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Abstract

This dissertation looks at silence and its various uses and definitions. It explores a variety of situations and circumstances in which silence plays an integral part. Through looking at such a diverse array of uses of silence, including historical and cultural aspects, I’m seeking to collate all my research, analysis and exploration and findings into giving a well-rounded overview of the subject. In doing so I am seeking to gain and offer a greater knowledge and understanding of silence. When embarking on this project I realised there would be various contradictions involved within this vast and expansive subject. What I didn’t realise was what a fascinating journey it would be. It amazes me how diverse everything is, which come under the blanket term ‘Silence’. 



Introduction

Throughout history much has been written about and mused upon the subject of silence. Philosophers, writers, poets, musicians, among others, have theorised, extolling the virtues of silence with their own definition or depiction of this mysterious entity. Can silence be easily defined, as it can be experienced in a myriad of differing ways? Due to being able to convey an innumerable and variable set of emotions it is at once both a fascinating but also perplexing subject. Within this dissertation, I’m going to explore and compare some of these varied ‘impressions’ of silence through research and analysis of some of the uses and settings of silence. Even as I sit writing this in a library (a traditionally silent place), I am aware of, if I listen, a multitude of sound. The periodic rattle of a faulty radiator, the continuous hum of the air conditioning unit, pages of books being turned, whispered conversations, footsteps -the list could go on. But to all intents and purposes this is a silent environment. Silence does appear to be a relative and subjective property, but is it just extreme quiet? Is silence, though perhaps being closely related to quiet (as my research may suggest), a more dramatic and sexy proposition?  For instance, can it be imagined that songs such as “Enjoy the silence” by Depeche Mode, “The Sound of silence” by Simon and Garfunkel or “Silence is golden” by the Tremolos would have the same impact if ‘quiet’ was interpolated in the titles and lyrics. “Enjoy the quiet”, “The sound of quiet” or “Quiet is Golden”, anyone? Do they really convey the same drama and impact?  This can be applied to various other media. The instance, does the horror movie “The Silence of the Lambs” sound as spine tingling if those lambs were merely quiet? The books “The splendor of silence” by Indu Sundaresan and “Splinter the silence” by Tony Hill and Carol Jordan. Add quiet and much of the drama is lost. We can maybe assume then, that if you want to set the scene dramatically, adding silence, even just the word, conjures up a wholly more thrilling picture. Can we really be sure that this did not enter John Cage’s mind, perhaps subconsciously when considering the reception and impact of his 1952 composition 4’33. So, silence, objectively speaking (being aurally definable) and what we class as silence (perhaps a more intensive versions of quiet) maybe quite disconnected from another guise of silence- the perceived “enfant terrible”, instantly electrifying, sensational and striking. Contesting and conflicting with this idea, the Christmas carol ‘Silent Night’ should perhaps be retitled ‘Quiet Night’ due to its more subdued feel. In doing this though, many Christians may perceive an injustice in considering the birth of Jesus as not dramatic, impressive and powerful. Whichever way we look at it, it appears that as a word, silence does have the power to conjure up certain images and emotions. But what about any other guises and simulacra that silence can adopt- through the research and exploration of the seemingly paradoxical applicability, adoption and uses of silence i.e. reverence (memorial services) and disdain (what is known as the silent treatment-silently ignoring someone) to the uses of silence within spiritual and meditative practice? Again paradoxically, silence can also be a used as a form of torture as a form of sensory deprivation. “Can there be two ideas of silence as absence i.e. omission and unavailability, and as Transcendence, purity and eminence? (Waltham Smith, 2009). Within this dissertation, I will seek to explore these topics among others and hopefully gain a better, more rounded understanding of Silence within various settings, scenarios and practices as to not so much discover what silence is but who silence is. How can something so ageless, inflexible and perpetual also be so variable and changeable? Is this due to the vast amount of uses of silence making it indefinable? Should silence be seen as non-existent both intrinsically and extrinsically, only existing within our own perception? Through varied and extensive research, I hope to reach a conclusion.


The Historical and cultural development of silence.

