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∞  
 

What, if some day or night demon were to steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: ʻThis life as you now 
live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times moreʼ….Would you not throw yourself down 
and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when 
you would have answered him: ʻYou are a god and never have I heard anything more divine.ʼ 
 
                         Friedrich Nietzsche [The Gay Science] 
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Introduction 
  

“I have to make it clear that not even for a moment is there a doubt that it is not a technical but philosophical question. So 
that the tonal system in question, through research, has led us inevitably to a test of faith, in which we ask; On what do we 
base our belief that this harmony, the core of every masterpiece, referring to its own irrevocability, actually exists or not? 
From this it follows that we should speak of, not research into music, but a unique realization of non –music which for 
centuries has been covered up and a dreadful scandal we should disclose. Hence the shameful situation that all the intervals 
in all the masterpieces of many centuries are false. Which means that music and itʼs harmony and echo, its unsurpassable 
enchantment is entirely based on a false foundation.  
 
Yes we have to speak of an indisputable deception, even if all those who are less sure, a little moderate, babble on about 
compromise, when for the majority pure technical tonality is simply illusion, and twenty pure musical intervals do not exist. 
Here we have to acknowledge the fact that there were ages more fortunate than ours those of Pythagoras and Aristoxena 
when our forefathers were satisfied with the fact that their purely tuned instruments were played in only some tones, because 
they were not troubled by doubts, for they knew that the heavenly harmonies were the promise of the gods. 
 
Later, all this was not enough. Unhinged arrogance wished to take possession of all the harmonies of the gods. And it was 
done in itʼs own way. Technicians were charged with the solution a Praetorius, a Salinas, and finally an Andrea 
Werckmeister, who resolved the difficulty by dividing the octave of the harmony of the gods, the twelve half tones into twelve 
equal parts. Of two semi-tones he falsified one. Instead of ten black keys five were used and that sealed the position. We 
have to turn our backs on this development of tuning instruments, the so-called constant tempered and its sad history and 
bring back the naturally tuned instrument. Carefully we have to correct Werckmeisters mistakes. We have to concern 
ourselves with these seven notes of the scale but not as of the octave, but seven distinct and independent qualities, like 
seven fraternal stars in the heavens. What we have to do then if we are aware, is that this natural tuning has its limits and it is 
a somewhat worrisome limit that definitely excludes the use of higher signature”i 

 
 

Werckmeister Harmonies (2000) is a black and white film directed by Bela Tarr with a haunting musical score by Mighaly Vig 

and based on the 1989 novel by Lazlo Melancholy Of Resistance. Andréa Werckmeister was a German Eighteenth Century 

music theorist, he developed a new way of tuning by splitting an octave; his theories are still the dominant tuning system in 

the West today.ii A character in the film, Uncle Gyorgy Ezster, speaks the above monologue. A music theorist who propounds 

a theory that the Werckmeister Harmonies are responsible for all aesthetic and philosophical problems in all music today, and 

will have to be undone by new considerations of theories on tuning and harmony. Uncle Gyorgyʼs speech recorded on to a 

tape machine as Janos Valuska the main protagonist and nephew to Ezster fidgets distract in the background, this serves to 

highlight the contrast between natural order and man-made order. Uncle Gyorgy is upset by the sacrifice of the natural scales 

to the Werckmeister scales. In the man made Werckmeister solution the purer natural scales are sacrificed for a broader 

range. Why do I return to this film?  What is it that remains with me after the image has disappeared? What is behind the 

haunting of this film, and what messages does it trying to convey regarding ontology and hauntology? Why do I have to return 

to decipher its encrypted and multi layered code? Does it display collapsed notions of perceived time? Does it question 

responsibilities to a future and a past, and with who or what do I entrust my beliefs? 

 

Taking a close reading of the Werckmeister Harmonies as my main structure I will be looking at James Joyce Ulysses (1922) 

and the Jacques Derrida essay Hear Say Yes In Ulysses to navigate the correlation of concerns on human existence 

between Bela Tarr, James Joyce and Jacques Derridaʼs work. All three men share common ground in regard to 

deconstruction whether textual or cinematic. The way the three men question time, their play on the collapsing of the 

generally accepted time structure, and their considerations of responsibility and inheritance. Aural, textual and visual 

sovereignties are challenged and they all offer different ways of seeing, hearing and reading. Tarr, Joyce and Derridaʼs works 

maintain dialogue transverse with each other in “deconstructive harmony”, where a reading of ones works informs the 

understanding of another without trite linear associations of influence. Theirs is a circular conversation with an ʻeternal 
returnʼ.ʻiii 
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i Tarr B.. Werckmeister Harmonies / Damnation Artificial Eye 249 DV 2000 
 
ii Ed, Cox C. & Warner D. Audio Cuture Readings In Modern Culture Continuum Publishers 2004 pg 411 
iii http//en.wikipedia.org/Eternal_recurrance 


