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As film students and younger fans experience “Big Hollywood Sound” in IMAX presentations and digital theaters, many are also discovering action and adventure movies made well before they were born. There is a legacy to be enjoyed in the sound of these films: Blockbuster movies of the ’80s and ’90s are notable for the extraordinarily dramatic impact of their sound mixing, and the way in which it could immerse audiences in a surrounding space. During this period, a small group of sound professionals in Hollywood wrote and published a critical journal about the craftsmanship, new technology, and changing aesthetics that excited conversation in their community. Their work has been edited and compiled here for the first time.
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Foreword


I recently received from David Stone the following sincere social recommendation when one of his friends relocated to my area: “He can drink wine with you and make you laugh. He is toilet-trained and does not bark at passing buses.”

I first knew Dave as a fellow teenage filmmaker in suburban Philadelphia in the 1960s, where his particular brand of humor came to life on the set. Our friends were not a unified team of filmmakers but a pair of rival factions, constantly criticizing each other’s methods. But rather than criticize, Dave would look for a way for his talents to be congruent with it, so that he could make some contribution to anyone’s project. While doing that, he would look for incongruities that could find expression in jokes, which emerged in a bemused, faux-innocent tone that was laughter-inducing all by itself.

Our adventures in 8mm film production had always seemed to be a kind of microcosm of professional filmmaking: we had our stars, prima donnas, political intrigues, technical crises, wardrobe malfunctions, and our producers who owned the equipment and insisted that everything be done their way—just as, it turned out, they do in Hollywood.

Another of those talented and creative people was James Morrow, who wrote most of our scripts and is now better known as a novelist. “We were really independent filmmakers” is his retrospective take on it: “If we wanted to make horror films, we made horror films; if we wanted to make slapstick comedies, we made slapstick comedies. None of our parents or teachers or other advisers tried to get us to make one kind of film as opposed to another—in fact, most of those people would have preferred that we’d be doing something else.”

Dave came from an artistic family, so thinking and working like an artist seemed to come naturally to him. While the rest of us agonized over our elaborate imitations of Hollywood productions utilizing exotic locations, any props we could find in an attic, and anything else we could beg, borrow, or steal, Dave would simply put some colorful scratches on an expanse of black film leader, accompany it with one of his favorite jazz records, and come up with something worthy of Norman McLaren. This turned out to be our filmmaking apprenticeship, sans mentors of any kind—learning from each other, criticizing each other, being inspired by each other.

After college, we collaborated again on A Political Cartoon (1974), a short film shot in 16mm, which I co-directed with Jim Morrow. Dave and I were in the editing room when the time came to cut the sound effects track for a crucial scene: An animated cartoon character had been deprived of his vital India Ink. He was catatonic, and as close to death as a cartoon character could be, so his desperate creators had to improvise an ink transfusion. It was Dave’s idea to begin the process simply, by dropping in existing sound from outtakes, adding that to the sync production sound, which never would have occurred to me. While working as an inbetweener at a Hollywood animation studio, Dave got involved professionally with sound editing and became a different kind of artist, creating funny combinations of sounds.

More sophisticated sound editing work eventually followed on some of the biggest live-action features of the 1980s and 1990s, and he brought the same artistic sensibility to them. This career climaxed with an Oscar® for his work on Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992), where his sound effects for Jonathan Harker’s first appearance at Count Dracula’s castle suggested that all the winds of Hell had been let loose in Transylvania. In a later discussion of the film, a coworker commented on the helpful way the entire post-production crew stepped up to the plate to provide walla for the insane asylum scenes, when additional vocal background was needed. Dave’s humble reply to this kudo was that, after a steady diet of 16-hour workdays, making insane asylum-type noises was really no great stretch.

Dave’s insistence that a good editor is most accurately seen as an artist, rather than a technician, squares with what I observed on professional sets: every crew is loaded with artists, whether they light the set or populate the background—costume designers, art directors, makeup artists, cinematographers, set dressers, actors, and editors. A technological art form calls into being a technological artist.

That’s how a cultural artifact like Moviesound Newsletter is critical: Publisher Vanessa Ament, Dave, and their peers lived through a revolution in the expansion and evolution of skills in their field. Dave and Vanessa had not only the writing and editing skills necessary to get this little newsletter out on a regular basis, but they had the contacts, the vocabulary, and (most of all) the perception and fascination with their fellow artists’ ways of working to document this revolution as it was occurring—making this compilation a technical and historical landmark.

I remember a meal with several film colleagues where Dave combined words and physical objects to create a matchless description of the way the experience of filmmaking fails to be any kind of predictor of the quality of the eventual film being made: Picking up three unrelated dinner table props (I believe it was a fork, a napkin, and a salt shaker), he gave each one a metaphoric identity, saying, “Good Work Experience—Good Sound Job—Good Film.” Then he threw up his hands and exclaimed, “They have nothing to do with each other!” He made his point and, once again, got his laugh. But Dave could always make the worst film into a good experience.

—Joe Adamson

Film Historian/Filmmaker/Archivist/Teacher Joe Adamson is the author of Bugs Bunny: Fifty Years and Only One Grey Hare; Tex Avery: King of Cartoons; Groucho, Harpo, Chico and sometimes Zeppo; The Walter Lantz Story; and two Directors Guild of America oral histories.








  


Preface


Not too long ago, I had occasion to speak on the phone with Leo Chaloukian, whose contributions to sound in film and television range from re-recording mixer to sound facility manager to Television Academy President to executive at Sound Deluxe. I have known Leo since 1984, when I first “walked Foley” on his famous Ryder Sound Foley stage. Why famous? Because it was acoustically wonderful and was staffed with great Foley mixers. Many post-production sound professionals had preferences for various Foley stages. Some of us preferred the mellow and sweet sound of Ryder. One of my favorite mixers, Richard Rogers, taught me a great deal about the communication between Foley mixer and artist.

Leo and I discussed our most recent adventures—his being retirement and mine being an Endowed Chair at Ball State University. Both of us shared a great time in film and television sound: the expansion of sound effects and Foley to contribute more completely to the narrative. We also shared the technological disruption of a most awkward transition from analog sound recording to digital workstations.

Leo was most prescient, back in the day, about how digital recording, editing, and mixing would revolutionize our industry. His vision was not optimistic. Rather, he was already grieving the lack of respect this transition would afford those in financial power toward those in the “below-the-line” field of post-production sound. Of course, digital workstations have also allowed great freedom for those who create soundscapes for media. But there is no denying that the mistaken perspective of technological determinism drives many to underestimate the contribution of those who utilize these “tools” to assist in even more imaginative methodologies rather than simply being computer operators who are directed by machines. Human innovation, and the creative drive to push outside of the envelope,1 guarantee that social construction will always be a part of technological expansion.

Leo and I both remember the 1980s with a fondness that cannot readily be explained to anyone who “had to be there.” This was an era of huge growth in the nature of sound design, the increased delineation of skill sets, and the appreciation for what sound—edited and performed effects—could capture and display on the screen for the filmgoer and television viewer.

During this time, Dave Stone and I (at first as two colleagues in a romantic relationship, then as a married couple with a small child) published Moviesound Newsletter. I will never forget when Dave first approached the subject of this project to me. He was hesitant to think it would fly, but I am usually the one who thinks not, “Will it work?” but, “How will we make it work?” I thought his idea of a newsletter that would have working sound professionals write about our profession and our work was brilliant. His original idea was to direct this newsletter toward those few “sound geeks” who are fans of movie soundtracks. However, we expanded this notion to include anyone who was interested in film and television sound in any capacity.

We never expected our colleagues to contribute with such enthusiasm. If anything, I recall that Dave was concerned that we would be writing everything and that no one would want to contribute. This, as you will see, was not the case. We were fortunate to work with some of the more enthusiastic and eloquent professionals in our craft. Our sound colleagues really enjoy discussing their work on films, and many of them were just as comfortable writing about the craft.

Dave and I did not realize at the time that we would both enter academia as professors. However, the seeds of these new identities were beginning to bud even as we labored at this publication after coming home from editing rooms or Foley, ADR, and Dubbing stages. Moviesound Newsletter was a cottage industry, a labor of love, and a professional partnership. While we knew at the time that we were the only professionals consistently producing written artifacts about post-production sound contemporaneously, it was only many years later that we realized this primary source could be of value to students, scholars, and cineastes of all stripes.

Dave and I now work at different universities, our son is grown, and we are no longer married. However, the professional partnership seems to be inseverable. We now find ourselves presenting the newsletter, or as Dave more accurately calls it, the journal, to those who are curious about what film sound professionals were thinking, experiencing, and creating during the late 1980s and early 1990s. What we did not anticipate, nor could anyone, was that this particular era was the beginning of a true revolution of film sound, and that we were documenting it as it happened with no understanding of how critical a source this publication might be.

Thus, we present to the reader a compilation of Moviesound Newsletter, as a reflexive industrial text, one that John Thorton Caldwell might appreciate as a semi-embedded text—one that is meant for those with some understanding of the industrial culture but not “an insider.”2


—Vanessa Theme Ament, Ph.D.


Notes

1. Tom Wolfe uses this term in his 1979 book, The Right Stuff. It refers to an aeronautical term, “flight envelope,” and covers all possible and probable conditions of flight. Wolfe popularized this term, and it is now part of our general language jargon.

2. Caldwell (2009) wrote “Cultures of Production: Studying Industry’s Deep Texts, Reflexive Rituals, and Managed Self-Disclosures” in Perren, Alisa and Holt, Jennifer, eds. Media Industries: History, Theory, and Methods. For further reflection of his theory of the three types of industrial texts, I suggest reading his chapter (15 in the first edition) for amplification.








  



Acknowledgments






(Part 1)


Thanks to Prof. Vanessa Theme Ament, whose hard work, strong ethics, and artistic ideals were baked into every page of Moviesound Newsletter, and whose shared vision for a new textbook has come into focus as Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter. The original manuscript was titled The Change Room, which is a double entendre reference for film sound professionals. But what, literally (aside from the figurative depiction of a generational revolution in sound craftsmanship), is a change room? Every dub stage in Hollywood was outfitted with a little back-room utility space for editors to make last-minute adjustments to their tracks: a work bench; a Moviola; a crackling, buzzing “squawk box” amplifier; and a cheap office chair formed the rudimentary core of any facility’s “change room.” Some of the most artistic and dynamic moments in late twentieth century movie sound came stumbling to life inside those outhouses of editing technology. I felt strongly that “the end of the analog age” was a fertile field in which to study changes in workflow and craftsmanship. As a post-production veteran turned academic, Vanessa had always pointed out that material such as our newsletter is rare in the field, being a true primary source for young researchers.


Both Prof. Ament and I have been inspired as teachers by the work of Rick Altman and Jay Beck, and that they have encouraged this project. Thanks to my sister, Prof. Bonnie Sunstein, who introduced me to both Altman and Beck in 2000 at the University of Iowa. The people at Focal Press have been open and flexible to Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter, from my earliest discussions with acquisitions editors Dennis McGonagle and Emily McCloskey, to my collaboration with book editor David Williams. To our friend and my fellow Orson Welles Cinema alumnus John Semper, Jr., who helped us to print most of the first volume of MSNL on our old Amiga computers, much gratitude. And grateful thanks to all of MSNL’s contributing writers, including Larry Blake and Steve Lee, and to the memory of our late collaborators George Simpson, Rick Mitchell, and Rich Stone. Thanks also to Anna-Claire Simpson and Jane Simpson for help with George Simpson’s material. We thank Melissa Terry for the chapter heading “beauty shots” of old film reels, and the many colleagues who somehow dug up old snapshots1 of people at work, especially Josie Nericcio, Destiny Borden, Kevin O’Connell, Scott Hecker, and Ezra Dweck.


To Tom McCarthy, Jr. and Leslie Shatz, thank you both for Dracula. Deepest appreciation for my brilliant supervising sound editor colleagues Rich Anderson, Mark Mangini, Steve Flick, Dave Yewdall, and Cece Hall, for a long series of the best work opportunities a fellow could have, and for so many good times in the cutting rooms. To the great first assistant sound editors at the end of the analog age: their numbers are legion, but we want to express particular appreciation for the organizational skills and affirmative attitudes of Sonya “Sonny” Pettijohn, Linda Yeaney, Destiny Borden, Josie Nericcio, Oscar Mitt, Ralph Stuart, Galen Goodpaster, and Steve Borne. These acknowledgements should include a long list of the many brilliant movie directors, sound editors, music editors, machine room technicians, and the recording and re-recording mixers I was fortunate to learn from over thirty years. At Dolby Labs and at DTS in Hollywood, MSNL also found warm and generous friendship in Douglas Greenfield and Jeff Levison. Aside from our professional collaborations, these men and women also were enthusiastic readers and supporters of our work on Moviesound Newsletter.
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Note


1. There was a time, students, when people did not have cameras in their pockets and would never think to photograph their workplace, let alone their lunch.
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Introduction






(Life:) “You live it forward but understand it backwards.”


—Abraham Verghes, in Cutting for Stone: A novel





Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter might likely have been a professor’s “reader,” in this case, a compilation of articles from the twenty-six-year-old Moviesound Newsletter for distribution to students. It could have been reprinted at the office supply store and held together with plastic spiral comb bindings. But presented here with new comments, the material exhibits the kind of reflection the author and Prof. Ament both invest in their classes. Meaningful historical context generates new ideas and fresh energy between our two generations of Film Sound aficionados, and now someone else can use those plastic comb bindings.


“MSNL” was a desktop publishing experiment in circulation before the Internet, all about the making and presentation of movie soundtracks. It has been described as “an independent journal about the techniques and aesthetics of commercial motion picture soundtracks.” If MSNL had been born a little later, it would have been incarnated as a website, but journalism was still “killing trees” at that time. In the early days of desktop publishing, energetic writers could push a newfangled personal computer to print out pages that nearly resembled professional printing (although we began publishing with a funky nine-pin printer, then moved up to an early ink-jet) and then have a commercial printer run them in large numbers.


In compiling these selections from disparate issues of Moviesound Newsletter, inconsistencies of punctuation, spelling, grammar, and text formatting became apparent. Readers should consider that such mistakes were inevitably produced by the process of casual writing and amateur editing. They are preserved here, in the spirit of presenting archival material in its original form.


We proudly edited, printed, and mailed out a number of issues, always at some financial loss, until the shifts and tides in the lives of the entire MSNL team made it impossible to continue. Within the old issues of this project is a mine (goldmine or landmine, you decide) of inspired criticism, informative looks behind the scenes, some entertaining novelty pieces, and a truckload of crafts history. Any serious student or fan of motion picture sound should enjoy MSNL.


This period in movie sound was a kind of second coming of the Talkies: Practitioners discovered new levels of command over the clarity, dynamic range, articulation, and imaging within the physical boundaries of movie theaters. The impact of “Big Sound” on those audiences should never be forgotten. Planning a night out, one could open the newspaper ads for movies and face a confusing array of sound-format logos. After Dolby stereo became the standard for most studio releases, there then developed a rich buffet of multichannel formats available to theaters, and audiences came to demand much more… first in the neighborhood theater, and later in their home stereo equipment.


Resourceful cinephiles were improvising the convergence of their living room TVs, VCRs, and stereo sound systems, often employing complex technical workarounds worthy of the fictional agent MacGyver. Some experimenters even revived their once-abandoned Quadraphonic equipment in this effort. The idea of surround channels in a home system running laser discs was a marvel to dedicated A/V techies. But for the most part, manufacturers were slow to build receivers designed to accommodate more than a left and right channel for home systems. It took years for them to envision “Home Theater” as a mass consumer product.


While motion picture sound was an exciting place to be, it seemed as if no one was writing critically about it. MSNL writers wanted to see a contemporary art history for our crafts, and we were not scholars. The scholar’s job is to impose some artificial order upon the chaos of human accomplishments toward greater understanding. But in all the Fine Arts, too much of the dogmatic assumption that order is the primary goal of study will destroy our experience of art.1 Notably, the great Barnes Foundation collection of nineteenth century artworks in Philadelphia has avoided the standard museum conventions of posting labels (artist name, title, medium used, date of piece, etc.) and of grouping pieces in each room according to concrete categories. In this way, the brain of the Barnes visitor might engage learning in a creative state of its own, more influenced by the eclectic presentation of the artworks than by those little cards on the wall. Facts may be looked up later and are especially accessible to us in the twenty-first century.


An ideal history of film sound as art would have to involve research well beyond this author’s aptitude. The scholar would have to examine in detail the production and post-production business records of hundreds of films, the plans and budgets involved in the expensive rebuilding of theater exhibition spaces, and mountains of box-office records from around the world. And if the researcher considers movie theaters, s/he would have to also include television sets, home theater arrangements, and audio playback systems, as well as analyzing business records from film studios, corporate-owned movie theater chains, and consumer media equipment manufacturers and retailers. If such Sisyphean work were undertaken, which is unlikely, it would keep dozens of graduate students off the streets for many years to come. Professor Rick Altman has, in fact, pushed rocks of this kind up the mountain with his invaluable work (one example, about the earliest origins of movie sound, is Silent Film Sound2) and to consistently fascinating and entertaining effect.


Crafts people making commercial media will first adopt the technology required for a job, and then a new social subculture will evolve, as the necessary division of work defines a more precise professional workflow. Movie-sound Newsletter is an artifact of that process, and Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter aims to present that material in an accessible form: Post people always had edited and mixed in ten-minute reels (roughly twelve of them) to make a movie, but that necessity has been waning in the digital age. Mainstream filmmaking has contained this familiar structure for so long that it lends itself as a metaphorical scaffold for these pages. An homage to film crafts past, Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter comprises twelve parts (here called Reels). Each tells a different and incomplete version of the overall story.




Notes




1. The reader may trust this observation by the author, who, as an undergraduate Fine Arts major, slept deeply through some allegedly excellent Art History lectures.


2. Altman, R. (2004). Silent Film Sound. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.










  


How to Use this Book


Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter rearranges and reprints selections from the numerous timely essays, interviews, and reviews originally published in Moviesound Newsletter from 1989 to 1994.

Just now there is growing appreciation of “Sound Design” as an aesthetic device that reinforces the narrative power of movies. “Sound Design,” an elegant phrase borrowed from the work of Theatre people, has only recently become familiar to filmgoers, yet it describes something of a mystifying realm. Where special sound effects designers have created sounds for adventures and fantasies, audiences always enjoy their immersion in a bath of carefully arranged sound waves, and they are quite conscious of sound’s assertive impact. But the same kind of craftsmanship is undertaken daily and with great subtlety by those same professionals, applied to even the most mundane of stories. There is never fanfare for that kind of sound work, but students need to know about it.

Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is a snapshot in writing of the pressures and excitement film sound professionals experienced during a period when their crews suddenly expanded and their specialties were re-organized. Sound people felt the powerful waves of disruption in their working and personal lives, like the low frequency waves of some cosmic subwoofer. These shifts were necessary to accommodate the movie theaters’ demand for multichannel analog sound of top quality and are not simply concomitant (as some may believe) with the film industry’s anticipated transition to a digital future.

The journal Moviesound Newsletter chronicles at once the end and the perfecting of sophisticated analog techniques. It is an aural narrative about an industrial entertainment machine and its human parts, which can be read as a Production Studies text but with the historical slant of a cultural artifact.

Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is an art-historical view of this period but is in no way a comprehensive history. Rather, it is a compendium of casual writing by film sound practitioners, offering a great variety of material without the imposition of an historian’s artificial organization upon the artists’ presumed intentions. Unique in its own time, MSNL was a primary source of opinion, technical history, and expression of ideas by people on the inside of the Hollywood machine. While that machine was spinning, MSNL tried to observe through the blur of changing events, and we now invite you to enter this time machine and have a look.

—David Stone and Vanessa Ament


Possible Research Tracks

Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is divided into related “Reels” based upon the types of content in the original newsletter. It is not necessary to read the book from “heads to tails,” as we sound editors might say. For the casual movie sound fan, or the student exploring film sound for reference to particular movies, individuals, or technology, this guide will suggest some non-linear paths to explore.




Film Sound Crafts, Audience appreciation of

Regarding audiences’ appreciation of film sound craftsmanship, consider:




	The Music Scoreboard (Reel 1).

	Pieces about THX sound in Theater Beat (Reel 2) and other mentions of THX referred to in the Index.

	Public demonstrations about sound crafts as discussed in Theater Beat (Reel 2) and Prof. Ament’s public demos in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Appreciation of sound in collegiate student films. See the MPSE piece in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	New critical writing about movie sound in Cineaste: Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	A layperson’s explanation about film sound crafts. See What is Post-production Sound? in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Sound is Half the Movie. Read the piece on George Lucas in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Detailed explanations about the Oscar® for Best Sound and Best Sound Effects Editing can be found in Sound Thinking in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	The public comes to understand some of post. See Walla Walla in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	In-depth story about restoration and archiving of classic soundtrack elements at Warner Bros. Consider The Washing Machine in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Many, many mentions of the public appreciation of sound as reproduced for home video throughout Critical Listening (Reel 7).

	Communicating with the public, discussed as the editorial goals of MSNL in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	The public being exposed to the art of performing Foley. See Fascinating Foley in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	The public responds openly and honestly about loving film sound, hating the local theater, and more in the Letters section. Read Reader Participation (Reel 11).










Film Sound Editing and Mixing, History of


While this is not a linear history, there are historical insights throughout these articles:




	Sound effects libraries are discussed in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	A number of editing and mixing issues are encountered in Patching up Lawrence, the story of an immense sound restoration job. Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	The transfer crafts specialists in The Washing Machine had their hands on film sound history and had to consider editing and mixing issues for every foot of film sound they had to handle. Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	For a retrospective look at the previous generations’ aesthetic editing and mixing norms, see the review of Ben-Hur in Active Listening (Reel 6).

	“Split-surround” editing and mixing required some new strategies. Ben Burtt discusses in detail in Indy Splits found in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Dolby SR-D was first officially released with Batman Returns, which was prepared for editing and mixing in several formats. See Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	There are sound formats missing from history. Read “What is Q-Sound?” in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	A piece on Bram Stoker’s Dracula examines the complicated hybridization of sound editing formats and technologies. Find it in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).








Film Sound Exhibition, History of



	How movie theaters work, and how they worked in the past. The techniques of projecting sound film to an audience are the concerns of articles in The Theater Beat (Reel 2).

	The excitement and disappointment MSNL and readers shared, watching new digital projection formats such as Dolby Digital and CDS when they debuted, is chronicled in The Theater Beat (Reel 2).

	Forgotten sound formats, once supported by the Industry, were the subject of Rick Mitchell’s invaluable historic research. MSNL exposed readers to his work in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Mitchell wrote in depth on 4-track magnetic sound in Rewinding (Reel 4).






Films, Film History, and Film Restoration



	Sound film had to find its way to the standard 24 fps. Rick Mitchell’s research on The Speed of Sound is found in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Rick Mitchell reviewed a rare 4-track Magnetic screening of Dalton Trumbo’s The Brave One in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Working with Sir David Lean and Lawrence of Arabia’s film editor Anne Coates, Richard Anderson handled sound for its historic rerelease. Anderson discusses the details in Patching up Lawrence. Read the interview in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	The new market for home video brought up issues of sound restoration, especially for playback in a very different context. Read Ben Burtt on the Star Wars home video in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Detailed methodology is discussed by the team responsible for restoring and archiving soundtrack elements at Warner Bros. See The Washing Machine in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Critiques of soundtracks written by practitioners are the subject of Active Listening (Reel 6). There are sound reviews of The Fly II (1989), Dead Calm (1989), Popeye (1980), Lethal Weapon 2 (1989), The Bear (1988), Hunt for Red October (1990), Ben-Hur (1959)—rerelease, Final Approach (1991), Forrest Gump (1994), and Jurassic Park (1993).

	Critiques of soundtracks as released on laser disc, often restored and remastered specifically for home video, were written by a master sound editor with immense knowledge of film history. These are collected in Critical Listening (Reel 7).

	Sturm und Drang (Reel 9) features articles on the colorized alteration of black and white films for home video, as well as new ideas that connect colorization with restoration projects, and the consequent restoration of soundtracks.

	The period of this book’s focus was also a rich era for the restoration of older feature films (usually for video) and their occasional rerelease for theaters. Read about it in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	Some of the parody articles reproduced in Unsound Thinking (Reel 10) are best appreciated by readers with a solid knowledge of film history and with a healthy skepticism about the fetishism of technical audio perfection.






Individual Craftsmen and Craftswomen

A variety of experts in editing, mixing, designing, and restoration were interviewed by MSNL. You can read their comments directly in parts of four different reels:




	Ben Burtt, about having a chance to direct in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Ben Burtt, on preparing for split-surrounds in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Mark Mangini’s Matinee sound effects crew in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	MSNL’s thoughts on Tim Burton’s taste for sound effects in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Richard Anderson on his sound restoration work for Lawrence of Arabia in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Mark Mangini’s Star Trek IV and V sound work in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Ben Burtt on designing for IMAX in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Re-recording mixer Elliot Tyson interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Ryder Sound Facility owner and Television Academy President Leo Chaloukian interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	The mixers and audio engineers restoring sound for Warner Bros. speak with MSNL reporter George Simpson in Talking Pictures’ (Reel 5) group interview, The Washing Machine.

	Jeff Levison spoke at length to the newsletter about his work for DTS in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	MSNL printed a handful of tributes to the passing of sound experts Joey Ippolito, C.J. Appel, Marty Bram, Jimmy Macdonald, Ken Berger, Alan Splet, and Murray Spivack, all collected in Time and Tide (Reel 12).








Industry and Labor Relations



	A look at the Cinema Audio Society’s efforts for better communication among post workers will be found in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Ryder Sound Facility owner and Television Academy President Leo Chaloukian, interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5), speaks with gentle authority about ethics and working issues.

	MSNL wrote briefly about workaday challenges from Bram Stoker’s Dracula in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Busman’s Holiday, in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9), is about sound people working pro bono.

	The newsletter spoke up about a problem for unionized workers on James Cameron’s The Abyss. This piece is in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	Credits for traditionally uncredited sound workers was the subject of a thoughtful editorial in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9), and a film’s release with significant sound credits missing inspired another Sturm und Drang (Reel 9) editorial.

	Moviesound Newsletter discussed the struggle of Foley Artists to become organized in the Hollywood labor unions. See Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	The underappreciation of two Foley Artists’ significant contribution to the award-winning sound design for The Hunt for Red October is the subject for another impassioned editorial in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).






Practices and Aesthetics, Mixing



	A look at the Cinema Audio Society’s efforts for better communication between production mixers and dialogue editors will be found in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Rick Mitchell’s review of The Brave One comments on mixing for 4-track Magnetic stereo in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Mitchell also considers the choppy history of mixing dialogue for stereo in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Re-recording mixer Elliot Tyson interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Facility owner Leo Chaloukian, interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5), talking about his Ryder Sound’s Foley and ADR mixing, and their re-recording.

	Ben-Hur and Forrest Gump epitomize the contrast between old-school and modern mixes in Active Listening (Reel 6).

	Split-surround editing and mixing required some new strategies. Ben Burtt discusses in detail in Indy Splits found in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Batman Returns was prepared for editing and mixing in several formats, including the new Dolby SR-D. See Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	At one time, the post community was universally excited about mixing in Q-Sound. Explained in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).






Practices and Aesthetics, Theater Exhibition



	The newsletter concerned itself with pieces on theater sound quality, commercials, and other presentation standards throughout The Theater Beat (Reel 2).

	Ben Burtt, designing for IMAX theaters. See Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	The new CDS format was compared to 70mm Mag exhibition in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Pieces were written about the fundamental experience of an audience going to the movies. Theater experiences provoking opinion are in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	A look at Reader Participation (Reel 11) reveals the importance of good sound reproduction to knowing audience members.






Technology, Editing



	A piece on Bram Stoker’s Dracula examines the complicated hybridization of sound editing formats and technologies. Find it in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Readers with a healthy skepticism about the fetishism of technical audio perfection will enjoy George Simpson’s descriptions and John P’s visuals of impossible machines in Unsound Thinking (Reel 10).






Technology, Home Theater



	Sound fans hoped for the quality THX could bring to the home. See Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	George Simpson’s serious reviews of sound as reproduced for home video are throughout Critical Listening (Reel 7), and the parodies enlighten Unsound Thinking (Reel 10).

	Good sound reproduction and high quality video were the goal of nearly every reader who shared their opinions with MSNL. See Reader Participation (Reel 11).








Technology, Theater Exhibition




	The Theater Beat articles, often subtitled “Digital Watch,” deal with the twelve-channel mix for the Back to the Future theme park ride, and with the debut of Dolby Digital, SDDS, DTS and CDS formats: Theater Beat (Reel 2).

	Rick Mitchell’s examination of the nearly-forgotten format 4-track Magnetic sound is in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Another Rick Mitchell article, this time on the standardization of sound speed at 24 fps is also part of Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Engineer and graphic artist Jeff Levison had experience working with Optical Radiation Corp and their Cinema Digital Sound format, and worked for the new DTS system when MSNL interviewed him. See Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	The Doors was reviewed in a CDS digital screening. In Active Listening (Reel 6)

	Batman Returns was prepared for editing and mixing in several formats, including the new Dolby SR-D. See Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	The new CDS format was compared to 70mm Mag exhibition in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	The new mixing technology, Q-Sound, was tested and discussed by experts in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	Movie theaters’ ability to thrill or disappoint audiences with their sound presentations was perhaps the most frequent subject of readers’ letters. See Reader Participation (Reel 11).






Theory and Practice, Foley



	Public demonstrations about sound crafts are discussed in Theater Beat (Reel 2), and Prof. Ament’s public demos in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Moviesound Newsletter discussed the struggle of Foley Artists to become organized in the Hollywood labor unions. See Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).

	The underappreciation of two Foley Artists’ significant contribution to the award-winning sound design for The Hunt for Red October is the subject for another impassioned editorial in Sturm und Drang (Reel 9).






Theory, Practice, and Technology for Mixing and Re-recording



	An introduction to Dolby’s digital SR-D system is found in Sound Reports (Reel 3).

	Rick Mitchell examines the history of mixing dialogue for stereo in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Eliott Tyson exemplified a new generation of re-recording mixers in his interview. See Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Ryder Sound Facility owner and Television Academy President Leo Chaloukian interviewed in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Final Approach promised to be an historical all-digital mix, but MSNL found it aesthetically lacking. See Active Listening (Reel 6).

	Split-surround editing and mixing required some new strategies. Ben Burtt discusses in detail in Indy Splits, found in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	The new CDS format was compared to 70mm Mag exhibition in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	The new mixing technology, Q-Sound, was tested and discussed by experts in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	A piece on Bram Stoker’s Dracula examines the complicated hybridization of sound editing formats and technologies. Find it in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).






Theory and Practice, Sound Editing



	Sound effects libraries are discussed in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	Mark Mangini’s Matinee sound effects crew in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	MSNL’s thoughts on Tim Burton’s taste for sound effects in Rewinding (Reel 4).

	A number of editing and mixing issues are encountered in Patching up Lawrence, the story of an immense sound restoration job in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Mark Mangini’s interview, Jammin’ the Cosmos, is focused on his sound work for Star Trek IV and V in Talking Pictures (Reel 5).

	Both Active Listening (Reel 6) and Critical Listening (Reel 7) make frequent reference to sound editing choices and skills.

	Discussion of Batman Return’s release in Dolby SR-D touches upon editors accommodating both 4-track and 6-track mixes. In Sound Thinking (Reel 8).

	A piece on Bram Stoker’s Dracula examines the complicated hybridization of sound editing formats and technologies. Find it in Sound Thinking (Reel 8).



As readers uncover interesting material while exploring, they will be well-advised always to check Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s Index, and to refer to the Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com). The researcher should compile lists and cross-check information thoroughly, with a skeptical eye toward verification and fact-checking. The IMDB is loaded with titles, names, and dates, but is never 100% accurate. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ database of film credits is more carefully vetted. This book is presented as just one of many tools for research.










  Reel 1
Short Subjects

(Glossary, Trivia, Scoreboard)
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Sc. 1 Introduction to Short Subjects

A new and somewhat rickety desktop publishing enterprise, Moviesound Newsletter was launched when the editor and publisher, along with correspondents on the team, hand-carried folded copies to their friends and colleagues around Los Angeles post-production businesses. Explanations about the project were hastily spoken when time at work would allow, and copies were left for anyone to read. MSNL then took out several inexpensive classified ads in a few periodicals, and the team hoped that a few die-hard movie sound fans might subscribe, while they forged a second and third issue and got around to mailing more copies to potential readers. The debut issue, as orientation, bore a statement of purpose, Welcome to It. The team was concerned that professionals might superficially dismiss MSNL as a fanzine, and that laypeople might take it as some kind of esoteric technical journal. That was the conundrum: A true fanzine would be too hot. A techie paper was going to be boring… too cold. A real Goldilocks solution would have MSNL discussing the art of movie sound (without pretentious airs, it was hoped) in the context of business and technology. Ament’s unvarying counsel, “Write it so your mother could understand it!” called for a piece explaining post-production sound to the layman. That was planned for issue #1, but the four pages had filled up quickly with other material. So What is Post production Sound? ran in issue #2. The first part of Welcome to It is reprinted here, as an introduction to Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s Reel One1
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Logo: Moviesound Newsletter (1989)




Traditionally, before theatrical TV commercials, movie audiences enjoyed “short subjects” before a feature; they may have been some combination of one-reel comedies, cartoons, newsreels, and trailers. Reel One comprises its own brand of short subjects: a lightweight glossary, some notes about sonically inclined movie trivia, and some short pieces about film music. Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter has arranged these few short subjects at the start, hopeful that the reader may settle in to a comfortable seat and read, perhaps while enjoying some popcorn.




Sc. 2 Welcome to It


Welcome to It Published in March, 1989 (Vol I #1)




Welcome to It

Welcome to MovieSound Newsletter, a hub of information for movie fans who enjoy the state of the art film soundtracks, both in major theaters and at home. You’re going to read a lot about the making of soundtracks, and the experience of listening to them, written by sound pros who care about craft! We’ll talk about traditional and new-wave methods of making the flickers talk, from Vitaphone disc to the laser disc. You’ll be well informed about all the elements affecting movie and stereo TV tracks, ranging from the best-laid plans to bottom-line realities. In upcoming issues, we’ll talk about each of the myriad technical skills that work together to make today’s complex stereo soundtracks such a high-energy part of the movie experience.

Students and film fans want to be well informed about the techniques of sound designing and editing, mixing, recording dialogue, even replacing unwanted sounds. But even casual filmgoers have a right to expect first-rate sound for our $5-$7 at the box office.








Sc. 3 Bits of Glossary


MSNL ran a few short pieces explaining the most commonly used terms of art from the argot of sound editors, mixers, and audio engineers as they related to our subjects of interest. The hope was to liberate our correspondents from worrying too much about alienating newcomers to the appreciation of movie sound, so they might write in a conversational style. Consequently, new readers could be empowered to speak a little more fluently with the native post-production patois. These ran as MSNL Pocket Dictionary 1, published in May, 1989 (Vol I #4); MSNL Pocket Dictionary 2, published in March, 1990 (Vol I #10); and MSNL Pocket Dictionary 3, published in October/November, 1991 (Vol I #20). They are compiled here in chart form, along with the copy that accompanied them:


All Techied-Out?

In case you’re new to Moviesound Newsletter with this issue, we’d like to help you understand some of the technical argot our correspondents sometimes slip into… Since we are sound pros writing for the enjoyment of sound track fans, we don’t want to leave you behind. Here’s the MSNL Pocket Dictionary.






	FX: Sound effects recorded, edited, and mixed for a movie

	FX: Sound effects recorded, edited, and mixed for a movie BG: Editors’ shorthand term for background-level and environmental (ambient) sound effects

	Production or Production Dialogue or DIA: That dialogue recorded during original filming

	ADR: (Automated Dialogue Replacement) Studio replacement and augmentation of production dialogue with studio-recorded lines, performed by actors in post-production

	LOOPS, LOOPING: Older term for ADR. Editors used to run tracks for each replacement line, cut into endless loops, which made repeated takes possible

	GROUP ADR: Actors recording voices to enhance crowd scenes, or to add lines for extras

	FOLEY: (as a verb) Replacement of production movements of props and actors by studio performance

	FOLEY: (as a noun) Custom sound FX performed in a specialized studio before a projected image. More subtly, to replace and augment the movements and footsteps of actors and animals by reproducing the rhythms, texture, and feelings of their performance

	PREMIXING, or PREDUBBING: The re-recording of many edited soundtracks down to a manageably smaller group

	MIXING: The recording of production or post-production dialogue or sounds

	RE-RECORDING: The premixing and final mixing of edited tracks, whether music, FX, dialogue, ADR, or Foley

	DOLBY: (1) Dr. Ray Dolby’s various licensed noise-reduction processes for the recording industry

	DOLBY: (2) Dolby’s licensed process for encoding four separate tracks of information (relating to theater speakers placed left, center, right, and surround) into just two tracks that may be reproduced by a theater projector’s optical reader, or by video tape or disc, or broadcast as television audio

	CDS.… Optical Radiation Corp’s licensed optical-digital film reproduction system, now heard on both 35- and 70mm prints

	SR-D.… Dolby’s newly-demonstrated optical sound printing system which combines a digital track similar to CDS, with their own SR-type analog track as a backup





As critically important as re-recording mixers have always been to the making of sound movies, it seems there was room for one more vocabulary lesson to MSNL readers.


Re-Respect! Published in May, 1989 (Vol I #4)






Re-Respect!

What’s a “Re-recording mixer?” That’s an awkward, if appropriate term, since modern tracks go through so many stages from shooting to predubs to final mix. They are the folks who mix the tracks of FX, music, and dialogue into the total blend we know as a soundtrack. The industry refers to craftspeople who record live sound as “mixers,” or “recording mixers” without the extra “re-”. Though you’ll read it on all modern credits, it ain’t so easy to pronounce “Re-recording mixer” aloud. (Don’t try this at home, boys and girls!) Dateline-Skywalker Ranch, Lucasfilm: Gag sign found on an office door “Tom Johnson, Re/Recording… Gary Rydstrom, Re/Re/Recording”.






Sc. 4 Trims and Trivia

Steve Lee is a veteran Hollywood sound editor, sound effects librarian, and film historian specializing in sound effects. In 2016 he still runs the long-lived nonprofit website Hollywoodlostandfound.net, which he founded to provide readers with interesting and amusing entertainment history. Besides dealing with sound effects, the site features fantasy film props and movie location lore. He is the son of Walt Lee, author of the Reference Guide to Fantastic Films,2 which received a special award from the 33rd World Science Fiction Convention in 1975.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in December, 1989 (Vol I #8)




Steve Lee’s Trim Bin

For the screeching sound of a TIE fighter’s pass-by in all the Star Wars films, designer Ben Burtt started out with a distinctive elephant scream, to which he added other organic sound elements. If you thought it was an electronic sound, you were mistaken.
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Those wonderful gurgle glug gurgle sounds for the test tube apparatus invented by Alec Guinness in The Man in the White Suit (1951) were created by sound editor Mary Habberfield. For the drips, she took pieces of brass and glass and hit them against the palms of her hands. For the bubbles, she used a glass tube to blow air into a pan of glycerine. These and other effects were edited into a rhythmic, musical “loop” by trial and error. The amusing result is a sound signature that every viewer remembers. Though the visual props were not remarkable, the sounds gave the apparatus a kind of personification. It became a supporting character as memorable as Sir Alec’s.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in January, 1990 (Vol I #9)






From Steve Lee’s Trim Bin…

Did you know?

The door bell scream in Murder by Death was originally recorded for King Kong (1933), and is the voice of Fay Wray.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in March, 1990 (Vol I #10)






Steve Lee’s Trim Bin

In Walt Disney’s animated Alice in Wonderland (1951) the sound of a shimmering spider web (which Disney insisted should make a noise) was created by Jimmy Macdonald. An engineer and musician, Macdonald invented and built hundreds of Disney sound-props. The spider web was a set of wind chimes he made from pieces of scrap duraluminum.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in August, 1990 (Vol I #14)






Steve Lee’s Trim Bin

Moviesound Trivia

Did You Know?

Part of the sound of Chekov’s phaser malfunctioning in Star Trek IV—The Voyage Home was actually a hiccup, pulled from an old cartoon sound effects roll.

The voice of the fierce robot villain ED 209 in RoboCop was actually a processed version of the voice of Jon Davison, the film’s producer.

Both Walt Disney and sound man Jim Macdonald took turns performing the voice of Mickey Mouse, but who does it now? A talented sound editor named Wayne Allwine, who worked closely with Macdonald before his retirement. Tony Anselmo has taken over the role of Donald Duck from the late Charles “Ducky” Nash.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in October, 1990 (Vol I #15)






Steve Lee’s Trim Bin

Did You Know?

In The Empire Strikes Back, Han Solo hides his ship, the Millennium Falcon, in a mysterious cave on an asteroid, where it is assaulted by strange flying creatures called Mynocks. Ben Burtt used a sped-up horse whinny as an element of sound for the aliens. A similar effect can be heard when a large owl frightens Kate Capshaw in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom.

The “head-shake” noise usually heard after a character bashes their head in a Warner Bros. cartoon is informally referred to as the Trombone Gobble, and was first used as a sound effect by Treg Brown, probably in a Bob Clampett cartoon. Sound effects editor Mark Mangini has worked it into many of the films he’s worked on, including Joe Dante’s Innerspace, and both Gremlins I and II.


Steve Lee’s Trim Bin Published in Fall, 1992 (Vol II #3)






Steve Lee’s Trim Bin

More Sound Effects Trivia Droppings

It has been said that the heavy breathing that made Kier Dullea’s space walks in 2001: A Space Odyssey so dramatic, was done by director Stanley Kubrick himself. For the sequel, 2010, director Peter Hyams repeated the chore. Hyams performed for John Lithgow’s space walk, breathing into a ceramic coffee cup.

If the birds in Beauty and the Beast occasionally sound like the traditional sickly-sweet Disney song birds of long ago, it’s because they are. While “realistic” recordings of real forest birds were used as low-level backgrounds, the close-up and fly-by birdies were cut with old sound effect birds from the Disney library (probably recorded for Cinderella.) For the cutest animated birds, nothing can beat the sing-song quality of human whistling.

—SLEE






Sc. 5 Music Scoreboard




Richard Stone



Stone (1953–2001) was widely considered the modern-day successor to Carl Stalling, the legendary composer who wrote hundreds of musical scores for Warner Bros. theatrical cartoon shorts from the late 1930’s through the 1950’s.3 For Steven Spielberg’s popular Animaniacs, he helped to revive the Stalling tradition of using a full orchestra, synchronizing the music to characters’ movements and employing musical effects to convey the Warner brand of cartoon humor: witty without being cute. He even composed on the same studio Steinway piano and conducted on the same stage that Stalling used.4
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MSNL was happy to have Stone’s contributions for a few Scoreboard pieces. The author (DS) and publisher (VTA) wrote a few pieces as well. There might have been more from Rich Stone, but understandably his work on Tiny Toons and the new series Animaniacs was demanding all of his time.


Scoreboard: Turkeys Get New Gobble Published in March, 1989 (Vol I #1)




Scoreboard: Turkeys Get New Gobble

Ridley Scott’s 1985 Legend suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous studio marketing in more ways than one. As so often happens when the “suits” at the studio smell a flop, they started to monkey around with the score. Unfortunately, in their panic, they sometimes end up with a less effective score than what they had in the first place. Examples of this are too numerous to mention. Georges Delerue’s magnificent score for Something Wicked This Way Comes was dumped for James Horner’s. Lalo Schifrin’s clever Jinxed score was thrown out for Miles Goodman’s. The biggest tragedy is that the general public can never hear these rejected masterpieces. But, in the case of Legend, there is some hope. Although the geniuses at Fox decided to replace Jerry Goldsmith’s breathtaking orchestral score with repetitive synthesized drek from Tangerine Dream, they released the FOREIGN version with the Goldsmith score! Don’t ask why. The good news is that the Goldsmith score was briefly released on LP. (Filmtrax Records.) If you know a die-hard collector, it’s worth looking for.

—Rich


Richard Stone is a composer of film and television musical scores



Scoreboard: Good Evening Published in April, 1989 (Vol I #2)






Scoreboard: Good Evening

Reet! Reet! Reet! Reet! Flashes of curtain and knife. Blood-stained water racing down a shower drain. Bernard Herrmann’s chilling music for Hitchcock’s Psycho was as much a revelation in 1960 as it would be today. It has become as much a part of our language as the Deedle Deedle of The Twilight Zone. Why? First, Herrmann used only strings. No woodwinds. No brass. No percussion. Just strings. In a 1971 interview, he revealed that this ingenious strategy was to “complement the black and white photography… with a black and white sound.” But he used them in a way that was new to film music—by cleverly exploiting their cold and piercing qualities and by avoiding the traditional romantic Hollywood sound. Subtle filmic techniques also abet the cause. Celli slowly go up a scale against violins descending a scale as we watch Martin Balsam walk up the stairs. The almost keyless main theme is as unsettling as the Bates Motel itself. But, here’s the real shocker. That now-famous musical moment in the shower was an afterthought. Hitchcock originally told Herrmann to leave the stabbing scenes without music. Then, after seeing the finished film, the disappointed director ordered them to be scored. Good thinking, Hitch.

—Rich


Richard Stone is a composer of film and television musical scores



What are your favorite movie scores? Do you collect recordings of film music? Is music too loud in today’s films? Why do you think that is? Write and throw a few curves at Rich at the SCOREBOARD c/o MSNL.



Scoreboard: For Your Inflammation! Published in April, 1989 (Vol I #3)






Scoreboard: For Your Inflammation!

Ever wonder why there’s pop music in some movies that doesn’t match the style of the score or the film? Contemporary economics have spawned the “Music Supervisor,” who is neither composer nor editor, probably not even a musician! This person’s job seems to be to hammer rock ‘n’ roll records into soundtracks… Sometimes to wildly invent ways to justify songs being in scenes where they have no business… Have a character slip a cassette into the slot in a close-up. It’s worth MONEY! If a song becomes associated with a movie, then that scene can be shown in the video on MTV, thus giving free publicity to the movie. Just another way Modern Merchandising drives aesthetics away from film making. Now directors may have to fight to keep unwanted music out! On a recent project, a music supervisor had run out of places to impose a particularly screamy vocal. He found a scene with intimate dialogue in a pricey restaurant, where the director had wisely chosen to run some jazzy cocktail piano. It fit the restaurant, gave the scene some rhythm, and never intruded on the quiet dialogue. The pop vocal was tried with the scene, to the director’s horror. Records don’t go in that kind of restaurant, and you couldn’t hear any dialogue above the screaming. Even quiet vocals don’t work well with dialogue scenes!

Come on, Music Business: Leave our movies alone!

—DS


Scoreboard: ‘88 Keys Unnoticed Published in May, 1989 (Vol I #4)






Scoreboard: ‘88 Keys Unnoticed

As it has been since Creation, some of the year’s most heavily-hyped films, deserving or not, were nominated for Best Score Oscars®, while some of ‘88’s most innovative movie music went unnoticed. And Oscar® promotion has overshadowed films released since January that have already disappeared. Here are some of my faves of recent memory:

Danny Elfman’s Beetlejuice had faint echoes of vintage Warner Bros. cartoon music, catapulting us all further into the surreal depths of Tim Burton Land, John Barry gave us prurient, sensual strings in Masquerade, truly a great score in the Hollywood tradition. And Basil Poledouris contributed what many believe to be one of the best scores of his career to John Milius’ Farewell to the King. Still available on CD, it evokes the warmth and primitive innocence of tribal people, yet mixes engagingly with the militarism and epic violence of Milius’ obsession. Recorded in Budapest, the score uses a traditional orchestra combined with Balinese gongs, bells, and a pan flute. The film, dubbed in Dolby SR, sounds almost as good as the music by itself. And then there’s Zelly and Me. Has anyone seen this movie? I haven’t, and I don’t know anyone who’s even heard of it, but it’s one of my favorite film CD’s: An understated autumnal reverie from the pen of Pino Donaggio. Write in if you know anything about the film.5 We’re curious.

—Rich


Richard Stone is a composer of film and television musical scores
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Scoreboard: Wall-to-Wall Music

Have you noticed lately how much music you hear during your favorite, (or maybe not so favorite) movies? More and more, it seems that film scores dominate the movie-going experience. For a quick comparison, listen how music is used in any classic film from the ‘Thirties or ‘Forties. Now listen to a contemporary film track. Quite a difference, eh? Well why is this happening?

In the “good old days”, music was used to underscore the action… to support it, if you will. The film composer would write for specific spots that needed emotional enhancement. Film music was sparse, but consequently more effective.

What we have today is a different story. While the composer may have the traditional method in mind, music may be grossly overused at the insistence of a director, producer, or even the composer himself. (Not to be sexist, but can you name a female film composer? That is another issue.) Too much music destroys any possibility of the score creeping in subliminally. A composer can also dominate the final mix, and force incredible levels of music, even in dialogue scenes. If the Powers That Be have no faith in their product, they tell themselves that the film will “sell” better with more and louder music.

We would like to know your opinions about music in films. Enough? Too much? Is minimalism your thing or what? Please write and let us know your views on this rather permeating aspect of movies.

—VTA


Scoreboard: You Are There Published in August, 1989 (Vol I #6)






Scoreboard: You Are There

The following dialogue, paraphrased from a story told to me by a big-name film editor, changed the course of film music for the rest of our lives. The year was 1976. The place, a cutting room in northern California. A science fiction adventure is being edited and it’s time to prepare some “temp” music (culled from scores of other films and mixed in for a test screening)




	Editor:
	“So, what kind of music do you want?”



	Director:
	“Well, it’s a space movie. Maybe something like Tomita.”



	Editor:
	“Synthetic, huh?”



	Director:
	“Yeah. Like some of that avant-garde music they used in 2001.”



	Editor:
	“Hmm. You know, it might be kind of fun to go totally the other direction.”



	Director:
	“What do you mean?”



	Editor:
	“Errol Flynn heroism. A big orchestra. You know. Max Steiner. Korngold. Captain Blood. Charge of the Light Brigade.”



	Director:
	“Isn’t that kind of old fashioned? The kids won’t buy it.”



	Editor:
	“Look. Our film is old fashioned, too. Besides, the kids have probably never heard anything like that anyway. It’s so old it’ll be new.”



	Director:
	“OK. Let’s see how it works.”
The rest, as they say, is history.






—Rich


Richard Stone is a composer of film and television musical scores



Scoreboard: Gobbige In, Gobbige Out Published in October, 1989 (Vol I #7)






Scoreboard: Gobbige In, Gobbige Out

Readers of American Film’s October issue saw Frank Spotnitz’s fine piece on sound designers, and MSNL readers recognized Mark Mangini from our two-parter on Star Trek IV and V.

Most sound people don’t know Mangini aside from his “Sound Effects By” credit on movies (Gremlins, Explorers, Three Men and a Baby, Trek IV and V, The ‘Burbs). But there is some crossover between the work of sound effects and music, and not a few sound people have other lives as musicians. The opening music in Steve Soderbergh’s phenomenal psychological hit sex, lies, and videotape is a folky, funky, 12-string guitar piece written and performed by Mangini.

Soderbergh heard him play it nearly a year before “sex, lies” went into post-production, and knew right away that it had the right feel for his opening scene. If you listen to Mangini’s guitar and Cliff Martinez’ brooding, ambient score on the CD album of sex, lies, and videotape you’ll probably notice a strange phenomenon particular to film composing: There is rarely any reason for a film composer to title tunes in the same way that a popular artist would.

In the normal course of recording for a movie, each musical cue might be referred to in a way that relates to a certain scene, but that has nothing to do with the emotional feel of the music. Music editors and mixers may be given an even more mundane set of numbered references, when the tapes are fresh from the scoring stage. A cue that reduces an audience to tears might have once been known as “M-64 Take 3 alternate”.

Soderbergh and Martinez called the cues by way of bits of action or dialogue that came near their placement in a scene. So, the titles of the score cues for “sex, lies” are things like Looks Like a Tablecloth, Take My Skirt Off, Sniff The Jacket, and I’m Gonna Drawl. Mangini’s peppy, “ramblin’” guitar piece ended up being called Garbage, because that’s the first line of dialogue!


Scoreboard: Aggregate Published in January, 1990 (Vol I #9)






Scoreboard: Aggregate

Theatrical cartoons traditionally had “a great deal of movement” covered by orchestrated instrumental effects. When Bugs Bunny tripped lightly up a staircase, Carl Stalling would likely have scored plucked strings in perfect footstep-sync.

A musically inspired experiment like Fantasia needed no sound effects. Many cartoon sound effects, as any Spike Jones6 fan understands, are made by percussionists’ props, and may be well-integrated into a score. So music can easily do the work of some sound effects.

Sometimes it’s not easy to pry apart a mixed soundtrack and determine where the music leaves off and the sound effects begin. An extreme example is the wonderful Louis and Bebe Barron score for Forbidden Planet, the first all-electronic music film score. The 1956 production used sounds made strictly by manipulating oscillators, reel-to-reel tape and other audio hardware, a full generation before synthesizers. While there is a world of innovative early electric music and Musique Concrète from that period, it never really found its way into the movies. Sound effects for some of the Star Trek-like props and weapons in Forbidden Planet sneak imperceptibly out of the electronic music and slither right back into it.

When film composers use the sounds of instruments from Third World cultures, they encourage audiences to think Globally. We’re hearing new sounds from handmade instruments played for thousands of years. (It’s trendy to call this stuff “World Music”, though we used to call it “Folk Music.”) Some of these sounds, like the Aboriginal didjery-doo, African thumb-pianos, and all kinds of drums and whistles are borderline sound effects, and will give tremendous color to a score. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that some of Hollywood’s sound effects innovators are musicians. Among Foley artists are musicians and dancers. Some of the best sound effects and dialogue mixers cut their professional teeth in the record industry. Working with film, they are tied to the mechanical needs of synchronization, but a sense of sound coloration and rhythm can bring great finesse to their tracks.

The Third Man, with all its great direction and cinematography, is remembered uniquely for its theme and score played on a zither, which gives a particularly Eastern European flavor. But the climax, a stylized, moody chase in the sewer has only sound effects in the track. The breathing and echoing footsteps of Orson Welles and Joseph Cotton; The roaring and drips of water, all sound effects. Orchestral score might have added tension, but would have been alarmingly inconsistent with the homey, wry touches that the zither had already established.

Next time: When it doesn’t work out.—DS


Scoreboard: Mix ‘n’ Don’t Match! Published in March, 1990 (Vol I #10)






Scoreboard: Mix ‘n’ Don’t Match!

Last time, we talked about the integration of sound effects and music via the ideal scoring of musical sound effects. The low-budget TV show or cartoon provides an example of the awkward highlighting of action with canned sound effects. In the case of a staccato action, like a character running up stairs, it’s likely that FX and music will clash. Someone will cut footsteps, or cartoon hits on a xylophone, but they won’t have anything to do with the rhythm or tonality of the music for that scene. No one has time to work it out, so the overall mix is less than pleasant to hear.

Scoreboard also mentioned the new interest in folk instruments of different cultures. As “World Music” becomes trendy (didn’t we used to call it folk music?), directors and rerecording mixers will be trying to evoke earthy, ethnic moods using some traditional folk instruments that may be primitive enough to resemble sound effects.

Unfortunately, movie sound effects and music can work at cross-purposes. A fluid, ambient stream of sound effects can be ruined by music cues with percussive or brassy sounds. Composers must often be frustrated by sound editors’ “noise” intruding upon their scores. Traditional underscoring could invoke mood in a nearly subliminal way, working on us without the obvious presence that a main title theme, a character theme, or a love theme might have.

Real problems arise when effects and music tracks, prepared by separate groups of people under different schedule constraints, finally come together for a movie mix. MSNL has previously written about how good dialogue scenes can be ruined by the vocals on pop records. Who can hear spoken words above singing?

Are modern directors musically uneducated? Or are they bowing to financial pressure from music-packaging dealmakers?

Often FX and music clash innocently enough, when for instance, a composer creates a low ominous tone to evoke mystery, and sound editors create a low ominous tone to give life to a science-fiction prop. Now the two sounds fight to be heard. Ideally, the composer and FX people will take opposite ends of the sound spectrum, complementing each other’s work. Under present working situations, this is usually problematic. But if all the elements come together gracefully, movies can sound better than ever!

—DS


Scoreboard: Postcards from the Edge Published in October, 1990 (Vol I #15)






Scoreboard: Postcards from the Edge

In some of our prior issues, we have been critical of the use, or as we may feel, misuse of music scoring in films. Well, now for some good news. For those of you who may have already seen Postcards from the Edge may have noticed a lack of film scoring. There are only a few key spots, (we counted four) where underscoring is used. The film is allowed to breathe with witty dialogue and superb acting. Apparently, director Mike Nichols understands the beauty of simplicity, and let the dialogue, production sound, and subtle post production sound (with the exception of a pearl necklace being all too attention-getting), carry the film aurally without too much music. Kudos to Mike Nichols and credited music composer Carly Simon for such delightful restraint.

—VTA






Sc. 6 Postscript for the Scoreboard

Twenty-six years after MSNL’s printing of the little For Your Inflammation piece, the formal work of music supervision has evolved a comfortable place for itself in the workflow of nearly all feature films. When record companies and movie studios were first merged under common corporate umbrellas in the 1980s and 1990s, their goal was always mutual promotion. Even though Hollywood has always associated movies with attached hit tunes, themes, and songs, the first era of 1980s music supervisors saw a lot of unconnected entertainment being handcuffed together in films, where the only connection between song and story was corporate ownership. Good movies could sometimes choke when force-fed a diet of irrelevant pop music. Given enough bad choices and the profit motive, any production might have songs stuffed into every open orifice in its soundtrack, including the invasive superimposition of song lyrics on top of spoken dialogue.

But the discography connected with a movie may be of a much more benign origin than that forced marriage of hit records and popular movies: A director/producer team, often with a film editor, might make a sincere effort to “score” the dramatic narrative of a story by applying existing music in a thoughtful or ironic way. Sometimes, (as in American Graffiti, for example, or in O, Brother, Where Art Thou?) the story relates inextricably to existing recordings, and those recordings might be antiquated and obscure, not at all faddish or popular. For instance, Woody Allen’s movies have been well served by his knowledge and taste in traditional and classic jazz; the recordings are either antique rarities or modern performance recreating period arrangements. In no case are they similar to the contemporary mainstream taste, but their consistent presence is part of Allen’s artistic brand.

Where a director takes great pains to apply existing records to the film in this way, the arc of a story may be enhanced by a narrative stream of music. That thread that runs parallel to the more mundane or textual streams of dialogue and effects. Music cues that are scored by a composer should be well integrated with these recordings. It is not a simple task, and directors never want to “pull the audience out of the picture,” with some awkward contrast between “songs” (records) and score (as in original composition). Music at this point lives in the realm of the music editor, whose underappreciated skill creates continuity between disparate musical elements, and between music and image, music and dialogue, or music and story itself. Like all good editing, those skills must be entirely self-effacing. Music editing work must follow the logistics of picture changes and developments throughout the re-recording period. Independently, music editing may even (though rarely) suggest its own picture changes, as the character of a music track begins to advance a movie’s unique artistic identity. This finessing and tinkering, more often than not, continues into the last hours of a Final dub’s Print-mastering.

By now, audiences understand that an album of movie music might include composed cues that never made the movie’s final cut, and they accept some unrelated songs on CDs or downloads of what can be re-sold cynically as “music from the film.” Everyone has heard a friend express astonishment that some song “was never even in the movie!” It probably was on the credits, however:

Most likely, legal clearance for all the acquired music would have been procured well in advance of the Final mix period, and accounted for in a budget. It would be a nightmare (a fool’s errand, at least) to attempt to get music cleared at the last minute, potentially holding up the film’s release. Independents and students may continue to make that mistake, but professionals will have learned better time management. Many modern film credit “crawls” show specific music and song attributions, including composer, performer, and mechanical rights notices, many times over the amount of music actually heard in the film. We have all seen this: Twenty-five or thirty songs completely credited, yet the audience only heard three or four, at least that they can remember. But where did those songs go? They were not heard subliminally, or mixed below the threshold of audibility. It is reasonable to speculate that they all were legally licensed to play, well before the legal and graphics teams created those credits. Scenes are cut, and other editorial changes will negate the placement of a song. Alternate placement may have been attempted to no avail, and finally a song or recording must be dropped completely. Film and music editing eliminated those choices, even if they had been worthy experiments. Most likely, the missing songs were paid for and will earn some royalties for the talent involved, whether or not there is a CD or download release of the music.

Music supervisors coordinate movies with the record business, and their proliferation since the 1980s has sold records, helped the entertainment industry to remain strong, and often enhanced a film artistically. But many films are better off entirely without prerecorded records.




Postscript on Spike Jones: Music with sound effects


Spike Jones is not to be confused with Spike Jonze (née Adam Spiegel) the director of Being John Malkovich (1999). This refers to the satirical bandleader of the 1940s and ‘50s. Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, describes the work of Spike Jones and His City Slickers accurately: “Ballads and classical works receiving the Jones treatment would be punctuated with gunshots, whistles, cowbells, and outlandish vocals.” Of great interest to Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter readers is the fact that a large number of comical sound effects (both percussion and vocal) made their way from Spike Jones’ realm into the MGM cartoon sound library and subsequently migrated to the Hanna-Barbera’s. When William Hanna and Joseph Barbera left MGM Cartoons to set up their own company in the earliest days of television, they brought along several writers and animators, copies of MGM sound effects, and the film and sound editor Greg Watson. Earl Bennett, one of the band’s comic vocalists, worked as a sound editor at Hanna-Barbera through the first half of the 1970s. Joe Siracusa was a drummer in the band, and was an active music editor and music supervisor until the middle 1980s. When I was a rookie sound effects assistant at Hanna-Barbera in 1976, I asked one of the editors why a certain library sound effect was called “Ear’s Spluts.” Cartoon sound effects are apt to be named with wildly creative onomatopoeia (e.g., squidge, squinge, crabquacks) so I instinctively understood “spluts.” But why “Ear’s”? What did that mean? My mentor explained that the name had originally been “Earl’s Spluts” because Earl Bennett had contributed the FX, along with many others. A hurried assistant had probably left the “L” off the handwritten label, and every assistant after that had carefully copied the mistake. Thus is the folklore of naming comic sound effects.
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The animated Rich Stone conducting in Animaniacs. © Warner Bros. TV Animation








Notes


1. There was a second part of Welcome to It, about the concept “sound is half the movie,” which is reprinted in the introduction to Reel Eleven, the Letters section. What is Post-production Sound? is reprinted entirely in these pages as part of the introduction to Reel Four, the Articles section. Don’t ask me if this is going to be on the exam. There is no exam.

2. Lee, W. (1972). Reference Guide to Fantastic Films. Los Angeles: Chelsea Lee Books.

3. Stalling worked first for Disney, then Warners.

4. Now called the Eastwood Scoring Stage at Warner Bros.’ Burbank studio, it bears two memorial plaques: one honoring Stone for his work, and one for Shirley Walker (1945–2006), known for Batman: the Animated Series and other top-quality super-hero series produced by Warner Bros.’ TV Animation department.

5. The quick convenience of the IMDB was not available to my brother when he wrote this piece. It was born about a year later. I haven’t seen the film either, but the IMDB tells us that Zelly and Me was a 1988 Columbia Pictures release (apparently an independent production), shot partly in Virginia and mixed in New York. The writer/director was Tina Rathborne. The excellent cast includes Isabella Rossellini, Glynis Johns, and Joe Morton. There is also an acting role played by director David Lynch.

6. See the postscript on Spike Jones at the end of this section.






  Reel 2
Exhibitionists

(The Theater Beat)
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The end of the twentieth century was a period characterized by the piecemeal adaptation of digital equipment and its consequent invasion of professional analog audio’s ecology. At the same time that the introduction of new and disparate digital processes were disruptive to a formerly stable web of audio craftsmanship for films, there was a parallel explosion of progress in professional analog audio technology and, consequently, profound transfiguration in the workflow of sound, both for production and for post. For this book, limiting the subject to the making of mainstream Hollywood films in the period when sound artisans were aware that there was a new age of digital sound reproduction on the horizon, reveals a clear view of their responses to pressures on the technology, art, and business at hand. They did not wait for new tools to arrive. They improved their techniques with existing tools.

It was not only the experts’ prescient awareness of emerging digital methodologies, but the parallel expansion of post-production sound crews and new craft specializations required to make “Big Hollywood Sound” with analog methodologies which transformed the working culture. An old-school movie mix comprising eight monaural tracks expanded to potentially hundreds of new tracks, and those were further regrouped into dozens of multichannel pre-dubs.

While production and post would have their growing pains, exhibition was shaken up in a different way. In the movie theater, playback technology for film audio was fundamentally an analog medium until the middle 1990s, excepting a few digital circuits in the hardware of each system. After a messy adolescence, movie prints would mature into the final form of 35mm projection film soundtracks: Film images carrying digital-optical patterns for Sony SDDS, and for Dolby Digital 5.1, the time code for DTS’s outboard computer, and the analog Dolby SR track. Theaters in 2016 are making the final transition to all-digital projection (abandoning celluloid forever) in favor of high-definition digital video with multichannel audio (including Dolby Atmos, when available) on one specialized computer file.


Sc. 1 Theater Beat Short Notices

It had occurred to MSNL contributors that the movie theater experience was undergoing changes more rapidly than a handful of amateur journalists could possibly write about, and that the changes were not only technological but had much to do with how people experience a show. Why was the sound lousy? How could Hollywood audio professionals have signed off on this distorted sound, or is this distortion in the theater? Were we crazy for complaining? Why was the picture out of focus? Was this movie playing with a reel missing, or does bad screenwriting, directing, or editing make it seem that way? Do they have the correct aspect ratio on the screen, and is the image masked properly? Are they really running a commercial in the movies? When the postwar baby boomers grew up to become professionals, Going to the Movies was no longer the perfect sanctuary that had immersed us as children.


Theater Beat Published March, 1989 (Vol I #1)




Theater Beat

Ever do this? Sit down on a Friday night, rich with anticipation for a wide screen fantasy. Find the perfect seat in the stereo center. Pull your shoes out of the flypaper on the floor and settle down in your favorite position, knees up on the seat in front of you. House lights down, music up. You’re flying high in escapist heaven when there’s this terrible thumping in the side wall. You remember they’re running another picture next door! You wouldn’t be caught dead seeing it, but you can’t stop hearing it through the paper walls. Now you’re completely obsessed with another movie. Or there’s this rasping distortion in one speaker that blows your suspension of disbelief. You forget for a while, but it comes back like a toothache for ninety minutes. Does this bother you more than a Diet Coke ad with the dreaded Whitney Houston? Or every time the actors pronounce a sibilant “S” it sounds like they’re frying 10-foot high slabs of bacon behind the screen? Is that what’s troubling you, bunky? Is there an a__hole sitting behind you talking at his date as if he were watching TV? Is that what’s making your head spin around like Linda Blair’s?

Well, we think that having a good listening experience at the movies is as satisfying as a great live performance of a symphony. We want to take a careful look at theaters in your area. If you’ll fill out this little survey, your humble editor will attempt to report on the results a couple of ishes down the road. Then we’ll do this again, and continue to clarify the picture of the state of theater sound out there. After a few such surveys, we should all have a better idea where the best theaters are.
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New THX Leader

We heard folks chat about it over a year ago in the Lucasfilm lunch rooms, and now we’ve seen it, a new THX: The Audience is Listening “leader”, or footage run before the feature film. Naturally, it sounds just as good as the old one, and sets the tone for a dynamite sonic movie experience. And it has more complex, engaging graphics. Have you noticed the predominance in advertising and TV graphics that feature lettering apparently made of three-dimensional chrome…? You know the style, where sophisticated computer-graphic artists synthesize at great expense lettering you could chisel off the back of any Ford truck? THX got the new leader out to theaters in time for that graphic design style to be old hat. Quick move, THX!

— ed.


Theater Beat: Commercials Published August, 1990 (Vol I #14)






Commercials

The picture palace is a kind of sanctuary. We understand movies are expensive to make and distribute, but hate to see the boundary between movies and TV becoming blurry. (A good example of that is the growing number of talkers that invade movie audiences lately.) When MSNL caught a recent show, we protested the American Express commercial with our usual hissing and caterwauling. Others in the audience joined in, as they always will, and that can be fun. But after the show we made a serious trip to see the manager, and asked politely why there must be commercials. To our surprise, protests must be a regular occurrence there, because the young manager was ready for us with a pocketful of photocopied address cards listing the responsible corporate party.

As long as the Odeon brass have gotten used to complaints, we think MSNL readers will want to express their views. Write a letter stating how little you enjoy paying $7.50 for oversized TV commercials to:

Ms. Karen Gold, Cineplex Odeon Corporation,
1925 Century Park East, Suite 300, Los Angeles, CA, 90067

Please drop us a line letting us know if theater commercials occur in your area, and whether you’ve spoken to managers about it.

On the brighter side, we understand that Disney Studios is no longer distributing films to theaters that run commercials.1 We’re sure Walt would have approved.
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Cineplex Odeon

Last issue, we took to task Cineplex Odeon Theaters for displaying commercials prior to movie trailers and the main feature. The most notable offending advertisers have been Diet Coke and American Express. Perhaps Ms. Karen Gold, at Cineplex Odeon has received enough complaints, or it could be serendipity. For on our last visit to a Cineplex theater (we usually boycott them because of the offensive use of screen time to advertise), we discovered that American Express has changed its tune. Instead of a blatant and seductive ad about travelling using “The Card”, there was an award-winning animated short shown, sponsored by American Express. We at MSNL find this a very appropriate way to promote business while providing a service to us filmgoers. This is especially true considering how rarely we get to see shorts anymore. Keep it up, American Express and Cineplex Odeon. See? We do have a voice.
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Los Angeles Times Shows Sound Timing

A fairly long-standing tradition in the Los Angeles film theater scene is the convention of having the Los Angeles Times promote some area of Southern California living prior to the feature. Recently, the Times has been doing mini-segments on movie making. This month, they feature Sound Editor Cecelia Hall talking about post-production sound. Also shown are Foley artists Kenny Dufva and David Fein, as well as Foley mixer Greg Curda. Ms. Hall does a fine job of representing us post sound mavens. If you have an opportunity, try to catch this visual glimpse into our work before it becomes history.
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THX Trivia




The Audience May Be Listening



If you go to a THX theater, you’re used to seeing their film leader run before the feature show. It’s time to settle down quietly and be sure the stereo is working in your ears. What you would never guess is that each of the THX leaders has been given a name (at least used internally) by the Lucas people. The first one, Wings, no longer runs. The second, Broadway, is the familiar “deep note” THX logo that made “The Audience Is Listening” a famous phrase. The third, Cimarron, is less often seen, as it’s printed only in 70mm and 35mm Dolby SR. We’ll send a free set of back issues to the first reader who can predict the name of the next THX trailer, and explain why! Send a postcard to our PO Box.






The Audience Ought To Be Listening



Three MSNL cheers once again to the AMC theater chain for running a clever trailer before their features. This one features a lovely model with a finger raised to her mouth, and simply says “Shhhhhh!”


Theater Beat: Digital Watch Published Fall, 1992 (Vol II #3)








Digital Watch

MSNL readers are always on the lookout for the best in new sound tracks. It’s always true in the entertainment arts that technology can overwhelm craft. Knowledgeable film-goers appreciate an artistic sound job, regardless of the playback and recording systems used. It’s always been MSNL’s policy that human choices are the bottom line when a sound track draws an audience into deep involvement. New technology presents a very different set of challenges, and gives us tools to better display the crafts at work. You don’t want to miss the fun of Murray Spivack’s sound effects for King Kong, just because of ancient technology! So if you hear something interesting on any movie screen, even in mono, we want you to write us about it.

Nevertheless, the ephemeral success of O.R.C.’s Cinema Digital Sound, and its heir apparent to the high-tech throne, Dolby SR-D, has created in theaters a more consistent level of quality, with more dynamic range and stable multi-channel imagery than we’ve experienced in the last thirty years of cinema playback. And that challenges us to make our tracks better.

For those who may be compulsive about seeing everything “out there” that’s digital, we offer the following list of Dolby SR-D releases as of November, 1992:




	
Aladdin


	
Batman Returns


	
Bram Stoker’s Dracula


	
Honey, I Blew Up the Kids


	
Malcolm X


	
The Mighty Ducks


	
Pure Country


	
Under Siege






As of this date there are 45 theater screens set up to run Dolby SR-D. By the end of 1992, the overworked Dolby Labs techies will have filled orders more than doubling that number. They plan to hit 100 before this coming New Year.
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THX News

Here’s the latest Audiophilia from our friends in San Rafael:

The THX organization is now ten years old. This past Summer’s count of THX-approved rooms was 650, including professional dubbing stages and some private screening rooms.

In Sweden, THX and Svensk Filmindustri have been cooperating to restore a 75-year-old theater, The Skandia, for THX sound. The challenge has been to preserve the classic architecture of the room (including widening the 1.33:1 screen while building the speaker wall… it was built as a silent theater,) and yet be true to THX’s acoustic demands.

Santiago, Chile now has a THX room and a DTS room in the Cinemark 6 six-plex.

There are now 27 manufacturers on board with the Home THX Program, making components and installations for private home playback systems. This brings state of the art theater sound to the average Jane or Joe who has an extra $5000 to $50,000 lying around.

The THX Laser Disc Program is now underway. THX will fly a representative to your home or apartment who will rummage through your laser discs and run a white glove over each of them, carefully removing every speck of dust. Just kidding. Actually, it means new releases of discs, the picture and track of which will be mastered or re-mastered and pressed under THX scrutiny. The Audio Police have already worked over the Star Wars Trilogy and The Abyss, (including new footage. Come on, Jim Cameron, the show’s over. You can stop editing it now.)

Happy tenth anniversary, folks!


Theater Beat: Fall Holiday Titles Published Fall, 1993 (Vol III #2)






Fall Holiday Titles from Buena Vista Feature Dolby Stereo Digital

MSNL received a press release with that headline, touting the fact that Dolby Stereo Digital (which we often refer to as SR-D) will have been used on 16 pictures from Disney alone in 1993. We won’t reproduce the press release. You can see plenty of fluff like that in the commercial audio magazines and trade papers. But MSNL applauds both Disney and Dolby. Their dedication to sound reproduction shows a real respect for their audiences.






Sc. 2 Theater Beat Articles




The Integral Critical Triangle



How is success measured in the movie business? There is, obviously, the business of box office receipts as weighed against the costs of production, distribution, and promotion. That is the easy metric. Cineastes always assess the artistic achievements of any film.2 Because making a movie requires the coordination of many skills and methodologies, films have a rich history of adapting, perfecting, and displaying new technologies. The degree of success or failure of any work in popular media may be measured in terms of a figurative triangle’s three sides: Art, Business, and Technology always come into play, and we can look at any musical recording, stage play, television show, or computer game through that same lens. An ideal work of commercial media might be comparable to an equilateral triangle, while the lengths more commonly will stretch and shrink as we evaluate the subject. Changes in one aspect will affect the lengths of the other two sides, just as the three angles must adjust in order to add up to 180°.

Extreme expressions of artistry make it necessary to disregard the profit motive. New technology sometimes eats up the box office. Many popular and profitable films do little to disturb the conventions and standards of technology, and may do little or nothing to advance the art of cinema. Hollywood as a mass-market industry has always been most comfortable with standard methodologies and techniques, formulaic stories, and routine distribution to exhibitors. With too much of a sure thing set up for business, a film invites the critics’ jibes about it being so much commercial Pablum. In such a case, the artistic leg of the triangle is seen to wither under conservative business decisions.

One “classic” and popular film had at first been conceived as such an unimposing equilateral triangle, perceived while in production as formulaic and routine. Released early in the U.S.’s involvement in World War II, its box office was disappointing. But the art side has been stretched by public perception over time: Only in the postwar period was Casablanca rediscovered by mass audiences, when it played on television. Although the project only ever had striven to be what Pierre Bourdieu has called “bourgeois art,” changing times and perspectives have provided an entirely different evaluation of the art side of this particular triangle. And that is not a new story for mass art.

What about an oblique triangle with enormous technology and business sides: is it still art? James Cameron, as a savvy producer, notoriously finds extremely expensive new technology with which to tell his stories. The artistry in his filmmaking is never very risky (Titanic is hardly an experimental film), but Cameron’s restless compulsion to push movie technology is always extremely expensive for him to indulge. He routinely gambles gargantuan amounts of his own money on the potential business success of his projects. With such long artistic integral triangle legs devoted to technology, there is little left for high art, and yet he consistently produces, writes, and directs highly satisfying, quality entertainment, which also does excellent business. Other films risking huge investments in innovative technology have achieved modest success artistically but have lost out in their contemporary box office races. (Fantasia [1940] and Rise of the Planet of the Apes [2011] come to mind.)

The critical lens can be applied unconsciously for mainstream audiences. Sometimes hearing negative gossip, moviegoers believe a film to be an unpopular and costly failure, so they decide to skip it altogether. People who don’t normally care a whit about the entertainment business may decide not to see Ishtar (1987), for example, or Cleopatra (1963), or The Lone Ranger (2013), and participate in the self-fulfilling prophecy that causes those projects to flop.

The Theater Beat articles reprinted here present a film industry in one of its most popular and successful periods: Box office receipts were healthy. Young people were going out to the movies. Adventure and action movies graced the wide screen and its surround-sound speaker systems routinely, with craft and quality unknown to earlier generations. But lurking behind the screen were the same kind of technical uncertainties and incompatibilities that the industry in the early sound period had endured. Even as MSNL wrote glowingly of new optical-digital multichannel sound formats available to be printed on 35mm film, there was something of a horse race going on between them, and none were compatible with their competitors. The industry wants standardization, both for production and for exhibition. When there is innovation, no matter how promising, there is also instability.

For big-event films in 2016, committed fans visit the most high tech theaters, which run digital projectors, the modern equivalent of the 70mm house with 6-track mag discrete sound, and thereby the presentation quality is predictably excellent. During MSNL’s publication, many first-rate soundtracks were buried by poor exhibition, and the industry could only struggle and strive for some more consistent and stable quality as it tried new methods.

