Silence in the sound-image relationship

Chosen question:
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.

Silence is a term used by many in the world of film making and in the work of musicians however what is its true use in the sound image relationship and what benefits can the use of silence have a cinema piece and dose silence truly have a place in the world of cinema or is it just another throw away method in the creation of films. it is hoped that a full analysis of the use of silence can be conveyed and show the importance of silence in the creation of films and solidify its place in the sound image relationship. To aid in this two scenes from films have been chosen and from them individual scenes have been chosen for there differences in the use of silence but also for there similarity’s in plot to help convey the different uses and affects that silence can have on a scene depending on the context these scene being from Still Alice and The Theory Of Everything.

Oxford dictionary describes silence as “A complete absence of sound or lack there of”This however, would be impossible to understand unless a person were inside a vacuum, as sound is just vibrating air particles and with the absence of air in the chamber there would be nothing to move those particles thus causing the absence of sound or silence. The closest we have gotten to hearing complete silence within an atmosphere however are from inside an anechoic chamber and even then people have claimed to hear smaller sounds such as there breathing, clothes moving or in some cases heart beat inside the quietest place on earth (BBC 2017)1. In film, silence is much easier to create and can have a variety of influences and effects within a film by adding tension to a scenario within the story or displaying the emotions of characters. However, in more modern films absolute silence isn’t typically used. Instead of this non-diegetic sounds such as music are used to keep the attention of the viewer. This can also be used to influence the emotions of the viewer. For example, in the film “The Last Laugh” it uses a variety of different orchestral pieces to aid in the scenes emotions and help the viewer better understand the scene. There are several different types of silence however, the main types used within film are Impressionistic Silence, Metaphysical Silence, Implied silence, Physical silence. These titles help us to catigorise the different types of silence for example metaphysical silence creates silence within the scene but has a sound track overlaid to create a specific ambiance. these types of silence that allow directors and sound designers to create and flesh out a story and allow a method for only the emotions of the characters to speak.

Still Alice is a drama which revolves around the story of a woman with early onset Alzheimer’s and the slow decline of her mental state. The chosen scene shows the main character tossing and turning in their bed and doing different things between these sequences, such as brushing their teeth and having a drink to try and take their mind of their current situation. Within this scene silence is used to create a separation between the character and her surroundings attempting to mimic the character’s mental state and showing how displaced she feels within the scene. This scene makes use of Metaphysical Silence, you can tell this by how they utilise the sound design to make any and all sounds the character makes within the scene such as a light switch or a glass being placed on a table, and highlights them giving even the most meaningless sound within the silence a purpose. it is this that makes the scene seem so detached from the rest of the film. However, the sound design does not make the character seem as though they are in a dream like state and more that they are hyper aware of there surroundings. This is done through there use of heightened sounds and and prolonged scene.

The film The Theory Of Everything tells the life story of the late great Steven Hawking after he developed a Motor Neurone Disease, and the creation and development of his thesis of black holes. The film also shows more of his family side and how they were affected over time by his condition. The scene chosen takes place at the point where the main character finds out that they have this disease. Within the scene they use silence as a means of displacing the character from their surroundings. It does this by creating a dream like affect for the main character’s surroundings and highlighting the quieter sounds within the scene, giving the affect that we are inside the mind of the main character. However, the scene doesn’t convey a true silence, as with many films made in the 21st century the scene has a backing sound track over the top of the scene. This use of film scoring helps to give a more of an understanding to the viewer of the situation being presented by implementing music which has been seen to give the desired effect. It is also able to sway the emotions of the viewer by subconsciously affecting there perception of the scene and help to give the correct impression and ambiance to the scene. For example, the sound track within the scene is played using very few instruments and is played in a high key, it instantly creates an unease to the scene. However, if the music were in a major chord it could perhaps give the impression of curiosity, this is due to how people have been conditioned to have certain emotions when listening to certain sounds. 
For example a slow steady tempo such as Franz Schubert: 'Du bist die Ruh,' D. 776 can relax a listener where as a piece such as Ludwig van Beethoven: Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, Op. 67 can make a person more of an unease when listening. This scene makes use of Impressionistic Silence which is a kind of silence which utilizes the use of soundtracks as a form of conveying the idea of silence without the scene actually being silence at the time of viewing the film. 

These two scenes use silence in drastically different ways however both scenes are effective in displaying the same kinds of emotions these being negative ones such as sadness and fear without the need for characters to verbally convey their emotions to the audience. For example, in Still Alice the scene jumps from her being in her bed and to her doing other things because she is unable to sleep, all of which is done in relative silence however because the scene is so quiet every sound which the character makes is more pronounced and noticeable such as placing a cup on the counter or a running tap this is very reminiscent of what john cage once stated about his piece Sound of Silence “Until I die there will be sounds. And they will continue following my death” what he mains by this statement is that there will never be complete silence and there will always be other sounds to fill the space much like in this scene in Still Alice. In the scene from The Theory of everything however it embraces this idea that there is no such thing as silence and instead of trying to create this environment blatantly dismisses it in favor of a method of implied silence through the use of non-diegetic sounds which are sounds added to the scene which have no in scene source and are there mainly to help create an atmosphere to the scene. For example, in The Theory of everything a score consisting of low and high instruments is used during the character development of understanding in relation to the condition using higher notes for tests and lower once they have deterring his illness. This is similar to how Still Alice makes their quieter sounds more prominent within the scene instead of using the quieter sounds however The Theory of Everything replaces this with the use of a score but dose make some of there sounds more noticeable beneath the music to perhaps keep the character and scene linked.
A similarity found within both scenes was there use of creating tension through there use of silence. This is because when silence is added to a scene It is able to make a scene appear longer and that the scene is taking place over a period of time similar to a montage. For example, in Still Alice the silence is used over a period of a few hours this helps slow down the scene and show the character’s emotions more. The Theory of Everything dose the same thing using its method of silence to help show the passage of time and show the progression of the character’s condition through there emotions. It is also apparent that both sense use the method of implied silence this method of silence is meant to give the impression of silence without the scene actually being silence this can again be seen in still Alice during the sections out of bed with the sounds of running water and objects being moved. It is more apparent however in The Theory of everything with is use of a film score but it is still using the same method, an example where complete silence has been used could include films such as 2001 a space odacy where absolute silence in the film is used when out in space this however can seem a bit unpleasant as the human brain is not used to the idea of complete silence David Toop stated in his book Sinister Resonance that “sound is void, fear, wonder.”(David Toop 2011) What he could mean by this is how the absences of sound can create different kinds of emotions for example in still Alice and The Theory Of Everything silence is used to convey this idea silence is fear.

 The affects of silence can have drastic affect on the way a viewer perceives a scene depending on what is being displayed on screen. Along with this silence has been found to not be as simple as the absence of sound but rather a plethora of different options and opinions which use the term silence as simplified way for people to understand the term of silence. In the sound-image relationship silence is also able to convey a multitude of different emotion though here only negative emotions have been displayed it is also able to convey joy, resentment, pride and many others through the use of moving image. Finally, these points and statements help to solidify silences place within the world of moving image and how through the use of silence a story can still be told.
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