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Introduction

K. J. Donnelly and Aimee Mollaghan

In recent years, there has not only been an emerging interest in soundtracks in audiovisual culture but also an interest in the less solid spectral aspects of culture more generally. The turn of the Millennium has heralded a significant outgrowth of culture that demonstrates an awareness of the ephemeral nature of history and the complexity underpinning the relationship between location and the past. This has been especially apparent in the contemplation of the shifting relationship between landscape, memory, and sound in film, television, and beyond. The scope of inquiry for this collection of essays emphasizes the ineffable ghostly qualities of a certain body of soundtracks, extending beyond merely the idea of “scary films” or “haunted houses.” Rather, the sonic haunting under consideration here is tied to trauma, anxiety, or nostalgia associated with spatial and temporal dislocation in the face of population moves and pressures, ecological issues and destruction of the traditional countryside, unstable borders, and porous boundaries, as well as increasingly intensified tourism and travel to consume landscape and location. This shift in focus from how audiovisual landscapes can be experienced from one of seeing to one of listening allows for an examination of how music and sound are essential to the composition of intangible topologies present in the texts investigated here. Rather than using landscape merely as a physical space for the site of action these representations of landscapes haunted by sonic ghosts allow for a psychological engagement with these sonically constructed landscapes.

The term “landscape” can be understood in a myriad of ways. As a culturally constructed concept, it implies a physical environment that is composed or manufactured, a shaping of the natural environment, something ideological that potentially informs the manner in which the world can be seen or experienced. Geographers such as James Duncan, Nancy Duncan, and Denis Cosgrove position landscape as a socio-political concept writing that the history of landscape can only be understood as part of a wider history of economy and society.1 It has its own implications that represent the way certain groups of people have signified themselves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature, and through which they have underlined and communicated their own social role and that of others with respect to the external environment. As James Duncan asserts, landscape acts as a “signifying system through which a social system is communicated, reproduced, experienced, and explored.”2 If landscape is something that can be fabricated, then it is something that can be subject to multiple readings or interpretations particularly when encapsulated as an audiovisual artifact.

The audiovisual landscapes of interest here are interior and exterior, shaped and haunted not necessarily by spectral visibility or invisibility of image, but rather by sound. The diffuse nature of sound makes it a particularly useful medium for the presentation of trauma and nostalgia, providing a conduit for specters to whisper their secrets. To paraphrase Jacques Derrida, haunting is historical, but it is not dated.3 It does not have a specific chronology or time. It functions outside of temporality, outside of linear narrative. It also has the ability to shift chronologies off-kilter. Due to the ability of sound to diffuse across space, it can bleed into or haunt an environment beyond what can visually be perceived, dissolving the discrete boundaries of the landscape. Sound can shape the spatial contours of the landscape by coalescing sonic ecologies. Ubiquitous, yet often largely unnoticed, these sonic or musical ecologies can help to construct aspects of cultural and personal identity. Furthermore, sound can blur the barriers between interiority and exteriority. It can detect aspects of the landscape not visible to the eye; geophones can allow us to hear sounds underneath the ground, hydrophones return subaqueous sounds from beneath the waves, ultrasound transducers shift the interior bruit of our bodies to the outside.

Acoustic ecologist, R. Murray Schafer, writes that “hearing is a way of touching at a distance,”4 but more than that one could surmise that it is also a way of touching across time. Sound space is not the same as image space and differences in the time that it takes a sound to arrive at the ear tell us something about spatial relationships within an environment. Sonic phantoms manifest themselves through their aurality, their voices lurking out of time, diffusing through the temporal membranes of past, present, and future to conjure up a sonic identity that is at once both construct and memory, and, just like Schafer’s concept of the soundscape, is both actual and abstract. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the moving image, where the space between sound and images can conjure ghosts, evident at times when some films lose direct “synch.”5

The fleeting nature of memories inherently bestows on them a spectral character and sounds are particularly effective as potent memory triggers particularly when connected to a specific space or place. Songs, musical compositions, and even certain sounds are able to directly access the recesses of our minds and sometimes uncertain feelings from long ago. In a different process, perhaps, music can also carry collective as well as personal memory, and indeed some cultures appear to use the sonic to address the trauma of the past to try to heal the present, or at the least to try to break the impasses of present social and cultural issues.

Landscape should also be conceived as a palimpsest that can be written over in order to create and recreate senses of identity. This relies on collective memories passed down through generations, but also can engage that which ought to be forgotten for one reason or another. Indeed, “haunting” can make for an unstable and questioning presence that upsets the dominant order by implication and suggestion rather than a direct force of conflict.