The origins of an awareness of silence within human evolution can be traced back to our earliest ancestors, their daily lives and survival and perhaps explains a primordially hardwired perception of silence. Danger! “Sudden silence, like the hush of birdsong when a predator is sighted, meant as much a sudden sound and hence, even now, causes the familiar deafening silence when a clock stops ticking, an air conditioner switches off or persistent rain suddenly ceases” (Goldsmith, 2015). As to any other relevance of silence to early humankind we can only speculate. “What we do know is that humans evolved to encompass a limited range of hearing due to evolutionary requirements. Hearing outside this range appears to have been of no evolutionary benefit therefore didn’t develop. When the sound spectrum is taken into consideration, from 0.01Hz (low-frequency volcanic activity) up to 8,000,000,000Hz (acoustic microscope) it appears human beings miss out on almost all of earth’s sonic soundscape, a relative silence” (Goldsmith, 2015). Interestingly, some of the earliest prehistoric human relics and artefacts discovered appear to be instruments of a musical nature signifying the use of sound and therefore silence before the beginning of early civilization, but this is open to speculation. Research and archaeological evidence implies that early civilisation had various thoughts and ideas about silence. Evidence suggests that the ancient Egyptians invented the still universal gesture of putting the index finger over the mouth when wanting or denoting silence. This is evidenced in various hieroglyphs depicting the God Horus. Some researchers and historical experts contest the validity off this idea, instead contesting that it meant ‘to eat’ or ‘food’.  Leading on from Horus, the ancient Greeks created the God Harpocrates, cementing today’s interpretation of the gesture, as Harpocrates was the god of silence and secrecy. Harpocrates was also a ‘Sun god’ and there is speculation that this is the origins of the phrase “Silence is golden”. The Romans had the goddess Angerona, her finger held to her bound mouth apparently requesting silence, though it is purported, that she may have been the Goddess of fear and anguish. In ancient China, a proverb stated that silence was seen to be a source of strength. From these examples, unverifiable as some of them maybe, it appears that early civilisations had a concept of and attached importance and significance to silence. It appears to have portrayed a variety of emotions i.e. strength, secrecy, deception, quiet and reflection. For a more verifiable source we need to move forward to a more modern era of history. More verifiable in that it is notated in early modern musical form which is still used today.




Silence within music

We move forward to the 17th century, Johann Sebastian Bach (1865-1750) and his various baroque era compositions. These included religious psalms and chants that were often used at church masses and communions. Within these mainly vocal works, a chanted musical part is followed by silence allowing reflection upon the words and contemplation of the scripture. In classical music, this is known as Antiphony and Polychoral. “Early Western chant offers a well-rounded introduction to the contrasting use of silence in monastic psalm singing and virtuosic Second mode tracts” (Goldsmith, 2015). ‘Tracts’ are psalm verses but not a complete psalm and include refrains. The use of silence within religious ceremony is ubiquitous across many faiths and is used for reflection, reverence and contemplation depending on the occasion. It is worth remembering that not all musical settings of the classical period were havens of peace and tranquility where any silence within a composition could be enjoyed. Philippe Calvin, Professor of Academic Studies at the Royal College of music elaborates “You have to take account of the fact that in the eighteenth century, people chatted away to each other during concerts. The music was rather in the background and there was no respect for silence.” Paradoxically “that’s quite different to how things are now with audiences listening religiously in total silence” (Turner, 2012). It is interesting to observe that the same respect and veneration afforded religious music is now apportioned to classical music, perhaps signifying that silence can be seen as a restrained, more civilized and cultivated response. That this was not always the case, many people, myself included, may find it hard to believe. Silence within the musical context perhaps reached its zenith with avant-garde composer John Cage’s divisive and controversial composition 4’33’. It was partly inspired by his friend, neo-Dadaist artist and fellow enfant terrible Robert Rauschenberg. It was also Cage’s response to the ever increasing “Muzak” that was proliferating in mid twentieth century American Life. The composition, on first listen, appears to consist of complete silence. Many of Cage’s critics attest that it is not music or even composition. It must be noted at this point “the Meme that Cage was more of a Music philosopher than a composer. This has become commonplace, most of all, it seems among people who don’t like his music and are in need of a way to justify his celebrity” (Gann, 2010). Whether a generalised bias does exist, some of Cage’s detractors prefer to view 4’33’ as a piece of performance art. It could be said that there is no ‘Music’ as understood within the western musical tradition and beyond. Also, the composition, though titled 4’33’ can vary greatly in performance duration so there appears to be of no set parameter.  Also, there isn’t any stated instrumentation; it can apparently be performed by anyone with or without a musical instrument. The music that John Cage was showcasing was what he saw as Natural Music, the sound of everyday life that can be experienced and enjoyed at any time, if time is made for silence and “the fact that there is always something to hear” (Waltham Smith,2009). The debate over this piece continues, and like some works of modern art, 4’33’ remains controversial, fitting its avant-garde credentials. My own opinion is that 4’33’ can be viewed as an effective audience participation piece where the audience (and environment) are centre stage and equally involved along with the performer(s) in the Sonic outcome. 




