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Question 3: Provide an account of the function of silence in the sound-image relationship. Include at least two short analyses of film scenes of your choice to help.
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The paradox of silence and how it affects us

The Cambridge English Dictionary defines silence in its most general sense as:
“a period without any sound; complete quiet” (Cambridge University, n.d.)
Silence always has had a profound effect on the human psyche (Ross, 2014), one can hardly argue against the notion that it holds a powerful grip over the observer. The way the effects of silence manifests themselves however can vary wildly from person to person (Valle, 2019), from negative senses of isolation, loneliness and anxiety to positive senses of calm, reflectiveness and mental development (Monk, 2018).  
Ron Valle of the American Psychological Association suggests that the effects of silence include spiritual aspects such as:
“…developing mental and emotional stability, opening to unconscious processes, increasing intuitive sensibilities, being aware of the distinction between cognitive understanding and prereflective knowing, having a quieter and less reactive mind, resolving inner and outer conflicts, promoting physical and emotional healing, increasing spiritual awareness, and exploring one’s own inner self.” (Valle, 2019)
Silence therefore is a fundamental part of everyday life, if we allow ourselves to embrace it, we can learn and convey emotions and ‘inner conflicts’ (Valle, 2019) that cannot be expressed through language alone. This unique introspective view of ourselves allows us to grow and develop as an individual.
However, the negative aspects of silence also garner a powerful response from observers. This can even be seen in our use of language and the negative connotations that silence can suggest, such as “the silent treatment” or “lifting the veil of silence” (Monk, 2018). 
Sarah Monk in her post to the blog “The Positive Psychology People” adds: 
“I have observed some people seem really uncomfortable at the prospect of a period of silence. On reflections at the end of silent retreat periods, some of these people come to enjoy the silence, but some don’t.” (Monk, 2018)
Therefore, silence can seem to us as ‘paradoxical’ (Ross, 2014), having both a positive and negative effect on people simultaneously. Silence requires no words, no connotations or signifiers for it to influence us and therefore the effects it has are unique and personal to each observer, while at the same time being open and universal to everyone (Ross, 2014). As Maggie Ross in her book Silence: A User’s Guide says:
“Both the insights and the processes of silence are open to everyone because the fundamental workings of the human mind are universal and have not changed in recorded history.” (Ross, 2014)
The following account on the function of silence in our everyday lives will focus on the specifically on the effect that this ‘paradox’ (Ross, 2014) has when we are exposed to it through the medium of film, and how the relationship between the moving image and sound can affect us on a deep level, thus enhancing our experience of the film.




