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Song, Space and Solitude: The Evocative Soundscape of the Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild
Breath of the Wild represents a big separation within the broad landscape of open-world game design and within its own franchise. Unlike past Zelda titles, which relied heavily on continuous melodic scoring to guide the player’s emotion, Breath of the Wild embraces the silence, fragmented music and environmental ambience to guide the player through the game. The shift in game design is mostly seen in the way it uses music, or much rather, the way it doesn’t use music. It relies on its ambient world and its dynamic response to the player’s actions. By doing this, the game challenges conventional assumptions about the role of music in video games, putting absence at the forefront of the sound design.
This essay argues that the sound design of Breath of the Wild changes the player’s emotion and perception of space within an open-world environment through a mixture of silence, adaptive musical systems and memory-driven leitmotifs. Silence is especially used when constructing the scale and immersion of the game. It also uses reactive musical shifts to reflect the gameplay, like when one is fighting an enemy or entering a town or village. Leitmotifs are used to anchor down the memory, identity and narrative of the characters and locations throughout the game. The elements combine to create a fragmented system, showing both the openness of Hyrule and its themes of loss and aftermath of the Calamity.
This analysis references key frameworks from game sound studies, particularly the works of Karen Collins, Tim Summers and Mark Grimshaw, as well as contributions from Elizabeth Medina-Gray and Michel Chion. By placing Breath of the Wild within bigger discussions of interactivity, presence and soundscape design, this essay shows how its sound design is used as a central mechanism for players to perceive and emotionally engage with space rather than just being an accompaniment.

Silence
From the perspective of sound theory, this approach relates to R. Murray Schafer’s theory of the “soundscape,” describes how environmental sound plays an important part in shaping human perception of place.[footnoteRef:1] In Breath of the Wild, the choice to use environmental sounds over musical scoring helps the player engage more with the environment around them, heightening their spacial awareness. The absence of constant musical scores allows small details to appear in the silence, creating what Schafer terms a “hi-fi” soundscape, one in which discrete sounds can be clearly heard due to the lack of music.[footnoteRef:2] This clarity adds to the game’s sense of vastness, as the player becomes aware of distance, direction and environmental variation through the sound design alone. [1:  R. Murray, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1994), pp.7-12]  [2:  Schafer, The Soundscape, pp. 43-48.] 

This heightened awareness is tied to the notion of “presence,” as said by Mark Grimshaw. Grimshaw argues that sound is needed in creating a sense of being physically placed within a virtual world, with auditory cues that compensate for the limitations of visual representation.[footnoteRef:3] In the case of Breath of the Wild, silence plays the role in enhancing presence. By minimising non-diegetic musical cues, the game highlights environmental sounds, helping the player’s sense of immersion in the game world. The player doesn’t just observe the world of Hyrule but listens to it, exploring it through sounds and audio as well as visual cues. A big example of this is on top of Satori Mountain. Located in Hyrule Field, the mountain is rumoured to have a spirit named the Lord of the Mountain. When you reach to top you will see the spirit and will be able to mount it and ride it through Hyrule, but any noise will scare it off. It teaches the player the importance of silence and absence in the game world.  [3:  Mark Grimshaw, ‘The Acoustic Ecology of the First-Person Shooter’, in Game Sound Technology and Player Interaction (Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 2011), pp.45-50] 

One of the most prominent parts of Breath of the Wild is its use of silence throughout the game, or more specifically, the way it doesn’t use background music. Instead of filling the Great Plateau, Hyrule Field and many more areas with music, it takes it all away and just leaves the environment to create the sounds. From rustling leaves in the wind to the mountain doe galloping through the tall grass, the game creates an environment where the player feels full submerged into the land of Hyrule. This sound design choice is a complete difference to what the earlier Zelda entries in the series do and shows an intentional reorientation of how sound is used within the game world. The silence in the world is not an absence but is used to enhance immersion and perception of space. 
The role of silence can also be highlighted through Michel Chion’s concept of “added value,” which describes how sound shapes the interpretation of visual images.[footnoteRef:4] In Breath of the Wild, the music being removed reduces this added value, creating a more open-ended and interpretive space. Without a musical score to essentially tell the player how to feel, the removal of music allows the player to project their own feelings onto the environment. For example, at the beginning of the game where Link overlooks the world of Hyrule, it evokes feelings of loneliness, but it can also evoke feelings of adventure and optimism. This turns silence into a tool for emotional flexibility, allowing a more personalised playthrough of the game.  [4:  Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), pp. 5-9.] 

