In what ways does Daniel Kwan and Daniel Scheinert’s Everything Everywhere All at Once (2022) present family as the core, central theme of the story? How does the sound design and music support the films underlying themes?

Everything, Everywhere All at Once deals with a myriad of underlying themes. At the core of the story however are the themes of family, friendship, and acceptance. In this essay I aim to explore the presentation of these family relationships, their dysfunctional nature and how the Daniel’s use unconventional storytelling and sound design to defy genre tropes. 
The core themes of this film are expressed through it’s main character Evelyn Wang and her relationships with her father, husband, and daughter. Each of these relationships expresses a different aspect of the family experience, with Evelyn’s relationship with her daughter Joy serving as the central conflict of the film. The villainous persona of Joy, Jobu Tupaki, serves as the film’s primary antagonist. The central conflict of the film represents dysfunctional family relationships and the pain they can cause, with Jobu’s villainous actions being driven by Evelyn’s failure to understand and accept her daughter (Middle Aged Geek, 2023).  
This volatile relationship reaches its climax in the scene where Evelyn reconciles with Joy.  The scene begins with Joy venting her frustrations at her mother. Initially the film’s score is absent, allowing the performance of the actors and the importance of the dialogue to be the primary focus. During a break in dialogue, silence is used to build anticipation for Evelyn’s reaction and emphasise the emotional weight of Joy’s confession. This silence is interrupted by the sound of passing cars, grounding our characters in place, and reinforcing the mundanity of this moment in comparison to the chaos and hyper reality of the rest of the film. As the scene continues and Evelyn voices her own frustration to Joy, the soundtrack kicks in and the song “…Specks of Time” begins to play. This instrumental piece begins to swell as the scene expands into the entire supporting cast reconnecting and reconciling with each other. The music and visuals intertwine to drive the emotion of the scene forward, emphasising the core theme of family and relationships and enhancing the experience. The music increases in tempo and crescendos as Evelyn and Joy reach out for one another, finally ending and returning to silence as they hug one another. Once again, the absence of soundtrack is used to convey the importance of this scene and the ultimate resolution of Evelyn and Joy’s conflict. The sounds of cars and background noise fade in once more and ground these characters in the ordinary world, bringing a close to the conflict and establishing a new status quo. The importance of the emotion in this scene and the narrative resolution was emphasised by Julie Diaz, the ADR director for the film, in a 2022 interview with slashfilm: 
We did not want to do ADR in that at all. The emotional impact of it was captured on that day on set, and nobody wanted to mess with it. There was none in that section, and I'm really happy that there wasn't, because it was already flawlessly executed. (Diaz, 2022). 

Here we can see further evidence of how core the theme of family is to the narrative of EEAAO, with the scene describe previously being one of the most prominent examples of this theme on display.  In the same interview the sound editor of the film Andrew Twite also comments on this scene and the use of the soundscape to support its importance. 
 That's another scene that brings us right back to reality, like your previous question. It's like, you're suddenly back. All the rest of that, we know it exists, but we're back. We are in that moment. It's incredibly important. It's your sense of resolution. So we didn't want the [background ambiances] to get in the way. They're definitely in that environment. You can feel the city a bit, but we didn't want anything to take away from this powerful interaction that was happening. (Twite, 2022) 
The more dysfunctional aspects of Evelyn and Joy’s relationship are explored in the scene where Evelyn confronts Jobu/Joy. Here the ominous score starts immediately, foreshadowing a tense confrontation in the otherwise mundane setting of the laundry mat. The score is synced with the movements in the scene. As Joy twitches her head the music changes to indicate the presence of Joy’s villainous alter ego, Jobu Tupaki. As Jobu begins her monologue, the music builds in tension to reflect the threat presented. Evelyn and Joy move between different universes as the scene progresses, the sound design shifts to reflect this and give each universe a unique and distinct feeling. The Daniels were very particular about this aspect of the sound design. Their aim was to “communicate a very specific feeling of a very specific universe in a very short amount of time” (Spice, 2022). As the scene progresses and their confrontation comes to a head the score continues to build in tempo until the tension is almost unbearable. The importance of Evelyn and Joy’s confrontation is reflected in the score. Years of unspoken aggression and misunderstanding between the mother and daughter come to a head in a physical altercation. As the tempo of the score reaches its peak Evelyn punches Joy. The futility of this action is immediately reflected when the score transitions into a slower piano focused melody. The confrontation reaches its end as the music gives way to silence, signifying an end to the building tension and a temporary truce between Evelyn and Joy. This scene serves as a potent example of the Daniel’s commitment to merging the visuals and sound design. As stated by Anton Spice in an article for Composer “it’s sometimes hard to distinguish whether the soundtrack is responding to the story or leading it” (Spice, 2022). 
