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INTRODUCTION: THE SOUND OF AMBITION

For millions of viewers around the world, a single blast of brass
and a raw, driving beat signals the start of something dramatic. It
is the sound of boardroom tension, of high-stakes negotiation,
and  of  cutthroat  ambition.  That  sound  is  the  opening  riff  of
"Money (That's What I Want)," and for more than a decade, it
served as the unforgettable Money The Apprentice Theme
Song. But this track is far more than just a piece of television
scoring. It is a classic piece of American rhythm and blues with a
history  as  rich  and  compelling  as  the  business  tycoon  it
introduced each week. This article takes a deep dive into the
journey of this iconic song, from its creation in a Detroit studio to
its status as a global symbol of capitalism and competition.

THE ORIGINS OF "MONEY (THAT'S WHAT I WANT)"

A Berry Gordy Masterpiece
The story of the song that became the Money The Apprentice
Theme Song begins in 1959, at the very dawn of the Motown
era. Berry Gordy Jr., the founder of the legendary record label,
was still honing his craft as a songwriter. He co-wrote "Money"
with Janie  Bradford,  a  secretary at  the label  who would feed
Gordy song ideas. The inspiration was purely autobiographical.
Gordy, having recently left a steady job on a Ford assembly line
to chase his dream of running a record company, knew exactly
what he needed. He needed capital. The simple, repetitive, and
utterly direct lyric "The best things in life are free / But you can
give them to the birds and bees / I want money / That's what I
want" was a raw expression of ambition that resonated with the
American Dream.

Barrett Strong: The First
Voice
The  first  artist  to  record  "Money"  was  Barrett  Strong,  a  young
pianist  and  singer  who  was  one  of  Motown's  first  stars.  His
version, cut in a makeshift studio, was a raw, pounding, piano-
driven  number.  Strong’s  vocal  delivery  was  full  of  grit  and
desperation, perfectly capturing the hunger implied in the lyrics.
While  this  original  version  was  a  significant  R&B  hit,  peaking  at
number two on the Billboard R&B chart and crossing over to the
pop  charts,  it  is  not  the  version  most  people  associate  with
Money The Apprentice Theme Song. That distinction belongs
to a different group entirely.

THE DRIFTERS: CREATING THE DEFINITIVE VERSION

From R&B Grit to Pop
Sophistication
In 1961, The Drifters, one of the most celebrated vocal groups in
music  history,  took  "Money"  and  transformed  it.  Under  the

direction  of  producer  Jerry  Leiber  and  Mike  Stoller,  the
group—featuring the powerful lead vocals of Rudy Lewis—gave
the song a completely  new arrangement.  Gone was the raw,
piano-heavy sound of Barrett Strong. In its place was a more
polished, swinging, and dynamic production.
The Drifters' version is distinguished by its iconic brass section.
The song opens with a memorable three-note horn blast that
immediately  commands  attention.  This  instantly  recognizable
intro is what television producers would later seize upon as the
perfect  opening  for  a  business-themed  reality  show.  The
arrangement is tighter, the vocals are smoother, and the overall
feel  is  more  anthemic.  This  version  struck  a  perfect  balance
between the song's original desperate plea for cash and a more
sophisticated,  celebratory tone.  It  is  this  exact  recording that
became the Money The Apprentice Theme Song.

Why The Drifters' Version
Worked for Television
The  choice  of  The  Drifters'  version  over  the  original  was  a
masterstroke of  music supervision.  The dramatic horn intro is
inherently  theatrical.  It  signals  a  major  moment  is  about  to
happen. It commands silence in a room and focuses attention.
For a show like The Apprentice, which thrived on high drama and
decisive moments, the song was perfect. The lyrics, while simple,
also  reinforced  the  show's  central  theme:  the  unapologetic
pursuit of financial success. The Money The Apprentice Theme
Song didn't just play over the credits; it became a character in
the  show,  a  musical  shorthand  for  the  high-stakes  world  of
business.

THE LYRICS AND THEIR MEANING: MORE THAN JUST
GREED

On the surface,  the lyrics to "Money" are brutally direct.  The
chorus is a simple, insistent demand: "I want money / That's what
I want." However, the song's genius lies in its ambiguity. Is it a
song about pure greed? Or is it about the security, freedom, and
opportunity that money represents?
In  the  context  of  The  Apprentice,  the  lyrics  took  on  a  specific
narrative function. The show’s candidates were often portrayed
as being obsessed with winning, and money was the ultimate
scorecard. The line "Your love is like a heartache / I want to give
you a break / But I just don't care" could be interpreted as the
cutthroat  businessperson  prioritizing  profit  over  personal
relationships. This made the Money The Apprentice Theme
Song a perfect, if somewhat cynical, soundtrack for the show's
ethos. It was a celebration of ambition that didn't apologize for its
focus on the bottom line.