Tim Summer’s suggests that video game music is usually working through fragmentation and repetition rather than continuous development.[footnoteRef:5] In this context, the small piano motifs throughout Breath of the Wild are used as quick moments of reflection, highlighting the sense that the world exists separately from the player. The sparse use of intermittent piano motifs, usually only being a few notes, is used to punctuate instead of dominating the soundscape. [5:  Tim Summers, Understanding Video Game Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 99-105.] 

Overall, the use of silence in Breath of the Wild transforms the relationship the player has with space and sound. By taking away continuous musical scoring like the older titles, the game amplifies environmental sound, enhances spatial perception and adopts a deeper sense of immersion for the player. Silence changes from a void of nothingness to a presence, one that draws in exploration, contemplation and emotional engagement.

Reactive and Combative Shifts
While silence plays an enormous part of Breath of the Wild’s exploratory gameplay, moments of danger or combat trigger a marked shift in the game’s sound. As Karen Collins argues, systems exemplify “dynamic audio,” in which music is structured around interactivity and the player’s controls instead of a pre-composed battle theme.[footnoteRef:6] This dynamic approach reinforces the randomness of the world of Hyrule. Since encounters are not planned or expected but appear randomly, the music must remain flexible and capable of adapting to the wide range of possible events that could happen. The result is an environment that feels unexpected and responsive, relating to the player’s own experience in exploring an uncertain landscape.  [6:  Karen, Collins, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory and Practice of Video Game Music and Sound Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), pp. 125-133.] 

These transitions aren’t abrupt or feel out of place but instead naturally weave into the ambience scoring of the game, with musical layers gradually being added in response to the player’s actions and environmental cues. By doing this, the game’s music operates as an adaptive system, one that responds fluidly to gameplay actions instead of adhering to a fixed, linear structure.
This adaptive quality is particularly heard when enemies are attacking. As the player approaches a hostile enemy, subtle music signals begin to accumulate like rhythmic pulses, percussive textures and dissonant harmonies gradually enter the soundscape, signalling to the player that trouble is afoot. One of the biggest examples of this is when encountering a Guardian. Everyone remembers the first time a Guardian spots you and the chill that gets sent down their back. Upon locating you, an opening piano thrill begins, a frantic, repetitive piano thrill that signals the enemy has spotted you. It will then chase you with its mechanical tentacles and shoots lasers at you, truly a terrifying sight. When combat begins against any enemy, the musical elements combine into a more defined and structured musical score but remaining fragmented and responsive. Instead of playing a continuous battle theme, the music changes depending on the immediacy of the threat, the player’s distance to the enemy and the unfolding rhythm of the encounter. Once the player defeats the danger, the music gradually dilutes back into the silence and ambience of the overworld.
As well as enemy encounters, another example of this would be weather changing. Primarily in the Faron region, the weather can change with a snap of your finger. From sunny skies to thunder and lightning, reinforcing Collins point about music being structured around the player’s controls and movement. 
This perspective is further argued by Tim Summers, who notes that video game music is usually better understood as a system of “modular components” rather than a unified composition.[footnoteRef:7] In combat sequences, Breath of the Wild shows how this modularity is implemented through its layering techniques. Individual musical elements like percussion, bass figures or melodic fragments, can be introduced or taken away independently, allowing the soundtrack to reflect the small changes in gameplay without needing the music track to completely change. This structure helps create a sense of continuity, even if the layers of music itself remain in flux.  [7:  Tim Summers, Understanding Video Game Music, pp. 135-145] 