The Daniel’s utilise silence, or near silence in interesting ways to further emphasize the importance of Evelyn and Joy’s relationship. This use of silence is taken to it’s extreme in the scene on the canyon, where Evelyn and Joy exist in a universe entirely composed of rocks. There’s a complete absence of music and dialogue as the characters inner thoughts are displayed as subtitles. This scene serves as another of the films more grounded moments, giving the audience a moment to breath and appreciate the moment. It also pushes Evelyn and Joy’s relationship to the forefront of the story. As the two characters discuss their relationship and the underlying philosophies of the film, we hear a gentle breeze and windchimes. The calming soundscape and absence of dialogue are used to reflect the beauty of this scene and the importance of this conversation as the two characters begin their reconciliation (Twite, 2022).  The scene continues and Joy reflects on her journey and her relationship with Evelyn. A minimal piano score creeps in, further emphasising the beauty of this moment and its emotional weight. 
EEAAO’s core focus on family was heavily inspired by the Daniel’s relationships with their mothers. 

The Daniel’s explore the themes of family in Everything, Everywhere All at Once through a lens of post-post modernism dubbed ‘meta-modernism’. The Daniels used this lens to explore the chaos of the internet and reflect its impact on them growing up. Meta-modernism also provided the Daniels with an opportunity to challenge their own mothers using the themes of the film, using the character of Jobu as an allegory for themselves as filmmakers (Puchko, 2022). 
Meta-modernism is a movement that aims to describe post-post modernism. In The Metamodernist Manifesto (2011) Luke Turner defines meta-modernism as:
The mercurial condition between and beyond irony and sincerity, naivety and knowingness, relativism and truth, optimism, and doubt, in pursuit of a plurality of disparate and elusive horizons. We must go forth and oscillate! (Turner, 2011)
The core trait of meta-modernism, oscillation, is prevalent in EEAAO. We can see this in it’s use of the multiverse, one of the main elements of the story. In the context of the story, we see many different versions of our main characters, particularly Evelyn and Waymond in the multiple universes that are explored. The different versions of our main characters perfectly encapsulate this theme of oscillation as their personalities, circumstances and relationships fluctuate from one end of the spectrum to the other. Thus, meta-modernism allows the Daniels to further emphasise and express the core theme of family and explore the depth and range of these familial relationships on a broader scope. 
Nihilism is another key thematic aspect of EEAAO. The main antagonist of the film, Jobu Tupaki, justifies her villainous actions through the lens of nihilism. After gaining infinite knowledge across infinite universes, Jobu falls into a negative nihilistic mindset. The black everything bagel central to the iconography of the film reflects Jobu’s nihilism. The nihilistic mindset presented in EEAAO command audience’s attention, reflecting our own real-world struggles with finding meaning in the modern world (Russell, 2023). The Daniels wanted to explore the concept of the multi-verse in relation to nihilism as they felt most films that dealt with the multiverse “failed to access the truth at the heart of each narrative”.  (Russell, 2023).  The Daniel’s use a nihilistic lens to highlight the true heart of EEAOO, family. While both Evelyn and Joy both express nihilistic views while caught up in the chaos of the multiverse, they both find meaning in each other and the love of their family unit. (Russell, 2023).