Film and drama- silence speaks

It is not just in music that silence has voice. In much the same way as music, within drama and acting silence can be just as important as any prose or dialogue. April Pierrot from the Royal Academy of dramatic art demonstrates this by stating that “there is a huge amount of meaning in silences properly performed” (Turner, 2012). Silence within drama can denote a multitude emotions, perhaps as metaphor for the incommunicable beyond words, speaking or mirroring those meanings attached in daily life. Audiences appear to have an innate ability to understand the many emotions portrayed however nuanced or subtle. But can these subtleties and this language be easily learnt? Pierrot continues “these days in a lot of drama, what is on view is just personality, it’s all ego and emotions and their silence is less important but the best drama is making clear all the time what is going on under the surface” (Turner,2012). From this we can infer that silence plays a similar role in acting as it does within a musical context.  It adds interest, colour, drama and shade to a performance. In the early days of film and cinema emotion and embellishment was provided by music, usually a sole pianist, but in some cases, in wealthier establishments larger ensembles including rudimentary sound effects were employed. The main reason music was deemed necessary to a film or cinema visit is not as might be expected. Sound was initially introduced to disguise and hopefully drown out the very loud and intrusive noise of early film projectors. Intriguingly, many early cinemagoers were quite happy to watch a film silently as after a while it was reported, the ‘racket’ up the projector would fade in a person’s awareness and brain would fill out the images with imagined and perceived sound. This happens when the brain’s imagination adds sound to an image to help deliver the message. An analogy of this would be of looking at ‘The Scream’ painted by Edvard Munch in 1893.  Although the image is silent the screaming is palpable.



Silence, time and perception.

Feeling comfortable within silence can involve many variables including perception. But is a period of silence the same length of time for everybody? As we have already observed silence can be viewed as the space between perceivable sound. Therefore, surely it can be seen to have a set duration. However, silence may not be experienced this way. How it is perceived length wise varies due to different personal experience and interpretation. If silence is associated with negative connotations its duration may appear subjectively longer than if silence is sought or welcomed. Objectively, the duration of silence, if measured in time, is the same length for both parties but for the former it may appear considerably longer. Therefore, the personal perception of time can be seen as significant to any interpretation. As perception is a belief or opinion (Cambridge, 2017) it can be seen as being both intuitive and subjective. “Perception of silence relates to how the listener experiences silence” (Margulis, 2007) To elaborate on this point, as Psychologist, Robert Ornstein, pointed out in his classic book ‘On the experience of Time’, “The perception of time is a cognitive experience and therefore is subject to cognitive illusions” (Zimbardo, 2008). Interestingly, “In general, the more processing done within a given period, the more time you judge to have passed” (Zimbardo, 2008). From this we can perhaps deduce that apart from being objectively easily measured, silence, as well as being enigmatic aurally, can cognitively lead to illusionary misinterpretation. Within music “Silence is such an essential element of music but often discussion or analysis of music focuses on the ‘notes’ rather than the spaces between them. Musical silence affects how we experience time and space in music and ultimately how we make sense of what we hear” (McCombe, 2013). The idea of silence allowing us to make sense of what we hear can be applied to aspects of life other than music, and perhaps it’s this necessity that is missing in today’s modern world.


