
 
 

   

General Rights 
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners 
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognize and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights. 

 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research. 
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain  
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal 

If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and 
investigate your claim. 
 
If the document is published under a Creative Commons license, this applies instead of the general rights. 

This cover sheet template is made available by AU Library 
Version 2.1, September 2020 

 

Cover sheet 
 
This is the accepted manuscript (post-print version) of the article. 
The content in the accepted manuscript version is identical to the final published version, although 
typography and layout may differ. 
 
How to cite this publication 
Please cite the final published version: 
 
Have, I. (2014). Sound Perception in/as Body Memory. Short Film Studies, 4(2), 149-152. 
https://doi.org/10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1  
 

Publication metadata 
 
Title: Sound Perception in/as Body Memory 
Author(s): Iben Have 
Journal: Short Film Studies 
DOI/Link: 10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1 
Document version: 
 

Accepted manuscript (post-print) 
 

 
 

© Iben Have, 2014. The definitive, peer reviewed and edited version of this article is published in 
Short Film Studies, 4(2), 149-152, 2014, 10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1. 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1
https://doi.org/10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1
https://doi.org/10.1386/sfs.4.2.149_1


 1 

Title: Perception of Sound in/as Body Memory 

 

Abstract: This article begins with a phenomenological description of the perception 

of the soundtrack in Body Memory: what is heard and what do the sounds express. 

Inspired by cognitive semantics, it then continues to present this perception as linked 

to the listener’s body memory. 

 

Keywords: sound design, sound effects, music, perception, cognitive semantics, body 

memory. 

 

Music and Sound in Body Memory 

The soundtrack of Body Memory is divided into two main categories: music and 

sound effects. There are no words, and, although some of the sound effects resemble 

real sounds (such as trains, sighs, footsteps and ropes swinging and swishing through 

the air), they are manipulated and form part of a thoroughly prepared sound design, 

very similar to a musical composition, for which sound designer Tiina Andreas won 

Best Sound Award at the International Stop Motion Animation Film Festival in 2012. 

The music and sound effects are kept relatively separate throughout the film. 

The sound effects are used in the freight car and the transitioning drawing scenes, and 

the musical theme, composed by Mirjam Tally, appears in the opening and final 

sequences. The only exception to this is the central scene (Shot 40), in which the 

pregnant string figure attempts to protect her egg. In this scene – central in both a 

thematic and a durational sense – we hear the music and sound effects 

simultaneously.  

The musical theme is played in tempo rubato – a musical term for playing 

with expressive and rhythmic freedom by slightly increasing and then decreasing the 

tempo. The accordion (played by Jaak Lutsoja) and the cello (played by Tõnu 

Jõesaar) have a trembling, whirling, restless expression, while the female voice 

(soprano Kersti Ala-Murr) has a calmer, more spherical expression, oscillating slowly 

between two octaves on an airy aaahh. Taken as a whole, the music adds a yearning, 

melancholic mood to the dull, barren winter landscape in the visuals. In the transition 

sequences, in which we witness the drawing on canvas, the music blends with the 

wooden sound of claves and the sound effects of creaking branches and the scratching 

pen.  
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In the finale sequence, the singing voice dominates. It remains on an aaahh, 

but the tones are not limited to the octave, creating a lighter and freer expression than 

in the opening scene. In the central egg sequence, the music recalls the opening theme 

and provides an element of human intimacy and empathy to this extended and 

emotionally difficult scene. 

When we leave the realistic visuals and enter the freight car, there is a 

momentary silence before we hear the shivering and mumbling sounds of the string 

women. From here, a diegetic sound design unfolds with sounds relating to the 

women (such as sighs, bumps, swishing ropes, steps and rustling) and to the 

surroundings (such as rumbling, squeaking wood, metallic hinges, train sounds and 

wind). If we close our eyes and listen to the sound design, we can recognize isolated 

sounds, such as steps, evil laughter or a distant train, but we cannot follow a narrative. 

Instead, the sounds of rattling, melee, commotion and increasing energy from high-

frequency sounds give rise to a growing discomfort and tension. This is particularly 

true following the egg scene (Shot 40), at which point the soundtrack slowly becomes 

richer and more compact with a crescendo culminating in Shot 60, in which the string 

clump rises on its trembling legs. This auditive energy is maintained until we return to 

the image of the drawing pencil (Shot 63). 

