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Cognitive shuffle

Canadian psychologist Luc Beaudoin

Method meant to lull the brain into that groggy state that precedes sleep, by asking it to focus on random words 
and images, without making connections between them.

■ Choose neutral keyword, of at least 5 letters (piano)

■ Think of new word with first letter (paper)

■ Really imagine that new word

■ Think of another word with same letter (peanut, pineapple, potato, prime minister, plate, etc.)

■ When you can’t find any words, you continue to the 2nd letter of the keyword (iron, ice, Indiana jones)

After a few minutes of doing this you’ll get a tangle of unrelated images in your mind.
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Overview today

■ Decision Pending

■ Narrativity in music (Meelberg)

■ Temporality In music (Kramer)
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Decision Pending

Synopsis

Decision Pending is an alienating observation of politicians stuck 
in the daily routines of decision making. 

During committee meetings and plenary sessions everyone 
seems under the spell of difficult decisions that have to be made.

All examples can be found at: 
http://www.tomashendriks.com/inmics5

Tomas Hendriks, 2014, 30 min. Strangers was very much about one individual’s 
experience or inner world. I wanted to broaden this and 
focus on behavior of groups. 

à politics as a subject (or rather: arena). The tension 
between certainty and uncertainty.

+ my individual experience with listening to politicians: 

I always feel like I’m being sold something. I get the 
sensation of turning into someone lacking a well-defined 
opinion, waiting to be filled with other one’s ideas. It is 
this feeling that laid the basis for my film: being under 
the spell of someone else, being in a state that feels like 
solid ground is absent, being utterly uncertain.

The mood of paralyzing uncertainty
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Decision Pending: intentions

Starting point

What to convey? First thoughts

■ Immanent sense of threat, anxiety, impotence: but this feeling can feel good as well, not just disorienting 

■ Movement of a group drowning individual uncertainty

■ Parliament as organized theatre

■ Politicians seem to have a polished opinion about everything
– vs. my sense of powerlessness: not being able to grasp ‘everything’

■ Alienated from politics: too complex for me, écoute flottante, uncertainty – how can you be confident?

■ Paralyzing uncertainty

■ The feeling that you are an alien visiting Brussels, studying species/society

■ Varied mix of locations: anything can happen at all moments, like a musical capriccio

■ Moving between anxiety (disquiet) and certainty (confidence)

■ Don’t want to explain Belgium’s complex political system, but give expression to the ‘un-explainability’ of it
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Decision Pending: the voices

■ How to make voices embodied sound? 
– More that 3 together (ex. “too many voices”)
– Selecting extremely boring/technical texts
– Equalizing
– Computer voices (ex. “satie + script narrator”)
– Cutting up sentences, reordering syntax
– Drowned by other sounds (ex. ”embedded in ambient sounds” from final mix)
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Decision Pending: visual approaches

Visually, I was looking for ways to get a distance from the mundane, as if point of view from non-human being.

■ Filming from heights

■ Close-ups without establishing space

■ Slow-motion
– Almost to the point of a freeze (example DP ex2 Commission)
– Almost unbearably slow, awkward.
– ‘Stills’ with movement
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Decision Pending: music

I wrote the music while editing the film.

Wanted the music to be like a motivator, as if trying to get the film out of it’s ongoing stasis. It keeps trying but 
never succeeds. I wanted it to act almost like a narrator.

Placement of music (acoustically)
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Summarizing

Feeling before understanding. I try to do that by approaching film in a ‘musical’ way, where I believe that a 
musical experience is ‘to be carried along in the flow without having to know what you’re listening to’ or what the 
music represents. My problem thus is, how can I make films that shift the focus from grasping it’s representation 
to the experience.

I try to become of the spectator an attitude where s/he is not thinking semantically. I want them to let go, to 
undergo. I want to activate the right brain half, however, we are always inclined to go look for a story (David 
Herman).

I used to say that I make films that don’t have a narrative. But that is not true. It’s just a different narrative. A 
narrative with a different structure, with associative relations instead of the conventional causal relations 
(causation). 

