
Cinematics is a series of succinct statements of aesthetic 
principles intended to be used as tools through successive 

stages of  the movie-making process. By o!ering fresh criteria 
on which to make choices it aims to move creative thinking 

about cinema beyond tired adages and open up the game to 
new perspectives, new possibilities. 

Roger Tucker

CinematicsCinematics
— a work in progress —

21st Century Style

#9 Nested Loops



When Pulp Fiction was released it was as shocking to movie 
critics and screenplay gurus in the nineties as Last Year at 
Marienbad had been before it in the sixties. Perhaps more so, as it 
could not so easily be dismissed as a film only for art house 
audiences and European intellectuals. What both films appeared to 
demonstrate was the priority of narrative form over chronology — 
the very logic on which almost all screenplay theory was based. 
This particular aspect of form we will call Nested Loops. It is 
present in almost all complex narratives but only comes to the fore 
when the linear characteristics of the 3 Act Structure are stripped 
away and causal chains broken. 

The term, nested loops, was originally coined in the early days 
of computer programming to denote a loop of coded instruction 
within another loop.

“How it works is the first pass of the outer loop triggers a loop 
inner to it. This process may continue through multiple levels, with 
the nesting loop triggering another loop nesting within it. On 
completion of the inner-most loop, the loop outer to that is again 
triggered.  This repeats until the outer-most loop, the one that began 
the process completes.”  

(The Linux Documentation Project (http://tldp.org))

http://tldp.org


The founders of NLP, John Grinder and Richard Bandler, found 
something very similar going on when they analysed the hypnotic 
patterns deployed by, the father of modern hypnosis, Milton H. 
Erikson.

“The principles on which nested loops rely are the conscious 
mind’s compulsion to make sense of the information it receives, as 
well as the unconscious mind’s ability to track multiple strands of 
input and its need to seek closure to any unfinished business or 
loop.” (Bandler 2008)

This process of repeated interruption and deferment 

produces an effect of trance, and this same principle is 
absolutely fundamental to storytelling.  In his fascinating book, 
Impro  Keith Johnstone speaks of the two phases of improvised 
storytelling which he calls, generation and reincorporation.

“Very often an audience will applaud when earlier material 

is brought back into the story. They couldn’t tell you why they 
applaud, but the reincorporation does give them pleasure. 
Sometimes they even cheer.” (Johnstone 1979)

Indeed, this effect could often be seen on TV in the solo 

storytelling routines of the comedian, Ronnie Corbett. Sat in an 
enormous chair he would begin a rambling tall story, only to be 
sidetracked into improbable complications that lead to other 
convoluted tales, until it would appear that he had completely 
lost the plot. When, by some unforeseen route  he eventually 
wound his way back to closing off the stories he had begun and 



apparently abandoned he was inevitably rewarded with 
applause and cheers.

Pulp Fiction is a film composed of just such a clutch of rambling, 
and seemingly disorganised, tales. By all the established rules it 
shouldn’t work, but it does. Among the first of the script gurus to 
tackle it head-on was, non-linear specialist, Linda Aronson. As she 
says:

“It starts and ends in the middle of the action. It kills off what 
appears to be its protagonist, Vincent, in a dramatic aside in the 
middle of someone else’s story. It is extremely long. Yet, despite all 
these potential recipes for disaster, it is strikingly powerful …” 

(Aronson 2010)

To solve the problem she introduced the idea of the 
“Portmanteau” structure, derived from (no less than) Homer’s 
Odyssey. 

“… a portmanteau is a type of frame made out of splitting a plot 
in two to bookend a set of other stories. However, instead of 
opening at it’s chronological start, the portmanteau opens at its 
second act turning point and (except in rare cases) returns there after 
all the other stories have been told.”

(Aronson 2010)

In the case of Pulp Fiction Jules’ story provides the portmanteau:



However, this is just not the case. Firstly, to say that the film 
starts with Jules story is misleading in the extreme as Jules has not 
even appeared in the movie at this stage. The film starts with Honey 
Bunny & Pumpkin’s story and cuts out before any connection with 
Jules has been made. Secondly, in the second half,  when Jules story 
is rejoined, the film certainly does not stay with it through to the 
resolution. That would be to ignore major segments from Butch and 
Marcellus’ story and Butch and Fabienne’s story. Later Aronson 
admits that “more precisely” the film starts a little before the Jules 
story, (actually almost six script pages), and because Jules is not 
shown to be in the diner at the same time this makes the 
connection at the end more powerful through being unpredictable. 
This she calls “a frame with a twist”. 

So we now have two frames — one nesting inside the other — 
but Aronson still shows no sign of recognising how the other story 
segments have been organised. If the story segments of Pulp Fiction 
had been assembled in the chronological order in which the stories 
came to an end they would run:

1/ Jules ,Vincent & The Suitcase, 2/ Honey Bunny & Pumpkin, 3/ 
Mia & Vincent, 4/ Butch & Marcellus, 

The order in which they have actually been assembled is as 
follows:

1/  Mia & Vincent, 2/ Butch & Marcellus, 3/  Jules, Vincent & The 
Suitcase, 4/ Honey Bunny & Pumpkin (after that there is only a 
farewell shot of Jules & Vincent walking out.)

