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Movies are a form of escapism, everyone is accustomed to watching films. Whether it be at the cinema or from the comfort of our own home, everyone has seen a movie. An art form that was created for entertainment of the masses, for people of all ages and backgrounds. We find comfort in watching a film after a long day at work or school it’s an art form that can let your mind wonder and open your imagination to endless possibilities. But have we become too complacent? We take films for granted and have stopped appreciating the hard work that goes into creating these magnificent marvels. Endless sequels, reboots and franchises have become the norm these days. Sometimes we forget how much effort are put into movies. This essay will focus on how we can appreciate the movies once again, it will focus on the relationship between the visual and the auditory. The focus will be taken from one scene in two movies, both with a similar genre but entirely different. The points that will be discussed is how the audio and visuals are used to come across to the audience and how effective they can be during the scenes. The scenes will then be compared and discussed further as to how the audio visionary relationship works and the positives and negatives will be weighed up. The scenes that have been chosen are the sniper scene from “Saving Private Ryan” (Saving Private Ryan, 1998) and the opening scene of the movie “Dunkirk” (Dunkirk, 2017).
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The film is set during the events of world war two and follows a group of soldiers on the hunt for a fellow soldier Private Ryan, the scene chosen for analysis has been chosen for the audio-visual relationship that is evident within the scene itself. It starts with a group of soldiers moving through a destroyed French village in a downpour, a soldier attempts to rescue a Family from their home which is implied was destroyed by the air raids that had taken place during the world war. The sound of the rain is diegetic which means we can physically see the source of the sound on screen. “Sound effects can be used to add mood or atmosphere to a film by creating a soundscape that accents or adds another layer of meaning to the images on the screen.” (inPoint, 2012) The sound of rain is often a calming noise for many of us but during this scene it is used to mask a deadly motivation. A soldier is shot by a sniper rifle, the sound of the bullet shooting from the barrel of the rifle echoes with a big boom that sounds like thunder, we do not see the source of the bullet until the very end of the scene, however we do see the impact of the bullet hitting the soldier. The name given for forging a correct relationship between a sound and image is called synchresis “the forging of an immediate and necessary relationship between something one sees and something one hears.” (Chion, 1976) so, we know exactly what is happening in the scene as soon as we hear the bullet and as we see the impact. Within the background of the scene we can hear very distant explosions happening as if to show that there are other things going on in the distance and goes in hand with the war theme of the film. We know that the sounds in the distance are caused by explosives even if we do not see them, this is called acousmatic listening. “Acousmatic describes the noise which we hear without seeing what is causing it” (Kane, 2014) but being able to acknowledge that the sounds origin is caused causal listening as we recognize what the origin of the sound is. As the soldier is shot by the sniper he falls and hits a piano which rings out with a horrible tone, this could have been deliberately used to add a more dreadful atmosphere to the scene and allows the viewer to acknowledge something bad has happened. However, the piano is the only type of music through the entirety of the scene. As with most movies you would expect some element of a soundtrack behind it but during the scene it is laid bare and all we have is the soundscape from the environment around the soldiers. The sound of rain cuts through the dialogue and causes the soldiers to shout it also makes it difficult to pinpoint the location where the sound of the bullet came from which adds a bit of peril to the scene. As the camera focuses onto the German soldier who shot the sniper rifle later in the scene we can hear that the sound of the rain has diminished due to him being in a building with a high vantage point, as he looks down the scope we hear the control of his breathing whilst looking around. It’s not unheard of that breathing on screen can affect your own breathing. The calmness of the German soldier shooting the sniper is very unnerving as he seems very comfortable and relaxed while the American soldiers who are on the receiving end of the sniper’s shots are in a panic and could ultimately die. We hear one of the American soldiers loading the barrel of his own sniper rifle and starts murmuring a prayer to himself as he scouts for the German soldier through the scope of his gun
