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The Audiovisual Contract and its utilization in Action Films

In this essay I intend on looking at Michel Chion’s ‘audio visual contract’, the theory behind how our senses of sight and sound interplay and complement one another when used in the right circumstance. I’ll be taking a particular focus on how this theory has been applied to martial arts action movies.
Using clips from various different styles of these films I will examine how the terms and sound techniques that Chion coined himself, play a part in the way the viewer is engaged by what they see and hear.
To begin with, let us outline the general theory of Michel Chion’s audio visual contract. Essentially, he states that when we are watching anything on screen, what we hear and what we see are rarely one and the same. The main exception to this is dialogue. In our day to day lives, it is a rare occurrence to see something and have the sound of that something subverted from what one is accustomed to hearing. For example, imagine seeing a bee dart across your vision, just as a fast car shoots by out of your sight. In the event that the two coincided perfectly, that would certainly be a strange occurrence for the senses, with your brain associating the noise of the passing car with that of the movement of the bee.

Francis Ford Coppola was quoted saying of soundtracks – 
“Sound is the director’s best friend because it secretly influences the viewer” 
I could not agree more, only it’s not just the case of the soundtrack, but every single drop of sound in film. In fact, it’s these tiny influences that have the largest impact  on the way we think and feel whilst watching a film.
The audio visual contract is a key part of all filmmaking and if executed correctly, it can turn what would otherwise be bad scene into at least a passable one. I feel that out of all genres it is martial arts and action that stand to benefit the most from a proper usage of the audio visual contract. Using clips from 3 different movies, each of them with their own take on a martial arts film, I will demonstrate Chion’s theories in action.
The Raid 2, The Drunken Master and Kung Fu Hustle were all made in totally different eras of film. Each have their own distinctive similarities and differences to the way they approach the mental marriage of sight and sound – what Chion calls Synchresis. The main aspect of what I’ll be analyzing in these scenes is also another term coined by Chion, and that is Rendered Sound. This is when sound designers give a totally constructed, artificial sound to an image that could still have its original sound used. However, do not take my terminology on rendered sound as a critique on its use. In fact the use of rendered sound is often what adds weight and voracity to these intense action scenes. Another alternative term used by Chion in place of weight or voracity is added value, which is when sound and visuals are combined they equal to greater than the sum of their parts.
“This reassociation is done for many reasons: sometimes in the interests of making a sound appear more “real” than reality (what Chion calls rendered sound) – walking on cornstarch, for instance, records as a better footstep in snow than snow itself…” – Walter Murch
From here I’ll make an analysis to the sound design in each of these films, noting the similarities and differences in the creative choices that each film took. Some of these decisions make total, logical sense, often enhancing something that is already there for the viewer onscreen, and others are used to add something that would otherwise be missing without the use of sound.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OuvVdpM8z6k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SHt6sYe9w9M  – The Raid 2 (2014, Gareth Evans)
Understated and smooth flowing – until a hit lands. Sound is used to grant a sense of fluid motion that compliments and enhances the skill and talent of the actors. The importance of sound is less so when the visual aspect of it takes so few shortcuts in its method. When a weapon makes impact in The Raid 2, we tend to hear the subtle characteristics of the weapon in question, but when Rama (The main character) manages to land a meaningful strike on his assailants we really hear the internal, wet, and bone crushing damage dealt to them. Additionally, it feels as though specific care has been put into the audio visual relation regarding the sounds of the clothing worn by the actors. The soft rustle of moving clothing is amplified to give a sense of speed with the hits, the ‘whoosh’ noise heard in The Drunken Master strives for a similar effect as this. Whilst the results are similar, The Raid 2 tries to hold itself firmly in the grounds of reality whereas The Drunken Master is happy to lean towards a sound design that is a bit more artificial.
The Raid 2 focuses on a realistic, gritty and a truly voracious approach to sound design. Even watching the video with no sound, we still feel the weight of the strikes. In fact, some muted strikes still elicited a wince from me, a reaction that was not present for me when watching any of the other films with the audio removed.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74OBuMA2qEk – The Drunken Master (1978 Woo-Ping Yuen)
The Drunken Master shares a key characteristic with The Raid 2 in that the main character’s actor has exceptional physical/visual abilities. This leads to a stark contrast with Kung Fu Hustle, a film where the main character’s actor has some physical skill, but is ultimately incomparable with the other two. This furthers my point regarding sound playing a more understated role when the visual aspect is so well executed.
Whilst Jackie Chan is a skilled martial artist, sound plays a slightly more important part in this than in The Raid 2. Punches and kicks have a much stronger ‘whoosh’ noise during travel, and many of the impact sounds lend themselves to the slightly more comedic and family friendly tone of the film. We don’t have any of those wet, bone crunching sounds upon impact that are so common in The Raid 2. Watching this scene without sound still provides a suitable degree of entertainment for the viewer and like The Raid 2, the hits still feel authentic without the sound.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F9EOLA7TQ74 – Kung Fu Hustle (2004, Stephen Chow)
Here the physical work for the main actor is at the lowest out of 3 the films in question, which is why it should come as no surprise that sound plays such a massively increased role in not just this fight scene, but in every fight throughout the film. Sound in this film adds an extra level of weight that would otherwise be unachievable with the way the combat is acted out, as it relies heavily on added effects, wires and overreactions from a hit. In fairness, Kung Fu Hustle certainly comes under the genre of action comedy, and it does strive to deliver humour often in conjunction with action. However, when sound is removed from the visuals the comical effect feels amplified in a bad way and many of the strikes and hits just looks a bit silly. We happily allow that suspension of disbelief when the slightly whacky sounds match the ridiculous action on screen, but in the case of this film sound and sight are far more co-dependant on each other than in the case of The Raid and The Drunken Master.
Out of all the other films, Kung Fu Hustle was the only one to use sounds that are both distinct and have no genuine physical place with what is occurring on screen. When Sing (the main character) kicks members of the Axe Gang at the 2:30 mark there is the unmistakeable sound of some kind of bell ringing in conjunction with the action. Such a sound would never genuinely exist in a time or place such as that, but we as a viewer happily settle with the fact that the sound does indeed belong there. If anything, this just goes to show how another of Chion’s ideas – Sound “encreux” or “Sound in the gap” is well utilized. In this theory, he talks of stretching the link between sound and image whenever possible – to kindle the imagination of the audience. Case in point, sound and image could not be further apart and yet the viewers mind is still thoroughly engaged by both what they see and hear. The further this link is stretched without being broken, the greater the return.

