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Son of Saul - Opening Sequence - An Auditory Scene Analysis
Introduction
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\SonOfSaul_00_01_14_00013.jpg]László Nemes’ 2015 film Saul fia (Son of Saul) depicts the struggles and choices of Saul Auslander, a Sonderkommando prisoner in the Auschwitz concentration camp at the end of World War II.

The opening title explains:Son of Saul (2015)

“Sonderkommando: German word. In concentration camp language, a term used to designate a special group of prisoners, also known as ‘bearers of secrets’ (Geheimnisträger).
The members of a Sonderkommando are separated from the rest of the camp. They work no longer than a few months before being executed.”
Son of Saul (2015)
 A Sonderkommando works to process the other prisoners and dispose of the dead by cremation. Saul will later be torn between assisting a prisoner uprising and seeking a Jewish burial for a dead child he takes to be his son.

The selected scene is the opening sequence of the film in which the viewer is introduced to the lead character as he directs arriving prisoners towards the camp’s shower blocks.
The sequence comprises a single, closeup, handheld, sequence shot. It is shot in a 4:3 aspect ratio so reducing visual space around the subject and leaving only glimpses of the surrounding action and environment.
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\SonOfSaul_00_02_53_00053.jpg]Method
In examining the relationship between sound and image, the sequence has been deconstructed, the audio and visual elements separated (see appendix). 
The audio track is presented as:
· A stereo waveform image representing the audio signal’s amplitude over time and
· A mono spectrogram image which utilises a heat map to represent the amplitude of frequencies over time.Son of Saul (2015)

It should be noted that the audio has been mixed down to stereo and compressed using an mp3 algorithm. This may have resulted in the truncation of specific frequencies in the audio signal.
In preparing the analysis, three listening modes (reduced, causal and semantic) (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 25-31) have been employed to describe, identify possible sources and examine the use of sound in and around the scene.

This auditory analysis will examine a selection of audio elements by asking the following questions:
· What is the role of sound in establishing, extending and adding value to the visual environment?
· How and to what effect has sonic metaphor been used within the scene?
· What is the extent and effect of spatial, temporal and semantic contrast in and through the sequence?
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[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_SoundMap_04.jpg]AnalysisStereo waveform and approximate placement of selected audio elements.

Establishing the Audio Environment
Cinematic convention suggests that an establishing shot should serve to inform the viewer of location and orient them to the relative placement of subjects within the scene (Katz, 1991; 358). Nemes immediately subverts this convention by opening with a heavily defocussed visual field choosing, instead, to introduce the environment and protagonist via audio.
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\SonOfSaul_00_00_20_00003.jpg]Sounds of the wind and reverberant birdsong suggest an open environment, freedom extending beyond the frame while digging and scraping accompany soft, breathy moans. A crow can be heard calling in the distance, a carrion bird, a metaphor for death and decay. The increasingly crisp crunch of approaching footsteps brings a character into sharp, foreground focus. 
While the visual is indistinct, the viewer is drawn, by an effect of magnetization, to seek the source of these acousmatic sounds (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 69). The blurred figures on the ground inherit the visual impression of audible effort, obscure glints of light become the tools they use to dig. Son of Saul, 2015 (Opening shot)

[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_Shots_SpecWav-01.jpg]Barking Dogs and Shouting GuardsSon of Saul, 2015

Guard dogs live in the periphery of the audio environment. Threatening but never within the visual space, their reverberant and percussive, guttural barking punctuates with neither rhythm nor synchresis but serves to increase tension and remind the viewer of an aggressive and ever-present authority.
With a similarity in timbre, the “barked” orders of the Guards, by virtue of their intensity and clarity, break through the clamour. They are the signal to halt and wait or move towards death, the ultimate authority.
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_Shots_SpecWav-01.jpg]Whistles
Within the same high frequency range as the birdsong, but contrasting in timbre and intensity, the trilling whistles sit above and cut through the environmental and crowd sounds.
The first whistle is a shrill interruption, the scream of an order for the Sonderkommando to move. It signals Saul’s approach to camera, the introduction of the protagonist. It is also reminiscent of a train guard’s whistle. A warning that time is short, that it is time to leave.
The second whistle, a double blast, acts as a call to halt and point of punctuation before the sound (barely glimpsed behind Saul) of the beating of a prisoner.
The BeatingSon of Saul, 2015

[image: ]As the prisoners are halted, it seems that one of their number has broken away from the crowd. A beating ensues but only for a few blurred frames is the audience allowed sight of the incident.
The percussive slap of baton or fist against flesh informs the viewer of the violence but where there might be an expectation of a vocal complaint or cry, there is no sound. The incident passes and the prisoner is pushed back into line.
The suggestion here may be that the prisoners are resigned to this treatment, so beaten down that there is no resistance.Son of Saul, 2015



The Noise of the Crowd
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_Shots_SpecWav-03.jpg]In contrast with the reverberant openness of the established environment, the sound of the prisoner crowd is dry and close (while elements of auditory setting are still allowed to exist outside). Comprising the voices of the Sonderkommando and arriving prisoners, shuffling, footfalls, the cries of children and babies, it is intermingled with the lower frequency, mechanical rumble of engine sounds. Son of Saul, 2015


