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Essay question: Provide an account of the function of silence in the sound-image relationship.
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Silence in the sound-image relationship
It is often suggested that a good soundtrack can turn a mediocre film into a good one, but a bad soundtrack can turn a good film into a poor one. Behind the musical score, the sound effects, and the foley lies one of a composers or film-makers most effective weapons, silence. Silence can be used in many different ways, and for many different reasons in film, whether it be to create a feeling of impending doom or just a moment of complete awkwardness. While the age of the “silent movie “may be over, silence has never been better utilised in the sound image relationship. From silent moments, to silent sequences and even silent movies, here we will look at a number of different examples of how silence is used to see exactly how it is utilised in the sound-image relationship.

Silent Moments
Most silences in film are not silence at all, due to the use of diegetic sounds relating to what is happening elsewhere in the scene, there is usually an ambience or pshyco-acoustic sound, or even a subtle score that means that a true silence is rarely achieved. “There is always something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make a silence, we cannot” is a quote from John Cage (a man well known for his piece “ 4’33” “ in which a performer enter the stage area, sits at a piano and then proceeds to play nothing for  four minutes and thirty three seconds) highlights the fact that though we try to recreate silence, nothing is ever truly silent. Here we will look at some films that use silence for different reasons during moments of a scene.

Saving Private Ryan – Omaha Beach landing
There are numerous silent moments in this scene from the 1998 epic war film directed by Steven Spielberg. The scene starts with a perceived silence (a silence that is used for the viewer to become aware of the situation they find themselves in) as you see the soldiers prepare to land Omaha beach, this is used to create a sense of tension amongst the viewers, as you become immediately aware of the gravity of the situation as the soldiers head to war. The only sound used in this moment are diegetic sounds (sounds that relate to the story), as you hear the waves crashing, the hum of the boats motor, but all of the soldiers are completely silent. This makes the viewer in turn fall silent as they feel that any sound that they make could distract from the gravity of the scene. This is explained by Michel Chion when he says “Any silence makes us feel exposed, as if it were laying bare our own listening, but also as if we were in the presence of a giant ear, tuned to our slightest noise. We are no longer merely listening to the film, we are as it were being listened to by it as well.” 
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The other big silent moment in this scene is what is called an “impressionistic silence” (a use of silence that makes the viewer see or hear from the point of a certain character or in a certain way), this is used after a bomb is fired near Tom Hanks’ character, the silence is used to show the viewers how Tom Hanks’ character is seeing what is transpiring around him, as to create a connection between the viewers and the character. This technique is used in a number of different films to give the same effect of the character or characters being “shell-shocked”, notably in films such as “Jarhead” and “The book of Eli”.
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Silent Sequence
After silent moments comes the silent sequence, where for one reason or another, whole movements of the film are silent. Whether being used to create a sense of tension, for example the heist scenes in “La Cercle Rouge” and “Rififi”, where there is silence for around thirty minutes as the characters attempt to pull off a heist but the alarms are set to trigger at the smallest of noises, so the use of silence in this scene makes the entire movement feel very tense as once again the audience feel like they too must be silent else they risk setting of the alarms in the movie, creating a connection between the audience and the picture through the use of silence. The scene that was chosen for this section however focuses on a different use of silence.
There Will Be Blood
Sound is often used in film to sonically paint a picture of the surrounding world that is not shown on the screen, whether it be through the use of diegetic sounds that relate to the story or through the use of a more non-diegetic musical score that can make the audience come up with their own ideas of what else is going on in the scene. However, when you take that away, you can be left with a sense of loneliness, emptiness and isolation. The opening scene from the 2007 American drama film “There will be blood” uses silence for these exact reasons. The film opens with Daniel Day-Lewis’ character prospecting in a mine, the only sounds that can be heard are very minor from little things the character is doing, there is a grander sense of silence from the scene as there is only the one character and therefore no dialogue, so the silence us used to make it feel like the character is all alone and isolated, this is done by removing all sounds but the absolutely necessary sounds so that the space seems empty. The character then falls down into the mine and breaks his leg, after managing to get back to the surface, the camera pans out to reaffirm what the silence had already suggested, that the character was completely alone in the middle of nowhere. The lack of a non-diegetic score can add a sense of uneasiness to the scene as much as it can take away the comfort of having some sort of safety blanket preventing the feeling of isolation. This use of relative silence is also used well in the film “127 hours”, again to give the sense of isolation and to feel that the character is in danger.
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Silent Movies
The early 1900’s was full of “silent movies”, which were simply movies that did not have and attached dialogue, diegetic sounds or any sounds recorded at the time of filming. Mostly the only sound in these movies would be a non-diegetic score but one that portrayed the general emotion of the film. Recently however there have been films that take an entirely different direction with the term silent movie, for example, “The Artist”, a French comedy-drama film that was filmed in the style of a black and white silent movie, and the 2018 post-apocalyptic-horror film “A Quiet Place”. This film uses silence to constantly give the impression that there is immediate danger, as you learn through the film that the family lives in a world where they are hunted by creatures with hyper sensitive hearing, the silence is a must, to the point where the audience is made to fear any noise being made during the film, making the silence more comfortable, and noise utterly terrifying.