Part of the wave of the so-called “sonic turn” in theory and the study of culture, this collection will focus in particular on audiovisual forms that foreground landscape, sound, and memory. It will address how soundscapes become or are an intrinsic part of landscape, and how this can hold a meaning or emotion that is nearly tangible but not explicit. This is the first book of its sort that deals with the ephemeral but affecting soundtrack in audiovisual culture (films, television, and other arts) in the light of sound’s persistent but ambiguous relationship to location. As such, it will offer a distinct and novel approach to analysis drawn from a range of disciplines including, but not limited to, film studies, sound studies, philosophy, and cultural geography. This mode of analysis will be informed by psychogeography (a desire to consider location and landscape as essentially emotional or psychological objects rather than merely backdrops for drama), and Jacques Derrida’s notion of “hauntology,”6 which promotes a less positivist approach to history and finds forgotten, spectral history present in the margins of culture. Hauntology works against unitary and linear understandings of the past, registering that all past elements remain, sometimes as significant “absent structuring” or trace memory in something else. Consequently, the past in the present can be rethought and understood anew. This book contends that a particularly strong way of achieving this is through a consideration of landscape’s relationship to sound in audiovisual culture, helping to concretize more supernatural or evanescent concerns into aesthetic forms or artifacts that validate their existence.

One issue that we have had to contend with in the process of developing this collection is the insufficiency of language to express the psychological, temporal, and spatial processes of haunting at play in the audiovisual texts under consideration here. Terms such as “psychogeography” or “hauntology,” although pervasive, can sometimes seem vague or subject to perceived malapropism, severed from their etymological roots. The essays in this collection go some way toward articulating a syntax for concepts such as these, lifting the veil between the effable and ineffable to reify these ideas. Just as Guy Debord conceived the portmanteau psychogeography and Jacques Derrida contrived the term “hauntology,” authors within this collection also find themselves in the position where existing words and idioms are not always adequate for their needs.

In order to engage with the sonic spaces under consideration in Antonioni’s Blow-Up (1966) for example, Paul Newland draws on Mikhail Bakhtin’s literary concept of the chronotope, a concept which accounts for the unification of space and time. Newland, however, refashions this concept into that of the “phonotope,” an audiovisual analogue, which more fully accounts for sound spaces in Blow-Up. Through a process of close listening to the fabricated sound spaces in the film which he refers to as a “blowing up of the sound space,” he asserts that wind sounds in particular evoke a sense of an uncanny, otherworldly natural presence reacting to the events of the film, while simultaneously trying to communicate the alienation experienced by photographer Thomas (David Hemmings), the central protagonist of the film.

Both K. J. Donnelly and Daniel Bishop examine the ambiguous relationship between space and the occult within a certain body of moving image. Donnelly interrogates how the soundtrack in Robert Eggers folk horror film The VVitch (2015) provides material form for a supernatural presence, haunting the landscape, and manifesting affective atmospheres. He identifies that the seemingly unstructured music in the film serves a predominantly spatial rather than temporal role, providing a dimensional rather than chronological continuum. Although visual and narrative structure helps to provide some temporal scaffolding for the sonic structure of the film, Donnelly suggests that the space in the film is constructed through the melding of the sound with the landscape, haunting the landscape and imbuing it with a sense of uncanniness.

Bishop makes a compelling case for the usefulness of philosopher Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenological theories of space when probing the mutability of audiovisual spaces in screen media. Drawing on Bachelard’s poetics of space, his chapter questions how Canadian filmmaker Guy Maddin’s film Keyhole (2011) scrutinizes the connection between ghosts and the illusory physical space of the occult imagination. He posits that the score hovers somewhere between perceptible musical presence and amorphous, yet dynamic ambience. It is this spatial and material indistinctness which allows the soundtrack to diffuse across spatial and temporal boundaries and states.

At the core of this collection then, is a consideration of the porousness of boundaries. Jessica Shine demonstrates how the use of musique concrète can disrupt the traditionally delineated sonic spaces of diegetic and non-diegetic within the film soundtrack. She convincingly argues the case for extending Gus Van Sant’s Death Trilogy (2002–5)7 to a Death Quartet by including Paranoid Park (2007) amongst its corpus. Perhaps more importantly though, she contends that musique concrète haunts the diegetic space of the films of the Death Quartet. Expressly focusing on Paranoid Park, she questions how musique concrète can challenge our preconceptions of what a moving score might entail and how interior trauma might be expressed, in its ability to cross the “fantastical gap”8 between the realm of the diegetic and non-diegetic.

