Research In Context
Question:
How does Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar (2014) depict the themes of love, loss and sacrifice through its use of music and sound design? 

Introduction:
Interstellar is the 9th film from writer and director Christopher Nolan and for the sake of this essay is his 5th collaboration with music composer Hans Zimmer. The film was released in 2014 to much critical acclaim and success with the film winning an Oscar for best visual effects as well as four more nominations including best original score. The film follows Cooper played by Matthew McConaughey as he leaves his 12-year-old daughter Murph and 15-year-old son Tom on a dying earth on an exploration across time and space to find a new planet to replace earth. As a result of time dilation, he misses his children growing up and now an adult Murph is trying to solve an equation about gravity hoping one day for her father to return home. There are many themes present throughout the film each perfectly exemplified by Hans Zimmer’s incredible score and use of music. For this essay I will be looking at how Zimmer’s music amplifies the themes of love, loss and sacrifice by analysing a number of scenes from the film. 

Overview:
At first glance one could see interstellar as just another sci-fi epic taking liberties with physics and realism but if you look deeper at the film and at the emotional core it’s a really heartfelt story about the relationships between family and what it’s like to be a father from the sacrifices that you must make for children and the paternal love. And these themes make their way into the score for the film with this quote from Hans Zimmer about how he went about composing the score: "Chris said to me, in his casual way. 'So, Hans, if I wrote one page of something, didn't tell you what it was about, just give you one page, would you give me one day of work?' There was no movie to be made, there was no movie to discuss, we were talking about our children, I said, once your children are born, you can never look at yourself through your eyes anymore, you always look at yourself through their eyes." "I asked him, 'Well, yes, but what is the movie?' And he started describing this huge, epic tale of space and science and humanity, on this epic scale. I’m going, 'Chris, hang on, I’ve just written this highly personal thing, you know?' He goes, 'Yes, but I now know where the heart of the movie is.' Everything about this movie was personal.'" (Lubin, n.d.). The main theme of the film “Day One” is performed on an Organ and has a very minimal structure to it adding a sense of intimacy to the piece. The organ as sound also sounds otherworldly and we are used to associating the organ with churches and cathedrals places of wonder and where people can go to question the meaning of the universe which the film touches on in its final act. Zimmer himself also interestingly describes the organ as reminding him of a spaceship, “Think about the shape of it as well: those pipes are like the afterburners of spaceships.” The score for the film mostly consists of one main piece of music but with slight variations for different moments in the film for different emotions acting as the engine at the heat of the film driving the emotions and themes. 

Scene Analysis – Milars planet and messages from home:
Shortly after waking up from the “long nap” the crew of the endurance head down to Millars planet. There is Cooper, Dr Brand, Doyle and the robot CASE. Upon landing their craft “Ranger 1” they discover the planet is covered in water and the track “Mountains” begins. The crew are already aware that 1 hour on this planet will be the equivalent of 7 years back on earth due to time dilation caused by the black hole the planet is orbiting. The track “mountains” starts of with a ticking sound very similar to that of a ticking clock and this quite clearly signifies the passing of time, which is another theme in many of Christopher Nolan’s films. The most interesting part of the music is the ticking sound is every 1.25 seconds, and each tick signifies 1 day passing on earth. With this knowledge the score is now amplifying the stakes and really driving the theme of loss and this being the loss of time, which the film argues is the most valuable thing in the universe. Later on, in the scene the crew remark on the mountains in the distance but these turn out to be gigantic waves and the crew realise that Dr Miller Is dead and they need to leave. This is where the church organ begins playing drowning out the ticking sound and coming into a grand crescendo signalling the immensity of these waves. During the sequence Doyle is swept away by the waves and Dr Brand mourns the loss of her friend working out that Dr Miller would’ve only just died. 
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Millars Planet.
Upon returning to the endurance the Cooper and Dr Brand discover they have been gone for 23 years and have years of messages stored from their family back on Earth. During this sequence Cooper reacts to messages from his son Tom as he grows older in each video, meets his girlfriend, they have a child, the child passes away, Coopers father in-law passes away, Tom has another son and is finally a grown man and his final video message is letting go of his father and wishing him peace. During the scene Cooper breaks down sobbing at how much he has lost in such little time. He gets 1 final video which is from a fully grown Murph chastising him for breaking his promise to her as she tells him she is now the same age as he was when he left. The music that is played under this is “Messages from Home” and is probably the most minimal piece of the whole soundtrack and the music really gives an insight into the emotional torment that Cooper is going through. As Tom’s final message ends the music cuts off abruptly into total silence acting as a piece of diegetic sound as in the words of Christopher Nolan “when the messages stop, the music stops”. This could signify Coopers loneliness and exile from his children and that they’ve moved from him and accepted the loss of their father. In the silence is where Murph’s video plays and there is no music played over this message. “The last piece of the puzzle was a beautiful piece of music by Hans Zimmer that hadn’t really found a place in the film. I think he literally referred to it as “organ doodle.” My editor, Lee Smith, and I tried playing it just while we were in the room playing a cut, and we both felt that it was devastating. The other thing we did, which I don’t think I’ve done in any of my other films, is to treat the music as a diegetic sound: When the messages stop, the music stops. It almost breaks the fourth wall, and it’s not the sort of thing that I like to do, but it felt perfect and apt for that moment.”  (Gearan, 2023)
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Cooper reacting to his 23 years’ worth of messages.