The Tribe
The tribe is a 2014 Ukrainian drama film that takes another different route down the “silent movie” road. While there are diegetic sounds in the film and even some non-diegetic music, there is absolutely no dialogue in the film, yet it still relies on the characters to tell the story instead of the soundtrack. The characters in the film all attend a boarding school for the deaf, therefore they communicate via sign language. The lack of dialogue and silence then forces the viewer to pay more attention to everything else happening in the movie so as to not be left behind in the storyline. According to Salome Voegelin “Silence is not the absence of sound, but the beginning of listening), which is perfectly portrayed in this film as it follows the characters around whilst they are using a language that isn’t heard nor understood by the majority of viewers, therefore the viewers are forced to really pay more attention to the picture and to the other sounds being made in the film.
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A good soundtrack can turn a mediocre film into a good one, but can a brilliant use of silence do the same? When used in the right way, it can cause the audience to believe anything that the film-maker and composer want them to believe. Jean-Luc Godard uses a true silence (completely muted soundtrack) in his 1964 crime-drama film “Bande a Part”, it is used in a somewhat playful but awkward way, comparing the awkward silence of a muted soundtrack to the silence of a bar if the group is not talking. The scene almost questions itself as you find yourself as the viewer wondering whether something has gone wrong with the film but when the characters start talking again and the soundtrack is unmuted, we realise it was simply a good trick and a very rare true silence in film. Walter Murch once said “Ideally for me, the perfect sound film has zero tracks. You try to get the audience to a point, somehow, where they can imagine the sound. They hear the sound in their minds, and it really isn’t on the track at all.”, showing, that in his opinion, silence can force the audience to use sounds from memory that they associate with certain feelings, creating in turn their own soundtrack to the film, one that would be more personal to each individual viewing the moment, sequence or entire film where silence is used. 

In summary, the use of silence in film can be used for many different reasons, a “relative silence” to make the audience pay true attention to the scene like the first scene  in “Saving Private Ryan” to the muted soundtrack in “Bande a Part”, a relative silence can act as down time after a big action scene, a pre-cursor to something noteworthy happening in the scene, to create tension  or simply to get the audience to pay more attention to what is going on in the scene. An “impressionistic silence” like the shell-shocked scenes in “Saving Private Ryan”, “Jarhead” and “The book of Eli”, can make the audience view the scene from the point of view of the character that is being followed immediately before the use of silence, so to create a connection between the audience and the character. Or it can be used in the way that “There will be blood” and “127 hours” used it and create a sense of isolation and loneliness to show the audience that nothing else is around and that at that moment in the film, there is truly no hope. A good use of silence is rarely noticed in film as it makes the viewer pay more attention to the picture itself or to the other, smaller sounds that may still be used to relate to the story. But silence used correctly in films can portray any kind of emotion on to the viewer and audience at large as it can portray in many ways, feelings that dialogue, diegetic and non-diegetic sounds cannot, due to its gift of exposing the individual viewer to its rawness and having them link the silence to how they felt when they felt in similar situations. Therefore, the use of silence in film is a simple, yet effective one, to convey the emotions and tell the stories that sound can not.
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