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Roger Sayer holds equal renown as a church mu-
sician and an organ recitalist. He is perhaps best
known for his collaboration with Hans Zimmer
on the Interstellar soundtrack. Now, a decade
since the film’s release, he brings the music back
to life in a tour, Interstellar 10. This globally cel-
ebrated series sees Roger perform music from the
film alongside space-inspired favorites such as
movements from Holsts The Planets. This
month, Roger takes Interstellar 10 to San Fran-
cisco, Los Angeles, and Boston.

ALEX HODGKINSON

I started as assistant organist at Rochester Cathedral in Kent,

. in the beautiful southeast of England, in 1989, and T had to pla
WITh R Og er S Oyer the organ for all the cathedral se%vices. Then I became direlc)to}r’
of music in 1994, which meant I hardly played the organ at all! T had
trained as an organist at the Royal College of Music, and so I tried not
to neglect my organ playing, even though it’s so easy to do when you’re con-

stantly running choirs, taking rehearsals, attending meetings, sorting out admin,
and so on. John Scott used to say he was a musician by night and a civil servant by
day! After 14 years, I decided I was missing the freedom, if you like, of being a musi-
cian first and foremost, so I moved back up to the organ loft.

At the same time, I was appointed accompanist to the London Symphony Chorus,
which opened my eyes to this whole world of great choral music outside the church.
It was such an awakening for me. I really enjoyed being free and doing more adven-
turous music, but when the job [director of music] at the Temple Church came up, I
thought, “I've got one more church in me” So I ran the choir there, a great choir of
men and boys, for nearly ten years.

The Temple is a remarkable place, right in the heart of London but hidden within
two so-called Inns of Court—professional associations for lawyers. It was built by the
Knights Templar as their headquarters and consecrated all the way back in 1185. Sev-
eral medieval knights are buried in what's called the Round Church at the west end;
some may know it from Dan Brown’s popular book The Da Vinci Code. In the early
20th century, Sir George Thalben-Ball made a world-famous recording of
Mendelssohn’s Hear My Prayer there. So it was quite a legacy to try and live up to!

Soon after my appointment to the Temple Church, we had this extraordinary phone
call from Hans Zimmer’s company asking if I'd be interested in playing the organ
part in a Hollywood blockbuster sci-fi movie. Obviously it was very enticing, but it
was all top secret, even at the time of recording with the orchestra. It was a secret be-
cause the film was not originally called Interstellar. Our score said Flora’s Letter. And
there was no indication that it was going to be this great big movie.

To be honest, I thought it was just going to be occasional moments where the organ
bursts out and that’s it. But as we got closer to the recording and the music was being
sent through, I realized this was actually a major score for the organ. And not just one
organ—six organ parts layered on top of one another! We obviously had to record
each organ part separately, and when you hear it in the film, they're all running si-
multaneously, which is one of the reasons it sounds so magnificent.
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They turned the church into a studio, in effect. I've never seen
so many microphones! I mean, they put microphones in parts
of the organ where I wouldn’t dream of putting them. They also
recorded the sound of the blower going on and off, which is in-
cluded somewhere in the mix. We had a whole week for the ses-
sion, and we needed it—it was intense and full on. Often we
would record the same part with different sounds and in differ-
ent ways, though never with different speeds of course, because
we had to link it to a click track. Using a click track is a challenge
in itself, because you want to play expressively and musically
but, in terms of tempo, are restricted by this rigidity. But the
thing I found was that the music itself was so expressive that, in
fact, it didn’t need any additional emotion. It’s so well written,
the emotion is already there. And all you really have to do is find
beautiful sounds.

So it was intense but very, very satisfying. And they were thrilled.
You've got people in the listening booth who don’t know the first
thing about organs—it was wonderful to see their enthusiasm when
they realized what this organ can do, the sounds it can make. One
of the great things about the Temple organ is the size of the Swell
box and the Solo and Choir boxes. They’re massive, so you can do
huge crescendos and diminuendos, as seamless as an orchestra.

Christopher Nolan was there, and there was one particular
session where he wanted a certain sound. It was one of the most
iconic, emotional scenes in the whole film, with this very beau-
tiful melody played on the organ’s flutes. It wasn't until I went

to see Interstellar in the cinema, like everybody else, that I heard
the whole thing for the first time. And I was surprised, because
I thought there would be moments when only I knew the organ
was there, but in fact it was fairly dominant throughout.

It was recorded and released in 2014, and I did very little with
it after that. But in 2023, I started adding the Interstellar score—
my own edition, an amalgamation of all six organ parts—to my
recital programs, alongside more standard repertoire. And it
was interesting how many more people were coming to the con-
certs, hearing Bach and Widor as well as Interstellar. So I devel-
oped an event, Interstellar 10, and—well, it’s remarkable; it’s
really bringing a whole new generation to the organ. People who
would never have considered attending an organ recital now
come and listen. I have been lucky to be able to take this tour
all over the world, and I'm looking forward to returning to the
United States very soon.

The best piece of advice I have ever received is to be yourself
when you make music. Obviously you have to have the disci-
pline; you have to learn the notes and have an understanding of
where the music comes from. But you also have to find your
own voice. You have to be yourself.

Alex Hodgkinson, FRCO, is director of music at St. Theresa’s Church,
Trumbull, Conn., and co-dean of the Greater Bridgeport AGO Chapter.
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