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TITLE QUESTION

Discuss the key concepts of Michel Chion's ‘audiovisual contract' and how it can be used to interpret the relationship between sound and image within moving image. Provide a short analysis of two (or more) film/animation/game scenes of your choice to help articulate your discussion.
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INTRODUCTION
“The eye perceives more slowly because it has more to do all at once; it must explore in space as well as follow along in time. The ear isolates a detail of its auditory field and it follows this point or line in time.” (Chion, 1994, p. 11)
In this essay I will be analysing the concepts presented in the Audiovisual Contract. The Audiovisual contract is a chapter extract from the book Audio Vision – Sound on Screen written by Michel Chion. Chion explores the relationship between sound and image, piecing together how the phenomenon of audiovisual illusion can change the audience’s perception of visual stimuli or “engages the very structuring of vision— by rigorously framing it.” (Chion, 1994, p. 7). In other words, the influence of sound on moving image is an invaluable tool that can be utilized to sway an audience’s opinion or emotion. In this essay I will also be referencing examples of this concept in film media and examining in detail how much authority the projection of sound holds over a moving image. 
How Audio-Visual Stimuli is Processed
The key concepts of the audio-visual contract involve research predominantly on the influence sound has on image, and neurosciences and multisensory research have determined that the brain processes acoustic stimulus faster than visual stimulus. Sound and image mutually influence each other; however, it has been found that audio (especially speech) is processed with a higher level of intelligibility. Researcher and professor Virginie van Wassenhove conducted research into multisensory processing through speech and concluded this in a collection of separate studies:
Auditory speech is typically sufficient to provide a high level of intelligibility (e.g., over the phone) and accordingly, the auditory system can parse incoming speech information with high-temporal acuity (Poeppel, 2003; Morillon et al., 2010; Giraud and Poeppel, 2012) … Conversely, visual speech alone leads to poor intelligibility scores.
(Wassenhove, 2013, p.2)
Chion (1994) discusses this in length the audiovisual contract, sound is the vehicle for language and that lip reading using the eyes is noticeably slower when being processed by the brain (except for specially trained deaf individuals). This is because the eyes must distinguish the source both in the space that surrounds it and the speed of movement, but the ear is able to isolate sound and follow the source in time at a significantly faster rate. The conclusions from this research identify exactly how impactful sound is when applied to a moving image, when both are combined it leaves the audience with a strong audiovisual memory and creates a more coherent narrative. The moving image is heavily dependent on sound, which sheds light on the “highly stylized” nature of silent films. By heavily exaggerating movement and visual detail it will direct attention and engage an audience in the absence of sound and dialogue.
Temporalizing Images
As established, sound gives movement purpose and adds value to an image. The relationship between sound and image is co-dependant and when combined can create a highly effective piece of media. Another way sound adds value in an image is temporalization. Temporalization of a moving image involves sound giving a movement purpose by either implying it or directly following a visual. Chion identifies in the audiovisual contract that there are three ways that sound temporalizes a moving image: temporal animation, linearization and vectorizing. 
A remarkable example of temporalization occurs in Arrival (2016) when Dr. Louise Banks meets and interacts with the alien entities known as Heptapods and tries to communicate with them. The Heptapods are fictional creatures generated using CGI, therefore have absolutely no organic sound, so the way they communicate and the noises they create must be built entirely from scratch. The undeniably first aspect that must be covered is temporal animation of the alien. Temporal animation is when “sound renders the perception of time in the image as exact, detailed, immediate, concrete—or vague, fluctuating, broad.” (Chion, 1994, p. 13). This means that this aspect of sound covers the characters movement as if it was diegetic to the shot, such as the lifting of its limbs and the shuffling movements heard when the alien disappears from the shot. By implying this movement is diegetic to the shot, it gives it dynamic purpose and makes the creature appear real, alive and present to the audience. 
This temporal animation of the characters movement also linearizes the scene, imposing the sense of real time. For instance if the alien was to move a limb and the sound that followed was delayed by a few seconds, then it would break the illusion that it is moving in real time and give the implication that its existence didn’t follow the same rules as every other diegetic noise another character would make. By matching the linearization of sound with a character that can make diegetic sound such as dialogue and movement like Dr. Louise Banks, it aids the audience’s perception of time and implies the alien is present, linearized and interacting in the same environment. 
