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Introduction

Acoustic ecology is a study field of the different characteristics of sound environment and the sounds within, such as sounds of humans or animals, or any music and other sounds. The ideology was formulated in the late 1970s by R. Murray Schafer, a composer, musician and former professor of Communication Studies at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, Canada. He was the founder of the World Soundscape Project, a research group that originally studied noise pollution and eventually extended to researching soundscapes and drawing attention to the positive and negative effects of sounds within an environment.

Acoustic ecology

Schafer believed the modernization brought way too much noise into our lives. During field recordings him and his composer partners realised there is harmony in the natural soundscape. All the sounds of the birds and insects and other living creatures make, have its own frequencies to give space to each one and not to cancel out any of them. When they were recording the city’s sonic properties, they realised the new machines suppress other sounds like bird songs people used to hear. After these observations he categorised the pre-industrial and post-industrial acoustic surroundings as “hi-fi” (high fidelity) and “lo-fi” (low fidelity). Schafer clearly preferred the “hi-fi” soundscape as he described “sounds overlap less frequently; there is more perspective – foreground and background” (1977a, 43). He believed that all sounds that occur “at one time in one place only” are original sounds that can never be replicated even in the exact same environment with the exact same components of sounds. He invented the concept of “schizophonia”, which means the recorded sound is “split (from the) original sound” (Schafer 90). His approach was rather negative to the changing sonic conditions.
A French composer, Pierre Schaeffer had a more positive outlook on these changes. He created the concept of musique concrete and detached sounds from their source to turn them into music. He believed in reduced listening, the concept of Michel Chion (French film theorist and composer), where sounds are treated as individual sound objects and therefore can be used in composition. Schaeffer embraced the possibilities that sound recording brought to men.
The two composers I have mentioned inspired film sound composers to take their observations further and use them and their own creativity in creation of film soundscapes. Michel Chion, a French composer and film theorist is one of them. He is a composer of musique concrete.  Chion realised the importance of joining sound and image and the effects that sounds can create with a given image. Working hard on experimental film sounds he wrote a book collecting his own observations, titled Audio-vision. A film, Bergman’s Persona that was analysed by several times before, caught his attention. He was experimenting “cutting out the sound” and watching the scene again. Then he realised how it changed the perception of the film, and he noticed the fact that the scene was not a continuous sequence of pictures but a series of separate shots. Next, he decided to cut the image out and only listen to the sounds of Tati’s Monsieur Hulot’s Holiday. Then he watched both scenes again with their visual and sounds and he realised how different it all seemed. This observation of audio-visual illusion made him create the term added value, when the image is supplemented with extra information that sound provides to create the feeling that was intentional by the combination of the sound and image.

Sound and image relations

This discovery led to more experiments in sound and image relations. Sound can actively shape how we perceive and interpret the image. Rhythm plays a vital part as it is important to match the pace of the music to the image to create the right effect. An example to this is Jaws (1975, Chrissie’s last swim, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrEvK-tv5OI ), when we see the shark approaching and the tempo of the music gradually builds up with the tension. A similar result can be achieved with the rhythm of speech or sound effects. Another attribute of sound is whether it is parallel or contrapuntal. Parallel sound is when the sound and the image match very well, according to expectations. For example, in horror films we have suspense music with fast tempos, so it goes with the scene perfectly. On the other hand, contrapuntal sound is sound that we would not associate with the image, just feels out of context, for example in Quentin Tarantino’s Reservoir dogs (1992, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIMg2Xw4_8s ). The next parameter is diegetic or non-diegetic sound. Diegetic sound is present in the scene such as a character or an object, while non-diegetic sound comes from a source that is not in the story space. An example for non-diegetic sound is the music in the Guardians of the galaxy (2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNlnQwHWSYw ) where the diegetic sound becomes non-diegetic. Volume is the following attribute we must look at. If we change the volume it also changes the impact of the scene, for example the shower scene in Psycho (1960, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0WtDmbr9xyY), as the murderer thrusting the knife into the victim, the sound is getting louder and louder to create tension.
Michel Chion did an extensive research in the area and started categorising sounds within the scene into onscreen, offscreen and nondiegetic. Onscreen meant sounds with their sources present in the frame of the image, offscreen or acousmatic meant sounds with no source in the image (such as the characters thoughts) and nondiegetic meant sounds that not just missing the source from the screen but also were of external origin outside the story world. This categorisation did not seem to cover all angles of sound and its source, therefore Chion carried on his work to find other possible arrangements. He came up with the idea of ambient sound or territory sound, that exist within the scene yet is not identified by its source. Another category was the internal sound, that is directly related to the character in the image (breathing, heartbeats, memories or mental voices). And furthermore, he thought of “on-the-air” sound, that includes all electronically created sounds made through a clock, radio or telephone and so on. These are only few of the possible arrangements that sound can be placed in, and they all have a different function, depending on the feeling or impact a film wants to create.

Music and image relations

There is one composer who revolutionised music in films, Ennio Morricone, an Italian composer. His innovation to score films changed the way music played part within movies. He uses rhythm continuously, when one instrument goes silent another one starts rising. He also treats voices as musical instruments to create melodies. Another famous technique he uses are primary and secondary triads. Furthermore, he likes to use acoustic instruments to create foley, to dramatize a scene. Looking into Morricone’s work, a combination of the above-mentioned techniques is always present, in many pieces even all of them are used at the same time. One most famous examples of his techniques: The good, the bad and the ugly soundtrack (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nOr0na6mKJQ&feature=youtu.be ). Morricone’s innovative approach has changed the way music played part in films, the score of the movie carry the story to the point where the two seem inseparable. It is extremely difficult to achieve. His scores in many movies are the perfect examples of how music can add to the story, implement more meaning and depth than the images themselves carry.  For example: the soundtrack of The mission (1986), where the music written by Morricone fills up the metaphorical glass of the film to express it to the fullest, to help making sense where the images on their own would not fully do it.

Conclusion

Overall, looking into the role of acoustic ecology it is easy to draw the conclusion: sounds play crucial role in films, whether they are created by natural sources, foley or instruments they are capable to manipulate the interpretation of the film scene or image. The significance is not obvious by the viewer and it should not be, but instead it must make the right impression to drive the viewer’s attention to the meaning of the whole rather than let them see the separate pieces that each scene is. The intention is to deliver a complex picture, that sound and image creates together, which bond must be seen as perfect unison. This is the work composers and sound designers do, that is perceived secondary by viewers, but actually can play a crucial role in the success of a film.
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