Liam Howells
P147662

MMusTech Music Technology











Discuss how a critical awareness of acoustic ecologies can be used within the role of sound design within film.











Module Tutors
Simon Kilshaw | Jenn Kirby | Robert Jones








Word Count: 2,025






Contents

Introduction ...…................................................................ Page 2

Part One – Fundamentals ................................................ Page 3
Part Two – Analysis and Implementation ......................... Page 6
Part Three – Conclusion ................................................... Page 9

Reference List and Bibliography 














Introduction

This essay will discuss how a critical awareness of acoustic ecologies can be a beneficial discipline for creatives working in the field of film sound design and audio post production and aim to make clear how possessing a critical awareness of acoustic ecologies can enhance the audible soundscape of the film and moving image medium and ultimately increase the overall levels of the experience that the industry creatives aim to deliver. 

Within this discussion, there will be an analysis made based on chosen examples in the form of screenshot images of ‘The Revenant’ by Mexican film director, producer and screenwriter Alejandro González Inarritu, starring Leonardo DiCaprio as the lead character ‘Hugh Glass’. 

The scene which forms the basis of this analysis is based around a sense of triumph and fortitude and with the purpose of this analysis aiming to make clear the points made in this discussion and how the overall perception of reality of each individual in the audience is temporarily altered through the final sonic sculpture by observing the creative methods used within the film-sound production process and the final delivery of a compelling level of auditory experience.
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Part One – Fundamentals

Hearing – a fundamental sense that broadens perception, a vital contributor to recognizing this reality. The physical sound waves caused by vibrations and impacts in the atmosphere are constantly being processed by the brains’ auditory cortex which will in turn then trigger a physical reaction in the host. As a part of the atmosphere, conscious living beings are embedded in sound waves and there’s no actual way of evading the sonic vibrations that the eardrum membrane will be able to capture and transmit to the brain. With this transmission of sound waves building up the audible periphery of the host, the host’s consciousness is also being manipulated triggering emotions in various forms of complexity. Sound will help the host recognise and distinguish different types of locations and situations – and as a part of the way in which conscious beings have been able to survive and co-exist for such extensive periods in time is through the manipulation of our sense of sound, realising that with the ability to transmit and alter sound in many different ways it would enable us to instigate a desired interaction between other hosts or entities in any given scenario. 

This particular focus and study of the relationship between sound and humans is labelled as ‘acoustic ecology’ and was initially brought to light with credit to a team of professors at the Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada as a part of the World Soundscape Project in the late 1960’s. 

As a quick comparison between contrasting environments, the reality of urban city life and the anthropogenic noise created is chaotic in behaviour and almost conducts how humans behave in busy city locations compared to the natural acoustic soundscape of wildlife and remote woodland as featured throughout ‘The Revenant’. 



3

Upon studying the information brought to light by Bernie Krause, an American musician and soundscape ecologist in a lecture with BAMPFA ‘Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive’, he explains how each living organism that is emitting sound is doing so in such a way that doesn’t mask the sound of another living organism – essentially timing themselves so that they communicate clearly in an organised fashion. From this analogy, it is clear that if not executed effectively within the creative process the whole scene within a film based in an all-natural location such as remote forests and woodland can quite easily lose its impact by not manipulating the soundscape in some way to suit the storyline and emotion of the character in main focus.

It is clear, that with regards to the studies undertaken by the team of professors involved in the World Soundscape Project and the conception of ‘acoustic ecology’ as a studied discipline, the artists and filmmakers of the industry do benefit greatly from an increased awareness of this ideology as what we hear alongside what we see while resided in the confines of the isolated atmosphere of an auditorium will further immerse the audience and as a result greatly improve the film-viewing experience.

The manipulation of conscious thought and emotion through sound in film has been a pivotal element in the production processes of the film industry since the advancements in human technology has been able to cater for it, film as an art form today will be intent on encapsulating the audience into a temporary fabricated reality – through means of synchronisation between the sound transmitted through the speakers and the moving image that appears on screen, this forward thinking methodology was famously labelled ‘Synchresis’ by French composer Michel Chion, who’s studies are considered definitive in the medium of film-sound otherwise known as audio-vision; another term expounded by Michel Chion in his book Audio-vision: Sound on Screen (1994).
4

People who are searching for that next great audible experience, enthusiasts and critics alike - will expect a praiseworthy sonic experience; and those aspiring to deliver that next praiseworthy audible experience are the professors, engineers, producers, singers and songwriters who will be actively engaging in pushing the boundaries of our sonic experience to even greater distances.

Creatives working in the field of musical composition and post-production in film will naturally summon an awareness of the aforementioned acoustic ecological properties of the soundscape that is being implemented through the films storyline - completely fabricating it in order to bring total clarity and realisation to the images being projected. 

So, what exactly will the audience be hearing in order for an effective experience to be delivered? The sound designers will take advantage of anthropogenic noise, meaning noise that is entirely man-made; total, focussed creativity. The sounds heard in most, if not all film productions are created in another studio separately, by using literally any method of reproducing a particular sound. This has become an art in itself and the creatives practising this medium are known as Foley Artists.

