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Sound & Moving Image

Provide an account of the function of silence in the sound-image relationship. Provide at least two short analyses of film scenes of your choice to help articulate your discussion.  


	Film is a art form like no other; it has the potential to capture the attention of our senses and enthral us like no other medium. It can help us to escape from the real world for a few hours and become completely immersed in another persons imagination. “No other art can reproduce silence, neither paining nor sculpture, neither literature nor the silent film could do so.” (Balazs, pp.116-125) Too often in cinema, our senses are being overloaded by explosions and loud noises and our brains just switch off. We’re staring at a screen and there’s almost too much happening; it seems like film makers are scared to bore their audience at the expensive of ruining a scene. They’re scared to fill their films with ‘dead air’ but forget that silence can be as gripping, if not more, than an intense score or action sequence with an ear-piercingly loud soundtrack. Silence pulls you in to the film; it allows us to project our imagination on the project itself and it makes the experience more personal to the viewer. Music in films can almost be condescending; they tell you how to feel during the duration of the film. When you’re watching a happy moment in a film then the music is cheerful and light but then something sad happens and the music tells you that something sad is happening. Silence lets you project your emotions onto a film without telling you to do so; you do it instinctively and it’s the most rewarding experience for a viewer to have while watching a film.

	The first example of silence used effectively in a film is a scene from “Drive” directed by Nicolas Winding Refn. Nicolas Winding Refn uses sound in his films expertly and he especially excels in his use of non-diagetic sound and silence to create tension in his viewers. “A keen record collector, music is often the creative catalyst for Refn before writing and filming begins: unlike many directors who use image as a starting point, Refn starts with music and builds his ideas from there.” - Elizabeth Aubrey interviewing Nicolas Winding Refn in 2017 (Drowned in Sound). You can definitely tell this is the case in Refn’s films by simply closing your eyes while watching one of his films. There is a core focus on sound design in his films and it makes them way more well rounded than if he just focused on the visual aspect of filmmaking like most directors do. There’s a particular scene in “Drive” that really caught my eye the first time I watched the film and really stood out to me as a key scene. There’s a scene two thirds into the film where the main character played by Ryan Gosling (Driver) and the love interest played by Carey Mulligan (Irene) are in an elevator with an assassin sent to kill Driver. Driver and Irene enter the elevator and all you hear is the noise of the elevator shutting. Driver and the assassin share a look with each other in two different shots with Irene being in the middle of both characters; still no sound. Driver sees the assassin is carrying a gun in a holster under his blazer jacket and pushes Irene to the corner of the elevator to protect her. There now begins faint music that slowly creeps in as there is a complete change in lighting; Irene is surrounded by light and Driver and the assassin are in complete darkness most likely symbolising Irene’s innocence. Driver kisses Irene as he shares his last moment with her before she finds out that he’s not just a normal guy that lives in her building. The kiss last for 45 seconds and is an important moment in the film because everything changes from this point onwards. The faint, angelic music stops abruptly and silence is all that we hear again. The silence lasts for a few seconds and Driver then looks over to the assassin once again and rams the assassins head into the elevator door. He throws the assassin to the ground and theres a long silenced followed by Driver stomping the assassins head into mush making the moment ten times more gruesome than it would be with any sort of music. “This silence, which reigns around isolated words or sounds, imparts a particular new intensity to certain scenes. Any silence makes us feel exposed, as if it were laying bare our own listening, but also as if we were in the presence of a giant ear, tuned to our slightest noises. We are no longer merely listening to the film, we are as it were being listened to by it as well.” (Chion, pp. 150-4) This quote speaks perfectly to the way the scene from “Drive” makes you feel while watching it. The silence drags you into the experience; your senses are heightened and you’re on the edge of your seat wondering what’s going to happen. You feel the emotion of the kiss between the two main characters and then straight to feeling the disgust of Driver stomping someones head into the ground of an elevator. If this scene has music or any other sound involved, it would be a completely different scene and I don’t think it would be for the better. The music would just ruin the emotion and levity of the moment. The intensity wouldn’t be the same and the shock factor of what Driver is doing would be completely lost on the viewer. In a quite high intensity film, we are suddenly grounded as viewers to this moment and it’s all thanks to excellent sound design and the choice to leave the moment silent.

