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Mixing: Dense clarity
Walter Murch

Some take-aways from the text

Mixing = like a composer/orchestrator that has to carefully distribute the power of the instruments

■ Encoded sound
– Structured such as to transmit information we semantically listen to (Chion 1990, p.29)

■ Embodied sound
– “Music is experienced directly, without any code intervening between you and it” (Murch, 2005)

Cool             à Warm 
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Editing
Walter Murch

Murch analyses the process of editing with the same patience and detail which he applies to the process of 
editing itself, arguing that every film imposes a specific rhythm of cutting through its own content: 

A similar attitude can be recognized in Jarmusch’s comment that he experiences the process of editing as an 
opportunity to allow the film to take him to a ‘Zen-like place where the film starts telling you how to cut it’ 
(Macaulay, 2001, p. 150). 

“...you’re working with the rhythms of the actors, and the 
rhythms of the camera moves. You are internalizing 
everything – the rate of the speech of the actors, how they 
deliver their lines, how they are physically moving in the 
space, how the camera is or is not moving in the space. You 
are taking all this into consideration, and that is what, over a 
period of time, allows you to begin to assimilate and learn 
the particular language of this film. What’s the rhythmic 
signature of this scene? And then, of the whole film?“

(Ondaatje, 2002, pp. 270–1) 
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Apocalypse Now Synopsis

A U.S. Army officer (Willard) serving in Vietnam is tasked with 
assassinating a renegade Special Forces Colonel (Kurtz) who sees 
himself as a god.

Situation of fragment

Willard is brought before Kurtz, it’s their first encounter.

■ First analysis: breakdown ‘ingredients’ in image/sound

■ Mise-en-scene/cinematography: What are we being told 
through:

– Setting
– Choice of props
– Costume/make-up
– Lighting/color
– Camera framing

■ Soundtrack: 
– Time
– Space
– Character
– Audience
– Story
– Syntax of image

Francis Ford Coppola (1979)

All examples can be found at: 
http://www.tomashendriks.com/inmics4
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A Man Escaped
Robert Bresson (1956)

This one can be found: 
http://www.tomashendriks.com/inmics2

Synopsis

A captured French Resistance fighter during WWII engineers a 
daunting escape from a Nazi prison in France.

Situation of fragment

Opening sequence. First escape attempt.

■ First analysis: breakdown ‘ingredients’ in image/sound

■ Mise-en-scene/cinematography: What are we being told 
through:

– Setting
– Choice of props
– Costume/make-up
– Lighting/color
– Camera framing

■ Soundtrack: 
– Time
– Space
– Character
– Audience
– Story
– Syntax of image
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■ Discuss different approaches. How are we involved in the scene?
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My interest: the ‘experience’ first

■ What experience? Mood, condition, feeling, emotion?

■ Experience before story, as spectator getting carried along in a flow without having to know what is going on.

■ A story implies codes to understand (…)

■ A few notions from philosophy of Heidegger are helpful in shaping a better understanding of ‘condition’
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Martin Heidegger
(1889 – 1976)

■ Phenomenology = style of philosophic thought / method that studies the experience of phenomena, the way 
things appear before us

■ Phenomenology always involves a subject experiencing things
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Martin Heidegger

Main topic of his work = ontology (what is being?)

He makes distinction between beings (things that are, specific entities), being-there (Dasein: the human being, 
the subject) and being (Sein) itself.

The human being (Dasein) has a special relation to being, because we are aware of it. We are able to distinguish 
between our self and being. Heidegger calls this the disclosure of being for the Dasein. This is not a matter of 
reflection (thinking) but rather of ‘mood’ (Stimmung). The mood is the first and most important level in which we 
relate to our situation, to our being.
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Martin Heidegger

Mood vs. emotion

The mood in this case, is not to be confused with a temper or an emotion. Emotion for example is directed toward 
certain beings. 

■ Emotions = angry at something or someone, fear of spiders

■ Mood = boredom, being fed up, anxiety etc. If moods are directed at something at all, it is rather toward the 
world than toward beings. 

For example, make the distinction between angst and fear: Angst, as opposed to fear, does not have any distinct 
object for its dread

Stimmung : ‘tuning’, ‘disposition’

The German word Stimmung (perhaps humeur in French) has connotation with an instrument that is always 
tuned in a certain way. So it is with Heideggers moods as well:

The Being-there (Dasein) is always tuned, there is always a base mood. It is a Befindlichkeit (state of mind?). We 
can influence these tunings/moods but we are not in control of them, they seep in.
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Strangers
Graduation film 2009 Ghent

Fiction in a documentary way
– small crew: myself camera, one actor, one sound person, I placed actor on location among actual factory workers

Starting point

■ Make a film about fear of the unknown

■ Establish mood/experience of someone in shock

■ Formally: make ‘music’, where you can let yourself (viewer) be carried along by a flow, and meaning dissolves.

I started off with very abstract ideas: 

■ perpetual/eternal/endless movements

■ being caught between life and death, dream and reality, day and night

Scouting locations that had something to do with these abstract ideas, paying attention at motion in sound and image to be found there:

■ something with a big hose (industrial cleaner), 

■ windmills

■ continuous twilight (night is never black)
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Strangers

Synopsis

A man works nightshifts in a fish factory and wanders in its 
surroundings. 

Strangers is a short exploration of his confused inner world 
after discovering a corpse. The shock of this moment is never 
expressed directly, but is spread out over the whole film.

All examples can be found at: 
http://www.tomashendriks.com/inmics4

Tomas Hendriks, 2009, 14 min.
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Strangers

Story

Before shooting I wrote this short synopsis, in which more story elements are included than in the final film:

A young man working night shifts, cleaning machines with a high pressure hose. It’s hard work and he doesn’t interact 
with his colleagues. He only sees his girlfriend when he gets home in the twilight of the morning. After work he always 
parks his car at an abandoned area with view over the harbor, to calm down with a cigarette. One night he discovers a 
dead body lying half in the water.

He gets so confused that he wanders off into the night. He takes the wrong bus and gets lost in the middle of the night 
in some small village. The thought of the body is haunting him. At work he loses his concentration and makes a 
mistake, but no one notices. He eventually returns to the location of the dead body and pushes it completely under 
water. The end.

During shooting

I filmed many scenes that were excluded from the final cut (driving in car, around bus stop, fight scene, girlfriend in dark 
apartment)

I often didn’t inform the actor what to do. Which was pretty hard for him. The best moments, I believe, are those where 
he is not acting at all: just standing somewhere, or sitting, smoking.
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Strangers

During editing

I became aware of the recurring theme of footsteps. I was struggling with the end. I wanted to let the main 
character push the body away, as if to hide it. But that would prove too radical, and also too plot-driven. It doesn’t 
matter what he does afterward, since I want to focus on the feeling of the shock, that gets sort of stretched out in 
time. There is not really a strict story time to be followed. Unless you want to.

We don’t see what is happening, but what is felt.

I realized the viewer gets lost with the main character.
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Strangers

Music

Combined samples from few sources:

Bela Bartok Music for string, celesta and timpani

■ Timpani and Xylophone from beginning of part 3 

Theo Loevendie, Duo for bass clarinet

■ Slowed/pitched down

■ Reverb increases
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Next: Friday 27th

■ Narrativity in music
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