Jamie Sexton’s chapter explores how cult British films of the 1970s such as The Stone Tape (Sasdy, 1972) and The Legend of Hell House (Hough, 1973) utilize electronic sound produced by the BBC Radiophonic workshop to signify ghostly and occultic phenomena. He investigates how these films use electronic soundtracks to engage with science and the paranormal, yet simultaneously blur any such divisions. On a macro scale he extends this consideration of the sonic practices apparent in these moving image texts to interrogate how they destabilize temporal boundaries, creating ambiguities between where the sound design ends, and the score begins.

This is something that Craig Wallace also explores in his consideration of the relationship between landscape and sound in the British television adaptations of author Alan Garner’s novels The Owl Service (ITV, 1967) and Red Shift (BBC, 1973). As Wallace asserts sound disrupts chronological distance and allows the stratified landscapes to be haunted by ghosts of the past, present, and future simultaneously. In Red Shift characters from different time periods seem to inhabit the Cheshire landscape concurrently. In a similar fashion, linear time and narrative unravel in the valley of The Owl Service, sonically haunted by traumatized ghosts of the present.

Many of the chapters in this collection center on sonic representations of trauma and grief. Aimee Mollaghan’s chapter examines sonic haunting in British period dramas which have emerged since the beginning of the twenty-first century. Often incorporating Gothic or supernatural elements, these adaptations of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century novels locate themselves within the British rural landscape, irrespective of the original setting. The psychogeographical landscapes of trauma within the two case studies discussed in the chapter, Wuthering Heights (Andrea Arnold, 2011) and Sunset Song (Terence Davies, 2015), are constructed through a process of sonic haunting by spectral presences unconstrained by spatio-temporal borders.

Danijela Kulezic-Wilson’s chapter on the “long trajectory of death” in Justin Kurzel’s feature film adaption of Macbeth interrogates how the landscape embodies the memories of violent deaths, which psychologically haunt the character of Macbeth. Furthermore, she considers how the score both gives corporeal form to the forces of trauma and grief within the film which haunt these scarred landscapes, while also grieving for the characters.

In a similar fashion, John McGrath’s chapter explores how Alex Garland’s science fiction film Annihilation (2018) is haunted not only by its characters’ traumatic histories, but also through the spectral traces of analogue technology. He proposes that the notion of analogue technology becomes a referent for more metaphysical themes connected to the dysregulated tendencies of humanity. In the world of the film, the protagonists are trapped in a cycle of repetition, absorption, and mutation in an uncanny shimmer world of doppelgängers. The crackle and materiality of the analogue score and folk music recordings haunt both the “weird” landscapes and the digitally manipulated sound of the film, imprinting them with a sense of human presence.

Turning these sonic manifestations of grief and trauma toward the Arctic, Lisa Coulthard’s chapter considers what she refers to as “uncanny sonic geographies of extinction” in the Artic as expressed in two limited “polar Gothic” television series The Terror: Season 1 (2018) and The North Water (2021). Rather than simply reviving or recreating sounds from the mid-nineteenth century, she avers that the landscapes of both series are sonically haunted by both an awareness of their own history, and a recognition of the present and future erosion of the polar ice caps.

Both Andrea Wright and Jady Jiang grapple with the Australian and New Zealand Gothic. Jiang uses Peter Weir’s 1975 film Picnic at Hanging Rock as a way to interrogate national anxieties surrounding Australia’s colonial past. Jiang explores the tensions between the civilized sites of colonial Victorian society and the untamed landscapes of the Australian outback. For her, the dichotomy of these spaces is sonically marked by a similar musical duality in which the classical music imposes a European culture on the landscape, whereas the idiosyncratic exoticism of the panpipes haunts the undomesticated spaces of the Australian wilderness.

Like Jiang, Wright probes the duality present in the representation of landscape and nature in Australian and New Zealand cinema. She also highlights the two readings of the Romanticized New Zealand landscape, which have become central to how it is presented on screen; it is either wild and sublime or cultivated and topographically well behaved. She locates the short films Possum (Brad McGann, 1997) and Nature’s Way (Jane Shearer, 2006) within this tradition, questioning how the encroachment of uncanny and often threatening soundscapes from exterior to domestic spaces disrupt the settler myth of mastering nature.