	The next scene I chose to look at was a scene from the film “Whiplash” directed by Damien Chazelle. Damien Chazelle is a French-American director who has also directed films such as “La La Land” which is also a film that is very focused on sound design. Whiplash is a film about a young, ambitious drummer who attends a prestigious music university in New York City named Andrew Neiman (Miles Teller). Andrew gets pushed to his tipping point throughout the film by his teacher Terence Fletcher (J.K. Simmons) trying to make Andrew the best musician that he can be. The film leaves Andrew and Terence’s relationship in a precarious place towards the end of the film after Andrew gets Terence fired and leads to one of the most intense endings to a film that I have seen. Andrew is about to start playing on stage in front of a packed audience and influential musicians in the crowd when he finds out that he doesn’t know any of the songs because Terence lied to him for revenge because Andrew got him fired. Andrew then leaves the stage feeling utterly embarrassed but then has a change of heart, comes back on stage and starts a drum solo much to the surprise of the crowd and Terence. The clever use of silence in the crescendo is incredible and gives me goosebumps every time I watch the scene. “While complete and utter silence in film is relatively rare, partial silence in which there is no dialogue for a prolonged period of time or where there is no music in the background is commonly utilised to great effect due to the emotional impact it has on viewers, the level of immersion it creates, and the amount of intrigue it generates to better captivate the audience.” (Harriott, 2009, Technique of film editing. Focal Press.) There is a 5 second period of a washed out humming noise that is heard while Andrew is in the middle of his performance and it’s a period of time to reflect what is actually happening. The scene moves so fast but this moment helps you to catch your breathe and sink in the moment of Andrews hard work finally paying off. There’s an even more of an obvious example of silence being used in film just a few minutes after the first when the film is about to come to an end. Andrew finishes his drum solo with the help of Terrence conducting his performance and it reaches the satisfying end of his solo with the whole band joining in for the finale. There is a 10 second silence at the end of the last note that takes place with Andrew and Terrence staring at each other. This is a beautiful moment in the film because Terence has finally got the musician he wanted; his years of pushing students to their limits have paid off for him and both the main characters have got what they wanted all film. This silence is a silence for reflection on what has just happened and the relationship between the two characters. It all happens so fast that you probably don’t realise why Terence sabotaged Andrew in the first place. It wasn’t because he hated him but because he wanted to push him right to his edge without completely tipping over and coming out of it a stronger and better musician. The silence is much different in this film than in “Drive” but still is equally effective. In “Drive”, the silence was very obvious and lasted the duration of the scene while the scene in “Whiplash” could be missed on first viewing.  You can you use silence in a film in so many different ways. You can use it to build intensity, make the viewer reflect on the film as a whole or an idea that you have just presented to them

	Looking at these two examples of silence in film really helped me to look deeper into sound design as a concept. The easiest thing to do is just to stick some music on a scene but that’s not always the best thing to do. Silence is an excellent tool and if used correctly it  can make a scene more dramatic and engaging to the audience. “…you try to get the audience to a point, somehow, where they can imagine the sound. They hear the sound in their minds, and it really isn't on the track at all. That's the ideal sound, the one that exists totally in the mind, because it's the most intimate. It deals with each person's experience, and it's obviously of the highest fidelity imaginable, because it's not being translated through any kind of medium.” (Murch & Paine, pg.359) Like the scene in the elevator shows, silence leaves room for your own input and emotion on the film. You can read between the lines in moments of silence and not be condescended by a soundtrack telling you what to do. That is why silence is a key part of filmmaking and often times under-utilised and overlooked for a more in-your-face approach with a loud soundtrack and score. If you added music to either of these two scenes, it would change them completely and I don’t believe it would be for the betterment of the scene. 
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