The adaptive nature of the score can also be understood through Elizabeth Medina-Gray’s theory on video game music as a processual system. Medina-Gray argues that game music is not a fixed object, but an arising phenomenon shaped by the player’s interactions and underlying algorithms[footnoteRef:8]. The organised quality is very pronounced as the music does not only accompany combat but also is involved in it, tracking the player’s movements and changing with them. The line between sound design and gameplay mechanics becomes more and more blurred as the music works both as an aesthetic layer and as a form of feedback for the player’s actions. [8:  Elizabeth Medina-Gray, ‘Meaningful Modular Combinations: Simultaneity and Agency in Video Game Music’, in Music in Video Games: Studying Play, ed. By K. J. Donnelly, William Gibbons and Neil Lerner (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 53-68] 

It is important to remember that these reactive shifts also shape the player’s emotional experience. The way the music gradually intensifies and heightens tension without overwhelming the player maintains the balance between alertness and control. Unlike more heavily scored action games, like Ocarina of Time and Twilight Princess, where their continuous music can dictate emotional response, Breath of the Wild allows the tension to appear organically through the player’s actions, the environment and restrained use of sound. The restrained use of its soundscape allows enemy encounters to feel organic to the gameplay, instead of becoming overly scripted.
In this way, the adaptive music system of the game reinforces the sound design philosophy of Breath of the Wild. Just like the game’s open world declines linear progression, its soundtrack does not allow linear composition, instead embraces the flexibility, responsiveness and fragmentation of the music. Music becomes a pivotal part of the gameplay and shapes both the player’s perception of danger and their emotional engagement with the game.

Memory in Villages and Settlements
The use of leitmotifs in video games has been discussed at length by Tim Summers, who argues that recurring musical material is used as a powerful tool for establishing narrative coherence and emotional continuity.[footnoteRef:9] In this game, village themes are use specifically in this way. Compared to the sparse and environmental soundscape of the overworld, the villages and settlements throughout Hyrule have a more recognisable and structured musical presence. Each village has its own unique theme, often taking inspiration from specific instrumental timbres and melodic contours that reflect the cultural identity of its civilians. These themes are known as leitmotifs which are recurring musical themes that contribute to the player’s sense of place and construction of memory within Hyrule. After days of adventuring the vast emptiness of Hyrule, walking into a village gives the player a sense of relief and familiarity as they feel less alone in this empty world of post war.  [9:  Summers, Understanding Video Game Music, pp.130-147] 

As Karen Collins argues, repetition and familiarity are essential in making associative meaning in game audio, allow the player to piece together sound and place over time.[footnoteRef:10] Each village’s theme is carefully curated to the specific location at which the village is located and the cultural identity the civilians have. For example, Rito Village, located in the Hebra Region, is high up in the sky, uses light and arity instrumentation that relates to the Rito (bird-like people) and its mountainous setting. In contrast to that, Zora’s Domain uses more fluid and lyrical instrumentation that relates to its fish people and the water and elegance surrounding the village tucked away in the Lanayru Region. These leitmotifs help contribute the musical world building throughout the world, adding character and personality to the settlements full of life.  [10:  Collins, Game Sound, pp. 90-107] 

The village leitmotifs can also be used as places of memory. This is because the player will back-track to these villages’ multiple times throughout their playthrough making the music become embedded into the player’s experience. Hearing that familiar theme when you walk back into a village gives a sense of space and evokes the player’s interactions within it. Hearing the Gerudo Town leitmotif evokes memories of previous game versions and reminds the player to equip Link, who is male and not permitted to enter the female-only town, in the Gerudo Vai Outfit so he can be disguised as a woman,
From the player’s perspective, silence in the overworld reinforces isolation, while village leitmotifs create a feeling of community and emotional refuge. This juxtaposition underscores the thematic tension at the centre of the game, a world that was once destroyed by war and evil is rebuilding for a brighter and more optimistic tomorrow. The use of music in these settlements does not take away from the toll of silence but instead compliments it, giving the player moments are connection in an otherwise solo experience.
Overall, the use of leitmotifs in Breath of the Wild shows how music can shape the player’s perception of space but also their emotional connection to it. Giving each of the villages their own theme, it transforms these places into locations full of memory and meaning, reinforcing the broader interplay between sound, memory and immersion.