Notes

1     See Denis Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984); James Duncan, The City as Text: The Politics of Landscape Interpretation in the Kandyan Kingdom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); James Duncan and Nancy Duncan, Landscapes of Privilege: The Politics of the Aesthetic in an American Suburb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

2     Duncan, The City as Text, 17.

3     Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International (London: Routledge, 1994).

4     R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World (Rochester, Vermont: Destiny Books, 1977/1994), 11.

5     K. J. Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

6     Derrida, Specters of Marx.

7     Gus Van Sant’s Death Trilogy consists of the following three films: Gerry (2002), Elephant (2003) and Last Days (2005).

8     Robynn J. Stilwell, “The Fantastical Gap between Diegetic and Nondiegetic” [in] Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema,” in Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema, ed. Daniel Goldmark, Lawrence Kramer and Richard D. Leppert (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 186.
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What wind in what trees? Listening to Blow-Up (1966)

Paul Newland

In the last interview he gave before his death in 1948, the American filmmaking pioneer D. W. Griffith said “What the modern movie lacks is beauty—the beauty of moving wind in the trees, the little movement in a beautiful blowing on the blossoms in the trees.”1 Moving images of natural phenomena such as wind moving tree branches enthralled early cinema audiences. Siegfried Kracauer described such examples of the magic of cinema thus: “undulating waves, moving clouds, and changing facial expressions […] conveyed the longing for an instrument which could capture the slightest incidents of the world about us […] whose incalculable movements resemble, somehow, those of waves or leaves.”2 In the work of Kracauer, wind in the trees “is taken to reveal cinema’s ability to show the autonomy of the world unfold independently of authorial control.”3 Perhaps Griffith would have appreciated the memorable sequences of trees blowing in the wind in Michelangelo Antonioni’s film Blow-Up (1966), one of three films that the Italian director was contracted to make in English for MGM. Produced by Carlo Ponti, Blow-Up won the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 1967.4 The film stars David Hemmings as a London-based photographer Thom who, after taking a series of photographs in a suburban park, subsequently prints and blows up these images to discover what he believes to be evidence of a murder.

Sequences in Blow-Up shot in Maryon Park, south-east London, and a linked sequence in which the photographer Thomas (Hemmings) prints and blows up photographs he takes in this park, have received several critical interpretations. None of this criticism has focused primarily on Antonioni’s use of sound. That is what I aim to address here. Iain Sinclair describes Maryon Park as an “amphitheatre, a wooded bowl, with tennis courts at the centre.”5 The art director Assheton Gordon chose this park as a setting for the “murder,” because it was a “theatre box” and “it resembled the spatialities of de Chicoro, an artist admired by himself and Antonioni.”6 In this chapter, I will focus specifically on the sonic representation of leaves blowing in trees in this park in order to argue that Antonioni’s carefully constructed sound space in Blow-Up purposefully avoids depicting quotidian or natural sounds in any straightforwardly realistic or naturalistic way.7 Rather, I will show through close listening, or through a critical “blowing up” of the sound space, that sound in Blow-Up is constructed alongside the images to develop an aesthetic spatiality which achieves two key things. Firstly, the sound of wind in the trees can be interpreted as an evocation of the uncanny, almost supernatural reaction of nature to the dramatic proceedings of the film. As such, sound becomes suggestive of the trees as a kind of protagonist, as a meta-human, dramatic presence in the narrative. In this way, the sound of wind in the trees effectively operates as a sonic example of pathetic fallacy. Secondly, at the same time, I will show that the sound of the wind in the trees serves to evoke or communicate the psychological world of the key protagonist Thomas, primarily to communicate his condition as a profoundly dislocated and alienated modern figure.8 I will show that the cumulative effect of these potential representational meanings of the sounds in the film constructs an existential and uncanny spatial framework which facilitates the communication of the constructed nature of cinematic representation, and through this, the constructed nature of human experience, and, more broadly, of human experience of modern reality itself.9

In order to analyze the sound space of Blow-Up, I want to draw on and further develop my concept of the “phonotope” (the prefix “phono” deriving from the Greek work for “sound”), which might best be understood as an audio-visual redevelopment of Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the literary chronotope.10 For Bakhtin, a chronotope is a “time-space.”11 Bakhtin was concerned with how the literary form of the novel produces chronotopes, writing that “every literary image is chronotopic.”12 The phonotope might best be understood as a “sound-space” which temporally informs and structures the spatial imaginary and, as it does this, transcends material, “real” places represented by the images in a film. In other words, I conceive of phonotopes as filmic time-spaces in which film sound aesthetics employed in representing real places develop a complex spatial and temporal dialogue with these “real” places. Just as Thomas blows up a series of images in the film in order to uncover the potential outcome of a series of events, I will “blow up” these film sounds in order to demonstrate the extraordinary representational complexity of Antonioni’s constructed phonotope. In terms of methodology, this sonic “blowing up,” or close listening, echoes aspects of “reduced listening.” Michel Chion points out that “reduced listening does not forbid listening otherwise […] reduced listening overlaps with the others and enriches them.”13 I am however advocating for a “spatial listening” that might facilitate an awareness of how and why filmic phonotopes are constructed, and how they convey meaning.