Strangers and Decision Pending are examples of films with non-linear narratives. Events are portrayed out of 
chronological order, or in other ways where the narrative does not follow the direct causality pattern.
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Making sense

Narrativizing is a process of making sense, of grasping a work of art in time

A narrative can be understood because its succeeding events can be interpreted as being related in a causal 
manner, regardless of this relation is a reality or a projection of the apprehending subject. Hence, music that can 
be interpreted as containing events that are somehow – metaphorically – causally related might be more easily 
grasped as well.

(Meelberg, New Sounds New Stories p. 36)

Human subjects have a basic inclination to interpret everything that they experience or undergo in a narrative 
manner. Narratives are paramount in order to grasp the world in which the human subject lives.
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Definitions

Narratology: study of narrative and narrative structure

Mieke Bal (literature) 

Vincent Meelberg (can music be narrative?) - New Sounds, New Stories, narrativity in contemporary music, 2006
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Narrative text

Mieke Bal’s definition of narrative text

■ Text = a finite, structured whole composed of language signs.

■ Story = a fabula that is presented in a certain manner

■ Fabula = a series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors

■ Event = a transition from one state to another state

■ Actor = an agent that performs actions

■ To act = to cause or to experience an event
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Narrative musical text

Vincent Meelberg’s definition of narrative musical text

■ Musical Text = a finite, structured whole composed of acoustical signs (perceptible music)

■ Musical Story = a musical fabula that is presented in a certain manner (musical structure)

■ Musical Fabula = a series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by 
musical actors

■ Musical Event = a series of sounds that is interpreted as having reached closure

■ Musical Actor = an agent that performs actions
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Musical event

A transition from one state to another state. Suggests forward motion.

Musical events are seen as “leading to or “causing” successive events that 
are close to and similar to them. This is, of course, all metaphorical because 
musical events do not actually cause each other in the way that other kinds 
of physical events do (although they can imply each other).

(Bob Snyder, Music and Memory, 2001, p 113)

It is not real causation that takes place in music, but rather a 
representation of musical causation. A dominant seventh chord, say, does 
not necessarily have to resolve to the tonic. There is no physical necessity 
for this chord to resolve. (…) the listener interprets a dominant seventh 
chord as wanting to resolve to the tonic.

(Meelberg, New Sounds, New Stories, 2006, p 76)
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Representation of temporal development

Meelberg’s definition of narrative:

■ A narrative is the representation of a temporal development.

It is the representation of a succession of events that succeed each other in time. For example, the construction 
of a house is a succession in time, not a narrative. When filmed, the recording of it becomes a narrative.

Drama, however, is not narrative, although it can contain narrative moments. Drama is a presentation, or a 
demonstration, of this development. (presentation because of live performance?)

27/3/20



Music

Music is a representation of a temporal development

What could a musical narrative be about?

Music has no clear referential qualities, in contrast to language (and film obviously)

Jean-Jacques Nattiez: experiment which showed that listeners invent many different, almost idiosyncratic, stories 
as a result of listening to the same piece of music.

Example:

■ Listen to music fragment – write down the story, everybody will have written down a different story
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Atonal music

Musical causality, linearity, and goal-directedness are not in the music itself. They are represented by the music. 
Music refers to phenomena, such as causation and teleology that are outside of the music itself.

Musical motion is evoked by the succession of musical events, that themselves are representations, rather than 
actual physical entities.

In atonal music, the process of narrativization is foregrounded.

Atonal contemporary music can be regarded as breaking a certain kind of hegemony, namely the hegemony of 
tonality as the only means of establishing narrativity.
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Conclusion Meelberg

Narrativization is one of the modalities for processing atonal music. Functional harmony is not the only possible 
way through which musical processes can be turned into musical narratives (however a very effective one).

An atonal musical narrative makes explicit the mechanisms of a narrative.

In comprehending contemporary atonal music narratively, the listener not only has grasped the music, but s/he 
has also constructed a narrative that demonstrates the process of narrative comprehension. By comprehending 
an atonal musical work in a narrative manner the listener makes explicit how this is done.
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Temporality

Jonathan D. Kramer (The Time of Music, 1988)

Kramer is interpreting musical time structure of 20th century music by examining certain facets of tonal and 
atonal systems and introducing various temporal categories from a linear and non-linear perspective. These 
species of musical time are applied as analytical evaluations which reflect the characteristics of contemporary 
music in Western culture.

