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The Function of Music in the Rhetoric of Star Wars

 “Star Wars”. The words appear and fall away into the distance. A text crawl follows 

which the audience must read, whose sole purpose is to provide exposition which sets the stage 

for the story. Not the most striking way to start a film. Most teachers of screenwriting would 

cringe if one of their students wrote such a beginning to their script. What made the opening 

scene work? John Williams’ engaging score performed powerfully by a full orchestra. While the 

rest of the film is far more visually interesting, Williams’ music is no less influential in making 

what was perceived as a financially risky, rather strange film a spectacular success. John 

William’s musical score to the 1977 film Star Wars uses variety in style, appeals to the 

audience’s emotions, informs, praises, censures, and persuades the audience in order to support 

the overarching rhetorical messages of the film.

I. Style and Eloquence

 Style and eloquence are as essential to the composer as they are to the orator. While 

Classical rhetoricians have disagreed in their definitions of style and eloquence, most recognized 

their importance to persuading an audience. The Rhetorica Ad Herennium speaks of three types 

of styles an orator may use, the simple, middle, and grand styles. The simple style is 

characterized by ordinary or everyday language, the middle by more eloquent speech, and the 
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grand by the most ornate words used to describe lofty thoughts and ideas. The orator must be 

careful not to overuse any one style, but rather use all of the styles in appropriate places (Bizzell 

and Herzberg 248-251).

Film scores can often become, “characterized by a mania for extremes,” where the 

grand style is overused and becomes banal and tiring (Adorno and Eisler 19). Some believe 

Williams’ score to Star Wars is exaggerated and depends too heavily on the grand style. In his 

essay titled, “Star Wars, Music, and Myth,” James Buhler describes the jubilant Throne Room 

cue used in the final scene of the film, “Instead of seeming heroic, the triumph here is empty and 

bombastic” (52). Williams is perfectly capable of writing in many styles as evidenced by his 

other scores. Does he take the grand style to such an extreme that it no longer gratifies the 

senses?

Williams’ score for Star Wars uses all three styles. His music is at times sweeping and 

lofty, as in the Main Title and Throne Room cues, while at other times it uses subtlety to 

effectively support the visual imagery and dialogue. Examples of a simpler style are the The 

Dune Sea and Tales of A Jedi Knight cues. If his score does become empty or bombastic 

anywhere, it is during the Detention Block Ambush cue, and even there the forte blasts of the 

main theme are perhaps justified by the fact it is Luke’s first battle against the Galactic Empire.

This variation in style keeps the score from becoming over the top or wearisome. 

During the scene in Ben Kenobi’s house, the music is simple yet effective. It doesn’t draw too 

much attention to itself or distract from the dialogue which provides essential information to set 

up the rest of the film. While Williams’ score to Star Wars uses all three styles, he raises each to 
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a grander scale than many film scores do, which can appear to be an overuse of the grand style, 

but is an appropriate adaptation which fits the epic mythical qualities of the story.

Some argue film music should never draw attention to itself. “if we started listening to 

the score, it means we probably lost interest in the narrative” (Chatman 9). Others disagree, “In 

practice, the requirement of unobtrusiveness is generally not met by an approximation of 

nonmusical sounds, but by use of banal music” (Adorno and Eisler 10). Williams knows there 

are key moments when he can give the music precedence over the visual elements and sound 

design in a grand, attention grabbing way. These moments are usually planned during spotting 

sessions with the director. When the Millenium Falcon bearing the heroes of the film is being 

drawn into the Death Star, the pounding timpani and staccato strings creates a rising tension 

punctuated by a blaring brass rendition of the heroic Rebel theme. It is appropriate to draw 

attention to the music and grand orchestration here because it comes during a great reversal of 

fortune for the characters in the story.

