The Sound

A Quiet Place Part I
Sound Editors Speak Up

BY JESSE RIFKIN

> Behind Simon and Garfunkel, the second
most famous duo associated with “the sounds
of silence” may be Erik Aadahl and Ethan
Van der Ryn. The sound editors sculpted the
auditory environment of 2018’s breakout
horror-drama A Quiet Place, about a family
of four attempting to silently survive a world
overrun by blind predatory creatures with
acute hearing. The pair earned an Academy
Award nomination for Best Sound Editing
for their work.

The duo returns for director John
Krasinski’s sequel, A Quiet Place Part 11,
in theaters March 20 from Paramount.
Our phone interview got off to an
inauspicious start—their voices were
barely audible due to a weak cell phone
connection. After reconnecting a minute
later on a landline, Van der Ryn quipped,
“We were in a quiet place.”

A Quiet Place, more than perhaps any other film in
recent memory, elicited nearly total silence in the theater.
Moviegoers wouldn’t so much as open their soda bottles.
Did you keep that in mind when doing the sound design?

Ethan Van der Ryn: It was a question in our minds the
whole time, when we were mixing and designing the sound
during the original: Would people be able to stay quiet
enough for the film to actually work? If people are making
too much sound, they’re going to obliterate the story and the
experience, which requires people to be completely silent. It
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From left: Millicent Simmonds,
Noah Jupe, and Emily Blunt
in A Quiet Place Part Il
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was an experiment, in a way, whether or not that could work.
Fortunately, it did.

Erik Aadahl: Our goal was really to make the audience an
active participant in the movie, putting the audience in the
shoes of the character. When Emily Blunt’s character, Evelyn, is
holding her breath, trying not to make a noise, ideally we'd have
the audience do the exact same thing. We didn'’t really know if
the whole thing would work until we premiered it at South by
Southwest. A packed auditorium and the audience just went
with it. They were holding their breath until the very end. It was
such a vindication for this crazy experiment.

‘What was similar or different about working on the
sequel versus the original?

Van der Ryn: In the first one, we were setting up this
whole universe where creatures have taken control of the earth.
Humanity has had to adapt to be able to survive, by staying
silent. We worked on creating and setting up all the rules of
this whole universe. Obviuusly, with this one, because it’s a
direct continuation of the story, we have this established set of
rules in which to start playing. We don’t have to start from the
ground up to create the universe. It’s been created, so we can
just take off from there.

Aadahl: The last film was so successful, we feel like we
caught lightning in a bottle. So the challenge is how do we
top it? How do we take it even further? Not just repeat our-
selves, but create a new experience that’s going to be even more
effective. That was the challenge for everybody involved with
the film, not just for us in sound design, but [director] John
[Krasinski] and the incredible cast.

So how did you try to top it?

Aadabhl: If the first film was more intimate, this film definite-
ly expands beyond the borders of the farm and the homestead.
We're exploring the world a little bit more. [The trailer opens
with the family speeding down a street as dozens around flee on
foot, already showing more people in one scene than the first
film did in total.] The first film opens a certain time after the
invasion, but in this [film] we get a glimpse of day one. That was
pretty fun to work on. Our challenge as a sound designer is, how
do we expand upon the vocabulary and behavior of these crea-
tures, go deeper with it? There were a lot more moments where
we could play with that tension.

What was the hardest individual sound to create?

Van der Ryn: With the first film, we had to invent the
creature sounds from scratch—something nobody had ever
heard before, reverse engineering their biology. Knowing that
they use sound to navigate the world, that they’re blind, we
developed their palette of sound based on other living crea-
tures that have a similar use of sound to navigate the world.
For example, animals with echolocation or sonar. It was quite
an experiment, going through and trying things, playing with
sounds of dolphins and whales and bats. All of them use a sim-
ilar clicking to reflect objects in their environment, so through
sound they can paint a three-dimensional map. Eventually, we
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stumbled upon a stun gun, which had this really creepy alien
feel. It was an electric Taser, essentially, that became the spine
of our echolocation sound.

Van der Ryn: We were playing around with this stun gun,
trying to use it on different props that we had lying around our
studio. There were some grapes sitting on a table in the kitchen.
We tried it against the grapes and got the best sound. Grapes
have a thin skin and fleshy interior, similar to humans. So that
ended up being what we used. We just stumbled into that by
accident. That's why this is a great job! Play is required.

What's the strangest thing you've ever done to create
a sound in a movie?

Aadahl: T was working with Ethan on the first Transformers.
We'd had a late night and I pulled into my driveway at home.
I stepped out of the car and a garden hose was lying out. 1
stepped on it in such a way that the liquid in the hose made a
gurgly S{)Llnd. It al]TlOSt Sounded llkt: a creature. I grabbed th(—:
garden hose, pulled it inside into the bathtub, started recording
it, and those became the splarty vocals for Bumblebee in all the
Transformers movies. If your ears are open, magic can happen.