This is the reverse order to that in which they were introduced.



The four major storylines turn round the Capt. Koons and The 
Watch sequence which, entering at just over an hour into the film, 
acts as a centrepiece. Koons comes from a different world than any 
of the other characters in the film and represents discipline, 
forbearance, and honour Even though the story he recounts is 
humorous in its extremity, it acts as a touchstone which has a direct 
influence on Butch and is a marker against which the other 
characters’ actions may be judged by the audience. In this way, it 
takes the place of the “embedded process instructions” in the NLP 
model.

The switch from one loop to another we will call an interrupt, 
because they work best when the audience have begun, perhaps 
subconsciously, to form expectations as to what will happen next. 
Instead, they then suddenly find themselves pitched into a different 
story and set of circumstance. One of Milton H. Erikson’s most 
famous informal inductions (as told by Bandler and Grinder) was 
known as The Handshake Interrupt. In Western society the 
handshake is such a well assimilated piece of business that as soon 
as someone extends a hand towards another that person takes for 
granted the routine that will follow. However, before the other ’s 
hand touched his, Erikson would smoothly take hold of their wrist 
and turn the palm towards their own face. This came so out-of-the 
blue that it invariably put that person into a trance state. Something 
similar happens in a nested loop narrative. 

As the title suggests, Pulp Fiction deals with stereotyped 
characters and situations; but, from there Tarantino rapidly plunges 
the audience into the totally unexpected. Aronson noted the power 
of unexpected connection, but Tarantino here takes it to extremes. 
From the breakout of an action sequence involving the robbery of a 
diner at gun-point we abruptly go to two dudes in a Chevy talking 



about the nomenclature for McDonald’s hamburgers in Paris. It is 
hard to know why this has become one of the most well-known 
pieces of dialogue in the whole of movie history. It can only be 
because of its total unexpectedness. The guys then remove 
automatics from the boot of the car and we are immediately 
plunged into a long discussion of the ethics of foot massage — 
actually a set-up for a later nested loop. In the following scene when 
the guns finally come into play we immediately cut out to a caption 
card that reads, “ VINCENT VEGA AND MARCELLUS WALLACE’S 
WIFE”. This is a reasonable title for one of the nested loop still to 
come — the one which has already been setup. However, it is not 
what follows. What follows is the opening of a different nested loop, 
one that involves the fate and fortune of the old boxer, Butch 
Coolidge. Tarantino has undoubtedly taken his use of caption cards 
from Godard, but, whereas Godard uses them to give a poetic, 
political or witty gloss to the scenes that follows, Tarantino uses 
them as pure interrupt. When we do get into the narrative of Vincent 
and Marcellus Wallace’s wife we are given absolutely no warning. 
Instead we are suddenly confronted with a close shot of a young 
woman with rings in her lips, eyebrows and nose, boasting of 
sixteen body piercings. It transpires that she is not Marcellus 
Wallace’s wife but, the wife of Vincent’s drug dealer. He is loading 
up before his pending ordeal with the long-heralded lady of the 
caption. And, so it goes. As Todd McGowan put it:

“Pulp Fiction locates the spectator’s  enjoyment not in the 
triumph of the righteous — as films like Star Wars or Raiders of the 
Lost Ark do — but in the radical unpredictability of the universe it 
depicts.”  (McGowan, 2011 )

A more complex use of nested loops is found in the Oscar 
winning movie, Crash. This has, perhaps, as many as ten nested 
loops, but the exact number depends on your way of counting 
because the separate stories not only nest but branch and inter-
weave. Whereas Pulp Fiction starts from stereotypes, both of 
character and action, derived from genre movies, Crash starts from 
the social stereotypes that revolve around attitudes to race. 

In her lengthy analysis Linda Seger doggedly clings to the notion 
of the 3 Act Structure searching for it in each of the separate stories 
that make up the movie. In some this is quite convincing, in others 
less so — let’s just say they (mostly) have a beginning, middle and 
end, though these sometimes occur off-screen, and are spread over 
a variable number of beats, and, in some cases, branch into other 



throughlines. However, when Seger attempts to apply the formula to 
the movie as a whole it becomes clear that it is both inadequate and 
inappropriate. As the co-writer and director, Paul Haggis says:

“I don’t think I have an Act One or an Act Three. I just have an 
Act Two.” (Paul Haggis quoted in Seger, 2008 )

This is not a 3 Act Structure; it is a nested loop structure — 
which is something quite different. The 3 Act Structure typically 
applies to a determined attempt to bring about a change or resist the 
attempts by others to do so. Ultimately it calls for a hero. It 
articulates a linear causal structure that follows decisions and 
actions, or the lack of them, through to their consequences. It is not 
a form to depict events that are transpersonal, contingent rather than 
necessary, that are brought about by the forces of chance rather than 
intention.