A key part of effective rhetoric is adapting the overall style and tone of the speech to 

the subject matter and audience. In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates speaks about adapting souls and 

speeches to each other (Bizzell and Herzberg 163). Aristotle speaks similarly when he defines 

rhetoric as, “the faculty of observing in any given case all the available means of 

persuasion” (Bizzell and Herzberg 181). While Aristotle’s rhetoric did not consist of only style 

and eloquence, we may apply his principle to the a composer’s choice of a musical genre (e.g. 

electronic, minimalist, neo-romantic). Directors select the genre or tone of music which will 

create the most convincing setting and best enhance the emotional appeal and persuasiveness of 

the film (Prendergast 213). 
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George Lucas played a large part in choosing the musical style he wanted when he 

chose Williams to score the film. Some say it was Williams who persuaded Lucas to allow him to 

write an original score to the film rather than try to orchestrate classical pieces to fit as Stanley 

Kubrick did in 2001: A Space Odessey (Kalinak par. 27). The genre or tone of the music has been 

described as post-romantic, neo-romanticist, classical Hollywood, and has been compared by a 

vast array of critics to composers such as Wagner, Korngold, Holst, and on and on (Lerner 97; 

Buhler 41). Williams credits the success of the film rather than his music for bringing back the 

“fad” of orchestral scores, (Williams, Interview). However, perhaps Williams is being too 

modest. The most recognizable theme in the film, Luke’s theme, which also became the principle 

theme in the Star Wars films, developed out of Williams’ observations, “I composed a melody 

that reflected the brassy, bold, masculine, and noble qualities I saw in his character” (qtd. in 

Buhler 48).

Buhler attacks the lack of significant variations on the themes or motifs used in 

Williams’ score when he says, “nothing actually happens musically in any of these scores. The 

themes simply remain the same” (53). Motifs or leitmotifs require their own discussion, but the 

lack of variation on each theme in Star Wars is understandable. If Williams changed each theme 

their memorable quality would have been lost.  Considering the sheer number of distinct motifs 

used in the film (there are six main motifs), keeping the melodies consistent is essential to their 

purpose in serving the rhetoric of the film as a whole.

II. Pathos: The Appeal to Emotion

 Aristotle claims in his book Rhetoric that there are only three modes of persuasion 

available to the orator. For Aristotle, these three modes are, “the only true constituents of the art 
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[of rhetoric]” (Bizzell and Herzberg 179). These have been subsequently categorized as the 

logos, pathos, and ethos. The logos is the appeal to the audience’s reason, the ethos an appeal to 

the character of the speaker, and pathos is the appeal to the audience’s emotions. Music is chiefly 

an appeal to the emotions, or pathos, as non-lyrical music cannot express the rational concepts 

that logos deals with.

Because of this, non-lyrical music is perhaps never rhetorical in and of itself. “Even the 

most dedicated student of rhetoric will ultimately have to admit that in dealing with music we 

soon reach the limits of rhetoric, for we reach the limits of language” (Vickers 41). An attempt to 

use music alone rhetorically quickly becomes mere sophistic display. However, film music can 

avoid this by serving as the pathos to the explicit logos of the dialogue, textual elements, and 

imagery.

Aristotle defines the appeal to emotion as, “those feelings that so change men as to 

affect their judgements, and that are also attended by pain or pleasure. Such are anger, pity, fear 

and the like” (Bizzell and Herzberg 214). Composers like orators benefit from emotion because, 

“Our judgements when we are pleased and friendly are not the same as when we are pained and 

hostile” (Bizzell and Herzberg 182). The goal of the appeal to emotion is to make the audience 

friendly towards the logos by putting the audience, “in the right frame of mind” (Bizzell and 

Herzberg 213).

Composers and theorists are supportive yet sometimes skeptical as well of music’s 

ability to accomplish this. “The two types of communication, textual and non-textual, may 

perform at each other’s service... the crescendo from a well-known piece of music may subserve 

the visual and auditory film images to intensify the feeling that the plot is coming to a 
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head” (Chatman 8). “One wonders if some of the objections to music in films is that it is too 

effective… we tend to react to music whether we desire to or not… [and if not] we resent its 

presence for making us lose control of our rational, ‘sophisticated’ defenses” (Prendergast 222). 

Some attach a kind of sophistic persuasion towards belief to film music. “[music] deceives its 

listeners in regard to the reality of everyday existence” (Adorno and Eisler 22).

Music’s ability to appeal to the emotions is most effective rhetorically when the music 

endows the logos of images and dialogue with a power and intensity it does not have alone. 