Contributors were apt to vent actively and knowledgably about the exhibition experience. Good analog sound had become commonplace in 35mm stereo rooms, and that turned movie sound into a proverbial glass half full. Thin walls, incompetent management, audio distortion, and missing speaker channels made that glass half empty. The few expressions of outrage here and in the Editorial and Opinion excerpts in these pages3 will have to serve as fading footprints, ephemeral artifacts of the striving (by both workers and the Industry) for mass proliferation of high-quality sound for films.


Theater Beat: Digital Watch Published Spring, 1994 (Vol III #4)






Digital Watch

The AMC chain seems to come up with new ways to impress MSNL, but in an odd way. Our multiplex in Burbank is no model of perfect presentation. Its projection and sound are on the better side of average, but only by degrees. For instance, at a recent matinee of Wolf, the surrounds crackled during a warm-up period between the mono trailers and the “Feature Presentation” stereo banner, and were never heard from again. It would be a mistake to expect sound effects to parade around loudly in a subtle Mike Nichols drama, but there may well have been some moody city and country night backgrounds we completely missed. Three front channels is enough sound when you’re busy watching Jack Nicholson work.

One assumes that most of the Burbank AMC’s 14 rooms have similar standards to the better-than-average suburban theaters around the country: The hardware is OK, they don’t leave the anamorphic lens on by mistake, the Dolby is usually decoded, if a bit blurry. Broken speakers will get noticed and replaced. Volume is usually consistent. Acceptable standards are upheld, but nothing to write home (or newsletters) about. And yet the AMC chain always seems on top of trends in other areas of management.

They sell tickets in advance and by phone with some efficiency. They have the first seats many filmgoers have seen with built-in cup holders in the arms. There is some intelligence in the concession and condiments set-ups. Bathrooms have automatic faucets, a high-tech innovation that is both sanitary and water-conserving. AMC was the first chain to respond to the recent news flap over fat content in popcorn cooking oil. They were in the press on the second day of the flap announcing that they have always used canola oil, more expensive but less fatty than the widely-used coconut oil.

Finally, AMC has announced that they have gone completely smoke-free. There is no smoking anywhere in the property. Clean lobby air is a welcome refuge for our nostrils and the vulnerable bronchi of asthmatic movie fans. That is a far cry from our memories of Art Houses like the Bleeker Street Cinema in the ‘Sixties, where we as counterculture audiences burned tobacco and other substances with abandon, as heedless of fire laws and common sense as we were of our health. In rooms such as that, in cities and college towns around the country, plumes of smoke would glow with reflected screen light, and every movie began to look like the newsreel scenes in Citizen Kane.

The AMC chain should be commended for their leadership and good judgment. Even if they stopped all this innovation in important matters of health and social conscience, we would have lost our chance to needle them about their technical mediocrity. AMC and Sony have announced that they have signed a $25 million deal to install SDDS playback systems. That means that the roughly 1700 AMC theaters will use SDDS as their exclusive digital medium. Sony bought up the Loew’s Theater chain, about 900 well-established rooms. Stories in The Hollywood Reporter and The Los Angeles Times proclaim that SDDS will be in about 150 of the former Loew’s houses. Presently priced at $13,800 per theater, SDDS remains the most costly of the three contenders. (DTS costs the theater owner about $6000, and SR-D around $10,000.) It also boasts eight channels (L, LC, C, RC, R, L-Sur, R-Sur, and Subwoofer or utility channel) and would appear to offer the most sound potential for future wide screen releases. MSNL has been arguing that three front channel positions are adequate for the moderately wide 1:1.85 screen ratio of most releases. By the end of 1994, Sony expects the number of SDDS rooms to rise from 0 to 350. Dolby’s digital SR-D would be in about 700 to 800 theaters. DTS is in about 2400 worldwide.


Theater Beat: Pair of Palaces and Class Act Published August, 1989 (Vol I #6)






Pair of Palaces—Mono à Mono

We recently took Citizen Ted Turner to task for messing around with the mix of Gone with the Wind. We suggested that high-tech methods could be used to clean and restore original monaural mixes, not to impose stereo effects when they never existed. There was a limited re-release of one of Turner’s properties plundered from MGM-UA, seen in L.A. not long ago: a musical about a pubes-cent Kansan who prances around a green city with a dancing scarecrow and a comedian in a mangy fur suit. This time they got it right! The mono sound was crystal clear and not at all tarted-up.

The Crest theater in Westwood, CA (a fanciful restoration of a ’30’s picture palace… complete with Hollywood-postcard murals and a ceiling star field with animated comets) presented the picture beautifully. Lights, curtains, period music were all done with loving care. To complete the perfect introduction, they ran a fair 35mm print of an Oscar®-winning Tom and Jerry cartoon. It may be the first time some in the audience have seen classic animation in 35mm, not to mention their first experience with The Wizard of Oz in a theater. Incredible detail in the black-and-white sequences (more tornado than you’ll see on TV), a full 1:1.33 screen ratio without TV cutoff, and (best of all) completely articulate sound.

DS heard lyrics in Munchkinland that always seemed like gibberish. VTA even theorized that Burt Lahr may have been faking some lyrics he couldn’t remember in the King of the Forest routine. And this is a film you need to see with an audience. So thanks, Ted. Re-releasing classic pictures in 35mm is a very sane and moral way to burn up some of your extra money.

Our only quibble with this one is the promotional line that implies that you’re going to see a Technicolor print. Wrong! It’s a “regular” print made from the original color- separation materials, which is great. But it lacks the magic of a true dye-transfer print. Some years ago, the last of the Technicolor printers left Hollywood and the USA forever.

—DS




Class Act



It is always a pleasure to be able to spread good news about a wonderful theater experience. The newly renovated Orinda Theater provided such an afternoon. This reporter visited during its opening weekend, to see a theatrical re-release of Singin’ in the Rain. It was expected that one would walk out singing “Good Morning”. What was not expected was to have taken a step back to old time theater artistry and politeness.

This theater is located in the tiny downtown of Orinda, right off the 24 freeway in the Bay area of Northern California. It is decorated in beautiful art deco style, with beveled glass doors and vibrant colors. Brass abounds. The bathrooms continue the décor as does the film sanctuary itself. The ticket taker and concessions operator were both polite and intelligent (When was the last time you could say that?) and they were eager to please.

The theater is lusciously raked so that lines-of-sight work properly: You can see beautifully whether you sit in the front section or the loge balcony. The floor is carpeted and the seats are very comfortable. The sound system is most respectable. It is hard to assess how a big sound movie would play in this theater, but an old musical such as Singin’ sounded sharp, clear and rich. The audience was treated to a Bugs Bunny cartoon as an appetizer, which made the trip down memory lane all the more delightful.

Congratulations to Allen Michaan, the person behind this renovation. It is a classy act indeed, to improve a facility and bring back a rich theater experience rather than “capitalize” on the modern trend of converting theaters into duplexes or worse.

The next time you’re in Northern California, visit the Orinda. Say hi for us, then write us and let your views of this theater be known.

—VTA


Theater Beat: BTTF Rides on 12 Speakers + Published October, 1990 (Vol I #15)








BTTF Rides on 12 Speakers +

While some would argue that home audio can nearly out-do the movie theater sound experience these days, theatrical films relying on state-of-the-art sound editing and mixing techniques can really wallop audiences with a different kind of impact, making a much more visceral experience. Modern amusement park rides integrating the best of large-format photography and big time film audio can quite literally knock you out of your seat!

Sound editors in Hollywood last month, working under the design and supervision of Sandy Berman and Randle Ackerson, had the task of prepping sound effects for a new ride based on Back to the Future, set to debut in Universal’s park in Florida. The audience seats will be programmed to make moves (like Disneyland’s Star Tours) that emulate a flight simulator.

The BTTF ride will be housed inside an Omnimax projection dome, for ample visual stimulation. The twelve-channel mix will include six speaker positions outside the simulator and six more inside, in order to give a real feeling of depth and reality to the ride. There is also an inaudible channel called high-frequency injection (does that sound ominous?) by which high sounds can be programmed to stimulate further motion directly. The visual special effects filmed for the ride are first-rate, including the detail and humor we associate with the BTTF trilogy. In the few minutes of film made for the ride, there seem to be as many sound effects as in many a full-length feature. Every frame is jammed with explosive action. If only the sound editors’ chairs would have moved at their Moviolas! But we are told the final mix of the footage will be done inside the actual ride as its construction nears completion… And so we imagine the scene at that mix: Seats of the director and producer leaning this way and that… sudden lurches and surges as the mixer reaches for audio faders, trying to make a delicate cross-fade. Wham! The mixing board turns nearly upside-down. Whoa! The hairy cross-fade turns into an awkward squawk of distortion… The seats lean suddenly again… Whoa! Sparks explode from every VU meter. You got it… It’s another old episode of Star Trek!

—DS
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Digital Watch

Optical Radiation Corp. has concluded deals with some of the major studios to release packages of feature films in Cinema Digital Sound versions. 20th Century-Fox has committed to five more CDS films in 1991, following the December 7th release of the new Tim Burton film Edward Scissorhands. Summer of ’91 will let us hear Sigourney Weaver hollering at monsters in Aliens III. Bette Midler will do something divinely digital in For the Boys next Christmas. The other three Fox releases are to be announced. Fox has been no slouch in the history of movie sound. They released The Robe in early four-track magnetic stereo. Although it wasn’t the first Dolby stereo film, Fox’s Star Wars is widely credited with issuing in the optical stereo era.

Each time the opening-run theaters get their first digital release, they are fitted with the necessary CDS projection and decoding equipment. By the end of 1990, there will be 35 working CDS theaters in the US and 5 in Europe. Flatliners, though not released in digital domestically, will be heard digitally in Europe. ORC’s Dave Koyle tells us they love CDS in Europe. People who follow home audio trends are not surprised that European audiences enjoy high-tech sound in movies. The audio cassette and CD are European inventions. There is a trend to build impressive, comfortable high-tech multiplexes (not your old “cheese-box” multi’s with thin walls) in Europe. “People don’t eat in these theaters,” Koyle told us. “They’re there to watch and listen.” As elegant as the best Hollywood screening rooms, Munich’s Kinema and Brussels’ Kinepolis ran CDS prints that out-drew the same films running in six-track mag.

While CDS seems to be on its way to invading every major market already set up for 70mm six-track films, there is yet to be released a 35mm Cinema Digital track.

—DS
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CDS Not Dead. Not Alive, but Resting Heavily




“She lives beyond the grace of God; a wanderer in the outer darkness. She is ‘Vampyre’… ‘Nosferatu’.”

—Bram Stoker, Dracula



Audiences noticing the growing number of Dolby SR-D digital releases advertised in newspaper movie sections may have been wondering what happened to the Cinema Digital Sound format “CDS.” (See MSNL Vol I, #12, 14, 16, 19.)

Just a year ago, CDS was still talking to film industry people about releasing a number of films, both in 35mm and 70mm. But we haven’t noticed an advertised CDS release in a long time.

In the Summer of 1992, Dolby SR-D came out of the testing closet and seemed rudely to bump CDS entirely out of the marketplace. What happened?

CDS was doing very well before SR-D came along. The costs were going down, theaters were getting set up, there began to be some public recognition of the new process, as the state of the art “CD”-style sound for movies.

CDS worked very well, and met all the technical expectations of industry sound people. Directors liked the big, clean sound and the lavish use of the buzzword digital. Mixers and editors liked the stability of the discrete multi-channel image, and the feeling that their work would not be vulnerable to the varying adjustments, slight inaccuracies, and occasional aberrations of existing formats: Dolby’s and Ultra-Stereo’s matrixed optical releases, and 70mm magnetic discrete tracks all have their technical compromises. CDS was like having a compact disc un-spiralled along the film’s path. Even dust and splices could be filled in by digital error-correction routines. It seemed that Optical Radiation Corp. and Kodak had presented the movie world with a nearly perfect product.

Post-production euphoria over CDS may have reached levels paralleling that of the advent of CD’s in the consumer audio industry. Ridiculous claims (a CD smeared with peanut butter or scraped across concrete would play with the clarity of a live performance) were countered with the usual whining of audio Luddites, (it’s cold, you can hear the sampling, it’s the end of civilization as we know it.)

CDS, during the honeymoon, seemed as invulnerable in the cinema market as is the CD in the home, if not yet as widespread. But Dolby’s SR-D, even before it was ready for the marketplace, provided theater owners and film making companies with a good reason not to buy CDS. Now we are seeing a proliferation of SR-D releases in theaters, presumably offering “CD Sound” in a different movie format. Evidently, Dr. Dolby’s team has won this competition. The story of CDS’s development and downfall throws some light on how new technology comes to a theater near you. Or how it doesn’t.

MSNL contacted Carl Frova, who is Vice President of the Scientific and Industrial group at Optical Radiation Corp., to get a clearer picture of CDS’s birth and its current status in the industry. ORC is a company whose Cinema Products division designs high-tech projection equipment and other hardware for specialized film format exhibition as well as standard movie theaters.

The company had gone into partnership with Kodak to develop and market a new product which could reproduce motion picture soundtracks (with CD-style accuracy) on the same strip of film as a 35mm picture. Although their first releases were on 70mm, the 35mm’s that followed sounded identical.

Kodak’s agenda has always been to find ways of keeping sound on film, even in an age where new technology could conveniently keep sync between separate media. Special process theater systems, such as Showscan and some amusement park rides, do not require their sound and picture to be on the same strip of film. Laser discs and electronic sync handle the audio in these theaters very well. For mass-market movies, studios and distributors would prefer not to handle “double-system” inventories. Assuming handling costs could be evened out, there is no technical reason why film soundtracks shouldn’t be broadly distributed on a laser disc medium. But Kodak manufactures rolls of film stock, and Rolls of Film Stock is what Kodak must sell.

Having extensively researched the digital sound field, Kodak people chose wisely to work with ORC. They knew the projection booth hardware inside out, and could develop ways of writing digital audio data onto film. Kodak would develop ways of accurately printing data files on film at prices that suited regular film distribution, and ORC would find a way to read that data in theater projectors at 24 fps, and convert those files to state of the art, multichannel theater sound.

Both companies invested a great deal of money and the time of many talented people. CDS was successful in a way. There are 50 theaters worldwide with CDS equipment in the booth, waiting for CDS movie tracks to play. It seems to have been even bigger in Europe than in the US: There are 30 CDS screens in Germany alone.

ORC and Kodak had a very high monthly investment in the system, and, although market growth was going to be slow, the enormous worldwide interest in the system must surely have been a serious threat to Dolby Labs. Dolby was developing SR-Digital.

Dolby’s popular “A”-type noise reduction, their Dolby Stereo 4-channel system, and now their Dolby Surround systems for home video and broadcast are so familiar to audiences that the company name has become synonymous with quality. That is the same kind of marketing success that made audiences once confuse all color films with Technicolor, much the way we call every brand of tissue “Kleenex.” Dolby’s SR noise reduction process, though not much in the public limelight, has become a bench mark in rerecording, and is sought after as a firstrun 35mm release format for bigger-budget action and musical films. No wonder a competing digital process was threatening. Today Dolby has 45 SR-D theaters set up, and is looking to more than double the number by the end of ’92.

Digital rerecording is able to capture an overwhelming amount of data by storing a final audio mix on magneto-optical discs. In order to accurately record something as long as a movie, Dolby employs sophisticated techniques of data compression borrowed from recent satellite communication technology. These software algorithms allowed Dolby to create the same kind of high-tech audio storage as CDS. Dolby uses a coarser, larger dot, printed in the track area to represent the bits in the audio file. The track area used is smaller than CDS’s. Dolby’s digital area is right by the edge, interrupted by the four sprocket holes of each frame. They leave the traditional track area between the sprockets and the picture for use by the back-up Dolby SR analog track.4

What Dolby must have found easy to sell the theaters was the compatibility of SR-D with the SR analog systems already in the field. That has to be more attractive to the theater owner, whose formidable graduation from analog to digital would be softened by the system’s “twin engine” approach. Should the digital track fail, however momentarily, the audio is replaced by analog SR sound. When a CDS track fails to be reproduced, there is no audio at all.

Unfortunately for ORC and Kodak, the film industry itself was in a slow period. Looking at the economic depression, those few owners who wouldn’t balk at the idea of investing $20,000-$25,000 per screen to improve their big sounding rooms with CDS must have been truly worried when they heard about SR-D coming around the corner.

According to the perception of studios as well as theater owners, the price of making a CDS release, as well as the licensing fee required for CDS/ORC’s involvement, was really on the high side. Theater owners also were being asked to ante up many thousands of dollars for conversion to CDS equipment, and for having their theater sound systems brought up to standard.

ORC ran into great resistance as owners must have thought it risky to invest in a new technology that might become obsolete. Most were interested in both systems, and were anxious to window shop and compare them in the field. But there was virtually no way to compare the two systems until SR-D was installed and running in more theaters.

ORC tried to make it easier and less expensive: They developed a way to move all the electronics for CDS around on a mobile cart. The CDS reader was stripped down to an outboard box on each projector. This with the mobile electronics would make the rest of the system accessible by other projectors.

Since the ’91-’92 Winter months, CDS sales were slow enough to raise alarms at ORC. The company, like any business, had anxious stockholders to worry about, and could not keep shoveling money at the system. They were forced to cut back on the effort, keeping just a few people on the CDS team. People in the CDS group must have the feeling that they were promoting Betamax video in an era when VHS took over the world. Many of them believe that CDS is a technically superior system, that it simply sounds better than SR-D.

The CDS hardware may not be scrap metal just yet. David Koyle is a believer. The former P.R. director for ORC has put together a group entirely outside of ORC’s corporation, which is actively looking for financial support to continue their work under a new name, CDS , Inc. That company, if successfully organized, could purchase the technology from ORC and head off into the sunset, doing soundtracks the CDS way.

Is ORC in trouble because of their failure to win this competition? Hardly. Carl Frova is very excited about other things they are doing, such as a new computer program to improve the focus and uniformity of light coming from high-tech projection mirrors. They have a number of projection innovations of interest to specialized venue theaters (like Showscan and Imax.) Systems used to display images in high-tech amusement park rides, like the Back to the Future ride in Florida, benefit from ORC developments. They have a new machine that can project an 8-perforation 70mm frame. This implies the possibility of image quality rivaling that of Imax, but with a major reduction in material and printing costs.

Good luck, ORC. Good luck, Kodak. Good luck, CDS, Inc. Good luck, Dolby. Just keep the movies sounding great.

—ed.






Double or Nothing



The potentially bewildering terms, “single-system,” “double-system,” “single-inventory,” and “multiple-inventory,” suggest an obligatory preface to Theater Beat: Dolby Digital SR-D—A Progress Report. (After all, MSNL sometimes published the motto Eschew Obfuscation and Epitomize Adoxography.)

Until 1994, theaters were running all kinds of prints. We often tell students to imagine the plight of the hapless projectionist in a 1928 Vitaphone booth, finding that the distributor had shipped an extra audio disc for Reel 5, but no disc at all for Reel 6. Rick Mitchell’s report on the potential of Dolby Digital takes into account the pressing need for standardized digital audio on all composite 35mm prints, at a time without an industry standard.

It is not so difficult to understand the concept of single-system vs. double-system methods of recording and exhibiting motion film images with sound. But to fully appreciate Rick Mitchell’s article, we have to put these theories in the context of how the movie business relies on efficient methodologies to display images and sound. Consumers are familiar with the assumption that recording video with a smart phone, or even on a 1980s-era videotape, captures the image and the audio together. (How the A/V data may be separated or combined deep inside the engineering is invisible to us as consumers.) Professional film sound production has always separated the sound from the film camera or video camera on the set, in order to optimize recording equipment for the best audio quality. That would be called double-system because it involves two machines in the movie’s production stage. Professional practice is to control picture and track separately, so that each can be refined and mastered separately by post-production experts.

Early sound films recorded dialogue on a separate audio recording sound camera, exposing modulating light onto a reel of film negative, separate from the cinematographer’s camera. In the short history of Vitaphone, Warner Bros. pictures were recorded onto 16-inch discs, like records. Before Vitaphone, early talking pictures recorded audio onto cylinder phonographs. That was the production end: double-system recording, whether on disc, cylinder, or optical sound film. On the exhibition end of a film’s life, those early methodologies required double-system playback: a film projector had to be linked to a phonograph for playback, either disc or cylinder.

“Sound-on-film” techniques since about 1929 standardized Hollywood production as double-system and exhibition as single-system (modern film sound production began on optical film stripes and moved later to magnetic film and audio tape). But its real value was in establishing a single-system playback standard on the exhibition side. With each reel comprising film images along with an optical track printed photographically, studios no longer had to distribute phono records. One projector could output light to the screen and audio to the amplifiers. Somewhat ironically, the final iteration of film prints in the twenty-first century carry digital audio patterns as optical data near the picture, just as the ancient sound-on-film had done. That would be described as a single-system playback medium.5

Before distribution to theaters, film labs “marry” picture and track together as a composite print. The historical question is whether to exhibit film via double-system (expensive, unwieldy, and has the potential to match one reel of image with a different reel of sound) or single-system (one projector handles image and sound from a single medium). In the twenty-first century, Digital Cinema Package (DCP) computer files offer both the simplicity of single-system projection and a multiplicity of soundtrack types, depending on the needs of any theater audio system.




On Exhibition


The author’s experience cutting sound might have resulted in his looking through narrow blinders at only the production and post-production issues in our field of view. But the business of film exhibition was entering deep into new territory near the end of the analog age,6 just as it had at the beginning of the sound era, through the last of the 1920s. Pressure to change, pressure to build, pressure to invest in technology, pressure to tear out and rebuild the “house” had come again to the theater owner, as it had again during the widescreen incursion that characterized the 1950s.7

Two forces were in play: the invention of the platter projector with its consequent proliferation of gigantic multi-screen theaters, and the popular success of Dolby’s stereo variable area optical soundtrack. Dolby stereo had taught young post-Star Wars audiences to demand multiple speakers effecting surround sound with very high-fidelity specs. Along with the conversion of most of the movie theater business from family ownership to the command and control of large corporations, the 35mm platter running four-channel optical and an anamorphic widescreen picture could give a satisfactorily epic movie experience nearly as dynamic and exciting as the very much more expensive 70mm 6-track magnetic prints.

MSNL’s publisher was largely responsible for advocating that our contributors and our readers build awareness of all issues about film exhibition. The new suburban multiplex theaters, especially the first generation, often had walls that seemed acoustically to be as transparent as tissue paper. Instead of employing the dying breed of skilled projectionists, most of these businesses had high school kids shoveling popcorn and sodas, occasionally running to the booth to turn on the platter projector. No one would be accountable, as projectionists had been, for mistakes and maladjustments of screen image and sound quality. Digital projection, once adapted universally, will end a generation-long era of terribly executed movie exhibition. Prof. Ament always reminded MSNL that the moviegoer has a right, especially considering the price of tickets, to experience a professional presentation, with all of the projection and audio technology working as designed, and ideally with some adult oversight insuring quality for the audience experience. Undoubtedly her training and experience in live theater had infused such standards for the presentation of a show.
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Dolby Digital SR-D

A Progress Report by Rick Mitchell

On May 12, 1993, the Hollywood Section of the Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) held talks on Dolby SR-D at the Samuel Goldwyn Theater of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. The session was conducted by Ioan Allen, David Gray, and Simon Wynn of Dolby Laboratories.

Dolby SR-D is one of several efforts to use digital technology for sound for theatrical release, one of three announced as single system process. Like Cinema Digital Sound, Dolby SR-D is a discrete six channel stereo system with left, center, right, and subwoofer up front and separate left and right surrounds. However, where the CDS track replaced the normal analog optical track, (requiring the making of two different types of release prints to satisfy distribution needs,) SR-D places its digital track area between the perforations, and also carries a normal 4–2–4 matrixed SR optical track, to which the system is designed to automatically switch should any problems occur in the digital track. The basic design of motion picture projectors, going back 98 years, has always protected both the picture and the perforation areas; The rare damage that occurs to the perfs in a 35mm print can be traced to either a problem beginning at the edge of a print, to print shrinkage, bad splicing or mis-threading by projectionists.

The status of Cinema Digital Sound is in limbo at the moment, (see MSNL Fall ’92). There have not yet been any public demonstrations of Sony’s eight-channel system other than the release of The Last Action Hero. After tests on Star Trek VI and Newsies, Dolby SR-D officially premiered last summer with Batman Returns and has been used on more than 20 features since then, with playback equipment installed in over 150 theaters worldwide. One asset in promoting its SR-D process is that Dolby is not charging extra for its use. Printmastering, the final stage of film dubbing, encompasses the complete integration of multichannel Dialogue, Music, and Effects masters into whatever combined medium is required by a particular release-printing format.

For instance, a Dolby A-type printmaster might consist of a series of fullcoat magnetic film reels containing two tracks. Those magnetic tracks will become the source for the two tracks of optical negative shot for final release printing. For a special format like SR-D, two printmasters are necessary; one on optical disc for the digital, another for the Dolby SR optical version. Between making two print-masters and enhancing the use of the surrounds, an extra day must be added to the dub. The six channel digital dub is mastered to a magneto-optical disc from which the sound negative is exposed concurrently with the SR variable-area track. The SR track can also be printmastered to the magneto-optical disk. According to Dolby spokespeople, some non-digital releases have also been printmastered this way. But at present a film printmaster is still a delivery requirement of the studios. In the laboratory, the only change required is the enlarging of the track printing head to include the perforation area. The negative exposure process was designed to interface with standard track processing and printing procedures. What happens in the projection booth? To upgrade standard projectors, addon “penthouse” boxes containing optical-digital mechanisms and electronics are installed to read the track. A number of manufacturers are incorporating digital readers in the sound heads of new machines, which would obviate the need for a penthouse attachment. In order to accommodate the distance between picture and track, Dolby has established a 26-frame advance as standard for digital tracks. A digital delay keeps the track in sync with the picture. Beyond the special reader and decoder for the digital track, existing equipment is used to read the SR analog portion.

Because the dynamic range of digital sound exceeds that of 70mm magnetic as well as Dolby SR SVA (Stereo Variable Area describes the optical track which provides the 4-channel Dolby Stereo signal), Dolby strongly recommends theaters contemplating use of the process evaluate and upgrade their amplification and speaker systems, as well as the acoustics of their auditoria. How does Dolby SR-D sound? The author has auditioned SR-D prints in four other venues in addition to the Goldwyn theater at the Academy and the results were less than dynamic in only one: the Mann Chinese Theater. Problems in this theater are due to the room’s size and acoustics, not to the technical process. The sound of the digital movie is cleaner and crisper, in soft as well as loud passages, and sounds that may be lost in analog tracks will punch through in digital.

Although there were no format comparisons presented at the SMPTE sessions, the author had occasion within the week to see Matinee presented in SR-D, SR, and Dolby A. The playback of SR-D came as a surprise, at the new theater in the new Television Academy complex in North Hollywood. Many of the cast and crew at the Matinee screening might have attributed the sound to acoustics and adjustment of the new room, but SR-D sounded great. The film has a wide range of loud and soft sounds that come across dynamically in digital. The Dolby A at the Royal Theater in West L.A. (which admittedly does not have a very good sound system,) was flat and lifeless, with many of the softer dialogue passages completely unintelligible. The SR version, seen at the new Galaxy 1 in Hollywood, was much better. But the Galaxy lacked subwoofers, essential to the “Rumble-Rama” effects and the dramatic impact of Matinee and the film-within-it, Mant. Additionally, we had occasion to see a double bill of Aladdin in 35mm SR-D and Beauty and the Beast in 70mm magnetic SR at the Disney venue, the El Capitan theater in Hollywood. Allowing for stylistic differences in dubbing the two films, and the possibility that the theater’s system had not matched equalization for 70mm magnetic and digital, Aladdin actually sounded crisper and brighter. Perhaps most significant about SR-D is that unlike the analog SVA processes, its stereo image is discrete, meaning sound editors and rerecording mixers need to rethink their concepts of stereo dubbing. Especially important is the balance of screen ratio and sound format (often mismatched aesthetically) of pictures intended for release in the anamorphic format. Disney and Warner Bros. embraced Dolby SR-D quite early, with most of their releases in the last year in that format, and an increasing number from other companies announced throughout the summer of 1993. Installations around the world have also jumped, suggesting that any future for Cinema Digital and Sony Digital will rest in making their systems compatible with installed digital projector sound systems, much as UltraStereo has remained in the marketplace because it is compatible with Dolby Stereo. Dolby spokespeople mentioned that there are home use applications for their technology. It may undercut the uniqueness of the movie going experience to give ready access to high-end sound to home viewers.

—RM
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1993 is Digital Summer

SR-D, SDDS, DTS Make Alphabet Soup in Projection Booths

The Summer of ’93 finds three very promising entries in the digital audio field establishing themselves in movie theatres around the U.S. Dolby SR-D, as MSNL has noted in previous issues, is very strongly established in theatres that tend to have first-run big films. Post production professionals here feel that producers are becoming aware of the digital option. Many who hold the purse strings are asking all the right questions at dub time, about making the extra print master for a digital release. Rerecording mixers, facilities managers, and supervising sound editors will continue to encourage their producers to release digitally. Predictably, the field’s two newcomers have debuted on expected major Summer Blockbusters: The Last Action Hero (no blockbuster after all, as it turns out,) showed off Sony Pictures’ new Sony Dynamic Digital Sound, or SDDS. Jurassic Park is the home of Digital Theater Systems’ DTS sound track. Universal Studios and Steven Spielberg’s Amblin company have cooperated to nurture their new double-system release format. DTS was set up in over 800 of the 2400 theaters showing Jurassic. As different as the two movies (and their aesthetic approaches to sound) are, their way of storing audio data and playing it back are very different indeed. Both systems caused a flurry of excitement among film audio people. Many went out to see the dinosaurs and Schwarzenegger with the same enthusiasm as the kids in the target audience. But the professionals would claim they were out to audition sound systems more than thrills.

It seemed a forgone conclusion that Sony would invent and promote a digital audio system for film. They certainly are a major name in home electronics for audio/video… why shouldn’t they develop some proprietary system that could have a new standard for professional data storage at the Hollywood end, a playback system in movie theatres, then have a scaled-down version at the consumer video end… perhaps with a licensed data-encoding system common to the film and video software itself! It would have surprised no one in Hollywood if the Japanese parent company would heavily push the development of such a system. But that was not the case. According to insiders, SDDS is the brainchild of Mike Kohut, a former rerecording mixer who is now the Director of the Post-production Sound department of Sony Studios/Columbia Pictures. Mike had been working for a long time with his engineers to develop a new system. They have come up with a digital pattern printed optically on the film (like CDS and Dolby SR-D), which feeds eight channels of speaker systems with digital audio. The discrete channel positions are Left, Left Extra, Center, Right Extra, Right, Left Surround, Right Surround, and Subwoofers. SDDS carries the optical digital bits on the two outside edges of the 35mm film, and has a standard Dolby A optical stereo track to fall back on, should the digital fail.

SDDS works very well. MSNL caught an industry screening of The Last Action Hero at the Cary Grant Theatre, which is the main dubbing theatre at Sony/Columbia, the very room where the movie was originally mixed. The sound track is, predictably, cluttered with gunshots and car crashes appropriate to the action genre films that the movie so cleverly parodies. It’s so relentlessly busy with sound effects driven by the action that nothing in the track can really stand out. There are few quiet moments, where mixing sound with subtlety would have a chance. The sound editors and mixers did a remarkable job of compiling all that material and making it play well, and did their jobs under exceptional time pressure. The results are not artistic.

Audiences are numbed by the overwhelming action, and it is to the credit of digital sound’s clarity that so many loud and mechanical effects do not become annoying. With the wonderful lack of distortion, you can listen to much more without fatigue or headaches. Playing in analog, TLAH commits sonic abuse on audiences in average theatres. There was nothing in The Last Action Hero, at least as viewed at The Cary Grant, that really seemed to necessitate the eight channels. The sound effects work is dynamic and clean, with ubiquitous bullets flying across the screen, or fenders scraping, or Arnold’s funky Pontiac growling colorfully as it revs its way off the road.

But with so much going on, you’re not conscious of the locations of these sound events in any precise manner. General movement over three speakers and two surrounds is adequate without Cinemascope width.

It is almost mysterious why the movie turned out to be a box office bomb. No one knows the action material better, nor how to make its conventions look totally silly, than director John McTiernan, writer Shane Black, and Arnold himself. There is a synergy of intelligence, style, and humor when these three work together. Look at Predator again with that in mind. Whatever its shortcomings as a marketing effort or as a movie story, TLAH was an appropriate film with which to introduce Sony’s SDDS. It’s loud, it’s overdone, and it’s not necessary. But like Jurassic Park, the way the action rollercoasters you through the story is too much fun to waste your time thinking.

Jurassic has introduced audiences to DTS. This is a new system using a CD-ROM to store the audio data. It is kept in sync by referencing itself to timecode data printed optically on the 35mm film, next to the back-up Dolby A analog track. Like Dolby SR-D and Sony SDDS, DTS is expected to switch imperceptibly to the back-up analog track for whatever period of time its checking and verifying routines sense any momentary digital failure. Dolby labs can be proud that their standard A-type optical was chosen as the back-up for their competition’s systems. Their own SR-D is backed up by Dolby analog SR, which is much closer to digital in terms of dynamic range. In any case, Dolby functions as a kind of insurance of quality sound for each of the current digital formats. Dolby has become the de facto “Lloyd’s of Film Audio” insurance company.

MSNL was in a poor-to-average room of the Cineplex “Odious” chain, observing with disappointment a real lack of clarity and discrete placement on the screen. Although the room was THX, it is apparent that we heard the 4–2–4 DTS. That is, the track on the CD-ROM was probably made from the same stereo LT-RT mag printmaster that the Dolby A stereo optical prints are made. Theaters with DTS have the option of 4 or six tracks, the four being limited in dynamic range for the sake of the Dolby matrix. DTS will be moving shortly to four-channel discrete releases, which is an excellent marketing idea. Six-channel playback is suited to better theatres (Left, Center, Right, Left Surround, Right Surround, and Subwoofer,) The fact that DTS can be used for a four-track installation, such as an existing theater set up only for Dolby A Stereo (Left, Center, Right, mono Surrounds,) is appealing to the theatre owner not ready to rebuild her/his entire amplification and speaker systems. DTS in either form works well, and it doesn’t cost the theatre owners much to install. We did not make a judgment about the work of the editors and mixers based upon the way the film played in that room, and were in the process of adjusting our sonic expectations downward when the film broke.

To their credit, the attending projectionist closed the curtains and brought up the houselights immediately. The audience, completely losing their involvement with the film, squirmed and complained briefly. The curtains opened some 15 or 20 seconds later, houselights down, and (but for a few lost lines of dialogue) we were back in business. The DTS soundtrack was right there in dead-on sync, in spite of the film break. One got the impression that the DTS had probably found sync and caught up to the picture in less time than it takes to open the lamp dowser on the projector. Detractors of DTS base their complaints primarily upon the idea that all modern film audio ought to be single-system. Double system refers to any kind of projection requiring hardware other than, and sunk to, the projector. The success of the variable area optical track in sound movies is based in part on the convenience of printing sound and picture on the same strip of film. It makes life in the labs, the distributing and shipping companies, and in the projection booth much more sane. Warner Bros.’ Vitaphone was one 1920’s solution for synchronized sound in movies. Although other sound systems, even sound-on-film systems predate Vitaphone, it was extremely popular. Vitaphone relied upon syncing projectors to a record player with acetate discs. Naturally, discs had to be shipped with each reel of film. The mechanical and pneumatic link between projector and record was fairly sophisticated, and was meant to handle a certain amount of film splices and record tics. But mistakes could be made easily, such as running the wrong disc with a reel of picture. Realistically, film breaks or has bad splices, record skips, goodbye sync!

It makes an irresistible joke to say that Spielberg has re-invented Vitaphone after 70 years, to say that Jurassic Park is playing with “SpielaPhone” sound, or that someone might put the wrong CD on with a reel. The industry has a strong bias against double system sound, but there are reasons and precedents to make modern discs a sensible choice. Double systems work. They still thrive within the film industry, outside the local movie theatre. Preview screenings, for instance, are often handled with silent picture on the projector and magnetic film soundtracks running on a pair of mag film “dummies”. They are linked electronically, in the spirit in which Vitaphone was linked mechanically, and they usually work. Some special format shows and amusement park rides using heavyweight motion picture formats enlisted the use of a specialized laser disc for their audio tracks. Today, the CD-ROM discs for DTS are shipped inside an extra film shipping case along with the picture. It’s not possible to project the wrong disc, because picture and sound are linked by timecode supervised by a computer, a far cry from Vitaphone’s mechanical linkage.
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1929 studio publicity still showing Vitaphone projector.8 Standing is director Hal Roach; kneeling at the turntable is Elmer Raguse, head of the Hal Roach Studio sound department. Photo from author’s collection.
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DTS data disc. MSNL compared its double-system playback methodology to Vita-phone’s. Image from MSNL Vol III #1, p.1.




Any problems with DTS would be more along the lines of marketing, or with acceptance by theatre owners, rather than technical. MSNL cannot hear any differences in the three current digital film systems that are not due to the number or placement of speakers, their amplification, or room acoustics. Comparing four-and six- and eight-track systems is all apples and oranges. But where they put the digital bit image, whether on the film edge, the optical track area, between the sprockets, or on a CD is “six of one and half a dozen of another” to the audience’s ears. MSNL found that DTS sounds as good and no better than any other digital format. Reproduction of movie sound in digital is as exciting as are CD’s on a home system. Whoever claims to hear differences among the theatre digital systems not traceable to the room or the dub must be a tweak grande. Kurt MacFarlane is the director of engineering for the Edwards Theatres chain and a great proponent of high-quality movie sound. Commenting in The Orange County Register in a feature story on new movie theatre technology (6/20/93,) he said “Our competition isn’t other theatres. Our competition is home systems. People have better audio systems in their own living rooms than what’s in most theatres these days.”




Conclusion: Standardizing the Shape of Things to Come

(for a little while, anyway!)

The Industry’s struggle against having to distribute multiple-inventory composite prints, each one carrying a different format of optical digital audio with the same 35mm picture, was a short-lived one and has not been written about very much. As far as the author can tell, the studios each wrangled their own preferred multichannel digital audio system (Universal with its own DTS, Sony with its proprietary SDDS, Warner Bros. and Paramount with CDS and various forms of Dolby Digital). Apparently, the studios may have been blindly reliving the chaotic days when some theaters would receive Vitaphone prints with associated discs, some received prints with optical soundtracks, and some remained silent, and ran differently edited silent versions of popular sound films. By 1994, a few titles were being issued with all the existing digital-optical technologies printed next to the 35mm picture. That move to distributing a single inventory of movies capable of single-system digital audio playback in any conceivable format (including the very reliable Dolby SR analog 4–2–4 track) was a long time coming and brought with it the standardization and efficiency the industry needed.

35mm prints have now been distributed with single-inventory, multiple-format digital optical soundtracks as a standard practice for over twenty years and will not be replaced by any film format before the complete proliferation of digital projectors running Digital Cinema Package data. DCP files are licensed, scheduled, and distributed through the Internet, while film projectors are being sold for junk.

Technical innovation is nearly always off the track for mainstream filmmaking, gobbling up time and money for the pleasure it brings an audience. This especially is the case for novelty exhibition formats, which is where progress is tested on the public. Figuratively, the industry’s attraction to technical gimmicks and flash is akin to the proverbial immature lover, who might dabble in a series of exciting relationships but eventually settles down with a reliable partner (standardization). The industry needs stability, efficiency, and predictability to prosper in the long run, and that was never more true than in the history of exhibition technologies.





Notes

1. We live in “A Whole New World” now.

2. For cineastes, “film” rates an uppercase “F.” For us regular movie fans, a lowercase “f” will do.

3. See Reel 9: Sturm und Drang.

4. Elsewhere in these pages, Jeff Levison argues against this characterization of the analog SR track as a “back-up.”

5. The exception here is DTS, which uses a separate piece of hardware running a DVD data disc for all the audio. We recognize the irony that this resembles the double-system strategy of Vitaphone in the late 1920s.

6. An excellent view of the phenomenal change that audiences experienced in popular films is Gianluca Sergi’s The Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywood. (2004) from Manchester University Press.

7. See John Belton’s piece, The Frozen Revolution in Rick Altman’s invaluable 1992 collection Sound Theory, Sound Practice. New York, NY: Routledge.

8. Visual identification courtesy of the historian Robert Birchard, who notes that some films recorded in the early ’30s on optical film would also release Vitaphone discs, to accommodate theaters that needed them.






  Reel 3
Sound Reports

(Notices, News Articles, and Big News)
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Sc. 1 Notices

There was ample opportunity between 1989 and 1994 for Moviesound Newsletter to print little notices of events that may have been of interest only to its community of specialized workers in film sound. These notices were akin to the kind of community announcements found in any church newsletter or from a high school alumni class. Desktop Publishing1 allowed people of a specialized interest to read such announcements with enthusiasm. Vanessa Ament, as publisher, announced her public appearances at the San Francisco Exploratorium, the California State Fair, the Sonic Disturbance event in Cleveland, and on David Letterman’s TV show.2 Ament’s intent for these public exhibitions was educational, to raise awareness about Foley and the other arts of making sound for movies.


Announce-Ament Published in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)




Announce-Ament

Moviesound Newsletter’s publisher Vanessa Ament will be bringing her Foley demonstration show to the California State Fair in Sacramento from August 18th through September 5th. People visiting San Francisco’s Exploratorium this Spring came up to the stage to try their own hands and feet at Foley FX, and had a good time “walking” to clips from recent films. If you’re in the area, enjoy VTA and friends showing footstep and props trickery in the Fair’s “Movie Magic” building. If you can’t make it to the Golden State’s capitol, we hope you read this in time to catch her appearance on David Letterman’s Late Night scheduled for July 27th.


Feets, Get Movin’ Published in August, 1989 (Vol I #6)






Feets, Get Movin’

“Movie Magic” is the theme of a building-wide exhibit at the 1989 California State Fair. Sacramento is proud of their permanent fair grounds. “Movie Magic”, in the beautiful Expo Center complex, shows special effects in animation, mattes and blue-screen, make-up and masks, action stunts, miniatures and monster models, and best of all, sound stuff! Sound fans will find MSNL publisher Vanessa T. Ament performing demonstrations of Foley sound effects. With the able-footed aid of Heather McPherson, VTA will show how Foley artists replace and enhance sound for movies and TV, on a special demo stage that approximates a working studio. VTA will invite audience members to try their hands and feet at creating sound effects in sync to film images. Fair coordinator Erin Green notes that this ambitious production would be impossible without the generous donations of labor and equipment by two major post-production facilities: Saul Zaentz Studios in Berkeley provided critical projection equipment, thanks to Roy Segal. Meridian Studios in Burbank provided a complete, customized audio-video synchronization system, as well as production of demonstration videotapes. Meridian’s Steve Brimmer, Bob Deschaine, and their crew spent many hours working out the details. Their enthusiasm for showing the public how we make movie sound tracks is really commendable. Maybe enthusiastic fair goers will go home ready to play a new parlor game: Movie Foley, where one person silently moves around the living room doing who-knows-what, while someone else stands in one place making sound for all their movements. Beats the hell out of charades! Fair runs from August 18th through Sept. 4th Labor Day.


Taking My Act on the Road Published in December, 1989 (Vol I #8)






Taking My Act on the Road

Who would have thought that a Foley artist’s profession and expertise would attract enough attention to warrant radio and television interviews as well as newspaper and magazine articles? Certainly I never would have guessed. Sound effects themselves are only recently being acknowledged as important and integral to filmmaking. But Foley, (footsteps, cloth and prop movement performed in sync to picture), was always the poor cousin to edited sound which has been the poor cousin to picture editing for years. So what is all the hub-bub about?

Well, I like to think that filmmakers and filmwatchers are finally beginning to appreciate the magic that happens in post-production sound and are now becoming quite curious about how we sound people spend our days (and sometimes far too many nights).

During this past year, I have been requested to lecture and demonstrate about the mysterious craft of Foley in several contrasting venues. In April, I was an artist-in-residence at the Exploratorium in San Francisco. I worked with marvelous artists and musicians in a week-long residency which culminated in a weekend of performances for the public. I discovered that there is a definitive population of people who want to be educated about movie sound, and who find the performance of Foley to be “quite a show”. In July, I appeared on the David Letterman Show for a short segment at the end where ‘Dave’ and I Foleyed props to a scene in a public domain detective movie. New York audiences are very hip and the response of the studio audience was supportive yet sophisticated. They were used to Letterman’s brilliance so while I was warmly received, I never fooled myself for one second… they wanted to see him, not necessarily me with my bag of tricks.

Fortunately we had a great time and I would go back again. In late summer I appeared for three weeks at the California State Fair in Sacramento with an apprentice Foley artist, where we performed four shows a day of Foley demonstrations. This was an experience I wish never to repeat. The exhibit of which I was a part was designed quite poorly by the administrator in charge. The traffic pattern for the public was atrocious and the sound level in the exhibit hall was more than a little distracting. There was no overall cohesion or cooperation among the exhibitors. Add to this hordes of people who could not find adequate room to sit nor were they able to focus well with all the noise in the environment and you have quite a zoo.

Unfortunately, we also discovered that some people are unbelievably poorly behaved. It was always a battle keeping the public off our stage which had thousands of dollars of loaned equipment and the “docents” seemed more interested in partying with each other than monitoring the exhibits. Fortunately, there were enough concerned and interested audience members to remind my partner and I that promoting movie sound was worth the inconvenience of the fair.

Most recently, I was honored to hold two seminars on Foley for the Denver International Film Festival. It was my first film fest, but if the others are anything like this one, I could really get used to this. The director of the festival, Ron Henderson, has organized a top notch group of people who orchestrated a beautiful event. I had wonderful, inquisitive audiences and worked with people of the utmost professionalism. It is becoming more evident that there are a lot of people who are as fascinated with movie sound as we craftspeople are. I heartily recommend attending film festivals if you can. It is a rich opportunity to be exposed to all genres of films and all perspectives of filmmaking. I was fortunate in that I dialogued with foreign filmmakers about film sound (among other subjects like chocolate, skiing, and Eastern European politics).

With these past demonstrations under my belt, I think I can safely say that interest in movie sound is on the rise. More and more, people from varying professions and tastes in films are enjoying their prerogative to understand and be educated about the work behind the scenes. I applaud this awakening fascination. We here at MSNL hope to contribute as much as possible to the enlightenment of all who love movies as we do and want the sound quality to match the other production values. After all, an educated audience is an empowered audience.

—VTA
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From Vanessa Ament’s article Taking My Act on the Road, MSNL Vol I #8, p.3 (December, 1989) Late Night with David Letterman © 1989 NBC and Worldwide Pants, Inc.






Ed. note: The Foley exhibit for the California State Fair was made possible by a generous grant of equipment and technical support from The Saul Zaentz Company, Berkeley, and Meridian Studios, Burbank.


Most of the short notices published included public events meant to promote post-production sound. Movies are always popular, if not for the successful effect of their entertainment, then because they display technological advances that stimulate the popular culture. (Many moviegoers who claim to have hated Avatar were quick to compliment its technical magic.)


Sonic Disturbance in Cleveland Published in October 1990 (Vol I #15)






Sonic Disturbance in Cleveland

Every year for a three-week period, Sonic Disturbance, through the Cleveland Public Theatre, sponsors a festival of new music, experimental sound performance, and readings to taped sound accompaniment. This year, one element that was added was a performance demonstration of Foley sound effects by MSNL publisher yours truly. While I have been exposed to this environment in the past (I have friends and relatives in this field), I had never been asked to appear on the same ticket as musicians and visual artists using technological sound advances that extend the meaning of music and art. The Foley demo was the last event on the last evening of the festival. Needless to say, many chronic attenders were getting tired by this time. What I discovered, however, was an engaging and thoughtful audience that stuck with me to the end, although I did not appear until after eleven in the evening. We were still going strong at one o’clock, when I decided we all needed sleep. I am discovering that this curiosity about sound in movies is far reaching, and not limited to large urban centers. Many thanks to Dennis Maxfield and Amy Sparks (administrators of Sonic Disturbance), for their enthusiasm for the craft of Foley.

If you know of some institution or group that might be interested in a seminar or such about Foley and other aspects of movie sound, feel free to write to us at MSNL about it.

—VTA






Sc. 2 News Articles

These little news pieces attempted to chronicle the exciting growth of “big movie sound” for the home viewer (THX at Home); the involvement of both recording mixers and re-recording mixers in an effort to deepen understanding of their work and issues in the general Hollywood community (Mixers Hold Mixer, Goings-On About Town-CAS Mixers Mix, and C.A.S. Meetings on Tape: CAS-settes); growing interest in the special presentation of non-standard film formats, both picture and sound (Rick Mitchell’s Screening); professional excitement over the prospect of film students’ finally being recognized for excellence in sound work (Student Contests Note); another public relations demonstration of film sound techniques by working professionals (Goings-On About Town—Public Demo Under the Trees); long-awaited recognition of film sound’s importance by an academic journal (“Cinéaste” Prints Sound Special); and the recognition of one release-year’s best soundtracks by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (Nominations).

There were also pieces considered to be news of significance in technology or of new ideas about movie sound. For instance, the suggestion that standards for home theater playback might soon be improved was of significant interest to sound fans. Readers and enthusiasts largely agreed that some checklist of methodologies similar to those employed by THX (a successful branding effort for high-quality assurance in audio) in their program for professional dub stages and commercial movie theaters would be welcome.


THX at Home Published in March, 1989 (Vol I #1)




THX at Home

What are these rumors about THX theater speaker systems working on plans for your very own living room? Check us for further items when we can pry something out of the engineers at Lucasfilm. We’ll be working on a piece about the not-so-secret THX speaker set-ups in your better theaters ASAP!


THX Comes Home Published in December, 1989 (Vol I #8)






THX Comes Home

As predicted in MSNL #1, Lucas engineers are organizing a system of compatible specs to make THX theater sound quality available in home systems. Don’t look for a THX brand on hardware, though… It’s a set of recommendations using equipment manufactured by other companies. That’s what happens in theater THX. Alignment and measurement assure a licensed theater’s playback quality. But we don’t think the Sound Police from Skywalker Ranch will make regular visits to your living room, armed with ‘scopes and Sound Pressure Level meters, looking under your sofa for those nasty standing waves.

Here is a wonderful example of an attempt to improve recording, editing, and mixing techniques with existing tools, as well as the enthusiasm that Hollywood sound workers had for that challenge. In a period near the end-point of perfecting their sophisticated analog techniques, not waiting for some single digital panacea to arrive on the scene, mixers and editors looked for better communication between their practitioners.


Mixers Hold Mixer Published in August, 1989 (Vol I #6)






Mixers Hold Mixer

On May 12th a couple of professional societies combined forces for the first time in a series of informational meetings. The Cinema Audio Society (CAS) and the Motion Picture Sound Editors (MPSE) are getting together to do some intense shop-talk. CAS comprises people involved in recording sound during a movie’s shooting, and the rerecording people who mix a soundtrack before it goes to the lab for release printing.

MPSE members tend to work in between those two processes, editing and making tracks to be mixed. Because these disciplines affect a film’s development at different times, editing and mixing people may not get a chance to communicate, especially under tight schedules. No one wants to work at cross purposes, so CAS president David Weishaar and MPSE president Warren Hamilton thought a series of tech seminars would help their groups understand each other’s concerns.
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Sound editor Warren Hamilton, Jr. and friend. Photo by Ezra Dweck.




The CAS organized an evening panel about the wireless microphone and its effect on post-production sound. Panelists were mixers, sound editors, and microphone manufacturers. They met on the empty set for TV’s Night Court, thanks to the generosity of The Burbank Studios.

The CAS wisely recorded the meeting, making tapes available to members who had to work at night. And this is one group that knows how to record things! Students may be interested in attending the meetings of these groups as associate members, or inquiring about the tapes.

Contact the Cinema Audio Society at PO Box 1390, Hollywood, CA 90093.
Contact the MPSE at PO Box 8306, Universal City, CA 91608–0306.

MSNL always sought to remind readers that the entertainment business is a colossal machine, comprising a population of human moving parts, and that our readers’ fascination and the newsletter’s approbation ought to be focused on those people. And people in the Hollywood sound crafts were working in a period of profound transfiguration (of the previous generation’s methods and workflows) to achieve better analog sound. Implicit in each of these little pieces is some element illustrating the struggle toward the elusive digital horizon.


Goings-On About Town: CAS Mixers Mix Published in Fall, 1992 (Vol II #3)






Goings-On About Town: CAS Mixers Mix

CAS Holds Dialogue on Dialogue

What is the difference between production dialogue and automated dialogue replacement? Who is responsible for what? Who is the left hand, who is the right, and how do they communicate?

What techniques do production sound mixers use that help or hinder an editor in post-production? What should an editor know to be more effective in readying dialogue for the final mix? These questions provided the basic context for a one evening discussion sponsored by Cinema Audio Society for pros in the sound biz interested in improved sound quality in film and television.

The panel of the evening consisted of production dialogue recordists/mixers Richard Goodman and Don Johnson, dialogue and ADR editors Hugo Weng and George Berndt, and ADR mixer Robert Deschaine. After cold cuts, cheese and soft drinks, all were gathered on a dub stage at Disney Studios to discuss the advances and foibles of dialogue mixing and how to better the process. The audience consisted of various editors, mixers and other sound professionals.

The primary difficulties in film dialogue seem to arise from a lack of knowledge in both production and post, each about the needs of the other. This was very apparent at this discussion. Production mixers are concerned with getting the sound quality they want with each take and camera set up. They want to satisfy the director while viewing dailies. Post production editors and mixers are concerned with evening out dialogue and cleaning up any inappropriate sound, having to satisfy at the dub.

Both Goodman and Johnson had very distinct preferences of equipment and techniques for recording on the set. Johnson likes to use a Yamaha mixer with some equalization. When deciding a level to record at he prefers to “go where you want then back off a little”. Goodman uses either a Cooper or Nagra recorders. He will usually take off a bit of bottom range to avoid rumble, but leaves the mid range alone. He also likes to use a boom mike in concert with radio mikes on each actor speaking where the scene is shot longshot but requires intimate dialogue levels. Thus, he carefully mixes both so there is no phasing in and out in the soundtrack.

Hugo Weng expressed his particular problems with radio mikes. Often, there are phasing problems in spite of all good intentions. Also, there is the probability that the actors will accidentally touch the mike during a gesture, or breathe into it. Trying to clean out these unintentional noises during an actor’s speech is sometimes impossible, thus the line has to be replaced. So, why record it that way in the first place? Unless the production mixing is very meticulous, (which is often not the case due to a lack of excellence, time, or both,) the dialogue levels are inconsistent, which is a nightmare when it comes to the final mixing of all dialogue, sound effects and music.

George Berndt expressed his solution for the noise problem with most lines of dialogue. He carefully scrapes away any noise before and after the line of dialogue with a razor blade (some editors use a solvent instead) to give the rerecording mixers a long in and out around the line. Unless the line itself is cluttered with noise, this scraping is an option.

Regardless of what happens in production, there will always be at least a few lines rerecorded by the actors in the studio. This technique of Automated Dialogue Replacement is particularly important when considering the problem of matching the quality of sound with that of production. Robert Deschaine likes to research beforehand who mixed production and what mikes were used. This seems like such a practical and obvious step, but it should be noted that, with schedules the way they are now, there is rarely time to do any preparation. Also, Mr. Deschaine is in an unusual position, in that he has been a rerecording mixer as well and knows the pitfalls of poorly prepared material better than most ADR mixers. However, that added step does help to keep all dialogue more uniform.

The question of who decides which lines should be replaced was posed. Ideally, the director will meet with the Supervising Sound Editor and the ADR Editor or ADR Supervisor, and they will decide together. However, more and more this occurs less and less. Time for such important “luxuries” is at a premium now. Also, the trend seems to be to have many more changes with a picture while in the throes of post-production, so there seems to be no simple method or natural progression of steps anymore.

Often, a line of dialogue must be shot “wild”, that is, without the film to synchronize to. This is a throwback to the early years of sound in movies when an actor shot a “loop” of lines to be edited in. As you can imagine, this is not as accurate a method as shooting to picture which allows the actor to get very close to, if not completely with the rhythm of the line.

Sometimes, to avoid the need to ADR a line, a sharp editor will find another take of the same line to edit into the scene. This works very well if the actor is fairly consistent, and the production recording levels and quality are similar on both takes. Therein lies the rub. Some production mixers ride the levels of the take rather than record at one consistent level. Don Johnson remarked that he will do this sometimes to get a particular effect. This was a good illustration of how the mixer’s creative tactic and the editor’s practical problem solving come into conflict. Only through this kind of “dialoguing” can the two professionals understand each other’s process.

This kind of teamwork needs to occur more in such a collaborative art form. Unfortunately, the various steps involved in filmmaking do not interface very readily. Thus, as in any line of work, people need to make fewer assumptions, and ask more questions. Of course, all of the pertinent issues regarding film dialogue will change as we move to computer editing systems and away from analog tape and magnetic film editing. Bram Stoker’s Dracula was the first major big box-office film to use all computer editing for the post-production sound. For more information about the process and result, see DS’s notes on Dracula in the next issue.

—VTA

MSNL subscriber John Wiggins, supervisor of post-production audio at HBO studio Productions in New York, was featured in an article about creating his sound work on HBO and Cinemax’s graphic logos, as well as the unforgettable stuttering of Max Headroom. The article was in the April 1992 number of Film & Video, and included pieces about sound editors Bill Koepnick, Brian Risner, and Fred Judkins. John, may we visit you next time we’re in The Apple?
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C.A.S. Meetings on Tape: CAS-settes

Hollywood sound pros from the Cinema Audio Society (CAS) and the Motion Picture Sound Editors (MPSE) have been getting together to hold pow-wows regarding various technical concerns. Subjects so far have been wireless microphones, dialogue pre-dubs and Cinema Digital Sound. It might be pretty silly if high-priced tape recording people failed to record their meetings, so record the meetings they did. C.A.S. president Dave Weishaar reports that audio cassettes and/or transcripts of the Microphone and Dialogue Predub symposia are now available at a modest cost to the public. (Both CAS and MPSE are nonprofit professional associations.) Write to The Cinema Audio Society at PO Box 1390, Hollywood, CA 90093.
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Goings-On About Town: Screening

Dear MSNL:

My friend Ken Kramer ran three 4-track magnetic prints in his screening room in August and September: A 35mm print of the roadshow version of Around the World in 80 Days, The Music Man, and Ben-Hur in a rare “letterboxed” ‘Scope print that reproduces the full Camera 65/Ultra Panavision 2.75:1 aspect ratio.

The Four Star Theater on Wilshire Blvd. ran its own 70mm Festival. Unfortunately, the films were (35 to 70) blowups from the 1970’s and later, including a number of 1.85 films, such as Gremlins. In September, they ran a rare 4-track mag print of The Brave One (1956.) If you haven’t been to The Four Star, it’s not a shoe box theater, but a really large auditorium with probably the biggest screen south of Sunset Blvd. The sound is very good.

The Wild Bunch and The Vikings sounded terrific, while the lesser impact of The Searchers and The Land of the Pharaohs was probably due to their original dubs.

Best regards,

Rick Mitchell, Los Angeles
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Student Contests Note

Student filmmakers ought to be very conscious of soundtrack crafts. While many film students seem to aim their sights at directing, writing, and producing, the smart ones know that half of every film is the soundtrack. Production values can be greatly enhanced by telling a story with sound. You can imply an off-camera disaster without shooting anything more than your characters reactions to it!

Write for info about the FOCUS student film contest at 10 E. 34th St. New York, NY 10016.

The Motion Picture Sound Editors present their Golden Reel award every year to the student film with the most creative use of sound. Write Anna Boorstin, c/o MPSE PO Box 8306, Universal City, CA 91608–0306.

If there are any other student film sound awards out there, Moviesound Newsletter wants to know about it. Write us!
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Goings-On About Town: Public Demo Under the Trees

It is a strange paradox to East Coast eyes to see women and men in Park Ranger green uniforms pacing the dusty roads and weathered boardwalks of a classic Western movie town set, but that is exactly what awaits weekend visitors at the Paramount Ranch, a property deep in the hills beyond the reach of L.A. smog.

The Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, a division of the U.S. National Parks Service, has a custodial duty to the beautiful undeveloped land there. Paramount Pictures’ ranch has been the scene of much colorful location shooting through the years. The studio and the planet benefit equally from the protection of this land, and as such it is doubly of interest to tourists. The Park Service there has an unusual program that presents to the lay public talks by various behind-the-scenes craft people about their specific roles in the collaborative art of movie making.

Tourists who came to see the unspoiled landscape on the last weekend of October gathered around an outdoor stage near Conestoga wagons and blacksmith shops to see the editor of MSNL present a talk on sound effects and Foley. After viewing some videotapes of MSNL’s publisher crunching celery stalks on Late Night with David Letterman, and at work on the Foley stage, the audience and this correspondent discussed the differences between sounds created on the Foley stage and those recorded and edited by effects editors. Videotape clips of Die Hard and Predator helped to illustrate sounds in the context of big-screen action, and a handful of youngsters in the audience got a chance to try working with sound effects props and to perform some Foley footsteps.

If this unusual show business/Park Service program reminds one more of Yogi Bear than of Smokey the Bear, it is just one of those cultural juxtapositions that can make life in L.A. so much fun.

—DS

Among these little news pieces was an announcement about the publication of a sound-oriented issue of Cinéaste, the respectable non-profit quarterly journal. While all of MSNL’s practitioner/writers were well versed in film history, the assumption was that audiophile cineastes were largely unfamiliar with formal Film Studies theory and critique. Our sporadic acquaintance with Prof. Rick Altman and Prof. Elizabeth Weis provided an introduction to the depth of ideas available to film theorists.
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Cinéaste Prints Sound Special

The current issue of Cinéaste magazine features a 35-page supplement on “Sound and Music in the Movies,” with contributions from critics and scholars on the subject. Stephen Handzo’s feature is an historical profile of some of Hollywood’s great composers and explores the evolution of tradition in film scoring traditions. Elizabeth Weis surveys the creative contributions of sound designers, editors, and mixers in “Sync Tanks: The Art and Technique of Post-production Sound.” There is a critical article on the esthetics of film scoring, “Film Music: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly”; A history of the reproduction of sound in movie theaters, from the beginnings of film sound to the present day, in Rick Altman’s “The Sound of Sound”; Claudia Gorbman’s survey of books and periodicals reflecting “The State of Film Music Criticism”; and “Music at the Service of the Cinema,” an interview with composer Ennio Morricone, by Jon Burlingame and Gary Crowdus.

The “Sound and Music in the Movies” supplement, sponsored by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and Broadcast Music Incorporated (BMI), is part of a larger, 104-page double issue of Cinéaste which includes numerous other articles, interviews, film, book and home video reviews on subjects of contemporary and historical interest.

Copies of this special issue (Vol. XXI, Nos. 1–2)
are available from Cinéaste at P.O.
Box 2242, New York, NY 10009–8917.

Accustomed to the bit-player’s role relegated to sound editors, Foley artists, and mixers in the greater context of film appreciation, MSNL celebrated Cinéaste’s fleeting attention to sound. Our self-identity at the time was as a community of specialist workers, highly enthusiastic ones at that, who were cogs in a vast entertainment machine.

With a simple celebration in Nominations, the journal acknowledged a handful of practitioners who worked under the time and budget pressures common to the industry, to achieve outstanding analog tracks. Theory for them, never expressed verbally, was always available as an unconscious compass while performing their specialized tasks, solving problems unique to each reel of every film. These crews and their crew leaders typify the achievement of artistic progress in sound by their generation, the first to work under a scheme of new specialties, subdivided in the 1980s from the earlier, more generally described job titles formerly credited as Sound Editor, or Mixer, or even simply Sound.
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Nominations

Aladdin, Men, Mohicans, Siege, Unforgiven Named for Sound

Rerecording and Production Mixers

Hearty MSNL kudos to the recipients of this year’s Academy Award® nominations for Best Sound. Terry Porter, Mel Metcalfe. Dave Hudson, and Doc Kane rubbed the sonic lamp of Aladdin. Kevin O’Connell. Rick Kline, and Bob Eber are certainly A Few Good Men. Chris Jenkins, Doug Hemphill, Mark Smith, and Simon Kaye mixed The Last of the Mohicans with their best moccasins on. Don Mitchell, Frank Montano, Rick Hart, and Scott Smith made their dub stage sound like it was Under Seige. Les Fresholtz, Vern Poore, Dick Alexander, and Rob Young must have made Clint Eastwood’s day with their mix of Unforgiven.

Aladdin, Dracula, Seige Named For Sound Editing Supervising Sound Editors

Congratulations to John Leveque and Bruce Stambler at Gordon Ecker’s sound company, for their Oscar® nomination for Best Sound Effects Editing for Under Siege. In the same category, Mark Mangini (see MSNL Vol I #4 and #5) racks up a nomination for Aladdin. Finally, grateful congratulations and deepest thanks to the outstanding editorial, mixing, and Foley crews who made Dracula sound so good. They are the people whom this reporter and his Co-Supervisor, Tom C. McCarthy, will be representing at the Oscars® with our own nomination.

—DS






Sc. 3 Big News

Sound artisans were keenly aware in 1991 that a long-awaited means to nearly distortion-free reproduction would finally spread from our editing rooms and recording stages to its final frontier, the neighborhood film projector. In a detail that seems to repeat the early history of film stereo sound (Spyros Skouras, the President of 20th Century Fox, had written that all the production quality that could be gained from stereo recording and re-recording, which he promoted generously, would be lost in the average movie theater, projecting poorly-reproduced monaural prints3), it seemed that the backstage preparation of digitally recorded and mixed soundtracks offered quality impossible to reproduce in the neighborhood theater.

For monumental epics and action blockbusters (70mm magnetic prints), as well as for surround-sound dramas (Fox’s short-lived format of 35mm magnetic prints), mag systems offered great sound quality, discrete separation of four (35mm) and six (70mm) speaker systems, but these were not friendly to the Industry’s need for mass production. Mag must be recorded and copied to each reel of each print as a separate, time consuming, and very expensive effort; even then, the magnetic paint wears out badly after a couple of weeks of projection. Dolby stereo, immensely popular since the middle 1970s, provided dynamic surround sound on 35mm optical-track prints, and they were cheap to print and distribute; but Dolby stereo reproduced only great analog, and its four-channel matrix does not provide discrete channel separation. So the business of Film was looking for the technology of digital sound to display its art, but to do so with the same ease (and cost) of printing mono or Dolby stereo sound on 35mm composite prints in the film lab. If CDS would not solve the problem, perhaps Dolby Digital would.
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Dolby Introduces SR-D System

On June 3rd, standing at the dais between two giant statues of the god Oscar® at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Dr. Ray Dolby unveiled his company’s latest innovation, the Dolby SR-D digital optical sound track. SR-D may be the easy road by which CD-quality sound comes permanently to the movies! In a formal demonstration for film audio pros. Dr. Dolby, his president Ioan Allen, and Dolby’s Director of Hollywood Film Operations David Gray presented film clips and informative talks, followed by a well-catered schmooze session, where attendees mingled with Dolby reps and asked technical questions.

Since 1990, the only CD-like film sound track has been Cinema Digital Sound. (See MSNL #12 and 14) A CDS track, according to many film pros, is even cleaner and more dynamic than the 70mm six-track magnetic format. It can be printed optically on both 70- and 35mm prints. CDS would only be found in top theaters in major markets. Dr. Dolby stated (referring implicitly to the great technical success of CDS,) that the world always needs more choices, that being the nature of competition. Here is how Dolby plans to improve upon Cinema Digital’s success:

Cinema Digital fills the area next to the motion picture frame, traditionally used for the squiggly black lines that make an optical soundtrack, with an image of microscopically fine bits representing the data from digital sound files.

The Dolby SR-D system has both a Dolby SR analog track in the traditional place, and puts a digital bit-image quite similar to Optical Radiation Corp’s CDS track between the sprocket holes. Sound people, being very conscious of how physical wear from projection sprockets can stretch, tear, and generally threaten a sound track, thought it the worst possible “real estate” on the film’s surface on which to put a track. Rather like having a car’s fuel-injection electronics installed on the outside of the tires!

Ioan Allen, explaining technical details, reminded the audience that the industry will not take kindly to any new film standards which would make older films and equipment obsolete. Dolby looks for downward compatibility in designing new systems. For instance, all consumer audio recorders using Dolby “C” noise reduction also have the older “B” type. Professionals who record with Dolby SR noise reduction circuits already have the older Dolby A installed. That’s why all Dolby digital prints will also carry the current standard SR analog tracks.

Dolby learned a lot marketing its SR-encoded prints. (Spectral Recording is a proprietary system of noise reduction which also makes possible the highest achievement of dynamic range in an analog system. SR in 35 optical or on a 70mm mag release sounds nearly as strong as anything digital.)

Upgrading theaters only involves an adaptor at the top of an existing projector, as well as some new electronics in the amplifier rack. A bigger problem for Dolby SR-D may come in persuading theater owners to take advantage of digital’s dynamic range by upgrading the amplification power behind their speaker systems.

The audience heard a demonstration of the Dolby SR optical system first, setting us up to compare it to SR-Digital. The Academy’s Left, Right, Center, Mono surround, and sub-woofer channels were put to work running a very demanding track (without picture). The five samples were nearly perfect, save for some blurring of the positions of voices during complex passages.

The demo was then played in its digital version. This time the speaker channels were a discrete six, including Left, Center, Right, Left-surround, Right-surround, and sub-woofers. The auditioners observed:




	On the rain track, thunder had a more realistic presence. The occasional Chinese wind chimes or bells in the track had a much longer ring-off, those tones staying distinct from the wash of background rain far longer. It was like seeing through a clearer lens.

	The multiple voices, confused in their 4–2–4 positions, all found their places in the room with more confidence.

	The silly vocal music was still silly.

	Low frequency realism in the jet take-off made it feel more real.

	The jazz organ piece was enhanced by even cleaner kick drum, and the split-surrounds really put our head in the middle of the band.





Just as Dolby had to work very hard to get theaters to upgrade to their stereo system in the ’70’s, Optical Radiation Corp. has made a big effort to install a base of CDS-capable movie houses. While their digital sound is peerless, it can only play digitally. Trouble with the system would mean replacing a print with 70mm magnetic. Dolby SR-D uses a regular optical stereo SR track, and adds the digital information to that space between the sprockets.

As the Dolby SR-D digital track is read at the top of the projector, the standard SR optical track is being read below. Whenever sprocket damage, a splice, dirt, or something unforeseen is too much for the digital system’s error-correction, it momentarily switches to the standard optical SR track, then switches back to digital when the coast is clear.

The audience auditioned a loop of SR-D track and saw projected the clear film base on which it had been printed. It was as scratched, shredded, dusty, and rat-infested as the head end of a reel that should have been taken out of circulation years ago. What a strange conflict of sensory expectations, to view an abused film surface that should sound like the end-groove of a Victrola record, and to hear sound like a CD in an exclusive audiophile shop. This demo comprised separate audio tones on each speaker, which were added to the audition one at a time, until we were surrounded by a very warm, beautiful chord. One expected a Spielbergian mother ship to land and take us all away. Where splices existed on the film loop, there was never a loud bump or an unpleasant artifact.

David Gray, who has represented Dolby on countless Hollywood final mixes, re-mixed a handful of demo film clips for the new system. The audience looked at digital versions of The Abyss, Jacob’s Ladder, Silence of the Lambs, and The Hunt for Red October. Gray pointed out that split-surround is another “image-layer” available for sound editors and mixers to work with. It has been around for ten years in 70mm and now with CDS, but hasn’t been overly explored. Action pictures can make good artistic use of separate left and right surround channels.

The demos ended with a digital version of a good action clip from Red October, winner of the Best Sound Effects Editing Oscar® (see MSNL #18). The clip was a treat for an audience that had endured technical speeches after their long work days. The Academy’s outstanding sound system combined with Gray’s clip and the SR-D system to remind the audience why so much work goes into making great motion picture sound: It was fun!

Dolby is planning a secret release of a film in the SR-D format. Should there be any bugs, they’ll be worked out before there is any publicity. By spring of 1992 there will be at least one film released officially in Dolby SR-D. By the end of that year it should be widely available on prints, if not in theaters.

—ed.

By assembling and editing Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter, the author sees in retrospect that much of the material published in Moviesound Newsletter examines the lives of our colleagues in their working culture, as historical artifacts, as might be exhibited today in the formal context of Production Studies.

Here is a quandary for teachers of film sound: On one hand, we need to teach the Art History of movie sound practitioners, to point out the contributions of the many unsung sound people, and to consider those few who have already been celebrated, who represent well the rest of the film sound community. On the other, we have no inclination to undermine the academic value of considering all sound work for films as the product of collective authorship.

Students need to become familiar with the names of movie sound artists and to track their work through multiple credits. The most important goal for educators in sound design is to build better understanding of the context and workflow that connect all the jigsaw pieces of interlocking production and post-production sound skills. Students ought not to simply dig up the names of designers, mixers, engineers, editors, supervisors, and Foley artists from the IMDB, only to pile them up on an ideological mountain of Great Men and Great Women. Serious researchers in the future would have to find all the names, coordinated in shifting teams, over much time and many movies. That would be key to understanding their complex collective artistry.4

When a deserving colleague earned himself a good opportunity to direct, MSNL celebrated the news. But the article should not be construed as “gushing.” It would be distasteful for these pages to contribute to the proliferation of that specious “Great Man” theory in the province of sound design.

By the beginning of 1990, Ben Burtt had already become one of the very few publicly recognized “stars” of film sound, at least among MSNL’s avid audience. Three Star Wars pictures, three of the Indiana Jones franchise, Philip Kaufman’s intense remake of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978), Spielberg’s Always (1989, the lovely and romantic remake of A Guy Named Joe), E.T., the Extra-Terrestrial (1982), Willow (1988), and the Jim Henson/Frank Oz fantasy The Dark Crystal (1982), were all relative triumphs for Burtt’s career, and provided him some broad variation of sound design challenges.
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Cartoon restored from MSNL Vol III #4, p.5. (Spring, 1994)




It may be argued that the notorious box-office failure of Howard the Duck (1986) is an outlier among the Ben Burtt soundtracks for George Lucas’ many hit productions. Burtt, Richard Hymns, and the Skywalker post sound team under Gloria Borders’ supervision did their customary excellent editorial work. Randy Thom, Gary Summers, and Burtt executed a fine mix, which played to many empty rooms. It is never useful to discount a film once it becomes popularly condemned as a famous turkey.5 You might miss the craftsmanship.

Ben Burtt, in between mega-hit fantasy and action movies, undertook a handful of lower-profile projects, including TV movies, short films, and animated shorts, and was known in the post community for his work on the IMAX presentations about space exploration, Blue Planet (1990) and The Dream is Alive (1985).

The action and fantasy films composing the Ben Burtt oeuvre are almost entirely popular and financially successful, and usually provide audiences with the highest level of image and sound available. Applying the criterial art-business-technology triangle is elementary here: Most of the films are big money-makers and probably would have been winners even with lesser soundtracks. All of these, in fact all of the Lucas and Spielberg output, are correctly associated by audiences with the best technology available to film preparation and presentation. And these movies are great mass art, important to the popular culture, as movies should be.

The early IMAX films, shown in an esoteric venue before the present era of digital projection, epitomized a more marginal and experimental film experience. IMAX shows were short, usually documentary or at least nonfictional forms of entertainment. Like Cinerama a generation earlier, they were technology-based entertainment, their public identity caught in some gravity equilibrium between theme park rides, travelogue shorts, and propagandist or trade-show exhibits. Consequently these were held to lower standards of profit-ability than conventional movies, and the idea of their achieving any cinematic artistry (beyond some novel integration of the giant screen’s storytelling capacity) was largely abandoned. Cineaste audiences old enough to remember Cinerama’s How the West was Won had pretty low expectations for IMAX shows to stimulate the intellect or emotions with anything more substantial than visual and aural spectacle. But film sound fans are always eager to close their critical eyes in favor of the critical ear, and Burtt’s excellent IMAX shows were greeted with relish.

Over his career, Burtt has also shared the harvest of his avocational work as an historian of classic big studio sound effects, presenting his colleagues with a cache of fascinating minutiae. He teaches all of us in the spirit of amusement, speaking articulately through a cockeyed smile. Where would we be without Burtt’s exhumation of the Wilhelm scream or the ubiquitous Bengal Lancers’ ricochets? And that is what he does for fun.

It is incontestable that Ben Burtt has left a monumental body of his own film sound work. Sound people also appreciate his inestimable legacy of promoting awareness of the movie sound arts, in public spaces and many popular videos. He has made the hard work of everyone in our community look at least interesting, if not fun and sexy, to the lay public. In printing the news item headlined as “Star Wars” Sound Designer to Direct, the publication joined the full post-sound community in celebrating his ascent in the creative community. Burtt was then in launch mode, like the astronauts he both admired and resembled. Ben is a really good man.
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Star Wars Sound Designer to Direct

Ben Burtt is slated to direct a film project for the new IMAX theater to be built at the St. Louis Gateway Arch. The Gateway-to-the-West theme is well-suited to the grand scale of IMAX film’s spectacular image, and its highly-specialized sound format. Burtt will stage Western period imagery using his experience (as film editor and sound designer) on the production of the IMAX film shown at the Alamo, and as editor and co-director of Blue Planet, an upcoming IMAX film incorporating IMAX images shot from US Space Shuttle missions.

Any IMAX fan who has experienced Burtt’s work in The Dream is Alive knows the overwhelming sensation of large-format cinematography and sound effects, fully engaging the audience in exploring the Earth from space.