Silence within the Care sector

Nowhere does silence require a more skillful, thoughtful and delicate approach than within Care and especially the talking Therapies. “The term Talking therapies covers all psychological therapies that involve a person talking to a therapist about their problems” (nhs.uk, 2017). These include counselling, Cognitive Behavioral therapy (CBT) and Psychotherapy. In all these practices the effective use of silence is a crucial part of treatment. It’s within these silent moments that reflection, contemplation and realization can occur that can lead to long term sustained personal change and development. Timing and feeling can take time to develop for Therapists let alone within the Therapist/Client relationship. This can lead to some difficulties. “Silence is an important aspect of human interaction but is often experienced with discomfort and quickly filled with words. While the quantative parameters of silence such as timing and duration are easily recognized, qualitative experiential aspects are much more difficult to identify and describe” (Martyres,1995). Therefore, it’s the quality as experienced within the silence, the perception, the value individually and personally attached to silence, that can have a dramatic impact on how effective these Therapy sessions can be. As a client, it can be easy to give up on silence if it feels uncomfortable.  Nurturing an effective silence that suits the client can be a challenge for both Therapist and client alike. When, and if, this is achieved, silence can lead to more abstract ways with which to view problems. The silence can be used to clarify and process new ideas. Metaphorically, silence can speak volumes within this setting. “Silence is something that when cultivated, helps us to understand ourselves and others” (Gage, 2012). With this understanding change can occur. Although, “outside of a faith community we rarely practice silence in a group” (Gage, 2012), there are various larger group therapies such as, among others, family counselling and alcoholics anonymous. Within these sessions, it is not only the Therapist who listens but also the other group clients. This develops an environment in which to explore feelings using conversation with others. “Silence within conversation, as one person listens to another, not thinking what to say next or a counter argument, invites those involved to embrace their own silence as well as others. Dr Gage Paine sums up “Silence can be a gift you give to others allowing them the space for reflection, exploration and understanding themselves as they make themselves understood to you” (Gage, 2012).  



Silence communicating within musical composition

Every composer incorporates silence to some degree within their work if only by fact that it frames and bookends their work. “All musical compositions break the silence and then return into silence” (Helmuth Margulis, 2007). Silence can be seen as the blank canvas on which music is created. Silence can be seen as just as important as any notes played. Composer Arthur Schnabel explains “The notes I handle no better than many pianists, but the pauses between the notes-that is where the art resides” (Turner, 2012). This echo’s a quote from Mozart made over two hundred years earlier and demonstrates the reverence and importance attached to silence by many composers. “Within Western Musical notation, silence is denoted by what are termed ‘rests’. “These are periods of prescribed silence in music, not to be confused with pauses left to the discrimination of the performer” (Morris, 2005). This definition is interesting in its uses of the word ‘discrimination’. Within music this can be seen as what is commonly called ‘Artistic License’ which allows the performer to add their own interpretation and feel to a piece. “Artistic license when performing a piece may allow chords or notes to lapse across the silences. The performer’s translation can greatly effect audience perception” (Bent, 1981). It can be seen as personalising a piece but this can lead to potential problems if a performer is not seen to play a piece as it should be played in the eyes of the composer or audience. This can occur especially within the playing of emotive silences or pauses. These are expected to be treated with the same care and reverence by all musicians. Can this reverence and feel be taught? Professor Ian Bent suggests not. “Western Musicians regard silence as a negative property in music; Part of the mechanics of musical production, but not something of aesthetic value to be observed by the listener as a quality” (Helmuth Margulis, 2007). During my research this sentiment was repeated by others. While this may be seen as a generalization, the idea that ‘Western musicians’ don’t value silence perhaps mirrors the preconceived feeling that the Western world is getting noisier but this is also reflected globally.   