Aaron Copland says one of the purposes of film music is to, “make potent through music the 

film’s dramatic and emotional value” (qtd. in Prendergast 213). Interestingly Williams recently 

honored Copland by commissioning a stature in his likeness (McKinley). Theodore Adorno and 

Hans Eisler describe the powerful use of music in a scene from the film No Man’s Land, a 1930 

film about World War I.

The dramaturgic clarification of this scene, the transformation of 

seemingly harmless individuals into a horde of barbarians, can 

only be achieved by resorting to music. Here music is not 

ornamental, but is essential to the meaning of the scene... it does 

not merely produce an emotional atmosphere... Music is unveiled 

as the drug that it is in reality, and its intoxicating, harmfully 

irrational function becomes transparent (23-24).

Film directors are always concerned about how each aspect of the film will touch the 

viewers emotion, whether it be color palettes or plot points or the tonalities of music and sound 

design. Film music helps communicate ideas by attempting to cause the audience feel certain 
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emotions at the right moments, to put them in Aristotle’s correct frame of mind, or at least to 

reveal what the characters’ hidden thoughts and feelings (Prendergast 216).

Williams crafted his music to multiply the emotional effect of the Star Wars, and to 

add emotion which wouldn’t have been perceptible without the score. When the Death Star first 

appears on the screen accompanied by the rising four note Empire theme, the audience knows 

whatever that thing is it must not belong to the good guys. Perhaps one of the most striking uses 

of music as a pathetic appeal in the film is the Binary Sunset cue. The scene it accompanies 

contains no dialogue, and the sound effects are nearly inaudible. After being told he must wait 

another year to go to the academy with his friends, Luke walks out of his uncle’s house and 

gazes out at the setting twin suns of his home planet Tatooine. The music carries the entire scene, 

the Force theme rising to a somber climax before returning to soft strains of a flute playing the 

Rebel theme. Williams had originally written a more emotionally ambiguous piece, but Lucas, 

knowing how the scene would function in the film as a whole, wisely directed him to use the 

Force theme (Buhler 56).

Aristotle reminds the orator that they must not only know the power of the appeal to 

emotion, but how to harness it, “The man who is to be in command of them [the three modes of 

persuasion] must... understand the emotions... to name them and describe them, to know their 

causes and the way in which they are excited” (Bizzell and Herzberg 182). There are many 

excessive, clichéd ways in which music can attempt to generate emotion (Adorno and Eisler 19). 

To be effective, the composer must master the use of emotion.

In Star Wars Williams wisely chooses to avoid overly conventional methods of 

generating emotion, because he understand the ways emotions are excited. James Buhler notes 
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how Williams avoids use of dissonance in the themes representing the Empire (47), and perhaps 

unconventionally places the Force theme, associated with the protagonists, in a minor key (56). 

This gives the Force theme a rather somber, contemplative, almost reverent quality. In several 

important dialogue scenes, there is no music at all. Even though each subsequent Star Wars film 

contains more and more music, one must believe Lucas and Williams also recognize the power 

of silence.

The Main Title cue, also used as the basis for Luke’s theme, supports the logos of the 

film and the ethos of the heroes by its uplifting and heroic tonalities.

I tried to construct something that again would have this idealistic, 

uplifting but military flare to it. And set it in brass instruments... so 

that we’d have a blazingly brilliant fanfare at the opening of the 

piece. And contrast that with the second theme that was lyrical and 

romantic and adventurous also. And give it all a kind of 

ceremonial... it’s not a march but very nearly that (Williams, 

Interview).

Some find fault with the Main Title cue, but they don’t dispute that it succeeds its 

purpose in serving the tone and feel of the film (Buhler 48).

Film music can make an audience more friendly towards the ethos of protagonists and 

unfriendly towards ethos of the forces of antagonism. Buhler notes, “the themes associated with 

the Rebels seem natural or at worst fantastic, while those of the Empire sound rigid, ponderous, 

and above all unnatural” (48). He sees this as mirroing the logos of the film in regards to how it 

portrays the Empire, “the social order of the Rebels appears natural, its technology just outdated 
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enough to seem rather charming rather than threatenting, the social order of the Empire appears a 

distortion, its technology ruthless and grotesque” (48). He traces this feeling of natural order to 

the construction of the motifs of the Rebellion and Empire. “The image of naturalized harmony 

associated with the Force is tonality, especially the dominant... the good side of the Force, like 

the dominant, is an unforced force, a force that takes account of the natural state of things... 

where they want to go” (48).