How did the sound team work with Marco Beltrami
on the score? [Beltrami, who also scored the first film,
is a two-time Academy Award nominee for The Hurt
Locker and the 3:10 to Yuma remake.]

Van der Ryn: We love working with Marco. He just has
such a big-picture, holistic sense of the film. He’s very gracious
with not just where to play music, but where #ot to play music,
so we can get really, really quiet, make the audience lean in and
hold their breath. He’s doing a gorgeous job expanding on the
musical themes of the first film.



There’s a beautiful scene in the first film where Lee and Eve-
ly]l Slﬂw daﬂoc to t}lc sﬂng Hmfst MM” by Ncﬂ YD“.Ilg, listﬁﬂ-
ing through earbuds so they won't attract the creatures. Whose
decision was that—yours, the music supervisor’s, Krasinski’s?

Van der Ryn: That’s John Krasinski, all the way. He wrote that
into the script, specifically to be that song. He talked about it a litdle
bit with us. The song was expensive, but it was important to him
that it be that song specifically. It was worth securing the rights to
use it and paying the money. For a lower-budget film to spend that
kind of money on one song was obviously a pretty big deal.

Aadahl: That song has special significance for him and his wife,

Emily. That’s a scene that’s based on their real-life relationship.

Between the two of you, you've won or been nominated
for multiple awards, including the Oscars. [The pair has been
nominated jointly for Transformers: Dark of the Moon, Argo,
and the first A Quiet Place]. What’s your best awards show
story?

Va.ﬂ der Ryn: MY FELV()I’itt‘ a\Vard.S t‘}{pt‘ricncc was at [hﬂ
BAFTA Awards [in Britain]. I took my mom. As we were walk-
ing to tl‘lt‘ bﬂ“ &ftﬂl—wards, all thﬂ ph()t()gl—ﬂphﬁfﬁ tl’l(:‘rt‘ S[&rtcd
calling out, “Dame Judi! Dame Judi!” They thought my mom
was Dame Judi Dench. So she started posing!

Aadahl: Before the Oscars, there’s the nominees’ luncheon.

As my date, I brought my godmother. She lives in Washington
state; she has nothing to do with Hollywrmcl. We were standing
next to Glenn Close, who's her favorite actress of all time. She
was just freaking out on me. “Can I take a picture?” It was fun
to experience it through her eyes.

Why is it important to see A Quiet Place Part IT
in a cinema?

Van der Ryn: One of the unique things we experienced
with the first A Quier Place was that it really brought back the
idea of cinemagoing as a communal experience. It became such
an interactive experience, where audiences were required to be
completely silent in order for the movie to work. Hundreds of
people were gathered together in this temple of cinema, being
hushed, not talking. That's such a special experience to have in
this age of streaming.

Aﬂda}ll: W"{C gut d lOt Uf ft‘t:dback ﬂﬁcr thc Hrst ﬁlm, pC()piE
mentioning that after they saw it in a theater, after the end cred-
its t]‘lt‘y hcﬂrd thc W{)rld il‘l a C(}mplt‘tt‘l_\f new way. ﬂlc Sounds
of traffic, the city. They were almost overwhelmed with the
reality of sound in the world after having gone through this
experience of A Quiet Place. 1 think it would be a very dif-
fﬂl‘ent t:xpt‘rit‘]’lcc‘ 1o Watch it on B]Ll'ray i]’l your h()me, thn
there might be a washing machine going.

AT THE MOVIES

What is your all-time favorite moviegoing memory or experience?

Aadahl: | grew up in the Bay Area. My parents took me to my very first movie when | was about
5 or 6 years old. It was E.T. on a big, beautiful 70-millimeter screen. That was the first movie | ever
saw in a theater. | still remember that feeling of “Whoa!” This big theater, that giant screen. The
movie moved me so much. | was crying when E.T. was dying. My parents were concerned that may-
be they should take me out of there, but | refused. “No, | have to stay and see this film!” It really
had a profound and powerful effect on me. It's probably one of the reasons | fell in love with cine-

ma and went into it.

Van der Ryn: It was the [1971] Nicolas Roeg movie Walkabout, which | saw when | was probably
about 7 years old. It just really engaged me in a way that | had never experienced before, in any
other form. It took me on this incredible journey that involved these two kids, an older sister and
her younger brother, who was probably about 7, so | could relate completely to him. They're on this
journey across the Australian outback. For most of the movie, there’s no talking. It's a completely
cinematic experience that you can’t have in any other way, where you're taken on this journey of

sight and sound.

What's your favorite snack at the movie theater concession stand?
Aadahl: I'm a popcorn guy. Lightly buttered and lightly salted.
Van der Ryn: Of course, in a movie like A Quiet Place Part Il, you have to be careful with the crunch-

ing, or the audience might turn on you.
Aadahl: Junior Mints might work better.

Van der Ryn: Or gummy bears. Something soft.
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