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Creating the poetic sci-fi sound of the 2016 movie, Arrival
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Assignment Option 6
Discuss some of the creative strategies available to sound designers/composers when designing solutions for moving-image projects. Use examples to support your discussion.

The Convergence of Sound Design and Music in Film: Arrival (2016)
1. Introduction
To put forward a discussion as directed above, I will be focussing my attention on the 2016 award-winning American science-fiction movie, Arrival, produced by Shawn Levy, Dan Levine, Aaron Ryder and David Linde, directed by Denis Villeneuve and starring Amy Adams, Jeremy Renner and Forest Whitaker.

The plot concerns the arrival on Earth of a dozen alien spacecraft and the successful efforts of a female linguist (Adams) and a physicist (Renner) to communicate with their inhabitants.  Its tense drama arises from the pressures under which they work to avoid nervous and potentially destructive reactions from numerous world governments, represented here by a responsible and urgent American, Colonel Weber (Whitaker). This critically-acclaimed film was nominated for awards in seven production categories, including Best Picture. It received one Oscar in 2017 - for Sylvain Belleville’s Sound Editing.


In the production of any very effective film, sound-design is probably the most important element. One might identify as appropriate examples of selection and development strategies three main kinds of sound-effects and design.  Probably aware of the opinions of commentators like Timothy Corrigan and Patricia White (178) that images alone can never communicate fully authenticity and emotion, for this movie, the French director, Denis Villeneuve, wanted to move away from the now common use of synthetic sonic-effects to involve entirely natural and organic, yet unusual and powerfully-intriguing, sounds. To achieve this, he teamed up with Sylvain Bellemare - a friend notable for the ‘crazy’ or eccentric and visionary nature of his creative thinking - and Bernard Gariépy Strobl for an exciting journey in creating a stunning, breath-taking series of sound-effects for his ambitious science-fiction film.

2. Creating the poetic sci-fi sound of Arrival

Acknowledging his director’s remarkably forward-looking, experimental and spontaneous approach to film-making, supervising sound-designer, Sylvain Bellemare’s concept of film-sound here was that of a character as important as any other – more important, perhaps. And given that he wanted more than anything to be original, he was given the necessary freedom to take risks. But while the ‘poetic’ element involved refers to liberties taken with mood(s) and rhythm(s), care had to be taken not to overwhelm and therefore reduce the impact of visual images with distracting sound. His approach was one which shows great respect for sound as a portal to a self-contained and critical level of perception. Sound for him is character.  It is a special language in which character is given meaning beyond the physical.  His aim was to integrate a variety of acoustic signatures - the specific sound emissions of both animate and inanimate entities - in both diegetic and non-diegetic forms. This would involve making noise-sources either visible on screen or unviewable, as the current context directed.  For example, then, real wind sounds not normally perceived by the human ear are used to excellent dramatic effect in depicting the setting for the extra-terrestrials’ landing-zone, while authentic rock-movement and the reverberations caused by earthquakes serve to characterise the motions of the shell-like alien space-craft.  

Another aspect of Bellemare’s creativity is seen in the way he explores communications unique to the plot, such as those between humans and heptapods, and the range of electronic interactions which have world-wide currency today as humans connect with each other via telephones, television, Skype and so on.  His aim was to make these totally believable by refusing to follow modern practice and use plug-ins that merely replicate rather than produce related sounds.  He chose instead to rent or buy real devices, which would allow the complex multiple transfer and modification of sound waves to create a more natural-sounding medium for the purpose of offsetting this fantastic and (to some) quite incredible story of alien ‘invasion’.  

Bellemare found Villeneuve’s spontaneity both fascinating and remarkably infectious.  Consequently, he was inspired to include the familiar mining image of birds being used to establish air-quality to the strained sounds of their own chirping and the merging of this harmless picture with the more sinister noises made by the heptapod in the nightmare sequence.  

In Arrival, the heptapod vocals were created by New Zealand sound-designers, Michelle Child and Dave Whitehead.  They experimented with many novel approaches. Whitehead came up with the idea of creating a ‘voice’ for each of the principal heptapods by looking very closely at the physical structure of each in relation to the other.  In terms of that physique, the upper half of the heptapod was designed to resemble closely the torso of a man containing two particularly large bones, which were destined to give deep resonance, and on top, a vaguely human head minus the usual mouth. The brief given by Bellemare to Whitehead and Child was that the voices of the heptapods should be made to sound ‘sacred’ and ‘intimidating’ but also perceptibly ‘intelligent’. What stuck with them was the sacred element. They agreed that the best way to present this quality would be through involving directly some of the most authentic sounds of nature, particularly of extremely rare wildlife, and altering slightly pitch and tone to suit various purposes. Child became unusually creative, making several lengthy excursions into the wilds of her native country to capture environmental emissions. She also recorded some of the least melodic strains of a traditional set of bagpipes, finally using it as a simple breathing- rather than a musical- instrument. She also made a ‘lung’ from rice-paper to provide additional variety of tone.  Further additions included a camel’s gurgling noises, which were combined with exotic bird sounds to create Whitehead’s favourite - a strange, raspy effect to accompany the formation of heptapod ‘ink’ into near-perfect circles meant to be representative of certain esoteric words or phrases.  To add further credibility, it was decided to define, as best as possible, obvious differences between the two main aliens, nicknamed ‘Abbot’ and ‘Costello’ after a famous 1950s Hollywood comic duo. One was given a deep, throbbing ‘voice’ while, for clear but not too sharp a contrast, the other was pitched somewhat higher. Much chopping and changing, modification through sound- blending and other techniques took place and much quiet reflection occurred before the two sound engineers settled on what was felt to be the correct formula. When the final versions were put to the highly critical and fastidious Villeneuve he was ecstatic, claiming - much to their delight - that Whitehead and Child had invented ‘the perfect alien’. Whitehead was quick to point out that it had been an honour to be asked to create a working ‘language’ to accompany such extraordinarily beautiful and truly inspirational images. 