Williams’ ability to take a single theme and use it to convey a wide range of emotions 

is remarkable. The Force theme is used throughout the film during moments of sadness, hope, 

triumph, revelation, and intense conflict between the forces of good and evil. He does so without 

significantly altering the theme, making it recognizable while never drawing inordinate attention 

to itself. Lucas himself asserts the music is where the emotional appeal of his work comes from, 

“In my films, the dialogue is not where the movie is, My films are basically in the graphics. The 

emotional impact comes from the music--and from juxtaposing one image with the 

next” (Rinzler 154). 

III. Adapting the Three Styles: Informing, Praising/Censuring, Persuading

Cicero and Augustine take the concept of the three styles from the Ad Herennium and 

adapt them. Cicero believes each style is best suited for a particular purpose, “there are three 

styles, the plain style for proof, the middle style for pleasure, the vigorous style for 

persuasion” (Bizzell and Herzberg 339) Augustine agrees though he separates eloquence and 

ornament from the three styles and Cicero’s, “three functions of the orator” (Bizzell and 

Herzberg 339). For Augustine, the simple or subdued style informs, the middle praises or 
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censures, the grand persuades, and the grand is the only truly eloquent style (Bizzell and 

Herzberg 480-1).

This idea of the three functions of oratory being to inform, praise/censure, and 

persuade is useful to a discussion of music as part of the rhetoric of film. How does film music 

inform, when it consists of non-textual tonalities? Music reveals the hidden, unspoken emotional 

subtext of a scene. “the signifying qualities of music help mystify the diegetic world of film by 

rendering the inner properties apparent” (Buhler 43). “A musical composition makes its emotive 

contents not so much general and abstract as ‘conceivable, so that we can understand them 

without verbal helps... a composer... articulates subtle complexities of feeling that language 

cannot even name, let alone set forth’” (qtd. in Vickers 43). Composer Aaron Copland aggrees, 

“Music can be used to underline or create psychological refinements--the unspoken thoughts of a 

character or the unseen implications of a situation” (qtd. in Prendergast 216).

The most used though perhaps seldom mastered tool used to signify or inform in film 

music is the leitmotif. According to Oxford Dictionaries.com, a leitmotif is, “a recurrent theme 

throughout a musical or literary composition, associated with a particular person, idea, or 

situation” (Leitmotif). Leitmotifs function semiotically by acting as signifiers linked to a 

signified person, idea, etc. (Buhler 44, Constanti par. 24).

Williams’ use of leitmotifs, “is very direct and strong, and no one in the theatre will fail 

to recognise any link between the themes and the characters associated with them” (Constantini 

par. 8). Lucas intended that there would be no ambiguity in the story about who is good or bad in 

the story, so Williams’ extensive use of motifs is fitting (Mythology). Most of Williams’ motifs in 

Star Wars are quite obvious. However, how many people would remember the Force theme as 
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associated with the Force after a viewing of the film? We can’t see the Force. The presence of the 

Force is known only through the theme and the dialogue which describes it.

 Williams uses the pathos of music to praise or censure through the natural, pleasing 

qualities of the themes associated with the protagonists, and the monotonous, ominous 

progressions of the Empire themes. He also uses each of those themes to praise or censure 

certain events. Luke’s theme is at times heroic and loud, at others somber and quiet. Although the 

well known Imperial March cue, also known as Darth Vader’s theme, does not appear in the first 

Star Wars, it illustrates Williams’ ability to use a single theme both praise and censure the actions 

of the character associated with it. As Darth Vader hunts down the Rebels in opposition to the 

moral side of the Force, his theme is ominous, stern, and bombastic. In Return of the Jedi, a 

dying Darth Vader experiences a change of heart and the poignantly orchestrated theme praises 

this (Kalinak par. 26).