Burtt’s career has branched into writing and directing since the Star Wars and Indiana Jones films. As George Lucas’ main sound “maven”, he has put his sonic signature on all those legendary Lucasfilm products. Ben has been a supporter of this publication, and, representing Lucasfilm and Lucasarts Entertainment, he has done a lot of public-relations work that helped to popularize the heretofore mysterious motion picture sound crafts. Lately he has developed a real passion for exploring the IMAX format artistically. MSNL issue #5 had a chat with Burtt about the split-surround technique and his work on Indy 3. We have another interview, in which Ben discusses his philosophy about the IMAX work sound in general. And being a film fan, we’ll print it ASAP. Meanwhile, Moviesound Newsletter wishes Ben Burtt well with the Gateway project.





Notes

1. A small slice of time in media history when both the personal computer and affordable personal desktop printers became available, but the World Wide Web had not yet been fully established.

2. Late Night with David Letterman (NBC series, 1982–1993)

3. Belton, John. (1992). “1950’s Magnetic Sound: The Frozen Revolution,” in Altman, R., ed. Sound Theory, Sound Practice. New York, NY: Routledge. pp. 154–167.

4. Teaching has exhibited to me that “Great Man” thinking is the most indolent travesty of historical insight ever committed upon grade school students, and it seems to hitchhike along for the ride when even the most well-educated young people go off to college. It has no place in the study of mainstream film sound.

5. Students of film will miss opportunities to see, hear, and learn if they continue to ignore titles like Ishtar (1987), The Lone Ranger (2013), and Howard the Duck (1986). The author’s bias here is more subjective than educationally inclined, however. I count myself lucky to have briefly known Steve Gerber, author of the original Howard the Duck comic book, during my time in the Hollywood animation community. Gerber was a warm, brilliant, and funny man, undeserving of the legacy of this movie. It is unarguably a quirky and artless film: shallow, disturbing (in a bad way), and one of those to which I refer in my classroom as “stoopid.” Howard’s recorded voice is played by the gifted actor Chip Zien, who originated the Broadway role of The Baker in Into the Woods. But, even in the unlikely event that a voice actor could have saved this picture, it sounds as if Zien was mis-directed or badgered into mimicking a vocal director’s ham-handed line readings. If it walks like a duck, and talks like a duck, it still isn’t Steve Gerber’s Howard the Duck. But I digress, which is the purpose of footnotes.
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Sc. 1 Setting the Context for Historical Articles

The history of discourse about motion picture sound is nearly as complex as the evolution of movie sound itself. There is no uncomplicated, superficial linear history available for students, other than those natty little timelines built around either the technical history of audio recording or of the box office receipts of popular films. Moviesound Newsletter always attempted to participate as living history. Contributors were conscious of working during a time when sound’s real progress required the innovative division of post-sound crews into more and more finite parts, coordinated to work simultaneously. Always aiming at a moving target, editing supervisors struggled to invent new methodologies that would allow their editing crews and the mixers involved to complete work on select sections of a film.1 There was a tacit agreement that achieving high-quality sound was always a priority, and “damn the torpedoes” of picture-changes, late turnover, and shifting schedules. That was no abstract theory, because employment was directly affected by the instability of changing workflow. MSNL wanted to talk about working and to examine whatever relevant history we could find. To that end we had help from the insights of Steve Lee, Larry Blake, and Rick Mitchell.

But the busy sound crafts community could hardly afford to look back at a time when the very existence of sound film caused controversy, entrenched as we were in the process of reinvention and competing to make the best soundtracks most efficiently.

Early on, thinking people argued over how the new “vococentric” photoplays (i.e., “talkies,” wherein talk was more important than action) would utterly destroy the high Art of Cinema. Students in Film Studies will easily discover a fertile jungle of scholarship that spans the history of this discussion. It is clear that, just as early sound film could have easily established a profitable business by producing simple plays-on-film, more innovative filmmakers would struggle and experiment with sound film throughout the 1930s, ideally to discover a transformed art of Sound Cinema: not photoplays, not silent “Moving Pictures,” but movies that were cinematic in every sense, and of which sound might become an integral part.2

Film directors who should have the most credibility on the philosophy of using sound early on are those who directed successfully in the silent era and then managed to cross the Sound Barrier. Making excellent sound films, for Alfred Hitchcock, René Clair, Jean Renoir, John Ford, and many others, meant much more than mastering the technical conflicts but moving farther to use sound as a new aesthetic ingredient. René Clair used sync sound hesitantly (by today’s standards) and without benefit of mixing tracks in Under the Roofs of Paris (1930) but again with much more confidence in À Nous la Liberté (1931). Both films are delightful to study, and sound is integral to both stories: The first deals with a fellow who sells sheet music on the street, and that music provides a motif for characters’ singing, humming, and whistling, as well as the minimal musical score. The second film shows Clair’s proficiency with silent comedy but contains a more modern version of sync dialogue and sound effects (along with a healthy dose of MOS, or “Mit Out Sound” scenes). The subject of its plot concerned the growing popularity of phonographs and records, which ensured that sound was a necessary tool for storytelling. Clair was thoughtful enough to question the fundamental transposition of film aesthetics when it incorporated sound, still looking contemplatively at the question as late as in an interview on British television in the 1960s. It even occurred to him in 1929 to worry about sounds in films becoming stereotyped or hackneyed:



Although the talkies are still in their first, experimental stage, they have already, surprisingly enough, produced stereotyped patterns. We have barely “heard” about two dozen of these films, and yet we already feel that the sound effects are hackneyed and that it is high time to find new ones. Jazz, stirring songs, the ticking of a clock, a cuckoo singing the hours, dance-hall applause, a motorcar engine, or breaking crockery—all these are no doubt very nice, but become somewhat tiresome after we have heard them a dozen times in a dozen different films.

René Clair, 19293




The purpose of this section, Rewinding, is to illustrate how the journal sought to supplement existing writings on movie sound as “art history” while providing a journal for contemporary discussion. The assumption is that such discussion was of critical interest to, at once, practitioners of the Hollywood sound crafts, the growing base of aficionados interested in the sound quality at the local movie theater, and as well, to those hoping for some path to better movie sound in their own homes.

Retrospectively, What is Post-Production Sound? looks a little like Prof. Elizabeth Weis’ wonderful piece Sync Tanks,4 in that it attempted to connect the tacit enjoyment of sound to the conscious awareness of a lay movie public. MSNL meant to explain post much in the way that working sound editors (and our Sound Design students now) strain to explain the nature of their job to outof-town relatives:

The amount of detailing in the craftsmanship may seem infinite, but the results create a finite experience. Audiences perceive a show (live or filmed) as a single entity. We are explaining techniques of magic to people who didn’t realize that magic work was even present.
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What is Post-Production Sound?

Moviesound Newsletter is devoted to the enjoyment of feature film soundtracks, whether in the best theaters or the living room. The production of a modern soundtrack is a complex process involving business and art, and the details may not be of interest to everyone. But if you appreciate clean, clear dialogue, a recorded score that sounds like there’s a live orchestra present, and sound effects that knock your socks off, you’ll probably want to understand at least the basic components that drive those big speakers behind the screen.




Shoot First-Make Noise Later



Film directors and editors are concerned with putting the best possible combination of shots together to tell their story. The visual side of the story has the highest priority while a production crew is working. Angles, lighting, the look of the actors on a set, camera moves, stunts… All this filmmaking is about stage craft and photography. Because there is rarely time and money to be spent worrying about the final sonic effect of a scene at this stage, people concentrate on Production as one phase, and Post-Production later. Just like Production, “Post” always involves problem-solving! There are plenty of visual concerns in Post-Production, including color-correction and color-timing, simple opticals such as fades and dissolves, and of course the fascinating field of special visual effects. But just as a film might have a unique or stylized “look,” it can have its own individual sound.







Talk is Cheap



For the most part, dialogue recorded on set or on location will be as clean and clear as the production mixer can make it. S/he is often working under trying circumstances: Generators whir away keeping night scenes lit; Airplanes fly over the desert when people shoot westerns; Actors walk around on painted floors that look like marble, but sound like loose plywood. Microphones are pointed and mixed to get the best of dialogue. But even professional mics don’t hear footsteps, props, background sounds the way we do, selectively. Also, when shots are edited together, at each splice in the picture, natural background sounds change their level and texture radically. So, the sound shot in production may only become a “guide track.” It may become integrated with the final, carefully crafted tracks, be completely replaced by them, or it may stand alone, the original “live” sound being the best artistic choice for a scene. The editors and mixers must take a special approach to smoothing out and enhancing everything audible. While even a simple added sound effect (say, opening a door off-screen,) can imply a great deal about character motivations, or affect the drama with more suspense, a soundtrack has to be technically seamless first, so the audience can suspend their disbelief.






Three Parts to the Track



Dialogue, sound effects, and music will all be treated separately by a team of editors and specialists, so they can be carefully mixed into the final stereo track. Dialogue will be handled both as Production Dialogue (recorded on the set) and as ADR (post-recorded in a studio.) Sound effects will be cut and arranged from a library of already recorded effects, and some will be custom-recorded for particular scenes. Foley sound effects will be custom-recorded in sync to picture by a Foley artist, who specializes in performing sounds such as actors’ footsteps, cloth movement, or making special sounds for props in the film which the sound editors could never reproduce. Editors then sync and rearrange that performance for further remixing. Music will be composed, recorded with- and without sync picture, and also edited and rearranged for further mixing. All this goes on according to restraints of budgets and scheduling.






CH-CH-CH-Changes



Ideally, the film editor and director should complete editing the basic flow of scenes before all the sound people can work. But in reality, reels continue to be recut all during the sound work, necessitating expensive re-doing of nearly completed sound tracks. The sound is always enslaved to the editorial continuity of the picture, so each time a scene is trimmed, even by a frame, the equivalent frame has to be taken out of a growing number of sound materials.

Finally, the sound we experience in the theater is a blend of elements crafted to lead us through the movie’s story, just as the camera compositions lead our eye. The special contributions of dialogue, effects, and mixing weave a fabric representing a sonic “stage” for the story. These crafts, when at their best under a director with good ears, help any movie to achieve its unique style and quality. As this newsletter progresses, we’ll follow specific film projects through their sound work, and see how it all comes together.
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Moviola nameplate.
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Transfer bay at Bob Rutledge’s Bluelight Sound. Photo courtesy of Scott Hecker.
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Don’t sneeze! Busy Assistant Sound Editor’s bench on Newsies (1992). Photo by Josie Nericcio.





[image: fig0019]
Film Editor’s best friend: the guillotine splicer. Actor/Director Albert Brooks exhibits manual editing skills in his performance. An insert shot from Modern Romance (1981) directed by Albert Brooks. © Columbia Pictures Corp. Work track here is mag side up, but splicing tape goes on the shiny (base) side, so it will be flipped before the join is made.











Sc. 2 Articles of Historical Note

In the article Lucas Points Editors Toward Sound Track, the journal chronicled George Lucas giving a stimulating speech, accepting an award, in which he expressed “sound is half the movie.” Perhaps the author and everyone else present in that banquet room were witness to the actual birth of that phrase. Who knows?5 But what struck MSNL as a more poignant statement was really directed beyond sound at the whole of post-production: his impassioned admonition to any studio brass who might listen, “It’s time editors were accorded respect in the film scheduling.” That was a night of affirmative aspiration.
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Lucas Points Editors Toward Sound Track

In 1990, the American Cinema Editors presented their Golden Eddie award to Steven Spielberg, making him an honorary member. Spielberg presented the award to this year’s honoree, his buddy George Lucas. (Do these two guys know how to make movies?) This set the scene at the ‘91 A.C.E. banquet for some wonderful speechifying with industry ears perked-up. What was most exciting for soundtrack fans was the Lucas speech, and knowing its important message will be taken seriously.

Lucas spoke about his interest in film editing as an essential of moviemaking. He chided the studios for rushing post-production schedules. In the race to make different versions to preview before constantly changing release dates, studio “suits” often irreparably damage the very product they are trying to sell.

“I have seen so many movies with problems adhering to impossible schedules, throwing away any possible chance of success, just to make an arbitrary release date,” Lucas said. “It’s time editors were accorded respect in the film scheduling… There are limits to how much you can be rushed…” He said “I’ve also seen a lot of MBA’s that don’t know anything about film editing coming in at the last minute and rendering a film incomprehensible.”

A happy surprise for MSNL came when Lucas acknowledged that sound is half of every movie. The audio-visual marriage is particularly important as we enter the digital age. He challenged the editors to grow, saying “I know some of you are going to warm to this rather slowly, and some not at all…” Lucas concluded that “editing is filmmaking. Everything else is just gathering the raw materials,” consequently, in order that sound and picture come together artistically, “the new technologies must be rendered transparent.” He wants the industry to recognize the importance of sound editing and its associated crafts. Picture and sound editing must be integrated as a joint artistic concept from the beginning of any film project. Lucas said, “I strongly feel that the partnership between sound and picture editors should become clear and more integrated… I’ve always endeavored to hire a sound editor at the same time I hired a picture editor so there can be an exchange of ideas between sound and picture editor from the start.”


[image: fig0020]
 
Mixers’ and producers’ lunch at the L.A. Farmers Market. The Empire Strikes Back (1980), Left to Right: George Lucas, Bill Varney, Steve Maslow, Kevin O’Connell, Gregg Landaker, Gary Kurtz, Ben Burtt. Not seen: Rick Canelli, Don Rogers. Collection of Kevin O’Connell.




Sound Effects Oscar® Has Bumpy History explained why there had not always been a Sound Effects Oscar® and verified that there might not always be one, an exception that has been rectified in recent years. Bumpy History and Academy Defines Sound Thinking both deal with the Motion Picture Academy’s advancement of movie sound. The political uncertainty about an established Arts academy’s reluctance to lavish accolades upon newly evolved specialties in the arts might be an echo of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, when the French and English academies fiercely guarded the status quo of painting and sculpture as revered High Art.

The second piece shows the A.M.P.A.S. in a quite benign light. Its Board of Governors worked hard to define and verbalize the exact criteria to be applied for consideration of excellence in film sound work, in this case, regarding the Best Sound Effects Editing category. Branch members take for granted that this category’s title is not exclusive to sound effects work. It also comprises the other forms of sound editing: dialogue, ADR, music, Foley, and background FX. The Best Sound category covers re-recording mixers and recording (i.e., production) mixers working together in production and post. Music scoring mixers must by default be folded in to that consideration and have no real separate representation in the Academy Awards®.

With Academy Defines Sound Thinking, Moviesound Newsletter republished a bulletin from the Academy itself, explaining to voters the detailed criteria for their future votes in the Best Sound and Best Sound Effects categories. Such criteria can easily serve today as a student’s primer for more elevated discussions about the qualities of film sound.6
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Sound Effects Oscar® Has Bumpy History

The recent history of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences’ awarding its Oscar® for sound editing is very checkered. We’ll report later on a more complete history of sound awards by the Academy, and try to explain why it’s so inconsistent.7 For now, we thought we’d share this list:




1988: (Voted by Academy ballot) Who Framed Roger Rabbit?

Chuck Campbell & Lou Edemann and crew

1987: Special Achievement award granted by Academy Board of Governors: Robocop

Steve Flick & John Pospisil and crew

1986: (Academy Ballot) Aliens

Don Sharpe and crew

1985: (Academy Ballot) Back To The Future

Chuck Campbell & Bob Rutledge and crew

1984: Special Achievement award granted by Academy Board of Governors: The River

Kay Rose and crew

1983: (Academy Ballot) The Right Stuff

Jay Boekelhide and crew

1982: (Academy Ballot… this was a new designation) E.T.

Chuck Campbell & Ben Burtt and crew

1981: Special Achievement award granted by the Academy Board of Governors, for sound effects editing: Raiders of the Lost Ark

Ben Burtt & Richard Anderson and crew

1980: no award given

1979: Special Achievement award granted by the Academy Board of Governors, for sound editing: The Black Stallion

Alan Splet and crew

1978: no award given

1977: Special Achievement award granted by the Academy Board of Governors, for sound effects creation of alien, creature, and robot voices: Star Wars

Ben Burtt

and Special Achievement award granted by the Academy Board of Governors, for sound effects editing: Close Encounters of the Third Kind

Frank Warner

1976: no award given

1975: Special Achievement award granted by the Academy Board of Governors, for sound effects: Hindenburg

Peter Berkos
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Academy Defines Sound Thinking

Before the recent Oscars® ceremony, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences published a snazzy little brochure offering thoughtful descriptions of criteria considered important in weighing the merits of a film’s more technical work, including sound mixing and sound editing. Notes on Voting is the very first such Academy publication. New members facing their first year of Oscar® voting in categories not of their own field, will find it invaluable.

The importance of motion picture sound has never been better defined. Some of the notes here would be great to share with a friend who’s new to our specialized mania. In the introduction, Notes offers that “The guidelines in each section have been designed by Academy members, who were asked what criteria they use in making judgments in their home fields. Often their responses included lists of questions they ask themselves when evaluating their own or their colleagues’ work.”





NOTES ON VOTING: SOUND




“A sound track is composed of three basic elements: dialogue, sound effects and music. The quality of those elements and their blending in a manner that best complements the film should be the major considerations in evaluating a sound track.

Judges should also keep in mind that most of the sound effects and music are added after the completion of shooting.



	Dialogue should be smooth, natural and intelligible.

	Sound effects should enhance the realism of the action and accentuate its dramatic impact.

	The blending of the music with the dialogue and sound effects should help set the mood of the film and complement its emotional effect. (In determining the sound award, music should be judged solely on its blend with the dialogue and sound effects and not as an award for music composition, which is a separate category.)



The sound award should not necessarily go to:




	The loudest or most spectacular film, or

	The picture with the most popular music.





In summary, the sound award should go to the picture that most successfully integrates the dialogue, sound effects, and music to tell the story.





NOTES ON VOTING: SOUND EFFECTS EDITING




Sounds, like smells, have the power to revitalize memories and stir the imagination. Sound effects can make the audience believe it is in the place and time that’s visually represented on the screen—be it a space ship, an Iowa corn field, a World War II airplane or a 17th century French village.

In order to judge the Sound Effects Editing Award it is important to understand that many of today’s film sequences are shot either without sound or with a dramatically inadequate sound track. Most of the sound effects are added after the completion of shooting. Therefore, the Supervising Sound Effects Editor must recreate and augment the film’s sound excitement to maintain its illusion of reality or persuasive fantasy.

Sounds must be gathered from many sources. They are recorded, created, recreated and tailored for the film, layer by layer. Like a frame around a work of art, the sound effects should enhance but never take one’s attention away from the drama.

Some of the criteria for judging achievement in sound effects editing are:




	Does the choice of sound effects establish the film’s environment—its locale and time period?

	Does the choice of sound effects define the characteristics of the players—their style and movement?

	Does the choice of sound effects heighten the audience’s emotional involvement?

	Does the choice of sound effects intensify the film experience, whether its subject be high action, comedy or low-key drama?”





—reprinted by permission, © Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, 1991

Walla, Walla, Everywhere annotates one of those rare moments in a comedy-dramatic film where a fictional story makes reference to post-production sound techniques, and MSNL was aware that audiences were beginning to learn a bit about movie sound. In Blowout (1981), John Travolta’s character, a film and sound editor, walks casually by a young actress as she screams bloody murder on the ADR stage. His casual indifference, once the audience understands the context, provokes a good laugh.8 Sometimes movie makers will just sketch-in a little artifact of showmanship as a kind of cultural reference. In De-Lovely (2004), Kevin Kline as Cole Porter sits in a comfortable screening room with the Angel of Death as they review his life in music, a nice narrative device. The screening room provides a figurative mechanism for the Life Review, albeit the story is not about post-production at all. In similar fashion, but with a hard comedic edge and no sentimentality, Defending Your Life (1991) has Albert Brooks’ character coerced into an afterlife screening room. He has to screen key scenes in which he really made a mess of his life, and those clips begin with the three audible cue-pops familiar to everyone in post sound. Audiences delight in such postmodern references to film technique as these ADR “pops.”9 ADR itself, in its original form as dialogue looping, had been depicted in a few popular films such as Singin’ in the Rain (1952). The looping stage appears again, in a nightmarish context, in Inside Daisy Clover (1965), as the setting for a melodramatic nervous breakdown.
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Albert Brooks has to view selected clips showing his many karmic failures in an Afterlife screening room/courtroom. Defending Your Life (1991) directed by Albert Brooks. Geffen Pictures, Warner Home Video.




Group ADR tracks may create walla, which is performed by actors, but handled as a sound effect; or they may contain specific phrases in English (or whatever language is native to the film). Sound effects can be released within a mix for any foreign market audience, but specific language has to be quarantined as dialogue.


[image: fig0022]
Absolutely authentic editing room set (or location): straight splicer with single-stripe work track and work picture running on a 6-plate Kem editing machine; large tape dispenser with wide and narrow white paper tape for labeling trims and boxes; cheap work lamp over editing table; film rack with reels and trim boxes; promotional calendar from either Ashfield or C.F.I. film labs; and reference wall chart with industry classified ads. Albert Brooks’ film editor character encourages the nervous and clueless director (played by James Brooks) while Bruno Kirby’s assistant editor character looks on.


Modern Romance (1981) directed by Albert Brooks. © Columbia Pictures Corp.




[image: fig0023]
 
The dyspeptic veteran re-recording mixer “Buzz” (ostensibly an homage to Buzz Knudson) hits the talkback button to ask his machine room for a cartridge loop of “Hulk Footsteps.” He is placating the young film editors who have rented his stage.


Modern Romance (1981) directed by Albert Brooks. © Columbia Pictures Corp.




[image: fig0024]
Albert Brooks (as a film editor) and Bruno Kirby (as an assistant film editor) try ineptly to add some Foley to a science fiction film.


Modern Roma nce (1981) directed by Albert Brooks. © Columbia Pictures Corp.



The Eric Roth/Billy Crystal script for Memories of Me (1988), directed by Henry Winkler, exemplifies how media-conscious the baby boomer audiences are10 and exploits the idea that audiences enjoy a glimpse backstage. This comedy plays on the audience’s familiarity with the incoherent mutterings associated with certain crowd scenes, and it works well. The act of filmmaking itself had entered the language of late twentieth century popular storytelling. It matters when directors are confident in the audience’s understanding of some of its rituals and techniques.
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“OK in this scene, I want to loop this guy saying I’M ON FIRE!”




Cartoon restored from MSNL Vol I #20, p.5. (October/November, 1991)
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Walla, Walla, Everywhere

When we saw Memories of Me last year, we were tickled by the scene in which bit-player Alan King introduces Billy Crystal to the “Inventor of the Courtroom Walla” among his rag-tag troop of Hollywood pals. King illustrates with a melodramatic courtroom cliché; the crowd of extras turn to each other and murmur inaudible “wallas” and “rhubarbs” to show their concern. We audiences always enjoy inside filmmakers stuff surfacing in a general-interest picture.

Actually, wallas are often shot “MOS” (Mit Out Sound11) or replaced with a group of ADR or sound FX crowds. Why? It’s hard to mike a large group of actors really well on camera. People working quickly on a set are more concerned with visual problems. What the extras say isn’t really important. A smart director and production recordist will have the crowd react in complete mime anyway, especially if there is principal dialogue “up front” beyond the crowd. Then the tracks can be worked separately. Every dubbing stage has a pile of old tape cartridges marked COURTROOM WALLA, RESTAURANT WALLA, STADIUM CROWD, etc.

These may be the same ancient sound FX you’ve heard time and again in old TV shows and movies. They’re certainly handy to fill in on a temporary mix. (Known to the trade as a “Temp. Dub”) But the modern, finished soundtrack needs either a custom-recorded stereo walla (as sound FX) or the treatment of “Group ADR” actors. They can record the scene in sync to picture, allowing both a clean track for editing and mixing, and much more appropriate responses to what’s going on in the story. A lot of ADR editors will ask the group to provide a true walla or murmur as a “bed” layer, and then do other tracks containing short specific lines in recognizable English. When sound editors provide material for a generic foreign version (music and FX, no dialogue,) the specifics are left out by the re-recording mixers and the “bed” walla can remain as sound FX.






Sc. 3 Understanding SFX and Libraries

In yet another deep insight into the use of sound effects for the new medium, René Clair seems to have anticipated the benchmarks of judgment necessitated by every modern sound effects editor’s toil:



We must draw a distinction here between those sound effects which are amusing only by virtue of their novelty (which soon wears off), and those that help one to understand the action, and which excite emotions which could not have been roused by the sight of the pictures alone. The visual world at the birth of the cinema seemed to hold immeasurably richer promise.… However, if imitation of real noises seems limited and disappointing, it is possible that an interpretation of noises may have more of a future in it. Sound cartoons, using “real” noises, seem to point to interesting possibilities.

Unless new sound effects are soon discovered and judiciously employed, it is to be feared that the champions of the sound film may be heading for a disappointment. We shall find ourselves left with the “hundred per cent talkie,” as they say here, and that is not a very exhilarating prospect.

René Clair, 192912



You Could Look it Up was an introduction to sound effects libraries, the management of which must consider each sound recording’s potential usefulness to editors and mixers, a document of the circumstances of its origin, and the unfinished theoretical business of organizing sound recordings (which, as artifacts of physical sound waves, are not easily transliterated to words) within some verbally oriented textual list, so they may be handled in the real world. In subtitling the piece On Sound Effects Libraries, the author sought to make an homage to a Damon Runyon story, You Could Look it Up.

Larry Blake, always an active MSNL contributor, proved a valuable source for our professional and semi-professional readers when he compiled The Whole SFX Catalogue.13 Some of the commercially sold sound effects and music libraries mentioned are still available in 2016, even though the recording media have evolved. Blake’s two-part catalogue can be found in Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s Appendix pages.
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On Sound Effects Libraries: You Could Look it Up

Whether you’re a student, a documentary maker mixing on a shoestring budget, or the supervising sound editor for a mega-bucks adventure, sooner or later you’ll be dipping into a sound effects library. You can’t record everything in the world for one film, so you’ll beg, borrow, and build a collection of sounds to do the job. Every FX library started somehow. They range from a single sound saved from one production take to the biggest Hollywood library. Hi-Fi fans remember the vinyl discs of sound effects proclaimed to be “Doctored for Super Stereo” in the late ’50’s. Today, CD FX libraries are sold to the public by Sound Ideas, the BBC, and other companies. Certainly not all the CD FX are digitally mastered. Every big library is characterized by a broad range of audio quality. Ironically, some classic FX, prized by editors for certain qualities, might be generations less than top audio quality. These effects may be handed down like folklore, duplicates of dupes of dupes.

Yet they may be stored on R-DAT tapes right alongside fresh digital masters! Libraries are alive, always growing, shifting, losing redundant parts. There are no rules. Few standards.

As much as the audio quality may vary from early optical film recording to digital, there is also a broad range of organizational theory. The field of sound FX, lacking the cosmic importance of Human Literacy, has never acquired a library structure as useful as the Dewey decimal system, although a current committee of the S.M.P.T.E. is beginning to address the problem. An international system of sound categories could go a long way to set standards in film sound organization, radio, TV, and even the record industry, and provide guidelines for reorganizing existing libraries. (More about this soon in MSNL.) So what do you think? Should you keep original tapes in the order of their recorded chronology? (Say, you went out on Tuesday and recorded a bird, two cars, and a squeaky door, in that order.) Or should you try to edit them into fixed categories? (At least put the cars together.) Suppose you want to insert another new dog bark, and that roll is full. You’ll have to re-edit. Perhaps you have a dream computer to do all this work for you in the digital domain. You’ll still have to do some programming. When do you get the time to do all this maintenance? Aren’t you supposed to be working on a film? MSNL believes that perfectionism will paralyze your productivity.




SHHH!



The only libraries where noise is welcome.

Sound FX libraries are not part of a mature science. We make our own systems to get the job done. When Hollywood editors trade FX, they deal with each others’ inconsistencies. We know one major sound shop whose tapes stay in chronological sets divided by the movies for which they were custom-recorded. Each set has its own notebook. Unless you were on hand to recall the initial recording, it would be impossible to find anything. This would make the senior editors indispensable, and all newcomers frustrated. A more pragmatic shop will put all that notebook data into a shared database and encourage editors to look things up, putting the expensive old tapes to good re-use. The CD libraries offer a useful variety of FX, categorized with something resembling sanity. But adding new discs means scattering established categories. That ideal tape with all your dog barks can’t exist forever! Although we support the idea of categorization of effects in databases, we think rigid categories applied to recorded media can be quite limiting! For one thing, creative choices often involve the “wrong” object making just the “right” sound.

In auditioning FX to get ideas, assuming you need a dog bark and then a car door, should you listen to all the barks, then all the car doors? Is it right to work with such a linear attitude? If you can take the extra time, and your tapes are not fully categorical, then while listening to a few dog barks you might encounter a nifty gunshot for that scene in Reel 5 you weren’t even thinking about. That’s serendipity, and you’ve unleashed the creative muse.

However organized, larger sound shops will try to employ assistants to clean, leader, and file their material. Although the job would fare better if done by more experienced editors, it’s not smart economically. In fact, between film jobs, instead of catching up on a backlog of library maintenance, the librarian might well be laid off work! This adds to the frustration of anyone hoping for a perfect library. As weird as FX library work is in a feature film house, we’ve seen a few new librarians driven crazy adjusting to the sound FX in TV animation shops such as Hanna-Barbera and Ruby-Spears Productions. These tend to be arranged alphabetically, not by category, and there are some very funny names given to comic sounds created for cartoons. While veteran editors sense when a scene calls for a Squdge, Squinge, Bloop, or Bee-Oop, imagine the confusion of the rookie librarian! We’ll horse around with animation in a future article.
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Sound effects in trim box with note. Courtesy of Steve Lee & Vickie Rose Sampson, the Kay Rose Archives.




Early in 1993, MSNL published an article about Matinee (a 1993 release) written by George Simpson (who was on the crew as a sound editor, and consequently admitted to being a biased critic) called Dante’s Matinee: One Mant’s Meat… There was a separate piece, Creating Sound Effects for Mant!, dealing in more detail with the creation of new sound effects, as well as the representation of antiquated sound effects designed to seem historically accurate for Matinee’s carefully constructed film-within-a-film.

The offspring of the writer Charlie Haas, the producer Mike Finnell and the director Joe Dante, Matinee is a tour de force about the culture of schlock horror films (about which Dante is an exemplary historian). John Goodman plays a shamelessly crass14 entrepreneur who shakes up (quite literally) a neighborhood theater in the middle of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

Dante, a gifted satirist as much as a film director, has slyly made these astute film-within-a-film artifacts before: A skilled editor from the noted Roger Corman training ground, Dante collaborates precisely with his film- and sound-editing teams to make these mini-films stand as credible within the diegesis of their host narratives. If our characters are meant to be seeing a real movie, such footage should ideally be complete within its own continuity, to endure the editing of the film that contains it. Dante presented an extraordinarily funny outer space schlock-fest called Starkiller on the drive-in movie screen of his Explorers (1985).15 Like Starkiller, the footage from Mant! was meant to play in perfect continuity within Matinee, and the sound from those fictitious theater speakers needed to be credible from every angle.

Among Joe Dante’s other areas of historical expertise is American animation, specifically, the theatrical Warner Bros. cartoons. He included Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, and Porky Pig, as animated by Chuck Jones, in some end title material for Gremlins 2 (1990); and he directed Looney Tunes: Back in Action (The Brendan Fraser-starring gallimaufry of live and animated characters) in 2003. Animators think differently about sound effects for film, just as they think differently about visual exaggeration and about rhythm and timing.
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Making Tracks—Creating Sound Effects For Mant!

Building the track for Mant! gave us the chance to recycle sound effects that no modern custom house would dream of using. All the guns and explosions are familiar classic effects from old libraries. Our aim was to emulate what might have been available to cheap post-production in 1962. There are no high-tech effects in Mant! Even the atom bomb explosion that opens the trailer is the genuine article, the classic distorted Yucca Flat test, sweetened with only a few other elements to increase low-end punch.

There are sequences in Mant! where heavy explosive action occurs while enhanced effects happen in the theater, and the Matinee audience is assaulted by Lawrence Woolsey’s gadgets. Woolsey is modeled partly after William Castle, who electrified audiences (literally) with The Tingler, and various other gimmicks to give his cheap features some added zing.

In The Tingler, theater seats were wired to jolt the audience, while on the screen they were treated to an ugly critter that looked like a mobile spinal column. In Matinee, Woolsey wires the theater seats to “give it to the audience right where they need it the most,” during a sequence when Mant tries to escape from an electrified jail cell.

Explosions in Mant! had to sound cheesy and different from Lawrence Wool-sey’s matching gimmick explosions rigged in the theater, yet Woolsey’s gimmicks could not sound as sophisticated as 1993 sound effects. If you have trouble following this line of thought, imagine what we ran into trying to implement it.


[image: fig0027]
The sound of Matinee’s cheesy film-within-a-film comes from a number of movie theater perspectives, as well as its own diegetic context. Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993; Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.





[image: fig0028]
 
John Goodman’s sleazy producer character (inspired by William Castle and others of that ilk) relies on special live effects to lure kids away from TV and into the movie theater. Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993; Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.




Since sophisticated stereo sound was not unknown in 1962 (Lawrence of Arabia, Spartacus, etc.), we were able to justify the use of some powerful sounds to enhance certain moments where Mant interacts with the Matinee audience. The climactic “Atomo-Vision ” blast that sends the entire audience screaming from the theater is an example.


[image: fig0029]
Kevin McCarthy’s General makes an effort to lure the giant ant, promising “We’ve got sugar for you!” Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993; Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.







“Men—fire your D.D.T. missiles!”



The Mant monster itself offered amusing opportunities for sound design. Because he had to sound cheesy, our primary effect was the familiar giant ant constant sound from Them, a 1954 monster film about—guess what?—giant ants. In analyzing the original sound, our designer, John P., found that it was put together from an automobile fan belt loop, some ugly bird chirps, even uglier cicadas and nasty wing flaps. So John P. constructed a new effect that was thinner and more high-pitched, that we could use for the human-size Mant wearing the fly-head mask. To emulate the original Them sound, a larger, deeper version of the same thing was created as a four-channel mono discrete unit and, it is this effect, mixed with the Them original, that we hear as a constant whenever Big Mant is on the move.

To make the monster roar, we tried various library effects but ultimately settled on two elements. John P. recorded my voice doing a drawn-out glottal yell, which he then pitched two different ways, combining both, adding reverb and creating a monster scream that would certainly have chilled blood in 1962. In editing, we sweetened each of these screams (which all sounded alike) with slowed baboon growls to give them variation. The combination of roars and screams were edited to work with Mant’s head movements, since his mouth never opens.

For Mant’s mandibles (pincer-jaws), we used a combination of crab shell cracks and giant worm beak chomps from Tremors. For Mant’s outsized thunderous footsteps, John P. made a two-track unit of low-end boomy impacts and crunchy hits. Intended to sound silly, a signature processed snake-tail rattle was used to heighten dramatic threats from the human-sized Mant.

During gross-out moments: Human-sized Mant reacting to fly spray, the same character expanding off screen into the giant-sized Big Mant, we went all out with silly sounds, using lots of mucilaginous slurps, splurches, spurts, and belches, wallpapered with squelchy bone crunching, carcass ripping, gristle-wrenching vegetable abuse. There’s even a hungry hyena in there somewhere.


[image: fig0030]
Joe Dante demonstrates how giant insects enjoy model buildings in Mant! Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993, Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.




For Rumble-Rama, Lawrence Woolsey’s approximation of what in later years became Sensurround, we used the full benefit of sub-woofers to generate a theater-shaking low-end rumble. Because Rumble-Rama and some of Woolsey’s other intense effects eventually cause the theater balcony to come apart, we had to build sounds that would convince a real audience (you out there) that such a thing could happen. The combination of wood and plaster cracking, splintering, stretching and crashing that occurs late in the movie is a showpiece of sound reinforcing picture. In fact, take away the sound and you will be amazed at how much the picture depends on it.


[image: fig0031]
 
John Goodman character’s Rumble-Rama gimmick parodies Universal’s Sensurround from Earthquake (1974) and other such effects. Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993; Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.




Matinee was mixed in Dolby SR, four-channel stereo (LCRS), destined for single inventory release printing. Anticipating the availability of some SR-D theaters, we also made a discrete six-track spread to Dolby SR-D magneto-optical cartridge. Sixteen SR-D prints have been made and will be in the field at the time you read this. Seek them out: there are several audio events in Matinee that utilize the sonic clarity and range of SR-D to come truly alive.

The watchword in assembling and mixing Mant! sound effects was always, “It didn’t sound like that in 1962!” We discovered that you can only carry a dictum like that so far before it stifles creativity and, worse yet, limits the amount of fun you are allowing the audience to have. So, some moments in Mant! defy the Rule of 1962 and, we feel, are the better for it. When Mant bites dentist Bill Schallert and squirts venom into his neck—well it wouldn’t have sounded like that in 1962, but in 1993 it’s pretty funny.

MSNL invites other sound editors and supervisors to submit similar articles detailing any unique problems encountered in MAKING TRACKS. Please send a query letter first, outlining your intentions.

—GS


[image: fig0032]
 
A moment of domestic entomology with Cathy Moriarty and her husband from Mant!, the film-within-a-film. Matinee, directed by Joe Dante (1993; Renfield Productions, Burbank, CA: Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2010), DVD.







“That’s because I’m not the same, Carole—not since Bill bit me!


Aargh yaargh yaaaah!”




Working with any director who really knows animation can be inspiring to a sound effects editor, and there are not many in feature films who were once animators themselves. Tim Burton was trained as an animator at Cal Arts and at Disney. The author shared with Moviesound Newsletter readers a taste of his own happy experiences editing sound in SFX and Tim Burton: Sounds Like Reality.
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SFX and Tim Burton: Sounds Like Reality

Tim Burton probably thinks of himself more as an animator than as the director of hit movies. He said in an interview that, if he had to direct a “regular” film, a Western, for instance, it would be a terrible movie. He doesn’t seem to identify with film directors at all. He’s not especially hung up on clever camera moves, or insider homages to classic films, as so many young directors are. Though Burton always achieves a unique visual style, it’s more graphic than cinematic. After five mainstream features, audiences can clearly see the Burton look, the legacy of his art background.

“If their slapstick hasn’t the poetic purity of the silent years, it has taken on a new dimension. Coalesced with the comedy of personal maladjustment and grotesquerie, it becomes itself psychological, expressing inner conflicts.” (R. Durgnat, The Crazy Mirror, © 1969, Dell Publishing Co., New York)

He is not the first director to move from animation to live-action. Frank Tashlin was on intimate terms with Bugs Bunny before he worked with the likes of Danny Kaye and Bob Hope, on pictures like Son of Paleface, Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter?, Artists and Models, and many of the Jerry Lewis films. The art of animation brings a rare consciousness to live action films. Writing in 1969 of the animator’s influence on the Tashlin-Jerry Lewis collaboration, Raymond Durgnat might have been describing today’s Tim Burton.

One can observe after working on a few of his soundtracks that Burton has a keen ear for the comedy of sound effects, and knows when they will or will not feel appropriate. Not every comic moment will use effects reminiscent of cartoons. Edward Scissorhands has a lovely scene with Edward alone and quietly trying to put on pants and suspenders. Johnny Depp deftly performed the silent comedy with the sweet, patient innocence of Harry Langdon. The scene played beautifully when we heard just the realistic textures of Foley and a touch of the production sound. Cartoon effects would have killed it.

In another case, the loud, brassy posturing of Michael Keaton as Beetlejuice (when he ended a declarative speech by grabbing his crotch,) begged for the crude honk of a bulb horn. Much to the pleasure of the sound editors, Burton left our horn intact in his final mix.

Poorly chosen, placed, and mixed, such effects as bulb horns, slide whistles, and “zips” will distract an audience from the action, pulling the film toward the lowest level of cheap slapstick. Worse, it may remind the audience of a TV cartoon, and completely lose the feel of a theatrical feature. Where a sound effect is funny on its own, at least in the context of some action, it has to draw attention to itself as artifice. It has power to distract, which goes beyond the power of effects to establish a realistic environment for the action.

How such effects interact with music is critical to the final mix.

The conflict between music and sound FX in Burton pictures is annoying and unnecessary. Danny Elfman’s quirky scores guide audiences through the emotional pathway of these stories, and the scores are full of humor and personality, but Burton relies heavily on them. Perhaps the young director lacks confidence in the power of his own artistry with camera, actors, design, and story. There is always too much score: too many too-loud notes. The potential impact of some of the most likeable and effective Elfman tunes, like the haunting love theme of Edward Scissorhands, is simply undermined by over-scoring in scenes where music is not the driving force. Elfman’s music, which would be welcome in measured doses, is always in your face.

Burton and Elfman seem ambitious to score the feeling of every moment and the presence of every physical motion, as in a classic cartoon. But Elfman is no Carl Stalling. Burton’s stories lend themselves to the creation of magical and funny sounds. If music sets a movie’s emotional stage, and realistic sound effects set the concrete stage (say, placing the action in a believably outdoor background,) then ideally they should complement each other. Because cartoon effects may be made from partly musical sounds, and because they are often cut to cover a concrete action (such as a pratfall,) they may have the qualities of both the concrete and the emotional. We call some sounds “cartoon effects,” simply because they represent abstract ideas. For instance, a short pluck on violin strings might be perceived as a musical sound, but in the right context it can represent a funny idea. (A comical character’s eyes blink widely.) So does that then relate to the emotional or to the concrete stage the director needs to highlight?

Noisy special visual effects and bizarre makeup can be hell on a production mixer’s efforts to record dialogue cleanly. On the dub stage, it is a battle to get dialogue to be heard above Elfman’s music.

So there is never much sound track “real estate” left available to sound effects. The music sometimes covers concrete action, as it should in animation. But where sound tracks are loaded up with individual musical “hit” points, sound effects may have to be dropped, simply because they clash with the score. It would be desirable to have lost them for a more substantive reason.

For sound effects editors, working with Burton is an intensely mixed blessing. He has been more receptive to the use of well-placed cartoon sound effects than most directors. He knows why other directors are shy of cartoon sound effects.

Where many would be afraid to hear a cartoon effect, Burton would listen, laugh, and appreciate. He is an empowering, not a controlling artist. But in order to make more listenable sound tracks, Burton could do well to disregard his taste for music mixed at the levels of a live rock concert, pay attention to the classic style of underscoring, and shoot for a more harmonious weave of dialogue, effects, and music.

Though his films describe feelings and ideas so instinctively well, Burton himself never articulates with any verbal polish… his art student hands race through the air in an expressive blur, busier than an angry Italian in a Fellini picture, and they always beat his mouth to the finish line of a complex idea. His scripts may not be treasures… The “real world” in his films may not be believable… His sound tracks may be a bit cluttered… but Burton fantasies are emotionally true. And that is why we buy the tickets.

—DS


[image: fig0033]
Batman Returns mix team. Image from MSNL Vol II #2, p.2. (Summer, 1992)
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Rick Mitchell, photographed by Tom March.




Rick Mitchell’s passionate interest in widescreen film formats expanded his knowledge of their associated soundtrack formats, some of which are unknown to film students, even ostensibly those interested in sound history. Moviesound Newsletter was enriched by the contributions of this extraordinary historian whose “day job” was film editing and sound editing. Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is augmented by just a smattering of Mitchell’s work, as was MSNL when it printed Experiencing Fox 4-Track Mag Sound, Reaching The Speed of Sound, The Brave One: Rare 4-Trk Stereo Film Re-Reviewed, More History of 4-Track: 35mm 4-Track Magnetic Stereo, and History of Mixing Dialogue for Stereo: Stereo Sound Today. Two obituaries will introduce his work to readers:





Film and sound editor Rick Mitchell passed away from natural causes on October 2 (2011) in his apartment in Los Angeles. A noted film historian specializing in all things widescreen and anamorphic, Rick was born September 9, 1946, in Lexington, Kentucky. His parents were Richard (Dick) O. Mitchell and Minnie S. Mitchell. His father worked for C.V. Whitney, principal financier of John Ford’s The Searchers, one of Rick’s favorite movies.

While in high school, Rick worked part time as a projectionist in a local theatre. He graduated from Lafayette High School in Lexington, and went on to attend Transylvania University in Lexington. In 1967, when 20th Century-Fox’s The Flim-Flam Man came to Lexington for filming, Rick hung around the set so much that he caught director Irvin Kershner’s attention, which lead to a letter of introduction to USC’s film school. Rick immediately transferred to USC, pursued an education in filmmaking and joined Delta Kappa Alpha, the cinema fraternity. His 16mm anamorphic (!) student films featured such illustrious stars-to-be as Ben Burtt and Richard Anderson (both eventual winners of the Academy Award® for Best Sound Effects Editing).

After graduating, Rick got a job at Universal Studios building loops for the looping stage and became a member of IA Local 776. One of his employment high points was landing an assistant editor job on Robert Wise’s Star Trek: The Motion Picture. The crew jacket he earned from that show came to be Rick’s moviegoing uniform for the rest of his life.

Among his assistant picture editor credits are Car Wash, The Last Remake of Beau Geste and The Jesse Owens Story. His picture editing credits include In God We Tru$t, Legion of Iron, Breathing Fire and Mind, Body and Soul. While his sound editing credits are lengthy, the official listings are incomplete because Rick would only take credit on a show if it was an anamorphic film.

He had an encyclopedic knowledge of movie history, particularly the widescreen developments of the 1950s and ‘60s. He was a regular fixture at American Cinematheque and Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences screenings, and many in the film history community were eagerly awaiting the completion of his magnum opus on widescreen cinema. Sadly, that work will stay unfinished. But his research writings, studies, and monographs have been donated to the Academy’s Margaret Herrick Library.

In addition to the Motion Picture Editors Guild, Rick was a member of the Society of Operating Cameramen, the Widescreen Association, the Art Directors Film Society, SMPTE and the Academy of Science Fiction and Horror Films.

Poor health plagued Rick in his later years, forcing him to retire from film and sound editing. His film history work, however, continued unabated. He is survived by three sisters and a brother.

—Robert Kizer, in Passages: Richard W. Mitchell, Film Editor; September 13, 1946-October 1, 2011 (Editors Guild Magazine, January-February 2012)








Rick had an amazing memory for facts and details. I sat with him at many presentations and lectures, and he never wrote down any notes. Yet, the next day I would be copied on an e-mail that would describe the event, including what film clips were shown, what dates and details were presented, the names of the presenters, and sometimes even what format had been projected for each clip. Once I realized that he just remembered all of these details, I would sometimes introduce him to people and show why I considered him an expert: I would ask the person to name any obscure film from the 1950’s through the 1980’s, and Rick could without fail immediately name the studio, the year it was released, the director, the cinematographer, the film format, and the sound format.

Rick loved films and he loved film, meaning he loved the look that film could give to an image. Rick did not own a television, partly because he couldn’t stand commercials and pan-and-scan, but also because he just couldn’t bear to watch a movie on a small screen when he could watch a ‘scope 16mm print on his huge screen in the living room of his apartment, or go to the numerous screenings of films around the Los Angeles area. I sat with him at a number of 4K digital cinema screenings, and asked him what he thought of the quality; his response was that it was getting better, but it still had a way to go to look better than film.

—Dan Sherlock, obituary on the website 70mm.com (www.in70mm.com/news/2011/rick_mitchell/index.htm)
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Experiencing Fox 4-Track Mag Sound

By Rick Mitchell

Recently this correspondent experienced two 20th Century-Fox CinemaScope pictures with four track magnetic stereophonic sound in a screening room: The Enemy Below (1957) and The Fly (1958). What makes these films interesting is that unlike the stereophonic films of other studios, in which production recording was done with a single microphone and positioned from left to right during the dub, Fox developed a three microphone boom for The Robe (1953) which it continued to use for production recording at least as late as 1959. As those readers who have seen the restored Spartacus may have noticed, when mono dialog is panned, the background ambience goes with it. With Fox’s three-mic. boom, not only was there a screen-wide stereo window, but dialog and production effects move naturally from center to left or right and appear to have depth.

This stereo imaging is particularly interesting in The Fly, which was photographed primarily on stages (which allow for more quiet backgrounds.) One standout aspect is the proper stereo placement of stereo production effects; footsteps, the handling of cups and glasses, etc. (Which today would be Foley, shot mono and panned to the right point on the screen.) An interesting moment occurs in one scene after Patricia Owens has discovered her transformed husband and has brought him dinner. He sends her into another part of his lab while he eats his meal, so she can read a letter he has typed explaining his condition. While his slurping sounds (effects) are heard off-camera from the left, she is screen Right-Center handling the letter (which is production, not Foley), and the paper sound comes from where she is in the natural stereo stage.

One odd moment in The Fly is a dialog scene between Al Hedison and Patricia Owens in a garden, which was looped, apparently in different rooms or under different room ambiences, because the ambiences are noticeably different between the two actors’ voices.

Although the quality of loops varies, this ambience problem doesn’t occur in The Enemy Below,16 which has many scenes filmed on a destroyer, for which the production tracks obviously could not be used; sea and engine backgrounds effectively mask any ambience differences and make moving stereo tracks easier. On both the destroyer and submarine interiors, photographed on stages, the use of the three-mic boom is again effective.

Stereo placement of dialog and effects became a subject of some controversy in the ‘Sixties and was gradually phased out of dubbing practice. Sound editors, film editors, and directors today are so used to center channel placement of dialog that any other use is rare. Such sound placement (of dialogue and production effects out of center), would be pointless for films in the 1:1.85 format. Seeing The Fly and The Enemy Below in a comparatively small room with a 15 ft. wide screen, it is apparent that this procedure is quite effective. Anamorphic or ‘Scope films, and theaters with bigger, wider screens allow for less conservative use of stereo… the stage is simply bigger! Digital formats, designed for three discrete front channels, might bring back stereo production recording. It’s something that sound designers and editors, mixers, and film makers should consider for the future of enhanced theatrical experience. Re viewing some of these stereo films of the ‘Fifties under proper conditions might be worthwhile.

Postscriptum:



After this writing, the author was invited to a private screening of a rare 70mm, 30 frames/second print of Around the World in 80 Days at the Motion Picture Academy’s Goldwyn theater. Recorded at a time when stereophonic sound meant something very special, this picture exemplifies the value of source-positioning dialog on large, wide screens. In this case five, rather than three, front screen speakers defined the sound very clearly.

Around the World was apparently production-recorded with a single microphone. Some of the background ambience problems cited earlier can be heard at certain points, but overall the movement of dialog is not really distracting, and is generally enhancing. While the film lacks the kind of subtle sound effects work we would see today, the more obvious FX, with good stereo placement, help to bring the film to life. For instance, during an Indian attack, arrow swishes seem to move across the screen, but not so much as to stand out absurdly from the other effects and music. We trust we were hearing everything properly. This effect occurs in the one reel that had suffered shrinkage, and in places the magnetic tracks were not properly contacting the heads.

Interesting also was the extensive use of the surrounds, carrying on effects from the front in POV shots or as subjects moved past the camera, or in proper sound placement of off screen sources; it puts the use of surrounds in all recent stereo pictures to shame! This creation of a total stereo sound environment to enhance the images on the screen is a key part of what most of us remember of the experience of big films in roadshow presentations in the ‘Fifties and ‘Sixties, a picture and sound combination that cannot be duplicated by the average theater, let alone home video. Sound artisans, producers and directors should experience these films properly. A re-acquaintance with these older, proven techniques could make contemporary works more attractive to audiences who’ll want to see them in the right context, theaters with proper size and width screens and properly attuned sound systems.
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Reaching the Speed of Sound

by Rick Mitchell

Last year Cecil Adams, who writes a column called The Straight Dope in a number of alternative newspapers, was asked by a reader why sound films are projected at 24 frames per second. Having consulted a book titled A Short History of the Movies, Adams answered that “this was found to be the best speed for the proper reproduction of sound.” Anyone conversant with sound recording knows that the faster the recording and playback speed, the higher in fidelity the reproduction will be.

This unsatisfactory answer to the question also can be found in most historical texts. The idea was unfortunately reinforced by a 1956 CBS-TV documentary, The Movies Learn to Talk. This film showed sound tests shot at various speeds by Theodore W. Case and Earl I. Sponable for what was to become the Movietone Variable Density Sound-on-film process. Speeds higher than 24 fps also were known to have been tested. The narration cited the difference in pitch at other speeds as proof that 24 fps was the proper speed for sound films. But wait! Can we assume that pitch only changes when the recording and playback speeds do not match? With the persuasive voice of Walter Cronkite at the microphone, such poorly-researched narrative can be very misleading.

Unfortunately, prior to the ‘Seventies, most film history of a technological nature was written by nontechnical people or watered down for public consumption. Anyone attempting such research via mainstream publications is likely to find shocking and hilarious errors, misinterpretations, and omissions. One of the first serious film historians to take up the issue of sound speed was also one of the few with a technical background sufficient to the task: For the final chapter of his classic work on silent films, The Parade’s Gone By, Kevin Brownlow went to what original sources he could find—technical publications, memoranda, and, most importantly, to living persons who were involved in the development or sound.

The use of 24 fps was established by the Western Electric Company for its Vitaphone sound-on-disc system. (Incidentally, the discs were the first to use the 33⅓ rpm speed, decades before long-playing 33⅓” records were available to consumers.)

It didn’t matter at what speed the picture was photographed and projected, as long as it was constant and consistent. Western Electric took a survey of the speeds at which silent films were being projected in major theaters in 1926 and settled on 24 fps as an average.

Now, further verification of this comes from Ronald J. Zavada, president of the Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers. In his keynote address given at the Society’s 1991 conference in Los Angeles and reprinted in the March 1992 issue of the SMPTE journal, Mr. Zavada reproduced a dialogue between members of the SMPTE Standards Committee in 1925. That committee dealt with the establishment of an official standard speed for photographing and projecting silent films. Although 16 fps (60 feet/minute) had become a norm and was actually made an SMPTE standard in 1917, it was not being adhered to by theater owners. They would typically adjust the speed of projection to maximize audience turnover, running “between 80 and 90 ft/min during the week and 120 ft/min on Sundays.” A recommendation for a standard photographing speed of 60 ft/min and projection speed of 80 ft/min (21.3 fps) was tabled by that 1925 group, for further discussion.

Mr. Zavada points out that 24 fps (90 ft/min) was also not the only speed experimented with by other companies working to develop sound for film. While Bell and Fox-Case (Movietone) used 24 fps, RCA’s and Westinghouse’s initial experiments were at 85 ft/min. Lee DeForest’s Phonofilms preceded other formats in the Twenties, and ran at 80 ft/min.

—R.M.
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Analysis of One 4-Track Film

The Brave One: Rare 4-Trk Stereo Film Re-Reviewed

In early September 1992, a Los Angeles theater ran a rare 4-track magnetic stereo print of The Brave One (1956.) This film is known for having won an Academy Award® for Best Original Story credited to “Robert Rich,” who was later revealed to be the blacklisted screenwriter Dalton Trumbo.

The Brave One deals with a young Mexican boy who raises a fighting bull as a pet and tries to save it when, due to a misunderstanding, the bull is taken to the Mexico City bullring. It is actually a very good example of the kind of “family” film that was often made before the self-proclaimed protectors of children encouraged the business to make family films so sweetly saccharine, they must be unhealthy for diabetics.

Beautifully photographed by the British cinematographer Jack Cardiff (an IB Technicolor Print was shown,) it has many compositions of the type that remind audiences of what Cinemascope could really do for the visual expression of ideas.


[image: fig0035]
 
One-sheet advertising RKO’s The Brave One (1956). Academy Award® for writing went to “Robert Rich,” a front for blacklisted screenwriter Dalton Trumbo.




The Brave One is of interest to MSNL readers as an example of the early use of stereophonic sound by studios other than 20th Century-Fox or MGM. Many of their ‘Fifties stereo films have been restored, and made available in theatrical reissue and home video. RKO-Radio Pictures, distributor of The Brave One, officially released only two stereo films, this and The Conqueror.

For the record, a three channel stereo track played from a separate film dummy was used in some engagements of RKO’s 3-D film Second Chance (1953) with mono dialog, stereo music, and some stereo effects; Also, Underwater! (1955) may have had a few 4-track prints made.

Unfortunately, The Brave One is not an outstanding stereo film, its dub resembling that of many contemporary films. Only Victor Young’s score is given full stereo treatment, and it plays nicely in the surrounds for a couple of key moments. All dialog is either in the center or in all three front channels with the center being louder. Most of the dialog appears to have been looped but, except for some rubbery sync, the loops sound like good production dialogue.

As in many films from this period, sound effects are very skimpy, consisting primarily of backgrounds with practically no Foley or cut effects for the obvious sources. Interestingly, there are no stereo backgrounds apparent until the boy arrives in Mexico City (in Reel 4.) These “BG’s” are overall tracks with no accentuation of distinct sources on the screen. Crowd cheers in the climactic bullfight sequences are rendered in stereo and occasionally played in the surrounds.

There is one interesting sound moment in the film: during one climactic faceoff between the bull and the matador, music and crowd sounds are taken out and the heavy breathing of the bull is heard.

The sound editor was credited on The Brave One, which was rare for the time. All the names credited for sound work were unfamiliar. Possibly, the post-production sound was not done by an RKO crew.

—R.M.
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More History of 4-Track 35mm 4-Track Magnetic Stereo: The Undocumented Years

by Rick Mitchell

In a previous issue of this publication I stated that Mary Poppins (1964) was the first non anamorphic (‘Scope) film to be released with 4-track magnetic sound. I have since learned of a precursor, American International’s Master of the World (1961.) That would make the “Stereo Sonic Sound” credit in its print advertising an honest claim, not typical of AIP’s style in that period. AIP was notorious for hyping its releases with bogus new “formats,” such as “Cinemagic” for photographic solarization in The Angry Red Planet; or a phony prologue added to Horrors of the Black Museum, so it could be advertised as released in “Hypno Vista.” Because of this discovery, I think there were stereo prints made on Columbia’s The Devil at 4 O’clock released that fall, but I have not confirmed it. Looking for examples of 4-track magnetic non anamorphic releases, I am not considering those shown double-system (that is, interlocked with a film sound dummy.) This would include the cases of the re-dubbed 1954 reissues of The Jolson Story and of course, the original release of Fantasia.

Technically, Warners’ Giant (1956) might be considered the first 4-track flat film as it was previewed in stereo, but apparently not released in the format, according to sound editor Marvin Walowitz. Though this preview may have been double-system, a composite mag print may be the source of odd stereo reels from that film that some parties claim to have seen within the last decade. Most previews are still done double-system today, but previews are special screenings, and our focus here is on the release format. It would be outside the scope of this journal to track down the history of any movie’s preview formats.

The reason for confusion over track formats lies in the film exhibitors’ lack of enthusiasm for stereophonic sound before 1977. Sound was part of the CinemaScope package, and that met with the strongest opposition from exhibitors. Fox’s obstinate stance on sound tracks got into the courts when the Walter Reade Theaters sued the studio, claiming that their mag sound requirement violated the terms of the distributor-theaters divorce decree. 20th Century-Fox, having succeeded in establishing its process as a 35mm wide-screen standard, relented on magnetic stereophonic sound in late Spring of 1954. They made films available in either four- or one-track magnetic or one-track optical. MGM and Warner Bros., the only other companies that had released CinemaScope pictures by this time, were apparently already making optical mono prints for the second runs. The reason that magnetic prints of other studios’ releases are hard to come by is that they were all put into circulation (and consequently worn out.) MGM and Fox kept mag prints for their own studio copies.

In December 1955, MGM began releasing its CinemaScope pictures on combined “mag-optical” prints; Fox would follow in August 1956 and this would be the standard format for such releases until they were phased out after 1983.

The use of stereo on anamorphic features decreased radically each year between 1955 and 1977; In the ‘Sixties and early ‘Seventies some releases distributed only one or two stereo prints for the key first-run houses in Los Angeles and New York. Accurate documentation about films dubbed and released in stereo is difficult to get. We are forced to rely for evidence on existing prints, knowledge of studio practices, or the fallible memories of those who saw the original releases.

Fox and MGM continued to release their major anamorphic pictures in stereo until about 1960. Optical tracks on MGM’s wide screen and flat features, cartoons and shorts, were encoded for the Perspecta simulated stereo system.**

Warners stopped general stereo dubbing after 1955. Jack Warner reportedly lamented the disappearance of his personal stereo print of Pete Kelly’s Blues, released in 1955. Columbia and Universal may have also halted stereo releasing at around that time, although Columbia’s The Violent Men and The Eddy Duchin Story and Universal’s Captain Lightfoot, were stereo releases from early 1955. RKO’s two CinemaScope releases, The Conqueror and The Brave One, were released in stereo in 1956. Republic and Allied Artists apparently never released any stereo films. After the relaxation of the stereo-only requirement, United Artists released their first CinemaScope pictures. Their only stereo releases of the ‘Fifties and early ‘Sixties in the United States were Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (1955,) the 35mm version of Around the World in 80 Days, and The Big Country (1958.)

The 35mm version of Around the World in 80 Days represents a special case. It was made from alternate takes filmed in 65mm at 24 fps (intended for 35mm release.) Select takes for the 70mm release were shot at 30 fps. Action and some dialogue differs between the two versions, and consequently so does the dub.

For the record, the first Technirama film, United Artists’ The Monte Carlo Story (1956) was shown in stereo via horizontal projection at its premiere in Turin, Italy and other films in this process may have been shown that way in Europe; No Technirama films have ever been shown horizontally theatrically in the United States.

During the ‘Sixties, it is possible that a number of other anamorphic and flat films were shown in stereo outside the U.S. Foreign exhibitors could charge higher admission prices for such special presentations. MGM Labs made new 4-track mag prints of many of that company’s anamorphic releases in the mid-Sixties for overseas use only. Paramount’s 1954–55 films, including those shown in horizontal VistaVision, were encoded for Perspecta. Audiences in England saw The Ten Commandments in 4-track magnetic in 1958.

As noted, sources of varying degrees of reliability have claimed to have seen complete prints or odd reels in stereo from Warners’ Giant (1956,) Damn Yankees and Auntie Mame (both 1958.) Warners junked its stereo masters years ago and have no records verifying whether stereo dubs were done on these films. This can be aggravating: Several reliable sources have reported viewing stereo versions of Fantastic Voyage (1966) at the Chinese Theater and Planet of the Apes (1968) in Beverly Hills. Fox claims to have neither prints nor stereo masters on these titles.

In the early ‘Seventies, at least four films were released with mono magnetic sound: The French Connection (Fox ’71,) A Clockwork Orange (Warners ’71,) The Exorcist (Warners ’73,) and Zardoz (Fox ’74). The 70mm blowup prints of Hawaii (1966) were mono, the only known instance of this reverse in procedure.

I saw the restored They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? at the Academy last year and found the track very interesting. I don’t know if they were running double system, digital, or SR (there was a credit for the latter on the print,) and I couldn’t tell if the track’s limited discreetness was due to matrixing or the way things were beginning to be dubbed by then. For the most part it was incredibly clean and clear, so much so that it was very obvious where production dialogue had not been properly filled; it just pops in and out of the production background ambience. Background effects, especially the ocean audible outside the ballroom in quieter moments, are quite well used.

The following is an unofficial list of titles released in the United States between 1956 and 1983 in the 35 mm 4-track magnetic stereo format. As criteria for the films on this list, either I have seen the prints, seen paperwork documenting their existence, or I have had the existence of prints or printmasters verified by persons whose reliability I trust. Despite the introduction of Stereo Variable Area optical tracks in 1976, 4-track mag prints continued to be made. The SVA process cannot achieve discrete stereo. Discrete 70 mm prints of both ‘Scope and flat films increasingly supplanted the 4 track mag format. It was for this reason that both 4-track mag and SVA prints were made on Yentl (1982) and a small number of 4-track IB prints of Star Wars were struck by Technicolor London which were not put into general distribution and for that reason are not listed here.

As I noted above, in many instances the stereo prints were shown only in Los Angeles and/or New York. I have not included any title mentioned by other sources, where I cannot verify stereo releases with my own sources. I have excluded Fox and MGM pictures made between 1955–60 for the reason cited above and road show films released in 70 mm on which 35 mm magnetic prints may have been made for key general release markets as was the case with How the West Was Won, Cleopatra, and The Sand Pebbles (this caveat includes films shot in 35 mm and blown up to 70 mm for road shows.)

Between 1970–77 most stereo work was limited to rock films and the occasional musical. Because many of the former were not handled by major distributors and many of the theaters in which they were shown (especially outside Los Angeles, New York, and San Francisco,) were not equipped for 4-track magnetic, there is some debate as to which ones actually were released in stereo, and if so, in how many prints. This also applies to the few musicals of the period not blown up to 70 mm and their presence or absence on the list are subjects for further research. Corrections and verifiable additions will of course be appreciated:



MITCHELL’s LIST: 35 mm 4-track magnetic stereo format





	
The Brave One

	(RKO ’56)



	
The Conqueror

	(RKO ’56)



	
Fantasia

	(Disney ’56 SuperScope reissue)



	
Sayonara

	(Warners ’57)



	
The Spirit of St. Louis

	(Warners ’57)



	
The Big Country

	(UA ’58)



	
A Time to Love and a Time to Die

	(Universal ’58)



	
Pepe

	(Columbia ’60)



	
Swiss Family Robinson

	(Disney ’60)



	
The Comancheros

	(Fox’61)



	
Flower Drum Song

	(Universal ’61)



	
The Guns of Navarone

	(Columbia ’61)



	
Master of the World

	(AIP ’61) *



	
Snow White & the Three Stooges

	(Fox’61)



	
Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea

	(Fox’61)



	
Wild in the Country

	(Fox’61)



	
Gypsy

	(Warners ’62)



	
Jumbo

	(MGM ’62)



	
The Longest Day

	(Fox ’62)



	
The Music Man

	(Warners ’62)



	
The Victors

	(Columbia ’62)



	
Mary Poppins

	(Disney ’64)*



	
The Unsinkable Molly Brown

	(MGM ’64)



	
The Blue Max

	(Fox ’66)



	
The Happiest Millionaire

	(Disney ’67)*



	
Thoroughly Modern Millie

	(Universal ’67)*



	
The Trip

	(AIP ’67)*



	
Wild in the Streets

	(AIP ’68)*



	
The Adventurers

	(Paramount ’69)



	
Angel, Angel Down We Go

	(AIP ’69)*



	
De Sade

	(AIP ’69)*



	
The Reivers

	(National General ’69)



	
They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?

	(Cinerama Releasing ’69)



	
Winning

	(Universal ’69)



	
Elvis-That’s the Way It Is

	(MGM ’70)



	
Gimme Shelter

	(Cinema V’70)*



	
The Boy Friend

	(MGM’71)



	
Le Mans

	(National General ’71)



	
Medicine Ball Caravan

	(Warners’71)



	
Fillmore

	(Fox ’72)



	
Monterey Pop

	(Fox ’72)*



	
Jesus Christ, Superstar

	(Universal ’73)–(also trailers and a 12 min. eaturette shown only in England)



	
Let the Good Times Roll

	(Columbia ’73)



	
Phantom of the Paradise

	(Fox ’73)*



	
The Trial of Billy Jack

	(Taylor-Laughlin ’74)



	
Earthquake

	(Universal ’74)



	
The Little Prince

	(Paramount ’74)* Dolby encoded



	
The Hindenburg Train Ride to Hollywood

	(Universal ’75) (Taylor-Laughlin ’75)*



	
Nashville

	(Paramount ’75)



	
Tommy

	(Columbia ’75)–dbx encoded Quintaphonic



	
King Kong

	(Paramount ’76)



	
The Rocky Horror Picture Show

	(Fox ’76)*



	
Silent Movie

	(Fox ’76)*



	
The Slipper and the Rose

	(Universal ’76)



	
Damnation Alley

	(Fox ’77)



	
The Deep

	(Columbia ’77)



	
Suspiria

	(Fox ’77)



	
The Car

	(Universal ’78)



	
Nightwing

	(Columbia ’79) *



	The Buddy Holly Story
	(Columbia ’78) *



	
The Amityville Horror

	(AIP ’79)*



	
Meteor

	(AIP ’79)



	
Tilt!

	(WB ’79)



	
The Blues Brothers

	(Universal ’80)*



	
Cloud Dancer

	(Melvin Simon Prod. ’80)*



	
The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas

	(Universal ’82)



	
Scarface

	(Universal ’82)



	
Yentl

	(United Artists ’83)*








* Flat ratio



NOTE: In 1971, I saw Blake Edwards’ cut of Wild Rovers in a double-system screening at MGM with a stereo dub. I do not know if the studio recut version was released in stereo.

** for the record, the Perspecta system involved encoding the composite optical track with subaudible cues (30 cycles for left, 35 for center, 40 for right) which raised or lowered volume in the left, center, and right speakers to achieve appropriate stereo placement or effect. In 1989, a print of Forbidden Planet was shown at the L.A. County Museum of Art through a Perspecta decoder borrowed from a private collector. On the whole the presentation resembled the results of putting a mono track through a good stereo synthesizer, however in dialog scenes where attempts were made to position the dialog on the screen with the actor speaking it, rather incongruously the entire track, including production effects and ambience would also jump from speaker to speaker!

Also for the record, there was an experimental Stereo Variable Density track, one of the early attempts at creating an optical stereo track. In 1973 the old Motion Picture Research Council experimented with a two-channel hue track, the left channel green, the right pink, their images superimposed and decoded by a special sound head or played as mono by a normal one. Further research was ended by experiments with 2 and 4 track Variable Area Systems and the closing down of the Council.

The author would like to thank Jeff Joseph of Sabucat Productions, Edward Nas-sour of 20th Century Fox Television, George Simpson, and Larry Blake for their input.


*** “IB” is the shorthand term for prints made by the original Technicolor printing process, which involves the expensive dye-transfer process called imbibition. Among people under forty, only ardent film buffs have been lucky enough to see Technicolor prints. —ed.
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History of Mixing Dialogue for Stereo Stereo Sound Today: A Personal and Historical Observation

by Rick Mitchell




Part 1 of 2



It is 1993. Monaural films are more rare than black and white. Direct-to-video features are being shot in Super 8 and dubbed in stereo. Classics are being “stereoized”. Why then, has the artistic use of stereophonic sound to heighten the theatrical movie going experience regressed? This opinion has been reinforced by my having had the opportunity to view a number of stereo films from the ‘Fifties and ‘Sixties in a screening room over the last couple of years.

One reason for the stalling of artistic growth may be the technical limitations of matrixing for the Stereo Variable Area (SVA) optical processes. Dolby Stereo optical introduced the film sound revolution of the ‘Seventies, and is responsible for stereo releases now being standard, but with that process came an abandonment of discrete channel positions. The medium is also compromised by the conservatism of the directors and producers who have artistic control over final mixing. Given the possibilities for discrete stereo sound promised by the current digital processes, perhaps it is time to reconsider the industry’s approach to the creative use of stereo sound.

First, a historical perspective: the basic formats for the dubbing and presentation of stereophonic sound for theatrical motion pictures were really set as long as 40 years ago, with the six-track magnetic formats used by Cinerama and 70mm road shows. The four-track magnetic format established by 20th Century Fox for Cinemascope failed universally to be accepted by exhibitors. As a result, all Cinemascope films were ultimately released with monaural optical tracks. After 1955, these monaurals were replaced with combination magnetic-optical prints.

In 1954 and ‘55, all Cinemascope pictures were available in four-track stereo. After that, only 20th Century-Fox and MGM would keep the stereo banner flying for their ‘Scope films, the latter into the late ‘Fifties, the former until 1961. However all major studios would make stereo prints on selected releases, primarily musicals, for major city first run engagements until 1965. The practice of blowing up such films from 35mm to 70mm, which required a six-track dub, became more commonplace. Mary Poppins (1964) was the first non-anamorphic film to be released in stereo in the U.S., followed by Thoroughly Modern Millie in 1967.


(There’s a place for Julie Andrews in the MSNL hall of fame) —ed.


Both 35mm and 70mm stereo became the victim of the industry’s economic retrenchment in the early ‘Seventies, only to be revived by the introduction of the stereo optical SVA processes in the latter part of the decade.

The basic creative approach to the use of stereophonic sound in movies was set by Hazard Reeves for This is Cinerama (1952), no doubt with input from Lowell Thomas, Merian C. Cooper, and most importantly Michael Todd, who would have Cinerama’s basic sound format adapted to his Todd-AO 70mm process, establishing the standard for that format that exists to this day.

Cinerama’s was “fully directional stereophonic sound”, with each voice and sound effect matched in placement to its corresponding image on the screen, as well as using stereophonic backgrounds and surround effects.

Earl Sponable, Herbert Bragg, and Lorin Grignon, who developed Cinema-scope for Fox, felt that Cinerama’s five-behind-the-screen speaker system (which used left-center and right-center speakers) was unnecessary for the somewhat smaller screens on which Cinemascope pictures would be shown and went with what is still the basic stereo setup, while keeping the “fully directional” discrete approach. While Fox actually did production recording in stereo until at least 1959, other studios made use of “pan pots” on their mixing consoles.

Like the earliest Cinerama and Todd-AO films, the early Cinemascope films tended to exploit stereo in dialogue as well as effects and music. Basic volume in all three front channels was as balanced as that in a mono dub, and when ambient effects and surrounds were well used, a total sensory environment was created, enveloping and involving the audience in the film.

However, there have always been those who have had problems with the use of technology to enhance the film’s storytelling process, taking it beyond the level of photographed plays. The use of stereo effects and panned dialogue (shifting an effect or dialogue from one speaker to another if its on-screen source shifts) became a particular sore spot, and with the decline in power of showman film makers in the late ‘Sixties, increasingly only the music score and those effects that called for obvious positioning would be in stereo; with the bulk of effects and dialogue in the center channel. (In his recently published book Wide Screen Cinema, historian John Belton postulates that critics of stereo found it difficult to adjust after becoming used to the “reality” of monaural sound.) The use of stereo for non-anamorphic films was a factor in this since in most theaters the left and right speakers were outside the picture area. In Mary Poppins, only the musical score and musical numbers were in stereo. Voices were centered or on all three front channels. The only stereo effects were in the fireworks sequence. (My memory of Thoroughly Modern Millie is that it was dubbed the same way, though I remember a greater use of surround effects in a number of sequences.) It is perhaps symbolic that even fewer four-track magnetic releases of the early ‘Seventies were musicals, especially “rockumentaries” like Woodstock, Medicine Ball Caravan, Fillmore, and The Concert for Bangladesh.

Steven Spielberg and George Lucas must have been fans of ‘Sixties 70mm road shows. The success of Close Encounters of the Third Kind and Star Wars, especially in their 70mm versions, revived interest in stereo. And with their films in lesser venues, stereo in 35mm was given a new lease on life with Stereo Variable Area optical tracks.

End of Part 1. Next issue, Mitchell ponders screen ratios and their relation to the scale of sound.
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Stereo Sound Today: A Personal and Historical Observation

by Rick Mitchell
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Last Issue, Mitchell discussed the stalling of progress (which some would interpret as regression,) in the creative use of stereo film sound today in comparison to the artistic innovations of the ‘Fifties and ‘Sixties.


In the mid-Seventies, Dolby was not as film savvy as they are now. Consequently they developed a two-channel format for a medium that at minimum needs three front channels. With this development, they cut out a couple of discrete four-channel systems actually in development at the time. Their background having been in two channel audio systems, they overlooked the fact that the center channel is the most important for dialogue in motion pictures. In their system that channel is derived by electronic matrixing, the quality of which may vary from decoder to decoder. Attempts at three channel discrete tracks in early Dolby SVA (Stereo Variable Area, referring to the two-track optical track) films often had disastrous results, sometimes with the center dialogue coming from left, right, or even surround speakers. These problems were soon rectified by minimizing discreteness in the SVA printmaster, and by emphasizing the center channel in the mix. That is, making certain that center information would predominate in equal amounts in both left and right tracks. However, the industry enjoyed an increased use of 70mm prints, the magnetic tracks of which provide a more discrete sound. Left-center and right-center channels began to be used, not for discrete positions for full-range sound, but as boom channels for low-end emphasis.

Unfortunately, it seems this Dolby optical style, using mostly the mono center channel with only augmentation (primarily music) in the left, right, and surround positions, seems to have become the standard for conventional dubbing of stereo films. While okay for non-anamorphic films seen in multiplex shoeboxes, it leaves a lot to be desired for anamorphic pictures, especially when compared against the stereo films of the past (seen on the screen, not on video). Now, the discrete possibilities of digital open new possibilities. Dialogue, music, and FX should not have to be compromised in any way. But the first batch of digital releases tended to reflect standard dubbing techniques with a loud center channel, stereo music from beyond the borders of the screen, but with augmented surrounds, primarily effectively used for crowd walla in films like The Bodyguard and Malcolm X.

Most disappointing of all was the first anamorphic digital release, Sommersby, for which that approach to dubbing left the impression of sonic holes at the far borders of the screen which in the old 4 track mag days would have been filled in with stereo backgrounds. Incongruously, in one scene the voice of a character at the far left of the screen comes from the center, though the editing pattern of the scene made it perfectly acceptable to put this voice in the left channel.

I’ve learned recently that one of the problems with those earlier digital releases has been that the decision to go to digital was usually a last minute one with the digital dub being bumped up from the 4 track printmaster, sometimes augmented with additional effects for split surrounds. Thanks to Sony Pictures’ involvement with their own Dynamic Digital System, Universal’s involvement in DTS, and Warner Bros.’ and Disney’s enthusiasm for Dolby Digital, at last dubs are being planned with discrete digital in mind. In the latter half of 1993 a number of films made dramatic use of the possibilities of discrete digital sound, most notably The Nightmare Before Christmas and Addams Family Values in Dolby Digital; Jurassic Park, Judgment Night, Schindler’s List, and In the Name of the Father in DTS, and Philadelphia and Geronimo: An American Legend in SDDS.

These films made particularly strong use of left, right, and surround backgrounds and specific effects to enhance the reality of their stories’ environments. This worked chillingly in Schindler’s List. There were also subtle uses, such as the sound of rain on a court house roof heightening the suspense of the climatic trial in In the Name of the Father or street noises heard in a realistic balance in Philadelphia. Geronimo, an anamorphic film, seemed (at least at the Cinerama Dome,) to have the wide ranging directional ambience remembered from the 6 and 4 track magnetic dubs of the ‘Fifties. Judgment Night, released in the Super 35 wide screen picture format, has three sequences which particularly stand out in their use of discrete stereo: As an R.V. containing the heroes rolls lost through the inner city, textured cold winds and fluttering papers waft by in the front channels and surrounds, heightening the isolation and eeriness of the situation; As the heroes cower in a tenement apartment, the off-stage sounds of the villains terrorizing other inhabitants is made far more effective by stereo placement. For instance, there is a sequence in the sewers wherein different textures of running and dripping water, and offstage voices echo through the pipes. How else could this effect be achieved, but by careful placement in the stereo “stage’’ around the screen?