Champions and Memory
Elizabeth Medina-Gray argues that video game music emerges through repeated interaction and changing context.[footnoteRef:11] The music associated with the four Champions is an important factor for the emotional memory in Breath of the Wild. Each of the Champions, Mipha, Revali, Daruk and Urbosa, are all linked to their own distinct motif that is replayed multiple times throughout their memory sequences, Divine Beast encounters and related narrative moments. Instead of staying fixed, these motifs can be heard in different forms, changing in instrumentation and texture depending on the context. For example, when Revali’s spirit is freed from his Divine Beast, his motif can be interpreted as him not wanting the help due to his arrogance, but he is grateful that his spirit is finally freed from his prison. This gets the player invested in these characters stories and when they learn the unfortunate ending, they are emotional and sad for the Champions of Hyrule. [11:  Elizabeth Medina-Gray, ‘Meaningful Modular Combinations’, pp. 60-65] 

As Mark Grimshaw argues, increases in music density can heighten emotional engagement and highlight narrative importance.[footnoteRef:12] In the case of this game, the emotional significance of each Champion’s theme develops cumulatively, shaped by when and how the player encounters it. This can be said especially for Mipha. Fragments of her theme can first be heard in Zora’s Domain’s ambient soundscape but then gains emotional significance when you recall the memories you shared with the Zora Princess, turning the motif into a song of loss and affection. [12:  Mark Grimshaw, ‘The Acoustic Ecology of the First-Person Shooter’, pp.80-95] 

Just like the village themes, the Champion’s themes have a strong contrast with the silent soundscape of the rest of the game. While your exploration is met with silence and minimalism, memory sequences are accompanied with musical passages. This creates a clear distinction between the former characterised by solitude and the latter by emotional richness.
Overall, the elements of a Champion’s theme can be subtly heard during the Divine Beast sequences, creating a sense of presence even when they are no longer with us. The themes deepen the emotional dimension of the game by interweaving narrative memory within the player’s experience. Through variation and repetition, they transform fragmented story elements into a structured emotional arc, reinforcing the interaction between sound, memory and the player’s engagement.

 In conclusion, the sound design of The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild represents a huge milestone in the way that music functions within open-world video games. Instead of relying on continuous scoring, it employs a nuanced combination of silence, adaptive systems and leitmotivic sounds to shape both emotional experiences and spatial perception. By using these techniques, sound becomes more than just music in the background, but an essential part of the gameplay guiding the player through their journey and evoking memory and emotion.
The use of silence throughout the overworld creates a powerful sense of scale and immersion, encouraging the player the engage more with the minimal environmental soundscape and allow it to deepen their sense of space. The reactive system when fighting enemies also enhance this experience by responding to the player’s actions, making sure the music reflects what is going on in the world. In the more built-up areas like villages and settlements, their leitmotifs give the player a sense of familiarity, comfort and identity, transforming these places into meaningful and memorable spaces. Meanwhile, the Champion’s themes offer an additional layer of emotional depth, linking present exploration with a fragmentated yet resonant past.
Putting all of this together, these elements form a soundtrack that is non-linear and fragmented, reflecting both the open-world structure of the game and its story of loss and reconstruction after devastation. Music in Breath of the Wild does not simply accompany the player’s journey, but it reinforces the connection the player has with the environment around them.
Overall, the game shows how absence can be just as powerful as presence in sound design. By embracing the silence, fragmentation and interactivity, Breath of the Wild redefines the role of music in video games, offering an example of how sound can be used to create an immersive, dynamic and deeply personal experience.
Bibliography
· Collins, Karen, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video Game Music and Sound Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008)
· Chion, Michel, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. by Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994)
· Grimshaw, Mark, ‘The Acoustic Ecology of the First-Person Shooter’, in Game Sound Technology and Player Interaction: Concepts and Developments, ed. by Mark Grimshaw (Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 2011), pp. 1–23 (adjust page range if needed depending on your edition)
· Medina-Gray, Elizabeth, ‘Meaningful Modular Combinations: Simultaneity and Agency in Video Game Music’, in Music in Video Games: Studying Play, ed. by K. J. Donnelly, William Gibbons and Neil Lerner (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 53–68
· Schafer, R. Murray, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1994)
· Summers, Tim, Understanding Video Game Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016)


image2.png




image3.png




image4.png




image5.png




image1.jpeg
iadt -/




