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Question 3. Provide an account of the function of silence in the sound-image relationship. Include at least two short analyses of film scenes of your choice to help articulate your discussion.
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Stripped Back Sound

Since almost as long as films have been available to the public, sound has come along with it. Beginning in 1891 there were silent films, these films had no syncretic sounds that played with the film. Instead the films were shown with a pianist or musician who would play improvised non-diegetic a long with what they saw on the film (FilmSite, 2019). These films would not have dialogue and therefore the audience would be focused on the actors and the musicians, there would be a lot of responsibility for the musicians and the actors to tell as much of the story with the limited tools they had. The music at the time would act as a direction of where the emotion of the film was going, this is still a big part of sound in modern times, and I will be discussing this later on. When films developed in technology to have synchronised audio along with it, the audio began to get pushed to the background of the film production. The music became more of the subconscious role in cinema. “hiding in the subconscious, audio has always been an integral part of the post 1928 film” (Richardson , 2013) , demonstrating that since syncretic audio was accessible to film makers, it has become a massive tool for emotion. As time goes on, technology develops and gives artists more to create with. As time went on for the audio in film, although still in the background, it became a media where just hearing a song or a piece of audio would remind you of a film character, such as, hearing the imperial march you would instantly recognise Darth Vader or hearing Misirlou (which was not written for a film), and thinking of Pulp Fiction. One group of films well known for the use of sound is Martin Scorsese’s films. Scorsese believes we should “Take advantage of the emotional impact of the music” (Reay, 2004). There are many examples of Scorsese’s films that are heavily praised for their music such as Taxi Driver and The Wolf of Wall Street for using pop music to relate or juxtapose what was happening on screen to the music, as the audience would be familiar with it, or for the films being more creative with the sound of a film, like on Raging Bull or The Goodfellas. 
With all this use of sound we forget the most powerful sound, which is silence. Silence can be used to represent multiple emotions and better the audience’s sympathy and relationship with the characters (SoundSnap, 2016). In the non-film world, silence is something many people are pursuing. We are in a society where silence is almost extinct, and to hear nothing now is very rare and is almost unnatural, it has almost a negative effect on people. Silence is very uncomfortable and has also been known to have a very negative effect on people like in the Orfield Laboratories where people are known to last no more than 45 minutes (Eveleth, 2013) In this essay I will be discussing the different ways silence is used in film, these include, silence in music and dialogue. Recently there has been a surge of the use of silence in films, including, A quiet Place (2018) and The Silence (2019). Although I will be discussing older films as they are less likely to be influenced by other uses of silence in films.  I will also be discussing the effects of these silence’s, such as uncomforting, tension building and relating more to the characters.  

The first film that uses silence un a creative way that I’m going to asses is No Country for Old Men. This film is known for being “the fierce, meticulous thriller that launched not only the Coen’s career but the Neo Noir revival” (Orr, 2007). This film follows a hunter’s life that takes a turn for the worse when a psychopathic killer pursues him for money. With such an intense story, you would expect an intense, griping soundtrack of music with it. But instead there is almost no music to accompany this film. this film uses a technique of relative silence where there is contrasting loud to quiet sounds and vice versa. The film is left with a barely audible hum and whine in the moments of tension (Swafford , 2008), and it mainly derives off of the sound effects and lack of sound all together. As described by Slate.com, similarly to many other films, there is a reoccurring sound motif, but differently No Country for old men has the howling of the desert wind instead of a musical motif (Swafford , 2008). This has a similar effect as it is a recurring, repetitive sound. One of the most intense scenes happen around halfway through the film when Llywelyn, the hunter, had left the first motel and gone to the next and Anton the Killer had tracked him down went to his room and stood outside the door. Throughout the whole scene, there is not one bit of music and the audio that is there is very quiet, with only fiitsteps and creaks, up until the lock is blown which causes the volume to drastically rise. The silence in this scene is used to create suspense, and to intensify the scene. As described in Erik Bihl’s ‘How Silence affects the emotional aspect of cinema,’ Filmic silence “is present in the most suspenseful sequences in a film in order to elevate it further.” Therefore, the silence in this scene is used to emphasise the loud bang of the lock exploding. It is diegetic sound, so the characters hear what we hear, so we then relate more to the character. As Craig Berkey the sound designer explains while discussing the silence in the film “We all know a loud startling confrontation is imminent but are still shocked by it,” (Riehle, 2007)this shows us that his use of silence was to build tension. Differently, if this was a horror film there would more likely be a build of tension using music to indicate that something was going to happen. An example of this is, the music in John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) using the theme song was used whenever something bad was going to happen. This then becoming less relatable to the audience as it’s non diegetic so the characters cannot hear this, as said by Daniel Segura describing silence in film, “it strives to involve a third party,” (Segura, 2015) this implies that the use of silence aims to engage the audience. In the ending scene of No Country for old men we see Sheriff Ed Tom Bell talking to his wife about his dreams. He tells his wife how he has a good and bad dream about his father, and this scene is one of the main scenes giving us an idea of the morale of the film. Throughout this scene there is no sound other than the dialogue and a clock ticking in the background. The function of silence in this scene could be used to highlight the clicking in the back more as it may have a significant meaning to the emotion of the story, such as wasted time or time running out. The silence in this scene may also again be a way of relating more to the character. This time there is an experience of a very tense and meaningful description of Bell’s dream. The silence here brings the attention and focus of the audience into every word said by Bell, as silence in this film absorbs your attention and leaves you thinking of what’s coming and what’s going to happen next. 

