



The opening scene of Saving Private Ryan (Spielberg, 1998) is an iconic piece. Not only for its incredible visuals but for its skilful use of sound and its design. John Williams, Composer and Gary Rydstrom the Sound Designer for Saving Private Ryan did a fantastic job in how the sound plays such a significant role in this recognizable scene. In this essay I will be analysing the opening scene of Saving Private Ryan and its sound design. I will do this through deconstructing each sound element of the scene, and try and understand the research, development and how it helps progress the scene forward. Comparing it to other films of the war genre, created by Spielberg and the sound design team, also a similar scene from another film, comparing their use of sound to Saving Private Ryan.

For the opening scene, Gary Rydstrom wanted to achieve a sense of realism. Spielberg and Williams didn’t want an audio track placed on this particular scene, to make it a more visceral experience. To quote Rydstrom ‘Anytime you put music in, even the most beautiful music it makes the audience realise from moment to moment they’re watching a movie’ (Rydstrom, 1998) this allows us as an audience to be drawn in, and in some sense, experience the battle. Spielberg didn’t want the scene to be ‘Hollywood’, according to Rydstrom that meant no use of sound libraries, cheats in sound effects, clichés etc. he wanted to keep it as true to battle as people remembered it. 

Due to the choice of wanting to take a realism approach in their sound design, Rydstrom had to do a lot of intense research. This meant studying guns, interviewing veterans and understanding their memories from the war. What amazed him was how big apart sound played within their memories such as remembering the sound of being shot at or the sound of a German Artillery. One soldier remembered that the guns of the allies would make a pinging noise when they shot their rifle and the Germans in many battles would listen for the ping and that would be a window to attack. All of this researched helped to create the sounds of guns, explosions and the impact of being hit by a gun. 

When listening to this scene, you start to hear the even the smallest details gathered from Rydstrom’s research, it may not be apparent to us as a viewer as to why it may be there, but it’s an important part to their realistic sound design. Being able to hear the ping of the M1 Rifle used by the Americans and the sound of the bullet leaving the barrel adds an unfamiliar feeling, but I believe that’s a good thing. The sound of a bullet piercing a body, above and underwater is different, but with the use of score we would not know or realise the difference. We as an audience are stepping into a world, where many aren’t familiar with. So, these small details add a big effect as a viewer. 

At the start of the scene, we see the troops sailing to battle. Again, all realistic sounds. We can hear the tremble of Tom Hanks character through his hands trembling with his water canister. As the camera slides down the boat we hear the sound of vomiting, prayers being spoken under their breaths as the nervous soldiers prepare for battle. It allows us to understand the growing tension of the scene. All the sounds within this scene are very noticed, and in some cases elevated so we as an audience truly understand the emotion and the realism of the piece. 

In the scene, Spielberg uses the camera as a point of realism, but it’s only truly executed with the use of sound. The camera is taken underwater, where the use of silence is truly affective. We see soldiers getting dragged down by their gear, silently struggling while bullets are skimming through the water to kill other soldiers. Spielberg takes the camera under water, then back into war multiple times, but with the use of sound this is a wonderful technique. It truly allows the audience to understand the loudness, and the constant sound of war being shot above when we are given a couple seconds of a cocooned silence. As a viewer, without this sound you wouldn’t truly understand the brutality that is happening above. 

Following this part of the scene, we continue to hear and see the battle progress. We hear gun shots grazing though the air, explosions, and the unclarity of the soldiers talking, which I believe was done to emphasise the truthfulness that Spielberg and Rydstrom were trying to achieve. It continues the theme of the audio throughout the opening scene, which allows us as an audience to understand the busyness of what war was really like for soldiers.

As Captain Miller, played by Tom Hanks arrives at the beach greeted by gunshots and explosions he goes into a moment of shell shock, taking in the action without normal sound.  Gary Rydstrom wanted this part to emulate only being able to hear the inside of your own head, trapped if you will. He described the sound as “listening to a sea shell, with the world around you echoing in your head” (Rydstrom, 1998). Spielberg wanted a slow rising peak noise to emulate a psychological tea whistle that rises and peaks when Captain Miller snaps back into the real world. This technique worked so well, that later in the movie they revisited it, as it helps gain a perspective through Tom Hanks’s characters eyes. Again, Rydstrom used the contrast of quiet, still noise reflecting entrapment compared to the loud, brutality of the war. It’s a very effective method, and helps us as an audience to fully take in the world that they have created. 