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The score used through the opening scene as well as the entirety of the movie Dunkirk was composed by Hans Zimmer. Throughout the scene there is a ticking noise hidden inside the score that sounds like it is constantly building but it never reaches a peak this is called a Shepard tone. The movie was built around the Shepard tone, as the film “consists of three storylines that you could think of as three octaves.” (Hooton, 2017). The scene focuses upon a British soldier who is trying to make it to a safe zone on the beach of Dunkirk, the scene is stripped of dialogue for most of it and focuses on building tension. To start the soldier is walking with his comrades through a French village we hear walking, clattering and paper fluttering through the air, the soldier tries to drink water through a hose and we hear the creaking of the tap. The village is quiet and devoid of life, all is quiet until the sound of gunfire erupts, and the soldiers are attacked by the enemy, the sound of the bullets hitting objects and tearing through them are hard hitting and make it sound as if you are there in person, the fear of the British soldier is evident and adds to the tension of the scene. The Shepard tone speeds up with the pacing of the gunfight scene and that tone then gradually slows after the British soldier makes his way to safety it becomes fainter and softer than it once was. While he is safe on the beach we hear the sound of the wind and the ocean there is still no dialogue and the whole tension that the scene built up it fades away as the viewers and the soldier now knows that the peril that once was is behind you. What is also evident through the whole scene is the use of a noise that is similar in character to a heartbeat, the beat changes throughout the scene to symbolise how nervous the soldier is through the entire ordeal. At the start the beat is very relaxed and calm, as soon as the gunfight breaks out it speeds up to imply the scariness of the situation. Once the British soldier starts to run, the beat gradually gets faster and faster until he reaches safety where it slows down to a normal rhythm. A sound effect like this where the sound keeps on going and going while speeding up and slowing down is called a Risset Rhythm (Synthopia, 2013). The entire scene feels claustrophobic until the very end where you then get a sense of freedom and relaxation, the soundtrack reflects this by adding all the elements that is needed to tell a story by only using sound speed, volume and momentum are all the ingredients you need within a sound piece to effectively convey to the audience what is going on.
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Both scenes are very well made, the content in them can be considered as similar but the tension in both scenes run high which is thanks to the sound that has been used. Saving Private Ryan, while not having a soundtrack to cover the scene it does a very good job at showing that tensions are high, and the peril is emphasised thanks to the use of the sound. Dunkirk is a movie that tension is high throughout its entirety, the score used to coincide with the sound effects really helps establish the film as well thought out and the fact that the film was written around the use of the Shepard tone is a marvellous addition. It is a film that keeps you on the edge of your seat throughout. The opening scene sets the standard for how the film’s pacing with be and the absence of dialogue really proves that when sound is used correctly and efficiently in a film that the absence of dialogue goes unnoticed as you are engrossed within the world of the movie. While Saving Private Ryan is full of dialogue until its tense moments, the dialogue can sometimes take away the weight of a scene that is meant to put movie watchers on the edge of their seats and diminishes the impact that the scene is meant to have on you. All in all, both movies are good in their own right but the way that Dunkirk uses the audio-visual relationship is a marvel in itself. The direction of both scenes knows exactly what they want to convey to the audience even before any type of audio is added to the film, it is their job to make you understand the gravity of a situation and how they want to ramp up the tension in a scene.
The Shepard tone used throughout the score in Dunkirk is widely used in movies that Hans Zimmer has had a hand in creating music for, he knows exactly how to get the audiences invested and knows his way around making music in films. There are many composers out there that use the same techniques as Zimmer, but he is chosen for a lot of blockbuster movies on account of how he approaches the creation of each of his pieces.
What we should take away from movies made these days is how they are very well thought out when it comes to the audio-visual relationships. There was a time when silent movies were popular, and everyone had become accustomed to them, they had subtitles, but it was easy for the audience to recreate that dialogue within their own imagination. Now we are so used to having sound within our films that it is something that we expect every time we walk into a movie theatre or whilst putting on a movie from the comfort of our rooms. What we should be doing is appreciating the relationship that sound has within a movie and that it shouldn’t be taken for granted. Hollywood should be looking at examples of sound in films like Dunkirk has done it goes to prove that we don’t need to have actors talking unnecessarily throughout a scene to make a good film. The landscape of movies has changed drastically within the last 100 years and it continues to change today, there will come a time when we look back on our favourites and we can appreciate them for what they are and the effort and love that was put into them.
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