“Mes films sont fragiles™
essay by Dr Robert Casteels

‘Nuages, wolken, ¢clouds'

In this essay, | will examing the ralation betwesn music and image in the movie Clouds-
letters to my son. Marion Hansel's eighth full-length film defies classification: it is more than
a minimalist filn without actors and plet, or & stunningly beautiful nature documentary, or a
poetic essay on human relationships. For 78 minutes, film director Hénsel embarks the
spectator on an ongirc journey across continents, through natural and arificial clouds, in
skies and in paintings. At the end, the spectalor lzaves the cinema hall with a peaceiul mind
and dasirz io rediscover our calestial canopy.

Formal structure

Clouds unfolds like a book thal comprises a preface or the cpening cradits, four chapters’
and a coda, or the closing credits.” This 'book’ comprises the following components: the
visual presentation of gassous masses, a voice-over that reads eleven extracts from virtual
letters, improvised music by Michasl Galasso, sounds from nature and momenis of total
silenca. To reveal the structural relation between scund and image, | use letter symbol A for
the presence of music, 'B' for nature sounds and 'C for moments of total silence,

Literary structure Sequence of & of 'B" and 'C"

Opening credits C1

Chapter 1: from the space 3
Letier 1 A1 B1 -

Q8
g
&

Letter 2 (near miscamriage) C3 A2 B2
Chapter 2: evening
Letter 3 {perspactive on death) B4 C7

Letter 4 (iirst separation) Ce A3 Bs Ad B6 |
Letter & (parental separation) AS <9 BY

Chapter 3: storm

5

Latter & (fragility of my films) AB Ci0 B8 CH
Letter 7 {mother to son) A7 B9 12 ]
Lattar 8 {son to mother) C13 AR BIC C14 BN
Chapter 4; might '
Letter © {snowy mountain) C15
Letter 10 (Tate Gallary] o AG B2 B13
(A10)

Letier11 (on departure)
Closing cradits Al

Only text 1 and 7 are followed by the same sequence. All other sequences are different,
whereby a sense of varisly is created. Such a formal construction could not have been
improvised or left 1o a stroke of luck, Discounting the opening and closing cradits, music
only occupies 35 per cent of the total length of the movie.

Music by Michael Galasso

Hansel tells® that she was very impressad by the haunting music that American composer
Michagl Galasso compased far the mavie In the mood for love.® Galasso watched the still
unedited Clouds and gathared musicians to recard hours of improvisations in a studia in
Brussels, Closing cradits tell us that Galasso compoesed for no mare than a chamber music
formation comprising koto, callo, countertenor voice, bass clarinet and violin,” Specific musical



gestures or leitmaotive? do not appear in Clouds, The music of A8 doss not portray the
physical movernents of clouds. 410 and B13 appear simultanecusly and form so to speak a
mugical siratto, But again, the music does not mimic the circular clouds that we seg on the
movie screen, Hansel was sensitive to avoid the pitfall of redundancy. Rather than depicting
what the eye can see for itself, music influences the spectator’s inner thoughts.

Durafion | Empirical description®
Al Ba" Superimpaosition of violin ines on a D major hexachord
A2 124" Pizzicati, long pedal notes, embryo of melody played by strings
A2 147 @ | Counterlencr voice, bass claringt and membranophones
A 1467 G minor descending ostinato by voice and koto with woaden
chimes,gecphone, suspendead cymbals, maracas and finger cymbals
AS 7a" Pranissimo elactronic sounds resulting from ring madulation
AR 228" © minor gortato string chords with distant pan flute solo punctuated
by membranophones
AT 134" Splo koto revolving arcund pivetal pitch g
AR 1377 G minor rhvihmic astinafo dialogues telweaen battutfo violin and
membranophone supported by bass clarinet pedal notes
AQ 1547 Warble of fluttering sounds by flute, koto, violin, wind chimes and
finger cymbals on ostinalo pitch g pedal note by the koto
A0 238" D major (with sharp four) koto solo with electronically produced
rockel and tambourineg sounds
Al 1507 E major oslinaio of ascending QUavers i

The style is mostly minimalist with gentle ostinad. The language is tonal, in minor keys with
the exception of A1 and A1 1. The subtle mix of sounds produced by electronics and by live
instrumeantalists blurs the bardars batween music and nature sounds, This creates a greater
sensa of aural unity,

Sounds of nature
The following table shows the description and sequence of the nature sounds:

Sounds made by nature: Sounds made by men:
E1 rain -
B2 bird songs -
B3 wind -
B4 successively: wind, slorm, rain .
Bs | - indefinite solt metallic sound
BG distant songs of birds
B7 tropical rain -
E5 wing blowing around sky-scrapers "
B9 - flying plang, pylans, train
B9 fire 2
B10 = belching factary towers
B11 waterfalls, far-off, then near-by -

B12 INow "
B13 wind, then geyser -




Total silence

According to Hansel,” the duration of the music composed by Galasso originally amountad
to 68 minutes. She tells™ how she reduced the amount of music to keep space for silence,
sounds of rain and wind. The movie stars in silence (C1)." Like a good composer or
playwright, Hansel keeps the spectalor inlerested by building up an expectation and then
contradicting that same expectation. The music stops at the start of the wolcanic eruplion.
We see lights of a gigantic city (C5), cars (CF) and sky scrapers (C11), but hear nothing
except total silence. The very absence of sound renders these manifestations of urban
civilisation even noisier. Inversely, during the falling snow of C12 when silence is expected,
the wnice-over takes the spectator by surprise, Tha longast silence of $15 leads the spectator
into the world of paintings.

“My movies are fragile” says Hansal. Artistic masterworks may at first seem effortless and
simple. Elaborate but seamless struciures support creative inspiration. Emotion then sets
the speciator in motion. That is the magic.

Quate from Ciowds.
* A suggested in tha OVD of Clovds published by Cinemien Homescreen,

Re Hinzels voracious appetite dor Merature, sea: Aubanas, Jacoueling, Mardon Hansel (Bruselles:
Commissanat général aux Relations intermationales de la Communauteé francaise de BelgiguaWallonie-
Bruxelles et Service général de I Audiovisuel et des Mulimédias, 2003) 81, 83, 84,

! The numeral giler the laller symbol simply indicates the sequence, L. C2 loliows C1, eic
* Aubengs, Jecqueing, Iid.: 75,
* Fayaung nin wa'{2000) directed oy Wong kar-wai,

! The compaser himsalf plays the violin, In Aubanas, Jacoualing, Ibid.: 75, Hinsal mentigns tha presance
of percuzzianists from Brazil,

In cantrast to The Cuarry,

" Dons by listaning, as 1o 1ha best of my knowledoe, & scoré of 1he muzic of Clowos does not exisl,
" Wilh mlerspersed SHCNCRS.

" Awbenas, Jacqusling. Ibid.: 75.

** From tha interview in the DVD Clouds.

I As does The Quarry,

** Tillas of themes arg given by the cormpaoser himsell.
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