Daoism is another school of philosophy presented in the film that ties in with the overarching lens of meta-modernism. Daoism is an ancient Chinese school of thought that emphasises balance and harmony. This school of thought ties in quite closely to some of the core tenants of meta-modernism, in particular the concept of oscillation. In the pursuit of balance and harmony, Daoist philosophy presents the idea that “nothing is still or stable and everything is in constant transformation” (Tianqi Yu, 2023). This philosophy is not only reflected in the frequently shifting genre and tone of EEAAO but also in its characters relationships. Throughout the film Evelyn, Joy and Waymond all experience changes in one way or another, accelerated by their various adventures and experiences in their alternate lives. Ultimately, they achieve their balance and harmony in a new, cohesive family unit. 
This concept of balance and harmony also extends to the films sound design and visuals. In an interview with Headliner, the films supervising sound editor Alexandra Fehrman stated:
I didn't want to get in the way of that because the music was so beautiful, so it was a little bit challenging to find that balance where you really feel her heart glowing and just expanding with love (Headliner, 2023)
Referencing the scene in which Evelyn realises her love for Waymond, Fehrman speaks to the importance of balance in the sound design and its relation to the emotions presented in the scene. This stresses the importance in depicting the progression of Evelyn and Waymond’s relationship and supporting that with carefully designed sound effects and music. Fehrman then expands on this point and highlights the progression of the score in the scene and how it reflects Evelyn’s overwhelming love for Waymond (Headliner, 2023). 
The sound team recognised the importance of family as the emotional core of the story and made great efforts to keep it as a centre for the sound design. Collaboration was a key emphasis for the Daniel’s as they worked in sync with the sound and mixing team. The core theme of family extended to the design process itself. In an interview with Sundance (2023) Recording mixer and sound editor Brent Kiser stated “Collaboration in this is huge. It was definitely summer camp family vibes with everybody on this, and it’s such a blessing because rarely do music and effects get to really be as close”. (Kiser, 2023)
The meta-modern philosophy of oscillation can also be seen in the film’s genre focus. EEAAO at its core is a family drama but it is surrounded by layers of influences from other genres and films. The film moves fluidly between the sci-fi trappings of the multiverse, the down to earth style of a family drama, the absurdist comedy of a man being piloted by a raccoon and thrilling martial arts action scenes (Tianqi Yu, 2023). In many ways, EEAAO is a film about genre-hopping, aided by the films use of the multiverse (Poll, 2023). While EEAAO travels between genres in a filmic sense, the characters themselves are also grappling with the genres that define their everyday lives. Gender and sexuality are an important focus in EEAAO, with both Evelyn and her father criticising other members of their family for failing to conform to traditional genres of sexuality and gender. As the film itself transcends genre as it progresses, so too do its characters. Evelyn manages to move past her traditional understanding of these genres and love and accept her husband and daughter for who they are (Poll, 2023). 
EEAAO’s fluid genre focus allows it to better explore the complexity of human relationships. The film reflects a more realistic spectrum of human emotion through its exploration of different genres. In shifting tone and genre so drastically throughout the film the more serious and emotional scenes are given extra emotional weight and impact. As the messaging in these scenes is not being forced or expected by the audience it leads to them becoming especially powerful (Gayre, 2022). The Daniel’s creative approach to genre allows them to avoid the stereotypes of family relationships that are all too common in film and tell their story in a fresh new way. 
Through the chaos of the multiverse and the drastic changes in genre and tone, the relationships featured in EEAAO shine through as the beating heart of the film. Evelyn and Joy’s dysfunctional relationship and eventual reconciliation grounds the film and effectively conveys its core theme of family. The Daniel’s deliberate focus on this theme elevates the film to greater emotional heights that may otherwise have been lost in the chaos of this multiverse adventure. Instead, the contrast between the two serves to highlight both aspects of the film and unite them to form a much deeper, more impactful film. The Daniel’s manage to masterfully balance their sound design and underlying philosophical themes to further convey this core theme adding further layers to the film. 
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