Antonioni’s films are profoundly spatial. Writing in 1975, the film critic Penelope Houston advocated that Antonioni’s greatest gift as a filmmaker was “his hypersensitive feeling about places, and the part landscape plays in mood.”14 But landscapes in Antonioni’s films are sonic as well as visual. From the 1960s onwards, Antonioni’s films often featured environmental sounds to help construct this spatiality.15 Blow-Up develops a complex representational sound space (phonotope) which serves to evoke the quotidian life of not just specific places in London while at the same time rendering these places uncanny through aesthetic gestures toward their representational artifice. The sound for Blow-Up was recorded live on location, but Antonioni resisted simply synchronizing this sound to his images. The director has explained the importance of the process of sound design in his films thus: “My rule is always the same: for each scene, I record a soundtrack without actors.”16 He chose to meticulously plan and structure his sound world after shooting sequences.17 Exploring the sequences shot in the park, I will now demonstrate how this structured, constructed sound world operates.

The First Visit to Maryon Park

Thomas’s first visit to Maryon Park occurs when he drifts into this place after exploring a nearby antiques shop that he is considering purchasing. As William Arrowsmith puts it, “Of his own choice, he freely consents to the pull of the park, following his eyes—not his camera—where they lead him, entering slowly, even gravely, into the world opening out before him.”18 The entry into the park “marks a point of transition, for Thomas is carrying his old assumptions of power into an environment where they no longer obtain.”19 But this is also a point of transition in the film’s employment of sound: the moment when sound starts to become more obviously artificial, and, as such, representational.

[image: ]

Figure 2.1 Thomas enters the “park” space from Blow-Up (Carlo Ponti Productions, 1966).

At the beginning of this sequence, Thomas is pictured photographing the antiques shop, with the entrance to the park behind him, tall trees blowing in the wind. The film then cuts to a shot from a camera within the park, looking back at Thomas and the shop, framed by the trees. The gentle sound of the wind blowing the leaves increases in volume now, while the camera remains static. Peter Brunette advocates that these “wind in the trees” sounds are invested in a “foreboding and existential resonance.”20 At first, this sound of the wind in the trees appears to be an “ambient sound”; the type of sound, as Michel Chion explains, “that envelops a scene and inhabits its space, without raising the question of the identification of visual embodiment of its source: birds singing, churchbells ringing. We might also call them territory sounds, because they serve to identify a particular locale through their pervasive and continuous presence.”21 However, the sound of the wind in the trees in this sequence gradually develops beyond any simple background ambience. Instead, this sound comes to operate as a hauntingly expressive representational device. It crucially informs the strange spatiality in the sequence in Maryon Park, which on the one hand facilitates Thomas’s material and psychological removal from the quotidian life of the city, while on the other hand immersing him in an uncanny space of mystery.

The film cuts to a shot of a woman in a suit and hat (a mysterious, incongruous Antonionian figure) picking up litter from the lawn and the path in the park. The camera slowly pans to the left and she notices Thomas, who walks toward the camera. The film then cuts to a shot of this area of the park from another angle. The camera slowly pans left to reveal tennis courts and a circular flower bed. Here the sounds of the leaves and the birdsong continue at approximately the same ambient volume level. But the movement of the camera and subsequently its sudden static position (moving toward and then holding the image of the flower bed and tennis court for several seconds in the same shot) invest the landscape with a sense of mystery. This mystery is heightened by the incongruence of the relationship between images and sound. In other words, the camera movement helps to invest the sonic ambience with a strangeness which intensifies as the sequence develops. This sonic ambience is more noticeable as time unfolds in the sequence, and it becomes increasingly clear that this sound is not communicating the life of a straightforwardly “real” place, but that it is instead serving to communicate and underline the representational aspects of the film images and film sound we are witnessing, and to articulate the existence of an uncanny agora that exists between recorded images, recorded sound, and the “real” world recorded. With the camera still static, Thomas walks off into the distance, past the tennis courts, toward some birds gathered on the distant park lawn. We hear the sound of a tennis ball being hit. At this moment, the film cuts to a medium close-up of Thomas. The leaves are quieter now, but the sound of the tennis ball being hit remains, at the same volume. The gentle sounds of the wind blowing the leaves, the tennis ball being hit, and the bird singing continue, communicating the construction of a strange ambient space, but also, at the same time, evoking a space of mystery and foreboding. Here, the sound of wind in the trees also starts to communicate the uncanny reaction of features of a “natural” environment to the dramatic proceedings of the film. This sound becomes increasingly suggestive of the trees as a meta-human presence, while at the same time facilitating the aesthetic communication of Thomas’s existential experience.