Silence as a commodity 

If we acknowledge the importance and associated benefits of silence and actively seek it, there is a growing number places where it is available, but at a price. “The benefits of silence are off the books” (Crawford, 2015) states author and researcher Matthew Crawford “They are not measured by any economic instrument such as gross domestic product but the availability of silence surely contributes to creativity and motivation” (Crawford, 2015). The sentiments are echoed by others. “Some companies as starting to understand the value of silence and solitude and are creating flexible open plans that offer a mix of solo work spaces, quiet zones, casual meeting areas, cafes, reading rooms, computer hubs and even streets where people can chat casually with each other without interrupting others work flow (Cain, 2012). From my own perspective and practice within music, I feel silence contributes to my creativity and motivation, but this may vary among individuals. From these two statements, it appears that silence is being given a new and different value within our increasingly noisy world. And this value is not just intrinsic. With noise pollution, an ever-increasing problem and the health complications including hearing impairment, hypertension and heart disease well documented, many places and areas of modern life are being affected. “Some experts define noise as unwanted sound, but what can be unwanted by one person can be pleasant and even essential to another” (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.2005). Silence, it appears, is now at a premium. This is being increasingly capitalised upon within the global economy. It is being evidenced within a variety of settings. For a price, you can enjoy quiet areas aimed at avoiding noise. These range from specially appointed lounge areas at airports to quiet chill out areas at some nightclubs. If you can afford it you can shield yourself from at least some of the unwanted aural effects of modern daily life. But what is the outlook for those who cannot afford what is increasingly becoming a luxury item. The World Health Organization statistics make very sobering reading. 40 percent of the population of EU countries are exposed to road traffic noise at levels exceeding 55db with this rising to 65db for 20 percent of Europeans. While these figures are still below levels that can cause damage to hearing (70db) they are slowly creeping up. It is not only the level of noise that leads to damaged hearing but also continued, long term exposure. Any walk through a shopping Centre can involve a cacophony of music (or ‘Muzak depending on opinion) with each retailer playing something different and at volume. “Background music, even at shopping malls where there is already a great deal of noise, so that no one can actually hear the music is ubiquitous. The length of an acceptable silent pause on the radio has been reduced steadily over the last decade. Silence in public places, like libraries or churches is increasingly considered oppressive rather than valuable. The silence of mourning is being replaced with cheering” (Maitland, 2009). A grim picture indeed. Music psychologist Daniel Levitin adds “The average fourteen-year-old will hear more music in a month than my grandfather heard in his entire lifetime” (Levitin, 2008).   There is much evidence and research to support the idea that we could all benefit from greater silence in our daily lives. But, contradicting this, how many people, when silence is available, prefer to add some sort of sound? Coming home from a day’s work and instantly putting on the TV for ‘background noise’ or perhaps listening to music whilst in the car? Many of us appear to prefer sound to silence in our daily lives or perhaps it’s a habit that may slowly be becoming a default setting hardwired within our modern Western society. The number of people going about their daily lives listening to headphones has increased significantly in recent years. Perhaps this is just a way of drowning out the cacophony of noise that many of us are subjected too and means at least only listening to our own preferred noises. 




The Quietest place on Earth

From the previous section, we can appreciate the very negative effect that a lack of silence is having on a sizeable portion of the human population. So, if Guangzhou in China is the noisiest place on earth, followed by Delhi in India (interestingly, Barcelona is the only European city in this world top ten) then where is the quietest? Surprisingly, we must travel to the USA to discover the answer. For many years, “the quietest place on earth, an anechoic chamber at Orfield Laboratories in Minnesota, was so quiet that once inside, the longest anyone was able to bear it was 45 minutes”. (Smithsonian,2013). More recently,” In an effort to demonstrate their commitment to unrivalled research-and silence their competition-Microsoft created the quietest place on Earth at their headquarters in Redmond Washington USA”. (guinnessworldrecords.com ,2015) Before we proceed further, I will explain what an anechoic chamber actually is. “The word Anechoic literally means without echo- An anechoic chamber is a room insulated from exterior sources of sound or noise” (guinnessworldrecords.com, 2015). An anechoic Chamber prevents sound, radio signals and electro-magnetic waves from echoing in a room. Full anechoic chambers, as in Washington and Minnesota, that are measured at less than 0DBA (A-weighted decibels) are completely silent as they absorb more sound than humans can hear. Anechoic Chambers have a variety of mainly industrial uses including measuring the direction of sound and testing antennas and audio equipment. It appears that even the most avid adherent of silence can only endure such acute silence for a maximum of 45 minutes. This is due to “external stimuli, such as gravity, light, sound and touch accounting for 90 percent of the nervous systems workload” (Gale, 2005). In short, you take away external stimuli and with a growing amount of time human beings begin to break down mentally. While silence is seen to be invaluable for meditative reflection, contemplation and spiritual growth it appears there is a cut-off point where it starts to seriously and negatively impact upon the Human psyche. Shortly after the development of the first anechoic chambers, “In the 1950s, sensory deprivation experiments were conducted to determine the effects of restricted environmental stimulation on mental and physical functions” (Gale, 2005). These experiments were undertaken by neurophysiologists in America. It was discovered that for the students who took part in these experiments over a 24-hour period, with hearing and vision blocked not only psychological but also physical functions rapidly deteriorated. Therefore, does the negative reception that silence garners among some, expound the idea that deep down in our evolutionary genes we all know that too much silence can lead to us unravelling very quickly indeed. Interestingly, during the above experiments, “It was also found that although extended sensory deprivation could be harmful, extended sensory overload could also be harmful for a person’s mental and physical wellbeing” (Gale, 2005). Therefore, it may be gleaned that moderation in both is necessary for a healthy balance.