Those of us who saw the 70mm roadshows of the late ‘Fifties and early ‘Sixties remember how much the use of discrete stereophonic sound added to the experience of watching films like Around the World in 80 Days, Ben-Hur, and How the West Was Won; Those lucky enough to be able to patronize theaters equipped to present 35mm magnetic stereo remember its effective use in The Robe, Journey to the Center of the Earth, and The Diary of Anne Frank. These are theatrical moviegoing experiences which are really not duplicable by home video or even by smaller theaters. Audiences were less “watching” a movie than experiencing it with deep involvement. Creative use of digital stereo can be an added asset in getting people to experience a movie in a theater.

The various selections here in Rewinding exhibit a broad variety of the practitioner/writers’ relationships to sound history in the movies. Prophetically (but not surprisingly) René Clair wrote about the greater appreciation of Sound Film’s achievement as a product of collective authorship. Here, he dispatched any articles of faith (pertaining to films’ mysterious creation by the inspiration of single “Great Men” auteurs) that may have been left in the minds of the many lovers of Silent Cinema.


Of all the films now showing in London, Broadway Melody is having the greatest success. This new American film represents the sum total of all the progress achieved in sound films since the appearance of The Jazz Singer two years ago. For anyone who has some knowledge of the complicated technique of sound recording, this film is a marvel. Harry Beaumont, the director, and his collaborators (of whom there are about fifteen, mentioned by name in the credit titles, quite apart from the actors) seem to delight in playing with all the difficulties of visual and sound recording. The actors move, walk, run, talk, shout, and whisper, and their movements and voices are reproduced with a flexibility which would seem miraculous if we did not know that science and meticulous organization have many other miracles in store for us. In this film, nothing is left to chance. Its makers have worked with the precision of engineers, and their achievement is a lesson to those who still imagine that the creation of a film can take place under conditions of chaos known as inspiration.

René Clair, 192917









Notes

1. … even when their versions of picture continuity did not match, as for example, Foley is recording props for version 3 of Reel 5, but waiting another day to record footsteps to version 4; or dialogue is being pre-dubbed in version 2 of Reel 7, but that pre-dub is expected to be conformed and sweetened for the Final at version 3 or higher, if possible.

2. See the excellent introduction to Sound: Dialogue, Music, and Effects, edited by Kathryn Kalinak (2015, Rutgers University Press).

3. As quoted in Weis, E. and Belton, J. (1985). Film Sound, Theory and Practice. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

4. Weis, Elizabeth. “Sync Tanks: The Art and Technique of Post-production Sound,” Cineaste 21, no. 1–2 (1995): 57.

5. I’ve sometimes joked that maybe Ben Burtt created the phrase once while asking George for a raise. But that is only a joke.-DS.

6. In the classroom, the author hears from students who have been out to the movies on the weekend, especially if they can report hearing outstanding tracks in the theater. They are warned not to characterize the sound as “awesome!” or, lately, “sick!” (which we take to mean “extraordinary”) without presenting some evidence leading to their conclusion.

7. It should never be taken for granted that newly evolving film crafts will automatically and quickly be recognized by the Academy. In the thirteen years covered here, three award years had none, and seven of the ten award seasons recognized sound effects editing or creating as special achievements, rather than by standard ballots. For the twenty-five years that the Sound Branch held their “Bakeoff” competition, organizers warned the voters that a paucity of points voted by them could throw the sound effects editing category back to its Special Achievement status, and even then the Board of Governors could not guarantee an award annually. Branches have to earn their categorical Oscars® over time.

8. Never mind that we are being set up for a long story which ends tragically, with an ironic and horrifying reference back to this situation.

9. Editorial “pops” are most often constructed of a single film-frame (1/24th second) or video frame (1/30th second) of 1kHz (1000 cycles/second) test tone. A trio of these makes a clean, easily audible start-cue for recording. Hollywood workers call them “pops.” I have heard them called “beeps” in the San Francisco Bay area. New York and international post-production sound cultures most probably all use other names, which Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter will leave for someone else’s research.

10. Roth, Crystal, and Winkler are all Jewish entertainers from the baby boomer generation. The co-star, Alan King, was an appropriate father figure, representing the preceding generation of American borscht belt comedians.

11. Long understood as the proverbial German director’s orders to shoot a scene without rolling production sound recording, this Hollywood argot has recently been defined by a few other translations: In his book Movie Speak, actor-director-producer Tony Bill offered a concrete explanation more credible to professional editors: MOS could easily mean “missing optical stripe.” If written on a film lab’s trim box containing daily rolls of picture, that would imply a scene shot (or at least printed) deliberately without production sound. That would save film assistants a great deal of aggravation should they be looking for a daily roll’s matching roll of sound.

12. As quoted in Weis, E. and Belton, J. (1985). Film Sound, Theory and Practice. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

13. Not to belabor the explanation of MSNL’s jokey headlines and titles, our students might need to know that The Whole Earth Catalogue was an extraordinarily popular publication largely because, in a world without Internet, it published information about nearly everything the publisher could access. This 1968–1972 phenomenon was evidence of the youth counterculture’s intention to empower people with access to information universally, lest the power of information be ceded entirely to the profit-making establishment. The idealist zeitgeist encouraged growing self-sufficiency and Do It Yourself ideas, in the way that proponents of sustainable living do today.

14. Older film fans will see the character as an acclamation of William Castle (The Tingler, 1959). Twenty-first century film students are more familiar with Ed Wood, as immortalized by Tim Burton and Johnny Depp.

15. It was designed to appear very poorly dubbed from an Italian original, and starred the ubiquitous actor Robert Picardo, one of Dante’s repertory of regular players. Explorers (an example of some of the author’s best sound effects editing work, under the supervising Mark Mangini) is a feast of analog-era sound work, playful humor, and boyish sci-fifor Dante’s fans. One of Paramount’s earliest split-surround releases, it failed to perform well at the box office and isn’t well known today. Perhaps it is most notable for the big-screen debuts of Ethan Hawke and River Phoenix, but the Mangini soundtrack should be studied in detail.

16. Strange but trivial: The Enemy Below (1957) and The Fly (1958) both star Al David Hedison.

17. Quoted in Weis, E. and Belton, J. (1985). Film Sound, Theory and Practice. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.
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Sc. 1 Introduction

The interviews reprinted here will introduce a variety of people whose everyday work duties, professional backgrounds, and skill sets may prove more disparate and motley than readers new to motion picture sound study might have imagined. It is a broad spectrum of knowledge that comprises the making, restoring, organizing, and exhibiting the best sound that motion pictures can deliver. In the Sound Design program at Savannah College of Art and Design, we see some excellent individual work in Sound Art, both among our SCAD students and in the professional Art world. Here we refer to purely artistic installations in galleries or in public spaces which have a sonic component, most often conceived and assembled by a single artist. But working in entertainment media is a horse of a much different color: As we teach it, the mastery of sound design for entertainment media requires understanding of the entire terrain of each project, including the contributions of every audio specialist in the context of every other specialist. That is what the production of every film, computer game, broadcast, or stage show requires.

Much as the real study of world history and of technological progress can effectively undermine such belief systems as the jejune fairy tales about Edison and George Washington that are drilled into hapless American children, students of film sound need to absorb the ideas of its practitioners as directly as possible. Moviesound Newsletter, with its letters, articles, and interviews, is a primary source for study of the crafts in that specific time and place, and it always endeavored to feature the work of individuals as craftsmen and craftswomen. All were truly artists-for-hire, but not sound auteurs.

There is already a body of good writing1 that rejects the common Film School doctrine centering on the auteur theory as an indispensable critical measure of the life work of a film director. Wherever students’ interest in movie sound is guided only toward the work of individual designers, to the exclusion of larger teams of editors and mixers, there misguided auteurism is certain to obscure understanding. The complete art of entertainment films depends on collective authorship.2 In 2015, The New Yorker published a piece about the work of the sociologist Howard Becker that succinctly makes our point:



“Mine is a view that—well, it takes a village to write a symphony and get it performed,” Becker goes on. “It’s not just the composer. The great case for me is in film, because nobody ever figured out who the real artist is: the screenwriter or the director or who? Or, rather, everybody figured it out, but never figured out the same thing. Early on when I was reading about art, I read a book by Aljean Harmetz on the making of The Wizard of Oz. She was the daughter of someone in the wardrobe department of M.G.M., and she explains that there were four directors of that film, and the guys who thought of the crucial thing, the change from black-and-white to color when the characters enter Oz, were the composer and the lyricist! In an important way, I took the list of credits at the end of a Hollywood film as my model of how artistic creation really happens.”

As Becker has written elsewhere, enlarging the end-credits metaphor, “A ‘world’ as I understand it consists of real people who are trying to get things done, largely by getting other people to do things that will assist them in their project.… The resulting collective activity is something that perhaps no one wanted, but is the best everyone could get out of this situation and therefore what they all, in effect, agreed to.” In a Beckerian world, we act the way we do because of a certain logic of events—jazz musicians are supposed to smoke dope, graduate students learn how to please their supervisors—but there are lots of different roles within the world, and we can choose which one to play, and how to play it. We’re all actors, not angels or completely free agents. But we are looking for applause, so we put on the best show we can.3




Each of the individual experts in these interviews, it should go without saying, are keenly aware of working in the context of teams, and that the nature of those teams will of necessity change from job to job.

The Supervising Sound Editor Richard L. Anderson was asked to manage the restoration of sound materials from Sir David Lean’s production of Lawrence of Arabia. Lean was still living and anxious to exhibit his version of the film in a 70mm commemorative print. The limited release in special venues was welcomed with warmth and excitement by Hollywood cinephiles who, upon absorbing Lean’s version on the big screen in ideal exhibitions, would erase the familiar studio-edited version from memory. Our post-production community was impressed with the quality of the new 70mm prints and their 6-track magnetic sound.

In March of 1989, Volume I #1 was published, and Patching Up Lawrence, part 1 was the principal feature. In April of 1989, Volume I #2 carried Patching Up Lawrence, part 2. The author and publisher were certainly amateurs at desktop publishing and had much to learn about writing, printing, and mailing to subscribers, but knew enough to keep every bit of Anderson’s fascinating account, no matter how many issues it might take to tell the story.


Patching Up Lawrence Part 1 Published in March, 1989 (Vol I #1)






Sc. 2 Patching Up Lawrence

When Lawrence of Arabia was released in 1962, Richard Anderson was 11 years old. Since being impressed by the first run of Lawrence, Richard grew up to become Supervising Sound Editor on many top films, including The Color Purple, Beetlejuice, Harry and the Hendersons, and 2010. We can’t list his whole résumé, but he worked on Poltergeist, 48 Hours, Gremlins, and Star Trek: The Motion Picture. He has an Oscar® for Raiders of the Lost Ark, and other awards including Golden Reels for Predator and Spielberg’s Amazing Stories (the B-17 episode) “The Mission.”
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Lawrence of Arabia, directed by David Lean (1962, restoration 1989; Columbia Pictures Corp. Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2008), DVD.




Recently he completed work restoring the soundtrack for missing pieces Sir David Lean has replaced in a re-release of Lawrence. Following are excerpts from an informal conversation with MSNL:



[image: fig0038]
 
Supervising Sound Editor Richard Anderson, (c.1989). Photo by Ezra Dweck.




MSNL: Have you always had an ear for films?

Anderson: “My earliest recollection of seeing any movie was in stereo. There was an English marching band playing military music. As they marched by, the instruments panned by separately. They were either recorded or mixed that way. I remember being impressed with the realism of that effect. Just like you were there. That was Around The World In 80 Days.”

MSNL: Did you notice the track more than the photography?

RA: “As a kid I remembered the visual things more. Now that I’m in the business I’m aware of the sound portions. I remember a scene in which Lawrence meets Omar Sharif for the first time. He’s with an Arab guide in hostile territory. The guide reacts to an infinitesimal speck of dust on the horizon. Slowly this tiny spot comes in closer until you realize it’s a man on some beast, then it gets closer and you see he’s a man on a camel, silhouetted in the heat waves. He comes in from infinity and the guide runs for his camel and a shot rings out. Bam! He’s shot through the head. Lawrence doesn’t know what to do. The guy comes closer and you see he’s riding a camel and you hear this sort of… camel feet! He eventually rides in and unwraps the cloth from his face and we see it’s Omar Sharif, What an entrance! There’re a lot of very wide shots of the desert where, on a small neighborhood screen or on TV you wouldn’t see this little speck riding in but on a big downtown theater screen you would. Another thing they did was to paint diagonal lines in the sand, very subtle, but pointing toward infinity, to lead your eye to where Sharif is coming in.”

MSNL: Rich, how did this job begin for you?

RA: “I got a call from Bob Harris who was producing the re-cut in late ’87. He said he was restoring Lawrence of Arabia to its long version. My first thought was “Boy, it’s already a long movie.” The movie was initially shown at 220 minutes, and it was screened at the Academy with that length. (Producer) Sam Spiegel or someone said it had to be cut. Lawrence only played a few days in the major cities in the long version, then they came up with a version about 202 minutes. They pulled the long prints and this medium version took over. Some years later (1970), it was re-released with another 10 or 15 minutes taken out, and that’s the length you generally see on television.


[image: fig0039]
Lawrence of Arabia, directed by David Lean (1962, restoration 1989; Columbia Pictures Corp. Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2008), DVD.



Now Sir David wanted to re-cut it with Anne V. Coates, the original editor. So last year Bob Harris was trying to find Anne Coates. He was on the phone with John Davison (producer of Robocop) and he was saying, ‘By the way, do you have any idea where I can find Anne Coates?’ Not knowing whether she was still around the business, was in England, or whatever. And John said, ‘I don’t know where she is this minute, but her cutting room is right next door.’ This was a longshot!”

MSNL: Was it a six-track stereo originally?

RA: “The original 70mm release was a six-track discrete, non-Dolby because there was no Dolby noise reduction. 25 years ago, the really big first-run pictures like Oklahoma and the Cinerama shows were released as six-track discrete.”

MSNL: That means five separate channels for the front speakers and a surround channel. Today you have more commonly the “six-track spread,” which has three across the front, surround, and two more at left-center and right-center with low-frequencies derived from the other three.

RA: “Right. The so-called ‘Baby Boom’ channels. Then in those days the 35mm ‘scope versions were sometimes magnetically striped for four-track stereo. Today the same effect would be gotten from a Dolby stereo optical print. Anyway, this film had been progressively chopped down over the years. Bob started researching where all the original (sound and picture) elements might be. He talked to Sir David and started to dig around in the storerooms in London, and in Columbia’s Hollywood, New York, and ‘salt-mine’ vaults in Kansas or wherever. There was no track for the original long version of the movie! He did manage to find certain of the cut scenes, but only in 35mm composite prints. Bob had to try to piece the whole movie together. The 65mm camera negative existed. It had been stored. I guess they figured if nothing else, they could sell lots of stock footage of the desert. But the sound? There were no original ¼” tapes of the production sound. I’m not an historian but it’s possible in those days they shot (sound) directly to 35mm film stock. But whatever it was recorded on, if it does exist, no one could find it. So there were no dailies of sound. They threw out all the original material, and yet they saved trims from the old work print. It had all been rolled up in little rolls and put in metal cans which had literally rusted shut! They had been sitting in a storeroom in England since 1962. So there was work track, one copy only. And of course, wherever they had made a cut, there was a (sound) cut. Bob found some trims where somebody had taken a 35mm projection print (mono, optical) and cut some sections out. He made a mag (magnetic) master from that composite. For some sections that was the only sound that existed.”

MSNL: You can’t restore stereo from that!

RA: “It gets worse! Now as you know, the sound track of a projection print is 19 1/2 frames out of sync…”

MSNL: To accommodate the distance from the picture lamp to the sound head’s exciter lamp…

RA: “So when you come to a cut, the sound is cut off in the wrong place. That’s more material we didn’t have. So for 50–70% of the new material they wanted in the picture the only thing that existed was this mixed composite track.”

MSNL: So, for purposes of remixing, dialogue is married to sound effects, sound effects to music, etc. Bummer!

RA: “So when a section would start, we didn’t have a track for the first 20 frames. There were one or two sections where there was an M&E (music and effects) that had been prepared, in stereo, for foreigns (non-English distribution.) If you see the film, there’s a scene where they first come to Anthony Quinn’s camp. There’s a sequence that was cut out where, as he gets close to his camp, all his army of followers ride out to meet him, with flags and shooting guns in the air, and there’s only 50 of Omar Sharif’s guys. So you see (and hear) the power that this guy has. In the short version, they just dissolved to them having dinner in the tent and we don’t see this. Fortunately, this was a section where we had the M&E. You didn’t really have any English dialogue, ‘cause they’re all riding and shooting and shouting in Arabic, so essentially the M&E was the same as the domestic mix. There were some sections where we were able to get use of the work track. The pieces we had were trims, not the pieces that were in the film originally, but out-takes. There’s a whole scene in a tent where the British Army is discussing Lawrence. All the dialogue we used we had to try to lip-sync from out-takes. A lot of it was up-front close-ups. Jim Christopher did a good job of editing that stuff, syncing it up. Sometimes an actor would ad-lib a word or two in one take, different from another take.”

MSNL: For example?

RA: “In one scene a guy started a line with “Well…” in only the take that was used. We had sound of the other takes, but he never said “Well.” We just had to leave it out. Our philosophy was that people have to realize this is a reconstruction.”

MSNL: So you always had some kind of dialogue to work with?

RA: “Oh, no! There’re scenes between O’Toole and Alec Guinness, and Jack Hawkins where they had trimmed a lot. We put the trims back in, but they didn’t have track for them. But they had a copy of the original script, and just to check (for ad-libs and new lines) they hired a lip-reader to watch the section. So they went to London and Lean directed the looping of the actors. Now this is 25 years later, these guys are looping themselves.”

MSNL: Sounded a lot different?

RA: “Obviously, voices change and thicken with age. And Peter O’Toole had a lot of pints and liters go down his throat in the past 25 years. Of course today he doesn’t drink at all. We matched as well as we could. But it was shot with a lot of wide angles, and we had no guide track. Sometimes the actors would walk right up to the screen in an attempt to see their mouths. Burt Weinstein synced up all the London loops.”

MSNL: You looped all the principals, then?

RA: “Jack Hawkins had died, and had to be looped. But interestingly, he had done his last few films when he had throat cancer, and so there was already an actor sound-alike (Charles Gray) who was looping his voice. So they were able to find this guy for this reconstruction.”


Patching Up Lawrence Again Part 2 Published in April, 1989 (Vol I #2)




Patching Up Lawrence Again

Last ish, award-winning Sound Supervisor Richard Anderson related dialogue and mixing challenges for the re-release of 1962’s classic 70mm Lawrence of Arabia.


MSNL: So who was the music editor on this restoration?

RA: “You’re talkin’ to him! And we had a hell of a time because we didn’t have any music masters. So we didn’t add any new music to the new sequences, but there was always patching up to do for the new cut. For instance, in the new scene where we reconstructed the dialogue using alternate angles, the British officers are sitting in a tent discussing the upcoming campaign. Well, there was supposed to be a British military band marching by in the background. What does the British Army have that the American Army doesn’t? Drums and Bagpipes! So I had this added footage and only a little of the band, and I had to figure out ways to extend it. The only thing I had was part of a scene from the shortened version that had the music in it. I had to find a piece that was long enough that I could make a loop out of it…”

MSNL: To reprint it over and over to run it under the scene?

RA: “Exactly, and so it would sound natural, of course. I was really struggling with extending music through this whole project. In those days, they dubbed everything to one piece of mag film for stereo movies. There were no D, M, & E’s (Dialogue, Music, & Effects); separate stems kept as we have now.”

MSNL: Perhaps there were for mono films, a 3-stripe mag with mono stripes of Dia, Music, and FX, but not for stereo?

RA: “No, everything was kept on one roll of mag for each reel, so each stripe would represent a speaker position, so the Dia, Music, and FX are all married. Making separate stereo “stems” with multiple recorders is fairly new. When we did More American Graffiti it was dubbed to one piece of film. I remember because years later Universal called up and said ‘We’re trying to make a TV version and we don’t have the rights to some of these songs.’ If you remember, it was a multiple-record type of music track. They had theatrical rights to the records, but not all the TV rights. So they wanted to substitute songs for this version, so they said to me ‘Do you have an FX and Dialogue version?’ So I said ‘No.’ And I still don’t know what they did. Well, they probably could have remixed it from the pre-dubs they had at Lucasfilm.”

MSNL: You’re talking about remixing FX and Dialogue just to change some songs and keep the lawyers happy. That might have changed a lot of the mix. Been a different soundtrack. And the director probably would not have been involved in that remix. So on Lawrence, you had the director available, and were reconstructing for aesthetic reasons. What differences would come up between sound effects today and twenty five years earlier?

RA: “Winston Ryder, the Grand Old Man of British sound effects, had done a beautiful job on Lawrence in 1962. It’s a great achievement in the style of the time. You have to understand how sound effects style has changed. Today, we tend to cover all the little things in sound effects a lot more thoroughly.”

MSNL: Every move is Foleyed, the backgrounds are multi-layered, effects are sweetened …

RA: “Yes, and even a great picture like Lawrence is thinner than that. It has a lot of looping, and you see wind and stuff but you hear this real quiet track. There is a good reason why contemporary tracks are denser, busier. We have, with high-tech recording equipment and noise reduction systems, the ability to layer a lot more stuff without building up unpleasant noise and losing clarity. In the old days of optical sound you just couldn’t do too much. Even in early magnetic stereo there was no noise reduction, and you had a lot of tape hiss. Also, I think having separate speakers for different sounds tends to make things read more clearly.

MSNL: How did you actually recover existing sound FX from the original tracks?

RA: “Today, we tend to put dialogue all in the center speaker, and effects and music more on the left and right (and center.) So if it had been a modern mix, I could have swiped some FX from the side channels when I needed to extend, say, background FX. But I discovered that the way they mixed dialogue, although louder in the center, all the channels had some dialogue in them. It was quieter in the left-center and right-center positions, quieter still in the extreme left and right, but it was there. So I couldn’t get ‘fill’ material from the sides.”

MSNL: An example?

RA: “Well, there was a scene near the beginning where we first see Lawrence. If you see the short version, you wonder who he is, before he goes on this mission. We know he’s a lieutenant in Cairo, but what the hell does he do? Well, in the original version we see he’s a cartographer. He’s drawing a map. That was a scene where we kept going back and forth between the original and the added material. All the added material was part of the mono optical track we had. In the 6-track version, on the sides you hear the hawkers in the bazaar and all that kind of stuff. So this ‘Arab Walla’ in the six-track is on the left, although it’s married to some of the dialogue. So when you’re in the original section it’s on the left, but when you’re in the new section it collapses toward the center. I may be the only one that it bothers. I tried, but I could never find a piece long enough that I could loop and make it work.”

MSNL: So no new sound effects were added? No Foley?

RA: “The original Foley was very light. We did Foley the new sequences where there was no track, where we added dialogue from alternate angles. One of the scenes where we added voices, where Allenby is talking to Lawrence on a porch, was an area where I lucked out: There was an M&E for that section. I matched it up, and, by God, got it to fit. It was just Cairo traffic and footsteps, but I managed to get it in sync. The interesting thing is that Allenby’s wearing these knee-high riding boots. And he gets up and walks around and there’s hardly any footsteps. It’s there, but it’s real low, even though he has these big, clumpy boots. That was the mixing style. One of the things I decided to do, in deference to the original film, is to restore the film, not ‘improve’ it. So whatever sound was in the original, I would go with it. When I did have to add extra sound effects, if I couldn’t get them out of scenes in the existing movie, things like camels walking or camels getting up or generic battle effects, if I couldn’t do that, then I tried to get library effects that matched that era.”

MSNL: How would they be different?

RA: “Recording of effects in that era, say, gunshots or winds, was much narrower range. It would have been sacrilege to use a Raiders gunshot, even though I think they’re very dynamic gunshots, so I stuck with FX from the studio libraries of that period. New recordings would have stuck out like a sore thumb. To me it would have been the sound effects equivalent of colorizing.”

MSNL: I assume the rerecording mixers felt the same way.

RA: “You bet. Lawrence was remixed by Gregg Landaker, at Goldwyn Sound, with Steve Maslow mixing on some days. Gregg made two versions: A six-track Dolby “spread” version (unlike the original six-track discrete) for most big-market theaters, and a four-track Dolby optical version for all others in 35mm. Of course that’s the ‘4–2–4’ encoding to two matrixed tracks, so when the video releases of this 220 minute version comes out, you’ll be able to decode the center and surrounds if you have a decoder.”

MSNL: So this was a pleasant job?

RA: “Oh. Sir David Lean was wonderful! The man is wonderful! There are so many powerful directors who want to control everything, and relate really badly to people they need to share creativity with. But he was such a gentleman, and always interested and open to our ideas. You would make a suggestion and he would respect you as the expert in your field. That’s rare these days. We made this whole new version, and then Sir David wanted to make a few further changes. Some of the new/old/new material we put back in, he wanted to trim a little. They had very little time to do this show originally. They finished shooting in something like October of 1962 and they had to show the movie in December to the Queen, or something. This is a 26-reel show! Apparently, they had all the dubbing editors in England tied up for this and told them ‘Now for the duration, this is where you’re going to be living, in this hotel across from the studio.’ It’s a wonder the show got done. My guess is that they were under such pressure to finish the film, there wasn’t time for Lean to play with it editorially as much as he would have liked to do. So now he’s made his version.”


Columbia Pictures’ Lawrence of Arabia was directed by David Lean from a screenplay by Robert Bolt and produced by Sam Spiegel. The restoration was produced by Robert A. Harris and Jim Painten.
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Steven Hunter Flick accepting the Oscar® for Best Sound Effects Editing for Speed (1994). Frame from the 1995 Academy Awards® broadcast. All rights reserved, ©Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.




The second interview was with (no coincidence, this) one of Anderson’s two creative and business partners, Mark Mangini. Both Anderson and Mangini were interviewed by Vincent LoBrutto for his 1994 book.4 Their third partner, Steven Hunter Flick, was frequently mentioned, but not interviewed in LoBrutto. However, he has participated in many other video and print interviews over his long career, and will be a fascinating subject for future sound students. All three men were among both of Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter authors’ favorite collaborators.

Jammin’ with the Cosmos, another two-part interview, appeared in the May and July issues. Mangini was supervising and designing sound for Star Trek V, under director William Shatner. He had been supervising sound editor for the previous Star Trek feature, Star Trek IV, for the late director Leonard Nimoy.


Jammin’ with the Cosmos: Star Trek V Part 1 published in May, 1989 (Vol I #4)








Sc. 3 Jammin’ with the Cosmos
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Supervising Sound Editor Mark Mangini. Photo by Marc Vanocur.




The release this June of Star Trek V will be a boon to movie sound fans. Landmark soundtracks have become as widely expected from this series as are their consistently high-quality visual effects. Moviesound Newsletter set out to find the sonic heart of Paramount’s summer hopeful, and found that Trek V’s predecessor is also part of the story. There are going to be some remarkable sounds in Trek V, supervised by Mark Mangini. Once you appreciate the sound work in any one of the Trek series, you’ll be aware there’s a continuum of creative team work.

Mark Mangini slumped on the couch in his Studio City apartment, tired from a workday full of the sounds of Star Trek V. He handed this reporter a beer and we dove into talking about his work. Mark had a hand in the first Trek film, as well as Poltergeist, Raiders, and 48 Hrs. He supervised the sound for Joe Dante’s Gremlins, Explorers, Innerspace, and The ‘Burbs. Star Trek IV brought him an Oscar® nomination for Best Sound Effects Editing, and it began an association with Leonard Nimoy that went on to cover Three Men and a Baby and The Good Mother. We asked him how he first got the Trek IV job.
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“Did Jim Kirk say something unforgiveable about Lucy Arnaz? Lawrence Luckinbill gives director Shatner the old Klingon stranglehold in Star Trek V: The Final Frontier. Photo courtesy of Paramount Pictures, Inc.”


—caption from MSNL Vol I #4, p.3 (May, 1989)



Mangini: “Ralph Winter had been visual effects coordinator on Explorers, and we got along well, talked a lot about sound. Now Ralph was producing Trek IV and I was being considered for the job. I spent a day wandering around Paramount with Leonard Nimoy, talking about sound in general and the concept for the alien probe in particular… how to give it character. I remember it was the day they were shooting exteriors of the Bird of Prey (the Klingon Warship) as it was parked for repairs on Vulcan.” (Actually, it was just the ship’s belly and gangway in the middle of the parking lot. The matte artists painted in the rest.)

MSNL: How was working with William Shatner different than Leonard Nimoy?

MM: “First, these are two very different movies, and directed by two very different men. I think they take different routes to achieve the same goals. As far as ideas about sound, Leonard is much more deliberate in his thinking. He’s very intellectual, methodical. And so most of his ideas about sound I was able to execute. Bill is extremely freewheeling… uninhibited in his thinking, and so he had a great number of ideas about sound, but with a buckshot approach. That means some of them will hit the target, but not all. It’s fun working that way, too.”

MSNL: How long did you work on IV as compared to V?

MM: “Trek IV was a great schedule, which for me ran from June ‘86 to late November. This one is more like January through May of ‘89, only half the time. John Pospisil started three weeks earlier on some design stuff, so he’s actually gone longer.”


(Pospisil, AKA “John P.” was co-supervising sound editor of Robocop with Steve Flick. He specializes in custom sound effects for top SF and fantasy films, and has worked with Mangini for years.)

MSNL: What are some new sound effects designed for Trek V?

MM: “We had about forty design FX on a list. I couldn’t do it all, even with John P. There’s a lot of stuff for the new Enterprise we see at the end of IV. We made armaments, phasers, shuttles, planet ambiences, and a new turbo-lift, you know, the elevator that Kirk always takes up to the bridge. Al Howarth made new Enterprise engines and Warp “sweeteners”. (Alan Howarth has been contributing to the Star Trek sound effects since the first feature.)

MSNL: What about those background effects we hear on the Enterprise bridge?

MM: “Well, as you know, we put a little of the TV show bridge beeps in at the end of Trek IV, when they are first given the new ship. We knew it was supposed to be a more high-tech Enterprise. But we’d been in the Klingon ship through the whole movie. So we said to Leonard “let’s put those in,” and he said, “are you sure we need those old TV effects?” and we said “Trekkies’ll love hearing it. It’s familiar.” So we just added a touch of it. Doug Grindstaff had made all those wonderful Trek sounds that have become old friends to all of us. I went back to his composite bridge background, which had little Touch Tone beeps, and these little pings. I found the individual elements that made this composite, and I remixed it with some more high-tech beeps and tones. So I got a new composite that I like better, but it’s still reminiscent of the TV show.”

MSNL: What other familiar effects will we hear?

MM: “Well, the ship “Warps-Out” and “pass-by’s” have been the same through I, II, III, and IV, from a composite mixed by Bill Varney for the first film. But these sounds have been contributed to by many top sound people. For instance, the Cloaking/Decloaking device FX, which came from Trek II, have elements from CeCe Hall and George Watters (the Paramount team,) Alan Howarth, George Budd, and Sprocket Systems’ Randy Thom. They all contributed something. Many of the stock FX in Trek IV are gleaned from the dubbing masters from Trek I, II, and III. It kind of grows that way.”

MSNL: There seems to be a kind of folkloric tradition with these sounds, then, a respect for their forebears, as elements build and evolve. Did the communicators stay the same?

MM: “You mean the owl chirp?”

MSNL: Owl chirp? You’re pulling my leg!

MM: “(laughs) No. Grindstaff made that from an owl chirping, sped up and doctored a little. We didn’t have it in Trek IV, because they were using Klingon equipment. But in Trek V we’re back to the signature sounds. The Enterprise ‘whooshing’ door open is the same as it was in I, II, and III. It’s different from the TV one. Cece and George remade it and we’ve kept it. Nobody liked the TV door. It’s familiar, but just sounds bad in a movie mix, where everything’s bigger and flaws show up. We also made some new phasers and photon torpedoes.”

MSNL: Tell us about all the weapons you worked on.

MM: “The Klingon Bird of Prey has a new gun. We called it a “wingtip” gun, because that’s what the prop looks like. And there’s a crude, handmade “rock” gun we had to do something for. I thought maybe, since it didn’t use gunpowder, it might sound a little like compressed air. We don’t really know how they work. Both the Enterprise and the Bird of Prey have photon torpedoes, which we made new. They’re kind of a cross between manipulated Slinky hits, chopping big cables with a contact mike on the cable, and a synthesizer sound that’s kind of a flangey blast or explosion just at the head end of the sound. Harve (Executive Producer) Bennett wanted ‘em to sound the same for both the Enterprise and the Bird of Prey. Maybe that means a kind of arms parity. We also remade the hand phasers. I never liked the TV ones.”

MSNL: What kind of major design FX were unique to this film?

MM: “I can’t tell you without revealing the plot, but I will say that one involves the sound and voice of this very powerful being. We had to create an overwhelming sense of power with an actor’s voice. The recording made on the set was OK, but not satisfactory for electronic processing, so I had to stick my neck out and talk Bill Shatner and Harve into looping all of that voice.”

MSNL: Why? If it was well-recorded in production?

MM: “I needed to do some very special miking to get the effect we wanted. We re-recorded George Murdoch using an old-style mic. It was an old RCA 10001. A ribbon mike. I also used a Schoeps single-point stereo MS mike. Just recording a voice in stereo is unusual on an ADR stage. And I figured that one way to create magnificence was to get the chest resonance from a proximity recording. I needed a lot of meaty low-frequency modulation to work with, for processing later. So we had some good bass frequencies that could be boosted and shifted around electronically. The actor has a nice, resonant chest, so that gave us the bigness that we wanted. But I also needed to hear some intimacy, so we kept him unusually close to the mike. In fact right at his nose. It was natural for him to move off a little, so we had to keep pushing him close. Anyway, we printed this stereo recording to 35mm. ‘fullcoat,’ and (ADR Editor) Andy Patterson cut it the way you’d normally cut monaural ADR for any character.
We used a pre-reverb, as if the echo sucks up to the track, instead of following it. We used a pre-delay as well. Now it’s not unusual to send a signal to be delayed before it hits the reverb chamber, but this time we did it with a backward recording, and used signal feedback to make it feel very different. Then we pitched the voice down and sent it to a sub-harmonic synthesizer. That gave us a super-low voice. Now, even though we hear this being speak in a cave, we chose not to use the cliché of cave reverb FX. And he’s in all speakers in the theater, so he feels like he’s everywhere at once.”

MSNL: Any other aliens or beings?

MM: “Yeah. There’s an alien horse John P. made out of some horses in heat blended with camel groans.”

MSNL: Why in heat?

MM: “There’re groans and bellows, not whinnies… and P. also made a kind of hybrid catwoman. No speaking voice, just animal vocalizations.”



End of Part 1 of a two-part interview. Next issue, Mark discusses working FXs around music, experimenting with an exciting new technique, and Leonard Nimoy singing the immortal Wubba Wubba song.



Jammin’ with the Cosmos: Star Trek V Part 2 published in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)




Jammin’ with the Cosmos Again: Star Trek V

Last issue, we talked to Supervising Sound Editor Mark Mangini about his work on Star Trek IV and V. This is the conclusion.

MOVIESOUND NEWSLETTER: What other unique sound effects problems did you wrestle with?

MARK MANGINI: I had to make, as always happens with science fiction and fantasy, sounds for some visual effects where I never got to see the opticals. They would describe things, or I had a storyboard, and we would create sounds for things we had never seen so that my editors could cut. For this one particular sequence, kind of like the “Stargate” sequence in 200l, when I finally saw the opticals, I decided to supplement the design FX with sounds from my “Rack of Doom”. (Mangini’s audio rack contains MIDI-based digital audio sampling equipment, some mixing and sound processing tools, and a MIDI converter for his electric guitars. He is a first-rate guitarist.)


[image: fig0043]
Mark Mangini played guitar with his “Rack of Doom” rig to sweeten SFX during dubbing. Note Macintosh computer. Photo by Frank Spotnitz.



I wanted to evoke a feel like Ligeti’s Lux Eterna that you heard in Kubrick’s film, so I used samples of manipulated human voices, wailing, chanting, and so forth. We hooked up my rack on the dub stage and I played guitar, triggering the samples right to picture. I had the best time doing that. (FX mixer) Doug Hemp-hill and (music mixer) Gary Alexander worked this stuff around the room while I played. In some cases, we made separate passes, one for left/right and one for center/surround, to offer the director further choices. Now these are very musical-sounding FX, so they could conflict in certain ranges with the score. We don’t really know until the final mix starts.

MSNL: I was wondering if you have to fight for space on the soundtrack with the composer. When you each play in the same range, it can clash badly?

MM: Yes, and it’s great if you can work things out together. There’s another key signature FX. We needed to do the sound of a Vulcan mind-meld they called “the sharing”. It doesn’t really have a name. We needed a sound to show psychic power! So Alan Howarth made this from voice samples, some heartbeats, and some synthesizer elements. It was a very musical sounding FX. Before he made the final sound, I told Harve Bennett and Bill Shatner I thought it should be a musical moment in the film. Not for sound FX. Here’s a broad generalization of my philosophy of sound: I think music is there to support the dramatic or emotional content of a scene, or to create it if it’s missing. But sound effects are there to support or create the “reality” of a scene. To place you and make you believe you’re there. So I felt this was a moment that should be scored. Anyway, Jerry Goldsmith, the composer, was very generous, giving us the “moment” for sound effects instead of his score. We talked. I tried a couple of things… it just wasn’t working. Jerry said “I’ll do music as a low-level bed, and you put a sound on top of it!” But Harve asked FX to carry the sound. Then Alan Howarth made this sound effect. Bill and Harve loved it. Jerry pulled the music out, and it’s all FX.

MSNL: Whose work haven’t we mentioned?

MM: The sound editors, first of all… Mike Benavente, Warren Hamilton, Dave Whittaker, John Dunn, Wayne Allwine, Steve Flick, Dave Spence, Solange Schwalbe-Boisseau, and Ron Bartlett. The Foley FX were performed by Ken Dufva and Dave Fein at Paramount. The dialogue re-recording mixer is Chris Jenkins, and we’re dubbing it at Todd AO Stage 1, where we did Star Trek IV with Dave Hudson, Terry Porter and Mel Metcalfe. (They’re at Disney now.) The production mixer was David Ronne.

MSNL: Is it true that Nimoy’s voice is in the Trek IV Probe?

MM: Here’s what happened: John P. and I designed a big Probe sound that we loved and brought it to the “temp” dub. Leonard listened and said it wasn’t right. Well, I was crushed, you know, I had a big ego about it and we thought we’d made a nifty sound. He said ‘‘It should be more like (mimics a low pitched sound) WUBBA WUBBA!” And I guess I was a little flippant, so I said to John Reitz, the dialogue mixer “Get us a mike.” and I said to Mr. Nimoy “OK, you do it!” Well, he has this beautiful, deep voice and he recorded it. I made a loop of it, and Greg Rudloff the FX mixer, “cheesed” it up electronically. Then George Budd and I worked with it, added more elements of sound, made it stereo, added engines and some spacey stuff. We tried many times, believe me, to make a better Probe than the one from Leonard’s voice. I tried a lot of voices, a saxophone, a “didjery doo,” and lots of synthesizers. But we never improved that WUBBA WUBBA, so it’s in the film.

MSNL: That’s the basic Probe engine. What about the stuff where it talks to the whales?

MM: Yeah, the “conversational” Probe. We were never happy with that stuff early in the game during the “temp” dubs. We presented ten different versions and none got approved. Leonard was very anxious about this sound. It was to come at a pivotal point in the film where the Probe talks to the whales. Leonard had always envisioned this scene without music or dialogue. I was totally on my own, and the sounds had to carry the climax of the movie. He was finally so frustrated with my inability to create this crucial sound, he came over to my studio and said “I’m going to sit here with you all day until we get it right!” Usually you’ll have very short audition sessions of finished elements, or send cassettes over to the director’s office. But he got what he wanted by directing me directly. It’s hard to verbally communicate about this kind of sound. I think we worked very creatively together.

MSNL: When do we see Trek V?

MM: June 9th is the release date. It’s a six-track of course. We used Dolby SR (Spectral Recording) on all the working sound elements, then the final mix went to digital multitrack with Apogee filters. That’s the best way to avoid harshness in the analog-to-digital conversion filters. They’re going to release both 70mm and 35 Dolby optical prints with SR encoding. (Ed. note: look for SR in the theater ads.) I think Trek IV might have been the first movie to release with SR-encoded 70 prints. It’s expensive because it’s extra inventory for the distributors to handle. This picture sounds fabulous, and the SR and digital stages keep it very clean. Also, I’m very excited about a new holophonic sound process we’re trying out on the video versions of this film. I can’t really talk about it yet, and we’ll see how well it works with the final mix. It gives you the ability to “steer” specifically chosen FX around the room, in 3-D space beyond the usual speaker positions. When it’s perfected, I think this’ll be as big a change for movie sound as the jump from mono to stereo.

MSNL: We’re really looking forward to the new sounds in Trek V. IV was really exceptional. How is it on video?

MM: Great. They made a separate mix just for video, to a digital master for the tapes and videodiscs. It has more dynamic range than the Dolby optical release, more headroom. I’m looking forward to the same thing on Trek V.

MSNL: So there’s really a lot of connection between all the Trek films together, sonically, as well as between the films and the old TV series.

MM: That’s where so much of the character comes from, whether it’s people on the ship’s crew, or the science-fiction sound effects.


There are deep connecting roots between the Anderson/Flick/Mangini partnership and their association with Lucasfilm-Skywalker Sound’s Ben Burtt. Anderson and Burtt were pals at the University of Southern California. They were interested in film directing and film sound, as they have both told interviewers. The author was tickled, years ago, to screen an undergraduate film project they made together, where Burtt played a “Flash Gordon”-like rocket-jockey and Anderson his comical sidekick. This noble essay in short subject filmmaking and pop-culture parody was original and inventive, if not quite the artistic achievement of, say, Chuck Jones’ Duck Dodgers in the 24½th Century. Burtt is certainly no Daffy Duck, and Anderson nothing like Porky Pig, but the playful humor of both men has had a significant artistic influence on late twentieth century sound design in films.

Anderson, Flick, and Mangini had worked together in 1979 on Robert Wise’s Star Trek: The Motion Picture, along with Alan Murray, Cece Hall, and George Watters (all of whom later became prominent Supervising Sound Editors) and a number of special sound effects designers, such as Alan Howarth. Two years later, the Anderson, Flick, and Mangini trio collaborated with Ben Burtt on Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981).

With Ben Burtt Sounds Off!, the newsletter hit cruising speed with its interviews and seemed to be gaining subscribers. Burtt’s work is known primarily to students today as that of Lucas’ founding “sound designer.” Sound students love R2-D2 and Wall-E, unsurprisingly. Although he often speaks eloquently about the art of movie sound (and about the history, to which he has already contributed much valuable research), in this conversation the focal point is more about new ideas in large-format film production and exhibition. Burtt can hardly contain his enthusiasm for the inherent opportunities for sound.


Ben Burtt Sounds Off! Published in July, 1990 (Vol I #13)








Sc. 4 Ben Burtt Sounds Off!

IMAX film technology will be 20 years old when Blue Planet opens this fall, and it offers an incredible big-screen and big-sound alternative to mall theaters and home video. With Omnimax dome projection and two new 3-D formats, plus a “magic carpet” variation involving separate big-screen projections on the floor as well as the wall, it appears that special format theaters have a healthy future indeed.

In Vol I #5, MSNL readers got an inside look at the effects and dialogue preparation and mixing of the 1989 Academy Award® winner for Best Sound Effects Editing. Lucasfilm’s longtime ace sound designer, Ben Burtt, gave us a lot of insight into the detailed work behind Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, and we talked about the technique of splitting surround channels for theaters that are equipped with separate L and R surround amplification. Ben’s deep involvement with the special format films is the subject of this interview.
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Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989) directed by Steven Spielberg. © Paramount Pictures and Lucasfilm.






MSNL: You mixed Indy in split-surround. Are you going to try to dub everything you do that way?

Burtt: I was interested in split-surround because of the Imax films I had done. It’s customary with that process to have split-surround available in every playback situation. The difference in Imax is that you have point-sources of sound, you have the same speaker cabinets and amplification running signal to the rear corners of the room as you have to the screen, not a “necklace” of ambient mono surround. You also have a top center speaker, which you can’t get with “normal” 70mm. In Imax you have that tall screen, so there’s a need to fill the gap vertically.

MSNL: You’re no stranger to special formats. Wasn’t there something unusual planned for the release format of Indy 3?

BB: There was talk for a while that Indy would be shot in 30 frames per second. Before they went into production, they tested a couple of action sequences. They shot them with a couple of cameras side-by-side. One ran at the normal 24 frames, one ran at 30. The filmmakers were groping for something fresh to offer the public.

MSNL: The theory would be to play back at that speed and increase the visual resolution?

BB: Yes. But that concept would mean a major re-thinking of all the theaters that would play it. It meant that every theater that would play Indy 3 would have to convert its machinery to 30 fps. Quite a lot of other considerations were involved, too: the amount of light on the screen, the amount of stock you would use. There’s a lot of debate about frame rate… how fast you have to be to get a noticeable advantage. Some people feel that 60 fps, which is what Showscan uses, is unnecessarily fast. Some experiments have shown that with anything over 30, although a trained filmmaker could see the difference, the average film viewer won’t. So it is a major decision. Thirty frames would also correspond to the frame rate of video, so it would be useful shooting film for television, it makes neat equations for transferring to video.

MSNL: What is your Imax filmography?

BB: The first one was The Dream is Alive, which I was the sound designer on. Sprocket Systems had previously done the Grand Canyon film with Randy Thom. I had just finished doing Temple of Doom, and was on vacation when I went to the Grand Canyon screening, and I was really excited by it. The Dream is Alive was an Imax film made with the Smithsonian (Institution) and Lockheed. I did production sound recording on it, then post-production sound design and did the mixing along with Gary Summers.


Then Keith Merrill came to me before the production of Niagara, and asked my ideas about sound for the film. I wrote a kind of sound treatment for it, and that developed into the actual treatment for the film, and so we ended up sharing the writing credit. I also ended up being the picture editor. Keith is the writer-producer-director of numerous Imax projects. He won an Academy Award® for a documentary called The Great American Cowboy, and has been known for doing subjects of Americana.



MSNL: So Alamo is a logical next project?

BB: Alamo: The Price of Freedom. I was once again picture editor as well as sound designer, and I went on location to do sound effects recording. Andy Wiskes did the dialogue recording, and did a hell of a job. We had a six-person sound crew on location on that film, which was quite a luxury. We didn’t have to loop anything. We had good production and that’s not easy in Imax because you’ve got this camera where, in close up, you have forty feet of picture above people’s heads, so you literally cannot boom anything. You’ve got to work with hidden microphones, radio mics, this sort of thing.

MSNL: Is the camera noisy?

BB: It’s very noisy, but they built a new blimp. Alamo was the first to use it. The newest version of their camera, the IW-5 is about the size of a shopping cart. When we got the blimp, it was a joy to suddenly hear nothing. Keith, as director, allowed us to do wild lines at the time of shooting, so things would match. We broke our sound crew into two units, so Andy would record things with production: dialogue and any effects that sounded good when the camera was rolling. Then I would come in the day after to the same area, picking up extras, horses, whatever we needed to get things on location that were appropriate.

MSNL: Kind of a second-unit audio crew.

BB: Exactly. We had horses, wagons, carts. We had about 500 re-enactors who had come from all over the country with authentic weapons, boots, canteens, and other props, and they were willing to come back and run through their paces for us to record. So we could use their movement, instead of Foley, and their vocalizations, instead of “group loops.”

MSNL: Where can people see Alamo?

BB: This film opened up the new Imax theater at the Alamo itself (Summer ’89) and then opened in Spokane, WA. There are over 65 Imax theaters around the world now. They’re building the projectors as fast as they can. You can’t book an Imax camera at the present time, without months of advance notice. The other major theaters are The Smithsonian, Boston’s new Omnimax theater, Denver, Los Angeles, the Grand Canyon, the Huntsville, Alabama Rocket Center, Kennedy Space Center in Florida, San Diego has the Fleet Space Theater, there’s one at Caesar’s Palace. Many of the theaters are what they call “destination” theaters, where they run a film specific to their (tourist) location, as well as the other films. Some are specifically related to a science or aviation museum, such as Chicago, St. Paul, and Los Angeles.

MSNL: What’s the next project?

BB: I’m working on an Imax film called Blue Planet, which is a sequel to The Dream is Alive, a continuation documenting the space program and the shuttle particularly. Actually they are doing two space films now. Blue Planet is a film about the Earth’s environment as observed from space. It deals with the ozone layer, the burning of the rain forests, the study of weather and ocean currents, a look at Earth’s geography, volcanoes, earthquakes, and the kinds of scientific studies which occur now because you can observe the Earth from a distance in orbit. My assignment on this film is to shoot material that’s related to the footage the astronauts have been gathering on shuttle flights. They’ve flown over Alaska and filmed glaciers, so I’ll go out and film close-ups of glaciers, and there will be some talk about “will there or will there not be another ice age?” and this kind of thing. The film is really about looking at the Earth from space.

MSNL: The other film?

BB: The second Imax film, ISY-1992, is really about being on the ground or in Earth orbit and looking outward, at the stars, the sun, the planets. It will really be an astronomy film, which will document the effort to understand the universe through observing and measuring objects in space.

MSNL: Are you directing both of these?

BB: I’m directing the sequences I’m doing. Graeme Ferguson, who directed The Dream is Alive is functioning as a producer on Blue Planet and he’s offered me the opportunity to direct the “ground” sequences. The astronauts are shooting the material from space under his direction and under Toni Meyers. She’s the editor and writer of the film.

MSNL: Would you like to be the first sound editor in space?

BB: (Laughing) I keep saying “why do I train these guys?” (to record)… why don’t they just send me?…” I’m the right age. The basic astronaut is 40-ish, has a scientific background, and is slightly balding. I’m in good shape, a former athlete. I fit the profile perfectly. I go to these meetings in Houston, and I really feel like I fit in, but there are so many people waiting in line.
My responsibility is also, of course, to do sound design on these films. I look at the opportunity to direct as another step, another chance to get more control of the sound track. When Richard Anderson and I first started out years ago, I was making effects, recording things and turning them over to someone else. Then I began recording and also doing some cutting, got some editorial experience. Then later I was doing recording, cutting and some pre-mixing, and delivering pre-mixes to Bill Varney to do the final mixes. Then I got a chance to do all that stuff and mix by the time we got our own stuff at Sprockets. Then I got a chance to do all that and do the picture editing on the Imax films. So now, I’m going to direct. I’m not trying to leave sound at all. Just the opposite. I feel that in a soundtrack, you can plant ideas. If you can do that way back in the writing, and in the directing, you’ll have created a structure and an opportunity for sound that gives you much more depth and dramatic effect later.

MSNL: What’s next?

BB: Well, we have another large-format project, Gateway America in development for shooting in the Spring of ’91. It’s going to be presented with a 70mm, 15-perforation image. Laurel Ladevitch (a veteran editor of features, television films, and soundtracks) is producing it, and I’m being given the chance to write, direct, edit the picture, and design and mix the sound. So I have a chance to really implement my ideas. It’s going to re-create the expansion of the west from 1800 to 1900. We’ve got wagon trains, the Gold Rush, Lewis and Clark’s expedition, lots of interesting history to depict visually and with interesting sound.



MSNL: What’s your response to the home video versions of the features you’ve done soundtracks for?

BB: As the video revolution has progressed, filmmakers, whether they like it or not, have to think ahead and realize that a lot of the life of the film, perhaps its ultimate preservation, is going to be on video. For a long time, I thought what we were doing was far above video, and I didn’t care: “They’re probably playing it wrong, anyway.” But with the advent of (Beta and VHS) Hi-Fi tracks and with laser disc, I realized that there was an opportunity for many people to hear a soundtrack even better than they might hear in a theater.

MSNL: The Raiders of the Lost Ark tape really issued in the new era of sound at home. People could hear nuances they couldn’t hear in neighborhood theaters. Even in good theaters, there’s a level of ambient noise.

BB: For example, my parents, who live in an average-sized city, had never really heard my work properly. Once they were visiting out here, and I sat them down at Sprockets and played them Temple of Doom interlocked. It parted their hair and they said, “My gosh, is that what it really sounds like?”



ed. note: “Interlocked” means screening the print with magnetic sound tracks on a separate machine, thus reproducing the tech. environment of the dubbing theater. They had been hearing the film in mono optical, probably at low levels.


MSNL: What about the Star Wars series?

BB: The initial transfer of Star Wars was done without our knowledge. The videotapes I have heard from the first batch were the wrong mix. There were more than one two-track mix, and they had chosen one that was not the final one. Ultimately, we re-mastered it at Sprockets and as far as I know, they got a good transfer. On The Empire Strikes Back, we actually quality-controlled the video transfer. We used the original LT-RT (left-total, right-total) two-track master, but we checked their dubbers and followed through all the way. The track for Jedi was also good. Raiders, although it got such a good reaction, wasn’t actually a very good transfer and it really should be re-done. That was done at a time when there was a fair amount of limiting. It has compressed the dynamic range of the film a bit too much. They had to be sure that the regular (linear) mono track was OK, and so they compressed the whole thing too much. When they do these video transfers, the path that picture follows and the path that sound follows, people aren’t cross-checking. The picture is timed and scanned without the sound. It’s almost a double-system process. On Indy 3, they had a picture transfer made for a while, but they hadn’t put the sound on it. One reason was for security against piracy, another was that we were going to do a digital master. Now we like to go back to the 18-track dubbing master, and go direct to two-track digital.

MSNL: Generally, with the two-track in analog, you have to put in the optical simulator, squeeze the hell out of the dynamic range.

BB: Because of the economics, people usually can’t afford to do a special video mix. In the past, we’ve used the LT-RT for that track, and that was fine for television, where you needed some compression of the bigger dynamics.

MSNL: The laser disc fans are starting to demand a digital track.

BB: Exactly, and the Hi-Fi tape listeners are more aware of the kind of sound track they want to hear. So we now make two video master tracks available. One with unrestricted dynamic range, to be used for the laser disc and the Hi-Fi tape tracks, and one restricted, for the analog linear tracks that are on tapes. We try to police that somewhat for quality. So far, Paramount has said “If you guys want to do that, fine!” We would love someday to have a six-track or discrete four-track capability in video, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to happen. For now we are stuck with a two-track matrix-surround situation.

MSNL: So all of your pictures have been made from the LT-RT?

BB: Yes. In the case of Star Wars, we made a new LT-RT specifically for video. The reason was that in the original mix, that was the first stereo optical film to get very wide release. Because of schedule considerations, that LT-RT was finished first of all the mixes. Dolby needed time to play around with it, so we did it first, and went on to do the six-track mix of Star Wars, and the mono version. At that time, we began to sweeten the film, adding a lot of stuff. We never got a chance to go back and correct the original two-track.

MSNL: So that’s the way all the video software is?

BB: No. About 1985 they were re-issuing the Star Wars cassette. We told them “Hold it! We’ll give you a new master.” So we went back to the sweetened six-track and made a new two-track from that. So any tape you would buy now would be the new mix.

MSNL: There are fans who claim to know what the changes are.… Who know about details you and George Lucas probably don’t even think about!

BB: I’ve had legitimate calls from some people with intelligent questions and comments and artistic judgment. I’ve had half a dozen extreme calls.… A guy would call from a phone booth in Manhattan, he had just seen the film and heard things in it. He would ask if there were hidden messages in the tracks backward.

MSNL: “Paul Is Dead?”

BB: Yes. They’ve said “Did you deliberately put a message in there that said that Darth Vader is really alive?” things like that. I’ve tried to politely say “No, it’s probably just cross-talk you’re hearing.”

MSNL: Possibly people are listening too closely. What can we do to persuade people to go out to the movies?

BB: It’s hard to compete with television. It’s a different experience. You’re at home, there are other noises. There are interruptions. Your whole frame of reference is different. Kids watch things with a remote control. They stop, they whiz through the dialogue they don’t want to see, they freeze-frame. Can you imagine? When I was a kid the film just went through from beginning to end and when it was over you never saw it again.
I keep saying to my kids, “That’s not how you watch movies. You don’t talk in movies.” I turn off the lights. I took them all to see Lawrence of Arabia, which is not a kid film. I took two kids under ten years old. I told them ahead of time, “We’re going to see a type of movie which is not really made anymore. Big screen, slow-moving in many places. There’s going to be lots of dialogue you won’t understand.” We got them a book on Lawrence of Arabia and I gave them the basic history of the real guy. I told them how the sound and the music would be special. I took them to see it, and they sat through the whole thing without being fidgety, and they loved it! They had a good time running around the theater ten times during the intermission, but they really watched the movie. It did have an impact on them.
I can’t expect my kids to appreciate a theater in the same way that I did. But things change. No art form or technical presentation is going to stand still. There’s a capability at home now to have a relatively large picture tube, and to have a decent sound system, in fact the image quality of video is relatively behind the times compared to the way video can reproduce a movie sound track. There’s a middle ground now in which many theatrical films are appropriately presented on video. Quality films such as Rain Man, which have in their dramatic value less emphasis on the impact of the big screen and the six-track sound. Those films can be presented well in the home theater. But most films aren’t going to truly have their lives extended that way. You can’t really see a black-and-white film properly on TV. If you see an old nitrate print at a revival house, you can appreciate the photography in a way that you can never see on TV.
When I was a kid, I only had the cinema where I could go to see a color picture on a big screen with decent sound. Television was a tiny, fuzzy, black-and-white picture. Going to a dark room with a crowd of people and seeing images, a curtain open with a big fanfare, and images taking me away… I’ve never forgotten that experience. You could hear people cheering or laughing, clapping or crying. The smells of the popcorn. The whole idea of coming home on the bus afterwards and being left in an enchanted state by what you saw and heard in the film, and discussing it with your friends. The kind of things you tolerate while watching television would never happen. Going to the movies was like a voyage to another planet… I think that lots of people miss that experience.

So I’ve always been motivated to work in films with the hope that I can re-create that magic on the screen that I felt as a kid.


In Thoughts from E.T., Elliot Tyson chats with the newsletter about temp. dubs, his career path, the stereo dubbing in the early ’80’s, when it was not yet commonplace, working with the “Dolby Box” on the stage, the revolutionary effects of engineer Jim Ketcham’s invention, which eased the adjustments to sync in machine rooms full of film dubbers, his frustration with theater sound systems, and his Academy Award®-winning experience on Glory (1989). He mentions also an important wave of change in the culture of Hollywood mixing, which in hindsight has greater historical importance than many other Post sound workers may have seen at the time: Younger sound editors had begun to bring new audio processing devices, some analog and some digital (Tyson mentions Mark Mangini’s “Rack of Doom” rigmarole) to supplement or complement the standard and inflexible film audio equipment. These innovations, not always welcomed by senior re-recording mixers, often incorporated new audio manipulation technology that was more commonly associated with the music industry and with the dawn of personal computing. Mixers, editors, and sound designers who embraced new tools could anticipate the agile manipulation of audio in the digital era yet to come, even while continuing to labor with the less nimble technology of traditional film sound.

The author enjoyed Elliot Tyson’s collaboration and great mixing skill over a span of eighteen years and ten feature titles: Lone Wolf McQuade (1983), Christine (1983), Perfect (1985), Explorers (1985), Innerspace (1987), Poltergeist III (1988), Great Balls of Fire! (1989), Gremlins 2: The New Batch (1990), Malice (1993), Lady and the Tramp II: Scamp’s Adventure (video, 2001). Tyson is a mensch on the dub stage, even under pressure, and he managed always to make our tracks sound expressive, articulate, and dramatic.
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Re-recording mixer Elliot Tyson at Warner-Hollywood Studios’ Stage A in 1989.
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Sc. 5 Thoughts from E.T.

Elliot Tyson is a busy and talented rerecording mixer. Now freelancing around Hollywood, Tyson worked for many years under the head mixer Bill Varney, at Warner Hollywood’s Goldwyn Sound facility.

Now that the dust has settled from the Summer race for box office cash, MovieSound pros have a chance to catch their breath and reflect on the overwork mania that engages Hollywood people, MSNL had a long, pleasant chat with Elliot (“E-T”) Tyson, rerecording mixer at Warner Hollywood’s Goldwyn Sound. A Soldier’s Story, Fandango, Joe vs. the Volcano, The Two Jakes, Ironweed, Red Heat, Explorers, Innerspace, The Secret Of My Success, Christine, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, and The Golden Child are some of his credits. This year Elliot won an Oscar® for his work on Glory, (mixing music with Don Mitchell’s dialogue and Greg Rudloff’s sound effects,) and a B.A.F.T.A (British Academy) award for Mississippi Burning (mixing effects with Bob Litt’s dialogue and Rick Kline’s music.) His recent work includes Gremlins 2, Flight of the Intruder, and The Two Jakes. We asked him what makes post-production schedules keep getting shorter, and how the mixer of a first-rate sound track may accommodate rubberized release dates.

Tyson: Studios change release dates. Gremlins 2 was sitting at June 8th originally, then all of a sudden they moved it up to May18th, so everybody had to scramble to prepare their stuff early, and at the last minute they decided to move it back. Release dates are predicated on the studios’ feeling that they have to beat somebody else to the punch. But then the other studio’s going to try to beat somebody else to that date, and it just goes full circle.

MSNL: That includes “Temp. Dubs”?

ET: Exactly. You squeeze that into the stage’s schedule, and that’s time taken away from the Final Dub, so you end up working nights and weekends. By the time you start the final, you’re tired, burned out.

MSNL: You are a veteran of many big sound tracks. What has changed about the “Temp?”

ET: When I started, a picture came in, and you dubbed it, and maybe they made changes based on one preview. Now a picture will Temp. Dub 4, 5, 6, 7 times, with editorial changes in between each one, then it’ll still go out for a preview after you’ve mixed a Final, for even more changes. The studios may have a weak idea, may be running more and more scared of their product, and want to be sure they’re running in the right direction.

MSNL: Have you dubbed Temps in stereo? We understand that Golden Child was Temp’d in six-track!

ET: There have been a few, but it’s very rare. We have had some where the dialogue was edited and pre-dubbed, and they incorporated final-quality dialogue in the temp. It made more work, of course, but they felt their production dialogue was bad enough to justify working it over for the previews, back-filling for the ADR lines, etc. There is incredible pressure on the production mixers. Recording anything at all resembling sync sound on some sets seems like a miracle. But then some directors make sound a big priority, and consider doing anything they can to get a quality recording of an actor’s best performance.

MSNL: How did you get started?

ET: After coming out of USC film school, rather dejectedly… Having one semester to go, and having had some run-ins with professors, I gave up. I said “I don’t need this!” and I went to work for everybody I could for free. Assistant cameraman, assistant sound man, schlepper, gopher, Production Assistant. Then I had to make a living. I knocked on 50 or 60 doors in 1973. After no reaction for some time, I got a job at CineSound, where I spent five years. We did documentaries, government films, and “How-To’s.” I got into the union in 1978. I wanted to work for Goldwyn Studios, now known as Warner-Hollywood. They had the best mixers in town. Don Rogers hired me as a Foley recordist for one day. I still had my other job. Don put me on full time right away, so I gave CineSound notice. I’ve been at Goldwyn ever since. You have to be on the ball at a small place like CineSound, because one machine room recordist handles three or four different rooms (stages) at a time. Unless you knew what was happening, you could get very confused. The major places have a machine room and crew dedicated to each mixing stage.

MSNL: So what was the progression of your jobs?

ET: I went from Foley and ADR recordist to dubbing room recordist, then was upped to Foley and ADR mixer, then went on to Dub stage FX mixer. The first picture I mixed was a TV movie of the week. I never saw the footage counter go so fast in my life! I looked down at the faders, I looked up at the screen, and we were fifty feet beyond where I thought we were! And it was a war movie, on top of that. We had cannons, explosions and gunshots. I’d glance down and up again, we’d be out of the scene!

MSNL: You started when stereo was just becoming big. You’re a contemporary of the modern stereo track.

ET: And stereo films were so great! You could make ‘em a little louder than mono, you could move images across the screen. You could put sound in the surrounds! I came into it right as Star Wars was released. I thought, “this is going to usher in a whole new field of technology.” And Star Wars did, not only in sound, but in visual effects. When you saw, in the ‘Seventies, that a film was advertised as (released in) Dolby, you would decide to go to those films over any other. In those days, at a stereo dub, Dolby would have carted into the stage this huge box, that looked like a square R2-D2. We’d have to patch from their box to make a printmaster. You’d be constantly looking back at the Dolby representative saying “is this O.K.? Because what you were listening to was not what you were going to have on the optical track. Now, you monitor through the Dolby matrix, and you know exactly what’s going to happen on the optical. In those days, depending on the phase relationships, sometimes something in the music or FX would grab the dialogue and shift it to the right. It can still happen, but now we can catch it and adjust before the optical is made. Now everything goes through a much smaller box, the DS-4. So you can hear what will happen in a theater. And there’s optical simulation so if a sound breaks up, we know it’s at the edge of the envelope.

MSNL: Do you foresee big changes in the way you mix in the digital age?

ET: I don’t think a system like Cinema Digital will make a difference in the way we do things. I think what will make a difference are tools like what Mark Mangini calls his “Rack of Doom” being brought to our dub stage. (A collection of MIDI sampling devices, keyboard, and personal computer.) Doing a computer lock-up to time code, being able to sample sounds while we mix, altering them quickly and locking them to the picture. You don’t have to call the sound house, ask for a transfer of FX# 1128 take 6 to mag film, and have a driver bring it across town in rush hour while you wait for it, then wait while an editor cuts it into a track or makes a loop out of it. That all takes two or three hours at best. Usually we would go on and do something else during the wait, but that could mean setting up the recorders differently, and having to set up again when the tracks arrive. Or you could forget how you did something when you had that effect before. You want to get the scene done while you‘re hot on it. But I wouldn’t change mixing onto magnetic tracks. I like that. It’s tangible stuff. You can move it and run it backwards. We have the Ketcham advance-retard system, so if one track is two frames late, we can move it and leave all the others in sync. That’s something you can’t do in 24-track. I like sprockets. I like that you can listen while you back up, which you can’t do on tape. We can listen and change levels and EQ in reverse, and then listen or adjust some more while going forward. So we can always be working on the tracks. They said sprockets would fail ten years ago, that we would all be computerized, but I have yet to see it. I don’t think we’ll see it for another five or ten years.
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Mark Mangini’s “Rack of Doom” rig (circa 1986). Note “Sink-lavier” joke on top.




MSNL: Isn’t a first-rate analog sound track about as good as a digital quality, considering the level of audience and popcorn noise in a movie theater?

ET: You can have the best sounding track in the world, put it into the average theater in this country, and it won’t sound as good as when you mixed it. Old, tired projectors that aren’t giving out the right amount of light to the optical track, or they have bad speakers, missing speaker elements. There are horror stories you wouldn’t believe. When we did The Man From Snowy River, I went to the first night it played in Hollywood. The left and right speakers were wired backwards. The guy would ride from left to right, and he would actually be going from right to left. I actually got a nice letter back from Pacific Theaters saying “Thank you for bringing that to our attention” but I’m the one who had to do it. Nobody else said anything. Who knows how long it was wired that way? We’ve gone into theaters where they were wired so all the dialogue was coming out of the surrounds instead of the center. In one, we’ve gone behind the screen and checked the left and right speakers, and there were no speakers in the enclosures! Blank holes! Theater owners may be more concerned with selling popcorn and candy than putting on a show. The worst thing to happen to movies was when the theaters were no longer able to be owned by the studios. The Consent Decree changed all that. They had a pride of house product, showing it off at its best. The studio gets all the money on first releases. It’s a 90%-10% cut now. So the theater has to make it up on concessions.

MSNL: It’s sad. Put more salt on the popcorn, so they’ll buy more drinks. Never mind the movie.

ET: Your job is to make something sound good. And then no one gets to hear it. It might end up sounding good on laser disc, but that’s not the way it was designed to be heard. And you’re sitting there on the couch with a bologna sandwich.

MSNL: How do you rerecording mixers adjust the dynamics throughout a film, so it’s not always as loud as it might be, but there’s room to be big where it’s important?

ET: You get a feel for where the drama is headed. You think about the biggest parts to come, and you adjust in your mind’s ear, to have room to build to those moments. Some directors want everything loud all the time, knowing that technology can make it loud. But you’ll lose the peaks and valleys. The audience will get bored. Quiet can be not only a refreshing change, or subtle and beautiful in detail, but can also set up the audience for action, get them on the edge of their seats with anticipation.

MSNL: Of course it’s the director’s bat and ball.

ET: Exactly, and when we make pre-dubs, the best times for me happen when my favorite editors supply me with terrific tracks. They’ll come to the stage with me, but just to make sure everything’s still in sync and in good order. Then they let me alone to do whatever I want with the tracks: to raise or lower levels and equalization to combine and separate things on different pre-dubs… it’s totally up to me. To have six or eight backgrounds running in a scene, for instance, I want to have them mixed the way I think it works with the images on the screen, but still have flexibility to manipulate them later when the director comes to mix the Finals. The same is true for FX and Foley. Of course we often end up changing a lot of that, putting up units and moving pre-dubs to adjust it the director’s way. The sound effects are one section of a film that every person thinks they can play with. Music they can play with to a point, but they can’t change the score beyond raising or lowering it or throwing it out. Dialogue is there, but you just try to make it clear. Sound effects are so subjective!
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Thoughts from E.T.

MSNL: What are some moments in movies where you’ve really done what you wanted to achieve?

ET: There’s a scene in Great Balls of Fire where they went to a split-screen for a telephone conversation. It starts off full-screen, and the picture splits in from the right, to reveal someone talking on the right side, with the telephone cord being split. What we did, to pan in the new panel, we had a doppler car horn by, moving from right to left. To bring the scene in from right to left, and have it go away on the left, we had specific backgrounds hard-left and hard-right. Dennis Quaid was in New York and Winona Ryder was in the country. So her side had crickets and country stuff, and his side was real noisy with car horns and traffic. Also doors would open and close on the left and right, totally separate. Beside doing this with the sound effects, Steve Maslow mixed the dialogue left and right. We had a ton of fun with that scene, and it was left the way we pre-dubbed it. The director, Jim McBride, was very good about leaving us alone to be creative, and he continued to like what we did. We played around with the montage sequences of songs on the pop charts. We would have a teletype for the sound of the song ascending the charts, and we would have it doppler in from the surrounds, and it would “ding” as it hit and highlighted a specific number. Or where it was dropping off the charts, to go with the way they shot it, a song would “fall” off the charts and we’d have a crash when it fell. We had a lot of fun. Julia Ever-shade, the supervising sound editor, is a dream to work with.

MSNL: What other sound moments come to mind?

ET: When you do ten pictures a year, they get a little blurred. Fat Man and Little Boy was a lot of fun. It was ‘Forties period stuff, and that makes it fun. But everything was realistic. You weren’t creating things as much as making it real. You know, sometimes an old picture of ours comes up on cable TV and you cower, you hide your eyes, you go mow the lawn, anything to avoid seeing it, to forget some bad memories, or it might have been a terrible job.

MSNL: Interesting that you seem to put high priority on the people you worked with, not necessarily the sound track that results from the work. Are there some tracks that really meant a great deal to you, regardless of working conditions?

ET: I’m proud of a handful of pictures. There was a picture called Fandango a few years ago, that I really poured my heart and soul into working on. And that was more because I believed in the picture than that we were making an unusual sound track. Those were the days (early ’80’s) when we made mostly mono pictures. We’d get maybe two stereo pictures a year. The picture was started, pre-dubbed, and “finalled” at another studio. It was pulled from there because they didn’t like the way it was mixed. We re started it based on their pre-dubs. After six reels of final dubbing, (music rerecording mixer) Rick Kline stood up and said to Frank Marshall “God, this music cue would sound great in stereo!” Rick punched it up in stereo. And Frank said “I’ll be right back. He went to the change room and called Steven Spielberg and said. “We’re dubbin’ in stereo!” This is after we had six reels of twelve in the can. We started back at Reel 1.

MSNL: Did they take more stage time to do it?

ET: No, they didn’t buy more stage time. We just had to do it nights and weekends. I had pre-dubs that were made for mono. I had to pan everything on the final. In those days we mastered all on one recorder. That meant if you wanted to change a door close and there was a music cue there, everybody (mixing) had to “get in” again.


Ed. note: In other words, music, effects, and dialogue each had to match their levels and EQ and punch in seamlessly in order for any one of the three to be changed. Recording separately, only one of the masters would be affected.



It was a great experience, with Bob Litt and Rick Kline. We had lots of fun. I’ve been with Bob since I started mixing, and have done only a handful of pictures with other mixers.

MSNL: We saw you on the Oscar® telecast winning for Glory, but tell us how you found out about the British Academy award.

ET: The award of the British Academy of Film and Television Arts. It doesn’t have a name. It’s just the B.A.F.T.A. award. We were sitting on a stage, leafing through the trades one day, and there was an article naming the winners of the BAFTA for 1989. And we said “Wait a minute! That’s us!” This was on a Tuesday that we read it. They were given out on a Sunday in London, and we never got told. Evidently the certificates were sent, with the nominations and invitations, to Orion Pictures in L.A., and they were mis-addressed. They got sent back to London, and so no one at Orion knew about it; No one told us. We weren’t even working that weekend. We would have all gone to London, never expecting to win! The competition was Batman and Indiana Jones 3. I forget the other pictures, but there was some pretty good competition.

MSNL: I guess the Oscar® was some compensation for missing the British ceremony.

ET: Yeah. And Ed Zwick made working on Glory such a pleasure. He was very confident, always listened to our ideas. He cared about everything, was always positive. I can’t say enough nice things about him.

MSNL: Producers and directors are always busy on the telephone while you’re mixing. They talk while you are listening to very detailed sound. The brass has other concerns during a mix: financial deals, details on getting the negative cut and color-corrected, publicity stuff, finding the next job, etc., and that must be a terrific distraction to your mix. Is that the hardest thing about mixing?

ET: You’d be surprised how a voice on the telephone five feet away from you can be louder than an explosion coming from the movie screen! But I think it’s the second hardest thing about mixing. The hardest thing is not having nice people to work with. I think I’d rather work on a picture that wasn’t great, but that the clients treated you well, that the morale was high. A good example is The Two Jakes, which we just finished. It’s a good picture, but the producer was maniacal. He would shut the stage down for an hour and a half so he could rant and rave. It doesn’t make for doing a great job. Your heart isn’t in it any more, because you are constantly looking over your shoulder wondering if he’s there.

MSNL: Are there some outstanding sonic moments in Jakes?

ET: There’s some wonderful stuff. I had the pleasure of working with the special sound effects created by John Fasal, as well as the supervising of Julia Evershade. We had a concept where the film flashes back to the original Chinatown, so I thought we ought to have a reverse gunshot pulling you out of the surrounds and into the front, into the next scene. Julia said “Great idea,” and John did a couple of them. There’s a scene in a suburban development where Jack Nicholson picks up a sign that says “No Trespassing.” He lights a cigarette and ends up being blown into the air. He lands, and the reverse gunshot pulls you into the flashback where the sign says “No Trespassing” and he’s in the orange grove. The two are tied together so perfectly, that you realize he’s in the same place. That the suburb used to be the orange grove. It’s a thinking picture. If you close your eyes for a second, you’ll miss part of the puzzle. I’m not sure our effect works as well as it once did. The producer made us make so many changes.


In writing and publishing the two-part interview Sound Director Runs TV Academy, Vanessa Ament celebrated Levon Chaloukian, who had been known as a “stand-up” (honest and ethical) businessman in the post community for years. Readers will see that Chaloukian was patriarch to a small family business that provided high-quality sound services to the trade. Much of the sound services community in this period was in the hands of little partnerships: Boutique sound and music editing shops accounted for how most movies got their sound at the end of the analog age and before a wave of corporate takeovers would change the landscape. With Chaloukian’s election to the presidency of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, there was formal representation of worthy professionalism, ethics, and validation of long-standing social relationships within the industry community. All of this could exist outside the bounds of corporate culture and of the insular broadcasting and film studio bureaucracies. Readers will undoubtedly receive a strong impression from this dialogue of Hollywood’s best face as a “people” business.
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Sc. 6 Sound Director Runs TV Academy

Leo Chaloukian, interview with Vanessa Theme Ament




After MSNL publisher Vanessa Theme Ament conducted this interview, Leo Chaloukian was re-elected to a second term as President of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. As Sound Director of Ryder Sound Services since 1955, Leo and his staff have earned over fifty Emmy nominations, thirty-six Emmy awards, three technical Academy Award Oscars®, two Oscar® Nominations for sound and the Best Sound Oscar® for “Platoon”. Leo is a popular lecturer and advisor, and his full resumé would take as much space to print as this interview.



VTA: We have seen the name Ryder Sound on so many films over the years. What is it like being connected to a firm that is such a “brand-name” in sound?

Chaloukian: Since becoming President of the Television Academy I have been around, all over the world, even China, and what you say is true, the Ryder Sound Services name is known all over the world. But I’m embarrassed to say I had no idea that was the case. I always looked at this as a little company here in Hollywood, family owned, it was overwhelming to find that all over the world, they even know some of the films we have done, and it certainly is gratifying.
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Levon “Leo” Chaloukian




VTA: How long have you been associated with Ryder and how did you start here?

LC: Thirty-six years as of September of ’91. I got a job here in 1955 degaussing film stock and taking care of the vaults, making coffee and getting doughnuts, and cleaning the toilets, I still clean toilets now! (Laughs)


VTA: I remember once, while working on the Foley stage here, you came in and noticed a spot on the carpet, and you got down and started scrubbing it.