Thomas raises his camera to his eye and focuses on something. The film now cuts to a long shot of Thomas chasing the birds on the vast lawn with his camera. The sound of the leaves is barely audible here, but we can hear a bird singing again. Another cut sees the camera panning quite rapidly and without smoothness from right to left, very briefly capturing two figures in the corner of the frame (more on these figures in my conclusion), before focusing on the rear elevation of terraced houses beyond the park. Antonioni cuts again to another medium shot of Thomas on the grass. The leaves pick up in volume slightly now. The length of this sequence, without dialogue or any obvious dramatic purpose, also serves to lend it an uncanny quality. It communicates a sense of time unfolding in a specific place, while at the same time problematizing the ontological nature of this place. The film now cuts to a couple making their way up a steep bank, toward some bushes. The sound of the leaves in the wind increases in volume here, again signaling increased tension and mysteriousness. As Thomas playfully runs up some steps toward a higher section of the park, the sonic landscape steadily moves beyond any straightforwardly realistic representation of a place, toward a more obviously discernible representational artifice.

As Thomas enters this elevated park space, the sound of the leaves grows louder still. Tension noticeably increases. Thomas stops at the top of the steps, and peers through a branch, his eyes framed by leaves. He puts his camera to his eye again, and looks around this upper level of the park, clearly intrigued by something. The film now cuts to a panning shot, the camera moving from left to right. The couple can now be seen standing on the grass in the distance, holding hands. In the background, beyond the trees and bushes that mark the boundary of the park, 1960s-style buildings are visible. The sound of the leaves being blown by the wind is now very prominent. We hear the woman laugh. In the next shot, we see Thomas slowly climb over a low fence, and begin to photograph the couple. The sound of the leaves continues. A dog barks in the distance. The shutter on Thomas’s camera can be heard rhythmically opening and closing: capturing reality. The volume of the leaves blowing shifts now: growing quieter, then louder again, coming in waves. It is clear that Antonioni wants us to notice this sound, for it to shape our experience of this mysterious sequence in this mysterious representational space.
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Figure 2.2 Maryon Park as theatrical and sonic space from Blow-Up (Carlo Ponti Productions, 1966).
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Figure 2.3 The sound of the shutter? Thomas capturing reality from Blow-Up (Carlo Ponti Productions, 1966).

Thomas hops over the low fence and runs toward a tree, and crouches and hides. He takes more photographs of the couple. With the new mechanical, rhythmic sounds of the shutter opening and closing on the camera, the volume of the leaves blowing increases again, also ratcheting up the tension while at the same time foregrounding and emphasizing the representational aspects of the sequence, and indicating the potential importance of the photographs being taken to what will unfold. Interestingly, the sound of the leaves swells in volume whenever the couple are pictured clearly in the frame, potentially communicating their importance to future events that will unfold. Michel Chion developed the term “anempathetic sound,” which signifies a sound which appears to exhibit conspicuous indifference to what is going on in a film, while at the same time creating a sense of the tragic.22 But this sound of the leaves in this sequence might effectively become an empathetic sound, a sound that seems to speak, like a response, or an intervention, to the events unfolding.

Noticing he has been spotted, Thomas turns and walks back toward the steps. The woman runs toward him, and the leaves noticeably swell in volume once more. Throughout the following sequence—during which the woman, Jane (Vanessa Redgrave) confronts Thomas about taking photographs of her and her lover—the leaves swell in volume whenever she is on screen, and quieten down again when she is offscreen. However, this pattern of sound changes after she bites Thomas’s hand and he asks, aggressively, “What’s the rush?” From now on the sound of the leaves remains more obviously constant throughout the sequence.