The film begins with gentle hypnotic music over flurries of snow 
falling at night and the defocussed light spots from traffic halted by a 
minor crash. Over a voice speaks, as if in a trance:

“Any real city, you walk, you’re bumped, brush past people. In 
LA, no-one touches you … We’re always behind metal and glass. 
Think we miss that touch so much, we crash into each other just to 
feel something.”

His partner cynically remarks to a motorcycle cop that she thinks 
he might have bumped his head. On screen is the caption, 
“Tomorrow”. This scene is abruptly interrupted — after an 
unexplained reaction — by another caption, reading “Today”. The 
film then flashes back and progresses until we again come up to the 
time of the first sequence and are, again, submerged into the same 



time of the first sequence and are, again, submerged into the same 
trance-like atmosphere.

Each of the stories which fill that day opens a loop that 
establishes the entrenched attitudes of racial prejudice and hostility 
that runs throughout LA society — Black, White, Hispanic, Asian, 
middle-class and working-class, young and old. The centrepiece 
around which these  stories turn is another crash, a crash of a more 
dramatic kind than that of the opening, in which a black woman is 
trapped in an upturned jeep with a leaking petrol tank. The cop that 
comes to rescue her is, Ryan, a white racist who in an earlier 
segment lewdly assaulted her during an unwarranted body search. 
Paul Haggis explains its significance as follows:

“I wanted to give the characters a chance to glimpse themselves 
in someone-else’s eyes. That’s all I wanted. This is much like the 
character Ryan. He’s in this burning car and looks into this woman’s 
eyes; she would rather be burned to death than be saved by him. 
And so the question would be, “What would that do to a 
man?” (quoted in Seger 2008)

This sequence is accompanied by the swelling up of an 
extraordinary music track that imperceptibly modulates from a 
Peruvian theme to a Welsh song with strong spiritual overtones. In 
the closing loops of the second half each of the major characters 
come to see themselves in the eyes of someone of another race. In 
this way the film could be said to reinvent the distinct style 
identified by Paul Schrader in his University of California thesis, 
Transcendental Style in Film, (Shrader, 1972). In this he identifies the 
style as having three phases:

1/ The Everyday: a meticulous representation of the dull, banal 
commonplaces of everyday living.

2/ Disparity: an actual or potential disunity between man and 
his environment which culminates in a decisive action.

3/ Stasis: a frozen view of life which does not resolve the 
disparity but transcends it.

In Crash the banal commonplaces of everyday living is reflected 
in the entrenched clichés of racial prejudice.  The disparity is what 
each character is awakened to in the course of their story. The 
following decisive action is more often a change of heart rather than 
the excess of action movies. The stasis is what the film gradually 
comes to when “Today” catches up with “Tomorrow”.

Just as Ryan sets the tone for the opening loops, so the tone for 

t r a n c e - l i k e 
atmosphere.tim



the ending is set by another major storyline, that of a beleaguered 
Persian store-owner with a gun and an Hispanic locksmith and his 
young daughter. This is exceedingly deftly plotted, and works like a 
classic short story. To allay the little girl’s fears, Daniel, the 
locksmith, gives his daughter, Laura, an “invisible cloak” for 
protection. But when the store-owner, Farhad, thinking he has been 
cheated by Daniel, turns up at his house and threatens him with a 
gun she runs and leaps into her father’s arms — just as the gun goes 
off at point blank range. It seems a certainty that she must be dead, 
yet she is not harmed. To the little girl it’s obvious that the magic 
cloak has worked just as her father promised. To both Daniel and 
Farhad, who is consumed by remorse, it seems like a miracle. The 
audience is soon let into the secret that there is nothing 
otherworldly about this. An angry inter-racial dispute, with which 
the story opened, lead to Farhad being given a box of blanks instead 
of live ammunition. The only magic is that of good fortune, or 
providence, if you will.

This mystical atmosphere hangs over the ending in a quite 
transpersonal way. As the changes between loops becomes more 
rapid the audience proclivity to identify with one side of the racial 
divide or the other is washed away. Both the white cop and the 
black, who stand aloof from prejudice at the start, end up fatally 
compromised, and the most humane acts come from the most 
unexpected quarters. As Daniel stares out at the flurries of snow and 
Farad reflects on his “firishta” (or “angel”}, the crisscrossing 
characters each come to their stasis from which to look at life 
afresh, and the film returns to the trance-like atmosphere 
established at the opening

 Keith Johnstone told his improvisers that any activity they put on 
stage, any line they took, was a routine, and it was only when a 
routine was broken that a story began. This is what the audience 
comes to see. However, as the narrative progresses it begins to 
establish other routines and these in their turn have to be broken. 
And sometimes the stories themselves become so predictable that 
they become routines and have to be be broken. Nested Loops is a 
form designed to do just this; to disconnect audiences from 
programmed responses, to thwart their expectations and draw them 
deeper into a child-like wonderment as to just what can happen 
next. And this suspended state is identical to the early stages of an 
hypnotic trance.
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