Nazi truck containing 

the Ark are elaborate constructions out of the recognisable motifs (with changes of 

tempo being perhaps their most obvious structural feature), but ‘The Baskets’, where 

the Nazis and their henchmen try to kidnap Marion in the marketplace is a most 

ingenious and varied rondo, listened to purely as music. Actually, once again, this 

points to lessons well learnt from Wagner operas, where leitmotifs anchor music that 

has been rather freely shaped. 

 

You won’t notice any of this, probably, watching the movie. And that’s part of the 

deal. In a Hollywood movie, no element may call attention to itself independent of the 

plot.  

 

Nevertheless, there are several takeaways from Williams’ score for people who are as 

passionate about orchestral music as they are about film. Raiders proves that the 

language of the symphony orchestra is still current; that audiences still think in 

melody, harmony, counterpoint and orchestration; and that whereas an innovative 

concert around the time this movie came out (early 1980s) might simply have been 

some sort of rearrangement of overture, concerto and symphony, we can now go to 

screenings of films where the orchestral track is live - orchestras are a part of our 

ongoing artistic adventure.  

 

But Williams’ music won’t jump out and proclaim any of this. His objective is 

achieved if you can just sit back and enjoy the film. 

 

Gordon Kalton Williams, © 2016 
 

This article first appeared in Sydney Symphony Orchestra program booklets for live screenings of 

Raiders of the Lost Ark in July 2016. 