The last words Jane speaks on this initial meeting in the park are: “No we haven’t met. You’ve never seen me.” This is a key piece of dialogue, foreshadowing the series of disappearances that will occur later in the film. Antonioni gives us a wide shot of the park as she runs off behind a tree into the distance. The leaves swell in volume once more. When the film cuts again to a shot of Thomas walking back toward the antiques shop, the sound of the leaves suddenly disappears. Music appears instead (a slide guitar), which subsequent shots suggest might be diegetic, coming from a record player in the shop. This lack of a clear sound source, and the concomitant disruption between diegetic and extra-diegetic spaces, once again serves to communicate—or even foreground—the representational aspects of the film.

This first park sequence develops a highly complex representation that might initially be read through what R. Murray Schafer termed “hi-fi” soundscape: “one in which discrete sounds can be heard clearly because of the low ambient noise level.”23 Interestingly, Schafer’s ecological perspective on “real” soundscapes led him to argue that the countryside is “generally more hi-fi than the city; night more than day; ancient times more than modern. In the hi-fi soundscape, sounds overlap less frequently; there is perspective-foreground and background.”24 Rather, in this sequence in Blow-Up—as in many Antonioni films—the representation of an outdoor place develops a quiet, “hi-fi” soundscape, which lends this space mysteriously uncanny, almost supernatural status.

The sound of the leaves blowing in the wind in this sequence might also be read as the articulation of the ghostly voice of a nonhuman sound source. Theoretical debates about the nonhuman in recent years have been driven by writers such as Jane Bennett and Eduardo Kohn.25 Other writers have recently developed theories of sound which begin to engage with such theories of the nonhuman and anthropomorphism germane to my argument. For example, Mark Grimshaw and Tom Garner argue that sound is “emergent perception”; that sound should not be theorized as “object,” but instead is constituted through plural material and immaterial mediations, as what they call a “sonic aggregate.”26 This concept of the sonic aggregate, if considered spatially, might allow us to understand how far the sound space of Blow-Up toys with or purposefully disrupts our previous knowledge (conscious or unconscious) of the relationship between sounds and their sources, and problematizes what Grimshaw and Garner term the “virtual cloud of potentials” from which the sound as perception emerges. Furthermore, working on nonhuman sound, Georgia Born’s view is that:

Generally, nonhuman sound is not a focus of human attention. To become aware of it requires an attunement, a shift from perpetual background to foreground, whether it is high-volume environmental sound of the more continuous ebb and flow of low-level hushes, hums, washes, and clusters of sonic events (trees rustling, planes and trains passing, fridge humming, flies buzzing, house creaking, cars revving, birds calling, construction work proceeding, and so on). Nonhuman sound exists as a constant, potentially affect-laden companion to quotidian life.27

Born builds on these ideas, and on the work of Alfred Whitehead,28 as she seeks to “open up a conceptual space in which we understand sound, including nonhuman sound, as an inherently relational and ‘mediational’ phenomenon that overcomes dualistic understandings of subject and object and that […] itself participates in subjectivity.”29 These ideas allow us to consider how far Antonioni’s Blow-Up disrupts the “relational” and “mediational” aspects of sound in order to explore existential subjectivity.

In Blow-Up, this space opened up by the tension between the human and unhuman, reality and its cinematic representation ultimately produces the effect of a haunting, which chimes with the “murder” narrative of the film. As such, the sound space in the film can be read through Mark Fisher’s work on hauntology. Drawing on Jacques Derrida, Fisher argues that there are two directions in hauntology: “The first refers to that which is (in actuality is) no longer, but which is still effective as a virtuality (the traumatic ‘compulsion to repeat,’ a structure that repeats, a fatal pattern). The second refers to that which (in actuality) has not yet happened, but which is already effective in the virtual (an attractor, an anticipation shaping current behavior).”30 Thus, “Haunting can be seen as intrinsically resistant to the contraction and homogenization of time and space. It happens when a place is stained by time, or when a particular place becomes the site for an encounter with broken time.”31 As such, “specific (hauntological) landscapes—landscapes stained by time, where time can only be experienced as broken, as a fatal repetition.”32 Blow-Up certainly presents a landscape “stained by time,” which can only be experienced as “repetition.” David Toop has written about the potentially spectral aspects of sound. For example, he advocates that:

sound is a haunting, a ghost, a presence whose location in space is ambiguous and whose existence in time is transitory. The intangibility of time is uncanny—a phenomenal presence both in the head, at its point of source and all around—so never entirely distinct from auditory hallucinations. The close listener is like a medium who draws out substance from that which is not entirely there.33

Toop’s view of the spectral nature of sound chimes with the employment of sound in Michelangelo Antonioni’s films, not least in Blow-Up.