LC: I’ll do that. I’m really fussy about the premises. In fact right now there’s some stock stacked out in the hall and it’s driving me crazy. I don’t want clients to see that.


VTA: How did you progress from cleaning?

LC: Loren Ryder moved me into the transfer area for a short time, and then to the production department, where we would have all of our sound recording equipment, microphones, booms and fishpoles and what-have-you, that we supplied the outside companies that were shooting on our shows. In those days we had ZIV Productions. That was our largest account. We had fifteen to eighteen half-hour TV series going at one time. I would supply the equipment and the mixers and recordists for those shows. We had to shift people and equipment from one show to another, and sometimes I would have to get up at four in the morning and get down to ZIV if I had a crew that was somewhat green, and I would have to show them how some of the gear operated. Theatrically, we had AIP, American International Pictures, and we were supplying equipment to them.


VTA: What next?

LC: Well, from there, Loren moved me to the department that sold magnetic stock. Loren Ryder was the first one to bring magnetic recording to the motion picture industry. He builds portable equipment… that’s how the company started… he was manufacturing and selling magnetic stock to the industry. We used to put out 100,000 to 200,000 feet of stock in a week, cleaned and checked for delivery, with footage marked, degaussed, etc. He put me in a building nearby, which I hated. I noticed there was only one rewind, and I had all this stock to handle. I thought “Geez, this is gonna take me months, and I’d like to get out of here!” So I went down to the basement, and found all these motors. I rigged up three sets of rewinds with motors… Didn’t tell anybody anything about it. I would check one roll, clean it, put it on another rewind… while it was going I’d put another one on and be checking the footage. You take each one from heads to tails and back again. So I had three rewinds going at one time, and I was able to get 200,000 feet done in only a day. The shipments were going out, and I got a call from the office. He said “Leo, did you check this material?” I said “Yes.” “Well, what did you do that was different?” he said. So I showed him how I did it, and …


VTA: He must have realized you weren’t just some average guy.

LC: Pretty soon he had me doing administrative work, which I didn’t want to do, but I was mixing at the same time, which I loved. Finally he said to me “You can’t do both… I want you to put full-time into administrative work. In ’65 he offered 20% of the company to me, which I paid for. In ’76 he was ill, he had a stroke… I bought him out.


VTA: So many businesses in the film industry turn over their ownership or management so often. They seem to lean their decisions toward short-term gains. You never know who’s running Paramount from month to month. Yet Ryder is a family business with long-term associations and loyalties. What’s it like to function in this atmosphere?

LC: I don’t think I could work under those conditions. Don’t think I could work for a major studio. I’m a human being, not a number on a time card, and I want somebody to look at me as a human being. I have a number of employees who have been offered a lot of money to work for major studios, but they haven’t gone. But for a long time, this has been a good training ground for people.


VTA: It’s unusual these days for a company to train people well and promote from within, rather than picking them up from outside. This reminds me of the LA Dodgers’ organization, where they grow so many players in their farm system, learning the particular company’s way of doing things… that they always end up doing well. Everybody goes through the steps to learn their job, and then the one above it. They are so well-qualified that, of course, they’re going to excel anywhere they work. You learned all the steps from making coffee on up, so by the time you were running Ryder, you knew how it all worked.

LC: I have worked in every facet of sound. Loren Ryder put me in every single aspect of this business, technically as well as administratively. I’ve worked in the optical-sound area, production. I’ve mixed Foley and ADR, I’ve done rerecording mixing, worked on the scoring stage, and at one point I was the credit manager… hound-dogged people to pay their bills.


VTA: As President of the TV Academy, how do you juggle the time-pressure and responsibilities of these two jobs?

LC: It keeps me running. If you were to look at my calendar, you wouldn’t believe the schedule. People ask me if it has helped my business. On the contrary, it hasn’t. When the Academy make rules about awards, and if something goes wrong and somebody doesn’t like it, the person they blame is the guy on top. The bottom line is that I’m the Chief Executive Officer of two corporations, the TV Academy (which has over 7,000 members,) and Ryder Sound Services. I’ve got a good staff at Ryder, who look at the company and run it as if it belongs to them. They keep me up to date and make their own decisions. They’re not afraid, and they’re thinking of what’s good for the company.


VTA: Then the philosophy of hiring people that you really trust and then empowering them to do their jobs, allows you to keep this place intact and still focus on the Academy.

LC: It’s like bringing up a child. The staff that I have now have grown with the company. There’s a weak link now and then. But I brought them in and trained them, and so if I had new people in a particular area, I wouldn’t feel comfortable.


VTA: So there’s a sense of stability. Now I have noticed a great influx of younger marketing people being brought into the business and given positions of authority. People we call “suits” who have no idea about what goes into film making. How has that changed as you’ve been the owner of this facility?

LC: It hasn’t affected this company, because the people that I have started here so young. I’m of the old school too, about appearance. The men come to work in a shirt and tie. That’s it! That’s the way it’s going to be. The big disappointment about what you’re referring to is my clients. There are people in control that have no idea what takes place in post-production. I get phone calls from people that don’t know what they’re talking about, and yet they’re production managers and so forth.


VTA: How do you think this has happened?

LC: I don’t know. It could be that the knowledgeable people have graduated to a stage where they are at a high level of income. The new people are at a pay level that’s way down there, and right now the emphasis is on cost-control… the hell with quality but control the dollars… I think you can accomplish both if you go to a person who is interested in both, as I am. You can have quality and sensibly control the expenses. But I think you have a lot of neophytes in positions that they don’t belong in. How did they get there? Who knows? It wouldn’t happen here.


End of part one of a two-part interview. Next issue, Mr. Chaloukian talks about the TV Academy, training editors in sound, and women working in post.
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Sound Director Runs TV Academy

Leo Chaloukian, interview with Vanessa Theme Ament




After MSNL publisher Vanessa Theme Ament conducted this interview for Vol I #20, Leo Chaloukian was re-elected to a second term as President of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. The Sound Director of Ryder Sound Services (since 1955) is a popular lecturer and advisor. He and his staff have thirty-six Emmy awards, three technical Oscars® and the Best Sound Oscar® for “Platoon.”





VTA: As the TV Academy President, what are some of your duties?

LC: Everything comes across my desk. I’m responsible for everything. I’m available to anybody, I respond to all phone calls and letters. The responsibility is to oversee the entire operation: The Emmy Awards, The Hall of Fame Awards, The Daytime Awards, The Student Awards… Programs such as the Anti Substance-Abuse Program… The Archives, The Library, The Research Center, and all the branches.


VTA: It’s unusual for someone with such authority to be so down-to-earth. You’re not much of a publicity hound, and not an elitist.

LC: I have found that I can get more accomplished from somebody who is not the head of a studio or a production company… somebody in the upper brackets of the industry. I get more done by dealing with people who are the workers. And they know and they are smart! I’ve got a board of Governors that are the hardest-working Governors I have ever seen. I don’t always agree with everything they say, but their input is great and they’re there for us.


VTA: How do you see Post-production changing over the years?

LC: Quality-control as I knew it in the past is not the primary requisite of a producer. What’s happened now in Hollywood is unfortunate. There’s too much hard work. You get work being done in five or six different places, because there’s nothing like a decent schedule. You get yourself in the dubbing room and you spend hours and hours trying to fix tracks up that just don’t fall into place. We have a standard record-level. We have standard frequency characteristics here. And we get things that are horrible. What are you going to do? Call up a producer and complain? You do the best you can with what you’ve got. We’ll spend time trying to straighten out record levels before they get to the dubbing room, because I feel for a producer whose been sold a bill of goods. He had a low budget, he had no choice but to go ahead and record that way, but some of the stuff you see is disgraceful.


VTA: When was there a real peak, when there was enough time to do things well?

LC: Going into the ‘Sixties, I think the craft was really rising. When the studios began to lose their editing departments, you had some editorial companies springing up… In order to make their costs they would hurry up the work, and handle several shows at the same time, so it became not “What does this picture need?” but “How many reels can you get done?” But a few independent editors tried to keep the quality going. Your Chuck Campbells, your Bill Stevensons. But now there’s so much electronic editing, especially for TV. You almost don’t have to be an editor… anybody can do it in a closet.


VTA: But given all the changes, won’t the cream always rise to the top, won’t there always be the excellent ones at the top? Sometimes it just becomes more obvious who the exceptional ones are, because of how sloppy everyone else has gotten.

LC: The best training ground for an editor, I think is probably going to vanish. And that is to sit at a Moviola and use the hands, and work with it and create something with the ears, the hands, and the Moviola. I could be wrong, but I think if an editor lacks that experience, he’s not going to have the skill. I can spot an electronic editing job like that (snaps finger!) You know why? Because it sounds… sterile.


VTA: People have asked us when we’ve done demonstrations of Foley around the country, “Don’t you think Foley will be replaced by electronics?” We always say “No,” because the whole reason Foley came into being was because they wanted human life in the feeling of the sounds. They didn’t want it to be perfect, they wanted a reproduction of life. No matter what electronic work is sold to the producer, there must always be people who will want editors involved with the film, and Foley artists, and creative mixers…

LC: The problem is that the budgets just won’t always allow it anymore. They can’t afford it. And the reason those companies have popped up all over the place is purely to cut the cost of making films. You’re right about the mixers. Good mixers have come up the ranks. They worked in production, they worked in transfer, and most importantly, they’ve worked in the optical (track) recording department. With that background, they’ll be excellent mixers. They’re out there right now: Terry Porter, for one, and Dick Portman. I could go on and on. They were all here (at Ryder) and now they’re out there.


VTA: At the American Cinema Editors’ banquet, George Lucas gave a speech stressing the importance of sound. Do you have any comment on that?

LC: Of course, I agree with him 100%. But you’re talking about a man who does high budget films, with (seemingly) unlimited funds. It’ll apply in his case, because he can afford to do it. But 95% of the producers out there can’t afford that luxury. Why do you think electronic editing is proceeding the way it is? Because television can’t afford the budgets …


VTA: So all of these changes are stemming from economic needs?

LC: Absolutely!


VTA: Let’s look ten years ahead: Economically and artistically, where is sound headed?

LC: A great deal depends upon what the union does. Both Locals, 776 (Editors Guild) and 695 (Sound.) If they don’t get their acts together, you’re going to have a terrible problem in this town. Unless there’s a more productive way of training rerecording mixers, you’re going to find less mixers on the console. The film and sound editors have to be aware of the changes in equipment, learning how to work with digital.


VTA: Any notes of optimism to give the reader who loves movie sound, and wants some hope that excellence will remain in the field?

LC: I get a great deal of joy and satisfaction out of sound tracks. I try to run the first trial of every show that comes out of here, and that’s very satisfying. Young people interested in the field should finish college, whatever they do. As to film school, some courses are good and some not so good. If they want to get involved with sound, they should make sure they have a lot of electronic background.



VTA: There’s a small percentage of women working in post-production sound mixing and rerecording. There are a good number of sound editors, but we know only a few women mixing.

LC: There should be more women. I have noticed some women who come around to work, say, in transfer, who pick up a job seasonally, then move on somewhere else… They may get branded as a “gypsy,” then when they get older and want to have a “home” (steady job,) it’s not there for them, there’s nowhere else to go.


VTA: It does seem that it’s still an Old Boys’ Network.

LC: It is. I don’t consider myself a male chauvinist, but as a sound director, I have to admit that I feel so uncomfortable asking a woman to work 13, 14, 15 hours a day… It really bothers me. Is that some paternal instinct in me?


VTA: Sexism is minimizing a woman because of her being female. That’s very different from what I think you’re feeling, which is an over-responsibility about it. It’s a very real fact that women are more vulnerable late at night driving home. Often women want to deny that vulnerability in order to have equal responsibility with men.

LC: I have not had a woman come in here looking for a job as a mixer in a long time. Anna Behlmer was mixing over at Todd, and I’ve known her for years. If she was working late I’d have somebody walk her to her car.


VTA: Does the TV Academy get involved with issues about sound on TV, or home video, or production schedules, or minority hiring?

LC: Not involved with hiring at all, that’s more of a union issue. Our charter with the State of California says that we’re involved with the awarding of the Emmy® for outstanding achievements, and have educational programs and things of that nature. Nothing political or religious, that’s for sure. One of the things I have instituted since becoming President is, that there were two Governors representing each branch, and very seldom were meetings called of the membership of each particular branch. So I instituted a system where they have an executive committee, which the Governors would chair. And this is working well, and they’re discussing ongoing problems. And every branch has been doing it. Now they’re confronting issues. Prior to the last three or four months, they weren’t. Now these may be minor issues, about membership, about awards, but they’re getting talked about.


VTA: Workers in post are feeling more and more squeezed about their schedules. People are quitting the work with stress burnout. Do you see the future slowing down at all?

LC: It’s going to accelerate. That’s where electronics are going to come into play. Automation.


VTA: That’s bleak.

LC: It is. I blame the unions in a way. You have one basic IA contract, which I and all the major companies are part of. And then you have a sound local. If you have a new company, you get a special sweetheart contract, you get a better labor deal than I do. Now my company has been established and honoring the union contract to the letter for forty-eight years, and I can’t get the same thing. The union has established a competitor that I can’t compete with, yet I am a signatory to the basic IA contract. Something is terribly wrong!


VTA: What are your final thoughts about being the President of the TV Academy and Ryder Sound?

LC: People think I must be rich. It blows my mind! I have employees who get more out of this company than I do. What’s the benefit of running this company? Nowadays there is no benefit. But I’m not starving. Why do I do it? Because I love what I do! There’s an Armenian saying: I have walked bare-footed, where you have required a slipper.


The Washing Machine was the newsletter’s introduction to specialized techniques demanded by a big studio’s imperative to preserve the countless sound elements produced by a lifetime of sound film production. Warner Bros., the studio that in the 1920s had developed Vitaphone sound (using synchronized record players, essentially, with film projectors) and which later reluctantly joined other studios in adapting the sound-on-film optical tracks that became the industry standard, had amassed many vaults full of sound elements for their films, television shows, and a booming music/record industry. As those interested in silent film and photography know, tangible recording materials deteriorate badly over time. At the time George Simpson conducted these interviews, post workers were familiar with digital audio tape (“DAT”), the portable technology that uses tiny cassettes of magnetic audio tape to record, not analog audio patterns, but computer-friendly ones and zeros. It will be of interest to sound historians how these experts weighed the risks and benefits of different recording media, under pressure to choose the most reliable archiving technology and get their work done. Readers can witness in these dialogues how experts came to judge against the case for digital recording for their vaults.


The Washing Machine Published in Summer, 1992 (Vol II #2)








Sc. 7 The Washing Machine

Warner Bros. Archives, interview by George Simpson


There’s something exciting going on in an unassuming trio of converted editing rooms at the Warner-Hollywood lot. When we sent some troublesome bits of production dialogue from “Batman Returns” to Tim Hoggatt for experimental processing, we discovered a new department that ADR Supervisor Mary Andrews has dubbed “The Washing Machine.”



Three engaging people from Goldwyn Sound have been assigned to save some of the entertainment industry’s treasures. Of course they may save some turkeys along the way, but that can’t be helped. Bart Simpson’s intrepid Uncle George caught up with Tim Hoggatt, Deborah Dobb, and Jim Cavaretta and conducted this interview, taping his Q and A above a background of music and sound FX …


MSNL: This operation is called Sound Archives or Sonic Solutions? Did we hear that correctly?

Hoggatt: It’s the Archive Protection Project of the sound mastering facility. We’re protecting all the Warner Bros. archives and putting them on a good medium that’s going to last longer. Sonic Solutions is the computer system we’re using to clean the older tracks.

MSNL: So this is protecting, not restoring?

TH: It’s a little of both. We’re restoring whatever they ask us to restore, but the main premise is for protection of the existing sound masters.

MSNL: How long has this project been in operation?

TH: We started in January of 1992. They’re telling us it could run anywhere from three to five years.

MSNL: You going to be comfortable in that chair for three to five years?

TH: Yes. It’s nice steady work for all three of us. Before, as mixers, we’d be on for two weeks, and off for a week or two. This way, we get a paycheck every Thursday. That’s rare in this town.

MSNL: Do they have all the masters they’re attempting to protect?

TH: They have them all. I think there are something like 750 titles, scattered in many different vaults around the world; It takes time for them to get a film together, but they don’t send it to us unless they have everything.

MSNL: In order to “do” a show they send you a full set of original masters and “M&E’s” and different versions?


(M&E means music and FX only, to accommodate foreign dialogue. —ed.)

TH: They’ll send everything they have in different formats, and tell us what they need. We’ll archive everything, but we won’t Sonic Solutions everything. One show had about five versions, for instance, but they figured there’s no market for the German and French versions, so they felt there was no need to “Sonic” it. We’ll just transfer it to protect it, and then later, if they need a cleaned up version, we’ll “Sonic” it at that point.


In the background of the interview tape, we hear music and FX from “Finian’s Rainbow.”5 —ed.

MSNL: This is a 6 track we’re hearing?

TH: Yes, a 6 track M&E. We’ve already done the domestic 6 track (English) and there are four others: German, Spanish, French, and there’s a 3 track mono. Everything will be processed, because this is one of their “A” titles. That means there’s a big market out there for the show in every version.

MSNL: In home video, it’s already been released. So is this for video or is it protection for theatrical releases?

TH: Well, for English, it’s protection for the current masters and for any future formats they need to release. But in the foreign markets, the Vice President of this archive project tells us they’re always getting calls for their “A” titles.



MSNL: Do they ordinarily deliver a film on optical, or mag, or whatever they have?

TH: Yes, we can do optical negatives, optical positives, we can reproduce any mag head track placement: 2, 3, 4, or 6 track.

Cavaretta: We can go right from negative, without printing a film positive first. It’s pretty good quality, then we do our de-noising process with Sonic Solutions, and it’s cut Warner Bros.’ lab bill in half.

MSNL: When you make your protection copies you are going to 2-inch tape? A 24 track?

TH: Yes, and we’re using twenty of the tracks on every master. For each movie, you have a whole room full of 35mm masters, and with multi track, I can condense that. We put as much product as will fit on the tape, to make it economic for the studio. If it’s a 3 track format, we can fit twelve reels on one 2-inch tape. The track layout depends on the format that it comes in.

JC: Finian’s Rainbow was apparently big enough that they had a lot of extra music cues and pick-ups, and things they didn’t want to lose. So I’m archiving these also. We’re just finding some open channels on the 24 track to put them on.

MSNL: Do these go on tape as raw tracks? Do you apply any noise reduction?

TH: We apply the (Dolby) SR. That’s how they’re all going out. As far as equalizing, we try to keep it as-is. If it goes through “Sonic,” that’s another story.

MSNL: Why is it being done on 24 track? Why not DAT or some digital format?

TH: At this time, they felt that recording to a digital medium was too expensive. Maybe at a later date, they’ll take these 2-inches and go to some new digital format. They certainly discussed it a lot before making the decision. But since it’s all SR-encoded, the quality will be maintained.

MSNL: Do you have any knowledge about 2-inch tape deteriorating?

TH: We were concerned with that. We went with a Gold Master 499 tape, and they say it’s going to last a long time. The studio is thinking that in ten years, we’ll transfer this material to a digital medium that’s cost-effective.

JC: What the studio likes about analog is that it’s a very predictable form of storage. Archivists have told them of certain problems going to digital, and they’re reserving that until some future time. They like the multi-track SR form of storage. I don’t have any statistics, but some people feel that when you do have deterioration with digital tape, you can lose more of the soundtrack. In a deterioration problem with analog, your sound is going to be there. It may be down ten or twenty dB, but you can bring it back and repair it. With some of the older digital processes, you sometimes got an actual hole in the bad spots. Warner Bros. is comfortable with this for now. And they have shows on so much unstable material, we have to do this right now. The predictability factor of tape is so good right now. We know it would last 25 or 30 years without any problem at all. But some of the bases, even from the ’60’s, are so bad that they’re going to lose that movie if they don’t archive it.



MSNL: Since you are doing a once-only archive, is someone doing backup copies of these 2 inches?

JC: I do everything twice. I pull two copies, and try to monitor both at the same time. They go to two different places for storage.

MSNL: What will they do with the 35mm, once they’ve archived the stuff?

JC: The masters are being stored in salt mines and vaults. These tapes are going in two separate vaults with temperature control. One of them is on the WB lot. I don’t know where the other one is. But now they don’t have to be as careful with the 35mm.

MSNL: So if the masters are destroyed, they can regenerate an optical or mag from these 2-inches?

TH: That’s the idea. Most of this stuff is really deteriorating rapidly. They have to protect it somehow. They had one show we could almost not reproduce. It was called The Bobo.6 This was the foreign version, the domestic was fine. But they were lucky they had a 1/4” protection copy. We took it off of that, and saved it. We retained sync, got it on the computer, and cleaned it up. They came close to losing the whole show.

MSNL: Do you know if other studios are doing it this way?

JC: I’m told that Universal got the ball rolling on this once they had their fire. They got in a kind of panic. There’s a lot of money sitting here in these films, and they have their libraries on these lots, and to lose any of them would be tragic. Disney is doing this, and Fox and Paramount are throwing around ideas of what they want to do. Taking the old films to the dubbing stage and trying to do this would be so expensive. Now we can do this with just a few of us, and we can do wonders cleaning up these soundtracks. Some of these shows have such a high surface-to-noise ratio, that when we process them and take out the noise, all of a sudden you can hear things like wind and birds and tree rustle that are there on that soundtrack, but I never noticed them until we Sonic’d them. Now you’re not hearing “steam” every time somebody talks, and you’re hearing all this background detail. That’s been fun.

MSNL: What does Sonic Solutions actually do?

TH: It will take out background noise, tape hiss, it has editing capabilities. We don’t do that, because we’re strictly archiving. People bring us their dailies, we can clean them up. It’s amazing how much it will do without actually affecting the dialogue.

MSNL: What’s the equipment you’re working with?

TH: We have a Macintosh and the Sonic Solutions software. We’re listening through JBL speakers. Most of the processing is done by the software, and it’s very simple to run.

MSNL: I want to know about the sprocketless transport in this transfer machine.

JC: On this project, we went for an Albrecht reproducer. What this gives us is an advantage over sprocketed systems. Because so much of the film is deteriorating (I haven’t dealt with any Nitrate so far, though, just safety base) the bases used years ago were unstable chemically. Sometimes you only get a couple of passes on a machine before it falls apart on you. When the film is warped and when the sprocket holes are deformed it will run that through without any damage to the film. The only sprocket on the machine is for a counter. I have several different choices of equalization I can use, unlike a standard reproducer, where you have to set something up separately each time. Here you can have pre-set EQ’s. For instance, if I’m jumping around from an STL curve to an RCA curve I don’t have to re-align the machine each time, other than azimuth. Of course, if I’m not using the same head stack, I have to re-tweak azimuth each time. But from that point we go directly from the Albrecht to the computer, and then Tim would process, or do de-noising, and then we would put it on 24-track tape.

MSNL: How long does it take to do a version of a film?

TH: If it’s in bad shape, it can take about 25 hours to really clean it up, and transfer it to 2-inch.

MSNL: Is the Sonic Solutions process a separate step from this transfer?

TH: Yes. Right now, I’m transferring this onto the hard drive. Then I’ll set up the noise estimates and set the computer up to take that out. It’ll process the parameters I’ve given it and run through the track all night. I come in, in the morning, and I’ll check it. Then any other problems, I’ll set it up to fix them, and then I’ll transfer it to the 2-inch.

MSNL: Is this automated? You just ask the software to take out certain noise?

TH: Well, I’ll analyze it first, deciding what I want to take out. From those estimates, I derive parameters, and then program the computer to take noise out using those parameters. Sometimes I’ll take out too much noise and have to re do it. But I can set it on a “de-crackle” pass, for instance, and it’ll go through and mark all the clicks and pops. It’ll either take them out automatically, or I can see them as they’re marked, and decide on each one.

MSNL: What else can it do?

TH: Pops, tape hiss, generator noises and electrical buzzes. I can work over the whole sound file, or just individual scenes. I can put up to 520 individual notch filters in a track.

MSNL: When you work on a show do you do anything to change the balance of stereo or of the music, dialogue, and FX mix?

TH: We won’t change any of the balance on any of the masters. We’re not going to move any tracks around or anything like that. We’d rather leave everything as-is than hurt the track.

MSNL: Bogus surround FX, you would leave alone?

TH: Right. We don’t mess with that type of stuff. The client’s getting what they did on the dubbing stage, out in 1990’s quality.

MSNL: You’re monitoring through three JBL’s? What do you do if you have a 6 track?

TH: There’s only four ports in the computer, so I listen to three at a time. I’ll do channels 1, 2, and 3 first, and then go back and do 4, 5, and 6. I could play four, but this mode works out well. We do check sync, to make sure that all six pops are coming up at the same time. But I can do a lot with the three tracks at a time.

MSNL: And you never have picture to listen against?

TH: We have no picture. We have a half-inch videocassette most of the time, just for reference if a question comes up. For instance, if there’s a sound that I think we need to take out, but I’m not sure if we should, we’ll look at it.

MSNL: What about sync?

TH: We’ve had lots of experience taking stuff off a DAT tape, processing it, and putting it back on a DAT. We can put it on with sync time code. The sync works fine.

MSNL: It would seem useful to know if the audio you’ve got is really the right version of the movie!

TH: There is the possibility of problems coming up… But never something where the picture negative doesn’t match the sound. I think that’s straightened out before we get the tracks. We have had a lot of problems where the (sync) pops are different than they should be, with stuff playing over the pop. Start marks can be different.

Dobb: On one show I had pops at 8, 8 1/2, and 9 feet. Sometimes I have a pop at 15 feet.

MSNL: That would be from Britain.

DD: Exactly. The Year of the Comet7 was like that. So you have to check every single one.

MSNL: Many of these were recorded with 20-foot starts, the more recent ones with 12-foot starts? 3-foot pops and 2-foot pops?

TH: A lot of stuff doesn’t even have pops. A lot doesn’t even have slates. So we have no way of knowing exactly where the start marks are. If there’s no pop, we just line it up with the start mark. If there’s a pop, we try and put it at nine feet from the start. Each reel and each show may have a different set of problems.

DD: The end I take part in is the incoming and outgoing of old and new masters, inspecting them to see if they have sync pops at 9 feet or 10, or none at all, and applying pops if they have none.

MSNL: In that case, when you have no picture, where do you put the pop?

DD: At 9 feet from Academy Start.

MSNL: But some of the old Academy starts are at 20 feet.

DD: I know, so we have to play around with it.

MSNL: Does anybody look at these 24 tracks with picture?

JC: Bounty Hunter8 was done that way. And we did a test with a new film, Class Act,9 for Don Mitchell (head rerecording mixer at Warner-Hollywood’s Stage D) where we ran Sonic on the film, transferred to 2-inch tape, and looked at it on the stage. There’s nothing about running the computer and cleaning this stuff up that interferes with sync. That’s all a matter of start marks and where the pops are. Of course, because the different music, FX, and dialogue stems are being processed separately, these things have to line up, but that’s an editorial problem.

MSNL: What about cleaning noises you can’t identify without picture?

JC: People who don’t understand what the de-noising process is will say “what about a tap on a desk? or that sort of sound, and how do we know what it is?” There are all sorts of fail safe things… We’re not trying to eliminate sounds from a track; we don’t do that. We can take a complete frequency read-out through the computer. It will interpolate a noise estimate, and you can tell if something is extraneous sound, or if it’s an effect. On Bye-Bye Braverman,10 all we did was take some “steam” out of the dialogue, but that brought out some of the birds and the winds, that people may not have heard. I didn’t hear them when we first played it, at least I didn’t notice when we transferred to the computer. They might have been production sound, or FX. I don’t know, but cleaning brought them out.

MSNL: Does someone check these later, for dropouts or other problems?

JC: No. we’re it! But this room is built to sound like our dubbing room “A.” Dropouts shouldn’t be an issue, especially with two copies. Another fail-safe is that Tim and I constantly check each other: He’s monitoring my time code to see that it’s resolving properly, I’m monitoring his sync. You find some incredible things, though… A sync pop right in the main title. On a recent picture, there was a spot where the surround channel went out, just crackling, in the middle of some material. It was not in the print master, they had repaired that before it was released. But, probably due to a schedule problem, they hadn’t fixed it in the three separate stems. We had to take the time to fix it up before archiving the stems. It’s interesting to get the overview of a dub like this.

MSNL: You can catch mistakes that nobody else caught.

JC: Or had time to deal with.

DD: Every film is an individual problem. And the condition the tracks are in… right now we have a film, All Neat In Black Stockings,11 which we’re airing out. I’ll show you… The vinegar process has started in on it, the process of deteriorating. It’s really, really bad. I just got through doing Deliverance,12 which is only about twenty years old. It’s going through the vinegar process, and we cleaned that up.

MSNL: Are most of these masters on fullcoat, or three stripe?

DD: Most are fullcoat. So, the inspecting, the sync, cleaning it up is what gets done here.

MSNL: And the big, black “steam bath” box?

DD: That’s a creation made by our head engineer, John Bonner, and the guys call it a “Stinkerator!” It aerates the film. I have several pieces of film in there now. We have a fan blowing in. It dries it out, stops the process of vinegar from deteriorating the film. We clean the film, and then we put it in there in hopes that it will work itself out, so we can transfer it. If this doesn’t help, then we have to see if there are other masters we can use. They are still looking in the old salt mines in Kentucky, finding new ones. We’ve got a lot of cleaning up to do on the old films we have. Everything that comes in, we keep track on the computer whether they are M&E’s, or stems, or whatever kind of element they are. We get new shows in… like Doc Hollywood,13 Lethal Weapon II,14 Reversal of Fortune,15 New Jack City,16 and those are in pretty good condition, but we always have to inspect them because we come across some really odd things from time to time. Batman17 had a big piece of tape wrapped up in the film, and when it went through (transfer) it created an extreme wow. The smallest thing can create an audio problem, so the inspection is very important.

MSNL: Is there any problem with splicing tape that might be on the masters?

DD: The optical on Finian’s Rainbow, on the German version, had splices that were creating a problem. Jim was able to clean it up. Odd pieces of tape that are old and falling off… sometimes there’s an old piece that’s eating away at the film. If you take it off, you might be taking the mag off with it. You never know what to expect.

MSNL: Let’s look at the “Stinkerator.”

DD: You can see this is by an open window, and you can smell that strong vinegar smell, and this is the film. Black Stockings, we think, was sitting in water, and that’s why it got so bad.

MSNL: What I’m looking at is ten rolls of fullcoat, and it’s all different stock.…

DD: And it’s starting to eat away at the film.

MSNL: It’s all crumpled up on the outside, it’s a big mess.

DD: You see a lot of curling effect, it starts bowing in the middle, and you need to keep a lot of tension on it to clean it. I’m not even sure it’s all going to go through. We had to move this one to a different room, because the smell was overpowering.

JC: John Bonner gave us a lot to work with. These two other rooms are set up just like dubbing rooms. They are on their own cement slabs, rooms within rooms. I have the luxury to listen in a way that’s not like a regular transfer “channel” where you have to listen to all the other garbage.





Transfer departments are usually set up with several clusters of tape and film recorders that work together. Each work station area is called a “channel.” It can get pretty noisy.


— ed.



MSNL: (Narrating) He’s threading up the sprocketless reproducer.

JC: Unlike a conventional film reproducer, this is a “smart machine,” probably worth over $50,000. And this doesn’t record. It’s very gentle. You can see I have some slop in here. A conventional machine would take it up suddenly and yank the film around and probably tear it. This one will take up the slack first. It’s not going to put on the torque until it senses all the slack is out of that. Here I’ve wound it a little loose. It doesn’t want that film core to slip, so it turns itself off. It’ll take up a little, until it likes the way it’s wound and then it’ll go. Right now I’m using this as a 3 track mono reproducer. I have different pre-set EQ’s I’m using. I log the settings for each different set-up, but I can switch between them once they are programmed. That’s necessary because we have to jump around a lot in what we’re doing.

MSNL: Have we heard any of your work in home video at this point?

TH: Not yet, we’ve just started.

MSNL: Is Warner Home Video even aware of this department?

TH: Oh, yes, they’re quite involved. The studio has spent a lot of money on this, and they’re going to make it work.

MSNL: What was your favorite picture to work on?

TH: I like the one we’re working on right now. Finian’s Rainbow is a nice classic. And we had a lot of laughs out of The Bobo. (Peter Sellers.) That’s got some funny stuff in it.

MSNL: Are there any movies that you would like to see pass through here?

JC: I like the corny musicals. Those are fun. But working with older films with various different head stacks and EQ’s, that’s been challenging, and every studio had different reference tones, and figuring out how they must have arrived at their equalization standards… Now pretty much everybody uses Standard Reference Laboratory tapes for reference. With mono’s it wasn’t so critical, but with stereo shows like Finian’s Rainbow, we have to be careful to get a decent match, even before we transfer to the computer.

MSNL: This is the last stop on the way to posterity. Are you going to get the Warner Bros. cartoons to work on?

JC: Sure, we’re hoping to get some of the cartoons. We haven’t seen them yet.

MSNL: Warners sold all the pre-1948 cartoons to UA, now the Turner library. The post-1948 stuff they still have. Let us know when you’re working on them. We’ll come down and enjoy them with you.



We hear a smooth accelerating whir —ed.


MSNL: It’s sprocketless and noiseless.

JC: Like a Swiss watch, it’s so quiet. If you walk into a machine room, you know how noisy they can get. We joke about having a whole dubbing machine room set up with these, but obviously that’s too expensive. This machine is extremely versatile and very gentle on film. I’ve had machines that would shred film if there were just an inch of slack.

MSNL: You have to tune it up often?

JC: No, it’s made in Germany. It’s extremely durable.

MSNL: Oh, yes. It says here, “Achtung!”

JC: It’s made to last.

MSNL: And so were these movies.



George Simpson is a novelist, sound editor, and supervising sound editor. He contributes to Moviesound Newsletter as a reviewer for home video film releases, especially of Laserdiscs.


One significant signpost announcing the end of the analog age is the success and subsequent long life of digital sound-with-film techniques. Dolby Digital, Sony’s SDDS, and Universal’s DTS would make up the entire field of big studio release formats, where digital sound could be exhibited with film images. (To be precise, the Dolby and Sony systems employ miniscule barcode-like patterns printed photographically on the film itself, near the image, while DTS utilizes a digital optical disc, like a data DVD, which runs on a computer outside the projector. On the film print’s edge, they print the comparatively simple pattern of a time-code counting track, which provides synchronism signals from the projector to the computer. All of these systems worked flawlessly enough to supplant the popularity of expensive 70mm six-track magnetic sound, and provide (still, in 2016) equally dramatic presentation of soundtracks.

The newsletter interviewed Jeff Levison, who spoke about Digital Theater Systems during the height of these three sound-with-film formats’ competition for market predominance. It turns out that all three formats have been as stable and standard as was the old “Academy Mono.” DTS, Dolby Digital, and SDDS have been in play since the newsletter’s era, and should be understood to be the last gasps of sound exhibited with projected photographic film. In 2016, we await the eventual conversion of all movie theaters to digital file-based exhibition.
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Sc. 8 We Chat with DTS’s Jeff Levison


Levison and Joe Klebanoff are Studio Services engineers for Digital Theater Systems, specializing in the supervision of digital printmasters for major movie releases. After Optical Radiation Corp. stopped making Cinema Digital Sound prints, Jeff brought his experience and unusual background to the DTS team. Since December of 1993, Jeff has been on dub stages all over the film industry, looking after quality control for DTS in the field.


MSNL: What is your actual job description?

Levison: “The Guy Who Answers All the Questions and Has to Quell All the Rumors and Technical Misstatements.” When I’m doing printmastering, then, part of what I do is to make sure that everything that needs to be known is known, and that whatever needs to be done gets done properly. So… “Did we put tones on the film?” “Are there head tones on everything?” “What was the order of track assignments?” “Did we check the pink noise level in the room, to make sure that all the speakers are indeed running at the proper volume for playback?” And then, if any other questions should come up, I am there to make sure that they get answered and dealt with.

MSNL: What else do you do?

JL: One of the important things I do on the dub stage is just to listen, so I have some sort of relative knowledge about how the individual film is supposed to sound in that room, where it was mixed.

MSNL: What are some of the kinds of things that might go wrong?

JL: I had one film where the time code I was given was offset by two frames. I did a direct transfer onto the hard disc system. As a result of that, when I made the first compact disc, it was offset by two frames. So I was able to repair that for the production discs. I had one situation wherein there was a tick in a surround channel at one moment; two or three ticks that were about a second apart. We went back and listened to the master. Lo and behold, it was on there. So we punched them out and remastered it. We answer questions about the reliability of sync between the disc and the film. So a lot of my work is to set up A/B comparisons between the printmaster and the write-once disc. We’ll demonstrate to the clientele (the mixers, the sound supervisor, or the director) that what they’re putting in is what they’re getting out. That’s probably the most important thing I do: demonstrating the system over and over, to make sure that everybody is in agreement as to what’s on the disc. To date, everybody’s been happy with the system.

MSNL: Of course there’s much P.R. throughout show business, pressure and politics on a dub stage, and as a representative you’re always “on.” Working for DTS, or in your previous work for Optical Radiation’s CDS-system, what sorts of technical misunderstandings have you dealt with?

JL: People would say they saw such-and-such a film, and there were all these pops and crackles and snaps; therefore, digital film tracks must be bad. We would find out they heard pops and crackles, because the projectionist didn’t know how to load the player, and they were listening to an optical track.

MSNL: They were hearing the “fail-safe” Dolby analog track?

JL: Wait a minute. I don’t like that “fail-safe” concept at all. That’s a perfect example of the misstatements I’m dealing with. It’s not that it’s a fail-safe. There’s a way of playing the track digitally, and then there’s also an analog track. It’s not a fail-safe, it’s the other way of playing the film. If you consider the laser disc, you’ve got a digital track and an analog track. The analog track is not a failsafe. In this example, the guy just didn’t know how to thread the thing properly. He was just one projectionist out of many that worked in the theater. He could have been the night guy on the odd weekend or something. If you didn’t know how to turn on the Hi-Fi tracks on your VHS video deck, for example, you would just listen to the linear track. You wouldn’t think there was something wrong. It’s the same thing. Much of this has to do with the events of the opening weekend failure of Days of Thunder in Cinema Digital Sound.

MSNL: That’s just one event. We wrote about it in MSNL (Vol I #14.)

JL: It was really an unfortunate thing, because Cinema Digital really did sound wonderful and had many things going for it. Everybody in digital sound for film started marketing things that had a double system with a digital and an analog track.

MSNL: Was that in response to Days of Thunder?

JL: Yes, and using it as a hype position, so they could say “And it’s got a fail-safe!”

MSNL: So all this engineering has to go into new formats just because of this public myth about digital, which we can trace to the one event in Westwood?

JL: It was just one event but it got plenty of publicity.

MSNL: Digital, among its proponents, can be a panacea and a buzz-word in an unrealistic way. On the negative side, people look for problems with new media because they want to sound smart. How do you respond to a film sound professional saying “I can’t hear any difference between digital audio systems.” In other words, the recorded material, the acoustics, the mix, and the noise in the room will make more difference than the type of digital used.

JL: You couldn’t make a conclusion about different systems going from different material in different rooms. You can’t make an observation that way. All the digital systems will have a certain relative competence to them, because of technology currently available to everybody. You would have to hear the systems playing back recordings of the same material, and played back in the same room, etc.

MSNL: So they all sound great, and choosing a digital release system would be a matter of what’s going to work best in the marketplace, and what’s good for filmmakers.

JL: The end goal should be to bring your six-track mix to as wide an audience as possible.

MSNL: Are there significant differences in the way you work a room, doing your job, to what you did in your CDS days?

JL: Not really. We’ve all learned how to make good rooms for mixing. They’re quiet, have plenty of headroom, and have excellent speaker systems. Recording technology has clearly improved. We are using better oxides on our magnetic machines, and there is much wider use of Dolby SR for noise reduction.

MSNL: The predubs and final stems use SR on all the big pictures now.

JL: Yes. In terms of headroom and noise, that does improve things a bit. We’re seeing more digital sources for certain kinds of things, like DAT recorders for new FX and for production dialogue. A couple of years ago, there were only a few people recording digital dialogue, like Jeff Wexler.

MSNL: Jeff’s dialogue on City Slickers II was remarkable. It was all DAT-mastered in the field.

JL: He’s the rare production mixer who comes and listens to the dialogue on the dub stage. He finds time to spend in the cutting room with dialogue editors.



MSNL: Many of them would like to, but are on the next location job when we’re dubbing.

JL: Jeff somehow finds the time to do it.

MSNL: He does. What other digital systems come into play?

JL: Besides DAT recording of dialogue and FX, there are the digital work stations replacing editing rooms. Some would say that’s good, some would say it’s bad.

MSNL: That should be an editorial problem. Whether editing is digital or not should be transparent to the process of getting tracks to your printmaster.

JL: People are learning to cut in new and interesting ways while using those technologies. Some people are doing better than others using digital methods.

MSNL: This applies to digital audio in general, how it affects things everywhere.

JL: Just because it’s digital doesn’t mean it’s great. It just means it has the capacity to do a certain kind of job. You have more bandwidth, more dynamic range at different steps than you might have in analog. You can take advantage of that. We’re seeing things like the Elysis ADAT and the Tascam DA-88 being used as record-playback systems for submixes and stems.

MSNL: Don’t they use videotape as a record medium?

JL: The DA-88 used 8mm Hi-8 cassettes and the ADAT uses VHS.

MSNL: These can be used for eight-channel submixes?

JL: These are all eight-channel devices, so they’re very convenient, yet sonically, they’re quite good. In some cases where they just didn’t have enough machines in the machine room to do what they wanted to do, they’d do some submixes to those. They could add eight tracks very conveniently, without having to create a whole big mishigas. I’m starting to use a DA-88 to printmaster to. I’m just completing tests on that. The first one was Blown Away.18

MSNL: So you’re walking out of the printmaster sessions with an 8mm in your shirt pocket instead of 12,000 feet of 35mm full-coat mag?

JL: (Laughs) Well, I’ll put each A/B reel on a thirty-minute cassette. It surely takes a lot less space in my car. So I’ve got that, and I use a set of Apogee AD-500’s as a front end for it. That’s an analog-to-digital converter. It has a good reputation in audio circles and convenient features, like soft limiting, and a variety of conversion rates.

MSNL: Before the DTS compact disc is made, is it critical to what medium you’ll printmaster?

JL: We want it to have as good performance characteristics as possible. We do one of three things, currently: Mix to six-track fullcoat with SR; The second way is to come out of the console directly into our mastering system. For The Mask,19 we printmastered to a Sony 3324 recorder, then the tracks were transferred digital-to-digital to the Tascam DA-88, enabling me to literally put the printmaster in my shirt pocket and take it to our hard disc mastering system.



MSNL: If you use anything other than magnetic fullcoat, does that mean you cannot monitor in real time?

JL: Then you do an E-to-E monitor. In other words, you listen to the electronic path, not to the tape itself.

MSNL: There was an exciting piece in Video about the Zoran chip, using the so-called 5.1 film stereo as standard arrangement. It assumes the Home Theater consumer will listen to Left, Center, Right, Left Surround, and Right Surround as full-frequency discrete channels, and a sixth (the “.1” in “5.1”) for subwoofer or alternate material. Isn’t this the same assumption that DTS makes with theater installations?

JL: That’s right. Although we do make a special eight-channel recorder-player we use for special venue applications… amusement rides, National Park Service, etc.

MSNL: Then DTS is well-positioned, if 5.1 is becoming some kind of standard, then you’ve backed the right horse. A chicken in every pot, split-surrounds in every living room. But more channels at home have to relate to those on the professional dub stage. What do you do to tweak a room, or to test it?

JL: Other than checking the room for proper X-curve… the equalization and response of the room… I use a THX R-2 analyzer unit, that’s their latest and greatest version of an RTA analyzer… and setting sound pressure level, there’s nothing else that I do.

MSNL: The Real Time Analyzer being a graphic display of the room’s response at different frequencies?

JL: Yes, and it’s a multiplex, in other words, has more than one mic. position, so you take the average of several mic. positions to get an idea of how it is in the room generally.

MSNL: This is all standard procedure in the industry. Is there some variance because you’re doing a DTS printmaster?

JL: You know, in the 30 or so films I’ve done since beginning to work for DTS, I’ve only been asked to look at two rooms! When I come in and check the sound pressure level, I check with both my hand-held Ivie IE-30A and the industry standard Radio Shack handheld Sound Pressure Level meter.

MSNL: The only thing Radio Shack makes that works!

JL: Yeah, they’re great. They’re inexpensive. Anyone can buy one, anyone can use one, and they’re relatively consistent. I’ve got my $4,000.00 box and I’ve got my $40.00 box, and either way it comes up pretty much with the same thing.

MSNL: People might want to use those with their home systems.

JL: Of course, the dicey part comes in measuring very low frequency sound pressure levels. Sometimes that can be difficult with the Radio Shack. Broadband, they’re consistent, though.

MSNL: (Cautiously) What are some of your favorite-sounding dubbing or screening rooms in Hollywood?

JL: (Without a moment of hesitation.) The Academy! I really enjoy the way it sounds.


(The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Samuel Goldwyn Theater in Beverly Hills, to be exact —ed.)

MSNL: How much of a room’s sound is based on subjective tuning or tweaking?

JL: You can set up a room by the numbers, but so much of its sound is based on the physical acoustics. You might get into a room, and you’ll adjust everything by the numbers, and there’s something that just sounds wrong. In that case, you use your knowledge and experience and make a small adjustment. Sometimes the measurement tells you one thing, but your ears tell you something different. Then a very small adjustment by ear can mean an enormous difference. Recently, I was working in a room that, although it measured out really well, it had been pushed hard in one direction. They had adjacent bands turned in opposite directions. When you put out the microphone, it was perfect, but this was a case where it sounded better to have a little bump there, with less equalization, it sounded better.

MSNL: What other rooms sound good lately?

JL: The Studio Theater at Warner-Hollywood has sounded very good to me lately.

MSNL: Really? I’ve heard negative comments about that room’s acoustics. Largely because of the long, narrow shape.

JL: I don’t think it sounds as “tunnely” as you would expect by looking at it. I also like Todd A-O’s room “A”.

MSNL: We saw a six-track 70 running there of E. T. when it was new. There were very few seats, and we lay on the floor, looking up E.T.’s nose, practically at the bottom of the screen. Not a great position for the speakers, but it was a knockout.

JL: I like the Skywalker rooms in Santa Monica. The studio theater at Paramount is remarkable. It has an amazing amount of low end.

MSNL: You’re not often asked to “voice” a room… Is the reason that mixers do it themselves?

JL: No, for the most part, Dolby Labs has established the practice of voicing a room, since Dolby stereo began… Or they do it themselves. They have the equipment to do it as well. A client might ask me to check the room, because that’s part of what I’m there for, in terms of quality control.

MSNL: Dolby has by now evolved a complete culture of post-production sound procedures. It’s been critical to the uplifting of post-production film sound in a consistent way. Having established that, it’s not a big deal for any big-league mixing room to be well-tweaked and ready to go.

JL: Enough people have learned how to do it now, that they’re doing it themselves or calling their favorite guy from Dolby to come in. It’s not so much the “black art” that it used to be. It’s being done by all kinds of media people now, not just in films. You can talk about the subtleties of tuning a room, room acoustics that are hard to measure, but in most cases, almost anybody can do it. With some of the relatively inexpensive equipment available in the marketplace now, you can get damn close (to the specs of a first-rate dub stage.)

MSNL: Is part of the reason that it became standard to have a quality control guy attend the printmaster sessions, that the Dolby stereo 4–2–4 matrix was very fussy and could throw a mix off?

JL: Well, from my point of view it’s simply that they are going to release a soundtrack to DTS to make copies from. It’s the last chance to make sure everything’s OK. Anything that I can do to insure that what the client gets back is exactly what they heard in the mix… that’s what I’m there for. Sometimes it’s just making sure that the film is labeled. For instance, some people prefer to do things with differing track assignments. Some may prefer to do an L, C, R, S, Subwoofer; some people like to do it the Apocalypse Now standard: L, LS, C, RS, R, Subwoofer.

MSNL: Aren’t your tracks always laid out L, C, R, LS, RS, Subwoofer?

JL: But the printmaster is the thing we’re talking about… That’s what patch bays are for. Channels one through six may be recorded in one organization or another. If you look at our channel assignments on the compact disc, it goes: L, LS, C, RS, R… But that’s just a matter of convention. On the disc and on the pin connector on the back, that’s how it comes up, but to the digital machine it doesn’t make any difference. If you had a four-track mix and you knew it was recorded L, R, C, S, it doesn’t make any difference as long as you knew how it was recorded. All that matters is that how you punch up your playback assignments.

MSNL: Does DTS use data-compression algorithms similar to those used by Dolby?

JL: Yes. On the disc we use APT X-100, which is a four-to-one compression algorithm. All the channels are handled completely individually, in that there’s no common bit pool. We are doing four-to-one relative to a sixteen-bit word. Dolby has a common bit pool and so, depending how much action there is in individual channels, the compression ratio will vary. Let’s say there’s just something going on in one channel, it might be two-to-one. It may be ten-to-one or more if everything was going. They are using a compression algorithm where the coefficients are variable, but it might average about six- or seven- to one. Sony is using an offshoot of the minidisc technology. But you really should ask them, because they are changing their entire format, the way the stuff will go down on the film. Their new player, when the production units come out, will be using a different system, supposedly much improved. It will be interesting to see how that works out for them when they get started.

MSNL: Some of your recent jobs have included Crooklyn, Blown Away, City Slickers II, Greedy, The Endless Summer II, The Mask, The Paper, In the Mouth of Madness, Beverly Hills Cop III, Forrest Gump, That’s Entertainment III, Speed, and The Crow.20 We know Speed was a big sound effects job. Were some of these titles prepared directly as six-track printmasters? Also, has anyone been remastering from four channel material intended for Dolby A 4–2–4, directly to a DTS four channel discrete format?

JL: The Crow may have been prepared as a 4–2–4 and then somehow they spread it. I’m not sure, because I didn’t do that whole job myself. The Paper was interesting, because it was largely mixed 4–2–4, but with variations. It was mixed from six-track stems. We did a split-surround recording of the score at Sony: Effectively L, C, R, LS, & RS. That was prepared as a five-track source reel, carried through six-track stems. A lot of the sound effects were recorded as stereo pairs. The whole thing was final mixed predominantly through the 4–2–4 matrix. When we printmastered for six track, then, we used two 4–2–4’s: One for the effects and one for the dialogue. This would maintain the proper power and imaging for each of those, but using this method, they weren’t interactive to each other through the matrix. The sound effects didn’t tend to pull the dialogue off to the side, as often happens with 4–2–4.

MSNL: They didn’t have that “matrix-magnetism” problem?

JL: Right, and then the music was played discrete.

MSNL: This is an innovative way of doing things. What mix crew was it?

JL: That was Todd A-O’s crew in New York. Rick Dior and company. It sounded very nice. Then there’s another way that a couple of places have used: In order to get the best of both worlds, they put the output of a 4–2–4 on the front channels L, C, & R. Then they listen to Split-surrounds and subwoofers discrete. Then you’re sort of mixing half for one and half for the other.

MSNL: It’s not confusing?

JL: Not really, and there’s an argument for it. When you make a 4–2–4, you adjust the surround information and the subwoofer information to play well. Usually, that’s less material than the front. Normally, you’re busy adjusting the front. The common way to do it is to prepare six-track material, mix it for 4–2–4, and then when you make a six-track printmaster, you have to bump it up. You split the surrounds and you add a subwoofer track. Alternatively, you mix a six-track discrete, and when you make the 4–2–4, you have to squeeze it down.

MSNL: And the director’s always disappointed with the loss of dynamics. Which way is easier?

JL: It depends on the mixers and on the material in the film.

MSNL: What’s been happening with the four-channel theatres showing DTS two-tracks?

JL: We’ve gotten everybody to agree to upgrade to six-track. There are probably about forty theatres left in England that are two-track. There are none left in the US. Forrest Gump and The Little Rascals21 were the last pictures for which we made two-track versions. We’re in about 2400 theaters by now.

MSNL: What elements go into a mix that can make your job easier?

JL: It’s the same old thing, you work to a schedule, and then changes happen for one reason or another. I was on a picture that had an editorial change, a major timing change in the end titles. The timing affected the music tracks, which had to be seriously lengthened before we could finish a printmaster. We might have been able to finish the printmaster at seven pm one evening, but had to work until the next noon, dealing with this change. One of the first things I did after coming to work for DTS was with a change on Schindler’s List.22 It was a grammatical change in some Hebrew. It was a final finesse touch that Steven Spielberg thought was of appropriate importance to merit a change. At this point, the film had been out, but in a relatively small number of theatres. This was due to the relative difficulty in assembling prints, owing to the combination of black-and-white and color reels. Although it was only one word, it was important. It had to do with prayer, and the way the name of God is expressed. For Orthodox Jews, there’s a word for God used in prayer, and another used in literature or in replication, so as not to use the name of God in vain. We were in about 50 theatres or less. We did the change in the ADR tracks, and we made a new disc, and we were able to send out the new disc in a couple of days. Then a new optical soundtrack was made on the prints, and that reel was replaced when they had time to do it. But we were able to replace the discs right away.

MSNL: You were able to replace all that track by shipping out a handful of CD’s?

JL: Well, yes. Later we sent out replacement prints to update the analog version.

MSNL: Exactly what goes into the mastering of that disc?

JL: From the tape master, it goes to a hard drive recorder, then to a write-once disc as a prototype. A full disc of 700 megs handles 100 minutes of audio, and this can take about forty minutes to write. I usually take that disc to the stage where it was printmastered, and I play it back to an answer print that has time code on it. Thereby, I check two things: The time code—because it either plays or it doesn’t; And I get approval on the transfer from the mixers.

MSNL: That disc is an original, not a production copy?

JL: Then that is sent to the disc manufacturer, which makes a glass master. Then the compact discs come back, and we play that for the client as well. We pull one sample and play it. I don’t think there has been a single disc failure.

MSNL: That’s saying a lot. What happens if that write-once is destroyed?

JL: Oh, we can regenerate that from the hard drive. I make an archival copy before I erase it from the hard drive.

MSNL: This reminds us that computer literacy is important everywhere now. When you and our contemporaries were in college, there wasn’t much computer science and no personal computers at all. How were you trained?

JL: I went to school at Newark College of Engineering in New Jersey for a couple of years. Across the street, Rutgers University had a Fine Arts campus. So I took Engineering on one side of the street and I took Theatre classes on the other side of the street. So I called myself a Communications major. I was taking Radio Production and Script Analysis on one side, and Calculus and Statics and Dynamics on the other side. My family moved out here and I moved with them. I intended to re-enroll in California, but then I started working, found a job, and I never went back in Engineering. I went back to school to continue my Fine Art education in lithography and Fine Art prints, but only out of love for it, not to get a degree.

MSNL: But how could you learn so much with just a couple of years of engineering college?

JL: I’ve worked in business. I opened a screening room not long after coming here. I’d never seen a 35mm projector before. But I bought equipment and set it up in the old Technicolor building in Hollywood. It was the old executive screening room. In the first year, I met Jeff Wexler. He suggested me for the job at Optical Radiation Corp.


(Which introduced Cinema Digital Sound. —ed.)


So now it’s come full circle, and I’m print mastering his production tracks on a lot of movies. What I didn’t know how to do for the screening room, I had to teach myself. I built all the preamplifiers for the projectors. Stuff I had bought, I improved and rebuilt as I went along. The formal background helped, but more for teaching me study skills. I had to teach myself specifics.

MSNL: Have there been engineering problems where you really needed a hand?

JL: Yes, I had to know who to ask, how to size it up. I worked for Universal for a short time, in the “40” shop.

MSNL: The “40’’shop?

JL: The Electrician’s Union. I worked for some manufacturers. I always worked part-time in one post-production thing or another. I always dabbled in film sound. In fact, I was partly responsible for the design of a Proton consumer surround decoder.

MSNL: Printing lithographs brings about a certain kind of thought process. What does your background in art bring to your work?

JL: Somebody in my position has to see two sides to a story. I have to deal with all these technical things, patching, setting of levels etc. But the other side is I have to be sensitive to the filmmakers’ artistic point of view. The way I deal with that is as a viewer. If I were printing a piece of artwork it would be the same kind of thing. As a lithographer, I would be making copies from a master. Every person who stands in front of each copy has to get a similar experience, although if you look at it technically, every print is unique. The same thing applies to film, so I put myself in the audience’s position. As long as I’m faithful to the audience’s right to technical quality, then I’m being faithful to the director and the editor and ultimately the distributor and all those business people.

MSNL: You are able to respond intuitively as well as to the measurements.

JL: As soon as somebody loses the sense of the audience’s position, the film suffers. I try to maintain the vision from that small dark room where people watch the movies.




Notes

1. Interested readers might enjoy a deeper look at the original Godard and Truffaut essays they published in Cahiers du Cinema and then indulge in the later dissections of Andrew Sarris, Pauline Kael, and other great film critics, who seemingly debated auteur theory like medieval rabbis and priests.

2. The author owes his exposure to this concept entirely to Prof. Vanessa Ament, with respect to her persuasion in the possibility of our creating this book and her hypothesis about its potential forms.

3. The Outside Game: How the sociologist Howard Becker studies the conventions of the unconventional. By Adam Gopnik (Paris Journal section), The New Yorker, January 12, 2015, pp. 26–31.

4. LoBrutto, V. (1994). Sound-on-Film: Interviews with Creators of Film Sound. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers.

5. the 1968 Warner Bros. film, directed by Francis Ford Coppola, from the Yip Harburg-Fred Saidy musical play that ran through most of 1947 and 1948.

6. a Peter Sellers comedy released by Warner Bros. in 1967.

7. Castle Rock/New Line/Columbia Pictures’ 1992 release. The British director was Peter Yates (Bullitt, 1968), working with a William Goldman screenplay.

8. The author is not able to identify this title.

9. Warner Bros.’ 1992 vehicle for the comedy team Kid’n’Play (Christopher Reid & Christopher Martin). Coincidentally, the screenwriters were MSNL’s friend and computer advisor John Semper, Jr., and his writing partner Cynthia Friedlob.

10. Warner Bros.’ 1968 comedy, directed by Sidney Lumet, and starring George Segal.

11. A 1968 British comedy, released in the U.S. by National General Pictures in 1969. Warner Home video has it now.

12. Warner Bros.’ now-classic 1972 drama, directed by John Boorman.

13. Warner Bros.’ 1991 Michael J. Fox comedy.

14. Warner Bros.’ 1989 hit sequel for producer Joel Silver.

15. Warner Bros.’ (as distributor) 1990 drama about Alan Dershowitz’s defense of Claus von Bülow, in his infamous case of attempted murder. As the slippery defendant, Jeremy Irons famously performed the sardonic tag line “You have no idea.” Four years later, as the voice of the lion Scar in The Lion King, Irons repeated the line as a perfectly placed in-joke.

16. Warner Bros.’ 1991 Wesley Snipes crime drama, directed by Mario van Peebles.

17. Warner Bros.’ 1989 Tim Burton/Michael Keaton effort: the start of the modern feature film Batman franchise.

18. MGM’s 1994 crime drama about Ireland, Boston, and bombs.

19. New Line’s 1994 Jim Carrey vehicle.

20. All of the above are 1994 releases.

21. Penelope Spheeris’ 1994 update of the classic 1930s short subjects produced by Hal Roach.

22. Spielberg’s 1993 masterpiece.






  Reel 6
Active Listening

(Reviews at the Movies)
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Sc. 1 Introduction

Professional sound people are among the most enthusiastic artisans in the Hollywood culture. Although they live confined (editors cloistered in dingy cutting rooms, mixers in some airtight cathedral of a dub stage, all unaware of the earth’s daily rotation), most are true movie fans, happy to be constructing a dream world. Some post people exhibit a childlike enthusiasm for the effectiveness of new tools, and (though they are competitive) most enjoy each other’s artistic achievements. Readers saw and participated in this enthusiasm during the life of Moviesound Newsletter. The new specialization of tasks, with precise definition of duties within sound editing and mixing jobs, provoked some ebullient discussion in this community, and the publication attempted to capture that spirit. It was craft specialization, not audio technology alone, which revolutionized movie sound.

Since the late ’70s, sound editing crews had been expanding, through a mitosis-like reorganization of skills and workflows, leading to a more robust structure. The Industry largely accepted the need to create more articulate tracks, characterized by more careful reconstruction of dialogue, more impressive reproduction of music, clean effects with low-frequency enhancement for dramatic effect, and with increasingly detailed Foley.1 In the first generation of movie sound, film editors worked with audio engineers to prepare a handful of optical tracks for re-recording in a mixing theater. Through a second generation, sound editors prepared more elaborate configurations of individual sound units for mixing. After that, the specialized editing crafts (dialogue, FX, music, ADR, and Foley editors) could support complex and isolated pre-dubs, designed for higher quality multichannel speaker systems. The entire experience of hearing movies was in metamorphosis, yet filmmakers were not always conscious of their own opportunities to design sound in a modern way. Audiences, impressed with occasional pyrotechnics coming from the speaker system, could only be dimly aware of the depth of the evolving aesthetic for sound, yet this was the foundation of the Industry’s inevitable transition to a digital future.

Fans of the “big sound” of summer blockbusters were clearly developing a taste for the complex mixing of dialogue, music, and effects for an immersive experience. Pressure on theater owners to accept responsibility for exhibiting articulate and digestible dialogue, along with music and sound effects at impressive sound pressure levels, was making the movie experience predictably more entertaining every month. With innovation and competition, soundtrack workers were developing new and deeper skills, taste, and aesthetic judgment.

As the re-recording mixer Kevin O’Connell pointed out at a formal event years ago, “Mixers are artists. If a light bulb goes out, we call an engineer!”2 Sound mixers (and, by extension, sound editors) are not, as a common misperception allows, technicians.
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Re-recording mixer Elliot Tyson working in Rome, visiting with mixer Fausto Ancillai.
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Assistant Sound Editor Oscar Mitt at Weddington Prod’n. transfer bay. Photo by Ezra Dweck.




All of mainstream film sound was challenged to mature. Summer blockbusters were a proving ground for splashy effects, but the influence of blockbuster sound upon the quieter dramas is a subtle one. Quiet Hollywood dramas (old-time sound editors affectionately called them “walk & talk pictures”) at the end of the analog age began to utilize techniques developed for the popular summer action pictures: Ultimately, the same advanced artisanship that informed Die Hard would play a part in the sound quality of Rain Man and Bird (all in 1988), and every other drama. Today, these standards are commonly practiced for both theatrical feature films and the twenty-first century’s highest quality streaming video dramas.

A digital projection system and a decent sound system reveal extraordinary warmth and detail (when a film is properly restored for digital re-mastering) in most Hollywood standard “Academy Mono” soundtracks, even from the 1930s. Around the U.S., the many retrospective screening series of classic films, such as the Savannah College of Art and Design’s Cinema Circle, makes this case clearly, as audiences participating in the Q&A sessions frequently comment enthusiastically about the restoration experience.

Moviesound Newsletter was quietly concerned about the shortcomings of film criticism’s awareness of sound, whether in conventional scholarship or among reviewers in the popular media. Cinema was meant to be some kind of visual art form forever, it seemed. Given the widespread presumption that sound is some kind of filmmaking afterthought, there might never emerge a new aural grammar for better understanding movies.3 Nevertheless, movies were being made with richly innovative soundtracks, even while mainstream criticism focused only on camera, montage, and dramatic issues.

In academia, there had been no existing rubric for studying about motion picture sound, until Michel Chion published L’Audio-Vision: Son et Image au Cinema in 1990, a foundational work for theorists, especially about reception theory regarding all forms of audio. While we practitioners were unaware of Chion’s then budding theoretical work, he was probably watching the same movies we all were and even enjoying some of the soundtracks we worked on.4 In any case, it is unlikely many Hollywood sound workers would have read him at all, even after Claudia Gorbman’s 1994 translation was published in English as Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen.5

If the Moviesound Newsletter team was blithely unaware of the important analytical work undertaken by Chion, Rick Altman, Elizabeth Weis, John Belton, and other scholars, MSNL writers and readers believed that casual reviews of feature film soundtracks could contribute to new thinking. It was well understood that the tracks to be criticized were the collective work of film directors and their large professional crews, and that MSNL would consider the technical variation and limitations of film exhibition environments, and the context of audiences’ evolving taste. Feature films were reviewed in a variety of rooms, and George Simpson reviewed current films and restorations in his Laser Disc columns.
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First Assistant Destiny Borden at her bench at Soundelux, on The Crow: City of Angels (1996). Photo by Tony Negrete.




Retrospection of this handful of reviews invites the perspective that film sound is art. In this analogy, though, the work scrutinized would never be that of a standalone artist; the figurative “galleries” exhibiting the art were always different in dimension and structure,6 and the “light” on each “painting or sculpture” (the sound system) would vary horribly. Since every run of every movie in every last local theater might disappoint or thrill audiences inconsistently, the journal tried to consider the production, the post-production work, and the exhibition experience within some comprehensive balance.


REVIEW: The Fly II (1989) Reviewed in April, 1989 (Vol I #3)






Sc. 2 “He Bugged Me” (line from The Fly II)

From the opening sonic transition when a simple housefly buzzes itself into a booming Huey helicopter, we know we’re in for a “Big Sound Job.” But no kidding:

The Fly II is a stupid movie! (We know a character’s thinking, “I’ll just go to the darkest part of the basement to get killed.”) Chris Walas presents this sequel-ofa-remake in full Glop-O-Rama, and Leslie Shatz and his sound crew are up to the gory task:

They serve up a meal as rich as the visual effects, and any quibbles with the sound are minor. No surprise in this kind of film, but some unimportant details are too loud, trying to “sell” the reality of a visual: When Brundle Junior’s arm turns into rubber cement and mayonnaise, we don’t need big volume FX to tell us it’s yucky. Walas’s gore is strong enough to play without outsized sound.

Foley footsteps and prop FX, by Jerry Trent, Joan Rowe, and Mike Salvetta are fine. Because props blend with FX tracks, some creative gore sounds may be Foley. We never know where the contribution of either department begins or ends.

There are rough moments, the annoying sound of manipulating a quarter in a sleight-of-hand trick, heard at jarring levels, and a few moves, a step here or there that stand out unnaturally. But most really enhances editors’ cut sound FX. Big FX really help the story in other spots: When Junior attacks his captors, oversize fight FX symbolically define his power. We find Junior lying in a cocoon (like any teenager) pupating. Shatz, Doug Murray, and editor Ralph Wikke give us a woozy, moaning series of muffled, low-frequency blurps and deep, dark body bubbles, to make the sleeping chrysalis seem to breathe ominously.

When it hatches, as Pea Soup gushes out of snapping pods, FX are very sharp and powerful, but overwhelmed by obligatory music. Terrific vocal FX for rubber monsters: The moans of a grotesque humanoid, yelps and growls of a dog give agony and pathos to those latex-bound souls. And the star monster has a new voice: dry, deep, self-confident, result of subtle electronic manipulation of dialogue tracks.

Labs always have chattering counters and switches, above basic thrumming. That sets a sonic stage with size and power! Creation of sonic events is what sells an SF story’s “major appliances”. Shatz and Co. give us a great door-open sequence for Teleport Pods, making an unusual mechanism and continuing with a nice ticking after transformation, as dry ice smoke rolls around the set. Has the feel of a radiator cooling. Also a nice motif when test subjects in the pods make a final bit of sound (dog yelp, kitten mew, and telephone dialing) going into the surround channels as they disappear in the blinding light. You feel they’re tossed into the ether, into infinity all around us. Also occurs with Jr. staring at an ultra-violet bug zapper, pondering the funniest potential suicide in movie history. Bugs zap into infinity, and sound is compelling.

Haven’t mentioned ADR or production dialogue because nothing stood out as awkward or unreal… the highest compliment we can give editor Patrick Dodd and mixer Leslie Shatz.

The Fly II is really a toy store of an FX track, great at a kid’s level. So… a few details too loud or unrealistic, but within the context of an enormous and impressive soundtrack, to harp on details would be picking Fly specks!

— DS


REVIEW: Dead Calm (1989) Reviewed in May, 1989 (Vol I #4)






Sc. 3 Dead Calm

… recently screened at the Academy theater (thanks to the Editors’ Guild screening series) is the best sound job yet in 1989. The 35mm Dolby optical SR print was as crystal clear and dynamic as any 70mm 6-track. All the sound elements were handled in SR throughout their work processes, except the original production dialogue, which was encoded with Dolby A noise reduction. But it’s not Dr. Dolby that made this a great track.

Phillip Noyce, the director, has evidently empowered Roger Savage, Lee Smith, and their Australian sound crew to push their craft to the limit. Roger Savage’s crew had done the Mad Max movies, and are no strangers to “big sound.” The surprise here is how artistically they have approached the particular subject matter in this picture, and drawn a soundtrack with personality out of a physically small-scale story.

The musical score by Graeme Revell integrates with FX and dialogue flawlessly, from the opening when title music segues to train FX before we’re conscious of it, (or when the scored rhythm leads us right into some windshield wipers,) to the seething, frenzied ending. By then we may have heard Revell’s synthetic ‘‘breathing” motif too often, but it harmonizes with sound FX to keep our adrenaline boiling. Sound FX are used to their best storytelling potential. We’re introduced to the surrounding creaks and water-laps of a sailboat interior only after the dramatic moments of husband-wife dialogue have introduced the situation.

A less creative mix would have tried to explain the location to our ears, before we need to know dramatically. Production dialogue shot on the deck of a boat can be a nightmare to edit cleanly and mix well. Dead Calm’s dialogue makes the technical limitations disappear. The tracks are as bright as expensive crystal, with plenty of rich, warm midrange. ADR (“looped”) lines are kept at realistic levels, and match production flawlessly. Sometimes we hear the labored breathing of a swimmer, or someone rowing a dinghy. These are the kind of sounds that in many films
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Dead Calm, directed by Phillip Noyce (1989; Warner Bros.; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2010), DVD.





are performed or mixed quite clumsily, and will get unintentional laughs. But in Dead Calm the subtle grunts and breaths are little gems, set among bigger sounds.

The Foley tracks FX are naturalistic, and work with production sound to weave a seamless reality, never drawing attention to themselves. And there are long scenes carried by sound FX only, the sign of a director secure in the effectiveness of his storytelling, and in the articulation of his sound track. This picture has relationship, love, psychology, lots of humor, and more action than you want. It is very contemporary, and depends upon the intelligent heroism of a small woman.7 It is a brilliant thriller, and, like Die Hard, needs to put us right into a believable situation in order to scare the pants off us.

Sound craftsmanship is well-suited to create the environment. It goes with natural, seemingly casual acting and dialogue to “sell” the beginnings of an adventure, then expands to theatrical proportions to give us our money’s worth: What fun for sound FX people to create the dark, moody interiors of a “Ghost Ship”. The sloshing of water in a leaky hold, the shock of a faulty electric system arcing, the echoes of threatening metal hatches, the utter claustrophobia that surround effects can invoke. …

All this is reminiscent Das Boot, which was a milestone in sound work. There are often simple sound FX with surprisingly complex texture, or “color”. Some tools and weapons, as one would expect. But you’ve never heard hydrophonic (underwater) recordings quite so pretty. Even a lowly bilge pump becomes a living character, so imbued with personality is its sound.

Anyone expecting this track to be an uncomplicated 12 reels of background water laps and luffing canvas sails will be very surprised. In the proper theatre, Dead Calm is as realistic, exciting, dynamic, and nightmarish as Die Hard, and that’s a tough act to follow! Roger Savage and Phil Judd mixed. Lee Smith was sound designer, Peter Townend, Annabelle Sheean and Tim Jordan edited FX & dialogue, Ben Osmo was production mixer. Foley artists were Jerry Long and Steve Burgess…

—DS —Thanks to our tech advisor, Larry Blake.




Retakes: (Correction)


We reviewed Dead Calm at the Academy last issue and reported that we saw a Dolby SR-encoded print. It was a standard Dolby optical A release print. Sure fooled us. That’s how good it sounded! Had to laugh at a movie theater schedule ad in a Bay area paper advertising Dead Clam.




Classic Comic: Popeye (1980) (LD Release): Reviewed in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)






Sc. 4 Classic Comic

Robert Altman’s Popeye opens with the familiar animation from the ‘30’s Fleischer cartoons. Sound is pinched in the center speaker, until a full-frequency blast of thunder knocks us into the big movie-reality of 1980. Cut to a colorful wide-screen shot of the angry ocean, trying to swallow up a little man in a tiny dinghy. Popeye, not well-received when it opened, deserves serious reconsideration in the context of home video. A real original, it must not be compared to other movies, and is a feast for the ears and eyes in the quiet of your viewing room. But maybe it belongs on the shelf next to your laser discs of opera and Broadway shows, instead of among movies.

The establishing shot of Sweethaven, an incredible, funky set (built on a sea cliff at the Maltese location) is accompanied by the town’s “national anthem” sung by a chorus. The overall effect feels more like the opening of a musical play than any film. This set is a metaphor for the iconoclastic character of the film itself. There is also some cult-satisfaction for followers of Harry Nilsson, who wrote the songs with his sketchy, intensely bittersweet style. Nilsson has all but disappeared since burning brightly in the ‘70’s. His tunes have a very solid personality, a true voice of their own, and they catalyze some of the chemistry of this production.

Altman’s dialogue is notoriously hard for sound editors to work with. California Split had roving shots in a casino where overlapping live conversations were woven in and out, having been recorded in sync on multi-track tape. A logistical nightmare for the dialogue editors, the finished product was a landmark in movie sound craftsmanship. If you enjoy the kind of verbal gags that you pick up on second viewing, you’ll find many on this disc. Recall that Popeye, as played by Jack Mercer, really had two voices: A growling public voice used for important lines animated in sync, and a muttering sotto voce with which he seemed to ad-lib gags and puns in post-production. The live-action version is pulled off well by Williams and the background characters. Post sound people make the gags audible, and they’re best heard in home video.

Cartoon sound FX may be the most enjoyable aspect of these tracks. Don’t just have a door close, mix it with a tympani’s rising “bwoink!” Bump into a window, you hear the shade flapping, even though it’s not seen. Crash into a bed, and hear springs boing. Slam a door, hear a knife vibrating: “Thruppppp!” Some cartoon effects are overused, like the slide whistle. There could have been more variety, but the power of movie sound is everywhere. When Bluto is upset, his yelling at the whole town echoes, shakes our seats, makes an earthquake.

When Popeye beats a bad guy’s head like a speed bag, there is fast-wobbling sheet tin. When Bluto eats… deep, resonant pig grunts. Disgusting? No! We’re so hardened to “real” movie violence that cartoon violence seems to satirize it. There are sound FX flies nearly every time we see Bluto. Was there ever a better leitmotif for an evil bully?

Some fresh ideas: When we hear a clock tick, it’s not the regular tick-tock we expect, it’s wildly arrhythmic, as if to fill the background nervously. There is a horse race sequence, where the town bets on wooden mechanical horses. We hear the real thundering of hooves and whinnies as if, what the hell, that’s what we’re supposed to hear! But the sounds are old Hollywood sound effects, like a scene out of Saratoga.

Swee’Pea, like the baby in Willow, is made a deeper character by the creative editing of bits and pieces of recorded baby sounds. Not only do the sound editors choose and organize this material beautifully, but it’s integrated with adult lines to make reel magic: At some point, when Swee’Pea makes a sound like “Bah-beh”, Robin Williams loops a line “That’s right, you’re a baby!” It sounds like ad-libbed interplay, and adds to the film’s unique charm. When Shelley Duvall says “Uh-oh” reacting to trouble, editors have the baby say “Ah-ooh!”

This is a highly theatrical movie. When we first saw it, Shelley Duvall’s entrance got an ovation, as if she were on a stage! Robin Williams had only recently proved, in The World According to Garp, that he could really act. These cartoon characters work because they are richly human, and the animation and comic strip style is everywhere in the loony extra characters. Look for surprises like Linda Hunt as the giant’s mom. You must see Ray Walston as Pappy. He hasn’t lost an ounce of energy since Damn Yankees.

There is a little orchestral scoring only in the last reel, (which Altman hastily shot under pressure) and it’s inconsistent with the tone of Nilsson’s songs, but the familiar Popeye Theme in the finale is satisfying. Comic strip purists, fans of theater, of Robert Altman, of Robin Williams, and of movie sound ought to be pleased.


Production sound recorded by Bob Gravenor. Mixers were Mike Minkler, Steve Brimmer, and Dan Wallin. Larry Singer (MPSE) was the busy ADR editor. Sam Gemette supervised sound, with Rodney Holland credited as consultant. Sound editors were Sam Shaw, Bill Phillips, Andy Patterson, Terry Eckton, John Larson, Michael Ford and Hal Sanders. Music editors were Ted, Richard, and Leslie Whit-field. Paramount Home Video. Paramount/Disney co-production 1980.



REVIEW: Lethal Weapon 2 (1989) Reviewed in August, 1989 (Vol I #6)






Sc. 5 Lethal Effects!

Danny Glover’s car careens toward destruction in Lethal Weapon 2’s wildly extended Reel 1 chase, and that sets the tone for a completely enjoyable sound track. An action story that’s peppered with wit and whimsy ought to have a carefully balanced sound job: You need the big booms, but you have to hear the jokes clearly and have quiet moments in order to feel sympathy for the characters. The car emerges as a complete character, and the gag continues to build throughout the story, like The Dismantling of Lemuel Pitkin.8 Such action scenes give sound people ulcers, Oscars® and great satisfaction. With every stunt, metal bends, glass breaks, and concrete abrades chrome in big-time stereo.

But an opportunity may have been missed: The engine sound never degrades, as if the muffler had been punctured or a fan belt shot through. We see the car get worse from scene to scene, but the sound doesn’t follow. It would have been funny to hear scraping sounds in the wheel wells, or a hideously dragging exhaust pipe. This sort of thing was worked out nicely in 48 Hrs. and Christine, for great comic effect. Maybe this crew thought the idea was already a cliché.