When one pays attention solely to the sounds of on screen violence, it becomes even clearer how the style of film drastically impacts the choice in rendered sounds. With my eyes shut it almost felt easier to distinguish what type of film I was watching (or rather, listening to). Whilst that might be obvious in some ways, I still feel as though it was a worthy note to make.
An interesting point that stems from a quote in Audio Vision 
“There is always something about sound that bypasses and surprises us, no matter what we do” – Michel Chion
This ties in directly to jump scares in horror movies, whilst this subject is a far cry from sound in action, the application of the quote was to clear to waste. I tested this by watching a compilation of jump scares both with and without sound. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F6y_rkfSvvA
 With sound, most of the jump scares affected me, even on a second viewing.  Without sound however, these images almost become humorous if also bit grim. They lose any meaningful scares when sound is removed. Furthermore, sound seems to play an even more significant role than visuals in a jump scare. Solely listening to the sound led to me feeling much more engaged by the jump scare than solely watching the visuals.

If there’s one way to fully grasp Chion’s theory of audio vision it is to first listen to a scene, without watching. Then watch, without listening. Finally, watch it as you normally would. For the purpose of this statement I chose a new action scene that I hadn’t seen recently, so I knew that any mental connections I made when engaged with one of my senses shut off weren’t being tarnished by a recent experience. The scene I chose was Neo’s fight with Morpheus in The Matrix https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kqqEvnZ8I28 
On the first listen, I was already associating the sounds as a slightly less whacky version of Kung Fu Hustle, a film that took a great deal of inspiration from The Matrix. That certain level of slapstick was still present in the sounds, and without dialogue it could have felt right at home in Kung Fu Hustle. It came almost as a surprise to me when I watched it without sound and still felt weight of the strikes – something that was not present in Kung Fu Hustle. With the sound on its own, it felt out of place and whacky, especially when compared with the more serious tone of the film. Whilst it did not use “Sound encreux”  to quite the same extent as Kung Fu Hustle, noticing the stretch between what we see and what we hear really gives us an appreciation for the work that goes on inside our brains when we engage ourselves with what we’re seeing and hearing.
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