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Sound in Film

The motion picture as first conceived by entrepeneur Thomas Edison was to function neither as the stand-alone medium of silent cinema nor as the partner to the realistic soundscapes of modern movies. Rather it was to act as a simple entertaining marketing tool for the vending of popular recorded music, a “visual accompaniment for [the] vastly successful phonograph” (Cook 5), and it is in this sense that we can finally appreciate the work of feature-length music video director Zach Braff as falling under a great, though certainly cheap and uncompelling, film tradition. If we are to understand filmmaking as Edison did not intend it and as Braff does not do it—that is, not as advertisement for a music product but as the telling of good stories through moving pictures, possibly with accompanying soundtracks—then we must reconsider the relationship between film and sound. We might ask ourselves, What do the Silent Era’s many creative and influential narrative movies say about sound’s role in telling a good story? How can and should sound be used when making a film? How important is the realism of a film’s soundtrack? Is sound necessary for the telling of a good story or can moving images be a powerful narrative force on their own?
Thirty years of successful international silent cinema do much in the way of demonstrating the effective power of film sans synchronized, and sometimes any, soundtrack. Director Carl Theodor Dreyer intended his 1928 silent masterpiece The Passion of Joan of Arc, widely held to be one of the best silent films ever made, to be viewed in complete silence with no musical accompaniment.