Hits of all sorts challenge FX people. Why? Punches can sound like obvious effects: Karate pictures seem to use hits recorded with wooden slapsticks. Directors want a big, meaty punch, but shy away from old studio library effects, familiar from John Wayne movies. Lethal’s punches really hurt, and they evidence a series of subtle choices in editing and mixing. They are effective without artifice.

There is a carpenter’s nail-gun introduced in the addition to Danny Glover’s house. These tools use a gun shell explosive to drive nails. Since the sound helps establish its power, the audience has no trouble later buying the idea that this prop is a formidable weapon. Houses are a theme in Lethal 2. Perhaps they evoke security, as the opposite of adventure. When Gibson pulls the stilts out from under a pretentious hillside mansion, the sounds feel like a real earthquake before we understand what’s really happening. Trashing the house in sound effects was as much fun for these sound people as it must have been to photograph in slow-motion. Another home-wrecking, when Gibson’s trailer is shot up, is an outstanding example of difficult mixing. Music keeps us emotionally involved, but doesn’t overwhelm sound effects. This helicopter attack is as terrifying as Apocalypse Now.

Little things glue a soundtrack together. Shooting off a lock is a piece of cake, right? That’s not something you can record easily or without danger. We would choose to make the sound out of layers. How would you do it? In the quiet of the hills at night, while Gibson’s car idles through a tense dialogue with Glover, we hear the steady tinks of the emergency U-light’s rotating motor. This little sound seems to put us in a concrete reality, and its clock-like rhythm is a reminder of the anxiety piling up on Mel Gibson. There’s a rope swinging gently when Mel has been shot up. While it creaks back and forth, the music mixer sneaks in an ethereal arrangement of Bob Dylan’s Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door, very distant and echoey. Because this matches the ambient sound in the cavernous cargo ship, it creates a trenchant moment.

Inside the freighter we are as claustrophobic and disoriented as the characters, thanks to gunshots echoing and ricocheting off metal, behind us in the surrounds. There is also a shot fired from the surrounds. That’s considered chancy by many mixers and directors, because in a bad theater that information might be lost. A small risk, in the cosmic scope of things, but MSNL applauds the choice.

The mixing and editing team knit everything seamlessly. Dialogue has rich low notes and sparkling highs. Only one or two replacement lines stood out, sounding a bit artificial. Action movies have a lot of dialogue replaced, because of the unrealistic sounds made while shooting stunts, but Lethal 2 audiences will never hear anything phony. Group ADR (especially busy in police headquarters scenes), surrounds and involves us in the cops’ anarchic business and compulsive wisecracking. In stereo, this conveys a Big-Screen version of the overlapping chatter of Hill Street Blues.9

Witty banter is the best counterpoint to dangerous police action. If that requires subtle dialogue balanced against gunshots and crashing cars, you must have a first-class soundtrack. Lately, we can count on Joel Silver’s Silver Pictures team for consistently high-end sound jobs. Clean, textured explosions kick us in the gut and spread clouds of heat through the theater. Debris falls at the right place relative to the screen. We hear shell casings drop for every shot.… What we’re describing should be a kind of movie sound bill of rights, especially for seven bucks in first-run theaters. Lethal 2 delivers!


We hope that supervising sound editors Alan Murray and Robert Henderson, sound editors Marshall Wynn, Joey Ippolito, Dave Horton, and Walt Newman, Foley artists John Roesch and Joe Sabella, Dialogue editors Terry Dorman, Ginnie Cooke and Bub Asman, ADR editor Hank Salerno and all the assistants, as well as The Burbank Studios’ mixers Vern Poore, Dick Alexander, and Les Frescholtz, and production mixer Willie Burton are very proud of this track. The movie is dedicated to the late ADR editor Jay Engel.



REVIEW: The Bear (1988) Reviewed in December, 1989 (Vol I #8)






Sc. 6 Bear With Us
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Bear cub attempting to catch a frog. The Bear (“L’ours,” 1988) directed by Jean-Jacques Annaud. TriStar Pictures (USA theatrical, 1989)




By now everyone has heard of The Bear.10 A squeaky-clean wildlife flick that appeals to the family might be insipid and unsophisticated, but it is not. This picture offers a terrific opportunity to hear the contribution of Foley sound FX (those sounds performed in a studio before a projected silent image.) Roger Ebert noted that a lot of the effective sound he heard was done in post-production, not recorded when the cameras were rolling. A laughable understatement.

MSNL readers know that scenes with trained animals have virtually no useful production sound. Check out any TV nature documentary. When you see animals moving in the brush, you’re hearing a Foley artist moving around on their stage. Telephoto closeup of a Red-Crowned Grackle singing? Most likely the sound is edited from a separate field recording. You can’t get optimum conditions for sound and picture together in the wild.

Bears have always had a broad appeal in show business. They’re cuddly, they stand up, they use their paws like hands. They can learn tricks, but they don’t read scripts.

The dailies would probably have sounded like the non-stop coaching of off-camera trainers. (“Stand up, Bosco, good boy, now growl! Eat the fish Bosco, good boy!”) Production would have wind noise, camera noise. Airplanes would have been heard in the 19th Century wilderness. So this film makes a great introduction for people new to appreciating movie sound.

To begin to think what effort must have gone into this track, think of it as completely silent. Look at a TV with the sound muted, and look for things that might make noise. What layers of sound go together to tell the story?

The Bear’s major strength is that sound is not over-produced. Choices have been made about what is important to hear. Some soundtracks simply try to “cover” everything on the screen, sounds pile up, and become an unfocused muddle. Most of it is ultimately cinematic, just moving pictures. With only a couple of dozen dialogue lines in the whole show, this international production must be easy to subtitle or dub. The trappers may not be speaking English, or may have been re-voiced from heavy accents. So much of the story is told without dialogue, the film isn’t afraid to be silent.

The men don’t have to talk when they know it’s time to destroy an injured dog. We get it. But every sound tells a story. Distant hounds and horses echo from the hills.… When we’ve been involved long enough with only bears and wilderness, dogs and horses are a rude intrusion. They suddenly remind us that humans can invade this paradise.

Rivers and streams make good use of stereo recording, and help define the depth of the sonic stage. Water has a rich low end and sparkling highs. The right sound here evokes refreshment, like some beer commercial. But there’s not much midrange in this film at all and its warmth is missed. Perhaps we can hear this as a stylistically French sound job. An avalanche has its share of bass-boomy rocks, and that gives prop rocks some credible weight. But this sequence lacks a bright layer of sandy gravel “raining” before, during, and after: a missed opportunity for sonic storytelling.

Backgrounds in the environment are clean and articulate, with wind in leaves sounding different from wind in open spaces. There was always (even in our second-rate theater) a nice enveloping sense of surrounding ambience. It is rare to hear well-chosen air backgrounds in scenes of open space. Even swarming bees get us involved with the cub, by humming left, right, and in surrounds. Most of this planet now has severe noise pollution from airplanes. So we wonder where is the wilderness where these backgrounds were recorded?

Most of the sync and coverage of sound are impressionistic in this track. Although some detail is lost, or opportunities missed, it’s not such a bad thing that The Bear is painted with broad strokes and splashes of sound. Sound rarely distracts from the dramatic focus of a scene, as it sometimes does in Hollywood tracks. But much seems unbalanced, out of scale or proportion.

For instance, mouth movements of bears, such as tongues licking and eating sounds, were well-performed and recorded with enough body to give them bear-sized weight. The Foley must have been fun to make on this show, though sometimes it’s mixed out of whack. There’s frequently too much volume and bass on bear footsteps that are very distant. OK, already. We know bears are heavy. We get it! Often the little cub sounds like he weighs as much as the big guy, and that’s just pointless. So the mix’s major weakness is its lack of proportion. But this Foley does capture character well. Animals move with real personal intention.

A lot of the grasses and foliage seem to have been recorded in piles of recording tape. That’s an old trick, but lacks the soft freshness of live grass. An owl and some bird wing-flaps were nicely mixed, but had a strange quality that didn’t sound feathery. There were other Foley moments missed: Some dry leaves shredded by a man were silent. Dropping pine cones no noisier than cotton balls. Footsteps in mud that don’t squish. Walking in a shallow stream, we hear something like dry cobblestones, with no sense of wetness. On the other hand, there’s a nice change of sound quality and rhythm when we go from bears to a family of deer. And, when the men walk off into the hills, we hear changes of texture from dirt to gravel to rocks.

Sound editors will tell you that editing the sounds for babies, dogs, and monkeys are among their most challenging and creative assignments. Why? For each dramatic situation, they find a particularly expressive vocalization. It’s the edited montage of these sounds that give animals their character. This means taking pains to audition hours of tapes, most of which have nothing interesting to hear.

Nature photographers and directors of trained-animal pictures wait forever for the right shot, then create new reality by careful editing. So, too, the sound experts tell a story with sounds that cue human ideas. These bears express themselves vocally with an amazing (possibly unnatural) vocabulary of moans and grunts. (Possibly a mix of recorded bears and manufactured sounds.) We might envision moaning through a big, resonant cardboard mailing tube11 to fake the extra little dramatic sounds we can’t get the bears to record. With subtlety, this would work.

The Big Bear really gives out with some serious roars. But the Bear Cub speaks too many little cute sounds that might have been made by a child or an actress. There are scenes where he makes a lot of effort grunts that out-Disney Dumbo. They simply over-anthropomorphize the animal, and adults will feel cheated out of the real drama of nature.

But overall, it’s a class act, this picture, with its many proclamations of humane treatment, its orchestral-sounding score, its surprise animation fantasies, and its spiritually uplifting simplicity. The totally artificial sound track makes a nice textbook for sound appreciation. In a way, it is like animation. Starting with nothing, the film artists build up layers to create a new reality. The Bear also reminds us that the animal trainers’ art, like movie sound, goes mostly unsung. And reading the international names on the credits reminds us that the environment belongs to the planet, not the people, and that films are a great teacher.

—VTA & DS


REVIEW: The Hunt for Red October (1990) Reviewed in May, 1990 (Vol I #12)






Sc. 7 The Hunt for Red October
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The Hunt for Red October (1990) directed by John McTiernan. ©1990 Paramount Pictures




It really is good to hear a film begin with serious choral music in the score. Not pop singing, but vocal music as rich and tasteful as Basil Poledouris’ homage to the somber, folk-inspired Prokofiev pieces from Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky. The men’s chorus was American, and had to sing from Russian lyrics phonetically spelled, but they effectively introduced a score of rich texture and excitement.

Our first sound effects impression was of a nice wind (repeated, bookend-like in the last scene) and some synth sounds that sync with computer graphics. Red October sets its several acts apart by the device of “computer read-out” titles describing locations around the globe. That’s important to distinguish one grey expanse of sea from another, and printed titles are a long-standing convention in film grammar. But some film language conventions are downright silly, like the beeping, chirping sound effects that highlight computer screen graphics. We editors paint ourselves into this corner on every sci-fantasy picture, and have to find refreshing solutions each time. If it’s not the sound editors’ idea, it’s the directors’. Movies imitate other movies more than reality. There are science fantasy sounds created for a moment of nuclear reactor trouble. But far from sounding “trekky,” these details are passable (though not familiar) as unknown industrial noise.

Director John McTiernan found a brilliant way to get the audience across a conceptual barrier, to accept the English spoken by Russian characters as if it were Russian. He moves the camera in very tight on an actor’s lips speaking Russian, loses the subtitles, and pulls back to finish the speech in English. Viola! The rest of the picture is in English.

Once inside the submarine, we hear Group Russian ADR voice actors speaking off-stage lines in wide left-and-right, leaving production and ADR English in the center channel. The wide placement of background dialogue reminds us that this environment is confined, as if the Russian crew voices were just a couple of feet away at nearby controls. Anyone making sound for a submarine picture has to be very conscious of defining space.

It’s not all underwater stuff that’s fun to hear.… A very impressive dry dock scene introduces Jeffrey Jones in a huge industrial environment… deafening sounds pound at us from everywhere. There seems to be riveting and metal grinding echoing from the surrounds. Often this type of scene is shot against a quiet background, and consequently actors will not shout at realistic levels. But whether in production or the ADR stage, these men were screaming to be heard over post-production sound effects they could only imagine. The final mix presents a very realistic balance, where we don’t quite hear every detail of their lines, but understand the conversation.

From a thoughtful moment, we cut blaringly to a bumpy, noisy ride on an AWAC plane. On the aircraft carrier there is a new palette of background sound textures. Everything there is understated and quite believable, contrasting the more fantastic sound environment of the star sub. There is tremendous rhythm in the way this movie is edited. And often in cutting to a new scene, sounds lead the way. Little things like seat belts, hatches, or safety hooks give rhythm to the drama, and may put a comic “button” on a scene or make a transition with irony and humor.

There is a transition that may be easy to overlook, but it’s a masterful bridge between scenes. From a quiet moment the audience, in subjective Point-Of-View, is shockingly awakened by a loud telephone ring. The phone seems to be mostly in the surround speakers, as disorienting an effect as are the woozy, spinning camera moves that accompany it. The stumbling camera seems to search for the source of the rude sound as we and the character take stock of a newly-arranged reality.

The underwater opening pass-by of a massive submarine may impress some audiences, but most of the drama comes from the model makers’ art. Sound FX rumbles are nothing exceptional. Audiences are sick of power rumbles-by since Star Wars set the style. On Predator, an insecure McTiernan asked the rerecording mixers to spray-paint rumble into his scary scenes. The effect was predictable, and undermined Alan Silvestri’s remarkable score. This director has since learned how to weave a complex soundtrack.

This track is particularly interesting in places where there are dynamic changes in level and detail. An excellent crescendo is built when the Russians have to outrun a torpedo inside a twisting deep-ocean trench. When the ship has trouble navigating trenches, or is moving in lock-step with an “enemy” sub, dynamics are everything. The “cat and mouse” scene has become an awful cliché, but don’t underestimate how much of the drama is portrayed by layers of sound. This is the stuff that made Das Boot great, from quiet listening amid gentle creaks, to deafening explosions, the stress on structural steel, terrifying sonic pressure inside a giant tin can. And this mix does not make the mistake of giving us too much to listen to all the time. It doesn’t brutalize our ears. There are constant rests and changes of focus.

But a few times we may be focused too closely on a detail. There is too much Foley heard in an early scene about opening a safe and rustling some important papers. There is nothing else to listen to in that moment, and it’s laughably prominent. Distracting from the established dramatic rhythm, the sequence seems never to end!

A great variety of sound textures makes for enjoyable listening. The scuffle to battle stations is achieved without the intrusion of loud heroic music or sound effects alarms. Just a great clutter of voices, very intense and deliberate movement in Foley props and footsteps, and flurries of toggle-switches: More tense than loud music or silly alarms would be. The small detail of processing ADR tracks of men talking through intercoms was impressive. Instead of the usual cheap radio pinched-frequency or telephone-sounding “futz” effect on those voices, they achieved a remarkably realistic sound color that seemed to match the clunky, low-tech Navy-issue “squawk-boxes” we see on the set. Interesting, too, is the way the box’s toggle switch is worked before and after every line. When it happens off-camera, that’s a detail some editors might miss. The trick is to catch detail, but not be so caught up in it that the flow or dramatic focus of a scene is lost.

There is a small satellite sub, holding just a few men. The stress sounds in those scenes felt not only smaller, but closer, with a perspective well differentiated from the big sub’s ambiences. Even the air releases & metal hatches banging felt different in character. There is a major story point about communicating with a single sonar ping. The sound wants to become a momentary signature like the musical notes in Close Encounters. It is just a single ping, but it sounds interesting. We can imagine the Supervising Sound Editors auditioning scores of single pings for the director while they watched their deadline draw near.

In a gun battle sequence, there are some great metal riccos. They are placed to emphasize confinement, claustrophobia. The rerecording mixers seem to like defining the sub’s different spaces. The sonic equivalent of the Production Designer’s art, sound effects give the environment its scale and character. Making sound FX well thought out and consistent takes a lot of time and coordination. This film, thanks to another of Hollywood’s impossible post-production schedules, was pre-mixing parts of its effects tracks all over town simultaneously. That unfortunate situation requires different facilities and different crews, who really don’t have time to communicate, do the best they can in a rush, and only hope there is some consistency in the final mix.

Why must the business keep pushing in this direction? Will the fact that a track like Red October sounded clean and interesting in spite of the “FUBAR” schedule simply encourage producers to keep whittling away at the time they allow for sound craft work? It’s not surprising that Supervising Sound Editors CeCe Hall and George Watters and all the editors and mixers were able to handle this track with style: they are great professionals. But it doesn’t have to be at such a personal cost to the health and happiness of sound workers. The last underwater picture we reviewed, The Abyss, also was an abuse to the personal and family lives of the sound people. We can only wonder how much better this sound job might have been, given better circumstances for work. Studios are only interested in the business of marketing and snatching the best release dates. John McTiernan shouldn’t have made so many picture-sequence changes after sound work had begun. The producers should have stopped his fussing, or delayed the release date. On the bright side, they were unusually generous in their placement of sound credits high up in the “crawl.” Sound editors and mixers often find their credits following the driver of the rest room truck, and Foley artists and assistant sound editors may never find themselves at all!

Red October graced first-run theaters with top-notch sound, and will probably still sound great in the neighborhood Octoplex. When the disc comes out, we’ll ask George Simpson to give it a spin.

—DS


REVIEW: Ben Hur (1959) 70mm re-release, 1990. Reviewed in October, 1990 (Vol I #15)






Sc. 8 Ben Hur Back in ‘70

Ben Hur, epitomizing the kitsch appeal of Hollywood biblical epics, tries to be a lot of things and fails to have a singular identity. One minute it seems to be a two-shot Soap Opera in burlap and sandals. Just a few feet later it is a travesty of Eisenstein’s great historic films; measuring the width of the big screen with thousands of toy soldiers (as if people inside big battles could ever have any sense of scale!) Everything is so objectified, there is not much to pull us inside and make connections between the little and the big. We’re not sure which ships in battle to care about, or why Ben Hur loves Sam Jaffe’s daughter, except that she’s The Love Interest. The film shows us the events, but we never feel the reasons.

We don’t even get to see Ben Hur learning to drive chariots. Suddenly, in some offhanded bit of dialogue, we are informed that, among his other talents (we already know Heston is one helluva spearchucker) he is an expert race car driver! And that’s good, because we all know he’s going to be driving a horsepowered two-wheeler around Culver City before we go home!
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Ben-Hur (1959) directed by William Wyler. (various releases: © MGM, MGM-UA, Warner Home Video) Iconic studio still © 1959 Warner Home Entertainment.




The sound plays a role in all this. Whether original or recently touched-up, the sound style is extremely selective and spartan by today’s standards, but it is not artistic. When the first reel unspools with the overture, no picture, and houselights on dim for seating, you remember what a magnificent experience big-scale movies can be. A studio orchestra in six-track mag is bigger than life, and a great gift to be shared with the fresh ears of a synthesizer generation. This experience is not nostalgia, but rediscovery! But the soundtrack of Ben Hur is all music and dialogue.

The dialogue mixing is pedestrian: looped lines stand out like the audio equivalent of bad matte shots. The two-shots and three-shots that comprise most of the talky scenes and soundstage action are natural enough in tone, but they have had all the life cleaned out of them, probably by electronic “noise-gating.” Either the set or the 65mm camera were very noisy, or mixers were trying to avoid piling up tape hiss as they dubbed in the pre-Dolby era. Perhaps the original mixers were excited by a new tool and overused the gating device on production lines. The silence in pauses between lines is “deafening” to a modern audience. Clothes don’t rustle, actors don’t breathe. Palm fronds move in the spaces between dialogue, yet there is no wind. People walk around on marble and stone wearing sandals with mink-fur soles. There is no Foley at all for footsteps covering these scenes, but there is some splendid Foley later, when our attention must be drawn to sounds of people lurking in the shadows.

Sound effects are likewise selective, and a little strange today. But their reserve makes today’s tracks seem overdone. There are some clunkers out of the old library stuff; many FX sound muddy and canned, but they’re over and gone in mercifully short moments. When a winch cranks up a dungeon gate, the sound FX (probably ancient MGM library stock) are so phony we might be hearing Jack Benny’s vault. There are cow-moos in a barn in the first reel that might be coming from a biblical-era radio, they are so “boxy.” Just as we were laughing at that, a calf trotted very close to camera, and made no sound at all.

Others have great impact, and should. Spear hits into wood have a sharp-edged treble bite and a low-end thunk that makes us jump in our seats. As they are a set-up for a story point, they had to have impact, and certainly took advantage of advancements in theater audio.

Background FX are either mixed out of existence or were never edited in. So much of this story is told by music and talk. The sonic environment is not nearly as sophisticated as the 70-mm picture, with its scope, detail, and complex special effects. There is no ambient sound of sea air, no really audible sense of water supporting the great naval battle scene. But heavy crashes when galleys ram each other are terrific on the big speakers. (The model shots are silly enough to really need good sound: You can see little dolls of men on deck shake stiffly around on every impact.) There’s some nice wind, and some interesting drips in a dungeon scene, but these are backgrounds they could have made in 1935.

Fight hits and struggles in man-to-man violence are notable for their realism. Flesh and fists collide at perfectly credible Foley-mixing levels, without the benefit of oversized John Wayne chin socks.

There are some really unexpected choices for horse vocals: In a charming scene between Hugh Griffith (shamelessly made up in shoe polish as a dark-but-loveable sheik) and his beloved chariot team, sound FX have the horses whinnying and braying in a wonderful way. They transcend the hackneyed whinnies and snorts we usually hear.

Some of the clichés in Ben Hur are too much for a hip audience. When Caesar wants to speak to the cheering throngs, he holds up a hand. The crowd sound effects suddenly stop. This inspired many parodies12 in the days of Sid Caesar and Ernie Kovacs.


REVIEW: The Doors (1991) Reviewed in July–August, 1991 (Vol I #19)






Sc. 9 Doors of Pretention: The Doors in CDS




KITSCH (kich) n. [G. < kitschen, to put together sloppily >] 1. Pretentious bad taste, esp. in the arts. 2. Something that exemplifies kitsch.



The newly revamped Samuel Goldwyn Theatre of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences has fine projection, a refined and comfortable decor, and some real amplification muscle driving its speaker system. MSNL looked at a 35mm widescreen print with CDS Cinema Digital Sound keeping all corners of the room hopping.

The very first impression in the opening sequence of The Doors is that of a clean mix: well-balanced, clear dialogue with seamless ADR… FX that place us in a natural atmosphere… music that, with slight distortion, would easily cause headaches comes through with such clarity that it threatens to become likeable. There’s some dialogue panning in the opener, Val Kilmer’s voice shifting from center to left as we dolly through a studio. Not to recreate the misjudgment of a Spartacus-era mixer, this track gives up ping-ponging dialogue after Reel 1. An exterior thunderstorm takes on mythical significance and rocks the room. As the story’s prelude ends, the thunder rolls out overhead and into the surrounds only, breaking the rule of cautious mixers and directors: Anything left solely in surround channels may never be heard in some theaters. Apparently, people who have CDS and split-surrounds to play with no longer care about malls.

The Doors, Oliver Stone, and The Doors as a film are not to everyone’s taste. The director always makes us squirm, and his supporters would say he is shaking up the complacent. But the successful Oliver Stone has become a kitsch master of cheap effect, compelled to tell the audience exactly how to feel. This is not the technique of great playwrights and filmmakers. His work is characterized by a dark, obsessive vision of the ‘Sixties, with no message beyond the re-experience of those feelings.

The highest value of The Doors’ despicable protagonist (before his dissolution is complete,) seems to be “Let’s get a rock band together and make a million bucks!” He gets famous easily, and no wonder Jim is completely paranoid. He has visions of a cigar-store Indian, and sometimes of Mr. Clean without his trousers. Jim is spaced. Flashbulbs. People taking pictures. We have been aware of these bright flashes and loud clicks in other scenes. Now it is clear that cameras become a sound-effects motif: While they might be mixed at outrageous levels, in this context they illustrate the subjective POV. Jim may be irritated by the clicking sounds. Sorry, Jimbo, this particular torture is the cost of your greed for fame. Later, in the Brecht-Weill song Moon of Alabama, we hear cameras above the roaring rock and crowd. Impossible, but consistent. Where the motif pays off is later at a press conference, when cameras flash in druggy slo-mo, sounding like bombs of 19th Century flash powder.

There is some Foley movement throughout The Doors that’s inappropriately loud, in moments with no motif like the cameras. A good example is the key/handcuff jingling on all the cops that wrestle with Morrison. It’s a modern convention to add equipment noise to cops and soldiers in movies, kind of a sonic shorthand that underscores their physical power, but it’s distracting when we see no metal at all on the characters. A lighter touch at the mix would have given those uniforms plenty of theatrical life without sounding silly. One effect that works beautifully is the microphonic low-end bumping that occurs when feet on a stage disturb an old-fashioned microphone stand. That’s exactly what enhances an onstage struggle when Morrison is busted, it’s not obvious, but really lends credibility.

A concert scene is an ideal setting for surround speakers, and rerecording mixers Mike Minkler and Wylie Stateman don’t miss their mark. The vocal presence on the mic. is most realistic, from club settings to stadia. Back Door Man in concert is the very epitome of down-and-dirty, loudly sexual rock and roll. We hear fans in the crowd clearly shouting, through this very loud music and they never sound phony, as if poorly dubbed. In another concert scene, the sound of stomping, anxious fans’ feet we hear from the basement bathroom feels very realistic, and serves to heighten excitement. It’s as powerful as a muffled sound could be.

There’s a terrific device at the end of Lizard King, a very out-of-control concert scene where it would appear Morrison has planted the seeds of Satanism. The big stereo crowd goes wild, but as the scene fades out the sound of the crowd folds down to monaural. It’s a sonic iris-out that reminds us the film is organized as a series of vignettes.

Just as the ambience and microphonics seem real in concerts and clubs, the popular records are woven perfectly into the movie. The outstanding soundtrack to Great Balls of Fire was marred by the mismatch between Dennis Quaid’s and Jerry Lee Lewis’ voices, and no technical wizardry could overcome that. Oliver Stone and Val Kilmer have probably given us the technically best biographical impersonation of a controversial performer. You can forget Jerry Lee, Benny Goodman, Billie Holiday, George M. Cohan. Those are Hollywood biographies. As weak as The Doors is in personal insight, it is strong technically.

The sound effects are first-class. In Venice, the ocean backgrounds are wide and realistic, the car-by’s fit between dialogue and move a scene along. New York scenes have that inimitable NYC sonic flavor: In no other city do horns and brake squeals rebound off buildings with that signature. Pigeons abound at every window sill, thanks more to the sound editors than to the production’s bird wrangler. All this makes a rich texture, but only a backdrop to the omnipresent music. The fun of this mix is that even with music playing a star role, so much tasty sound effects work comes through.

The best scene demonstrating the subtlety and dynamic range of digital movie sound is in Kathleen Quinlan’s loft apartment. Here we have all the New York texture (and somewhere in New York we hear an offstage jazz tenor sax, a good touch of environmental design,) along with layers and layers of rain on the window glass, pouring through gutters all around, and articulated for different surfaces. The sonic climax in this package is the best music in the film, the primal, pagan, cathartic Carmina Burana of Carl Orff. What a showcase for digital sound!

An unsung hero of The Doors is music recording mixer Bruce Botnick, who was involved in the original Doors records, and worked on this film twenty-five years later. This may be the first time a mixer was portrayed as an historical character in a film while he worked on its soundtrack. The credits have both Botnick as mixer and an actor playing Botnick. As much as that irony amused us, the vocal mixing in The Doors is exceptional. Not only are the Morrison vocals lacking in distortion (some material is from record masters—whose flaws might have been exposed by the digital movie mix—some are sung by Val Kilmer for the movie,) but there is a virtually seamless blend of historical recording, new recording, and “sweetening” for the movie. We haven’t heard anything so technically challenging since Bird, (for which editors and mixers somehow isolated Charlie Parker solos from side instrumentals on his monaural records from the late ‘40’s. The sax solos were then worked with newly shot side-men, beautifully recorded and dubbed in full-range stereo, and seemed to be coming spontaneously from Forest Whittaker’s horn.) Likewise, the illusion that Val Kilmer is Jim Morrison singing is technically perfect.

Wylie Stateman and Mike Minkler have become the favored Oliver Stone sound mavens. Their work on Born on the Fourth was widely recognized. The Doors is a far better piece of craftsmanship. But sound effects can only contribute so much when a movie is dominated by music. This is a movie where optical effects and brilliant sound attempt at times to simulate the drug experience. (What if Easy Rider or The Trip had this kind of budget?) But the results are the ridiculous, incoherent images of student filmmaking, not high art in any sense of the words. The CBS arts critic John Leonard pointed out in his review of The Doors that ‘Sixties consciousness was not for everyone the dark deathtrip of Oliver Stone’s vision. “Why don’t we see (in movies) the sweet survivors of the ‘Sixties?” Leonard asked. “What rap-era kid,” Leonard observed, “wants to hear about Dylan, Baez, Pete Seeger and Alan Ginsberg?” His thoughtful review concluded that Doors followers have the wrong idea about the drug cult of twenty-five years ago. “We took drugs to expand the mind,” he said, “not to escape from life.”

The wonderful digital sound of The Doors might expand a few young minds, but the movie’s content may not be worth it.


—ed.



REVIEW Final Approach (1991) Reviewed in January-February, 1992 (Vol II #1)






Sc. 10 Digital, Schmigital!

Screening viewers at the Academy Theater may often be jaded about the contents of a film (they are industry professionals,) but never take for granted the fine quality of the room itself. A sound fanatic couldn’t ask for better projection conditions: Roomy, comfy, great seats, state of the art tech; no noise from adjoining rooms, no smoke, no food, no teens sneaking in from the movie next door. A couple of days after Christmas, MSNL ambled into this temple of perfectionism to catch Final Approach, the new feature made by Eric Steven Stahl. Stahl made the short Digital Dreams a few years ago, with a team of fine techies, to show off digital recording and playback systems.

As was the case with Dreams, the appeal for recognition has been made entirely on the premise that the product is recorded and mixed in digital audio. The film is released and projected in the CDS digital format. Although it was popular in CDS theaters in Europe, Final Approach hasn’t won much of a US audience. But Stahl has hyped it heavily, organizing screenings and a week of public showings in order to qualify for Best Sound or Best Sound Effects Editing Oscar® consideration. Stahl must be the only person in human history with a combined Producer-Director-Supervising Sound Editor credit. He seems to believe that digital recording is enough to carry the film. He even put a “DDD” symbol on the flyers, as if the film were an audio CD.

According to one flyer, “… The only real reason to be so concerned about the quality of the sound track is to the extent that it helps tell the story. The reason that digital is important to this story is the director’s need to layer sound. He wanted to convey a feeling of multiple planes of reality, sometimes in the character’s head, sometimes outside of it. Final Approach is a psychological thriller and there are places where we wanted to create very subtle shadings, almost subliminal sounds. This would have been impossible with analog techniques.”

Horse Poop! Mr. Stahl is a good publicist and a fair director. He has commendable aural acuity and is a fierce defender of motion picture sound craft, which MSNL applauds. But he’s no sonic Picasso. If you want to hear subtle layers supporting psychological thrills, listen to Skip Lievsay’s work on Silence of the Lambs, Barton Fink, and Cape Fear. In this sound track, the subtle shadings he’s selling fail to come through at all; it might as well have been analog. Final Approach is a small-budget, interesting movie shot on one or two simple sets, mostly a long dialogue between Hector Elizondo and James Sikking. There is a great deal more subtlety in their acting than in the director’s use of sound.

The painful unraveling of an exceptional mind in what may be amnesia, paranoia, or an existential enigma, is the heart of the film. Intercut with these scenes is much footage of a test pilot’s experience and memories. The hardware and aircraft shots are nothing like the romantic, recruiting poster imagery of Top Gun, and that’s a relief. The POV’s are like a video combat game, conveying blinding speed and danger; Static shots of secret aircraft in design and testing are very graphic and mysterious, as if slowly examining some unknown religious sculpture from a forgotten civilization. Computer graphics of stealth fighters, repeated takeoffs and landings, shots of aircraft being tweaked by engineers become dreamlike, not at all concrete. Much of this imagery is solarized, colorized, or artfully made graphic to invoke the subjectivity of human memory and thought. Stahl does all this visual storytelling quite well, and then chops thousands of pieces of it into the dialogue scenes. There is enough intercutting that audiences will easily understand it as flashback, or flash-thought. That supports the internal battle played so well in the dialogue scenes, but it doesn’t go with the oversized sonic reality required by jet hardware. The scale of sound effects and film are completely mismatched. The graphic art has the effect of confining the planes comfortably to the film frame, narrowing the visual scope instead of opening up the screen (as Top Gun’s aerial ballets do.) The film has the TV-scale, claustrophobic feel of an Outer Limits episode.

As a low-budget art film, Final would have been acceptable with mediocre sound. FX, Foley, ADR, even the dialogue was recorded on DAT. So is a lot of sound these days. Production recordists are recording on DAT, and backing up with reliable Nagras with 1/4” tape. Noise on a set, camera noise, line noise in mic. preamps, are all oceans of audio schmutz compared to the noise-floor difference between digital and fine analog recordings.

Dialogue has to be crafted and filled and overlapped, whether on mag film or on computer, and it has to be mixed on analog mixing boards.13 Good dialogue work requires craft, not hardware. Just listen to the light background noise in Final’s dialogue scenes drop out completely from time to time. Within a talky scene, if we are left with only FX backgrounds for a moment, it’s a startling hole to hear.

Sound effects are suitably big and clean, as heavy-handed as those in any 30 million dollar boy-toy movie. Giant close-ups of jet afterburners igniting will inspire extremely big sound.

Editors on Top Gun cut specially designed effects for these shots, sweetened them with explosions and shotguns, and then sweetened the sweeteners with more. Digital allows the mixer full dynamic range, so s/he can cut from quiet dialogue scenes to full-scale military arms exploding in your face without distortion. Stahl does this well, but the range of sound-colors in his palette is limited: There is a whoosh-by effect first used in the opening action reel, which is supposed to be cut and placed where large land masses whiz by the field of view as the aircraft flies low. That’s a contemporary sound cliché established by big-budget sound jobs, and cutting a collection of varied whooshes is a labor-intensive touch that adds spice to a mix. Final seems to use exactly one whoosh hundreds of times, making it sound like a digital repetition, like a bit of some god-awful Rap song. Then it’s mixed with such a heavy hand that your eye is drawn to each whoosh, away from the focus of the scene. It’s a bad laugh!

Stahl presents an exciting opening credit sequence: POV video-game flying stuff, nifty heads-up graphics superimposed. On top of this are layers of multiple ADR; fly-boys and techies communicating via radio. This is laid out all over the theater, with voices squawking in every speaker. The rock-steady imaging of CDS’s release prints allows full frequency separate left- and right-surrounds with these vocal layers. (Of course this is completely illogical as audio POV. Would a pilot be listening to ground communication in 5-speaker stereo or with one set of mono headphones?) It’s very effective and very dramatic, even if the voice actors are a bit stiff and phony.

Eric Stahl has made two films here. The first has two fine actors exploring the human mind with their own intelligence and compassion, working with a compelling script by Stahl and Gerald Laurence. It’s a challenging and enigmatic mystery, as if Jean-Paul Sartre had rewritten the second half of 2001 as a two-man Theater of the Absurd play. The second film is a choppily-cut hardware picture without its own progression of plot. Its look is part video game, part Air Force training film, hanging together like the laser disc-era equivalent of a 1950’s Hi Fi demonstration record. Both films are OK, but they don’t integrate. The entire team of sound editors, synthesists, and mixers can be very proud of their hard work, and of being part of an important technological “first.”

Sound editors want very much for their craft to be taken seriously by the business and the lay public, but Stahl may be treating the craft with disrespect. Looking at the heavy-handed hype about the digital sound track, it’s easy to get the impression that he’s only using digital sound as a gimmick to build himself a career as a director.

—DS


REVIEW Forrest Gump (1994) Reviewed in Winter, 1994 (Vol III #3)






Sc. 11 Gump Sounds Great

Fables usually don’t make great box office. Joe vs. the Volcano, which also included unforgettable work by Tom Hanks, and John Boorman’s Where the Heart Is, are two of MSNL’s favorite contemporary film fables which may have been too “European” (if that is the right concept) for American audiences’ taste. While both those fables excelled in visual artistry with a theatrical flair, and may have been higher achievements in screen writing, neither was particularly outstanding in the field of sound.
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Forrest Gump (1994) directed by Robert Zemeckis. ©1994 Paramount Pictures




A recent running of Forrest Gump showed off the remarkable possibilities for a fable’s sound track. The subtleties of intelligent and sensitive sound work (in an excellent digital setting: the Hollywood Blvd. General Cinema Galaxy’s THX theater) can be as satisfying as a live symphony. While the filmed logos for DTS and THX unspool, audience ears make the shift from distorted, hastily dubbed trailers to the full-range, distortion-free sound arena they will enjoy with the feature picture. But along with the adjustment may come expectations for a loud soundtrack busy with exploding hardware. We should make room among our expectations for a gentle, quiet soundtrack, more chamber music than rock ‘n’ roll.

When Gump opens with its feather-in-the-wind visual device, Alan Silvestri’s score and light, whistling breeze FX announce the track’s intended style. Refinement and subtlety are the loftiest goals of a dialogue picture’s soundtrack. Gump achieves a great deal in sound, but like the weighty symbolism of the feather that bookends the film, takes the chance of appearing ambitious or “arty.”

Each film has to find its own style, and we like to see soundtracks evolve their own kind of self-discovery. If the clever, intelligent, and always entertaining films of Robert Zemeckis have a predictable flaw, it is the burden of special visual effects. Back to the Future, Who Framed Roger Rabbit?, and Death Becomes Her were remarkable Zemeckis-ILM creations in which the medium was the message. New techniques of movie magic from Ken Ralston and ILM may begin to dominate a film, throwing off the balance of story, performance, and technique. We are a generation that is spoiled by the packaging of pop music, consumer goods, and politicians. We can easily confuse the production with the product, failing to look for substance in the clutter of razzle-dazzle.

But high art, as well as pop art, is supported by finesse in presentation. Forrest Gump has a number of complex sound transitions involving pre-laps and post-laps, where backgrounds or crowd FX lead in and out of scenes, separating vignettes or chapters in a story sense, while unifying the soundtrack and guiding the listener along. Awkward or self-conscious in some films, the overlaps here always feel natural and appropriate.

With the first cut to an exterior night scene, (especially in the Southeastern American Summer,) our expectation of being assaulted by a blast of crickets chirping in the Left, Right, Center, and Surrounds was met by a very restrained mix. The director’s or mixers’ tastes show an unwillingness to be heavy-handed here, and kept the stereo crickets mostly in the front.

Not that this sophisticated mix is shy of Surrounds material. Music reverb is always there, and the house is well-surrounded with FX in the bigger moments of physical drama. There seems to be a confident mind-set behind these choices. Digital reproduction keeps dialogue, narration, and in one instance a violin-heavy music cue all articulate enough to be understood simultaneously. In an earlier film sound incarnation, this part of the mix would have been lunch meat.

Even the “source music” (that is, music meant to be coming from radios, or preexisting records played for period mood, supplementary to the original score) is interesting in this picture. Joel Sill has made a career of this specialty:14 choosing, coordinating, and licensing records for film, and working with the director, editor, and composer to integrate it all. The much-needed mood of hip, ironic humor from a Randy Newman song plays perfectly, for instance, during Gump’s pathetic attempts to run a shrimp boat. At times when Gump’s preciousness becomes stale, the records are refreshing.

Often, many songs are tried in various placements as a film goes through preview periods in several “Temp. Dub” versions. The songs may be first applied to a scene by a specialist such as Sill. Sometimes they are the contribution of a director, film editor, or music editor. It is interesting to see how many songs may be printed on a film’s credits, meaning they were legally licensed to play, but many may not have made the final cut. In any case, they are jimmied into a soundtrack by trial and error, and many films are better off without records. A film story loses some of its suspension of disbelief when records play in the track, because we have familiar experiences with popular music in our lives outside the movie theater. A fable is especially vulnerable, when its elevated level is grounded to mundane reality by the presence of popular music. What “Sea of Love” did for the Harold Becker suspense film by that name, it could not have done for Joe vs. the Volcano.

Harsh reality can be summoned up by a director’s alchemy and thrown in audience faces to make a point, when further suspension of disbelief is needed. Nothing beats sound FX for the illusion of concrete reality. Sound people often find that bicycle rattles, rendered in Foley and FX, are a sonic cliché. As movie guns draw attention to themselves with the sound of loose metal parts, movie bikes rattle and have their gears ratchet incessantly. No one with any sense of self-preservation would go near these shaky devices in reality. But the boys’ bikes in Gump rattle because they are beat up, the sound is mixed just a little above necessarily audible levels, more at the level of an intentional “highlight,” and they have nicely panned “by’s” in the context of a movie with very little panning.

The purpose of such mixing is to hook the listener into a story point, which leads to a fantasy sequence more on the level of a fable. From there the sound effects become more moody and poetic. There is a bristling wind moving smoothly over a cornfield. A great deal of attention has been paid to the segue away from the kind of FX that define concrete reality, and toward those that enhance mood through ambient sounds.

Football tackle hits and their associated ADR grunts come on hard and heavy, bigger than life, out of a deafening din of football crowd cheers, whistles, and music. They are mixed unabashedly “hot” for sharp and sudden notice, with violent pans to offstage as players are tackled out of frame. They are clearly the “money notes” of a scene in which movie reality outranks sonic realism.

Crowds are the sound effect that’s not a sound effect. They are extremely tricky to record well, to record on cue with proper timing, to edit without flaws, and to enhance under controlled conditions. A strip-joint scene has realistic layering of group ADR. The depth of the crowd (this is not a judgment about their taste) seems right. Single voices are believable in both performance and placement. It might as well be production, and makes the scene seem real. An historic March on Washington has the overwhelming use of crowd FX and is mixed with a depth of perspective for emotional effect. Listeners feel something akin to really being there and becoming caught up in the revolutionary spirit of the times. The football stadium cheers, equally surrounding in mass power, echo out of their scenes along with the ends of music cues. They become another transitional device.

The filmmaker’s storytelling toolbox depends heavily on attention to transitions. Cinema, montage at its heart, is often more about the flow from idea to idea than it is about the playing of measured moments. Not every rerecording mixer understands this, or is willing to take the time to polish transitions. But they are the poetry in the director’s language. Dovetailing from A to B can make any product more ornate. Flourishes may be taken for granted in antique picture frames, furniture, and clothing. Sometimes there is debate about ornamentation in the arts. Frippery, like florid writing, may be out of fashion. Musical flourishes or vibrato may be considered vulgar in certain contexts. But film soundtracks need very complex dovetails and segues, sometimes just in order to function. And transitions are often marred by the film editing changes directors and editors make during the work of post production. Overlaps and transitions in sound effects, dialogue, Foley, and ADR require dense editorial layering, not simply choices and execution by mixers. Even in the film industry, people have very little appreciation of what logistical efforts must be made to effect even minor changes in the continuity of a reel of film. Any sound editor will tell you that their craft in the Nineteen Nineties has become dominated by time spent following picture changes. The current culture of movie makers’ testing, previewing, and making alternate versions has put pressure upon the delicate layering and transitions that are essential to film language.

Very little mars Gump’s complex final mix. As a Jimi Hendrix piece skids to a halt in the quiet Vietnam jungle, some insects disappear simultaneously. If things are going to become quiet and foreboding, one wants it to happen less awkwardly. Perhaps the uncooperative insects were those type of cicadas whose ratcheting sound rises and falls in surf-like swells. Perhaps they had been edited in a different way and their timing was compromised by a hurried picture change. Layers of jungle life could have been platformed to go away after the music, revealing terrifying quiet. Whatever remains of this effect does not work.

MSNL has whined in past issues about heavy-handed Foley FX. Our pocket description of this effect would be a woman’s bracelet rattling like Marley’s Chains… not as a story point, but because she moved her arm an inch. The MSNL antennae were alert for this problem when Gump’s shrimp nets dropped some useless junk to the deck of his boat. We lurched out of our chairs at the inappropriate volume, but we had misjudged; By the third or fourth release of junk to the deck the audience is aware of a well-established joke, and the heavy volume works to sell it.

Final dubbing levels work with a broader range of subtle shading in a digital mix. A house is being bulldozed in a fairly quick shot. The shot is there to illustrate a story being told in narration. The narration continues over the shot. The crashing and creaking of old timber and the noisy working of the bulldozer seem to be there in full. The range of textured sound, even at low level, is complete enough to be satisfying without clashing with narration. The allowing nature of digital sound makes this shot a perfect, self- contained miniature. In Dolby A, it probably sounds like mud.

Rain itself is used to greatly affect a coldly realistic mood in a night scene on a college campus. We sense drops spattering on varying surfaces around the screen and with the breath of split-surrounds. Thunder rolling and rumbling, without melodramatic lightning crashes, can be powerful and ominous, can highlight rhythms in dialogue, and can add to the cozy, intimate sense of interior scenes. The style of rainstorm scenes has progressed quickly since the advent of digital tracks. The Doors and Unforgiven had remarkable rain scenes in digital releases. As special effects teams discover new, more sophisticated ways to produce highly controlled rain on a set, sound editors and mixers follow the progress close behind, delighting in the subtle and varied sounds of rain.

Of course, there’s barely any rain audible in a storm at sea. The sea storm in Gump was all ice cream and cake to the post-production sound team. All the detail is there in a digital theater: boat creaks, waves crash and spread across the stereo deck, wind everywhere, and rain peeking through the soft spots. All this is heard at a melodramatically thundering level totally without distortion. Old time audiophiles are reminded of the Hi-Fi enthusiast’s holy grail of the 1960’s; Recordings of the Tchaikovsky 1812 Overture with genuine period cannons firing distortion-free, with more impact and presence than seemed possible in a living room.

Weather can easily be the cause of hackneyed sound FX choices. The whistley wind that bookends the picture, working with the feather device, is just too precious. Experienced ears might prefer the approach taken when a handful of autumn leaves slide along a road. Most of the track there seems to be Foley leaves, with very little FX wind. Normally, what we hear that indicates wind is really the movement of leaves in trees, not wind directly on our ears. These leaves slide gently across the screen, a richly spread stereo effect that shows off digital for its ability to articulate a textured detail over a background free of noise.

With the Vietnam battle scenes, Gump draws on the historic milestone in 70mm sound effects, Apocalypse Now,15 and modestly surpasses it. From a Southern river lapping tenderly over a quiet ambience, helicopters slam into the screen full-force as suddenly as a picture cut. And there it is: lyrical-textural-ambient digital sound vs. violently-exploding-in-your-face-hardware digital sound; and both extremes executed with panache. Walter Murch’s Apocalypse team set the standard… seven channels of full-range, deafening Hueys (Why was such a machine of death and destruction given such a duckling-cute name?), shaking our chairs. The vision of Coppola, realized in sound by Murch’s team, was a new symbolic one to the movies; helicopters as Western Civilization’s Angel of Death, and it has become a stylistic cliché in movies to play them with ominous sound FX. (Actually, there was an earlier nightmarish apparition of a helicopter in an Ingmar Bergman picture, but it was a purely visual symbol, with no sonic equivalent.) It has become a familiar cinematic symbol, the evocative impact of the original is a benchmark to be emulated or exceeded.

The military gunshots, bullet fly-by’s, bullet body hits, rocket and mine explosions in Gump sound better than those earlier analog efforts in Apocalypse and in Platoon, better even than the digital battle material in Born on the Fourth of July. It’s a short sequence here, thus a whole movie of battles does not have to be sustained. But in that short space there is such great layering of detail, clarity of space and movement, and sharp impact of sounds, that it sounds unforgettable.

It is logical to separate the use of FX from music in a movie by pointing out that music builds an emotional environment, while sound FX contributes to the concrete reality of a film story;16 Sound FX help viewers to suspend disbelief. But the intelligence behind this track insists on sonic presence that can be, selectively, emotional in its impact. Look at the effect of short, hard sound effects on the documentary footage of Governor George Wallace being shot. The dusty, poorly color-corrected 16mm news camera footage seems to float in space as an archival image, as unreal as footage of astronauts bouncing in moon dust. We are safe in our distance from the reality that this grainy, graphic footage of a dinosaur governor in a segregated state represents. Then, bang! Clean movie gunshot FX, in digital playback, mixed at Robocop levels. For an instant, the violence is real. Zemeckis manipulates the tools of movie making to build an emotional time machine.

But Gump uses the new computer visual effects very liberally. Assuming for the moment that some of what we see has been sweetened by the computers, it appears that additional helicopters have been added to the background sky to add production value to already expensive Vietnam shots. Good idea. One wonders if digital animation, had it existed ten years ago, could have been used to make visual effects that would have prevented the Twilight Zone tragedy. Jets fly over Gump’s “Nam” scenes, dropping napalm in amazing composite shots. The gut-wrenching shriek of jets and explosions have plenty of emotional power without music. Take that, Top Gun! True ground breaking movie magic is achieved by digital animation’s miraculous ability to amputate the legs of Gary Sinise (a gifted and able-bodied actor-director), complemented by the illusionary wheelchair rigging invented by magician Ricky Jay and Michael Webber.

Then Gump, hopelessly addicted to visual chicanery, starts piling up scenes of historical fantasy. Forrest Gump with American Presidents, with John Lennon on the Dick Cavett show, etc. What is this? Do they think no one saw Zelig? The tricks may be well-executed, but are not always well-advised, and it is where the movie gets slapstick enough and begins to lose its psychological power as a fable. To professional eyes, in fact, the forced lip-manipulations and voice-overs for Nixon, Johnson, and Kennedy are reminiscent of the old17 Tex Avery short film series, Speaking of Animals (Animated lips were composited with wildlife shots to hilarious effect… the idea faded away after a long campaign on early TV in the US, in which zoo animals sold candy bars by facing the camera and testifying to a generation of Baby Boom kids “I want a Clark Bar!”) Other observers have compared this Zemeckis trick to the bizarre and unpleasant, limited- animation cartoon series Clutch Cargo. There is just too much of this trick, as the film becomes enslaved to its technical gags. The novelty wears quickly, and it is reduced to bad taste when Lyndon Johnson looks at a scar on Gump’s rump. (One inference might be that the earthy Johnson himself, who scandalized polite society when he lifted his shirt to show a surgical scar to the press, would have thought all this movie horseplay worthy of a hearty laugh and another round of bourbon.) Indeed, this messing-about with history reaches a peak of delight when Gump gets set up for a night at the Watergate hotel, complete with nifty view of the infamous burglary by Nixon’s campaign supporters.

The ping pong sequences, seen in promotional films for Gump’s marketing, are a simple example of visual FX done simply because they can be done. Does the story really need this? Couldn’t Gump be himself without becoming a ping pong champion? Surely millions have been spent on special FX animation in this picture. Except for the Oscar®-worthy amputation of Sinise’s legs, how necessary is any of this? Would filmmakers ever consider spending a fraction of the amounts they spend on visuals, toward an increase in budget for post-production sound? Could some of that money go for the sound editors and mixers to be given time to do a job without the now-customary maniacal race against picture changes, temp, dubs, and limited dubbing time?

The sound resulting from the varied efforts of production mixer William Kaplan, Gloria Borders’ editorial team and Randy Thom’s design work, and the sensitive rerecording of mixers Thom, Tom Johnson, and Dennis Sands is exemplary. But Gump on the whole feels like a lost piece of art work. It is as if Zelig meets Chauncey Gardner in Vietnam and mounts an amateur production of No Time for Sergeants (another generation’s Gomer Pile.) The gifted filmmaker doesn’t have the simple wisdom of his subject, which might have told him not to get tied up in his own rope tricks. But he has bought himself a well-balanced, intelligent sound track that at once evidences respect for the history of its craft, and moves ahead creatively with the newest technical possibilities,


—ed.



REVIEW Jurassic Park (1993) Reviewed in Summer, 1993 (Vol III #1)






Sc. 12 When Dinosaurs Ruled The Box Office or, Jurassic Park Revisited

Frans Offermans, a photographic specialist at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, said that in Jurassic Park, the dinosaurs are real but the people are plastic!

Not long after auditioning the Universal City Cineplex Odeon’s fair-to-middling presentation of DTS, MSNL grabbed an opportunity to try again in another house. The Odeon room we visited a week earlier is a THX room, but the presentation we heard was probably that of the four-channel option. While the audio came from a DTS CD-ROM, it would have been no different than a stereo optical 4–2–4 Dolby A, as seen in an average-to-good neighborhood theatre anywhere outside of a big city. The second look was at the Director’s Guild Theatre in Hollywood, a first rate private screening environment, featuring the full-blown DTS six-channel presentation through some heavyweight amplifiers. The large theatre was jammed with a standing room only audience of Editors’ Guild invitees and other industry types (and on a Monday night, no less.) MSNL, having had a day of bad parking karma, arrived only in time to grab a rare single seat near the center of the first row. The first few rows of any large-screen theatre should be called “Chiropractors’ Alley”. Every one in our row slumped and stretched their feet toward the screen, attempting to make their seats recline, awkwardly craning their necks to look up at the image. Nevertheless, while we Front Rowers surely missed the Split-Surround effects, our hair was blow-dried by some hot sound waves. It may seem trivial to talk about the sound work when Jurassic is based upon such a ground-breaking feast of visual effects. But displayed properly, and disregarding any cervical damage, the movie sounded wonderful. With full-bore digital, we noticed that the mixers must have fought a valiant battle trying to urge some sequences of low dialogue (performed quietly or sotto voce) to remain intelligible in the context of John Williams’ music. His scores, during moments of great heroism or grandeur (which for Spielberg and Lucas pass for emotional moments,) always evoke a grand heraldic feeling, from European classical music. When Williams is most brassy and kitsch, it’s not a bad idea for dialogue to just give up and go away.

MSNL needed a reminder that big-screen adventure movies are as much about giving up one’s objectivity to the sheer power of overwhelming sound and picture as were the special-format shows of the ‘50’s like Cinerama. With the artificial closeness of this viewing, we were reminded that such minutia of sonic detail, and the crystal-clear separation of discrete locations of sounds, make a movie like Jurassic Park better received in the spirit of an amusement park ride than that of cinematic art. The visual and sonic technology is so advanced as to make home video look like cave paintings.

With the added clarity and power, we were more aware of the complex layering of animal sounds to make the dino’s vocalizations. There is some good sound design from Gary Rydstrom’s team, most notably for the creature voices. Plaintiff whale songs were mixed delicately with what may have been altered cows or elephants, possibly even conch shells, a nice touch to make the grazing herd of Brontosaurs exceptionally sympathetic.

The editors and mixers probably put every other animal in the LucasFilm library into their sonic food processors. Another very effective design was the warbling and chirping of one creature that evolved on a zoological branch closer to birds than to reptiles, and the vocal makes that point with grace. The T-Rex in this movie sports the fattest, meatiest low growls and mutters in movie history. When she’s attacking, she trumpets and shrieks like a 747 passing by with scalp-searing proximity. It was a confident move by Spielberg to allow T-Rex to attack the cars without music. Such exciting directing, nightmare visuals, and strong, clear choices in sound effects make the scene play well without the emotional baggage of music. When the caged and unseen Velociraptor is fed a bull, we hear pig screams the size of a house, salted with the low-end punch of an atomic bomb. Audiences react unconsciously to the snarls and slurpy grumbles of what might have been someone’s pit bull, closely recorded eating his Alpo. But magnified for the big screen, these sounds evoke an uninhibited feeding-frenzy of terrifying stature.

There is a long expository dialogue scene, wherein Richard Attenborough listens to the admonitions of his scientist guests in a dark room, surrounded by the carousel slide projectors that flash promotional graphics around them.

While effective visually, this scene presents a sound effects and mixing conundrum: The fans and slide mechanisms of the projectors can ruin a production dialogue track, and are downright annoying after a time. When angles change editorially, from shot to shot of the actors, so will the noise from this variety of projectors in the background. A slide change might also be ill-timed and have the effect of stepping on an actors’ line at an important or delicate moment.

In theory, the scene could be entirely “looped” so all the dialogue is recorded cleanly, but then the drama would suffer from sterility, rubbery sync, and a lack of seeming spontaneity. Or the projectors could be built as special props to work silently, then have sound effects added to make them seem real according to our expectations. The best solution (and one guesses that we see the results here) is very labor-intensive, and was well executed by the Skywalker sound editors and mixers: That is to loop a minority of lines (for intelligibility or performance,) and use the best of the production recording. One hopes that projector noise in the background is distant and consistent wherever possible. That noise, such as it is, will be smoothed out by expert dialogue editing and mixing, integrating invisibly with sound effects.

The projectors might then seem to be recorded “live” and won’t detract from the heart of the scene. But solving the technical problem is only half of the issue in a scene like this. Once the sonic environment of this scene is established, the style of its sound seems to be locked into the reality of those projectors. Just because they are there in the background, who says we absolutely must hear them? It feels as if those machines and an overdeveloped sense of loyalty to concrete reality, had manacled the movie sound track, weighed it down. One would think that people who can make a dinosaur talk could find a way to make a Kodak Carousel projector shut the hell up, or at least go down to a whisper. Complete and ideal artistic control, when the dramatic focus is on the most intense dialogue, would allow for the sound to completely go away.

Perhaps it’s the effect of the utter lack of dramatic weather in Los Angeles, but MSNL really enjoys a good storm scene! Digital sound brings out the best and worst in stormy sound effects, and we’re always looking at the challenge storm scenes present. For effects recording, it is hard to catch thunder without rain.

Good tracks of dry thunder are like powdered Rhinoceros horn to a sound library. For the sound editor, building up an impending storm’s background thunder at a judicious pace and orchestrating the arrival of the first big thunder rolls or claps is a satisfying artistic achievement. The work is almost always compromised by a round of picture editing changes before the sound effects are mixed. Keeping some integrity in those weather tracks can be very frustrating indeed. Jurassic Park’s pre-storm thunder rolled around quite nicely in the scene where Laura Dern discovered an ill dino. We could practically feel the oppressive humidity.

Rain then provides a cathartic relief on the soundtrack, as it does after a real-life storm buildup. And rain in digital theatre tracks seems to be much more pleasing to the ear than in a 4–2–4 stereo format. Discrete sound location seems to benefit the orchestral quality of rain textured upon a variety of surfaces. Listen how the editorial crew has built rain separately on the mud, differing foliage, concrete, car bodies (interior and exterior,) and on the plastic view-roof of the car.

Rain drips realistically on the car that gets hung up in a tree, and it seems to add to the quiet, “Chinese water torture” way that the suspense of the scene unfolds. Just a few sounds of metal creaking and tree branches breaking help Spielberg draw out the tension through time. He teases us with these devilish little sounds, and ends the scene with a big Buster Keaton gag accompanied by frighteningly realistic car crash sound effects.

When we first saw the grazing Brontosaurus (or is it Brachiosaur?) the effect of her earth-shaking paws seemed hackneyed; a cliché from cartoons. Many MSNL readers will remember a scene in which Albert Brooks plays a harried film editor18 living through a nightmare dub: The wizened old head mixer19 bails him out with an audio cartridge of Hulk Footsteps. Seeing such a cart on a dub stage, evidently a leftover from the Universal TV series, must have struck Albert Brooks as a very funny artifact of pop culture. Perhaps sound editors are unusually sensitive to this point, and don’t want their tracks to sound derivative or predictable, but whenever we hear an oversized animal in a film we think of it. Indeed, when dubbing Dracula at Coppola’s winery last year, mixer/designer Leslie Shatz synthetically enhanced a scene where Dracula, embodied as a giant man-bat, stomps around a bedroom after seducing Mina, expressing primal rage and jealousy, his feet seem to carry the enormous weight of his ageless burden of evil, shaking the theatre with his metaphysical power. But we could never absorb this scene’s melodrama without a smirk, thinking of Albert Brooks and his Hulk Footsteps.

There are circumstances where five speakers across a screen may do nothing to improve the location of a sound source, especially on a narrower picture. But in the game of raw power, there would be two extra sets of amplified pistons available to push the air around. That is a point. In the case of a 4–2–4 presentation, and without a subwoofer system in some houses, using the second and fourth speaker to carry boom information becomes quite handy for the overweight footsteps of dinosaurs.

All the dinosaurs’ footsteps benefit from low-end power. But the most effective use of low end is the offstage drama involving the unseen presence of Tyrannosaurus Rex, and the effective inserts of subsonic waves showing up on the surface of water or the subtle vibrating of a rear-view mirror, and it redeems the boomy effect from clichédom. It would be difficult to find a better way to portray giant footsteps sonically.

—DS



Notes

1. The mushrooming of detailed Foley elevated film sound on two fronts: First, it added to the detailed illusion that the camera “hears” textures of movement just as we in the audience do. Second, it contributed invaluably to the recording of “Music and Effects” print-masters for Hollywood’s many foreign markets, allowing for more virtuosic foreign-language dubbing.

2. Ament, Vanessa Theme. (2014). The Foley Grail: The Art of Performing Sound for Film, Games, and Animation, Second edition. New York and London: Focal Press, 239.

3. Mark Mangini once said, “I’ve had producers who think of sound as the last processing bath at the film lab.”

4. There is surely some cultural common ground between the French experimental sound practitioner/scholar and the author’s community of colleagues, at least in our generational experience as filmgoers. The first generation of movie “sound designers” is also the first generation with access to early consumer-grade tape recording machines, consequently the first young people to experiment playfully with them. The author, born in the same year, easily relates to Chion as a post-WWII tape recorder nerd.

5. English edition, edited and translated by Gorbman, Claudia. (1994). Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen. New York: Columbia University Press.

6. … and of course, the theater’s structure determines the physical acoustics of a room. Such variation is hardly a problem for galleries and museums.

7. In retrospect, I meant small woman figuratively. This film was the American movie debut of the stately Nicole Kidman (5’11”).

8. A Cool Million: The Dismantling of Lemuel Pitkin is Nathanael West’s third novel, published in 1934. It is a brutal satire of Horatio Alger’s novels and their eternal optimism. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

9. I don’t imagine that people the age of my present students would have any reference point for the innovative TV police dramatic series, Hill Street Blues (1981-1987). Steven Bochco’s production used quite a few storytelling techniques that were new to series television at the time, which have since become familiar tools for some of the leading-edge dramas of the twenty-first century.

10. Released in France in October, 1988, as L’ours. American release October, 1989.

11. We have since learned that Jimmy Macdonald frequently performed bear and other wild animal roars for Disney animation through his favorite hurricane lantern glass chimney, and Murray Spivack performed King Kong’s roars through a megaphone.

12. I now see that this gag was invented much earlier by Charles Chaplin in The Great Dictator (1940). Ironically, Chaplin was ten years late to the game, directing sound films. His Modern Times (1936) is a kind of hybrid silent movie with music and cartoonish sound effects, made long after sound films had become well established. By The Great Dictator, he was recording sync dialogue in the modern way and enhancing production with more subtle sound effects choices, but much of the sound effects are Medium-is-the-Message postmodern jokes on sound film itself. One example is the sound effects off-stage (unseen by us) of parading military equipment, being reviewed from the stands by the competing Hitler and Mussolini characters (Chaplin and Jack Oakie). When airplanes are heard to pass by, they ask something like “was that yours or ours?” When we hear them crash, Oakie declares “That was yours!” The best sound joke (strangely reprised in the 1959 Ben-Hur) is of the crowd cheer sound suddenly truncated by a wave of the dictator’s hand. In 1940, it plays as if Chaplin were breaking the fourth wall with a wink, and saying to us “We know this is a film. See? This cheer is a sound effect and you can obviously hear me cutting it at the tail.” In the 1959 spectacle, it is just bad.

13. Certainly the case at the end of 1991.

14. This position is now commonly credited as music supervisor.

15. Randy Thom began his film career as a field sound effects recordist on Apocalypse and was the principal sound designer/re-recording mixer of Forrest Gump.

16. I attribute this eloquently simple dichotomy to my brilliant colleague Mark Mangini.

17. Series of theatrical shorts made at Paramount from 1941–1949.

18. Modern Romance (1981) Albert Brooks, Dir.

19. Insiders recognize him as an homage to Robert “Buzz” Knudson (1925–2006), winner of three Academy Awards®, for The Exorcist (1973), E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982), and Scarface (1983).
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Sc. 1 Introduction to George Simpson (1944–2009)



by Anna Claire Simpson



My father taught me, perhaps indirectly, a lot about the world through his work in sound. He taught me about the tremendous labor that goes into making a movie, and how the majority of that labor is invisible to the audience. Like most of his colleagues in post-production, he worked slavishly behind the wall of sound. Every moment in whatever film he worked on received the same meticulous attention: he worked it until it was seamless, until it became a matrix of undetectable threads in the fabric of the film. I never saw my father as much as I wanted to, as he spent most of his time in a dark cave, on a chair which probably still bears the imprint of his body. The sound of his office was, quite often, the same three second clip of noise replayed a hundred times. I was introduced to his films through repetition, without the satisfaction of narrative progression. His work looked frustrating to an outsider, but he could spend a whole day living in the same three seconds because the progression was not about the narrative but about the subtle ways he shaped the sound for the sake of realism, dramatic impact, or humor.

His work taught me other things about how the world works. How much of the world have we heard through the microphone of Hollywood? Representation on film is an illusion in more ways than one: so much of what we see and hear bears little relationship to its source; no matter where the film takes place, you are probably hearing, if not also seeing, Los Angeles. My dad’s movies record my childhood, my friendships, my hometown, my family: all of it somehow atomized into the immateriality of sound.

When he needed to make his own sounds, he often included me in the process. When he needed a theater-full of screaming tweens for a scene in Matinee, we convinced my music teacher to let him record the class in my school’s auditorium. When he needed to create an ambience for Gossip, he recorded me and my girlfriends whispering, “Did you hear about her?… and I was like, oh my god, whatever,” as we giggled between takes in an empty classroom at UCLA. Our whispers run throughout the entire film: our daddy-daughter time forever emblazoned across a forgettable thriller. The invisible forces that go into movie making tell their own stories.

But before computers, his office was my Disneyland. He would grab a spare Moviola for me and set it up next to his. He’d hand me a pile of mag film, and I would acetone off the two brown strips until I had a blank canvas. Then I’d draw terrible cartoons, abstract shapes, and fill up the extra space with my name. I’d run it through the Moviola over and over again and pull my dad’s sleeve to get him to look at my work. He looked busy and important, and he seemed so passionate and loving about his work that I wanted to emulate him in his moment. His craftsmanship was infectious, and I still admire how he treated each project as his own: he somehow left his mark on the thing that so often goes unremarked upon.

His own work was so physical and interactive then. He seemed to spend a lot of time moving back and forth from the editing station to the Moviola. He was on his feet all the time. He spent a lot more time physically carrying things from place to place. I also remember his work before the computer as a lot more gregarious and interactive. I often think about the tradeoff of digital technology and our bodies. My father might have lived longer had he not become a permanent fixture in that office chair, his eyes glued to the computer morning to night. So his work also taught me about my own life, and the “hidden costs” of working long hours doing sedentary labor. As an academic, I could spend all my time in the cave, surrounded by books and coffee cups, and I would be rewarded for spending my energy into publishable work. I could choose instead to devote my long hours to teaching, which has me on my feet and interacting with my students.

Teaching is the invisible labor: you leave your mark on that which goes unre-marked upon. My dad taught me how to navigate ego in the kind of work that doesn’t advertise your face or your name—which is admirable because he was also a published writer—and in the kind of work where egos flare in the rush to meet a deadline. I know my father had a big ego, and yet he could demonstrate humility and gratitude enough to work with the same colleagues for years, through the transition from analog to digital, with palpable camaraderie and humor. When I was withering away in crappy office jobs, I would feel a pang of jealousy visiting my dad at work. I should mention that my father’s memorial service was incredibly well attended because he accumulated over a hundred friends in his long career. Many shared their memories with me: vivid memories of my dad’s role in their daily lives, which I think speaks to the intensely social nature of his work.

My own family today is influenced by my father’s work as a sound editor. I met my husband in graduate school a few years after my father died and must have talked about my dad’s history with film. He wanted me to watch Blow Out with him because he’d thought about me and my father, thought I’d appreciate a film about sound and the drama of a singular scream. We finally watched it together, and I cried over it later in private. I cried for the father I loved and missed, and I cried for this guy who wanted to connect with me through the strange business of movies and sound. In a way, I credit my dad and his career with giving my husband the hook to reel me in.

—Anna Claire Simpson, Amherst, MA (2015)




Sc. 2 Laser Discs and the Reviewer

Collectively, George Simpson’s laser disc review columns make up a rare artifact, a critical study of movie sound for home entertainment in this period. MSNL introduced him to readers in the October, 1989 (Vol I #7) issue, following his article Picks Disc Pix with:



George Simpson is a sound editor (Turner and Hooch, Monkey Shines, The ‘Burbs, Shoot to Kill) and published novelist (Ghostboat, Thin Air, Fair Warning) He will be writing informative opinions for us about Laserdisc audio.


—ed.





After contributing these early MSNL columns, Simpson began to work as a supervising sound editor. He often co-supervised with Mark Mangini or Richard Anderson. The author and Simpson frequently edited sound as teammates under other supervisors, collaborating as Co-Supervising Sound Editors on only one project, but that was a memorably happy experience: Greg Beeman’s iconoclastic 1992 space fantasy Mom and Dad Save the World.1

Reel Seven of Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter belongs to George Simpson’s work alone. Only selected excerpts are presented here, and they should be understood to represent a larger (over 175 pages by rough estimate) body of critical work, published exclusively by MSNL as a log of new movie releases intended for home viewing, reports about the changing and competing technologies for home audio-video, and editorial opinion about the competition (or lack of it) by studios for the consumer’s dollar. The point here is not to encourage a twenty-first century reader’s collecting of antique laser discs. That is not likely, nor would it be useful. But Simpson’s dedicated long-term reporting of new releases, his easygoing explanations of relevant technical issues, his artistic criticism about presentations and those expensively printed boxed set packages, and his fierce advocacy for first class quality control has a place in this history.
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George Simpson. Photo by Courtney Tole.




The section begins with a primer about “LD’s” (laser discs). The technology that draws a high-quality home theater presentation from an iridescent plastic disc, the same size as a vinyl LP, was probably as mysterious in the 1980s as it may be today, for two reasons: First, LD’s were both analog and digital media, and that in itself is confusing. Second, in the U.S., they never became a popular item (although they did in Japan and in parts of Europe). They exist on the home-tech timeline after videocassettes and before DVD’s, but few home theater enthusiasts today have much personal experience with them. The movie consumer of the 1980s needed Simpson’s foundational explanations to enjoy a new consumer product, just as the modern student of film sound history ought to be more familiar with the medium. Failing to achieve a widespread hold on American markets, LD’s nevertheless anticipated one of the best features of the DVD: relatively random access of data, which was never possible with tape.

After the LD primer, Picks Disc Pix, highlights from Simpson’s many disc reviews are excerpted. These reviews always illustrate that the better home video media exhibit both high-end sound and the best possible image quality as individual achievements, naturally. But a more important point could be made that great analog video and high-end digital multi-speaker audio are married in a good LD system. He showed us that, just as the best quality sound was becoming familiar to audiences in theaters, “big” sound in home presentation was then making significant progress.


Picks Disc Pix, Published in October, 1989 (Vol I #7)






Sc. 3 Picks Disc Pix

For anyone wanting to study a movie in detail, Laserdiscs offer much more user-friendly technology than videotape. With tape, pausing, scanning back-and-forth, and freezing images can be wearing and ultimately damaging to the VCR. Laser players have no such difficulties.

CLV extended-play discs offer chapter search, scan, pause, time-search and dual-channel sound, depending on the recorded contents. CAV standard play discs additionally offer noise- and jitter-free still frames, slow-motion at various speeds, and frame search. And for owners of certain new high-end hardware, CAV special effects can be applied to CLV discs using new digital technology.

How does this work for researching sound on film? Here are a few suggestions for study. The discs can be purchased or rented at various locations. Rentals cost no more than tape, and players cost no more than high-quality VCRs. Certain shops will even rent players.

Blow-Up (Criterion CAV). During David Hemmings’ two visits to the park (Disc chapter-stops 7 and 13), only one sound is used to create a mood of eerie isolation. For anyone attuned to sound, the first impression is that we’re hearing a background track: wind through trees, cut to match the movement of branches. On closer inspection, we find it’s not wind at all… it’s Foley … delicate brush movement, recorded and edited to precisely match what the wind is doing to the trees. The entire scene is dominated by Foley. There is no music.

North By Northwest (Criterion CAV, letterboxed, digital sound). The crop dusting scene (Disc chapter-stop 14) is a textbook sound job. One element dominates: the airplane engine… Lazy in the distance, droning on approach, then roaring by on attack. That’s played off against Cary Grant’s crunchy dirt footsteps and some thrashing cornstalks. There is no music until after the plane hits the tanker truck and explodes.

2001: A Space Odyssey (Criterion CAV, letterboxed, digital stereo surround). The first feature ever made in which space sounds the way it’s supposed to… like fill leader* When Dave Bowman forces his way back into the air lock of Discovery 1 (Disc chapter 24), sound and the lack of it magnify the suspense. Inside Discovery, we hear heavy low-end backgrounds. In Bowman’s pod, we hear mid-range pod backgrounds and occasional servos and buttons. Outside, we hear only the silence of space.


*Ed. Note: Fill leader is the blank footage which sound editors insert between sound cues on magnetic film. It has no magnetic stripe, thereby affording moments of utter silence, not even tape hiss.


These sounds are juxtaposed in a cutting pattern that builds until a low-end warning alarm is switched on, followed by a faster high-end alarm, then… silence… as Bowman explodes into Discovery’s airlock. The silence continues until the airlock door shuts and a rush of air fills the compartment. The sequence dissolves into Bowman en route to disable HAL… the airlock effect blending into the sounds of Bowman’s spacesuit breathing system.

King Kong (Criterion CAV and CLV). Kong’s battle with the tyrannosaurus (Disc chapter 8, mislabeled 9 on the jacket) is a landmark in motion picture sound, the first elaborate sound design job of the 1930’s. It consists of Kong’s roars, dinosaur hisses, some brush movement and body falls… and Fay Wray’s screams.

Murray Spivack felt that he could not draw from a pre-existing library in creating his monster voices. So, for Kong’s roars, he went to the lions’ section of a zoo and recorded the big cats at feeding time. Then he reversed the roars, slowed them down an octave and re-recorded them. To manufacture each sync roar needed for the film, he cut together several of these effects with a start and a tail. For the screeching tyrannosaurus, Spivack himself vocalized a series of hisses and cat noises (like puma growls,) that he then slowed down for depth. Added to these two “big” effects were breathing (simulated by a bellows and compressed air) and an occasional panther’s purr. For Kong’s chest-beating, Spivack whacked his assistant on the chest with a tymp-stick and recorded the effect with a microphone placed at the man’s back.

This symphony of noise, inserted into the mouths of animated models, ranks as the most impressive single combat scene in movie sound history.

—GS

In 1989 Great Vintage for Laser Sound, Simpson mused about the relatively new inclination of movie consumers to own copies of their favorite films. The collector, Simpson understood, might aspire to purchase technical perfection for its own sake (without the film buff’s critical ideals) just to be able to identify personally with the sight and sound achievements of filmmaking professionals. But a more charitable conclusion, in the case of many collectors, would be that the more nearly perfect technical reproduction of any film’s original printing materials is a means to more thorough enjoyment of any movie’s aesthetic character.


1989 Great Vintage for Laser Sound Published in December, 1989 (Vol I #8)






Sc. 4 1989 Great Vintage for Laser Sound

… then along came television, which trivialized movies by eliminating hunks, chopping commercials into what remained and, perhaps worst of all, endlessly recycling them. The great cliché “Familiarity breeds contempt,” may well apply to movies seen once too many times, especially under lousy conditions.

Movies have always performed best in a crowded theater with a participating audience, each individual responding to the emotions generated by the film and flowing around her or him. Except in early kinetoscopes, film watching was never meant to be a passive experience, personified by a lonely soul blinking at shadows in a darkened room.

How then to explain the appeal of rediscovering movies on laserdisc, when they were originally intended to be seen not in the home on state-of-the-art consumer hardware but in a large auditorium filled with paying customers munching popcorn and sipping Coke? The answer lies in the unique human passion to possess what we love.

Those who seek to recreate that experience demand the best delivery system available and currently that’s laser discs, with their high-resolution image and crystal clear digital sound. In five to ten years, it’ll be a high definition picture with sazzafranic sound coming across on frequencies that can be soaked up by the pores in your cheeks. You won’t even need ears.

Excerpted from Golden Reels on Disc, a series of reviews of those titles winning or nominated for the annual Motion Picture Sound Editors’ (MPSE) Golden Reel awards included one example about collecting LD’s for art’s sake, not for technical flash: Simpson shows the reader how to more fully appreciate the extraordinarily artful mix of Dead Calm (1989) on laser disc.


Golden Reels on Disc Published in April, 1990 (Vol I #11)






Sc. 5 Golden Reels on Disc

Dead Calm is a unique audio experience. Here is a film in which it appears that the composer, the sound crew and the rerecording mixers were all working together for once and not fighting each other, as often happens in today’s films.

Dead Calm’s mix is stunning: (see MSNL # 4) sound effects, backgrounds and music are so smoothly complementary as to give the impression that the track was planned, cut and executed by a single guiding intelligence. Of course, anyone who edits sound as a vocation knows that, regardless of screen credit, tracks are put together by frequently large crews and not solely by the credited supervisors and mixers. The soundtrack is as much a collaborative effort as the rest of the film, and Dead Calm is one of the best we’ve heard in a long time.

Try playing the laser disc with your home surround system cranked up to neighbor-annoying levels. Listen to the way effects and backgrounds build and then segue into music, and vice-versa. Listen to the varieties of water sounds, the distinctively different presence tracks of the two boats in the film. Listen to the way silence is used dramatically, and winds, and wood creaks, and underwater-to-surface transitions, and breathing. … Listen to the way the mix induces claustrophobia when Sam Neill is trapped below decks on a sinking yacht. Dead Calm is a textbook example of how to build a soundtrack with internal integrity that fully complements the film.