As an example, sound designers may record the sizzling noise of bacon frying to imitate the ambience created by heavy rain. Sounds such as footsteps through shallow water, doors being slammed shut and firearms being let off will all be re-enacted and recorded from inside a studio or on location.
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Part Two – Analysis of Implementation


This technique, known as ‘Foley’ is named after the late sound effects pioneer Jack Donovan Foley and this method will allow for a wider range of possibilities when it comes to editing the film into its final, mastered quality form. With Jack Foley’s logical approach of incorporating captured sonic artefacts into the recorded images later in the process, he has realised that the brain is easily susceptible to a fabricated soundscape – the brain welcomes it almost and with the repetition of this creative process over time by the creative operatives all over the world - the production value of the final product can only develop and improve. 

On setting the location for a film such as ‘The Revenant’, it would be important to ensure that the soundscape of that location as it exists in its purest form is captured and relayed to the audience effectively; and other sentient elements that go along with a set location like this are the cast and the behavioural traits of the characters involved and all this will have been taken into consideration for the final delivery. An example has been chosen for analysis to clarify the points made in this discussion thus far; to highlight how an increased awareness of the acoustic ecological properties of a soundscape can be consolidated and then manipulated to engage with the emotions and expectations of the audience. 
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Fig. 1 - ‘Hugh Glass’, as played by Leonardo DiCaprio

As can be seen in Fig.1 there is Leonardo DiCaprio’s character ‘Hugh’, who would be feeling the effects of being critically injured in a sub-zero climate with vast, open landscape being the natural habitat for many forms of wildlife and each with their own unique sonic properties that can be heard in the distance that gradually become more apparent as the scene progresses. 

Within Fig.1, Leonardo’s character ‘Hugh’ had not long survived being attacked by a wild bear and is suffering from serious injuries such as deep lacerations to his torso, arms and legs. Also note, ‘Hugh’ had taken a large fur coat from his encounter with the wild bear which can be seen on the ground next to him. 

A sound designer working to the script of this scene will ensure that the necessary emotion in the moment is being transcended effectively to the viewers as ‘Hugh’ struggles to pick up the heavy fur upon making his move toward the noise of wild animals galloping and crying above him and so the sound of his breath and the whooshing noise of the heavy fur as he is grabbing the coat and wrapping it around him is intensified to portray the tormenting sensation of having to lift a heavy, awkward object while in grotesque physical discomfort. 
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'Hugh’ is seen climbing the embankment and the overall sonic projection of the scene seamlessly makes the transition into a loud sustained viola ensemble that fades in as ‘Hugh’ reaches his goal to further exacerbate the emotional struggle that he will be experiencing - and at a point of conclusion where the sound of ‘Hugh’s heavy breathing and the wide viola ensemble become the focal point of a once natural soundscape and a sense of alleviation in the audience is expounded.
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Fig. 2 - ‘Hugh Glass’, as played by Leonardo DiCaprio


Within Fig.2, ‘Hugh’ has encountered a herd of wild animals running away from predators atop of the embankment. Being a hunter by trade, ‘Hugh’ is almost portrayed as being victorious in this moment as the sound of sustained chords played by a large viola ensemble increases, the sense of triumph being portrayed becomes clear. 

The team of sound effects editors, Foley artists and composers who worked on ‘The Revenant’ operate from within Skywalker Sound Studios, California and have provided a fine piece of film-audio composition that really characterized the harsh reality of the lead role’s situation with an attentive selection and execution of key sonic elements.
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Part Three – Conclusion
With credit to Ronni Brown (Foley Artist of Skywalker Sound) and Jon Title (Sound Designer on The Revenant) and among others - for harbouring a recognisable and distinct work of art that encapsulates a focus of the natural environment and its acoustic ecological character to a high degree of artistic and theoretical understanding. Understanding the relationship between the physical phenomena that is the sonic environment and sentient beings has helped to shape the ways in which the film-audio creatives deliver the final auditory product in terms of the expression in musical composition and simulation of the natural soundscape being projected through means of digitally manipulated audio.

A more astute understanding of acoustic ecologies has allowed sound designers to obtain and utilise technology that will have heeded the disciplines of acoustic ecological study ushering in a new wave of sonic capabilities. With sound designers aware of venues housing high powered speakers and surround-sound systems that will allow the artists of sound to take advantage of the wide frequency response that can emulate the sonic depth of a natural soundscape. Hans Zimmer once implied in an interview with Moog Music Inc. titled Masters at Work; how lucky he is to be alive in a day that allows him to work with such low frequency sounds and that he doesn’t think about making sound for laptops or small televisions, he only thinks about the large loudspeakers of the cinema or live venues where his final pieces will primarily be conceived. 

Upon taking the commitment to work in the field of sound design within film and the pressure that comes with it to justify the time and finances invested in academy award winning productions such as ‘The Revenant’. The practices expounded by the studies made in The World Soundscape Project are justified and proven true in the practical way in which creatives practice sonic arts in film and moving image.
9
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