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The Function of Silence

Having little to no noise in a scene can sometimes be beneficial to both the films story and how it impacts the films audience and overall its reception. The film industry started off with absolute silence as the technology to include the audio of the characters talking and other sounds that would register as diegetic, non-diegetic, synchronous, asynchronous etc, was yet to be invented. 
Silence in the horror genre
Silence can be an excellent contribution to creating a more hostile and all-round frightening environment for the characters we are watching on screen. For example, in John Carpenters 1978 film “Halloween” We see Dr Loomis going to take a look at the house that Michael Myers used to live in and where he killed his first victim, being his older sister. When Loomis arrives at the house, he sees a group of young boys daring each other to go inside the house. Fearing that Michael could be inside and to keep the boys from endangering themselves, Loomis overhears one of the boy’s names and calls out to him to get them away from said house. The aspect of silence in the scene is only for a brief moment however, the few seconds of silence builds up to a shocking jump scare that like almost all other jump scares, amounts to nothing but a slight rush of fear from the audience. Certain scenes like these are very clever as although there maybe some form of sound included into the mix whether it be ambient or just inserted in post-production so the film flows more naturally, it still makes for a great way of building up tension and ultimately get the audience more excited and involved in the film.  
As I previously mentioned, it’s a short space of time before both the audience and Loomis are greeted to what we immediately presume to be Michael and are surprised when the revelation leads to it being the characters ally. 
[image: Image result for hush][image: Image result for mike flanagan]Mike Flanagan’s 2016 Thriller “Hush” is a film that is very unique in its own right when comes to the topic of sound. The film centres around an author living in a secluded area, that being a wood, the protagonist ‘Maddie’ is mute as she is unable to speak or hear after suffering from meningitis at a younger age and ultimately losing the abilities after an unsuccessful surgery. Maddie has modifications to her home in order to make things more manageable with her disability. Her smoke alarm is fitted with a strobe light and the alarm is also amplified so that she can also feel vibrations so that she can easily identify it, if the alarm were to go off. This adds later to the plot in the film after a masked killer begins to stalk and taunt Maddie both inside and outside of her home.




[bookmark: _GoBack]Mike Flanagan, the director of the film and the films poster.
Sound is essentially the second antagonist of the film as we as the audience are seeing the situation from both a first- and third-person point of view. We can visibly see the conflict unfold and we are hearing what the protagonist cannot and, in some cases, also see what she can’t, it’s a very clever idea on Flanagan’s part as director as it creates another type of worriment for the audience and ultimately adds to the impact of shock. There are several parts throughout the film where there is no sound at all where we as the audience know is a burden to the safety of the character we are watching and its effective to how we are perceiving this film as the outcome would be completely different if the whole concept of sound didn’t have a greater value than it does in the film. An example of this would be when ‘The man’ attempts to attack Maddie in the bathroom after she locks herself in and arms herself behind the door in order to defend herself from him, the man finds an alternative way of entering the room, through the window which is behind Maddie. He successfully enters the room and climbs into the bath so he can attack her unsuspectingly. The man gets to close to Maddie and she feels his breath on the back of her neck which gives her the perfect opportunity to counter attack. This scene in particular is very clever as it is a reminder to the audience that senses are the protagonists only weapon and ironically one of her biggest enemies. Her only way of senses that can be put to use are touch, smell and of course vision with hearing being completely excluded. It’s a subtle reminder which makes the conclusion to the film all the greater as she uses these senses to defeat the man and regain safety. 
In this online article written in 2016 by Brad Miska, Brad questioned the films Director Mike Flanagan on the importance of the sound design and how it made an impact on the final edit of the film. 
“Sound is crucial to the genre in general, but never more so for me than with this movie. We knew going in that sound would become its own character in this film. Typically, you want good sound design to help tell the story without calling attention to itself in our case, it needed to call almost ALL of the attention to itself. It would be front and centre for long stretches of the movie. It’s an incredibly complicated sound design.” Brad included a further explanation for Flanagan’s particular directing style in the article with; “During production, the camera was almost always Steadicam, which means that during takes you’d hear footsteps of the whole crew moving with Kate. (Kate Siegel, the actress who plays the films protagonist, Maddie) You’d also hear me shouting out cues the whole time, because that was the only way to choreograph Kate, John (John Gallagher JR. The actor portraying the films antagonist, credited as “The Man”) and the camera during takes. So, all of our “ambient” sound had to be built again in post-production. Then, our ‘silence’ also had to be built… you can’t actually just ‘pull sound out’ of a movie like this, even though that’s how I’ve heard it described. When we’re in Maddie’s perspective, we’re actually hearing a lot of complicated sounds that give us the IMPRESSION of silence. Otherwise, people wouldn’t actually be hearing silence… if we really pulled the sound out, they’d be hearing popcorn being munched, or phones vibrating, or their own shuffling in their seats. Or their house settling. We needed a soundscape that would cover all of those noises, but make you feel like “all the sound went away. It’s extraordinarily complex.” – (Mike Flanagan in 2016, Published by Brad Miska April 19th 2016, bloody-disgusting.com) 
One of the older films, that is still held in high regard in the film industry is Alfred Hitchcocks’ North by North West. The film was released in 1959 and the plot revolves around a case of mistaken identity for the protagonist Roger Thornill, played by the late Cary Grant. 
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Sir Alfred Hitchcock, the films director