Comparing the various release versions of films distributed by more than one maker of discs (such as in And the Competition is Fierce) was an invaluable service for disc consumers. He handed the reader-consumer their choices and probably saved many from wasting their money on bad product. Simpson’s editorial expertise, as well as his critical eyes and ears, were put to work comparing LD releases by different companies, older and newer release versions, how the distributors chose to present films in their various aspect ratios, and the different sources for their printing materials.
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At home on coffee tables, some of Charles Kiselyak’s elegant laser disc packages would rival the Harry Abrams art books in design and print quality. For this issue of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), Kiselyak prepared a 108-page book of special feature articles, including a script and complete shot list. (Shown: Cuckoo’s Nest and Sophie’s Choice (1982). Author’s collection.)




To these insights he added critiques of the packaging of discs. Just as the invention of music CDs had eliminated the traditional photographs and printed liner notes that had formerly enhanced LPs, the ubiquitous DVD that came later would eliminate the supplements that had graced many LD presentations: printed albums of artwork, photos, and articles often accompanied a set of discs in the better-packaged LD boxed sets. Sometimes these boxes would complement those elegantly printed Harry Abrams art books on the coffee tables of affluent homes. In 2016 there are certainly some DVD boxed sets that are sold with well-prepared supplementary printed materials, usually for themed sets such as TV series or collections of an actor’s or director’s work. The difference is that, at the end of the analog age, it took several LD discs to play an entire movie plus supplementary video. Consequently, a single movie title could comprise an elegant boxed package, complete with specially designed tissue paper sheets to separate and complement the photographic prints.


And the Competition is Fierce Dep’t Published in Fall, 1992 (Vol II #3)






Sc. 6 And the Competition is Fierce Dep’t: Simpson’s Videodisc Reviews

They are close to being neck-and-neck now—Voyager’s Criterion Collection vs. MGM/UA’s priced to sell copycat releases. Voyager puts out high priced laser disc collector editions of West Side Story, The Wizard of Oz, Singin’ in the Rain, The Great Escape, Some Like it Hot, A Night at the Opera and many others, and MGM aggressively markets competing lower priced editions designed to under-cut Voyager’s business. Who’s doing the better job here?

2001: A Space Odyssey—Voyager/Criterion’s director-supervised CAV edition is superior to MGM’s budget copy, where aspect ratio and color balance are concerned. Voyager paid for their own remix from the original 6-track masters, and it is far better than the off-the-shelf mix used by MGM. But if you want to save a lot of dough, the MGM is a bargain.

West Side Story—Criterion’s color balance is more consistent but not as bright and noise-free as MGM’s, which came from a 70mm source. MGM’s audio is preferable to Criterion’s, which is somewhat muffled and compressed. In this case, we recommend the MGM, even though we reviewed Criterion’s as the disc of the year when it came out.

Singin’ in the Rain—Hands down, stick with the MGM—either CAV or CLV. The color is much stronger and the audio is clearly superior.

The Wizard of Oz—Hard call. Criterion’s CAV is from a sharp, bright source, but all colors lean toward blue. MGM’s colors are more even, but it doesn’t measure up to its claim as a “Technicolor restoration.” The audio on the Criterion is superior.

Some Like it Hot—The Criterion edition is very good except that it suffers from graininess in dark scenes. The MGM version has better blacks and whites, but this one’s a tossup. Rent before you buy.

Spartacus—Criterion’s $125 letter-boxed, restored version package is brand new, and there is nothing to compete with it except MCA’s old junky panned and scanned pre-restoration version. However, MCA is about to release their own competing letterboxed edition (cheaper), using the same video transfer as Voyager’s! If you want all the supplementary interview materials, particularly Peter Ustinov’s hilarious commentaries, the Criterion is well worth it. If you just want the movie, wait for the MCA.

And now, for the crown prize in this intense competition: Who can release the most impressive edition of that venerable romantic adventure:

Casablanca—There is a now ancient CBS/Fox edition that stinks, a re-mastered MGM version that’s barely okay, a magnificent Criterion CAV and CLV edition that really cannot be bettered, and now a re-mastered 50th Anniversary CAV box and simultaneous CLV release from MGM. Our capsule review would have to be: if you are a true Casablanca collector, fork over the big bucks for the Criterion CAV. If you are not too picky and just want the movie, try the new MGM edition.

The audio is about the same on both, but the picture quality differs significantly. The new MGM (mastered from the restored and cleaned original negative) has bright contrast, a good deal of sharpness and strong blacks. The Criterion (taken from a beautiful first generation fine grain) is evenly balanced with excellent contrast, a good gray scale, and better framing. The MGM has a lot of negative dirt and scratches—the Criterion only some. The detail in the Criterion is much better. In some dark under-lit indoor scenes, the MGM picture exhibits light-pumping akin to that awful pulsing at the top of Macrovisioned VHS tapes. All in all, the Criterion is a labor of love, the MGM a commercial product.

Of course, no one remembers Casablanca the way my father does—flying bombing raids over Burma in 1943, returning to base for the evening movie and discovering the only film around was a 16mm print of Casablanca. He and his pilot buddies watched Casablanca and drank hydraulic fluid 52 times! To this day, he can’t stand hydraulic fluid. Casablanca, at least, is an acquired taste.

In a thorough examination of just one release, Simpson showed readers how the superior features of laser disc can be used for serious film study. West Side Story’s LD revealed itself as a “benchmark in interactive video film study.” The film itself is very important to the study of sound, but that is entirely about issues of musical reproduction, first in the original 70mm 6-track discrete magnetic release, then for its reproduction on the LD medium. The sound value here is not about “sound design” and creative sound effects in the modern sense. But, as Simpson described this 1961 film as reproduced on a 1990 LD, it provides serious appreciation of “old movie” audio excellence.


The West Side Kids Published in January, 1990 (Vol I #9)






Sc. 7 The West Side Kids

West Side Story, a late November ‘89 re-release of the 1961 film, has been assembled with the cooperation and assistance of the film’s co-director, Robert Wise, who personally supervised the video transfer and helped locate much of the added material. Memos from production designer Boris Leven and preproduction location snapshots of New York City provide much insight into the evolution of the film’s look and style.

Disc Chapter 46, entitled Music and Film, delivers a remarkable analysis of one of the film’s best musical numbers: The ensemble version of Tonight, in which all the principal characters are brought together in a musical crescendo that works up our emotions and steers us into the big rumble.

While perhaps a bit too thorough for some tastes, this chapter is nevertheless a revelation of the craftsmanship that went into West Side Story. Many of the Criterion supplementary sections have been worthwhile (and some not at all worth the added cost,) but this one is certainly a benchmark in interactive video film study. In working through Chapter 46, the viewer learns how the Tonight quintet was carefully planned, shot, and edited (not thrown together, tested and re-shot in a panic like so much of today’s movie-making.)

Through the use of wide-screen clips sandwiched between frozen text frames, we are able to study exactly how the sequence was put together. In pre-production, every aspect was thought out, from music to lyric to body language to color to camera move to edit… to everything that could possibly be anticipated. It is thanks to this complete and total control that the audience’s emotional involvement is successfully engaged.

From the audio viewpoint, West Side Story manages another benchmark as well: an excellent digitally re-mastered soundtrack. According to Criterion’s enclosed explanatory note, the sound comes from a 4-track Dolby Surround 35mm mag master, re-mixed from the original Westrex discrete six-track stereo master.

The dialogue spread had been retained, so the home viewer who pumps this through a consumer surround system is in for an audio experience that closely approximates the original theatrical release.

The limitations include:




	a certain amount of compression, perhaps due to efforts to eliminate tape hiss from the 6-track mag.

	some distortion when lines are shouted, and

	the inherent distractions of a 3-channel dialogue spread.





The sound editing in West Side Story does not exhibit the same total quality control as the rest of the movie. Since the film’s chief elements, are visual images, editing, music and vocals, West Side Story doesn’t need to be a sound effects masterpiece. In fact, its most distinctive “sounds” can be heard in Chapter 23, “Under the Highway”, Chapter 24, “Rumble”, and Chapter 29, “Cool”, and include great chain-link fence Foley, impressive sneaker footsteps, and excellent reverb mixing.

In the rumble itself there are some lousy punches. Overall the sound editing is inconsistent. Backgrounds have a tendency to disappear between reels. Perhaps in this respect West Side Story was a victim of good old studio editing policies: “Hey, Fred, ya got a charge number tomorrow? Wanna do a reel of West Side?”

—GS

The summer of 1992 found the author (as editor) stranded upon a creative sandbar and grasping at ideas for new column titles, so MSNL ran Simpson’s contribution as George the Laser Man.2 The following winter, it was Laser Schmaser. In other columns, one which MSNL mischievously titled The Simpsons (referring to George, not to Matt Groening’s newly-popular cartoons); his Syncho de Mayo for May of 1990; as well as Laser-Audit, Laserblasts, and Laserblasts: Surround Yourself, for the rest of that year, he continued to review, criticize, appreciate, and provoke. The latter of these included some of the film buff’s insights over and above those in his typical reviews of new releases: these include an appreciation of David Yewdall’s extraordinary sound supervision work on The Thing (1982) for John Carpenter, a much-needed description of the quirky sound effects editing in Jacques Tati’s comedies, and some real movie sound history, a note mentioning the iconic sound effect in The Man in the White Suit (1951). Received wisdom among sound editors has credited that signature sound design to the Ealing studio’s sound editor3 Mary Habberfield.


Laserblast: Surround Yourself Published in December, 1990 (Vol I #16)






Sc. 8 Laserblast: Surround Yourself


Here above our giant MSNL headquarters, the new laser disc releases are stacked up waiting for review like a squadron of silver frisbees.


Just out is John Carpenter’s 1982 remake of The Thing, with a widescreen transfer and vastly improved digital surround sound. The Thing took a box office beating the year it came out: it was a gruesome horror film in a market dominated by E.T. But this version of The Thing retains the most frightening element of the old John W. Campbell short story—isolation—and for that reason it works.

Comparisons between Carpenter’s version and Howard Hawks’ 1951 classic The Thing (from Another World) are inevitable. The sound in The Thing from 1982 is effectively realistic: see a windstorm, hear a windstorm; see a screaming shrieking disgusting wriggling freak, hear a screaming shrieking etc. The audio works, but the movie itself lacks the unique approach that makes The Thing from 1951 a classic. Hawks as producer and Chris Nyby as director crammed a 150 page script into 87 minutes—without losing a single word of dialogue.

The rapid overlapping of witty talk keeps the characters and the audience alert. Only in its rare silent moments is The Thing from 1951 truly scary. It has almost no special effects, no audio frights, only glimpses of the monster (and who could be a-feared of James Arness?) yet its pacing, its relentless dialogue-driven momentum propels us toward the climax.

Mon Oncle, from Voyager’s Criterion Collection, was the follow-up film to Jacques Tati’s Mr. Hulot’s Holiday and is an amazing pantomime comedy with unforget-table sight gags: the obstinate remote-controlled fish fountain, the catastrophic garden party, the bookend framing device with foraging dogs, and nearly every moment of Hulot’s character, movement and timing.

In Hulot’s world, technology is just another character: pushy, whimsical, stubborn, disobedient and unmanageable—and each uncooperative device sounds exactly the way it behaves. The burping hose machine at the Plastac factory, the overhasty automated garage door, the attack of the insolent kitchen gadgets. …

Tati’s sound editing is serious fun: every important effect stands out while the music tinkles innocently in the background. He even plays human speech as counterpoint to the visual comedy, as a sound effect significant only in its tone or what it reveals about the speaker. In his control over all levels and elements of his films, Tati is a true artist. Mon Oncle is a splendid treat for sound-oriented MSNL types, many of whom have overdosed on Hollywood’s parade of overcooked noise epics.

Continuing along the line of gentle comedies, Image Entertainment has released two Alec Guinness Double Features, four of his classic comedies in double-disc sets: Kind Hearts and Coronets paired with The Captain’s Paradise, and The Lavender Hill Mob paired with The Man in the White Suit. While none of these is of striking audio quality, each has something to offer in the uses of sound.

The hiccuping chemistry experiment in The Man in the White Suit is truly the grand-daddy of all such funny-sounding contraptions. Whenever film makers exploit a noisy thingumajig, they should certainly pay a royalty to The Man in the White Suit.
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The signature sound effect from The Man in the White Suit is more memorable than this “chemistry experiment” prop, whimsical as it is. The Man in the White Suit, directed by Alexander Mackendrick (1951). The J. Arthur Rank Organisation, an Ealing Studios Production, U.K.




Simpson’s reviews in 1991 continued to flesh out the laser disc consumer’s concerns in great detail, all of which will not find space in these pages. His article The Couch Potato’s Guide to 1990 was the seed for a later, more comprehensive Couch Potato’s Guide to laser discs, which is reproduced in the Appendix to Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter. True to the spirit of any year-end review, he found relevant categories by which to neatly organize the overflowing farrago of reviewable subjects. His logical grouping included



The Ten Over-All Best Laser Discs of 1990

The Ten Best-Sounding Laser Discs of the Year

The 10 Best Re Mastered Discs of 1990

The Ten Worst Laser Discs of the Year




and finally,



The Biggest Disappointments of 1990.




Simpson got the year 1991 off and running with Laser Disc Audio Beat and with Laser Gazer Looks at New Releases. That summer, he tackled a handful of genre and action features and found that the ideal way to review any LDs should include some integrated consideration of both picture and track. LaseReviews included short pieces on Silverado, The Andromeda Strain, Sorcerer, and The Hindenburg.


LaseReviews Published in July–August, 1991 (Vol I #19)






Sc. 9 LaseReviews





Silverado



Silverado (Criterion CAV boxed set. Videoscope, Digital Surround Stereo) Criterion’s version of this (cough, cough) classic is a massive improvement over RCA/Columbia’s full-screen version of a few years back. The audio is full of thunder and wallop and has much greater channel separation and clarity than the old analog stereo edition. If you love this film, you will want to own this Criterion set. Sound effects supervised by Bob Grieve.






MCA Opens the Vault Door a Crack

… And lets The Andromeda Strain, Sorcerer, The Hindenburg, and the 1979 version of Dracula escape onto laser disc. None of these is a classic, but each is a substantial achievement of moviemaking art in some way.




The Andromeda Strain



The Andromeda Strain (MCA/Universal, very very widescreen. Mono, Digital Sound) has been rendered with nearly all the original Technicolor tones intact, which we would have thought impossible since the film’s look depended so heavily on the IB printing process. Unfortunately, there are far too many shots swimming with grain. One wonders what was used for source material.

The mono track is quite good for 1970, with some innovative sound effects and an equal number of stock library sounds. Most effective of all is the synthesized music score by Gil Melle. In his heavy use of twitters and low-end thumps and sizzling whooshes, Melle closely prefigured the sort of effects work we do today, where sound is often more suggestive than literal.







Sorcerer



Sorcerer (MCA /Universal, Fullscreen, Digital Sound, Dolby Stereo Surround) has the same video problem as Andromeda, too many scenes swimming with grain. The boxed note on the back cover tells us this transfer came from the original negatives. Oh so? Sorcerer may be another victim of that period in the ‘70s when film stocks weren’t so great. It’s also not matted because Director William Friedkin hates video matting.

The Dolby Surround track is used mostly to accommodate the score by Tangerine Dream. Dominant sound effects are truck engines, probably powerful as original recordings, but which received a wimpy mix. With the kind of layered effects editing done today, those trucks could have had much more character and power. In fact, the track lacks the creativity of Friedkin’s earlier film, The Exorcist.






The Hindenburg



The Hindenburg (Widescreen, Dolby Stereo) is a great big gasbag with the bloated plot clearly inspired by its lead character, a doomed dirigible. The whole affair was based on a mildly sensational theory that the great German airship was sabotaged. Director Robert Wise and the Universal special effects folks cooked up the movie industry’s first multi-million dollar salami. Look inside the sausage casing and you’ll say, “Where’s the beef, Bob?”

But The Hindenburg was the first film to win an Oscar® for sound effects editing (Peter Berkos, supervisor). The category was created in 1975, the year this film was eligible.

Listening today, it’s difficult to detect Oscar®-winning attributes. Maybe it was the quiet, steady, unobtrusive engine drone that impressed. Who knows? The movie did not give its sound people the same opportunity to be showy that was enjoyed by Al Whitlock and his marvelous matte department.

—GS

LaserViews, running in Summer of 1993, opened with an editor’s note referring to the Industry’s aspirational search for a universal solution to high-quality sound for theaters and homes, in the form of something comparable to Dr. Dolby’s noise-reduction chips. Retrospectively, we can see that ubiquitous digital soundtracks would later provide such a standard. But entertainment hardware proponents looking to profit from the “next Dolby chip” must be disappointed. Simpson reviewed, among other releases, The Abyss (1989), Blade Runner-the Director’s Cut (1982), and Steven Soderbergh’s 1991 Kafka.


LaserViews Published in Summer, 1993 (Vol III #1)






A cynical insider confided to MSNL that the only reason advances are made in movie audio digital circuit design is not primarily for the benefit of theatre audiences, but so that eventually a single-chip circuit can be universally marketed for all kinds of film audio, especially including future home video systems. The electronics business is looking for something akin to Dr. Ray Dolby’s “B”-type noise reduction circuit, sold on millions of units of consumer audio equipment. The profit is on the small, inexpensive chip sold in extremely high volume… not on a few boxes of specialized hardware. This ideal of mass marketing is in conflict with the ideal of MSNL: that no experience can compare to a first rate movie show, in a high tech picture-palace with a live audience and real popcorn. However, because we all place a high value on a well-spun laser disc, we are proud to introduce George Simpson’s column:










Sc. 10 LaserViews: Marketing Wars Continued

The Abyss Special Edition

… Under the THX program, the audio is greatly improved over the old edition. There is wider dynamic range, thunderous low-end and excellent surround effects. Also, it appears to us that the track has been remixed and some of the more glaring errors in integrating ADR with production have been fixed. The only problem with the whole package, which is loaded with supplementary materials, is that director James Cameron may be the only fellow on earth who believes this is a great movie.


Kafka


(Paramount, B&W and Color, Widescreen, Digital Stereo Surround)—What makes this a particularly fun soundtrack is the unity of all audio elements—background ambiences, dialogue, sound effects, Foley. The film is saturated with original sounds recorded on location in Prague, a city still filled with the trappings of the late 1800’s and early 20th century. Street wallas, cafe atmospheres, carriages, gates, cobblestones, etc., were all recorded specifically for this film and help to evoke mood and period and heighten the tension throughout. When we are inside the city’s old buildings, there is always a sense of distant offscreen activity—footsteps echoing in cavernous hallways, subtle impacts and far-off banging. Much care has been taken to recreate the sound of period devices—desk drawers, typewriters, phones, doors, etc. Foley has been mixed with a careful ear for surfaces, perspectives and level to meet the mood of the moment. In some areas, however, the Foley has been mixed too hot—even if the intent was to attract attention or change mood. This results in some very up front crispiness—in particular the scene where Gabriella cleans out Eduard Raban’s flat.

Blade Runner Director’s Cut

(Warner, Widescreen, CAV, Digital Dolby Stereo Surround)—So much has been written about the emasculation of this film upon its initial release that we feel it unnecessary to take up space with it, except to refer MSNL readers to some excellent coverage in the September 13, 1992 edition of the Los Angeles Times Magazine. Researchers may want to investigate that issue in the library. An excellent bestselling Criterion laser disc edition has been around since 1987, representing the film as released in 1982. A few years ago, a 70mm six-track stereo print was found of an earlier preview version that more closely represented the film as director Ridley Scott intended it to be seen. Missing was the Harrison Ford voice-over narration that turned the film into a futuristic film noir detective story. This current “director’s cut” represents a new version of the film, based on that 70mm preview print but recut and remixed with final music and without the narration. The result is a much more intriguing picture, no longer skewed into a familiar genre to meet mass tastes. Warner’s CAV disc differs so significantly from Criterion’s that both are well worth acquiring. Because video mastering technology has improved in the last six years, Warner’s disc is clearer, sharper and better color-balanced than Criterion’s. The audio track has been completely remixed, apparently using original elements. They certainly had to go back further than the original dub masters, since all the sound effects had been lowered in 1982 to accommodate the Ford narration. It is only our guess that the track has been restored from predubs. Anyone involved in the Blade Runner restoration is invited to contribute to these pages. Our laser disc recommendation is that readers sample both versions of the film on disc and decide which they like.

A two-part piece, Laserblasts: Dep’t. of Suspicious Restorations appeared in October of 1990 and continued early in 1991. What remains here, after editing for space, should reinforce the reader’s enjoyment of whatever purports to be a restored film.


Laserblasts: Dep’t. of Suspicious Restorations Published in October, 1990 (Vol I #15)






Sc. 11 Laserblasts: Dep’t. of Suspicious Restorations

Rising profit from home video has at last caused Hollywood to reassess the value of its film inventory. But even in these days of “restorations,” the aim seems an uneasy balance between celebrating art and collecting shekels. Tagging a film “restored director’s cut” makes it a new product… sort of. Such hype has great appeal for laser disc buyers convinced they have been cheated whenever their favorite film has been eviscerated on TV. Now, through the miracle of “restoration,” that cherished classic is a virgin once again.

Current examples include, from MGM/UA, The Alamo, Red River, Meet Me in St. Louis, Hawaii; from RCA/Columbia and Criterion, Lawrence of Arabia; coming soon from CBS/Fox, Alien, Aliens, The Sand Pebbles, etc.

So, what are “restorations?” Are they worth the effort? Do they make films whole again, or do they gild the proverbial lily? Which films have been restored and why?

Lawrence of Arabia (see MSNL #1, #2) was a full-blown legitimate restoration with the help and cooperation of director David Lean. The aim was to reinstate some critical elements of plot and character that were sacrificed within weeks of initial release to shorten the running time. In the process, Lean has done some additional trimming that he hadn’t the opportunity to do in 1962. This seems to MSNL a faithful and proper renovation. Warner’s 1954 A Star is Born has had some full scenes put back and, in other areas, where no picture was available, sequences have been filled out with audio and stills. This approach may satisfy a few movie musical scholars who simply have to know what was missing, but it tends to disrupt the pace of the film as pure entertainment.


[image: fig0061]
Lawrence of Arabia, directed by David Lean (1962, restoration 1989; Columbia Pictures Corp. Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2008), DVD.




The earliest of the home video re-stitch jobs probably was RCA/Columbia’s Lost Horizon, which went into release with director Frank Capra’s blessing. Lost Horizon is the pivotal example of good-bad restoration, with some scenes warranting reconstitution but others only slowing the film and, at worst, destroying characterization.

Trying to rebuild the definitive version of a movie has its pitfalls. If the aim is to make the film play as intended, fine; but tampering for the sake of an advertising ploy merely returns us to the days of ‘50’s technological hype, 1990’s style:




Restored to Original Length!

Twelve Minutes Not Seen Since Initial Release!

Missing Song Found at Last!

See Alternate Endings Four Through Seven!



If that sounds improbable, pick up a copy of CBS/Fox’s The Man Who Would Be King. The thrill of finding it contains an ALTERNATE ENDING! only diminishes upon discovering that “alternate” means nothing more than SHORTER! It’s the same ending minus one shot. What a remarkable contribution to film posterity. At least they had the good sense not to hype it.

This brings us, in a roundabout way, to AUDIO RESTORATION, which takes the following forms:




	cleaning up mono tracks from old optical negatives,

	remixing from old three-, four-, and six-track mag masters down to a Dolby stereo matrix and,

	stereo enhancement of original mono tracks.





Overall, audio restoration seems to have a legitimate purpose: to bring deteriorated sound back up to maximum quality. Only when mono is turned into ersatz stereo do the MSNL alarm buzzers go off. (In MSNL #13, we mentioned the fine work of Rick Chace in this field and recommended a lengthy article on him in the now-defunct magazine Videofax.)


[image: fig0062]
Various video versions. Cartoon restored from MSNL Vol I #19, p.3. (July–August, 1991)




Basically, to be done right, stereo masters created before the advent of Dolby stereo should be remixed on a dubbing stage to current specifications, preferably into a four-channel LCRS matrix. Attempts to manufacture a bogus surround channel by simply summing frequencies from the left and right without controlling the content of information going into it will result in crap. Most often, an improperly manufactured surround channel will betray itself with the presence of dialogue. If restoration has everything to do with the filmmaker’s intent, we can guarantee no one ever intended principal, front-oriented dialogue to play in the surrounds.

The Exorcist (1973) has just been released from Warner with a new transfer (much improved on the old version) and a digital surround soundtrack. Since the film was mono, here we are again in the Land of Enhanced Stereo, this time not so successfully. This track is not a new Rick Chace remix from mono, but merely an old reprocessed job that we will call acceptable but hardly definitive. The fact that it was personally supervised by the director may give it a stamp of approval, but that doesn’t make it good!

Music was not a major element in this film and can’t be relied upon for spaciousness as in Hawaii. Instead, director William Friedkin’s carefully constructed sound effects and backgrounds are “spread” and reverbed into the surrounds for phony stereo, which most often reveals its presence by excessive phasing. Warner’s old “reprocessed stereo” has been an unfortunate low-water mark in the development of home video. For its fans, it can be heard in all its lack of glory on existing editions of Giant, East of Eden, and Bullitt, among others.

However, in Warner’s upcoming $125 boxed collection of James Dean epics, some of these excruciating audio errors will be rectified. Both East of Eden and Rebel Without a Cause will be letterboxed with original stereo tracks; Giant has been re-transferred and given a new Rick Chace stereo remix from mono. (The original stereo masters for Giant still can’t be found.)

Restoring art is a double-edged sword. In cleaning and preserving original works for the clearest possible view (or audition), the process can and must reveal original flaws. The laser disc medium in its time was unforgiving, as are DVDs, HD television streams, and modern 4K digital theater projectors, of audio and visual flaws in the original film materials, or in its pre-printing preparatory media (i.e., negatives, internegatives, and interpositives on the picture side; pre-dubs, stems, printmasters, and their various analog audio transfers, on the audio side.) With the perfection of DVD and Blu-ray manufacturing (and those tangible media are already moving toward obsolescence in 2016) the techniques and art-history-like aesthetic considerations about restoration of old films are prominent again. Simpson took exception to the existence of faux restorations, and to the (predictably) shameless exploitation by marketing weasels of restoration’s popularity in the new home video media.


Laserblasts: Dep’t. of Suspicious Restorations 2 Published in April–May, 1991 (Vol I #18)




Laserblasts: Dep’t. of Suspicious Restorations 2

Leave it or Not, Ripley!

… Has “director’s cut” become a gimmick and a buzzword? People in post-production know firsthand that some “director’s cuts’’ are insufferable and self-indulgent. Among film buffs, it used to be fashionable to seek out academic restorations, but are we now being conned by video marketing ploys? What’s really at work here is creative deal-making, contractual wrinkles in individual agreements mandating the director’s right to approve and be involved in television and home video versions. So, any director who can make it stick finds himself in the gleeful position of getting an opportunity to recut, fine cut and “improve” what was supposed to be a finished work. This turns most films into permanent works-in-progress.




Birth of a Notion

One of the fascinating revelations in Lumivision’s new laser disc release of The Birth of a Nation is that director D.W. Griffith never stopped tinkering with this 1915 landmark film, even re-cutting it throughout the 1920’s to make it more filmically correct. Many of the remarkable cinematic innovations for which he was credited (cross-cutting, for example) were actually refined in later versions, after they had been in common use by other filmmakers. Historians over the years have been exposed almost exclusively to the “improved” 1930 version, not the more primitive original release. Did Griffith perform the first important restoration snow job? Hardly. Looked at from another point of view, he was the first perfectionist, puttering with his masterpiece the way any of today’s high-powered talents would, given the chance. And with home video now a multi-million dollar business there is at least some funding for continued tinkering. This may increasingly mean that the laser disc version of a film is more definitive than the theatrical version.




Ersters and Poils

Spartacus is about to reappear in a major 70mm re-release with restored scenes, including the infamous “oysters and pearls”4 exchange between Olivier and Tony Curtis in a Roman hot tub, and some rather strong battle scene bits that were snipped out years ago to keep the blue-haired folks from losing their lunch. The restoration was supervised by Bob Harris, who was in charge of the Lawrence of Arabia re-stitch (see MSNL #1, 2). This version of Spartacus has the blessings of both director Stanley Kubrick and star-producer Kirk Douglas.

One drawback that may never be rectified, however, is the insufficient sound effects work. Most sequences deliver audio only on a Need-To-Hear basis: if you need to hear something, they were kind enough to provide it. But Spartacus is not an imaginative audio experience and is noticeably lacking in good Foley. (Please note that this opinion is based on the existing laser disc version.)

Bad audio is a prevalent problem with old films on video; most surprisingly the beautifully packaged, sharply transferred MGM musicals. Hardly any attempt is made to clean up and enhance optical soundtracks (except when the projects are sent through Rick Chace). The truth that laserphiles may find hard to accept is that, while many films look their best on laser disc, often they sound better over broadcast TV, where enough limiters are applied to reduce optical distortion.

—GS

Laser Louie Looks at Musicals and other Happy Type Stuff considered three musicals (Do we consider Fantasia a “musical?” Well, why not? Music is its blood.), all having been shot in Technicolor and released in LD with some approximation of Technicolor’s richness. Describing Fantasia (1940) as potentially the best release of the year, Simpson added a cautionary note to his enthusiasm with a caveat about the limited duration of its availability, as Disney attempted to create value by creating a limited edition. There was also some discussion of Fantasia as a modular film, targeted for future releases comprising old and new sections, as we eventually saw in Fantasia 2000. Nevertheless, Simpson was impressed with the laser disc’s excellent color transfer quality, and sound. A new release of Singin’ in the Rain (1952) from MGM made a previous Criterion disc look bad. That brings to mind that in 2016, we are apt to take for granted the nearly perfect presentation of any classic MGM musical on Blu-ray Discs or on HDTV.

The LD release of Show Boat (1951), he reported, turns out to reveal a bad sound job. It compares unfavorably with the 1936 version,5 which is famous for Paul Robeson’s amazing vocals. That musical’s lineage in film is worth additional study, requiring a modest detour in the path of this narrative: Based on a novel by Edna Ferber, the Broadway adaptation had been a big hit in 1927, with music by Jerome Kern and book and lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein. Capitalizing on the show’s popularity, Universal Pictures undertook a silent movie based on the book. A silent version was released, followed in 1929 by a version retrofitted for sound. Audiences in the few newly equipped sound theaters were demanding sound movies, and Universal was able to shoot additional scenes, adding some of the songs from the Broadway show, orchestral music, and sound effects. Thus there existed both silent and sound versions, and as students of Hitchcock’s Blackmail (1929) know,6 the early sound era is rich in these hybrid releases.

In the case of Show Boat (1929), the real innovation for adding naturalistic sound came from Universal’s brilliant Problem-Solver-around-the-Lot, Jack Foley.7 At the same time as the orchestra was recording new music cues to enhance the silent picture, Foley’s team recorded footsteps, crowd sounds, and whatever sound effects they could perform in “live time” while the orchestra played. In this way, the silent movie of a hit musical would gain not only musical score and songs for its sound release version but sounds recorded in post-production, which the audience would unconsciously accept as “real.”

George Simpson’s review was more concerned with the quality of the new laser disc releases but showed that the excellent medium revealed production flaws in old films. Viewers ought to appreciate movies in re-release, or in recent restorations, with some understanding of their place in the art history of films.


Laser Louie Looks at Musicals and other Happy Type Stuff Published in January–February, 1992 (Vol II #1)








Sc. 12 Laser Louie Looks at Musicals and Other Happy Type Stuff





Fantasia



Fantasia (Color, Digital Stereo Surround, CAV or CLV) Disney Home Video—The soundtrack was cleaned up and re-mixed from the old Fantasound optical masters by Terry Porter’s crew (You can hear their work on Beauty and the Beast) at Disney Studios for last year’s theatrical release, some prints of which went out in a mimicked Fantasound 70mm configuration. For the home video version, Terry made a four-channel, left/center/right/surround Dolby Stereo master, which retains all of the directional effects and panned instruments. In a home theater situation, it sounds great.

A home theater system with stereo surround is really the optimum viewing venue for the Fantasia laser disc, allowing the viewer to see it all in one sitting or select sequences on a whim. The extreme length of Fantasia has always worked a little bit against it in theatrical release. At home, the viewer can sample a little at a time, at ANY time, without destroying the structure.







Singin’ in the Rain



Singin’ in the Rain (Technicolor, Digital Mono. CAV with supplemental programming) MGM/UA—Finally, a Singin’ in the Rain that looks good and sounds good. The Criterion edition of a few years back is almost colorless by comparison. The soundtrack is in excellent shape, which seems to be the case with most MGM releases. Sound mavens have always found the “talking pictures” demonstration particularly witty. And all the mic placement problems with Jean Hagen are classic, as is the out-of-sync sequence, and Debbie Reynolds live-looping Jean Hagen from behind a curtain but that’s not really Debbie Reynolds, it’s Jean Hagen looping Debbie who’s ventriloquizing Jean.… What, you’ve never seen Singin’ in the Rain? Harrumph!






Showboat



Showboat (Restored Technicolor, Digital Mono) MGM/UA 1951 version—Restoring lost scenes to home video versions of movies made a darn good sales hype for quite a while. The latest promotional gimmick is “Technicolor Restoration!” With the 1951 version of Showboat, if you’re the type who drools over the lush full color treatment that MGM used to give its musicals, you get your money’s worth but it is pure hype to refer to these refurbished versions of classics as “Technicolor Restorations.”

The films were shot in the three-strip Technicolor process and release printed by the old imbibition or dye-transfer process, which yielded sparkling, brilliant colors on a 35mm release print. A generation of film fans has never even seen real Technicolor! These laser disc “restorations” are video approximations of what Technicolor release prints looked like, but Technicolor has nothing to do with them. The process just doesn’t exist anymore, except in China, so please don’t be fooled. The restorations are produced by video people, not film people.

It’s much inferior to the 1936 Universal epic, which is available in a Criterion edition.

In the first twenty minutes, the audio is muffled and compressed… clean, but with no clarity or range. And throughout, the many high notes tend to break up and distort. Looped dialogue… gobs of it… is dry and lifeless. Overall, it’s a puny sound job.

The biggest audio problem is the lack of good mixing on the songs, all flat playbacks with no reverb. Listen to Kathryn Grayson’s “After the Ball.” It’s so badly integrated with production dialogue, it might as well have been sung on the moon.

—GS

As a market product, laser discs were well-suited to packaging in boxed sets, exploiting either anniversaries or popular interest in a director, star, or old-school studio; anything with a theme would suffice for an exploitive new packaging of old media product. On the occasion of the 25th anniversary of television’s Star Trek (a.k.a. in 2016 as “TOS” or “the original series”), early in 1992, Simpson reviewed a set called Star Trek-The Movies – 25 th Anniversary Collection. He complimented the quality of the set’s audio and the video, as well as the packaging. The box presented all five of the feature films then extant in the franchise, Star Trek I, II, III, IV, & V, and MSNL headlined the review piece as Trekkers in Heaven.
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Sc. 13 Trekkers in Heaven





Star Trek-The Movies – 25th Anniversary Collection



How many TV shows start out in the ratings cellar and go on to become a joke, a cult, a multi-million dollar hit movie series, a merchandising marvel, a Next Generation TV series, soon to be a Next Generation movie series, and one of the handsomest home video boxed sets ever produced?

Keep thinking. Here’s a little blank space where you can fill in your answers:

(Sorry, George. Can’t afford more blank space, —ed.)

The films vary from ponderous to exciting to all-out fun. All five look and sound spectacular.






Star Trek: The Motion Picture



It’s overblown, stiff, self-intoxicated, bombastic (especially the music), and nostalgic.

The sound work in STTMP is inventive and stylish, though it tends to disappear behind Jerry Goldsmith’s music. This is the film where Jerry learned how to score everything that moves and many things that don’t. The music is truly amazing, managing to evoke everything alien, powerful, active and majestic. It nearly breathes life into the whole mummified movie.






Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan



Sound effects and music never clash in The Wrath of Khan, and that may be a tribute to sensible mixing. But there is nothing innovative about the track either. Most of James Horner’s music is built around the old TV theme and pieces Goldsmith established in STTM. Horner shows more restraint; By not trying to own the whole film, he makes his big moments stand out. The surround effects are well thought out, particularly in the space battles, but there are no startlingly new sound effects.






Star Trek III: The Search for Spock



Star Trek III: The Search for Spock, Leonard Nimoy’s feature directing debut is entirely adequate, but The Search for Spock lacks the energy and action that make The Wrath of Khan work so well. Sound gets a better break here, with some of the designed effects approaching Star Wars quality. But like a lot of 1980’s sound work, most of it today sounds derivative and synthetic. Sound is particularly well-showcased when the Enterprise blows up and when the Genesis planet self-destructs. In that scene, the surround channel is used to sell the power of planetary catastrophe when Paramount could only afford to show us cheesy sets.






Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home



The visual effects are excellent; the soundtrack has numerous creative moments and stays lively at every opportunity. The whale songs are particularly well-designed, as are the space vehicles. (MSNL Vol I #3 and #4 interviewed Mark Mangini about supervising the sound on Trek IV and V.)






Star Trek V: The Final Frontier



Star Trek V: The Final Frontier is William Shatner’s turn at directing. It has an unfortunate reputation as a Turkey, but #V isn’t that bad. The special effects are impressive; the creative sound effects and mixing are stunning. Of the five Star Trek films, we would rate The Final Frontier as having the best soundtrack.

Simpson contributed Laser Discs Stuck in a Groove late in 1993, and Laser Raver Looks Back at 1993 early in 1994, continuing to review every disc he could, and he drew conclusions about trends in marketing, tech, and packaging. The reviews, in retrospect, follow the proliferation of this elite medium, still only enjoyed by a few, but proving its superiority. For the American mass market, however, VHS and Betamax videocassettes were satisfying enough, even though tape had run out of any potential for technical improvements. Tape most probably prevailed because of the growing convenience of portable video camcorders, popular for recording Junior’s birthday party. Those who wanted to collect movies would simply record them (badly) from television.

Pardon Me, But Your Fangs are in My Wallet reviewed laser disc releases of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, The Fearless Vampire Killers, Vampire D, and Beauty and the Beast. Only short quotations from this piece are excerpted here, with some contextualizing in between.
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Sc. 14 Pardon Me, But Your Fangs are in My Wallet

Dentist’s Delight!

Or, Pardon Me, But Your Fangs are in My Wallet

In Which Mr. Simpson Celebrates Monsters

Bram Stoker’s Dracula (Criterion, CAV, Color, Widescreen, Digital Stereo, Dolby Surround)—Also available in two less expensive editions from Columbia TriStar—one with a “Making Of” documentary, the other without.

(Bram Stoker’s Dracula)… is a circus of motion picture effects, a collection of visual and aural sideshows with Coppola himself as the invisible ringmaster …

…the film’s visual and sound effects enliven the audience’s awareness of a being going about supernatural business with an underlying human motivation. In previous films, Dracula has been portrayed flitting about in a cape, and baring his fangs.

… it plays better in our living rooms than it did on the big screen, where it seemed huge, loud, and overblown. In an intimate living room, with just ourselves, a frightened loved one and maybe a pet bat, the film succeeds better at drawing us in …

… we can discern elements and layers in the soundtrack that have become commonplace touches throughout the profession—the use of lions and tigers and bears, for instance, as organic elements to help sell the mystery, danger and creepiness of inanimate objects in motion, such as gates, doors, windows and coffin lids …

(regarding the uncanny sound effects, the idea being nothing new here)

… The concept is cultivated out of Dracula’s transformational abilities and his supernatural trappings. It makes utter sense that he should be accompanied by supernatural sound.

(in the context of Simpson’s other detailed comments about mastering)

… Criterion’s version… from the 35mm six-track Dolby SR masters and combined into a 4-channel version, with split surrounds summed and boom channel redistributed and all passed through a Dolby encoder to make a custom two-track print master.

(Simpson discusses learning that the Criterion and Columbia/TriStar versions were not remixed from the same elements. He concludes that the Criterion achieves much better home theater playback. He points to a challenge that “film preservationists may encounter in dealing with modern soundtrack preparation is the increasing inventory of sound master versions.” Simpson continues on a philosophical track, musing about what exactly defines the final version of any movie. He then suggests …)

“Without extensive notes prepared at the time of the mix, it is becoming difficult for anyone to determine what would be the intended mix of record. Ask the director which one is definitive and you may get an answer like, “I dunno—the one that sounds good, I guess. Which one was that, Bernie?”

Continuing in a Jugular Vein…

(Simpson dismisses the early Polanski films as having pretty unsophisticated soundtracks)






The Fearless Vampire Killers



… There is no original production dialogue at all—the whole film is looped—badly! The audio in general is low, thin and scratchy, especially Jack MacGowran’s voice, which sounds as if recorded with a microphone resonating against his teeth and mixed with the low end EQ dials ripped out of the board.

… and

Vampire Hunter D… A growing number of “Japanimation”8 films (as they are called in the trade) are surfacing as laser disc releases this year.

Some of the best can be found in a series sub-labeled Rumiko Takahashi’s Rumik World, released through Image by U.S. Manga Corps. The Rumik World stories combine elements of traditional Japanese mythology as well as Post-Godzilla Monsters, transformations, beautiful princesses, maimed heroes who die and are reborn, hatred, revenge, murder and gore–all this is packed into the 56 minutes of Mermaid Forest, one of the best from Rumik World.

The film is 81 minutes and is in Japanese on the digital tracks and English on analog.9 There are no subtitles. The tracks are very different, with the Japanese version containing a clean effects track and the English version “enhanced” with some distinctly stupid crowd wallas and backgrounds. The English dialogue is also a pain to sit through.

The film deals with a future in which the earth is suffering a plague of ruling vampires. The story derives from a great many other movies and legends, all of them outgrowths of Bram Stoker’s original Dracula novel. The Japanese have a distinctive way of adapting mythology and demons of other cultures, and incorporating them into their own. But in straying so far from reality, their own culture seems to have lost its point of view.

Exploring Japanimation on laser disc (most of the titles can be rented) is an excellent way of studying cultural pollution.

(Simpson decided to include Beauty and the Beast with the other horror selections. This was explained with tongue in cheek.)






Beauty and the Beast



… the beast does have fangs, so we’ll squeeze him in. Last year, Disney released the Work in Progress version of this animated title, which contained the finished sound track but with the temp picture that was shown at the New York Film Festival shortly before theatrical release. This of course leaves room someday for a Beauty and the Beast box that might include the theatrical version, the Work in Progress version, a selection of raw sound effects, pencil sketches on used lunch napkins and Robby Benson’s Beast voice before it was processed on the dubbing stage.

In 1994, the final two issues of MSNL carried Simpson pieces in two parts, under the banner Collect This, Punk! In these, Simpson reviewed LD collections, and also mused on the impetus that drives people to collect. As a reviewer of home media products, he was quite conscious about the Act of Collecting and the way in which sometimes the medium distracts us from and outranks the message.

It took the same two issues, the penultimate and the final one, to carry Simpson’s thoughtful two-part Sounds Your Father Never Heard. The article stands as a temporal snapshot of film sound experience during the analog/digital transition. It is a primary source oral history that considers the contemporaneous success of SDDS, DTS, and Dolby Digital presentations in movie theaters (each is a form of optical-digital technology designed to run with 35mm film prints). This look at the new AC-3 sound technology illustrates the importance of laser disc as hybrid product. While it can present a digital multi-speaker stream of audio, AC-3 has one foot in the analog past, allowing for presentation of Dolby stereo four-channel tracks, still working with the analog-oriented Dolby matrix and their Pro-Logic technology. The article is a bit technical, but provides insight from an expert who was very aware of a looming all-digital future.
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Sc. 15 Sounds Your Father Never Heard

Life was much simpler for audiophiles in the days when movies were presented in only one format—Academy mono. Once before, in the early 1950’s, there blossomed an abundance of soundtrack presentation formats in addition to Academy mono, including: 8-track stereo for Cinerama, 4-track mag stereo for 35mm CinemaScope, 6-track mag stereo for 70mm, Perspecta Stereo, Fox 3-channel stereo, and so forth.

While competition is a healthy catalyst for great technological advances, then as now it was clearly a struggle for the buck. In today’s expanding audio market, the battle that is raging among the three format licensors is only a skirmish compared to the “big picture.”

Home video is the real issue. So, while DTS dukes it out with SDDS and both of them try to snatch away Dolby’s claim on the theatrical market, Dolby has made an end run against the opposition, trying to emerge with a proprietary foot in the home theater audio market.

Dolby’s AC-3 technology, in partnership with Pioneer Electronics, at last gives us discrete 6-track capability in our living rooms while not forcing us into an expensive upgrade path sooner than we are ready.

Accessing this new process, however, means the purchase of new laser disc players and audio gear. Although most high-end consumers (the backbone of home theater) are not opposed to frequent equipment upgrades, neither Pioneer nor Dolby expect a rash of lemmings flinging their old equipment into the sea then descending on retailers with open wallets. On the contrary, both companies are doing all they can to fill the potholes along the path to the future.

Laser discs featuring the Dolby AC-3 system are downward compatible: six discrete digital stereo surround tracks co-exist on the same disc with a digital LCRS matrix. If you buy an AC-3 disc, you are also buying a Pro-Logic-compatible disc. If you have no AC-3 equipment, you will not be left out: the disc will play perfectly on existing machines.

Dolby AC-3 is a system for encoding six compressed multi-channel discrete tracks into one composite audio signal. It is referred to as a 5.1 system, wherein your AC-3-equipped laser player and AC-3-equipped AV receiver will decompress five full-range channels of audio—left, center, right, left surround, right surround, and one limited bandwidth boom channel, all derived from an encoded digital bit-stream located in the area where the right analog channel currently resides.

On the left analog channel, a monaural version of the program soundtrack is provided—or (to preserve a unique characteristic of the laser disc format) an audio commentary in place of the mono soundtrack.

One element remains undisturbed: the two digital channels continue to carry the Dolby stereo (LCRS) matrixed track, so that existing players will not become obsolete, nor will existing laser disc libraries—that is, until the next major breakthrough in home video, (the DVD or Digital Video Disc), which may not be so considerate.

It appears that much attention has been paid to smoothing the transition from Dolby Pro-Logic stereo with monaural surround to full bandwidth six-track discrete stereo surround. If you already own a full complement of speakers, including three across the front, two surrounds and a subwoofer, you can at least save money in that area. You will eventually have to buy a 5.1 laser disc player and compatible receiver or set of amps.10

AC-3 is very much an outgrowth of Dolby SR-D, the company’s theatrical delivery format that offered six discrete digital tracks in an optical on-film configuration alongside an SR-optical stereo LCRS matrix. Dolby would like to see all future films mixed in the six-track discrete format and preferably mastered by Dolby. The reality is that DTS six-track is compatible with this format, as is SDDS, an eight-track discrete presentation format that can be derived from a six-track master.

The SDDS eight-track advantage is that, in addition to a subwoofer channel and left & right surrounds, it provides five channels across-the-front which translates as left, left center, center, center right, and right. This layout supplies a smoother stereo sound field with no holes or sudden noticeable shifts between center and outboard speakers. It is a superior sound field though not practical for most exhibitors—how many theaters have five speakers behind the screen much less three that actually work at any one time?

Perhaps the most interesting contrast between SDDS 8-track and AC-3 6-track is that with 6-track in your living room, even with your monitor in the center and your left and right speakers placed properly beside it, you may experience audio holes and sound shifting from one speaker to the other. There seems to be a direct relationship between the number of front channels and the smoothness of directional sound-shifting. But that is an issue for a later generation of home theater, one in which perhaps Sony’s SDDS format prevails. In fact, Sony has been developing its own consumer multichannel system with a European manufacturer, Musicam.

For the time being, Dolby’s AC-3 six-track discrete has to be viewed as something of an audio boon for big-eared listeners, not to mention a potential windfall for your neighborhood AV retailer.

One MSNL gripe: there is a growing tendency for audio (and video) journalists to invent their own terminology and buzzwords. Before these instant transgressions become part of the audio lexicon, we would like to toss in our two-and-three-quarter cents. Video magazine, for example, refers to AC-3 as “Dolby surround sound.” Whoa! We don’t care about Dolby slapping their name on it, but “surround sound” insufficiently describes the distinction between future and past audio technologies. The post-production world is quite properly referring to six-track discrete as a “stereo surround” format. The idea here is that “surround sound” by itself pertains to a monaural surround channel, while “stereo surround” quite clearly describes split or left & right discrete surrounds.

Ultimately we hope that the audio press will gather this standard to its bosom and anoint this format as Dolby’s (or whoever’s) “Digital Stereo Surround,” or some variation thereof. Thanks for your attention.

For anyone interested in following a continuing dialogue on this subject, pick up current and back issues of Widescreen Review. The editors have done an intelligent series of in-depth interviews with Mike Kohut of SDDS, Terry Beard of DTS, and the Dolby crowd. Widescreen Review has gone into more detail on these formats than MSNL would have room for.

—GS
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Elliott Koretz, sound editor, working at Soundelux, circa 1983.




Home Video in Identity Crisis was the last article by Simpson at the end of Moviesound Newsletter. Audiences were experiencing the partial stabilization of theater sound systems, although films were still released in separate print formats for each of the optical-digital 35mm systems. Multiple format single inventory prints were not yet the norm, and mixers were finding ways to adjust their art to accommodate 4-, 6-, and 8-channel systems. Sound design had to consider appropriate preparation to supply mixers with all the needed tracks, and movie theater audiences gained the right to expect “kickass” sound every time. But industry people understood that DVD was on the horizon, while most consumers watched movies at home on dreadfully inadequate VHS tape cassettes. Laser disc had proven itself as an excellent interim technology for the elite Home Theater. By 1994, there was reasonable expectation for some new standardization to arrive for Home Theaters with fully digital multichannel sound. Simpson was sharply aware that LD’s might have progressed as far as they would ever go, at least for sound reproduction. He wrote,



“AC-3 is definitely not the marketing hypodermic that will propel the laser disc into new dominance over videotape.”




With DVD on the way, Simpson understood that, even with its much-improved visual and sonic abilities, DVD could not replace the consumer’s video recorder:



“The DVD is not a recordable medium. So, let us not forget the real reason that the mass market never embraced the laser disc: it too was not a recordable medium. The mass market loves its VCRs. It loves the ability to record even more than it loves prerecorded video.”






Home Video in Identity Crisis Published in Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)






Sc. 16 Home Video in Identity Crisis

We had been planning some in-depth coverage of new technologies in home video, but we realized that keeping up with these swift changes in our quarterly format is impossible. Too much is happening too quickly, and we could only succeed in looking uninformed if we go to print today on an issue that changes tomorrow morning.

Sticking to generalized observations, we see the video field swimming in a vat of hype, buoyed up by shifting promises.

Dolby Surround AC-3 Digital, a six-track (5.1) stereo surround process, is already available in many of the consumer laser disc decks introduced this year. The first film releases to be encoded with the 5.1 process were marketed in January: Clear and Present Danger and True Lies. At this writing there are still only a handful of AC-3 titles available. It should be noted, however, that the new players are not leaping off dealers’ shelves any faster or in any higher quantities than previous machines. AC-3 is definitely not the marketing hypodermic that will propel the laser disc into new dominance over videotape.

The probable reason for this lackluster performance is the expected introduction of the DVD—Digital Video Disc—either in a format backed by Sony/Phillips or a competing one by Toshiba/Time Warner. The makeup, storage capacity and data throughput rate of these two future formats keeps changing, and that is what we are having trouble reporting in this journal. To quote specs this morning is to be made a liar tonight. We can, however, set down a few details that are certain:

Both formats will be a 5-inch compact disc sized product, whether a single 2-sided disc (Toshiba/Time Warner) or a two-level sandwich (Sony/Phillips). The DVD will have a throughput rate greater than 3 mb per second and less than 9 mb per second. The storage capacity will be 7.4 gigabytes on the Sony product as opposed to 10 gigabytes on the Toshiba disc. Warning: these figures are correct only as of June 22, 1995 at 2:20 pm.

It is expected that the DVD will hold at least one complete film of two hours’ length or better, that multiple language versions might be available on the same disc, there should be a matrixed soundtrack as well as a discrete soundtrack, and enough room for plenty of extra features and programming.

The horizontal resolution is expected to improve on the laser disc’s 425 lines, and will possibly be as high as 600 lines.

Pricing—always a wishful item with new technology—is already turning into a big inside joke. First there were announcements that everything could be priced at $20. Almost immediately that figure crept up to $30. Now there is lots of talk about the same old two-tiered pricing we’ve seen for years on videotape: $30 or less for sell-through titles, and $90 or more on hot rental titles.

Laser discs have never suffered this two-tiered business. Pricing has always been commensurate with the effort and extras involved in titles. Ordinary releases, including hot new titles, range from $35 to $50. Criterion style special editions range from $70 to $125, with a few overscale items much higher. No doubt such special editions on DVD will command just as high a premium, but at least the giant boxes will shrink a bit.

And of course… introduction date. The first wild-eyed hype had the DVD in your neighborhood store by Christmas of 1995. A quick reality check produced a more likely date of summer, 1996. Now, we are already hearing it will be six months later than that. If they are not quick about getting this gizmo on the market, they will be banging right up against high definition video, which will not be compatible.

If buyers are not leaping to buy Dolby AC-3 products because they are anticipating the DVD, why should they buy the DVD knowing it will be supplanted by HDTV? Nobody bought the Sony Mini-Disc. Nobody bought the Digital Compact Cassette. Just exactly who is standing in line, lusting for the DVD? Since it is intended to ultimately replace the pre-recorded videotape, it must be meant for the mass market. But why should the mass market wish to discard its VCRs and tape libraries to embrace a new format?

For higher quality? Hardly: these people have been putting up with 240-line VHS for 15 years, and they preferred it to Beta, which was a higher quality format. The DVD is not a recordable medium. So, let us not forget the real reason that the mass market never embraced the laser disc: it too was not a recordable medium. The mass market loves its VCRs. It loves the ability to record even more than it loves prerecorded video.

Marketers are going to say the DVD is cute and sexy, just like the CD was perceived as cute and sexy when it was introduced. But the CD differed in that it was strictly an aural medium. Portable high quality music could be taken anywhere and listened to while we did other things. Video has never been perceived as cute and sexy. You have to turn yourself into a couch potato to experience it. You can’t watch a movie and play golf, drive, jog or make love at the same time. (Even for pornos you have to stop and watch!) And nobody but an idiot takes videos to the beach.

The point is that video has never needed to be small and portable. For collectors, the size of the laser disc package is ideal. It looks big and glamorous, the liner notes are readable, the photos are viewable, it’s out in the open and not all tucked away in a flimsy booklet. The video cassette has no such appeal. The DVD in a CD-like jewel box with cramped photos and liner notes has no such appeal. People who want a quick read buy paperbacks; people who collect books buy hardbacks.

But let’s argue that collectors may want the DVD, drawn to the promise of higher quality and more extras. They may decide to hang the expense and invest in the new equipment. But how far will they go with it? Buy new titles only? Junk their libraries of laser discs and replace them with DVDs?

Perhaps the marketing plan for the DVD includes the phase out of the laser disc. That shouldn’t be too difficult to achieve, considering the 12-inch laser does not have great penetration in the overall video market. If Tower Records could make a national marketing decision a year and a half ago to all but eliminate the prerecorded audio cassette from its shelf space, couldn’t the same fate befall the 12-inch laser? Especially if they have to make room for those pesky new DVDs.

So what happens to all those dedicated laser collectors when their format dies? Do they throw up their hands and join the lemmings rushing over the precipice to digital heaven? Or will they decide enough is enough…?

Isn’t it likely that they are smarter than the marketing departments of Sony, Phillips, Toshiba and Time Warner and the coalition of studios that want to kill off videotape? Certainly the laser collectors have been following for years the developing promise of high definition TV. They have been coasting with the laser format, waiting for HDTV to show up with downward-compatible equipment that will allow them to keep and still use their NTSC collections. The DVD players are not going to be downward-compatible, in fact, they won’t be compatible with anything. They are not going to be combination players. They are intended to replace existing formats, not co-exist with them. That being the case, wouldn’t the collectors, who have always been the backbone and driving force behind the laser format, simply bypass the DVD and continue to wait for HDTV?

Downside of the DVD:




	the digital field memory available on current CLV laser discs and used to generate special effects such as slo-mo and freeze frame suffers in comparison to analog effects achieved on the CAV discs. If digital field memory is to be the only process available for special effects on the DVD, how is that an improvement?

	Packaging of CDs has never compared with the packaging of laser discs. Ever tried to read the print on some of those CD liner note booklets?

	Currently, there are two formats duking it out in development. Both are racing to get into the marketplace. Each has its supporters. Two new formats will only provoke confusion and buyer resistance. This has to be settled and the whole issue might hang on the multimedia folks, who are already saying that a 2-sided DVD will not work for their purposes.

	It may take years to build up a catalogue of DVD titles that will even come close to rivaling the laser discs’ 8,000 titles, not to mention what’s available on tape.





For the past ten years, the laser/collector market has experienced a shakeout of software product. Studios and distributors now know what sells and what doesn’t. Specialized stuff like serials, RKO movies and Republic movies have already disappeared from the market. They have been tested and found not worth the effort. Is it likely that the same stuff will be tested again in a new format? Or is it more likely that the DVD will stick with new releases and proven sellers? The point here is that the DVD might not in any way be a boon to collectors, and it might have to depend solely on the response from the mass market.

I wouldn’t want to be giving odds on this in Vegas.

Sometimes reporting the new mastering of old films, usually celebrating or criticizing long lists of releases right down to detailing the LD’s often elegant presentation boxes, George Simpson was MSNL’s insightful guide through the film buff’s home theater experience at the end of the analog age.


[image: fig0064]
 
Master tap dancer Harold Nicholas performs, as he had done with his brother Fayard in movies since 1932. Possibly inspired by the 1979 documentary, No Maps on My Taps, Nick Castle’s drama featured a supporting cast of septuagenarian master-hoofers, including Sammy Davis, Jr. It was the final screen appearance for many, and the debut of Savion Glover, who may be the messiah for their art. Tap (1989) directed by Nick Castle. TriStar Pictures, Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2006 DVD.
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Innovative sound involved four MIDI pickups embedded in Greg Hines’ shoes, with signal transmitted in four channels to synthesizer. MIDI signals (rather than audio) on 4-track full coat magnetic film were edited in sync to production by Michael Tronick and Curt Sobel, allowing four independent synth samples (for heel-toe Left and heel-toe Right) to be chosen during Final mix. Featured in MSNL Vol I #3 (April, 1989) Tap (1989) directed by Nick Castle. TriStar Pictures, Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2006 DVD.
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Greg Hines’ character passes prison time tap dancing on his tiny pine platform. Tap (1989) directed by Nick Castle. TriStar Pictures, Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2006 DVD.








Notes


1. Simpson and the author never lacked for ideas about making sound for Mom and Dad, often working just to get laughs from each other. In the context of this Mad-Magazine-meets-Star-Wars comedy, and with plenty of creative inspiration from John Pospisil’s custom sound effects, along with Jon Lovitz’s tour de force performance as the Emperor of a “Planet of Idiots,” (the rich production design made everything look like Dr. Seuss illustrations) the post sound crew had a pretty good time working for their pay.

2. Ugh! I’m sorry.

3. Sound editors were most often called dubbing editors in U.K. credits of the period. Only deeper research might verify Ms. Habberfield or someone else as the uncredited genius behind that succession of rhythmical bubbling loops.

4. The writer James K. Morrow has kindly corrected this reference: “the restored Spartacus dialogue concerned oysters and snails, not oysters and pearls.”

5. Directed by James Whale, best known for Frankenstein (1931), The Invisible Man (1933), and Bride of Frankenstein (1935).

6. See the extended note on Blackmail in Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s Appendix.

7. Ament, Vanessa Theme. (2014). The Foley Grail: The Art of Performing Sound for Film, Games, and Animation, Second edition. New York and London: Focal Press.

8. Note that the popular moniker “anime” has not yet been coined.

9. An excellent of example of the marriage of analog and digital in laser disc.

10. This hardware first became available in the spring of 1995.






  Reel 8
Sound Thinking

(Thoughts and Analysis)
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Sc. 1 Introduction

The case studies in Sound Thinking: Thoughts and Analysis encapsulate an elemental characteristic of “the end of the analog age”: specialists divided and re-divided their crafts, re-organized and re-combined the existing tools of artisanship, juggled multiple formats for recording, editing, and playback, always aspiring toward more perfectly immersive movie sound.




The Exhibition end: Scale and virtual reality



When each generation experiences technical advances on the exhibition side of entertainment, that technology can itself become a lively part of the popular culture. In 2016, a good 3-D adventure in Atmos and Imax is usually a good bet for box office. Young audiences have to be lured into the big, dark theater just as postwar families were seduced by Cinerama’s ingenious synthesis of human peripheral vision. While our undergraduates’ critical précis of a new kind of show might be as limited as the exclamatory Awesome!, their enthusiasm and word-of-mouth via social media will usually ensure a new exhibition format’s popular success, and this has created a solid new building block in the history of entertainment media.

Future media scholars will have a bounty of existing reception theory to apply to new movies in Dolby Atmos, or to whatever inventions might surpass Douglas Trumball’s latest super-high-resolution moving images, largely because we perceive and receive new systems differently, entirely apart from the narrative content. Nobody would care about new entertainment technology if not for its potential to communicate sensory data to the brain through some path that improves upon the earlier paths. Looking for a Road Less Traveled, and keeping in mind that entertainment can stimulate something akin to an altered state of consciousness, entertainment engineering consistently explores for shortcuts toward perfect virtual experience.1

A mirror to the expansion of the big screen, there is already some shrinking of entertainment to the scale of smart phones. Audience preference for single-user entertainment (such as we now play on personal mobile equipment) has some ancient history as well, and changes of size will really provoke change in the nature of entertainment’s content.2 Cinematography, editing, directing, and sound design will all evolve new aesthetics for the mobile personal screen and for ear bud audio, just as they once expanded their scope for the big theater. Design for small-image production and exhibition will inevitably challenge critical theorists to analyze it.





The post-production end: Expansion of crews and horizontal workflow




Early in the 1980s Hollywood sound editing crews commonly took on a feature film one reel (1,000 feet, running ten minutes) at a time. Four accomplished sound editors could cut all the dialogue, FX, BG’s, and Foley for three reels each, or some such combination comprising twelve final reels could be worked out. This linear workflow was neatly described by our colleague Norval Crutcher,3 in Vincent LoBrutto’s Sound-on-Film.4 In Crutcher’s time, sound editors were film-editing generalists who would sometimes specialize in sound editing.


[image: fig0068]
Scott Hecker cutting at Bluelight Sound. Photo courtesy of Scott Hecker.




But what happens when the Reel 3 editor uses a different FX for the protagonist’s front door, and that door reappears in Reel 5 with an entirely different sound? A good supervising sound editor supplied the crew with detailed lists connecting particular library sound FX to use, matching each to particular sound events (a “cut-list”), and such mistakes could be rectified in the cutting rooms, cheaply enough. But with the assignment of cut tracks to dubbing units, and of dubbing units to mixer’s fader channels, the effect of single-reel editing was often to jumble things up for the already-harried re-recording mixers: valuable stage time could be wasted when the Reel 3 editor put her front door on FX track 3, but the Reel 5 editor put his front door on track 7. The re-recording mixer could certainly cope with this adjustment, but it was less than efficient for setting up each reel to be mixed. These two types of by the reel discontinuity (sound effects choice and assignment for dubbing units) would routinely make workflow much more complicated when editors began conforming reels for late picture changes. As if selecting, editing, organizing, and mixing thousands of tiny pieces of mag did not make enough of a skirmish, picture conforming would lob hand grenades into the foxholes.

A markedly different workflow in the late 1980s had served the San Francisco Bay with more efficiency. For the most part, sound editors would routinely take on responsibility for a given family of sounds, wherever in the continuity of the film they would be needed. In simpler terms, it would become one editor’s job to cut, say, fire, or gunshots, or car skids in every reel of the film. Two distinct advantages were obvious to anyone working in the field:
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1000’ film sound units on film rack. Courtesy of Steve Lee & Vickie Rose Sampson, the Kay Rose Archives.
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Ready for pick up: sound units with their cue sheets shipping out to the dub stage, Warner-Hollywood studios. Photo by Destiny Borden.




First, a single editor would become the resident expert in the styling of those sounds throughout the movie, subject to approval by a supervisor or designer (for instance, a Richard Hymns or a Ben Burtt in the role of manager/coordinator). If it took three sound effects layers to achieve the right sound for the good guy’s gun, someone could ensure the continuity of that approach, and there might never be an audible mismatch. It is a simple extrapolation from there out to the practice of supervisors charging each sound editor with a number of subcategory sounds to handle in every reel: “Horizontal Editing.”

The second advantage to this work system is most evident when, as inevitably as changing weather, picture changes are committed by film editors and directors. Following the altered continuity of picture usually results in the mindless butchery of sound elements, some time between their original editing and their safe arrival at the stage. Just as often, pre-dubs themselves may be conformed to picture changes and recombined with elements newly edited to bridge the gaps. In any case, for the sound editor handling a film “horizontally,” the changes require less of the ugly M.A.S.H. surgery than was necessary with the older system.

The formerly generalized “sound editor” would not have served any late twentieth century blockbuster’s schedule nor its addiction to sonic detail. But more sound editors, working with subdivided specialties (Foley, Dialogue, ADR, and FX editing, and with a separate music editor’s close connection to the composer) did the job well when coordinated by Supervising Sound Editors. With crews comprising so many moving parts, and under schedule pressure, the “Supes” observed by Moviesound Newsletter sometimes seemed as if they were coaching basketball teams in professional competition.

This section provides a few case studies, comprising four films and two technologies for mixing and playback: Three films, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), Batman Returns (1992), and Days of Thunder (1990), serve here as mile-markers in new methodologies for multi-speaker exhibition, and each movie benefitted from enthusiastic sound editorial crews attempting to push their analog tools to their limits. A fourth film, Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992), encapsulates some of the technological conflicts of the era for post-production sound workers. The movie (an enterprise of extraordinarily ambitious artistic goals, even for the greatest American director of his time,) presented logistical challenges that were the consequence of changes in the Industry, having little to do with the film’s artistic goals and their successful achievement. In Digital Editing Meets Mag: Dracula, the newsletter recounted just a few of those issues, recalling gratefully that, as difficult as the job was, the post-production sound team has been amply hailed and appreciated.

Movie sound exhibition presents challenges that might ultimately have been overcome by CDS or Q-Sound. Their histories are both now “cold cases” fading into the obscure corners of film history. Moviesound Newsletter chronicled a promising new enhancement (Q-Sound) for re-recording mixers’ dub stages: A successful Q-Sound might have revolutionized film sound so fundamentally that the entire history of twentieth and twenty-first century theatrical multichannel speaker mixing methodologies would been rendered completely inconsequential. But it was not, and it did not.

Two Moviesound Newsletter articles scrutinized the exhibition debut of the CDS format (which presages the now-standard optical digital formats). The first piece fairly bubbles with anticipation. The second reports on a technological crash, and does so in an unfortunate tone of defeatism. A third article, elsewhere in these pages,5 allows for a more balanced impression of CDS after its demise. Future researchers should probe more deeply into the particular history of at least these two promising technologies and might analyze the art history of the sound design accomplished by all our subjects.




Embodying the enthusiasm of most post-production workers in the late 1980s Ben Burtt was interviewed for Moviesound Newsletter about his work creating the soundtrack for Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989) and expressed a good deal about his interest in the exhibition side. It was a “Split-Surround” (the antiquated appellation for “5.1”) mix, and he worked closely with a theater in the San Francisco Bay area to ensure quality exhibition.




Indy Splits Published in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)






Sc. 2 Indy Splits

Split-Surround is a technique that divides a theater’s rear signals into separate left and right material, changing 6-track stereo to 7-track. Top Gun, Star Trek IV, Explorers, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Apocalypse Now, The Jazz Singer, and The Black Cauldron were edited, mixed and released with “Splits” in the best theaters. It’s controversial in the sound community… may not be worth the trouble. MSNL tech consultant Larry Blake argues that if you can tell the difference between left and right surrounds, the FX are gimmicky and draw attention away from the overall sound-staging. Blake would prefer to see that extra effort directed toward “discrete six-track” instead of the “spread-six” in customary use today. We’ll present a point–counterpoint debate on this subject soon. Regardless of your preference, these techniques don’t play back in home systems, and thus make Going Out To Movies, especially big-scale movies like Indy III, a sonic imperative!

Ben Burtt, best known as the sound designer of George Lucas’ Star Wars trilogy and the three Indys, was very happy to work with split surrounds for Last Crusade. He told us recently, “I loved doing the gun battle in the canyon because there was no music, and with split surrounds the gunshots are moving all around the room, with ricochets going from corner to corner.”

In Marin County, home of Skywalker Ranch, Indy III opened in split surrounds at the Corte Madera theater, which had just converted from mono surround. Ben is frustrated that Lucas’ films never open in THX theaters in Northern California, though ironically, THX sound systems are a Lucas product. Where a film opens is the result of deals made in the film distribution business, and has nothing to do with the concerns of artistic people making movies. The Corte Madera is a clean, good-sounding theater, excellently run. “We’d love to get THX in there,” Burtt told us. “They have upgraded their amplifiers recently, and now have split surrounds… but it could be more complete. They have great projection there, the last theater in Marin to use the traditional two-projector changeover system, and it’s large enough to get that Lawrence of Arabia feel… big screen, big image, big sound.”

“I think the Corte Madera has four surround speakers,” Ben went on, “so you don’t really get a shell sound. By that I mean some theaters have a more localized feel in the surrounds… your experience depends where you sit. Another approach is to have a lot of little speakers all around (the sides and rear), so it’s more like a necklace around the audience, or like a hemisphere, the bottom of which lies against the screen. That’s a more generalized, ambient kind of surround.”

“Indy III was as much a film soundtrack as it was a library of sounds (laughs). It had everything… horses, guns, tanks, a zeppelin. All my life I’ve wanted to work on good, solid action-adventure movies. The Indiana Jones films are eclectic retrospectives of things that I would have loved to see and do when I was 12 years old. Each reel was almost a complete change of sound, in the sense that you’re in an exotic new location. You had a major chase in a different landscape with different kinds of vehicles in each reel. An assortment of weapons and natural catastrophes: earthquakes, storm at sea.… You look at each reel and that requires conceptualization and editorial work and mixing in a very detailed way. So the thing I probably enjoyed most was the scope of the material needed. I generated about 40 tapes, each with about 20 FX made up specifically for this film. That includes everything from weapons to backgrounds, mixes of birds, etc.”

“We’d laid out in the music spotting sessions what scenes would not have music, so that was a chance to do a lot of FX by themselves. John Williams was open to a better balance (of FX and music) than even he was allowed to do. I see music being more effective when you have less of it, when it’s not trying to stay “busy”. Of course I’m speaking with the sound designer’s bias. Look at Lawrence of Arabia. You have big music scenes and big FX scenes. They took their turns. But you hardly ever have a combination.”

“I had always wanted to do a film with a zeppelin, even searched for years for a bona fide recording. There really are none, except for the famous radio broadcast of the arrival and destruction of the Hindenburg. You can hear the hum of the engines, though not very distinctly, before the disaster. What we ended up using was a small “ultralight”, with its low-powered motors, and we slowed it down. One nice thing about the ultralight is that it would pass by very slowly, so the doppler-effect pitch change would happen slowly. Now if you record a nice airplane, like a P51, you want to hear the different parts of the motor turning, the spinning tip of the blade, the pinging and whining of the engine. But if you slow that pass by down to match the speed of a zeppelin, it won’t have the quality… would get muddy. A nice thing about zeppelins is they have two sets of engines, front and rear. So you get a pass by of the front engines, and while they’re going away the second set is approaching! If you see a British film called Zeppelin, a mono film from the ‘50’s, they had a very nice succession of pass bys. In our film, in the dining room, you can hear the motor sound all spread around the theater. Zeppelins used large diesel engines with a prop that was 12 or 14 feet in diameter. But they turned very slowly, paddling the air. So it would have been very quiet to the passengers.”

“I had recorded tanks about 10 years ago between films, just for the library. I hung around Ft Hood, Texas, and did weapons, infantry things, helicopters, and tanks. I rode in a tank, recorded inside and outside and firing. Tony Daw, the recordist on the film, had worked with me on Jedi. He knew how important it was to record these things properly on location. He spent a day recording the aluminum tank they built for the film, which had some powerful diesels in it. So we mixed that with material from real tanks, which had better tread sounds, better metallic squeaks. The production tank had a number of special efx modifications. I think it had rubber tread, so they didn’t rip people to shreds.”

“During the fight on the Portuguese freighter, the storm’s waves came from Ocean City, NJ. One day I was wandering on the beach, hiding my recorder from my wife Peg. She’s very supportive, but she doesn’t want me to record on vacation. Got some good crashes on the rocks, then I sweetened them on the synclavier to make them more exaggerated, more powerful.”

“The ‘30’s boats were a combination, like the tank. We didn’t have time on this film to go out and record new boats, but the wooden speedboats you see in the film had good engines in production. I went through the 1/4” production tapes and stole some good “steadys” and pass bys from the 1st and 2nd unit shoots, and from alternate takes. I put them on the synclavier to clean them up, and I cut out the voices, filled in the gaps. I had also recorded a wooden fishing boat in Cape Cod. It had high powered diesels, and I changed the pitch to match those production boats, so it’s a mixture of the two things.”

“The freighter screw was perhaps the most difficult and least satisfying FX on this film for me. You have a scene where the screw is chopping up Indy’s boat. Because they had inter-cut different takes for the final sequence, the propeller was always turning at a slightly different speed from shot to shot, and it wasn’t in the same position. It was varying all over the place! Then you had the problem that the scene became a pivotal dialogue scene. It wasn’t intended to be originally, it was an action scene. But editorially, it became the only opportunity between Indy and Kazim to explain where the rest of the story was going to go. It became a voice-over situation, where lines of dialogue that they had never said were stuffed in their mouths. Originally it was something like, Indy says ‘Where’s my father?’ and Kazim says ‘Let me go!’ Now it’s ‘Why are you killing him?’ ‘Why do you want the Grail?… What are you searching for?… I’m searching for the Holy Grail!’ ‘Why do you want the Grail?’ and ‘What happened to my father?’ ‘I won’t tell you!’ ‘Tell me!’… that sort of thing. They used multiple cuts, repeating the shots to make room for new lines. The scene is so cheated that it’s very frustrating editorially. By all rights it could’ve been a very tasty scene for sound, a giant prop splintering a wooden boat. You want to have the eye go to the propeller and hear it. And Johnny Williams scored it so the music is appropriate for the climax of a long chase, with the orchestra blasting away! So we had some real compromises to make that part of the track work.… To actually cut the propeller, we tapped the film with grease pencil on the movieola, the way music editors do, to find the average frame rate, the rhythm that seemed right to the eye. We used that as a click-track, cut different sounds on the Synclavier and played them at that rhythm. Those were splashes, wood hits, a piece of snapping plywood that I liked. I repeated these but changed them slightly, so it didn’t sound phony. It’s a mechanical action on the screen, but you don’t want it to sound mechanically made, or it’s no longer dramatic!”

“There was no production sound of those rats at all. Essentially the overall rat sounds are chickens. I was trying all different animals and pitching and speeding them up, to make rats sounds. I wanted a busy kind of sound and squeaking kind of sound. I already had a “chicken riot” on tape. Remember the chickens on board the tri-motor plane in Temple of Doom? We had some out-takes from that material. I sampled it and played it on the keyboard and it felt like rats. The individual rat shrieks and screams are mostly other mammals sped up. There’s one dog I recorded. He growled in a way that, when sped up, becomes a vicious-sounding rabid rat. There are also pigs in there and some lemurs. But, believe it or not, the chickens are the basis for the rats.”

“With such an experienced team going into this, I could focus on creative aspects of the sound, rather than be bogged down in administrative stuff. So it was a very satisfying project all around.”


Ben Burtt became interested in split surround when working on the large-format Imax films “The Dream Is Alive”, “Niagara”, and “Alamo”. The thirty-foot high screen requires special attention to sound placement, including an upper center position. We’ll get involved with Ben’s Imax work as a sound designer, picture editor, and director of the upcoming “Blue Planet” in a future issue. —ed.





Post-production and exhibition developments were progressing along parallel and compatible lines, but each with its different technical concerns.



Throughout their co-supervising of the sound editing for Batman Returns (1992) the author and Richard Anderson were aware of the studio’s intention to distribute the film in a four-channel surround format version using the state-of-the-art Dolby SR (“Spectral Recording”) system. The format offers the most clarity and dynamic range possible with an analog track, and that system is still in use today on film prints, as an analog alternative to digital reproduction. All the tracks were edited and mixed with both 4-channel (mono surround) and 5.1 (stereo surround) release in mind, as was common practice on big-budget films by 1992, and consequently the re-recording mixers made a 6-channel mag print-master (with SR encoding for the highest quality).

This methodology had become common practice in Hollywood, as sound design teams perfected their techniques with mostly analog tools, experimented with a few digitally-enhanced elements to be incorporated in the final analog tracks, and worked with mixers to create highly dramatic sound masters for analog release, and had additional material available to upgrade their shows to 6-track exhibition. Usually the bigger films would go out in limited 70mm versions, which accommodate six discrete tracks.

A happy outcome for the crew was the release of Batman Returns in the new Dolby SR-D format. The system had been secretly tested with two feature film releases previously, but Warner Bros. was confident enough in SR-D’s stability to announce the new format and promote it publicly. Today this digital-optical track format is standard (and will be, for the short remaining life of 35mm film projection) and is called “Dolby 5.1,” formerly “Dolby SR-D” or “Dolby Digital.”


Holy Split-Surrounds, Batman! Published in Summer, 1992 (Vol II #2)






Sc. 3 Holy Split-Surrounds, Batman!





Digital Update



Holy Split-Surrounds, Batman!

System Officially Out of Dolby Closet


[image: fig0071]
Batman Returns, directed by Tim Burton (1992). (Warner Bros.; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2009), DVD.