A good example of why the sound design in Saving Private Ryan is so incredible is to compare it to an early film, The Longest Day, 1962 (Annakin, Marton, Wicki) where they remake the same D-day battle of Omaha as Saving Private Ryan. In this scene they take a more ‘Hollywood’ approach, something Spielberg wanted to stay clear from, and for good reason. The Longest Day shows the courage of the soldiers, their bravery and their team ethic, in a way this scene somewhat simplifies the war. The sound design was nowhere near as researched and planned as Saving Private Ryan’s. The sound of the gun fire has no real impact as a viewer, the explosions hold no real punch. The soldiers are clear to hear, and it’s not allowing us to really hear the loudness of what war can really be like.  If you were to watch The Longest Day, without Saving Private Ryan as a reference, then maybe you wouldn’t truly understand how lack lustre their sound design really is. The use of silence is impactful, it helps us to comprehend the loudness that is war, in The Longest Day we don’t have this opportunity, thus leaving us without the same sense as when watching Saving Private Ryan. 

War Horse, (2011) a war film directed by Steven Spielberg is another film composer John Williams and Sound Designer Gary Rydstrom worked on. In the battle scene of the trench warfare we see World War 1 soldiers off to battle. In this scene, you can see some similarities, like the use of realism in the piece. The decision to not use a score was also made within this film, it allows the realism to flow through the piece. The attention to detail with the sounds of gun shots, piercing bodies, flying through air, and even hitting water all sound different. The same use of the ‘sea shell’ affect is used; it’s used just before the whistle is blown to commence battle. The high-pitched noise takes us back to reality, and follows through with the sound of bagpipes as the men climb the ladders to battle. Rydstrom wanted to make this scene claustrophobic, just how a trench would really be, “Trenches for World War I are key. I tried to find the claustrophobic sound of being in a trench.” (Rydstrom,2012). A lot of research went into the sound design and how World War 1 would really sound, it was completely different to research he had previously done on World War 2 for other films. “World War I has a specific sound to it,” “I thought the tanks and the guns should sound more primitive, unrefined. In World War II, the guns weren’t as clattery, the artillery didn’t make as much of a whistle when they came in, the tanks probably had more oil in them. The movie is about the historical clash when the old ways of war met the new ways -– cavalry vs. machine guns” (Rydstrom, 2012). Rydstrom found it difficult to find people who remembered what World War 1 war sounded like, which meant he had to make a lot of it up. He believed you would hear a lot more in a battle than you would see, and when he spoke to people who fought in a battle, they always remember the sound. “…when I talk to people who have been in the middle of battle, a lot of their memories were about the sounds of war,” (Rydstrom, 2012).


To conclude, Saving Private Ryan’s opening scene is stunning. Gary Rydstrom and Steven Spielberg made an incredible team, and this film wouldn’t have been nearly as well constructed without either one of them. The scene scraps the mainstream use of ‘Hollywood’ clichés, and focuses on telling a true story that can bring back unpleasant memories of those who lived through D-Day. This scene focuses purely on realism and research, and one could not be done without the other. The use of silence is a powerful technique, and sometimes cannot be executed to perfection, but in Saving Private Ryan it was used perfectly, it helped progress the story, helped us an audience understand the actuality of the war and it’s sounds and helped us understand the mind space that a solider may be in while in such a situation. As an audience we can feel the anxiety and anticipation that the soldiers would be feeling at this moment, due to the sound and even the cinematography helps pull this forward. Spielberg, Rydstrom and Williams clearly make a perfect team when it comes to making war movies.  To conclude, the sound design was a work of art, and that something created for a film could sound so realistic is incredible. Gary Rydstrom did an excellent job, and that’s why this film and its sound won multiple awards. And since working as a team, those three went ahead and created many more films together, and won many more awards.
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