He is not proposing a rigorous theory of temporality, but trying to suggest attitudes and modes of understanding.
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Linear time

Progress within piece of music characterized by change and motion.

■ Directed linearity = hierarchy of tone relationships which project constant motion towards tonic resolution. 
The temporality is clearly goal-oriented.

■ Non-directed linearity = breakdown of goal-orientation
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Non-linear time

Implies discontinuous motion.

■ Multiple-time = reordering of linearity that places goals elsewhere in the music (ex. Mozart Trio in Jupiter 
Symphony, “where cadence formula repeatedly comes at the beginning of the phrase”. Less examples in 
modern music, because “without clearly perceptible tonal linearity it is difficult to perceive a reordering as 
such”)

■ Moment-time = linearity is absent, no re-ordering. Self-contained sections called moments which are defined 
by stasis rather that process. A work in moment-time “doesnt really begin; it simply starts, as if it has been 
going on all along and we happened to tune in on it.”

■ Vertical time = (when the moment becomes the piece) in absence of linearity and discontinuity composition 
is appreciated exclusively for its sounds. Vertical compositions are not unstructured; rather, their temporal 
flow is unstructured. Kramer compares listening to vertical music time to looking at a sculpture: “when we 
view the sculpture, we determine for ourselves the pacing of our experience”. “a single present stretched out 
into an enormous duration, a potentially infinite ‘now’ that nonetheless feels like an instant” (1988, p.57)
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Minimal music

Philip Glass wrote concerning his Music in Twelve Parts (1971-1974):

The music is placed outside the usual time-scale substituting a non-narrative and 
extended time-sense in its place.…When it becomes apparent that nothing 
“happens” in the usual sense, but that, instead, the gradual accretion of musical 
material can and does serve as the basis of the listener’s attention, then he can 
perhaps discover another mode of listening – one in which neither memory nor 
anticipation…have a place in sustaining the texture, quality or reality of the 
musical experience

(Mertens, American Minimal Music, 1983, p.79)
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Summary

Problem: I want to convey a condition, a ‘Heideggerian’ mood (specifically mood of a group) 

Thereby rendering the story secondary/abundant. How can I still involve the audience? How can I bring the 
spectator in the ‘musical experience’ (which should be better defined: the Right Brain Mode, the Open/Playful 
Mode..? )

Why analogy with music?

Meelberg argues that narrativization helps in grasping contemporary atonal music.

Between tonal and atonal music it is clear how a different manner of listening is required (shifting focus from 
tonal relations, by pitch/melody/harmony, to other parameters such as rhythm, loudness, timbre..) to be able to 
recognize relations that otherwise might have eluded us.

Decision Pending is constructed as a non-linear narrative, whereby the narrative is not re-ordered, but non-
directional, without a goal. It is constructed, as Tarkovsky would call it, according to a ‘poetic logic’.

There are some aspects of human life that can only be faithfully 
represented through poetry.

(Tarkovsky, Sculpting in Time p. 30)
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Some more quotes

Tarkovsky on poetic logic

David Lynch on meaning

Through poetic connections feeling is heightened and the spectator is 
made more active. He becomes a participant in the process of 
discovering life, unsupported by ready-made deductions from the plot or 
ineluctable pointers by the author. He has at his disposal only what helps 
to penetrate to the deeper meaning of the complex phenomena 
represented in front of him. Complexities of thought and poetic visions of 
the world do not have to be thrust into the framework of the patently 
obvious. The usual logic, that of linear sequentiality, is uncomfortably like 
the proof of a geometry theorem.

(Sculpting in Time p. 20)

“It makes me uncomfortable to talk about meanings and things. It's better 
not to know so much about what things mean. Because the meaning, it's 
a very personal thing, and the meaning for me is different than the 
meaning for somebody else.”
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Next: April 8th

■ Recap

■ Musicality in film?

■ Better description of assessment (short paper)
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