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Stolen Sound: Eavesdropping and Sound Design in the Cinema
N.B. Bold numbers in square brackets, e.g. [00:00:00], indicate approximate time of scene.

In this essay I shall examine the use of sound in key scenes from five films concerned, to a greater or lesser degree, with eavesdropping. In each film, a covertly or accidentally overheard conversation or event forms a nested, or metadiegetic (Genette, 1980 : 228), narrative embedded within the main story structure. By comparing the divergent audio strategies of each film, I hope to shed light on the implications of this narrative layering for cinematic sound design, and vice versa.

Diegetic/Metadiegetic
In his book Narrative Discourse, Gérard Genette defines a metadiegetic narrative as one that is contained within, and framed by, another (diegetic or intradiegetic) level, 
in the sense that the narrator of the second narrative is already a character in the first one, and that the act of narrating which produces the second narrative is an event recounted in the first one (Genette, 1980 : 228). 
I would argue that, in the films under discussion, the eavesdropped or overheard audio event functions as a metadiegetic narrative, with the eavesdropper as proxy ‘narrator’; although they do not ‘tell’ the event, it is they who set the conditions, tap the phones, edit and fashion the recordings, and mediate our access to them via the Play and Rewind buttons on their reel-to-reel tape machines. We experience these captured events inasmuch as they do, and consequently any sound-design decisions around these events will necessarily be indicative of the psychology of the narrator. This subjective, second-level sound design has been described by Michel Chion (1994 : 76) as ‘subjective-internal’ and by Claudia Gorbman (1976, quoted in Milicevic, 2005) as ‘metadiegetic sound’. 
Given the above, it follows that the primary imperative of the sound designer is to illuminate metaphorically the relationship between the narrator and the captured material; and that, by virtue of the principle of added value as framed by Chion (1994 : 5), any such strategies will appear, not as effects in themselves, but to arise naturally from the action on-screen.


Listening in
Prior to Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation (1974), films about surveillance tended to concern themselves exclusively with visual observation. An example is Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954), whose voyeuristically observed apartment dwellers play out their miniature melodramas in near silence. 
In The Conversation, Coppola set out to invert the paradigm. Taking his cue from Antonioni’s 1966 film Blow-Up, in which a photographer believes he sees evidence of a murder in grainy enlargements of a seemingly innocuous photograph, Coppola, along with his editor and sound designer, Walter Murch, produced a film in which a sound recording is subject to “the same kind of enlargement [ … ] a shifting of the various fields of sound to reveal a field formerly hidden …” (Murch, 2000) 
The sound recording in question, a covertly captured conversation in a San Francisco public square, is painstakingly assembled from multiple tapes in the warehouse studio of surveillance contractor Harry Caul, played by Gene Hackman. Early in the film [00:16:30], Coppola shows us the large speaker through which Caul monitors the tapes, but sound designer Murch, privileging Caul’s detached, analytical perspective over ‘objective’ realism, presents the audio in an acoustically pristine state, free of cabinet resonance or spatial acoustics from the cavernous warehouse (Chion’s “inflated personal stereo sound” [1994 : 101]). Godard, Chion tells us, makes sound that “resonate[s] in a reverberant and tangible space, such that we sense a real interior with walls” (Chion, 1994 : 135). Here, the opposite occurs. When Caul hits Play, the recordings entirely flood the scene, causing the on-screen image to appear somehow to recede, only snapping back when the tapes stop and the ambience of the studio reasserts itself. 
In these early scenes, the (metadiegetic) recording constitutes a child structure within the larger narrative scheme; but even so, it commands Caul’s and our attention while it lasts. Starved of full audio bandwidth, the intradiegetic image appears, however briefly, diminished: a ‘ghost’ (Chion, 1994 : 125).
This sonic subjectification finds a corollary in Krzysztof Kieślowski’s Three Colours: Red (1994), in which a lonely retired judge, played by Jean-Louis Trintignant, gains a vicarious emotional connection through eavesdropping on his neighbours’ telephone conversations. Just as Caul’s half-empty warehouse is a proxy for his emotionally shuttered existence, the judge’s interior life is echoed in the silent hallways of his shabby Geneva townhouse. Into this externalized inner space the judge, like Caul, projects his purloined conversations through loudspeakers.
Unlike Coppola and Murch, however, Kieślowski and his sound editor, Jean-Claude Laureux, allow the speaker cabinets and high-ceilinged rooms to impart a Godardian resonance and weight to the intercepted conversations [00:25:00] that contrasts vividly with the film’s general sound palette (and, in particular, the sonically denatured telephone voices with whom Irène Jacob’s Valentine conducts the bulk of her relationships). This projected timbral imprint is analogous to the significance, even grandeur, with which the judge’s obsessive act of listening imbues these fleeting, secretive vignettes.