Nemes has chosen to frame and compose his images in a manner that reduces the extent of the visible environment. While the camera moves around the protagonist, Saul, he has also chosen a shallow depth of field. The visual frame beyond Saul is both restricted and defocussed.
Individual voices are lost in the cacophony of the crowd and the sources are not visually identifiable. Being neither inside nor outside the image, the voice of the crowd could be considered an acousmetre. (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 129)
The composite voice of the crowd surrounds Saul but lacks the self-determination to change the story of suffering that it conveys. This deprivation of power in the otherwise omnipresent, omnipotent, disembodied voice creates a paradoxical acousmetre (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 130) and draws parallels with the balance of power within the camp.
Nemes has sought to represent the dehumanisation of the prisoners, to strip them of choice and individual identity and, without an opportunity for de-acousmatization, to be humanized, they are presented as other-than-human to the viewer. This theme would be carried through the story as the bodies of the executed, always seen in defocussed glimpses, are referred to only as “pieces”.

[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_Shots_SpecWav-06.jpg]Acousmatic Music
As a heavy truck rumbles by, an excerpt of recorded, acousmatic music forces its way into the audio environment. With the high-pass filtering and crackle of contemporary equipment (the terminal source), this rousing march almost drowns the sound of the crowd. The mood of the music is at odds with the miserable surroundings, anempathetic, its conspicuous indifference to the plight of the prisoners serving to intensify emotion (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 8).Son of Saul, 2015


Within the doctrine of the Nazis, music was seen to have a great significance and power, a matter of national pride and a means to instil their vision for German values, to reach the hearts of the masses (ORT,2017).
This use of Nazi-sanctioned music would have been an affront to the prisoners. Many Jewish musicians and artists had been dismissed from their positions in the period after the Democratic Socialist party’s rise to power in 1933 (ORT, 2017). More than this, the camps would use music to torture and break the will of prisoners. Primo Levi, writing in 1947, told of his experience as an Auschwitz prisoner;
The tunes are few, a dozen, the same ones every day, morning and evening: marches and popular songs dear to every German. They lie engraven on our minds and will be the last thing in the [camp] that we shall forget: they are the voice of the [camp], the perceptible expression of its geometrical madness, of the resolution of others to annihilate us first as men in order to kill us more slowly afterwards.
(Levi 1996; 51)
The placement of this music is not only an acoustic device designed to evoke sympathy in the audience but also, in this historical context, another signifier of dominance. The music has become a weapon, an instrument of violence.
Steam Power
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Saul_Shots_SpecWav-09edit.jpg]The audible suggestion of a steam train begins to be introduced as the prisoners are called to a halt. As they are permitted to continue, it becomes more rhythmic and is joined by the jingoistic refrain of the march before developing into a powerful pulse of white noise with a low frequency percussive element.Son of Saul, 2015

The sound is a driving force, unrelentingly urging the prisoners forward in their last steps towards the prison and only fading when Saul approaches the darkened doorway of the processing rooms. It is during these moments, with the audio pushing, that the visuals display more spatial consistency. Where the scene’s opening offers a confusion of camera tracks and pans, towards the close there is a stronger suggestion of direction with discernible mise en scène providing spatial reference.
Conclusion
Nemes’ opening shot is a statement of intent, immediately informing the viewer that to see all, they must listen. Within the closeup, subject oriented and carefully restricted visual, the point of audition falls within Saul’s personal space. The audience cannot see what Saul sees but hear all that he hears (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 91). Sound becomes the means of constructing the unseen environment, characters and story.
If it is a convention of cinema that the human voice should subjugate, be heard and understood above all other sounds (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis, 2011; 61) then Nemes has subverted this to his own means. The voices of the prisoners become a cacophonous lament stripping them of individuality and power in contrast with the faceless guards whose booming orders stamp authority.
[image: C:\Users\Groucho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\SonOfSaul_00_01_39_00024.jpg]It is through the combination of audio and visual that Nemes can locate his scene in a wide environment while maintaining a feeling of enclosure. The dry, indistinct claustrophobia of the prisoner crowd surrounds Saul onscreen while the reverberant clarity of authority drives the scene forward from outside. The viewer is taken through a scene of confusion, confined to the closeup image of Saul while being magnetically drawn to seek the sources of sounds (Chion, Gorbman and Murch, 1994; 69) which remain frustratingly hidden or offscreen. Nemes has sought to actively shape the viewer’s understanding of the scene (Bordwell and Thompson, 2010; 270) and, through this frustration of anticipation, this lack of resolution, strips the prisoners of humanity and maintains the power of the unseen authority.
Sound in film may be considered only a support for the visual, a means of filling out the illusion (Perkins, 1993; 94) but here it is not only vital in creating and extending the environment, it also enables Nemes’ use of less conventional cinematography, creates tension and confusion and establishes the themes of authority, impotence and dehumanisation that are carried through the film.Son of Saul, 2015
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