Sound is also superimposed in the film to the language that the aliens communicate with. They communicate to people using their own written word formed by ink that they disperse into the air to form sentences. As the words form, they produce a hissing noise which then fades when the words are fully formed. Whilst doing this, they also make several clicking noises and low hums. In the film you can never observe the source of the humming, but an audience can assume the creature is making the noise. This is all created to make every noise made by this creature appear diegetic, even though it has been edited in. 
Another example of non-diegetic audio superimposed to create an audiovisual illusion is the title opening scene in Amélie (2001). In this scene, we can see a child Amélie doing different things such as cutting out paper shapes, spinning coins and playing with dominoes. None of the typical sounds heard in this scene are diegetic, however they are all added in with Foley sound. For instance, when Amélie unrolls her paper shape cut out, the Foley sound heard is exaggerated paper crackling and unfolding noises echoing throughout the scene. This use of sound in this way is used to evoke emotion and a feeling of nostalgia. Chion describes this as “Casual listening”, where an audience listens to a scene to identify a specific source, which is presented in the paper cut out in Amélie, and the Heptapod noises in Arrival. 
Empathetic and Anempathetic Sound
In the audiovisual contract Chion also presents a concept of sound design called Empathetic and Anempathetic sound which was previously created and written about in his book Le Son au cinema. This concept only applies to music used in film rather than other aspects of sound design and has been used liberally in popular media. Chion first describes empathetic sound as “Music [that] can directly express its participation in the feeling of the scene, by taking on the scene's rhythm, tone, and phrasing; obviously such music participates in cultural codes for things like sadness, happiness, and movement.” (Chion, 1994, p.9) This is the most common type of musical direction as it aids the narrative unfolding and can be used to heighten tension in a visual scene. An example of empathetic sound is in The Princess Bride (1987) with a scene of a sword fight between Westley and Inigo. The scene begins with a dialogue and then a jump to a sword fight and the music is tense and suspenseful as they move around their environment challenging and provoking each other. As they talk, Inigo admits that Westley is besting him and then reveals that the hand he is not left-handed and switches the sword to his dominant hand. On the build-up to this reveal the music becomes faster to build the suspense between the characters. Then, on the reveal, the music crescendos into a fast and loud battle theme as Inigo pushes Westley back and they progress into the main sword fight. This is a fantastic example of empathetic sound as the music is sensitive the characters movements and the tension between them. As the characters fight, the music follows their movements. For instance, as Inigo front flips during the scene the music’s tone and speed decreases temporarily and then resumes as he lands, continuing the action. Empathetic music is an extremely useful tool for filmmakers to aid their story and emphasise the action taking place in any genre or situation. 
Music and sound can be empathetic to a character’s plight but can also be completely indifferent, this is called anempathetic sound. Chion defines anempathetic sound as “music [that] can also exhibit conspicuous indifference to the situation, by progressing in a steady, undaunted, and ineluctable manner: the scene takes place against this very backdrop of "indifference." This juxtaposition of scene with indifferent music has the effect not of freezing emotion but rather of intensifying it, by inscribing it on a cosmic background.” (Chion, 1994, p. 9) However, this technique does not just apply to music but sound as well, he adds: 
“The anempathetic effect is most often produced by music, but it can also occur with noise—when, for example, in a very violent scene after the death of a character some sonic process continues, like the noise of a machine, the hum of a fan, a shower running, as if nothing had happened. Examples of these can be found in Hitchcock's Psycho (the shower) and Antonioni's The Passenger (an electric fan).”  