The Totalitarian Narrator
So far, the subjects of the metadiegetic narratives have been sympathetically allowed unimpeded access to the sound field, even to the point of pushing their ‘narrators’ into the background. In Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s espionage drama The Lives of Others (2006), however, the intradiegetic narrator, Wiesler – the commander of a Stasi bugging operation in a Communist East Berlin teeming with informers (here, everyone is someone else’s narrator) – is a dictatorial figure, whose attempts to exert control over his narrative subjects extend to imposing upon them a subordinate auditory presence, mediated by low-fidelity bugging devices and imprisoned within a rigidly maintained diegetic sound world. In the previous films, the metadiegetic narrative is sonically subjectified; here, it is objectified. 
The turning point of the film, and Wiesler’s only echt moment of empathy for his subjects, occurs when a character under surveillance plays a faux-Romantic piano piece called Sonata for a Good Man [00:44:16], triggering in Wiesler a personal epiphany. Sound editor Christoph von Schönburg allows the music to burst from Wiesler’s headphones and fill the diegetic space in glorious high-fidelity. Briefly afterwards, the eavesdropped audio loses its buzzy, post-war espionage sonic signature, taking on a kind of post-epiphanic hyperreal glow; until Wiesler, reasserting his authority, recasts his subjects as supporting characters in his own lo-fi drama of personal redemption. 
If any filmmaker might be described as dictatorial, it is Werner Herzog, known for a totalitarian intensity of purpose reputedly backed up, on occasion, with threats of violence (Cronin, 2002 : 90). Grizzly Man (2005), a documentary about wildlife enthusiast Timothy Treadwell, contains a scene [00:43:16] in which Herzog listens in headphones to a recording of Treadwell and his girlfriend, Amie Huguenard, being killed by a large bear. Herzog no doubt wishes to spare the viewer the horror of hearing the tape. Instead, like a soldier hurling himself on top of a grenade, he takes the full blast himself. Here, as often in his films, Herzog straddles both extradiegetic and intradiegetic roles: he is the filmmaker filming himself filming. 
For nearly a minute, Herzog, watched by Treadwell’s friend Jewel Palovak, sits with his back to us, silent apart from a few words (“I hear rain … I hear Amie cry, ‘Get away, get away, go away …’”). Yet we do not particularly perceive an auditory absence. For a start, Herzog has strategically prefaced the scene with one in which a coroner theatrically describes the exact contents of the tape, so that our inner ear supplies its own soundtrack as Herzog eavesdrops, analogous to Chion’s (1994 : 132) ‘phantom sound’. Secondly, the scene is underlain with a continuous rushing and surging of white noise: the sound of a microphone turned up to maximum gain, as if the film itself is straining every sinew to hear. But Herzog is a pitiless gatekeeper. Visibly disturbed, he removes the headphones and instructs Palovak to destroy the tape. 
Still, the impression persists: what we heard in that minute wasn’t silence, but sound; albeit, as David Johnson (2008) has written, “sound divorced not only from image, but from sound itself”.

High Fidelity
In The Conversation, perfect audio – “a nice, fat recording” – is everything; lives hang on the exact inflection of a single captured word. Safety resides in fidelity – to the audio source material, to one’s moral centre. In the real world, sound and meaning are the same. In the invert metadiegetic audioverse, truth is slipperier, more elusive. The innocent are guilty; dialogue descends into electronic gibberish or hides beneath the music to be automagically extracted by means of a circuit-bent doorbell (possibly). 
Throughout, sound designer Murch uses discreet manipulation of taped and electronic sounds to indicate Caul’s progressively fractured psychology. Early on, as Caul wrestles with the sync controls on his bank of Uher reel-to-reel recorders [00:17:45], the recordings shift dangerously in and out of phase. Caul’s ethical core is out of alignment, ready to splinter under the pressure of competing moral imperatives. 
By contrast, Brian De Palma’s intriguingly downbeat thriller Blow Out (1981) – another film that attempts to sonify the central conceit of Blow-Up (here double-distilled, as De Palma borrows from both the original and Coppola’s homage [Kael, 1981]) – concerns the dangers of hearing too well. In an important early scene [00:09:30], the act of recording at night with a high-powered shotgun microphone has the subjective effect of radically telescoping space, the effect rendered visually using split-diopter lenses to produce extreme compressed perspective. This auditory foreshortening contributes to the scene’s exalted sense of hyperacuity; but it also functions as a metaphor for the way the fates of the two main protagonists are about to be catastrophically collapsed into the same orbit. 