Silence and the sound-image relationship

Silence in sound, and the relationship it has with the moving image is a unique one. In Bela Balazs’ book entitled Film Sound: Theory and Practice, Balazs proposes that ‘no other art, be it literature or a painting can reproduce the dramatic effect that silence in film has’ (Balazs, 1985). Even in radio plays, as we cannot observe any silent actions the characters may be undertaking, ‘the result of the cessation of sound is not silence but just nothing’ (Balazs, 1985). The form of silence that we therefore observe in radio plays and silent film is referred to as absolute silence, the absence of any aural information.
In the context of the relationship between sound and image however, the silence that we as an audience most commonly observe is known as perceived silence. This form of silence is best exemplified as if you, as the reader of this essay, were positioned alone in an environment typical to the real world, for example a living room. While no sound may be present when you first observe the room, in reality absolute silence cannot exist. You may hear the sound of traffic outside or the hum of a radiator, or even, as is the case in specially designed environments such as an anechoic chamber, the rhythm of your own heart beating. George Michelson Foy, in his article Experience: I’ve been to the quietest place on Earth, describes his experience of an anechoic chamber:
“I became aware of the sound of my breathing, so I held my breath. The dull thump of my heartbeat became apparent – nothing I could do about that. As the minutes ticked by, I started to hear the blood rushing in my veins. Your ears become more sensitive as a place gets quieter, and mine were going overtime. I frowned and heard my scalp moving over my skull, which was eerie, and a strange, metallic scraping noise I couldn't explain.” (Foy, 2012)
Lisa Coulthard in her article Listening to Silence: The Films of Michael Haneke (2010), describes perceived silence as: 
“(not) the absence of sound but its essence, and the body of the subject is its origin and endpoint.” (Coulthard, 2010)
This suggests that the silence we observe in films can be used by an audio-visual artist as a tool to enhance a scene. Michel Chion in his book Sound: An Acoulogical Treatise notes that this form of silence ‘imparts a particular new intensity to certain scenes’ (Chion, 2010). 
Audio-visual artists, by also employing the writing technique of ‘Show, don’t tell’, can convey many senses and emotions using this kind of silence, thereby enhancing the experience for the audience.  One such example of this cinematic silence can be found in the ‘Spirit Train’ sequence of Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (2001).
Audiovisual Analysis: Spirited Away (2001) – ‘The Spirit Train’
Starting from the moment we see the protagonist Chihiro waiting at a train platform, midway through the film, a non-diegetic music piece entitled The Sixth Station by Joe Hisaishi begins playing, while the diegetic sound of rushing, shallow water fades in as the train pulls into view. This relatively quiet if not silent scene is used by the film’s director Hayao Miyazaki to contrast the fast-paced, dialogue-heavy scenes shown prior. 
Miyazaki’s choice of imagery throughout this sequence highlights metaphors of death, personified by the phantom passengers of the train as well as the ‘one-way’ nature of the journey itself. The world around the train is shown to be flat and still, evoking a sense of simplicity and focus on the journey ahead. As the scene continues, other landmarks come into view such as an isolated farmhouse on an island, implying that the nature of the world around Chihiro is a lonely and isolating one, reflecting her own personal feelings. Passengers of the train disembark at a number of stations throughout the sequence; however, the stations seemingly lead to nowhere, with Chihiro observing the passengers disappearing into nothing. This evokes a sense of mystery of the world beyond and calls back to the metaphor of death.
The most noteworthy aspect of this scene is the almost complete absence of dialogue, with the only diegetic sounds being subtle ambient sound effects. The characters lack of dialogue provides a time of quiet contemplation, with Chihiro staring wistfully out of the trains window at the spirit world beyond. This kind of ‘show, don’t tell’ scene is employed in many of Miyazaki’s films to allow the characters, film and the audience a time to ‘breath’. It’s through silent scenes like this, that we as the audience can take the time to absorb the full ‘essence’ (Coulthard, 2010) of the metaphysical world that Spirited Away inhabits. Miyazaki himself says in an interview with Roger Ebert in 2002, regarding scenes of this nature:
““We have a word for that in Japanese," he said. "It's called ma. Emptiness. It's there intentionally”.” (Ebert, 2002)
It is beats like this, and the use of silence in them, that the audience can use to ‘absorb and involve’ (Ebert, 2002) themselves in the film world. Using underlying emotions and imagery in the right place, without bombarding the audience with dialogue-based exposition, can lend themselves to a more personal and memorable feeling for the audience.
Another example of how audio-visual artists can employ silence to enhance their film can be found in Robert Zemeckis’ Cast Away (2000). 
Audiovisual Analysis: Cast Away (2000) – Chuck & Wilson
To provide context, the character Chuck Noland, portrayed by Tom Hanks, finds himself stranded on an uncharted island after being the sole survivor of a plane crash. A majority of the film takes place on this island with Tom Hanks being the sole actor. Robert Zemeckis uses this context to play up and enhance the concept of ‘Man vs Nature’. As he washes up to the beach, the audience is presented with perceived silence, contrasting the loudness and chaos of the previous scenes. As Chuck desperately calls for help, this scene conveys to the audience, the potent terror of being lost and truly alone, far from aid from any other person.
In one scene, after debris from the crash washes up to the island, Hanks fashions an anthropomorphic human from a volleyball he finds, dubbing it ‘Wilson’ after the volleyballs brand name. No non-diegetic music plays throughout this scene, with the only diegetic sounds being the crashing of the waves on the beach were Hanks sits, as well as various other ambient sound effects. Zemeckis uses this silent anthropomorphised ‘character’ to display to the audience Chucks chronic loneliness, and to pull us further into the films sense of isolation and hopelessness. Zemeckis also uses Wilson’s silence to project Chucks own feelings of doubt and apprehension to the audience yet at the same time hope through friendship, all without ever using dialogue. 
Towards the end of the film, we are presented with another quiet scene, with Chuck finding himself back home, yet once again lost at a crossroads. Once again, no music plays in this scene and there is sparse dialogue from Chuck himself, echoing his time on the island. Only then does another character Bettina Peterson, played by Lari White, pull up alongside Chuck. This character, by having knowledge of the area, echoes Wilsons character with the sense of hope and direction he brought to Chuck and the audience while on the island. 
The noteworthiness of Wilson as a silent character therefore is how it highlights how critical social interactions are to us as humans for our survival. Nicholas Epley et al. in their article, On Seeing Human: A Three Factor Theory of Anthropomorphism, describes this notion:
“For nearly all of human evolutionary history, being shunned or ostracized by other humans was tantamount to a death sentence for one’s genetic inheritance, either because an individual was unable to survive or was unable to reproduce.  Possessing a keen sensitivity to one’s social relations, and a strong motivation to establish and maintain social connections, therefore confers obvious survival and reproductive benefits.” (Epley, et al., 2007)
Zemeckis employs this theory, alongside his sparse use of dialogue and non-diegetic music in selective scenes throughout the film to enhance the relatability of Chuck as a character, as well as to convey a sense of deep isolation, loneliness but ultimately hope and redemption to the audience. 