The next scene I’m going to analyse is the fight scene on the Omaha beach in Saving Private Ryan (1998). Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan is credited as being one of the most accurate representations of what war and battles are really like. “Audiences, indeed, were stunned by the opening dramatization of the U.S. landing on Omaha Beach. In jaw-dropping, realistic fashion” (Rubin, 2018). The Scene depicts the 1944 battle on Omaha Beach with predominantly the US Army and navy battling with the German Army, this is also referred to as D-day. The music of this film was the work of renowned American composer John Williams, who created some of the best film soundtrack. Star Wars, ET, Indiana Jones and Jaws are just some of the many he is credited for. One of Spielberg’s targets of this film was to make it as realistic as possible, one of the components of the film that was considered to be an important aspect to realism was the sound. Spielberg like many other people working in film considers sound to be an important aspect of film (Morrow, 2018). Danny Boyle believes that “70, 80 percent of a movie is sound” (The importance of sound and music ‘Think Design, Create Emotion, 2015). Sound in films is considered as music, sound effects and dialogue, but when people think of sound in film, they mainly some up with music. In the Omaha Beach scene in Saving Private Ryan, we see soldiers storming a beach while battling with the opposing soldiers, there are many gruesome deaths from the start of this scene, accompanied by bullets flying past and explosions happening all around the soldiers. The Scene is mainly focused on following Captain Miller as he fights his was on the beach, losing friends and soldiers from his detachment on the way. As stated, this has been one of the most credited realistic representations of war ever. This could be due to its clever use of silence. Through this scene there’s no music played in the background, which brings the sound effects too the front. Therefore, the sound effects are extremely obvious and realistic. So, the silence of music in this scene gives room to the rest of the audio which will result in more realism as war situations would be very loud. In this scene there is a part where even all the audio is lowered, and we just hear the low frequency which sound a lot quieter and calmer, which could juxtapose the events on screen. This part of the scene is mostly from the perspective of Captain Miller and we vision what he sees, this includes some of the most gruesome deaths of the film, such as people getting caught on fire, blown up and losing limbs, and to all this we get no music and barely audible sound effects. This use of silence results in a very realistic experience of what exactly people went through in the war. Similarly, to No Country for Old Men, the silence in the film is used for us to relate more to the characters, but differently, the lack of music in No Country for Old Men also builds up tension. 

In the opening scene of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey we hear mostly only diegetic sounds. This continues for 20 minutes of the opening scene of the film, with only small parts of music to accompany it. There is no dialogue so there is no guide to the story of what is happening in the film. The absence of the non-diegetic sounds draws the audience in as there is no guide of music to tell us what we should be expecting or what we should be feeling. The lack of dialogue in the opening scene also relates to the lack of language as the scene is set in the time of ‘the dawn of man’ where communication was mainly through body language (Frayling, 2014). The use of silence in this film also perceives a sense of isolation as in the characters are in space and therefore, they lack a lot of human interaction. Sound is very comforting therefore Kubrick used the lack of it for the audience to feel the same, and the silence is very uncomfortable and creates a sense of loneliness for the audience, and no soundtrack or piece of music could represent this anywhere near as well as the actual use of silence. “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.” (Chion, 2016) As described here by Chion, the use of silence highlights the quieter noises, and also highlights the movement by the characters, meaning that the story telling rests on the visual aspect of film. But mainly in this opening scene, it is the lack of dialogue which engages the audience as it takes all our attention to the screen so that the story is not missed, as there is no other guide such as a narrative or character dialogue for us to understand what is happening. 


In conclusion, sound plays a very important part in film. But the lack of sound also pays a big part of the sound. As sound and the lack of sound can do the exact same thing, they can both put us on edge and portray the emotion of the characters and give us more insight into how the characters are feeling. Between the use of sound and the lack of it, it is clear to see that the lack of sound is a much more creative and realistic use of the sound in film as the lack of non-diegetic sound engages the audience a lot more and gives the audience an opportunity to come to conclusions of the way they feel about a certain event or character in the film. Through this essay, the examples have shown the uses of silence to raise the tension in No Country for Old Men, the creative use of silence in Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan was that it represented the true horror of war and it stripped back everything so the audience where focused in on the visual, it also gave us a truer insight of what war was like and the audience related more to the character for that, and in Stanley Kubrik’s 2001: A Space Odyssey it also took our attention to the visual and the story, it lets the audience decipher the storyline without the help of dialogue and it related the audience to the silence experienced in space. The use of silence will always be a big part of film and it has endless possibilities of creativity.
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