HOW "MONEY" BECAME THE APPRENTICE THEME
SONG

The Search for the Perfect
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Sound
When the British version of The Apprentice  launched in 2005,
with  the  formidable  Lord  Alan  Sugar  at  the  helm,  producers
needed a theme song that would capture the spirit of the show. It
needed  to  be  recognizable,  energetic,  and  thematically
appropriate.  They  didn't  choose  a  custom-composed  track;
instead,  they  licensed  The  Drifters'  classic.  The  choice  was
immediate and impactful.
The song became an integral part of the show's identity. The
opening sequence, featuring the dramatic horn intro, followed by
Lord Sugar stepping out of a helicopter or walking through a busy
market,  became  iconic  British  television.  The  theme  was  so
successful that it was also adopted for the American version of
the  show  during  its  later  seasons  and  for  international
adaptations. The Money The Apprentice Theme Song was no
longer just a classic R&B track; it had been reborn as a global
television phenomenon.

A Perfect Marriage of Music
and Concept
The use of "Money" was brilliant because it was diegetic in a
thematic  sense.  The song's  subject  matter  directly  reflected the
show's premise. In the boardroom, when Lord Sugar pointed a
finger  and  uttered  his  famous  catchphrase,  "You're  fired,"  the
implications were always financial. The Money The Apprentice
Theme Song  served as a constant reminder of  what was at
stake: a high-powered job with a lucrative salary. This synergy
between music and content is rare and powerful, and it's why the
theme remains so memorable years later.

THE CULTURAL IMPACT OF THE THEME SONG

From Boardroom to Pop
Culture
The association of "Money" with The Apprentice was so strong
that it created a lasting cultural feedback loop. For decades, the
song was a classic oldie, played on Golden Oldies stations. After
its use in the show, a new generation recognized it. People who
had never heard of The Drifters suddenly knew the hook. The
Money The Apprentice Theme Song became a shorthand in
popular culture for business, success, and ruthless ambition. It
has  been  used  in  countless  parodies,  advertisements,  and
memes,  often  accompanying  anything  related  to  finance  or
corporate  life.

The Song's Second Life
The licensing of "Money" for The Apprentice  gave the song a
second  life  commercially.  It  introduced  the  track  to  a  vastly
expanded  audience,  boosting  sales,  streaming  numbers,  and
sync licensing opportunities. It is a prime example of how a well-
placed song in a popular television show can revive a classic and
cement  its  legacy  in  the  modern  era.  The  Money  The
Apprentice Theme Song is arguably more famous today than it
ever was as a standalone single in the 1960s.

OTHER NOTABLE USES OF "MONEY" IN MEDIA

While its role as the Money The Apprentice Theme Song is its
most famous usage, "Money" has appeared in numerous other
films,  TV  shows,  and  commercials.  Its  appearance  is  almost
always used to signify a moment of capitalist triumph, a greedy
scheme, or a high-powered business transaction.

Film: The song has appeared in films like The Blues
Brothers (1980), where it is performed by John Belushi and
Dan Aykroyd, and Michael (1996).
Television: Beyond The Apprentice, it has been featured in
shows like Mad Men, Family Guy, and The Simpsons.
Cover Versions: The Beatles famously recorded a cover of
"Money" on their album With the Beatles (1963), with John
Lennon delivering a raw, screaming vocal. This version
further cemented the song's place in rock history.
Advertising: The iconic horn riff has been used by
countless brands to sell products related to finance, cars,
and luxury goods.

The song's versatility is a testament to its strong musical DNA. It
can be played as a gritty R&B number (Barrett Strong), a polished
pop anthem (The Drifters), or a hard-rocking tune (The Beatles).
Yet, for a massive global audience, it will forever be the Money
The Apprentice Theme Song.

THE LEGACY OF "MONEY" AND THE APPRENTICE

A Musical Time Capsule
The use of "Money" in The Apprentice  has created a powerful
mental  association  that  will  likely  last  for  decades.  The song
serves as a musical time capsule, instantly transporting viewers
back  to  the  high-stakes  drama  of  the  boardroom.  It  is  a
testament  to  the  power  of  effective  music  supervision  in
television.  The  Money  The  Apprentice  Theme  Song  is  a
perfect case study in how a pre-existing piece of music can be
repurposed to define an entire show’s identity.

Enduring Relevance
In an era of reality television and a renewed cultural focus on
money,  success,  and  entrepreneurship,  the  song's  message
remains relevant. It is a straightforward, almost primal expression
of a fundamental human desire. The Money The Apprentice
Theme Song  will  continue  to  be  recognized,  parodied,  and
respected as long as people are interested in the intersection of
music, business, and popular culture.

CONCLUSION: THE PERFECT SOUND OF CAPITALISM

"Money (That's What I Want)" by The Drifters is more than just a
classic song; it is a cultural artifact that has been successfully
rebranded for the 21st century. Its journey from a Motown B-side
to the iconic Money The Apprentice Theme Song is a story of
musical excellence, smart licensing, and the perfect alignment of
sound and concept. The song's driving beat and memorable brass
hook perfectly captured the ruthless energy of the boardroom.
Whether you associate it with Lord Alan Sugar, Donald Trump, or
a high-stakes business deal, one thing is certain: when you hear
that opening horn riff, you know that someone is about to chase
their fortune, and there is no room for losers. It is the sound of
ambition, and it will likely remain the anthem of the boardroom
for generations to come.