Blowing Up Photographs of Maryon Park

The sequence in which Thomas blows up his photographic “capturing of the landscape” can also be read through Mark Fisher’s work on hauntology and Toop’s thoughts on sound as haunting. We see Thomas developing his film exposures, and slowly and systematically examine these images, printing a selection of enlargements which he arranges in a sequence, tacking them up onto the walls of his studio. After developing further magnifications of key portions of two of the exposures, Thomas eventually believes he can see images of a gunman and a corpse. These blown-up up images are grainy, effectively as unreadable as his friend Bill’s (John Castle) abstract paintings. As this sequence unfolds we hear the clear, seemingly diegetic sounds of Thomas’s footsteps on the wooden floorboards of the studio as he displays these images. There is also an ambient sound audible here, which might or might not be the distant hum of city. Thomas puts a vinyl LP on his record player, and sits and looks at the prints. But when he starts to look at an image of the park with a magnifying glass, this “diegetic” music abruptly fades to silence. This sonic moment signifies a profound breakdown between reality and representation. At this precise moment in the film, any relationship between diegetic and extra-diegetic worlds falls apart. Here Antonioni is evidently foregrounding the fact that the film we are watching is artifice, a representation of reality, just like the photographs Thomas is examining. As Thomas places more and more pictures around the room, they begin to appear like the frames of a film, like a moving picture. As Antonioni shows us these black-and-white photographs in close up in the following sequence, the sound of leaves blowing in the wind in the park inexplicably returns. This, like the sudden drop out of the jazz music moments before, also serves to highlight and foreground the constructed nature of the representational aspects of what is being witnessed here. This is a sonic example of Derrida’s “specter,” an aesthetic device evidently resistant to the contraction and homogenization of time and space.

The Third Visit to Maryon Park

After discovering what he believes to be images of a corpse and a gunman, Thomas drives back to the park for a second time at night. He parks his Rolls Royce by the antiques shop and walks into the park, once again climbing the steps to the high grassy platform. The sound of the leaves appears once again here, but it is now noticeably louder in volume than during the earlier park sequences. Thomas walks across the lawn toward the spot where he saw the body the night before. But the volume of the leaves in the trees significantly decreases when he arrives at what he believes to be the precise location and as he looks down at the grass where the body had previously lain, before increasing in volume again as he crouches down, camera in hand. The film cuts to a shot of Thomas. We are looking down at his back as he crouches on the grass. He looks up, over his shoulder. The sound of the leaves in the wind noticeably increases in volume again here. The film then cuts to an image of leaves blowing in the wind. The wind sounds even louder now. The camera pans back to Thomas, who is now standing, looking bemused, the leaves behind him blowing hard in the wind. He moves forward slowly, and stops. A mysterious white sign high on scaffolding beyond the perimeter of the park is now visible behind the fence and the bushes, lit up, but out of focus. Antonioni cuts again to an image of the grass, a tree, and bushes behind, where the steps lead away. He then cuts back to Thomas in the same position as before. Thomas turns his head back to where the body once lay, and then back toward the steps. At this precise moment we see the light on the large white sign suddenly go out, and the sign coming into full focus. As Thomas notices the change in light out of the corner of his eye, he turns to look at the sign. This is a typical Antonionian device—an unreadable sign, a sign with no ultimate meaning (intended or otherwise), which nevertheless looms over the events in the park, and is evidently brought to our attention to in this moment.34 The leaves are quieter again now, as Thomas looks at the white sign, but they subsequently pick up in volume once more, as Antonioni cuts to a shot of Thomas standing, once again looking at the spot where he had found the body. This shot—taken by a static camera—is held for 28 seconds. It allows us to view Thomas looking around this specific place in the park for one last time, as the sound of the leaves blowing in the trees continues, along with the sound of what once again appears to be a dog barking in the distance. This sequence further cements the construction of a haunted sound space that is informed by the tension between the human and unhuman, and between the sounds of natural, nonhuman material objects and their cinematic representation.
OEBPS/images/Ch02fig03.jpg
il nmmmm 1

MEARR v,






OEBPS/images/Ch02fig02.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SOUNDTRACKS

Audiovisual Cultures of Memory,
Landscape and Sound

BLOOMSB URY





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 





OEBPS/images/Ch02fig01.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBURT

B