Conclusion

Having looked at a considerable amount of varied material on silence to gain as much of an overview as of it as possible, it appears from my study, evidence and research material, that the subject of silence is rather contradictory and opaque. This is perhaps unsurprising. On the one hand, within various settings, it is an easily discussed and recognisable concept with well-defined parameters, uses and definitions as evidenced within certain practices. For example, it can be used for listening and reflection within a therapeutic setting. Within Music and other performing arts, it is used in similar ways but can also inflect impact, drama and color, these being not seen as useful or desired within therapy. In meditative practices, silence is welcomed as a road towards spiritual enlightenment and knowing, where some Buddhist monks spend months, sometimes years in solitary silent contemplation. Paradoxically, as we have seen, long periods of silence can also lead to a deterioration of both physical and psychological faculties i.e. within sensory deprivation. In conversation, silence can denote hesitation, disinterest or active listening while in the natural world silence can signify either danger or safety. The dictionary definition states ‘Silence- a complete absence of sound’ (www.oxforddictionaries.com, 2017). That “Silence is unidimensional acoustically, defined only by length, but multi-dimensional perceptually i.e. describable as tense, relaxed, too short, arresting or disturbing” (Hellmuth Margulis, 2007). Therefore, can we assume silence as universally indefinable. Again, in looking at silence within music for instance, we have seen that silence is not merely a complete absence of sound, a seemingly anonymous gap between the notes, a void or nothingness. It can take years to master a skillful use of silence. We have seen it to be an eloquent communicator with a wide and varied vocabulary. The point that silence communicates may be seen as counter intuitive (Paradoxically, it takes good listening abilities to enjoy silence) to many and thus a lose inaccurate definition may suffice. “Silence can be seen as a mysterious and unfathomable world, perhaps the most underused of all sources, and one that our modern culture has all but obliterated by turning up the volume control” (Turner,2012). Is it that silence only registers or is seen as important by those who use, acknowledge and appreciate it. Within our modern world where the internet and particularly social media gives us a non-stop 24-hour access to information, sound and apparent choice, with some of the public becoming addicted to the constant barrage of selfies, cat pictures and 140 word tweets on Facebook or Twitter, is silence slowly being seen as of limited or no use at all? Is it that the last vestiges of any comfort or safety let alone anything else that can be intrinsically or extrinsically found within silence are slowly disappearing. Obviously, silence as in varying degrees of quiet will remain as part of our everyday lives, whether noted or not. This is beyond doubt. Paradoxically, I feel Silence as a word will continue to enjoy a high profile in our current dramatic and sensationalist world where, as previously noted, silence can add emotion, suspense and drama. Whilst silence as a concept or thing will continue to be enjoyed or revered by some it may remain unnoticed or squandered by many. This may gradually change due to the current rise in awareness of the health benefits of silence with interest in silent retreat holidays and breaks on the increase, and mindfulness appearing to have become quite widely practiced.
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