
  
  
The Glorious Revolution of 1688 resulted in the codification of 
individual property rights in England theretofore subject to the 
whim of the King. This included intellectual property, spurring 
technological innovation including Hargreaves’ Spinning Jenny 
and Watts’ Steam Engine, and gave rise to the Industrial 
Revolution. Read <here> Since then, patent protection -and the 
Royalties earned from them- have been a cornerstone of 
Capitalism, ensuring innovators are fully compensated for their 
proprietary contributions. Further, where there was disagreement 
over theft of property rights, individuals now had  recourse under 
the law. An interesting example of this was recently decided in the 
US Supreme Court where, by declining to hear a copyright case 
against the band, the lower court ruling stood which decided that 
Led Zeppelin had not copied musician Randy Wolf’s opening 
guitar riff to their seminal classic Stairway to Heaven. Read <here>

The lawsuit was launched by the Estate of musician Randy Wolfe, 
whose band Spirit opened for Zeppelin back in 1968 (that’s pre-
Woodstock days by the way). They argued that Spirit’s song Taurus had 
substantial similarities to Stairway to Heaven, a position that higher 
courts eventually disagreed with. The US Appeals Court ruled that the 
the chord progressions were so common that copyright did not apply. 
I enjoyed a good chuckle while picturing somber-robed Supreme 
Court Justices rocking it out to Led Zeppelin in court, but then the fact 
that the US Supreme Court declined to hear the appeal of the case, 
could very well be taken that they didn’t hear the appeal of the music 
either.

With over 37 million copies of Zeppelin 4 sold (and counting), this case 
was big business and the late Randy Wolfe must be spinning (pun 
intended) in his grave over this. The final note on this though, I’ll leave 
to you to make up your own minds. Recordings of both songs can be 
heard <here> and <here>. So from the late 17th century to the 
present, patents matter and intellectual property has intrinsic 
commercial value. So the next time an idea pops to mind, you might 
want to rush out an try and lock-it-down by securing the patent right. 
All said, notwithstanding the lyrics to Stairway to Heaven, all that 
glitters isn’t gold, but a steady revenue stream from Royalties can 
definitely help to meet one’s financial goals. I remember Sting saying 

once that the Royalties from his ‘80’s pop song Every Breath You Take put his kids through private school. That said, 
even with all the Royalties from their songs, if the Band members from Led Zeppelin made it past the Pearly Gates it 
wasn’t from buying their way to Heaven, but from good deeds here on Earth. 

Be safe, be well!
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https://www.history.com/topics/british-history/glorious-revolution
https://www.dw.com/en/led-zeppelin-wins-stairway-to-heaven-plagiarism-case/a-55168257
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFHLO_2_THg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QkF3oxziUI4