Conclusion

Throughout this essay, I have attempted to demonstrate some of the many ways that silence can influence us as humans. Due to the ‘paradoxical’ (Ross, 2014) nature of silence, it can influence us in both good and bad ways simultaneously. I have demonstrated how silence can take many forms, from the information lacking nature of absolute silence, to the emotion influencing nature of perceived silence. I have also demonstrated how perceived silence is used in film to convey complex emotions and concepts. It is this form of silence that grants audio-visual artists the power to convey emotions too complex in nature to be described only through dialogue, as Susan Sontag describes in her essay The Aesthetics of Silence:
“Silence is the artist’s ultimate other-worldly gesture; by silence, he frees himself from servile bondage to the world, which appears as patron, client, audience, antagonist, arbiter, and distorter of his work.” (Sontag, 1969)
As language can be used to convey ideas, the lack of it can be used to convey emotion. However, as people can react negatively to the concept of silence in everyday life, through situations such as an ‘awkward silence’, the notion of silence being a positive thing seems to have been lost. R. Murray Schafer in his book The Soundscape says: 
“If we have a hope of improving the acoustic design of the world, it will be realizable only after the recovery of silence as a positive state in our lives. Still the noise in the mind: that is the first task – then everything else will follow in time” (Schafer, 1977)
Like Hayao Miyazaki’s philosophy on film writing, giving ourselves time to ‘breath’ allows us to focus on our emotions, and the world around us. This provides us with new ways of perceiving the world we inhabit, as Miyazaki exemplifies in his interview with Roger Ebert in 1999:
“He clapped his hands three or four times. "The time in between my clapping is ma. If you just have non-stop action with no breathing space at all, it's just busyness, but if you take a moment, then the tension building in the film can grow into a wider dimension. If you just have constant tension at 80 degrees all the time you just get numb."” (Ebert, 2002)
And just like Chuck’s relationship with his silent friend Wilson in Cast Away (2000), by employing silence we can hone our own critical thinking skills and project our personality in order to ‘mirror’ it back to ourselves. This grants us further insights into how we as an individual can tackle the problems that life can throw at us. 
Through embracing silence, we open ourselves to new understandings of the world around us and the people that inhabit it. We learn more about ourselves, our reactions, emotions and spirituality. It is through silence that we can learn who we are. 
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