The total impression created through use of sound in ‘Arrival’, while depending largely on the originality of the effects produced by Whitehead and Child, would not have had the same colossal impact without the musical input of contemporary Icelandic composer, Jóhann Jóhannsen.  Having worked with horror-film virtuoso, John Carpenter, and with Jonny Greenwood’s peculiar modernism, Jóhannsen has developed the notion that the cinema-going public craves fresh sounds and is most receptive to directorial innovation. His proven willingness to pioneer new methods to match up music with other vital sound-making ventures in specific films and contribute to a properly-integrated whole is what made him unquestionably the perfect choice for Director Villeneuve. 
Jóhannsen comments that early discussion with Villeneuve of his role in helping to create the score for ‘Arrival’ did not touch initially on the actual qualities of the music. Consultation concentrated on moods and atmospheres and inevitably upon the role that music would be expected to play in reflecting these. Villeneuve chose deliberately not to try to influence the composer’s thinking in any significant way. In short, he gave him carte-blanche to carry out experiments with his own ideas. Understanding that the heart of the plot was crucially to do with language and communication, Jóhannsen, following his instincts, decided to use a vocal group called Theatre of Voices, and in particular, the remarkable talents of Robert Aiki Aubrey Lowe and fellow-Icelander, the cellist, Hildur Guðnadóttir. The ensemble, conducted by Paul Hillier, is generally famous for the historic range of its repertoire and its all-round vocal dexterity while Lowe’s amazing voice is celebrated for its power and flexibility.
 
Jóhannsen says he was influenced largely by the German, Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Stimmung, a work created for just six voices and microphones but had also been listening to ‘spectral composers such as the Frenchman, Gérard Grisey and the Romanian, Horatiu Rădulescu. The ensemble sang mainly vowels.  In acknowledging these influences, he is implying that as well as responding to one’s gut reactions in the creative process, new musical horizons should be imagined and attempted.  His overall impression of the impact of such a rich combination of ‘voices’ and music, to which Whitehead and Child also contributed hugely, is how much sound is made more accessible, more noticeable and more astonishing when placed next to passages highlighting space and near-total silence. Clearly, he is an advocate of balance in attempting to achieve maximum impact of sound. Consequently, the carefully-considered and happy distribution of sound and silence in Arrival, he believes, was a key factor in the film’s success at the Oscars. His advice to those involved in the same creative processes is not to rush matters, since concepts can take a long time to establish and integrate themselves, but to approach composition as he did  ‘with a blank slate’, letting ideas emerge in their own time and at their own pace. What emerges from his account of preparing the music for ‘Arrival’ is how similar in many ways his methods are to those of Whitehead and Child – the emphasis being on unforced originality.
3. Conclusion
Finally, it has to be said that the success of Arrival in gaining the Best Sound Editing Academy Award for 2016 was the result of a very strong team effort in which a great deal of good practice is evident. The producers selected a superb director in Denis Villeneuve – a man appropriately exacting in terms of his dream of the final product but also blessed with an excellent understanding of what it means to creative genius to be given a free hand to design. In turn, Villeneuve chose to entrust completion of the sound-project to a daring and inventive engineer in Sylvain Bellemare.  Following a period of creative reflection in which the concept of using exclusively natural sounds as opposed to manufactured ones to provide acoustic signatures in both diegetic and non-diegetic ways was given priority, Bellemare enlisted the help of two first-class special-effects experts in David Whitehead and Michelle Child, who set about experimenting imaginatively to give character to the required sounds. When the full range of ‘language’ had been finalised, Jóhann Jóhannsen, a past master at combing classical and avant-garde musical forms was brought in to put the final touches to the soundtrack.  His approach was in keeping with Bellemare’s minimalist concept. He used singers accustomed to singing traditional polyphony in an original fusion with outlandish modern ideas, contrasting it with periods of silence to make a meaningful contribution to the central notion of ‘sacredness’ in sound.  The characteristic ‘voice’ of the film, which emanates from thoughtful amalgamation of natural sounds and highly original ‘music’, is one that is undeniably weird and unsettling but somehow also intimate and encouraging in terms of Man’s attempts to explore the outer reaches of the universe and make initial contact with any other existing life-forms. The work done on Arrival in this area is ground-breaking an potentially invaluable in the development of the art of sound-editing. The values demonstrated here should prove inspirational to succeeding generations of film-makers. The Oscar for Best Sound Editing seems to have been thoroughly deserved. 
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