Leading up to possibly the film’s most iconic scene involves Roger going to a secluded area in the countryside in order to put the situation to a close with the man he has been mistaken for. This scene captures the fear of the unknown perfectly, the suspense rises moment by moment as the smallest things going on the distance of Roger add to his worry more and more, and just when we feel that our main character is safe and on his way to getting on with the rest of his life, a surprise attack from the antagonist ensues at the most unexpected moment.  
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Roger Thornhill, played by Cary Grant, getting chased by a crop duster in “North by Northwest”
The scene is very slow paced which I believe is important as the character is waiting for an important situation to be resolved and is completely unaware of who the man he is supposed to be meeting is, the only knowledge he has of him is his name which he uses when he reluctantly has to make an assumption so he can be sure. 
Roger doesn’t immediately let his guard down and the absence of sound in parts of the scene show that Hitchcock was putting emphasis on how desperate the character is to be rid of harassment he has been receiving and it successfully delivers tension to the audience who are completely as unaware as the character on screen is which makes provides an excellent tension build up. 

The scene flows perfectly and feels incredibly realistic, Roger is naturally trying to keep himself occupied whilst waiting for the meeting to commence and simply paces back and forth and is constantly checking his surroundings so he is not met by a surprise attack which is what we as the audience are thinking in the back of our minds even though both we and Roger are told he is simply there to meet with someone yet we still feel the same paranoia as he does and both the lack of sound and people in the scene, we can’t help but feel the vulnerability of being alone in the wilderness with him . He remains calm and calculated so he allows himself time to think about what it is that he will do when he is eventually greeted and remaining silent while doing so is a key element in relation to the characters overall behaviour in the scene.
Mr reason for picking this scene is that it seems so out of touch with the rest of the film however, it is the most memorable scene in film history when it comes building suspense and as I mentioned previously, the lack of sound captures the fear of what will come next. This scene in particular is normally praised for its cinematography and of course, naturally the chase between Cary Grant and the crop duster. The sound design I feel has been completely overlooked as it is rarely brought up when it comes to an in-depth analysis of what happens throughout the entire scene. There are very few words exchanged and we are made to feel like Roger, suspicious, paranoid, envious and above all else, in disbelief that anything remotely good will happen in the next few minutes and ultimately when the showdown finally commences, the silence and the borderline uncomfortable vibe it emphasises in the process, completely pays off as we are greeted by the roaring thunder of the plane getting more and more uncomfortably close to the character we are hoping will remain unscathed in his dilemma, it creates a juxtaposition for the entire sound design of the scene we have been watching. It is completely unexpected if you are new to the film and are used to the same formality of sound and moving image in which the typical scenario were to include a brief moment of silence and then and alarming visual and or piece of audio to collide with the brief moment of silence we just viewed and listened to, you could argue however, that this scene is the inspiration for this trend in film when it comes to having two completely opposing things collide with each other, this case being a peaceful and quiet, country roadside and then an unsuccessful assassination attempt on a mans life from an unsuspecting foe using speed and noise to further increase the sing tension of the audience watching the scene unfold.  
An article written by an unknown by name publisher, discussed the rudimentary soundtrack of the entirety of film on how there is a naturalistic flow of sound and not blatant inserted audio in certain parts of it as well as in particular, the plane scene. He/she proceeds with;
“North by Northwest does not have external narration and I do not recall any non-diegetic sounds other than the few short music scores in certain scenes. This movie does have basic sound effects. In the scene above, you can hear all the sound effects of Thornhill running, brushing through the cornfield, and gun fire on the soundtrack. This may seem rudimentary, but was advanced for its time. This film has a few short music scores as you can observe in the clip above. Commonly in the thriller genre today, you will hear music scores in scenes such as this where a character is running for their life. This creates suspense and keeps the audience on the edge of their seat, and this film has none. In this scene there is only sound after the plane crashes into the tanker truck. This music as the explosion occurs creates a mood of suspense and relief that Thornhill is alive” – (Sound Evaluation of North by Northwest by Alfred Hitchcock, published by user JUHUDN2145, January 22nd 2015)
This article suggests that is possible that Hitchcock wanted to keep things simple when it came to the soundtrack of the film which could mean that he simply wanted there to be a naturalistic feel and not go overexaggerate anything when it came to the audio process, which could be merely accidental on his part however, as the publisher had previously mentioned, the score only commences after Cary Grant is deemed safe from any further danger whilst he is on that road which would also imply that the sound was organised in such a way that the tension of the scene could naturally come to a close once the assassin is killed and there is nothing further to worry about for the time being. Ultimately leaving both the audience and the character astonished that he could cheat death in such a way.
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