 

Sound Perception as Body Memory 

When we listen to Body Memory with our eyes closed, we may feel that we do not 

only use our ears and brain to understand what is happening in the film, but our whole 

body. In Ülo Pikkov’s short synopsis of Body Memory, he claims, “our body 

remembers more than we can expect and imagine. It remembers the sorrow and pain 

of our predecessors. It keeps alive the stories of our parents and grandparents as well 

as their ancestors” (vimeo.com). With these sentences in mind, we can locate the 

memory of terrible events in the branches of an old apple tree being transferred to a 

canvas (Shot 3-6). Or we can view each woman’s string as a symbol of her body 

memory and her own and her ancestors life experience. We then witness how these 

life stories are unraveled during the horror inside and outside the wagon. And, even 

though the final strings gather together as one body of collective memory (Shot 59-

61), they are ultimately all erased. And finally the serpent succeeds in erasing the 

(rail) tracks through the wintery orchard landscape.  
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 But my aim here is not to provide a general interpretation of the film. Instead, 

having already described how we may perceive the soundtrack in Body Memory, I 

would like to describe how we perceive this soundtrack as body memory. In other 

research, I have developed a theory of sound and music perception as bodily 

knowledge (Have 2008), inspired by philosopher Mark Johnson’s book The Body in 

the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and Reason. As his title 

indicates, a central argument in Johnson’s book is that meaning is based on repeated 

patterns in bodily experience of the physical world. These experiences constitute 

embodied cognitive structures, which he calls image schemata, and which we as 

humans repeatedly use to understand new sensory input from our surroundings. In 

cognitive theory, schemata are a result of a human’s interaction with the physical 

world; they structure and organize experience, help us to understand sensory input 

(that would otherwise appear chaotic) and guide our expectations for future situations 

and experiences.  

Johnson’s cognitive semantics is inspired by the French Phenomenologist 

movement. In particular, it is influenced by Merleau-Ponty, who introduced the 

notion of schéma corporel  (body schema) in his book Phenomenology of Perception 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Both Merleau-Ponty’s schéma corporel and Johnson’s image 

schemata accentuate the significant role of the body in human experience of the 

world.  

Although Johnson does not discuss sound perception in his book, we can 

appeal to the concept of image schemata to understand how we use embodied 

knowledge from the physical world to create meaning for realistic as well as abstract 

sound structures; for example when perceiving a film (Have 2008). A more thorough 

theoretical explanation is beyond the scope of this short article, but some examples 

from Body Memory may help to illustrate my point. 

Fortunately, the majority of us have not physically experienced deportation in 

a freight car. However, by using certain kinds of visual narrative, animation and 

sound, Ülo Pikkov (et al.) exposes his audience to a sensory input that activates our 

body memory towards a certain (emotional) recognition at a pre-conceptual level. For 

example, the sound of ropes swinging and swishing through the air instinctively 

arouses our attension, since our image schema (constructed from empirical knowledge 

of this sound) warns us to be alert. Similarly, the heavy metallic swish in Shots 7-8 or 

the auditive culmination around the climax in Shot 60 become almost haptic 
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experiences, potentially leading to the feeling of a sword in the chest or an intense 

bodily tension. These reactions are pre-conceptual (or we could say pre-consciouss), 

but they are nevertheless conceptualized though image schemata. 

The human-like sonorous sighs we hear during Body Memory provide a 

vunerability which contrasts strikingly with the rest of the sound design. These sighs 

peep out through the horribly noisy enviroment and affect us in the same way as 

large, pleading, teary eyes (cf. Puss in Boots from Shrek 2), causing us to empathize 

with the women immeditately. Most of us will recognize and conceptualize this 

whimpering treble sound in a falling curve as being sad and sorrowful, simply 

because we use an image schema formed by previous physical experiences with our 

own or others’ sorrow.  

When we listen to the musical theme of Body Memory, we also experience it 

as meaningful through the cognitive structures of image schemata. For example, when 

we experience the musical expression as trembling and unstable in the opening theme, 

we make metaphorical projections from physical experiences to the experience of the 

abstract musical structures; in this case, produced by accordion and cello. The music 

then becomes meaningful in the visual context and, in this sequence, creates a feeling 

of restlessness, anxiety and melancholy that impacts on our expectations for the rest 

of the film. 
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