(Chion, 1994, p. 9)
In other words, anempathetic sound is used as a tool to contrast between the emotions of a character and the environment that they reside in. Chion identifies that this method of sound design can be applied to both music and noise, one of the greatest examples of this is Hitchcock’s film Psycho (1960). In 1939, Hitchcock gave a lecture at Radio City Music Hall with the Museum of Modern Art and Columbia University. Within his lecture Hitchcock himself expressed his views on the importance of suspense, and how “After an hour, it starts to get tired, so it needs the injection of some dope.” It was from this lecture that Hitchcock’s moniker, the ‘Master of Suspense’ was created. His talent for creating suspense to manipulate and horrify his audiences and his ‘Keep them awake’ attitude, encouraged Hitchcock to work alongside the composer and sound mixer, Bernard Herrmann, to use innovative sound techniques to enhance the overall horrifying effect of his films. Hitchcock’s apparent dislike for the inclusion of dialogue and sound within movies is somewhat unsurprising as the director began his career making silent movies. The brutal murder of leading lady Marion Crane, committed by the knife-wielding silhouette of “Mother” in Psycho, is perhaps the most iconic scene found throughout all of Hitchcock’s filmography. This scene pioneered the horror genre, and it is mostly due to Hitchcock’s use of sound within the shower scene that has led to the scene’s popularity.  As Chion mentions, Psycho’s shower scene is a brilliant example of the anempathetic sound, but instead of using music the effect is achieved with sound. The murder of Marion Crane is brutal and bloody, yet the shower’s water continues running uninterrupted as though the young woman had not just been senselessly murdered just seconds before. The anempathetic effect of the running shower water not only horrifies the audience, but also manipulated both the audience and the producers of the Motion Picture Production Code, by juxtaposing a senseless violent act with the anempathetic running water that remained unaffected by the murder; the Motion Picture Production Code was an incredibly strict moral code imposed upon Hollywood films, yet Hitchcock’s use of anempathetic sound, allowed the film to bypass the regulations. In this scene, the continuation of the shower’s running water creates a disturbed atmosphere, not through the sound’s alteration but through the sound’s continued flow. As the water remains undisturbed, the audience becomes disturbed and uncomfortable watching the brutal event unfolding on screen. As Chion states, the anempathetic effect created by the shower water continuing to run, juxtaposed to the violent murder, produces an uncomfortable affect on the audience. 
Another example of sound being used in an anempathetic setting is the death scene of Don Vito Corleone in The Godfather (1972). Vito Corleone, an orphaned Sicilian immigrant who builds a Mafia empire, dies of a heart attack playing with his grandson Anthony; however, Anthony fails to notice that Vito is having a heart attack and misconstrues his death as playful. As Vito becomes progressively worse chasing his grandson he begins to cough and slow down, yet as he falls Anthony is heard happily giggling in the background. This is known as anempathetic sound, where a character going through a horrific situation is the backdrop to an opposing emotion or sound. Like empathetic sound this technique is also adopted to create tension, but the juxtaposition of the playful laughing and the horrid choking creates an incredibly unsettling atmosphere, that of the innocence of a child partnered with the fall of a crime empire that Vito had built from the ground up. 
Finally, a further key point in Michel Chion’s ‘The Audiovisual Contract’ is that of the acousmetre. Chion defines the acousmetre as a “character whose relationship to the screen involves a specific kind of ambiguity” (Chion, 1994, p. 129). Once again, Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho is a fantastic example of this. Norman Bates’ alternate personality as ‘Mother’ is initially manifested throughout the film through dialogue produced from the character offscreen: as Chion defines it, the character is “neither inside nor outside the image.”, which is extremely true of ‘Mother’. In Psycho, Hitchcock creates suspense through the delayed on-screen appearance of ‘Mother’, instead only really showing the character through shadowed shots or through her dialogue as an acoustmetre. Chion says that “An inherent quality of the acousmetre is that it can be instantly disposed of its mysterious powers (seeing all, omniscience, omnipotence, ubiquity) when it is de-acousmatized, when the film reveals the face that is the source of the voice.” This is exactly what happens to ‘Mother’. Hitchcock successfully establishes a tone of suspense through withholding the full on-screen appearance of ‘Mother’, instead initially introducing her as an acousmetre as Chion defines. Therefore, Hitchcock uses the acousmetre, as described by Chion, to manipulate the audience and establish suspense. 
In conclusion, Michel Chion’s audiovisual contract is an incredible tool for identifying the co-dependant relationship between sound and image. By analysing and dissecting the key concepts of the contract and using film to pinpoint these techniques in both modern and classic cinema, one can navigate the complex and incredible relationship between audiovisual stimulus.   
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