 Another example of how Williams’ score praises the action on screen is during the raid on 

the Death Star prison block. The scene is quite violent, with several Imperial soldiers meeting 

their demise at the hands of the Luke and his friends. The music however, is grand and heroic, 

praising their actions. In the audio commentary on the DVD Lucas says his depiction of violence 

is intentionally a romanticized one (Star Wars). Critique of the theology promoted by the film is 

outside of the scope of this study, but how the music supports it is worth consideration.

How can music, being mostly if not entirely pathos, persuade? It is the use of music 

combined with the logos of the film as a whole which attempts to persuade. Luke overcomes the 

forces of evil at the end only when he heeds Ben Kenobi’s advice to, “use the Force” (Star Wars). 

 Evans 11



The music supports his decision, the Force theme serenley rising out of the dissonance which had 

built up during the battle before ramping back into Luke’s theme.

Lucas describes his purpose for the Force in the Star Wars films in an interview with 

Bill Moyers, “In order to try and awaken a certain kind of spirituality in young people. More a 

belief in God than a belief in any particular religious system” (Mythology). The music supports 

this idea of the Force as having a providential, guiding aspect to the characters. The first time the 

Force motif is heard in the film is also the first time Princess Leia appears. It plays as she places 

the all-important stolen Death Star data inside the robot R2-D2. The motif comes back during the 

Binary Sunset cue, again, before the Force is ever mentioned. The use of the theme during these 

and other pivotal scenes in the story suggests the Force is bringing these events together to help 

the protagonists accomplish their dreams and goals.

Choices are an important theme in the film. “What these films deal with is that we all 

have good and evil inside us. And that we can choose which way we want the balance to 

go” (Mythology). While the theme of choice may less prevalent than in the following two 

sequels, Luke has to choose whether to get involved in the Rebellion, or stay on the farm to help 

his uncle (though this choice is ultimately made for Luke). Ben Kenobi tells Luke, “You must do 

what you feel is right, of course” (Star Wars). The audience already knows what the right choice 

is because the music has already told them. When Luke is told Darth Vader chose to join in the 

work of the Darkside of the Force, the Empire melody floats in softly. These are some of the 

ways the music makes logos or underlying messages of the film far more persuasive.

Conclusion: The Importance of Music in Persuasion
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Ever since classical times it has been understood that stylistic devices, appeals to 

emotion, and all the other means of persuasion are just as effective for spreading deception and 

falsehood as they are for teaching virtue and truth. A quote from isolationist Senator Gerald P. 

Nye right before the outbreak of World War II describes well the effect of music on the hearer, 

even if his views of the coming war were rather naive.

When you go to the movies, you go there to be 

entertained. You are not figuring on listening to a debate about the 

war... And then the picture starts--goes to work on you, all done by 

trained actors, full of drama, cunningly devised, and soft 

passionate music underscoring it. Before you know where you are 

you have actually listened to a speech designed to make you 

believe that Hitler is going to get you if you don’t watch out (qtd in 

Jowett 166). 

The popular films and music of our current era provide great evidence that music can 

be used as the, “intoxicating, irrational, harmful drug,” that Adorno and Eisler describe (24). 

Recognizing this power and can help one avoid passively absorbing the dangerous theologies 

often made more persuasive through music.

In his score for Star Wars, Williams effectively utilizes the simple, middle, and grand 

styles of orchestration. Working alongside the director he chose a particular genre and tone 

appropriate to the film, and succeeds in making the pathos of music serve the director’s logos. 

His music helps to deepen the audience’s understanding of the film, praises and critiques the 

events on screen, and perhaps persuades them to cheer for the messages and ideologies presented 
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in the story. This juxtaposition of sound and image is a large part of what makes the medium of 

film so powerful. While his score is far from perfect, (has there ever been a perfect score?) it 

provides an interesting example of how music can work rhetorically in combination with the 

spoken word, visual imagery, and the tonalities of non-musical sounds.

Music can help modern rhetoricians achieve Augustine’s goal, “to make good morals 

esteemed or evil morals avoided” (Bizzell and Herzberg ) Understanding the ways music 

supports rhetorical messages is essential to crafting films which will touch audiences emotionally 

as well as intellectually. In order to truly master the art of telling engaging stories built on ideas 

about virtue and truth, one must, like Aristotle, observe all of the available means of persuasion, 

and music in film is one of the most important ways to persuade audiences.
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