Scene Analysis – Detach and S.T.A.Y. 
After safely manoeuvring the endurance away from Dr Manns planet Cooper and Dr Brand debate on what to do and come the realisation that they don’t have enough fuel to reach Edmund’s planet and return home so they agree to slingshot themselves around the black hole Gargantua using it’s gravitational pull to propel themselves towards Edmunds Planet. As part of the manoeuvre, they drop the spare ranger and lander in an effort to preserve fuel. At the start of the sequence the track “Detach” starts playing. The track begins with a single long note that slowly builds tension before beginning to build before the organ pipes start overwhelming the audio. During the scene Dr Brand and Cooper are shouting at each other and joking about how the manoeuvre will cost them 51 years. The score has a strong melancholic feel as Cooper and Brand have accepted their fate that they’ll never see their loved ones again and have sacrificed everything in their lives for the survival of mankind. Cooper then orders CASE to detach the ranger he is in and as Dr Brand begs him stay Cooper replies with “Newtons 3rd law, you got to leave something behind” a line which confirms to us that he is prepared to sacrifice himself so Dr Brand can safely make it to Edmund’s planet. As Cooper detaches and plunges into the black hole the score fades away and the music fades completely replaced by celestial sounds coming from within the black hole. 
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Gargantua – the black hole that Cooper falls into.
The scene that follows this when Cooper is in the tesseract viewing past events of Murph as a child and sees the day he left. As he begs Murph to make him stay he knocks a row of books over and this is when he comes to the realisation that he was Murph’s ghost she had been trying to tell him about. The scene is cut between older Murph back on earth in her old room figuring out the message that was left for her. As she makes the realisation that it was her father trying to communicate with her and that he never left them the most memorable piece of music from the film plays the track S.T.A.Y. Cooper realises that he was always meant to be the one to help Murph work out the equation for gravity and that by sacrificing his time with his children he is saving humanity so the rest of the human race can get their time. When Cooper realises that Murph will save the world the score reaches it’s peak with organ at it’s loudest and most prominent. Cooper acknowledges and understands his idea will work because his love with his daughter is so powerful and “quantifiable” harkening back to a conversation Cooper had earlier on in the film with Dr Brand and helping to really solidify the core theme of the film which is love. There is great symbolism in this scene when Cooper programs the data in the hand of a watch he gives Murph at the beginning of the film as a watch is a time device it links the whole film in with its theme of time.  
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Final shot of Cooper before heading out to find Dr Brand.

Scene Analysis – Cooper leaves earth and final scene
When Cooper is tasked with heading out on the endurance he first returns home to try and make right with Murph and Tom before he leaves as he does not know how long he’ll be gone for or if he’s even coming home at all. Due to this Murph locks herself away from him and is refusing to talk to her father. As Cooper enters Murph’s room she tells him she’s worked out the message from her ghost who we later find out is Cooper himself a quiet rendition of S.T.A.Y. plays as Murph begins to cry and Cooper comforts her. Cooper gives Murph the watch and says they will compare times when he returns and that they may be the same age when he returns which sends Murph into a fit of rage and as this happens the score gets louder and builds the tension and emotion between both. As cooper leaves a book gets knocked to the floor which he ignores which foreshadows what’s to come later in the film. Coopers farewell to Tom is much more straightforward and as he drives away the score takes over the sound all together as a voice over plays of the mission launch. As the score reaches it’s climax and we see a distraught cooper the sound of the rocket boosters blaster over the music and this could be seen as a metaphor for Coopers life being blown away and never going to be the same again. 
[image: A person holding a person

Description automatically generated]
Cooper comforting Murph.
Another scene paralleling this one is he final scene of the film which has Cooper on cooper station orbiting Saturn, but Cooper is not happy with where he is and is just waiting for Murph to come and see him. Upon hearing of her arrival Cooper goes to see his daughter at the hospital where a lighter and quieter rendition of S.T.A.Y begins playing. As Cooper enters her room Murph is now an old woman surrounded by her family who leave and the two have a very emotional reunion where Murph shows Cooper she’s still wearing the watch he gave her and reminds him that his sacrifice was not in vain. The music playing softly underneath never overpowers the actors dialogue and doing this helps add a sense of intimacy to the scene as this will be Coopers final moments with his daughter and hers with her father who she hasn’t seen for almost 70 years. The use of the theme that Hans Zimmer had written about his own relationship with his son really pulls the emotional weight of the scene matched by the top tier acting performances and the dialogue. The hardest hitting line of the sequence is when Murph tells her father “No parent should have to watch their own child die”. Murph acknowledges she has her own family now and she finally let’s her father go. The very last scene is Cooper getting back into a ship to head out and find Dr Brand during this sequence Cooper has a new outfit, a new look and it’s like he’s starting a new chapter, a reset for him. All his sacrifices and everything that he lost worked out because of the love and bond that he had with his daughter was strong that it saved the human race. 
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Final shot of Cooper before he leaves earth.

Conclusion:
Part of the beauty of interstellar is that there is so much of the film that is open to interpretation and up to the viewer to make their own conclusions as stated by Nolan himself. “The intention was to make a film that was very entertaining, but also had a certain emotional and intellectual complexity. And an important part of that is not giving all the answers to the viewer, leaving some things open to interpretation.”  (Saloz, 2023) Going through the film and rewatching it for this essay the underlying themes of love loss and sacrifice all have one common denominator through the film and that is time and the music by Hans Zimmer catches the essence of that perfectly and helps elevate the film and it’s themes to new heights. The core theme of the film though is love. And this ranges from the characters motivations and decisions and runs all the way down to the music which helps create synergy with certain scenes in the film especially the ones with Cooper and Murph. There is also the scene where Cooper calls out Dr Brand for wanting to head for Edmunds’s planet as she is in love with him and Dr Brand replies with the line “Love is the one thing were capable of perceiving that transcends the dimensions of time and space”. And its this line here that I would use to summarise the core theme of Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar. 
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