Metalepsis
Sometimes, the various narrative levels refuse to stay in their respective lanes. Genette (1980 : 235) adopted the term metalepsis to describe such inter-narrative transgressions. These narratological “short circuits” (McHale, quoted in Pier, 2013) are common in the films under discussion. The high-pitched squeal of rapidly advancing or rewinding reel-to-reel tape is the sound of metadiegetic audio being yanked into the diegetic story world. The associated sounds of surveillance – abrupt transitions and juxtapositions, random electronic noises – act as emotional punctuation to the on-screen action, as when the radio scanner’s squelches and squawks become a metaphor for the protagonists’ emotional dissonance and hunger for connection in Three Colours: Red [00:12:36]. 
Meanwhile, the increasing irruptions of snatches of recorded audio into the diegetic sound world during The Conversation indicate a more general crossing-over, from purely diegetic sound into Harry Caul’s subjective-internal soundscape. This crossover is complete in the scene [01:15:00] where Meredith, played by Elizabeth MacRae, tries to soothe the semi-delirious Caul on a bed in the studio while the taped conversation plays in the background. Their voices merge irresolubly with those on the recording until both conversations dissolve into echo. Caul’s dissociative mental state is inferred by the juxtaposition of the darkened studio with the summery lunchtime sounds on the tape, anticipating Gus Van Sant’s appropriation of Hildegard Westerkamp’s soundscapes to similar ends in his 2003 film Elephant (Jordan, 2007).
A particularly striking example of audio metalepsis, this time from the diegetic to the non-diegetic, comes courtesy of sound designer Dan Sable in Blow Out. In the scene [01:00:57], Travolta’s character, sound editor Jack Terry, returns to his office to find his entire library of sound-effects tapes has been magnetically bulk-erased. The camera pans continuously as Terry threads tape after tape onto different machines, their scrambled beeps, hums and whumps of static forming a polyrhythmic musique concrète that floats free of the dizzying camerawork to function as an ad hoc score, vibrating with menace and paranoia.

Conclusion
The sound of eavesdropped audio in these five films is rarely objectively realistic. Instead, it constitutes a nested, metadiegetic sound world with its own internal logic. The function of this logic is to provide a metaphorical underpinning to the main, diegetic narrative. To this end, sound designers employ effects ranging from subjectification (The Conversation; Three Colours: Red) to objectification (The Lives of Others) and even complete withholding (Grizzly Man). Audio frequently crosses narrative borders to dramatic effect. Yet, in each case, these decisions are validated by our willingness to accept them without question. The effects may be subtle, but they add psychological value to the on-screen action while remaining, as Chion predicts (1994 : 5), subordinate to it. 


Reference list:
Books
Chion, M. (1994) Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen. New York: Columbia University Press
Cronin, P. (2002) Herzog on Herzog. London: Faber and Faber
Genette, G. (1980) Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method. New York: Cornell University Press
Journals
Johnson, D. (2008) ‘“You Must Never Listen to This”: Lessons on Sound, Cinema, and Mortality from Herzog's “Grizzly Man”’, Film Criticism, 32(3), pp. 68–82.
Websites
Jordan, R. (2007) The Work of Hildegard Westerkamp in the Films of Gus Van Sant. Available at: https://offscreen.com/view/jordan_westerkamp (Accessed: 6 December 2018)
Kael, P. (1981) Blow Out: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Gadgeteer. Available at: https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/1830-blow-out-portrait-of-the-artist-as-a-young-gadgeteer (Accessed: 11 December 2018)
Milicevic, M. (2005) Film Sound Beyond Reality: Subjective Sound in Narrative Cinema. Available at: http://filmsound.org/articles/beyond.htm#jedan (Accessed: 6 December 2018)
Pier, J. (2013) Metalepsis. Available at: https://wikis.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Metalepsis (Accessed: 12 December 2018)
Films Online
Blow Out (1981). [Online]. Directed by Brian De Palma. Sonoma County, Calif.: Filmways Pictures. [Viewed 6 December 2018]. Available from: Netflix.
Grizzly Man (2005). [Online]. Directed by Werner Herzog. Santa Monica: Lionsgate Films. [Viewed 5 December 2018]. Available from: Amazon Prime Video.
The Lives of Others (2006). [Online]. Directed by Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck. Burbank, Calif.: Buena Vista International. [Viewed 7 December 2018]. Available from Amazon Prime Video.
Films on DVD/Blu-ray
The Conversation (1974) Directed by Francis Ford Coppola [Blu-ray]. Hollywood, Calif./San Francisco: Paramount Pictures Corporation/Zoetrope Corporation.
Three Colours: Red (1994) Directed by Krzysztof Kieślowski [DVD]. Paris: France 3 Cinema/MK2 Productions/Canal+
DVD/Blu-ray Film Commentaries
Coppola, F. (2000) Director’s Commentary, The Conversation (1974) Directed by Francis Ford Coppola [Blu-ray]. Hollywood, Calif./San Francisco: Paramount Pictures Corporation/Zoetrope Corporation.
Murch, W. (2000) Editor’s Commentary, The Conversation (1974) Directed by Francis Ford Coppola [Blu-ray]. Hollywood, Calif./San Francisco: Paramount Pictures Corporation/Zoetrope Corporation.