Tim Burton’s Batman Returns will be running in several major-market theaters in the new Dolby SR-D format. MSNL Vol I #19 discussed the first industry demonstration of the digital-optical process, which loads all the audio data for six channels of dynamite sound in between the sprockets of a 35mm release print. SR-D exhibits all the punch, clarity, and stable image-location (including discreet left and right surrounds) that Optical Radiation Corp’s Cinema Digital Sound processed so successfully. Dolby’s proudest selling point, unlike CDS, is that in the event severe glitches occur in the digital system, the projector’s audio automatically switches to the Dolby SR optical analog track.

SR optical prints have dynamic range and headroom that rivals 70mm magnetic six-track. Although both Dolby SR and the older Dolby “A”-type optical tracks are based upon a “4-2-4” matrixing system, (and thus haven’t the same kind of image that discrete six-track recordings do,) the SR prints run rings around “A” prints. MSNL readers know that optical tracks are amenable to the film industry’s need to keep distribution simple. Magnetic tracks sound great, but make shipping and hardware complicated. Sources tell us that France is fooling around with digital film tracks on compact disc, (similar to Showscan’s audio). But that requires “double system” distribution. And what if someone plays the disc for reel 3 with the picture of reel 4? Separate discs with film? Vitaphone was old hat sixty years ago.

A digital optical track has many advantages. It looks like Dolby SR-D really fills the bill, and theater owners would hope it fills their seats! Although Star Trek VI and Newsies were run in Dolby SR-D, the releases were a classified test; Dolby cautiously did not publicize the fact. Batman II is the first movie being openly advertised with SR-D in selected theaters. MSNL can brag that its editor and his supervising partner, Richard Anderson, brought SR-D to the attention of Tim Burton and Batman II’s producer, Larry Franco. Their enthusiasm for the “Big Sound,” and the cooperation of all the Dolby and Warner Bros., post-production people brought SR-D into the mainstream for the Summer of ‘92.


What’s Q-Sound? Published in October, 1989 (Vol I #7)



In What’s Q-Sound? the journal shared with readers some of the buoyant anticipation shared by audio insiders for an altogether radically new mixing format with which “sound can appear at a single point anywhere in the room, completely liberated from the speakers.” Skeptical post-production workers had been impressed by demonstrations, and many in the community began to chatter about Q-Sound as a panacea for movie exhibition’s perfection. Attaining complete control of audio images in any movie theater tantalized sound workers and movie fans alike. It could have been the “Zipless Fuck”6 of film audio.








Sc. 4 What’s Q-Sound?

What’s Q-Sound?

Maybe it’s an audio spying device cooked up by the gadget-man at MI-5 for the private use of James Bond. Maybe not. But what would you come up with if you had a chance to make first-class movie theater sound be even better? If insider excitement is anything to go by, the advent of Archer Communications’ Q-Sound might be the first course of quite an audible feast! We spoke to Chris Jenkins, dialogue re-recording mixer for Todd A-O Glen Glenn Sound in Hollywood, who represents the movie soundtrack branch of Q-Sound’s application efforts. (The technique will also be applied to the recording industry, TV, and video games.) Jenkins, whose movie credits include Out of Africa, To Live and Die in L.A., U-2’s Rattle and Hum, Big, and Body Heat, recently mixed Star Trek V, and recorded a demonstration of Q-Sound using the Star Trek tracks. It wasn’t part of the final film, but we expect Q-Sound in a major movie sometime soon.

(MSNL #6 reported that the technique was slated to debut in the Joe Dante sequel to Gremlins, but that can’t be confirmed.)

Danny Lowe and John Lees, a Calgary engineering and music team, have discovered a set of phenomena that allow sound mixers to steer sound effects and instruments in three-dimensional space. According to Jenkins, sound can appear at a single point anywhere in the room, completely liberated from the speakers. How does this differ from Dolby Surround and Ultra Stereo? Those are ambient techniques, which do a marvelous job of placing us inside a sonic environment. Every MSNL reader knows how much that enhances the audience’s involvement with a film. Normally, sound can be placed anywhere on the movie screen, and be modified by sound in the surround speakers. Keenly observant fans will note that mixers can balance some sounds delicately between one of the front speakers and the surrounds, and achieve a kind of perceived pulling away from the screen as an occasional special effect. But Q-Sound is listener-oriented, specialized in focusing a single sound or group of sounds anywhere in the range of directional hearing.

The idea is that each listener perceives sound from a “personalized” position: If a sound effect mosquito is dive-bombing your left ear, it’s also getting the people across the theater in the left ear. We would have thought this could only be achieved by making binaural recordings and giving everyone a set of headphones, but Q-Sound will make it possible with existing theater speaker systems.

Chris Jenkins explained that the process takes place in the mix-down (in the case of the music industry), or the re-recording mix (in the case or the film industry.) Any tape, film, or laser medium will play back properly recorded Q-Sound. The only exception is vinyl discs. (Another sad nail in the coffin of “records”.) Because the secrets of Q-Sound are concentrated on the recording-mixing side, the phenomenon is independent of any specialized hardware in playback. So any existing home stereo or theater audio system should present its startling effects. Jenkins told us that the effect can be used in two differing basic ways:




	A sound is localized as a coordinate in relation to 360 degrees around the listener’s head, in which case you could turn away from the sound (as you perceive it) or

	A sound is localized in such a way that if you turned your head, it would travel with you.





Perhaps this would be a little more like the headphone experience. But we have been speaking of individual sonic cues or events. What if one “spot” sound moved about your head while most of the rest of the soundtrack was played on the front and surround speakers in the traditional way? Theoretically, any number of Q-Sound events could be programmed with or without the traditional theater sound as a reference point. The Q-Sound layers could themselves be used to emulate traditional ambient theater sound, or to enhance it, or to separate a special effect from its boundaries. Separate Q-Sound points could be steered independently, could move in opposition to each other, creating incredibly complex sound events.

Although not slated for any particular feature film soundtrack, Q-Sound is ready to go into post-production with the right project. Jenkins told us that it’s been well-tested in the analog mode of audio. We’re waiting now while the system is re-engineered for digital recording’s different concerns. Obviously, that will insure its success in all kinds of entertainment software.

Does any other research in the acoustic and audio fields come close to the mind-blowing potential of this new tool? In conjunction with or independent of existing theater systems, Q-Sound could place us even more deeply into the sound stage of movies. Anyone who’s auditioned Carver Sonic Holography or Polk SDA speaker systems knows the strange impact of sound seeming to float away from speakers and create itself in free air. What are the aesthetic ramifications of Hollywood’s potential love affair with Q-Sound? Heavy-handed mixers and crass producers could easily over-use the new tool, so we might see some goofy, gratuitously gimmicky sound tracks. The first stereo features had ping-pong dialogue that we’ve learned to live without. We know that 3-D and other trick visual effects have limited many movies to the realm of the camp and quirky.

MSNL looks forward to the testing and acceptance of Q-Sound in Hollywood soundtracks. Once we get past the Dr. Tongue’s 3-D House of Soundtracks phase, when we have endured some sonically ridiculous remake of William Castle’s The Tingler, we’ll be ready to use the tool in more subtle ways. The precision and versatility of Q-Sound, and especially its compatibility with current surround-sound theaters, will allow it to become a legitimate creative tool in the kits of re-recording mixers. It will be good if sonically literate directors will learn to think of Q-Sound’s ability to enhance their story-telling, and if gimmicky producers restrain any compulsion to use it for a sideshow.


Cinema Digital Sound Introduced Published in May, 1990 (Vol I #12)



A short comparison between the movie industry’s dominant exhibition formats, 35mm and 70mm, and consequently between magnetic and optical sound reproduction’s inherent advantages, helped Moviesound Newsletter readers to put discussion of a radically new format in perspective. Expectations in the sound community were dulled by one unfortunate showing, but only because no backup prints were available to support the new medium as an alternative to digital playback. The last iteration of film projection prints (which are giving way to projection of digital files) carries Dolby Digital, SDDS, and DTS digital media printed optically (although the DTS optical stripe actually represents SMPTE time code, not really audio media) on a single ribbon of film, along with the printed picture. Dolby SR stereo variable area tracks, along for the ride with their digital-optical brethren outside the film frame, are the last act of high-quality analog audio for film sound exhibition, and are engineered to automatically and seamlessly replace any lapse in the digital formats’ performance. It may well have been the failure of the CDS system during one crucial screening event that resulted in the standardized inclusion of a Dolby SR analog optical track on all modern multiple-format digital-optical 35mm prints.




Sc. 5 Cinema Digital Sound Introduced


Cinema Digital Sound

New Multi-Track Format To Debut

Hollywood film audio workers emerged with mixed reviews from a demonstration of the new soundtrack technology known as Cinema Digital Sound. Eastman Kodak has teamed up with an outfit called Optical Radiation Corporation to find a way to print compact disc-quality audio data onto motion picture film.

This May the companies debuted their demo reel, which had been mixed to digital tape at Warner Hollywood’s Goldwyn Sound Stage D, the site of Raiders of the Lost Ark, Star Wars, Top Gun, and hundreds of other classic sound mixes. The digital track was then applied optically to the 70mm presentation reel via their new process. 70mm film has always used magnetic stripes to carry the best quality analog soundtracks.

Many of those attending told us that the playback sound was certainly impressive, but some expressed cynicism about the ability of the sound editing and mixing communities to provide digital-pure dialogue, music and sound effects elements on today’s frantic schedules.

Nevertheless, today’s top sound people routinely create tracks with all the clarity and dynamic range audiences expect of the music industry’s CD’s. And MSNL readers know that first-run movie audiences experience that kind of sound in 70mm six-track presentations. The specialized formats Imax and Showscan may use separate multi-track magnetic or 12” laser disc soundtracks as “double-system” sound sources (not on the same physical medium as the picture.) Hollywood looks not to finding the best quality, but to a simple way to distribute and display big sound with the least expense.

The contributions of Dolby noise reduction to 70mm and the innovation of Dolby 4-track stereo for 35mm presentations can never be overlooked. But Cinema Digital Sound seeks to take another leap ahead:





Advantage… 35mm Optical Stereo





The advantage of 35mm optical stereo is that prints can be made in a single pass. Optical sound is applied from the negative in the film printer along with the picture. It’s as cheap to run off an order of 4-track stereo 35mm prints as were the old monaural versions.




Advantage… 70mm Magnetic



The advantage of 70mm magnetic six-track stereo prints is increased dynamic range, frequency range, separation of channels, and the added detail of six or seven possible channels. The whole “stage” is more dramatic.




Disadvantage… 35mm Optical Stereo



The disadvantages of 35mm optical stereo are a slight decrease in headroom, wherein the biggest bursts of sound must be compressed to “fit” in the optical area next to the picture. The complex matrixing of four recorded channels into two on the track and back into four in the theater occasionally results in playback aberrations. Dialogue may be unpredictably “pulled” to the sides by certain combinations of sounds. The rerecording print master has to be made with a Dolby consultant on hand to insure consistent quality. Theaters can fail to tweak their equipment to properly decode the matrix. Theater managers may not care. Sound may seem to come out of the popcorn machine instead of the screen.




Disadvantage… 70mm Magnetic



Magnetic striped tracks eventually wear down, becoming burnished by the very tape heads that read them. They take a long time to print. The 70mm picture is printed and dried, then the magnetic stripes are applied to each reel. These have to dry and cure properly before the six-track magnetic masters are duped in real time to each print, then monitored for quality control. If improperly cured on a tight schedule, “mag” can flake off or record with muddy quality. Optical Radiation’s CDS theoretically can be printed like a 35mm optical track, in a single pass with the 70mm picture. (The company is not ready for 35mm yet.) Their track, instead of an optical squiggle analogous to the movement of sound waves, is made of those millions of invisible little pits that make CD’s and laser discs so data-rich.

Next to the picture is a strip of pink translucency that, held up to a light, makes a spectral rainbow similar to those made by scientific diffraction gratings, or like the surface of a CD. We assume the track is read by a laser head. The single amorphous track holds data for five separate speaker channels, as well as control data tracks. This would presumably allow for SMPTE time-code, MIDI control information, and film production ID codes. They could trigger movie theater events such as curtains, house lights, house music, etc. Most importantly, the CDS track has redundant data that could eliminate the effects of scratches and small breaks in the film. Error-detection makes CD’s and laser discs smooth over surface imperfections by keeping data in a buffer, and releasing only corrected data to the digital-to-analog stage where it “becomes” audio. CDS releases, logically, might have completely intact soundtracks even when several frames of a film print have been completely lost! The highest advantage would be that theater management would be unable to screw up the playback adjustments. There should be no half-tweaked sound systems. The digital sound should either play with wonderful quality, or will not be there at all. The advantages to the industry in printing 70mm without mag striping would be enormous. And they would make those prints if they thought the theaters were there.




Theaters Must Update Projectors



Dr. Dolby’s organization pulled off something of a miracle when, over a period of years, they convinced reluctant theater owners to upgrade their equipment and accommodate a new generation’s demands for high-tech sound systems. Cinema Digital Sound will have to tread over the same path. Owners will be reluctant to change their equipment again, and many pros were skeptical that theater owners would upgrade 70mm projectors for the small improvement to digital sound quality. But they would probably welcome 70mm-style sound were it available on the smaller 35mm prints.




35mm Not off the Bench



If CDS gets moving on 35mm, we may see the studios choose not to print in 70mm at all. 35mm CinemaScope picture is cleaner and sharper than 35 as it’s blown up to 70. If the only reason to release on 70mm is to get big sound, and 35mm CDS optical sounds even better than six-track magnetic, then we’re going to see 70mm disappear fast! It would be wonderful if new productions would be shot in 65mm negative. There’s no better picture in filmmaking. If this new sound format is successful in the marketplace, then interest in the picture quality will be the only rationalization for 70mm’s expense.

—DS


Cinema Digital Sound Falters Published in August, 1990 (Vol I #14)








Sc. 6 Cinema Digital Sound Falters

New System Swings and Misses, Goes One for Two

The July 2nd issue of Daily Variety featured a story on Cinema Digital Sound (see MSNL #12) that confirmed some of the rumors we’d been hearing around the cutting rooms: There was trouble exhibiting prints of Days of Thunder with the new, much-heralded optical digital soundtracks. Paramount pulled the prints out of distribution and replaced them with standard 70mm magnetic six-track prints. Cinema Digital’s failure to perform properly was limited to Thunder showings. Dick Tracy, also debuting the new system, has been OK, impressing many with digital’s dynamic range and rock-steady image placement. Optical Radiation Corp and Kodak, who share responsibility for the systems, and the few prestige theaters they converted to play the radically newfangled tracks, must have been deeply embarrassed as they took their prints back to the drawing board.

But MSNL could have foreseen the trouble: Paramount geniuses had hastily made the decision to open Thunder in Cinema Digital. The 70mm magnetic prints were being sounded and shipped out. The dub was finished. According to Optical Radiation’s David Koyle, the studio asked for a digital opening in four theaters with just a week to go. It takes two days inside a movie theater to convert the projectors, install the electronics, and run lots of sound checks. Head mixer Don Mitchell (Top Gun, Glory) quickly made a new digital master. They got the lab running as quickly as possible. Remember, the new CDS prints have an optical track, and ultimately shouldn’t have the long wait for sound transfer and the curing of a wet mag stripe that traditional 6-track 70mm’s have. But the prints still have to be made, and this was a hurry-up order! It was determined that one print could be made in time for one theater, (Westwood’s National) and the other opening venues in L.A. would have to wait. In the wink of an eye, it seemed, the picture had opened and the digital hype was in high gear. June 27th happened to be part of the worst heat wave in L.A.’s history: Most areas in the city recorded 103 degrees for three days in a row. Cut to the projection booth at the National (any booth is likely to imitate a boiler room on the best of days). Extreme close up: Someone has inadvertently pushed the Cinema Digital processing console too close to the wall. Ventilation is cut off. Uh Oh! Ominous sting chord! After the National had successfully debuted Tom Cruise for two shows, the hot processor blew a fuse. The system went down.
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Days of Thunder (1990) directed by Tony Scott. © Simpson/Bruckheimer Films







Paranoid Pictures Pulls Prints



Paramount evidently panicked and gave up on the digital system.

The studio had no stand-by prints available, so the optically-striped CDS 70’s were painted over with mag and released as traditional six-tracks. Paramount was precipitous both in calling for the quick release and then in over-reacting to the overheated machinery. Optical Radiation and Kodak might have been a little wiser about accepting the challenge of a quick release, and probably would not like to go through this again.

New entertainment technology should be carefully nurtured and critically checked, all the more because its success may be vulnerable to publicity. Look at the symbiotic relationship that went sour here: We techies need the publicity of studio hype to get audiences. The Hype Hounds need our product to sell, something technically special to get audiences back into movie theaters.

In a healthy, honest society, Optical Radiation might have told Paramount “We can’t guarantee our system without more lead time.” Paramount might have said “OK, we understand you blew a fuse this time. We’ll give the system another chance, and we have standard prints standing by in case it doesn’t work.”

David Koyle reports that Cinema Digital will be involved with some of the major-studio November releases in 70mm. Their work on 35mm prints is proceeding well.

They’re now testing variations in printer techniques. Beside new features, they are very excited by the prospect of Cinema Digital releases of upcoming restored classics. Spartacus and Fantasia (with a remixed original Stokowski track) are due out next year in one form or another. If they’re going to be presented digitally there’s still time to do it right. Craft takes time.

—DS

Painters, printmakers, and other visual artists have often realized their visions by employing extraordinary combinations of art supplies, commercially printed material, and found objects. It wasn’t long into the twentieth century that such practices had slowly gained acceptance by the art world under the general classification mixed media. Employing new combinations of materials to realize their vision must have been quite liberating to the process of these artists.

Francis Ford Coppola’s realization of the novel from James Hart’s ingenious script7 is a sumptuous entertainment, heaping the film frame with layer upon layer of visual detail, as if the director were a great painter applying thick impasto to canvas with a palette knife. Balancing the weight of High Art with a savvy commercial eye, Dracula is a melodramatic love story supported with dark, passionate music, flavored by ancient Eastern European folklore. Prof. Ament wrote in her essay Sound as Excess:



“There is no doubt that Bram Stoker’s Dracula is a feast of visual and aural stimulation. The entire style of the film recalls German Expressionism, gothic romance, art house eroticism and Italian opera. The costumes are sumptuous and function as the focal point of the sets (Coppola wanted the costumes to be the jewels of the sets and the environs to be the setting for the jewels), the makeup is inventive and fanciful, the acting epitomizes modern melodramatic style, the score employs leitmotifs as signifiers for Dracula and the romantic couple of Mina and the younger count (introduced as a prince), and the sound design at times is theatrical and grandiose.”8




Coppola may have approached his film presentation as mixed media, especially when he eschewed modern computer compositing of visuals in favor of practical sets, camera tricks, and some ingenious and artistic puppetry, but the idea of mixed media in the realm of post-production sound is hardly a liberating artistic choice. At variance with the general requirement of post sound to generate and incorporate material in compatible sound formats and on compatible recording media, the methodologies required for this project were largely improvised in order to solve myriad practical problems. As beautiful as the images are, the picture’s editorial continuity was ephemeral as a mayfly.

Ultimately, Cyberframe computer stations with their magneto-optical drives, Audioframe stations, two-inch 24-track analog tape, DAT cassette tapes, audio CDs, digital samplers and keyboards, 35mm single-stripe magnetic recording film, and 35mm six-track full-coat mag cut with Moviolas and traditional editing hardware were all utilized, often simultaneously, to make the tracks, mix them, conform them to picture, and rerecord them in the final mix. That was mixed media, and not in this case a desirable condition, as the post sound crew tackled the logistical mismatches between Sony Pictures’ and American Zoetrope’s existing equipment and methodologies.


Digital Editing Meets Mag-Dracula Published in Winter, 1992–1993 (Vol II #4)






Sc. 7 Digital Editing Meets Mag-Dracula




Sony Pictures’ — Columbia’s — Francis Coppola’s — Bram Stoker’s — Dracula



This confusing excess of possessives may be a small-scale indication of the complexities that built around the creation of Dracula’s soundtrack this Summer and Fall. There were on this project some monster-sized business-, ego-, and artistic considerations that seemed to drive common sense right out the window. The production was controlled by Columbia/Sony, whose sound department had a desire to showcase the new electronic editing systems they have been using for television and lower-budget movies. Coordination problems arose owing to the desire of Coppola’s American Zoetrope company to do the mix at Coppola’s home, a bucolic winery estate north of San Francisco.

Although Coppola enjoys working with high-tech film and sound equipment, the dubbing room in the attic above his winery provides a less than ideal environment for a complex sound track. A shortage of dubbing hardware would have to be compensated for by countless hours of extra labor from the editorial, mixing, and machine room staffs. Kim Aubrey’s team of engineering and recording specialists created logistical miracles with their equipment, and survived a good deal of stress with intelligence, personal warmth, and humor.

There are names lovingly pasted on the various film dubbers as if they were milking cows in a barn. But these cows have names like “Snappy” and “Stretchy” and “Grinder.”

But the acoustics of the dubbing theatre are hopeless. It is to the great credit of mixers Leslie Shatz, Marian Wallace, Aaron Rochin, and Dennis Sands that they could compensate aurally and have the film sound as good as it does in the acoustic environment of a good theater.

Teams of sound editors worked on the film in July and August, as the sound went through its first few editorial versions, beginning with the film editors’ Version #26. (Bus loads of picture editing assistants had already grown old on the job, before sound people came on.)

Foley and Dialogue editors got down to work using the Cyberframe digital editing system. Production dialogue was loaded onto the computers from traditional 1/4” tape recorded on the set. Cyberframe digitizes those sounds as a set of data files, which the sound editor handles through a computer interface representing something analogous to the editing workbench s/he would use in the “real” world. Sync is worked against a 3/4” videotape.

Foley was performed on the old MGM stage (now Sony Studios) and recorded, as is now common practice, on 24-track tape. Those tracks were then loaded into Cyberframes for editing.

Sound effects were loaded into the Cyberframe’s sister machine, the Audioframe. Audioframe allows for great deal of manipulation, combining and re-design of raw sound effects.9 While it is a creative tool, and was indispensable to the creative effects for Dracula, there is not the Cyberframe-style analog to the tangible world familiar to editors. As a result, conforming versions to each set of complex picture changes was a nightmare of inefficiency.

The edited digital files from Cyberframe Foley were laid back to analog audio in the form of new 24-tracks, sent to the dub stage for predubbing. Edited Audioframe sound effects files were also laid back to 24-track for predubbing. Edited Cyberframe dialogue files were laid back to 6-track magnetic film for predubbing.

These 24-tracks and 6-tracks were mixed at Sony to make Dialogue, ADR, Foley, and Effects predubs on 6-track magnetic fullcoat film stock. Before they could be taken north to Coppola’s winery for the final mix, however, the predubs had to be conformed to match more picture changes. Versions 31 and 33 required such wholesale cuts, juxtaposition of scenes, and new scenes, that many predubs had to be patched, sweetened, and re-mixed to further analog generations. By this time, the electronic editing crew had been replaced by traditional film sound editors, who knew the trade tricks of working out complex sound changes on multi-track magnetic fullcoat predubs.

Versions 35 through 41 were coaxed out of Zoetrope’s broken-down editing equipment in an unheated barn, 1/2 mile down a dirt road from the dub stage/winery. Editors and assistants worked day and night through September and October, to keep up with Coppola’s changes, temp. dubs required for various preview versions, and the ever-changing final mix.

Some problems arose due to differences in the technical working methods common to Northern- and Southern California editors and mixers. L.A. predubs, for example, consistently assign the tracks of predubs to specific speaker channels. (For instance, CH 1 = left, 2 = center, 3 = right, 4 = mono surround, 5 and 6 probably both extra center channels, or assigned elsewhere at mixer’s discretion.) On Dracula, many of the predubs were more of a straight transfer, made with the intention of redirecting some material to specific speakers later in the final mix. Also, to compensate for the shortage of dubbing channels available at Coppola’s, it was suggested that the center channel be eliminated from effects predubs. (In theory, a series of L-R stereo pairs would suffice for predubs. Any effects needed behind dialogue in the center channel might be derived from divergence controls in the final mix.) Following this and some controversy over panning moving effects sources in the predubs, mixers made predubs with widely varying track assignments. This made for much more time spent by editors conforming recut material (They could not attach a piece of predub mixed as L-CR-S-C-C to one mixed as L-R-L-R-C-C, for instance,) and it consumed time on the dub stage.

Although digital editing computers, when properly configured with sufficient hard disc space and RAM memory, should be able to handle any sound editing assignment with panache, those at Sony were not ready for Dracula. The editors had never before had to choke their machines with so much data. There were insufficient hard disc drives and memory available. There was not enough engineering support on for these prone-to-crash computers. The machines were not upgraded to match the demands of the production. Also, the digital editors had to beg, borrow, and steal enough Dolby SR circuit cards to make their lay-backs to tape. As a result, people with pride in their craft often had to work overtime for free.

Digital sound editing machines are not the revolutionary path to efficiency in their field that film editing computer systems have proven to be. When editorial changes are made, film editing computers perform the work of assistant editors: they keep track of the choice of footage from one film negative and one production dialogue track. But new edits affect a sound track-in-progress very deeply: tracks being prepared for mixing have hundreds of interlocking fragments. We don’t know a digital system that makes changing tracks any easier than it would be on magnetic film. Dracula’s original digital layback material was dynamic, clean, and beautifully edited. But it had to be committed to analog premixes eventually. Coppola’s creative process includes endlessly experimenting with his picture; pushing, pulling, extracting different shades of meaning from editing subtleties. In the process of reorganizing and juxtaposing scenes, premixes become battered. Recording quality is inevitably lost through generations of copying. Precision and invention that sound editors work to achieve is compromised with a sudden change in schedule.

We tell this story not because Dracula is unusual. Most films for which studios have big expectations will go through many rounds of changes and conforming. No matter if digital editing is used in the early innings, there is only so much time to make a soundtrack or to change it. Sound editing technologies, at a crossroad in history, are of mixed media. Somewhere in the universe, for every lovingly-handcrafted piece of magnetic film sound that loses synch by mechanical or human slippage, there is a matching piece of electronically-edited digitally perfect sound that gets lost forever in a common hard disc crash. No free lunch.

—DS



Notes

1. A wondrous extension of this idea is the subject of The Continent of Lies (Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1984) the second of James K. Morrow’s thirteen novels. Springing from Morrow’s expertise as a cineaste, it “posits a futuristic entertainment medium called dreambeans or cephapples: genetically engineered fruits that plunge consumers into scripted hallucinations” (as Wikipedia describes it).

2. Popular motion-picture entertainments (as commonly exhibited in novelty arcades via Mutoscope and Edison Kinetoscope machines) were designed for single-viewer machines in the late nineteenth century. Edison was a late adapter to the idea of projecting film images across a room for group viewing.

3. Crutcher and his ex-wife Ethel were highly regarded as personal mentors in the sound editing community. Crutcher trained a lot of good editors, and he facilitated the hiring of many women artisans into what had been something of a “boys club” of audio editing professionals. The couple were among the few founders of the Motion Picture Sound Editors (MPSE) association, which raised the profile of sound editing in Hollywood enormously, especially with its Golden Reel awards.

4. LoBrutto, V. (1994). Sound-on-Film: Interviews with Creators of Film Sound. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers.

5. See We Chat with DTS’s Jeff Levison in the Talking Pictures section.

6. Please excuse Erica Jong’s vivid and wonderfully idiosyncratic phrase from Fear of Flying (1973, Holt, Rinehart, and Winston).

7. If nothing else, overcoming this epistolary novel’s reluctance to be transformed into cinema in the first place (which needs visual and aural action to tell a story, not thoughtful diaries and letters) is a miracle of craftsmanship.

8. Ament, V. Sound as Excess. Essay, critical analysis of sound design in BSD. (2013, Georgia State University)

9. The Cyberframe and Audioframe systems existed on the same PC-based hardware. Editors could boot up this versatile PC-based workstation in either mode, but not simultaneously. Cyberframe/Waveframe were track editors, giving the sound editor a graphic user interface designed as a metaphorical synchronizer and editor’s bench. The Audioframe editing mode was a wave editor, offering its sound manipulation tools in a DOS command-line environment, not utilizing a graphic user interface at all. Track editing and wave editing software were evolving separately in this period.






  Reel 9
Sturm und Drang

(Editorial and Opinion)
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Sc. 1 Introduction

The excerpts reprinted in Reel Nine encapsulate something of the publication’s effort to establish credibility with readers, who would have known perfectly well that MSNL were professionals in motion picture sound, but amateurs in publishing. One agenda shared by the contributing team was to uphold MSNL as a noncommercial alternative to the marketing ballyhoo we observed in slick magazines. Whether promoting big studio blockbusters, the Hollywood star system (and our own generation’s misguided faith in Star Directors) or the cornucopia of new home entertainment hardware, the team counted it all shameless hype. With our Counterculture ideals, we thought readers didn’t need to participate as passive consumers and would want honest dialogue.

Ironically, the informal and breezy writing style we tried to emulate may have come unconsciously from some of the same popular movie magazines whose blatant commercialism we disdained. At times the style may have awkwardly impersonated the insider shorthand of Daily Variety. How could anyone schooled in English resist the provocatively encoded headlines (“HICKS NIX STICKS PIX”)? But Variety has been selling paper to the entertainment industry for 110 years. MSNL were just some kids who wanted to talk about soundtracks.




Sc. 2 Editorial Notices

Publishing When is a Newsletter Really a Journal? provided some relief from the self-imposed pressure to print on a schedule and attempted to divert us from the masthead’s implied claim to be timely in updating readers on the latest inventions and trends in movie sound.


When is a Newsletter Really a Journal? Published Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)




When is a Newsletter Really a Journal?

Sometime in the Summer of 1994, in an off-guard moment between film jobs, the editor and publisher realized that MSNL had quietly slipped past its fifth anniversary. We began twenty-eight issues ago, by attempting to alert readers in a timely way about exciting events unfolding in the new technology of motion picture sound, balanced with thoughtful pieces regarding quality and ethics in every element of the craft. We wanted to encourage readers to seek out and demand the best possible experience of projection in theaters, and we sought to stimulate dialogue about the misunderstood arts of making sound for movies.

With dialogue, we thought, would evolve some seminal ideas that may eventually gel into a shared aesthetic. Whenever we visit film classes to discuss our work, we are surprised at the misconceptions over the actual process of post-production work, yet we find that people have great theoretical ideas about sound. In the real world of sound work, one would be surprised to find a conscious thought about aesthetics on a theoretical level. Those high points we celebrate in sound crafts were reached by the accidental synchronicity of talented people working under the right conditions, on the right film. Sound people are not primitive artists, whose work will be assessed by a later generation of critics. Many of them are college graduates, even graduate scholars, working in an environment that often sports the trappings of blue collar industry, modified by fast-lane politics and the pressure that comes with high-stakes financial gambling. It is not a world that compares to anything familiar on planet Earth. It is Hollywood.




Carving Our Niche



A newspaper is a daily journal, from the French word for daily. A personal journal is a daily record of private thoughts. A journal of the arts is a collection of thoughtful essays and dialogue meant to enlighten the reader… however pleasing or angering the participants, it must certainly stimulate. It is the latter type of journal that MSNL wishes to emulate.

We will never compete with slick magazines, carrying heavy advertising from the audio hardware industry. We cannot publish quickly enough to give timely news of new technology before anyone else. For instant gratification junkies, there is a universe of factoids available on the Internet.

Although we place a high value on the immediacy of news when world events unfold before our eyes on CNN, we prefer to learn about the meaning of events by watching experts analyze them in a more remote context. The sound bite is not the event itself. What we have here exclusively is an inside track on the making of sound tracks.

So we would like you to consider us a journal, no matter what the registered name on the masthead implies.



“Responsible journalism is journalism responsible in the last analysis to the editor’s own conviction of what, whether interesting or only important, is in the public interest”


—Walter Lippman










Sc. 3 Opinion: Going to the Movies

Reel Nine continues with five (easy?) pieces, about experiencing sound from the point of view of professional moviegoers. Fascinating Foley, Picture Palace Etiquette, Made of Mud, Never Again Dep’t., and Pacific Venues deal respectively with the public’s being exposed to the still arcane and little-heralded art of Foley, the antisocial behavior of some audience members, and some inexcusably bad theater exhibition situations.

Presaging her later written work in The Foley Grail, Vanessa Ament shared her excitement that the craft was beginning to gain some recognition in the form of public presentations by her colleagues: in Los Angeles theaters, a New York Times article, and a segment on NBC-TV. She pointed out that, while those public relations exhibitions, fully in “show biz mode,” were less than objectively documentarian, they could be seen as useful promotion of the sound crafts. In Fascinating Foley, Ament applauds the Times for contextualizing sound in films, and the NBC piece for showing an unglamorous example of behind-the-scenes professionalism. Prof. Ament consistently emphasizes how Foley artists each do the things they do quite differently, (and twenty-three years later, The Foley Grail describes major differences both by regions in the U.S. and by Foley artists internationally) and she cheers on any efforts by news media to raise the general awareness of film sound for a curious audience.


Editorial: Fascinating Foley Published Winter, 1994 (Vol III #3)




Editorial: Fascinating Foley

It has been several years since the mainstream media has made Foley a focus for the general public. This summer has, to date, yielded three stories aimed at drawing attention to one of the less promoted aspects of movie sound. All three demonstrate the art of Foley as illustrated by several of our more prominent artists. The Los Angeles Times has a series of filmed promo spots shown in Southern California movie theaters prior to “Coming Attractions”, (pre-previews). The most recent one features John Roesch and Hilda Hodges demonstrating Foley techniques they use for enhancing and replacing sounds that are typically found in the Foley repertoire. This minute glimpse into the Foley world is, for viewing purposes, a more theatrically presented version of a day in the life. Still, professionals in the post-production world are always appreciative of any educative attempt to illuminate an important but lesser-known craft that has become an essential element of any self-respecting sound track.

The New York Times published an article by Brendan Bernhard (July 10, 1994), which describes the craft as performed by New York Foley Artists Brian Vancho, Elisha Birnbaum and Rick Wessler. Mr. Bernhard’s article presents a rather elementary perspective on the peculiar job of adding synchronized sound effects to a piece of film. It communicates very nicely to a lay audience that has previously been totally unaware of the Foley Artist’s contribution. Another valuable addition in this article is a perfunctory list of items any artist would need on a Foley stage.

On Dateline NBC (July 26, 1994), two Hollywood artists, Ken Duvfa and Dave Fein are shown in the nitty-gritty of daily “Foleydom”. We see them as they normally dress, doing what they do and have done every day for many years. The audience gets a sense of the environment, the required teamwork, and the reality of the task at hand. As veterans in the sound biz, we at MSNL found Dateline’s peek into the world of Foley to be fresh and relevant.

What is most fascinating is how the three stories utilize different approaches. The glitzy, bigger-than-life representation of the Foley Artist in the L.A. Times promo shows the attractive artists, nicely dressed and very cheerful. One gets the impression that they love their job and it is truly “magic time”. Mr. Roesch is shown throwing his body down on the ground repeatedly for the correct sound of a body fall. Ms. Hodges demonstrates body hits using a pad, some celery and a wet chamois. Of course, this piece is pure “show biz” and is meant to grab the attention of a movie watcher and get additional devotees to the newspaper. In reality, most Foley Artists dress comfortably in indestructible yet audibly imperceptible clothing which allows freedom of movement and no heartbreak if dirty water, mud or corn starch is covering the clothes at the end of the day. Also, although it is true that Mr. Roesch does, at times, do “Method Foley” when creating body fall sounds and other effects, it is a misrepresentation to imply that all of the legitimate artists adopt the same practices. The means to the end can be very different with any artist depending on the film, time allowed, sound effects library to be used by the sound editors, and of course, the particular perspective and talents of the artist. As with any art/craft, Foley is subjective and all artists bring a piece of themselves to it.

The strength of the New York Times piece’s simplicity is its distillation of the craft down to the generic basics. Any average person can understand from Mr. Bernhard’s article what the key parts to Foley in filmmaking addresses. One can relate to adding sounds to a movie after it has been filmed because of extraneous noise on the set or the need to enhance the sounds for dramatic purposes. Also, the particular peccadillos of directors are referred to, as well as the troublesome trend of sound tracks becoming bigger and less realistic almost daily.

As for Dateline’s attempt at realistic journalism (with a touch of hype to make it interesting to Middle America), it mostly succeeds. Mr. Duvfa and Mr. Fein are presented as they usually appear to be when creating Foley sound effects. Here are two professionals, working on another film together, as a team. There is no grandiosity or flash. They have a job to do which they are very used to. It has its rewards, its stresses, and its redundancies. They make it look easy, not because it is, but because a professional knows how to simplify the process so s/he can do it every day for years.

Several years ago there was a cycle of media pieces on Foley. It is a positive sign that the interest in it has increased rather than waned. These artists depicted in the media work very hard to add a positive contribution to the world of sound effects in movies. They drive through traffic, work very physically for long hours, are relied upon to be spontaneous and yet open to the sometimes over-ambitious directions of an editor or director, handle lots of odd and sometimes awkward or heavy props to “layer” sound on top of sound, get dirty and exhausted from the usually filthy Foley stage, and finally, after all that, clean up the stage with sweeping, putting away props, dumping broken glass, and reorganizing their shoes. They will be back tomorrow to do more of the same, with a cup of coffee, more “Foley-proof” clothes, and a smile. After all, they are lucky enough to have a job they like, which has its share of creativity, and a decent scale of pay. And sometimes, just sometimes, they are featured in a story which is highlighting the work to which they are committed.

—VTA


Editorial: Picture Palace Etiquette Published January, 1990 (Vol I #9)






Editorial: Picture Palace Etiquette

Every so often, we at MSNL have a theater experience which brings to mind an idea. Recently, while attending the re-release of Raging Bull, your editor and publisher noticed a behavior that is becoming all too frequent. After most of the people located seats and got settled in, a few other film goers entered late, sat directly in front of a couple (with many other seats available) blocking their view of the screen and causing a chain-effect, with a plethora of those previously seated anxiously moving around trying to renegotiate a viable seating arrangement. The musical chairs was particularly noticeable because the theater was small. This made one person’s change of seat an event for the entire group of people. Several people left for refreshments midstream then reentered the arena with a new seating arrangement, causing the domino effect to begin again. Thus, the first forty minutes was most distracting. Years ago, there would be a request on the movie screen for women to remove their hats. While hats are not fashionable enough to require that particular reminder, the spirit of it is still apropos. Perhaps we can all keep in mind the viewing pleasure of others when locating the optimum viewing spot for ourselves… just a thought.

—VTA


Editorial: Made of Mud Published March, 1990 (Vol I #10)






Editorial: Made of Mud

While exploring New Mexico recently, we discovered that, among the charms of the high-desert culture in Santa Fe one does not find big-sound movies. One theater was running Tremors in 35mm Dolby stereo, and we were told that it’s the only stereo venue in town, and they only installed stereo when Back To The Future II opened. In another theater, we asked one bright young man while he shoveled popcorn for the customers, where one goes to hear a good stereo soundtrack. “Stereo?” he replied, “Mister, this is Santa Fe. Everything’s made out of mud! We never heard of stereo!”

There are 16 screens in 8 locations in Santa Fe, including one en español. Santa Fe has nearly 200 restaurants and innumerable galleries. The clothing stores show some of the finest wearable art in the country. And the New Mexico Repertory actors perform in a handsome new high-tech theater, on a stage that is the pride of the state. What a shame there’s no equivalent theater for showing movies!

Santa Fe is the sort of town whose biggest box office is at the “art house” cinema, while run-down shopping center triplexes with maladjusted monaural sound struggle to survive the video era. They do enjoy their Bergman and Woody Allen pictures there, but with the cultural bias against entertainment movies, who gets to experience big-screen audio? Typically, people in areas with a high level of education work so hard to develop the classical arts, they throw the baby out with the bath water and tend to ignore popular or mainstream arts. Their perspective is narrowed down to only those events that fit their cultural paradigm. So the pleasure of big soundtracks is denied them. Intellectuals may be compelled to make judgments about popular culture, but does this mean that a market like Santa Fe will never have a place that specializes in 70mm extravaganzas?

The sense of a dichotomy between slick technique and film-as-art is a dangerous idea. Is Lawrence of Arabia less beautifully executed because it plays better in 70mm with six-track sound?

Culture fans began to appreciate motion pictures only by the time Silents had begun to look archaic. If talkies were mass entertainment, then everything silent could be given classical status, or so went the silly reasoning of some filmgoers. In the early days of color and wide screen, we lusted after anything shot in black and white. What kind of aesthetic is that? Do we mistake popular junk for art, just because it is technically dated?

Hollywood’s hype and ballyhoo make it an easy target for intellectual mockery. But high professional technique is no reason to dismiss a film as “lowbrow.” For example, to hear someone describe the simple premise of Die Hard or Lethal Weapon, you would think they were a couple of asinine shoot-’em-ups. To experience their originality and humor, especially in a big-screen environment, is something else again. Missing pictures like these is to miss the brash, uniquely American character of Hollywood. Wide screen, Technicolor, and high fidelity sound became standards of the industry because they involved us so deeply in the sights and sounds of fantasy. In all aspects of visual and aural excitement, big-budget movies excel. So even when mainstream movies are shallow they provide magic.… And big-scale soundtracks are very much a part of what we appreciate.

MSNL would really like to hear from South-Westerners who could show us that there are sound-oriented theaters we missed in Santa Fe. We technical filmmakers feel very forgotten in a town like that.

—DS


Editorial: Never Again Dep’t. Published July, 1990 (Vol I #13)






Editorial: Never again Dep’t

Our don’t-touch-it-with-a-ten-foot-pole award goes to the Pacific Theaters. Their theater in downtown Hollywood is an old picture palace cut into impossible pie shapes. Audiences don’t even face the screen squarely, as the seats still face what was the center of the old screen. Only corrupt, greedy-guts profiteering would create such an abortion out of the movie going experience. The new walls are too thin to keep out bass notes from the next room. In management’s defense, their Hollywood Boulevard location is something of a combat zone. Politely asking another audience member to stop talking or smoking might get you killed. The youngsters working in the theater seem to face the combat bravely. But there is such a slumlord mentality evident in the condition of the theater, it seems they have given up on standards, and don’t have one imaginative solution to their problems.


Editorial: Pacific Venues Published August, 1990 (Vol I #14)






Editorial: Pacific Venues

The ink was still wet on MSNL Vol I #13’s editorial (We took Pacific Theaters’ Hollywood theater to task for having been subdivided as many old Palaces have been, and for its run-down condition.) when we discovered something another Pacific house has done that we firmly applaud: The management at Pacific’s Sherman Oaks location has hired at least two retirement-aged women to sell tickets and concessions, jobs that usually go to the Clearasil set. Plenty of Seniors need a break like this, and have a solid work ethic and lots of life-experience to bring to the theater lobby. A minuscule step toward a more just society. Nice move, Pacific Sherman Oaks!






Sc. 4 Opinion: Colorizing, Restoration Standards




On the Colorization of Sound …



A shark swims more or less constantly to stay alive, as its gills pull oxygen from the water. Technology makes its headway through time, sometimes as mindlessly as a shark, and can be adopted by the film industry simply because its novelty is appealing. George Carlin notably reversed Plato’s aphorism when he observed, “Invention is the Mother of Necessity.”

New technology is an important part of how popular culture works to create new entertainment, but it also offers new choices for restoring and exhibiting older movies. Active cineastes understand that each experience we have with a movie is inextricably tied to the context of its particular edit, release format, and exhibition circumstances. We know we can see The Third Man (1949) for instance, every few years as reproduced on a new medium, with or without a theater audience, etc., and count each restoration and each viewing/audition as unique. For us, that is analogous to the theatergoer’s enjoying the same play on different nights.




Scale



With advances in A/V reproduction, classic movies re-enter the popular culture in different versions, sometimes restored for the best large-scale presentation to a full audience, and lately as iconic samples and clips in miniature, suitable for personal viewing. We should not be surprised soon to see internet vines being built from six-second loops of Jimmy Cagney shoving that grapefruit into Mae Clark’s face from The Public Enemy (1931), or to watch and hear Orson Welles pronouncing “Rosebud” ad infinitum as someone’s smart phone ring.1 Someday, those little entertainment loops will themselves become iconic and become imbedded in another layer of pop culture, just as happens to music samples, and younger people will have no idea where they might have originated.






Speed



Because movies have to aggregate more skills, technologies, and other arts than anything else, the medium itself will frequently become part of the message (to mangle Prof. McLuhan’s more complex idea momentarily). Early in the sound era, short subject comedies were outfitted with ridiculous sound effects (recordings of percussionist’s drum kits and whistles) to make them appealing to general audiences unwilling to sit still for silent film. Between that practice and the unforgivable failure of distributing companies to print at the correct speed,2 average audiences would have completely missed some of the nuance and subtlety of the great comedians’ work, the best of which had everything to do with timing.






Light



Much as the imposition of new technology on older films created offensive distortions of time, colorizing could do the same with light. The business of continued distribution of old movie titles, particularly for the evolving home theater of the 1980s and ‘90s, created that marketplace. What colorizing, screen ratio alterations,3 and synthetic stereo did to compromise the art of classic movies was often the subject of Moviesound Newsletter editorials and letters.

The colorization of classic black and white films struck our colleague film professionals as a revisionist outrage to the history of the art. When a colorized version of The Maltese Falcon (no, students, not the Millennium Falcon, but The Maltese Falcon, 1941) showed up on a friend’s television in the middle 1980s, the author attempted to adjust the TV’s color setting down to stark black and white. No true black and white adjustment being possible, we had to settle for a compromise: a kind of lightly color-tinted image, reminiscent of the water-color-tinted prints of studio production stills, often seen on theater lobby cards. Such an image revealed flaws and dirty patches in the costumes and set pieces in every scene, which would never have been exposed by black and white prints. Admittedly, Warner Bros. films noir were cheaply produced (that is part of their charm) but when Brigid O’Shaughnessy’s elegant apartment looks as dirty as Sam Spade’s shady office, something is off. The original photography is designed to ignore certain flaws inherent in recording light monochromatically, and the audience can suspend disbelief. The new technology has revealed production flaws that compromise the art.

The business of colorizing (exploiting the new marketplace for films on VHS tape) had the unintended consequence of stimulating restoration efforts of long-neglected black and white film negatives. MSNL thought to put the whole thing in context. Film restoration had been until then the exclusive purview of notfor-profit academic institutions: The Library of Congress, The American Film Institute, well-funded art museums, etc. It had taken the enormous research efforts of historians and expensive technical craftsmanship to save films (from nitrate deterioration, butchering by local projectionists,4 and the dumping of studio inventory to clear storage space) from obliteration. Today, we know that thousands of titles are gone forever, as bizarre as that may seem to students living in a bountiful forest of accessible media. At the end of the analog age, restoration had become something of a favorite charity to many of the “Film School Generation” directors: Coppola, Lucas, Scorsese, Spielberg, and others contributed time and funding to the academic efforts of film restoration scholars. MSNL writers had a growing awareness of the urgency of film restoration and how it compares to the painstaking work of art conservators and restorers who maintain the world’s great paintings, prints, and sculpture.

Experts curating classic works of visual art hold closely to their protocol that no modern application of repair pigment or plastering should visibly alter the original image, nor should the modern materials be in physical contact with the ancient layers. Instead, the new touch-ups are only in contact with a neutral and invisible protective layer. To put the urgency of this ethic in contemporary Star Trek terms, that protocol is well understood to be their “Prime Directive,” and something like it applies to film restoration, only with added complication:

Films are not completed artworks to be left in an entirely fixed state in perpetuity. Every edit creates a different presentation. Every screening adds unique qualities to the experience. In post-production sound work, late editorial changes have become customary. An old aphorism that said “A picture is locked when you can rent it at the video store,” assumed that was the point when a studio would stop tinkering and move on. But since the 1980s, beginning with Laser-discs and proliferating through the DVD era, later releases of Director’s Cuts and other alternate versions gives the lie to that little proverb.


Editorial: The Colorization of Sound Published April, 1989 (Vol I #3)










Sc. 5 Editorial: The Colorization of Sound

What would we do without Ted Turner? We would have less to talk about in the biz, that is for certain. Few of us have missed a viewing of Gone With the Wind either on television with the barely tolerable commercial breaks, on video, or if the universe is with us, in a real theater with good sound and polite neighbors. Recently, this reviewer was fortunate to revisit this old and beloved friend at the Nuart theater in Los Angeles with several hundred Scarlett and Rhett groupies. Some queries came to mind. Would the restoration of the color be vivid? Would the improved sound add to the spectacle? Well, Ashley, the truth is this is a mixed review. In some scenes the color was fabulous, in others, drab and inconsistent. Some of the scenes had mysterious ghosting of the characters and scenery. Casper and his buddies are not mentioned in the credits, so who can say whether this was a result of age or poor restoration? Sound-wise, Turner and his sound mavens took a mono dub from the ‘Thirties and tried to make it a stereo track from the ‘Eighties. Bad idea. Dialogue would jump from center screen to left or right and was both jarring and muddy. The added Foley was artistic but a bit overdone. Ted, old buddy, let’s do lunch and discuss the importance of maintaining integrity of an art form. A mono sound track that can be cleaned and restored with today’s technology would have been rich and thrilling. As it is, this sound track is unnatural and distracting. Mono sound and black and white photography are valuable art forms in themselves. So, let’s keep our egos out of other’s creative crafts.

—VTA


Colorizing Pays… For Restoration Published December, 1989 (Vol I #8)




Colorizing Pays… for Restoration

We just saw a brand-new 70mm print of West Side Story. You’ll be able to get the laser disc soon, and we heartily recommend it. But MSNL experienced something that only the Movie Theater can deliver. LA’s Century City Cineplex Odeon treated the picture like a treasure. This is the same venue that ran the restored Lawrence of Arabia (see MSNL #1 and 2) for an appreciative special-run audience early this year.

With the intelligent music of Leonard Bernstein, lyrics of Stephen Sondheim, and the modern choreography of Jerome Robbins, something exceptional was created for the stage and completely reinterpreted5 for the needs of the motion picture. It goes places no stage play could go, yet is faithful to the visual artifice of a stage play, and has a look that only 70mm can properly capture. If you have never seen a print of a 70mm shot on 65mm negative, you haven’t lived in a movie theater. When color, resolution, film grain are nearly perfect, the best sound editing, recording, transferring, and mixing have even more impact.

Among the ten Oscars® this 1961 production won was the one recognizing the Todd-AO and Samuel Goldwyn Sound Department sound. Murray Spivack, who gave sonic life to King Kong, supervised. This sound has been carefully retransferred to accommodate modern theaters.

Although some cost is recovered when a new version is released on video, projecting classic films is not profitable. Each print costs a fortune, and few prints are distributed. These efforts, like any cultural event (support of orchestras, art museums, public radio) depend upon an active public. Some super-star directors raised the money to restore Lawrence, and we were told that recent restorations of Gone With the Wind, The Wizard of Oz, (both 35mm productions from the MGM library) and now West Side Story were funded by Ted Turner.

When the popular audience watches Ted’s TV networks and rents colorized tapes, some of that money filters back to rescue classic film negatives (Black-and-white negatives have to be restored before films are colorized on video anyway). The permanent loss of film materials is a cultural crisis about which the American Film Institute has been warning us for years. Now we’re moving on to restoring the great 70mm films. Is this Turner’s debt to society, paying off the bad karma from all his colorizing? 70mm theaters with 6-track sound and THX playback specs come close to the “feelies” of Brave New World. But we don’t mean anything insidious is at hand. Complete sensory involvement is good at the movies. That’s why we go. Let us know if a 70 classic is shown in your area.

—DS


Restorations and Re-Releases Published October, 1990 (Vol I #15)








Sc. 6 Restorations and Re-Releases

We may be embarking on a Great Restoration Era for motion pictures. For a generation, scholars raised funds from the wealthy and educated to transfer movies from volatile nitrate negatives and reprint them on modern stock. The search for original negatives and missing scenes made many film historians into detectives and academic heroes. Our heritage of film was deteriorating faster than it could be saved. With financial resources being scarce, many common films would go to dust. Desperate scholars bailed out the ship, shouting “Classics and Rarities First!” With the same kind of support that keeps symphonies and art museums alive, elitism necessarily took over.

Many silent classics were saved first, sound being largely ignored until home video became a well-established business. Perhaps we are entering a Phase II now, when films benefiting from restoration money may not be the greatest examples of art, but hold their own as popular icons. Some popular films would never be restored until scholars first felt secure about classics of higher artistic worth, at least as was that worth was perceived.

The resurrected Lawrence of Arabia (MSNL #1 and 2) reminds us of the incredible power of 70mm as an enormous artist’s canvas. It can portray historical drama like nothing else. Ben Hur reminds cine-elitists that slick production technique has nothing to do with art.




Sc. 7 Opinion: Labor Relations, Personal Standards




On Waves of Change and Generations Working …



Entertainment involves large numbers of specialized artists and artisans, the particular value of whose skills rise and fall in history. Exemplified by changes in the photographic and laboratory skills that moved from black and white to color, hand-drawn animation to computer, silent to sound, and monaural to multichannel, the film industry is shaped by waves of change in highly skilled labor.

Sometimes entire generations encapsulate the beginning and end of entirely new professions. The author’s classroom talks will often analogize changes in sound crafts to the example of the animation industry’s cell inkers and painters: There was a population of women already in place, painting cells for the major studios’ animated short subjects. But Walt Disney’s risky production of an animated feature-length film in 19376 required a vast expansion of that labor pool. Scores more of young women in Los Angeles were hired and trained for this work. In the height of the Depression, the young women would be better able to support themselves, and many were young enough to be living with their parents, at a time when everyone was desperate for income. Many of those women carried their specialty craft into the 1970s, when they were elderly or reaching retirement age. Just at the end of their working lives, the difficult art of cell-inking was replaced by Xerographic reproduction on cells of the animators’ pencil drawings; and just a few years later, the process of painting color on the backs of acetate cells was replaced by computer painting “fill” commands.

Sound has benefitted greatly from specialization through the second half of the twentieth century, improving its impact on audiences as it evolved new ways for the specialties to interact. Participation of trade unions and professional guilds (which clarify the best practices of work flow and job jurisdiction as new techniques are introduced) is necessary to the intelligent partitioning of what otherwise might have overwhelmed Hollywood sound in chaos. Such simultaneous artistic and technological evolution has allowed craftspeople to enhance each other’s work and to better serve the individual film, amplifying any director’s narrative voice. Any subjective expression of personal artistry by a sound worker would be subsumed in the general impact of the soundtrack on audiences. Sound served the twentieth century movie best by the Fordist Hollywood process.

In the adolescence of the twenty-first century, new technology allows for more direct impact by sound supervisors who have the skills to edit, sound design, and mix. The best among these people are those who have already experienced making movie sound according to the older, more social model, and consequently have not only a variety of techniques on their palettes, but a clear sense of the broader needs of the narrative. They work as a primary artist-for-hire, as directly collaborative with a film director as was the traditional composer of music, and there usually will be additional sound editing crew whom they supervise. Among the growing number with more traditional experience, currently working in the smaller modern model, are Mark Mangini, Ren Klyce, Paul Otteson, Gary Rydstrom, and Skip Lievsay.

Busman’s Holiday is a little celebration by the author of the pro bono sound craftsmanship performed by Hollywood post-production people for the benefit of student and independent filmmakers. Few moviegoers could have known that professionals were in the habit, and still are, of “giving back” in this way.


From the Editor’s Bench: Busman’s Holiday Published February–March, 1991 (Vol I #17)








Sc. 8 Busman’s Holiday

Many post-production sound people are returning to work on feature films this February after one of the longest employment slumps of recent years. This Fall and Winter we saw quite a few colleagues actively engaged in sound pro bono work. It is impressive that professionals give away their work between paying jobs, helping student filmmakers or friends making directorial debuts on tiny budgets. Why do professionals labor on such projects with the same diligence they invest in Big Bucks movies? The cynical view is that today’s student director is tomorrow’s George Lucas, and the sound pro “giving it away” is gambling on the filmmaker’s future favor. While that’s smart politics, hacking away at strips of film, footsteps, or audio mixing boards in cluttered little rooms for days, nights and weekends is never a small commitment of time. Even if labor is donated for a very short spell compared to the usual working schedule, it requires concentrated effort.

When crafts people choose to work, there may be another agenda lurking underneath: Making movies is addicting in a positive way. Hollywood folks, if you ask about their work, express a love/hate involvement that one rarely hears about in other walks of life. The negative side of the addiction involves being seduced by the impossibly long hours, isolation, and other stresses. There are financial highs and lows that make insecurity the only thing they can depend upon. But most people in entertainment are happy to be working in the arts at all. “Freebies” provide a way of paying back the system that’s been good to them.

And in a world where the concept of community is being redefined; where towns, families, and businesses no longer provide the kind of social bonding they once did, Hollywood is a family of interdependent specialists. There is a mutual recognition of the love of filmmaking: That is the family identity.

For most of us, the act of synthesizing a coherent reality out of tiny pieces of recorded sight and sound has an astonishingly heady effect. Whatever the psychological bait may be, most filmmakers would rather do what they do for no money than not do it at all. Watching movies has always been the great popular escape from a harsh world. Few people realize that making movies, as grim and unglamorous a process as it is, can be just such an escape.

—DS




Sc. 9 On the Abuse …

MSNL’s July, 1989, piece on the short-lived union/non-union split between sound crews racing to support James Cameron’s spectacular underwater adventure, The Abyss, was a statement of concern critical to our professional subscribers. Here was an example of serious employment issues affecting the lives of our peers, which may never have come otherwise into the casual sound fan’s sphere of awareness. As major film projects required sudden expansion of their crews, and the reorganization of their specialties, it became a growing problem that producers had not learned to anticipate. Consequently, blockbusters often tested every boundary of the traditional workflows and of the personal lives of participating workers. Workaday gossip throughout post sound had created another title (it was the custom for editors to pin an epithet on their current jobs with a dose of gallows humor) for Cameron’s project: The Abuse. One of the jobs of the publication was to inform the outsider fans about internal controversies and simultaneously to provoke discussion within the narrow business community of post itself.


Editorial: Aby… Abbeh… Abbbah… Abbuh… Published July, 1989 (Vol I #5)






Sc. 10 Editorial: Aby… Abbeh… Abbbah… Abbuh…





That’s All, Folks!



Have you read all the negative ink that James Cameron’s big bubbler is getting? When The Abyss comes out, we’ll learn whether it’s been worth all the precarious production techniques. The movie mags are clucking that Ed Harris and another actor got the living shit scared out of them during a stunt without aqualungs just because Cameron didn’t trust them to act panic-stricken. There were complaints from all over the production about the director pushing people, exhausting them and setting a steel-hard, heroic example himself. That the innovative production will be visually and dramatically stirring, we have no doubt. We’re even looking forward to the underwater dialogue recorded in sync from mask radios.

But Cameron and producer Gale Hurd were very cheap about their post-production sound work, and they should be challenged about this. The ratio of dollars spent on sound to dollars spent on large-scale visuals is miniscule and shrinking fast. This is an illness all through Hollywood. Stars, writers, producers, and movie lawyers eat up so much money early in the game that, when it’s time to make sound effects, a lot of movies have moths in their pocketbooks. Cameron and Hurd evidently mistrust the Hollywood unions, and take their work out of town whenever possible. The Abyss is as we write, being mixed at Fox, by Don Bassman’s first-class crew (Project X, Predator, Die Hard), which will make the most of their material. But the financial pressure this time fell upon the sound editors, who have to prepare the tracks for Don and his mix masters.

The supervisors Dody Dorn and Blake Leyh had barely enough money from Hurd to hire a handful of inexperienced, non-union editors. Eager to please and make their mark on a “Big Movie”, they bravely faced an overwhelming pile of complex dialogue and big sound FX. As is common with this type of film, (which has become an editorial specialty for established sound shops,) incessant picture changes required the rookies to stay up many nights and weekends adjusting their tracks. A union crew would have been compensated for that time.

Eventually, five experienced ADR editors were added to the crew, creating a mixed (union/non-union) shop. Stay for the credits and see if they’re acknowledged. The Editors’ Guild stepped in and signed everyone into the union. The happy ending is that many of the neophytes joined local 776 and learned that they had a right not to be exploited again. Gale Hurd, you’re already a rich kid. Do you have to make craft people mess up their lives to make you richer? Jim Cameron, we know you’re a macho man, and yes, the people you hired are not as tough or as smart as you. But they are ostensibly professionals. That means they do their jobs for a lot of movies. Your movie does not, can not mean life or death to them as it does to you. Didn’t you learn anything from the tragedy on John Landis’ Twilight Zone? Well, it’s over. And not one sound editor drowned.

—DS








Sc. 11 Opinion: Credit for Movie Sound Workers

Film students may not yet understand the business of a production’s bestowing or a worker’s receiving proper and fair credit for their work. In the world of student and low-end independent production, the placement of up-front credit graphics and below-the-line credits on a movie crawl may be the only payment for voluntary work. Students seem to understand the value of professional credits on mainstream films, as they are keenly conscious of what it may take to establish a career. But it is possible that students imagine professional credits to be given as generously as they are in the student/indie world, when in fact printed credits are the result of individual contracts and collective-bargaining agreements. Somewhere behind every mainstream film credit lies the work of lawyers, agents, and bureaucrats.




A Note about the Internet Movie Database



It is the belief of many students and movie fans that credits displayed on the IMDB are gospel or empirically verifiable fact, but the IMDB is a child of the internet, a sibling to Wikipedia, and not exactly the vade mecum of film history. Along with our peers in the film school instruction business, the author frequently calls upon the IMDB for quick contextual reference during lively discussions. And like our peer post sound professionals, the author often chafes at the seemingly immutable misinformation abiding in it. But these mistakes are forgivably rare, comprising in the author’s case two or three film titles7 we never heard of, let alone worked on.

It should become more widely understood that the IMDB evolved in the earliest days of home video (VHS and Beta tape cassette formats here in the U.S.) when corner video rental shops were proliferating. The most probable history (which may be apocryphal) of its birth is the story that the British programmer who designed it was responding to some active online discussions, before the existence of the World Wide Web (it would have been on the bulletin board BBS systems of that period) between a few British film fans who simply transcribed credits by hand from the rented tapes on their VCRs. One version of the story has the initial seeds of the project generating from friendly arguments over who they thought were some of the “hottest” female stars of the 1940s and ‘50s. History, as is often the case, turns on such mundane events.

In the U.S., the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (A.M.P.A.S.) has begun a database of motion picture credits, which may be considered a more verifiable source than the IMDB. Run by the research people at the Academy’s Margaret Herrick Library, the Index to Motion Picture Credits trades off some lack of comprehensiveness in favor of absolute accuracy. All of these credits (there seem to be tens of thousands) come from vetted submissions for Academy Awards® consideration. Scholars outside of Los Angeles can take advantage of its accessible web page, but as of this writing, the records only work back to 1952. The Academy has a limited number of researchers at work. It should be understood by scholars of movie sound (as Ben Burtt has often noted) that the first century of Hollywood filmmaking saw Sound credited largely to the administrative heads of studio sound departments (such as the innovative Douglas Shearer, since the earliest days of movie sound), sometimes also to production mixers (with a variety of credit titles) or for other technological contributions to sound.


Editorial: Eighty-One Out! Published July, 1990 (Vol I #13)








Sc. 12 Editorial: Eighty-One Out!

The closing credits of Gremlins 2 omitted many names. Warner Bros., in their limitless legalistic wisdom, found reasons why every individual could not be acknowledged.

Director Joe Dante and Producer Mike Finnell personally took a full-page ad in Variety, in which they thanked eighty-one such individuals. Included were Bruce Botnick, who recorded the music, Tim Webb and Mike Haney, who handled the rerecording stage’s machine room, Foley artists John Roesch and Ellen Heuer, Ezra Dweck who recorded new sound effects, and the sound editing assistant team: Josie Nericcio, first assistant, and Oscar “Omit” Mitt, the second assistant. The logistical keystone of the sound editing process was the most glaring omission from the film’s sound credits: first assistant Sonya “Sonny” Pettijohn. A tip of the MSNL hat also to Demon Librarian Steve Lee and Special SFX designer John P.

Joe Dante and Mike Finnell have a high regard for the people who help make their movies, and have with their ad set an ethical example for other directors and producers to follow.

—ed.


[image: fig0074]
 
Standing at the Warner Hollywood Studios Stage D console, Gremlins (1984) Mixers Kevin O’Connell, Bill Varney, and Steve Maslow. Sitting: Producers Mike Finnell (see no evil) and Steven Spielberg (speak no evil) with Director Joe Dante (hear no evil). Collection of Kevin O’Connell.







Sc. 13 Thoughts from the Foley Stage

MSNL contributors and readers were witness to the slowly growing recognition of Foley and its mitosis apart from the other sound effects crafts. In an alternate universe, had they been formally represented by one of the Hollywood trade unions, the process may have moved a lot faster. Foley artists struggled for years to attain union representation. Another example of a new specialization born in the late decades of the twentieth century, it took nearly a generation of them working full-time to be recognized as a craft completely independent of sound editing. Much of this is discussed in Prof. Ament’s book The Foley Grail (the title was initially used in her Moviesound Newsletter pieces). Issues about pay and working hours would arise only as more soundtracks depended upon the new idea of “full Foley” through the 1980s. Foley had previously been an enhancement to soundtracks, but not a full-time job.


[image: fig0075]
Warner-Hollywood Studios Foley stage, c. 1986–7, during post-production work for The Rosary Murders (1987) Photo by Vanessa Theme Ament.




Union representation was one struggle. Credits were another. The Index to Motion Picture Credits still does not list Foley Artists as a separate craft, though students will find them on the IMDB wherever films have them credited. But there has not been a rule incumbent on production companies to offer Foley artists and Foley mixers any screen credit, only the benevolence of producers, directors, or supervising sound editors willing to ask for it or fight for it. Studios have callously ignored some categories of post-production workers, because each line in the printed crawl costs them money.

In the 1980s, full-time Foley Artists were a small community, who set their suggested pay rates only by mutual consent. Unrepresented legally, it was only their cohesion as a social community that assured their daily rates. Freelance workers in competition may be easily exploited, as they are in independent film-making. Word-of-mouth kept the Foley Artist community somewhat in solidarity and at a distance from the exploiters, and consequently was able to elevate the craft to a professional level. They successfully achieved, for instance, the conversion of their scheduled night sessions from eight hours to six hours work for eight hours of pay. Supervising Sound editors routinely argued with parsimonious line producers that those six night hours provide much more productivity. Without the distractions of telephone calls, visiting editors, and lunch hours out of the studio stretched by Los Angeles traffic, Foley artists, Foley mixers, and Foley Recordists all worked nights with unprecedented focus and efficiency. Thus the working culture established new rules without the benefit of a legal collective bargaining agreement but with the benefit of strong social consensus.


[image: fig0076]
Vanessa Ament leading a discussion about Foley and post Sound at the Denver International Film Festival, 1989. Photo by Larry Laszlo.




Over the many years of Foley’s ascent to professional status in the industry, efforts were made and frustrated to attain representation by the Screen Actors’ Guild, The Directors’ Guild, The American Federation of Television and Radio Artists, and The Motion Picture Editors’ Guild. Even the Motion Picture Sound Editors’ Golden Reel award, given annually to a number of feature film and television sound crafts categories, had largely ignored Foley. After extensive advocacy by Vanessa Ament, the MPSE began to award Foley artists with a citation certificate (but not their statuette, which went only to editors) for certain film and TV titles. Eventually, the Editors’ Guild (IATSE Local 700) admitted Foley artists into full membership, which began their working under the legal collective bargaining contract attained by their film and sound editing peers.


Editorial: The Foley Grail Published April–May, 1991 (Vol I #18)






Sc. 14 Editorial: The Foley Grail

Many American households were tuned in to the Academy Awards® broadcast in March. The good news is that the viewers were able to watch Cecelia Hall and George Watters receive the Oscar® for sound effects in The Hunt for Red October (see MSNL #12.) As we have pointed out, sound effects does not receive an Oscar® every year, and this one was certainly well-deserved. The not so good news is that once again the Foley artists who created a large portion of the sound effects were never acknowledged while all the sound, dialogue, A.D.R. and Foley editors were publicly thanked. Only twice during the ceremonies have the Foley artists been included in Academy thank-you’s. In his acceptance speech for E.T., Charles Campbell thanked John Roesch and Joan Rowe. Last year, Ben Burtt and Richard Hymns thanked Dennie Thorpe for her work on Indy 3.

Sound effects are gaining public recognition, and we don’t intend to squelch their appreciation. We at MSNL are the first to champion the right of sound editors to get their deserved kudos. Rather, it is our intention to also champion another cause: the usually terribly underplayed contribution of the Foley artists who have created footstep character for the actors, enhanced the use of props and clothing movement, as well as substantially augmented the environmental and special effects sounds that in the past have only been in the editor’s domain. Simply put, as the Foley artist has gained more responsibility for the final soundtrack, it is only appropriate that s/he share in the recognition.

Sound editors often complain that they feel underappreciated by picture editors. The sentiment is that sound editors are treated like poor cousins although their talents and skills are called upon in many more creative and integral ways than previously. It is easy to overlook the growth and sophistication that a craft has undergone in the hub-bub of putting a complex film together. However, Foley artists have the same universal complaint about sound editors. Perhaps it is time the post-production film community reassess its process for completing a film and give credit where credit is due.

Congratulations to David Fein and Ken Dufva for outstanding Foley in The Hunt for Red October.

—VTA



Notes

1. A vine appeared after this chapter was written, which has Welles as the steely-eyed, dictatorial Kane applauding for his wife’s dismal operatic debut. The heavily charged handclaps make a perfect film loop cycle.

2. Shot inexactly at around 16 frames per second and played back routinely at 24, the newly standardized sound speed, these pictures should have been “step-printed” to add frames and at least come closer to the original speed of the action.

3. One of the first aesthetic casualties of television and video was the cinematographer’s art of composition. Film exhibition in widescreen was itself an effort to entice audiences away from their televisions throughout the 1950s. Cinemascope, VistaVision, Todd A-O, Cinerama, and other spectacularly wide formats offered immense visual relief, along with color, to filmgoers bored with the 1:1.33 (a.k.a. “4x3”) TV rectangle (which had been based on the traditional aspect ratio of Hollywood movies). Movies shot in widescreen and shown on television absolutely destroyed visual composition.

4. Many local projectionists had repaired broken reels of film poorly, or become self-appointed censors, or at least responded to the reckless injunctions of church groups and theater owners, early in film history.

5. Did MSNL fail to credit the great director Robert Wise? Shame on us.

6. Snow White and the Seven Dwarves was released in 1937 and must have been in production for three to five years before that. An animated feature-length film rival was Max and Dave Fleischer’s excellent Gulliver’s Travels, released in 1939. It probably overlapped Snow White in its production schedule, and must have employed hundreds of cell painters; presumably the work was not done in Los Angeles, but in the Fleischers’ Florida studios.

7. Personal notes: In the cases of Steel Dawn (1987) and Appointment with Fear (1985), my mistaken IMDB credit may have deprived another fellow with our obviously common name from a well-deserved credit. As to the first title’s credit, I have never mixed sound for an entire film, and as to the second, you wouldn’t want me even trying to hold a boom for two minutes. In the case of Options (1989), which looks to be a modest but pleasant comedy, I have possibly developed a case of professional amnesia. I don’t remember ever seeing this picture.






  Reel 10
Unsound Thinking

(Humor)


[image: fig0077]
 




Sc. 1 Introduction

Other than in the April 1st issue of 1990, Moviesound Newsletter usually integrated its correspondents’ lighter observations into their various articles and notes, rather than confining humor to a separate section. Nonetheless, in organizing Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter, it seemed prudent to shuffle a few lighter pieces together into a section segregated for comic relief. Surely the steadfast researcher plowing through these pages must be afforded an oasis. Laughter provides us a momentary out-of-body experience, or at least an altered state of consciousness. The MSNL writers discussed and examined movie sound most seriously, but being highly intelligent, were also funny people, who had to work at reigning in their inner clown.

In July of 1989, the publication threw common sense to the winds and presented “Our Swimsuit Issue.” That special annual issue had been profitable for Sports Illustrated since 1964: To keep readers interested during winter months, when there once was a paucity of sports news, it was a logical strategy to bait their circulation hook with attractive cover shots. These issues feature cover models with the greater part of their epidermis exposed at once to the sun, the camera, and the proverbial male gaze. Moviesound Newsletter’s agenda was likewise to exploit the hot summer months, reasoning beyond sanity that all of our readers, male and female, straight and gay, would be attracted to the sight of a Moviola wearing a two-piece bathing suit. The machine had supple take-up arms and voluptuous 1000-foot reels. How could they not?


[image: fig0078]
 
“Our swimsuit beauty is a take-up moviola. Model D-20, known to editors as ‘That damn thing,’ enjoys westerns, space adventures, teenage slasher pictures, and all manner of cop shows. Photographed in exotic industrial North Hollywood by Poindexter of Hollywood.”—caption from MSNL Vol I #5, p.3 (October, 1990). Photo by Eric Weinstein.









Sc. 2 Humor Pieces



Legends Dep’t. Published in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)




Legends Dep’t

We giggled a few years ago upon hearing the wonderful phrase “Vidiot”, fore-bear of the Couch Potato. We heard it attributed to Steve Spielberg and thought highly of his wit. Have recently traced “Vidiot” way back to a Ken Nordine 1 routine recorded in the early ‘fifties: A guy is addicted to watching television and goes into withdrawal when he needs to watch Milton Berle and Steve Allen. Nor-dine’s Word Jazz records and hip commercials opened doors of high consciousness in the art of radio. Recommend his work to all film sound fans.


Just for Laughs: Deaf Abby Published in Fall, 1993 (Vol III #2)






Just for Laughs: Deaf Abby


There is a gag photocopy making the rounds of some of MSNL’s favorite post-production haunts. It reproduces first, a genuine piece from Abigail Van Buren’s well-known syndicated “Dear Abby” column. The second letter was created by an anonymous post-production gadfly:


Dear Abby:

Some of us older folks don’t move as fast as we used to, so you’d be doing us a big favor if you would pass this suggestion on to those responsible for the sound effects on TV programs. When a telephone rings, I wish they’d use a more unique sound, such as a buzzer, or a beeping sound that is common in European phones. Anything but the familiar telephone bell most of us have at home. Frequently while watching TV, I’ve struggled out of my easy chair to answer my phone to discover that it wasn’t ringing at all. It was a ringing phone on television!

—Arthritic Arthur

Dear Abby:

I read the letter in last week’s paper about TV sound effects. Abby, I have my own pet peeve. Whenever the sound of a door opening appears on a TV show, I think someone is coming into my room. I wonder if another sound could be substituted, such as a short “beep”. Also, footsteps can often be disturbing. I think that instead they should be using bongo drums. Sometimes late at night when I’m watching TV & a car starts up, I think someone is in the driveway so I would prefer if another sound were used, such as a dish breaking or an atom bomb. When I hear walla I think that a lot of people have invaded my house and I get frightened so I wish they’d use coconut shells. I wish those Foley editors had some consideration for the little guy.

—Tubercular Ted


Our New Game Published in Winter, 1994 (Vol III #3)






Our New Game

Dear MSNL,
What’s the idea of this actor game, guys?
—Crazy Ed, Hollywood


The way we play, you think of a contemporary screen actor first (feature films) and then think of an analogous star whose career is in the past. (There are exceptions, like Jack Palance with Jack Palance.) They won’t necessarily look alike, or always play the same kinds of roles. … Think where these people fit in the whole mythology of popular culture. In the other direction (for instance, asking “Who would be a modern-day Jackie Coogan?”) it’s not the same game at all. It would be too much like a casting director working on a biographical movie set in Hollywood’s past. You’ll have a more substantial challenge asking yourself, say, “Who is a classic star that has some of the same qualities as Tom Cruise?” Our game not only makes good party conversation, but forces us to think very carefully about what stars bring to our movie theater experience.


—ed.


 




	
NOW

	
THEN




	








	Michelle Pfeiffer
	Vivian Leigh



	Alec Baldwin
	Cary Grant



	Amy Madigan
	Jean Arthur



	Robert DeNiro
	Humphrey Bogart



	Susan Sarandon
	Barbara Stanwyck



	Tom Hanks
	Jimmy Stewart



	Jodi Foster
	Katherine Hepburn



	Keanu Reeves
	Victor Mature



	Jeff Bridges
	Henry Fonda



	Winona Ryder
	Natalie Wood








Got more ideas?


Write us at PO Box 7304 Ste 269 No. Hollywood, CA 91603–7304



Our New Game Published in Spring, 1994 (Vol III #4)






Our New Game


 




	
NOW

	
THEN




	








	Bill Pullman
	Ralph Bellamy



	Glenn Close
	Joan Crawford



	River Phoenix
	James Dean



	Kevin Costner
	Gary Cooper



	Julia Roberts
	June Allyson








Our New Game Published in Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)






Our New Game


 




	
NOW

	
THEN




	








	Christopher Walken
	Robert Walker



	Jennifer Jason Leigh
	Bette Davis



	Jeremy Irons
	George Sanders



	Mel Gibson
	Clark Gable



	Nick Nolte
	William Holden








Got more ideas?


Write us by email or snail mail.



Our New Game Published in Summer/Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #2)






Our New Game


 




	
NOW

	
THEN




	








	Kevin Bacon
	Tyrone Power



	Tommy Lee Jones
	Jack Palance



	Denzel Washington
	Sidney Poitier



	Harrison Ford
	Glenn Ford



	Randy Quaid
	Victor McLaglen



	Gary Oldman
	Paul Muni








GOT MORE IDEAS? Write us by Email or Snail Mail.
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Reacting to the newly introduced Hollywood Pictures brand and logo. Cartoon restored from MSNL Vol II #1, p.5. (January–February, 1992)











Sc. 3 April Fool’s Issue


It was probably not a good idea, but the April 1st issue of 1990 printed gags right along with serious pieces, leaving open to question whether MSNL readers might take some of the gag material seriously, or misconstrue some important news as a joke. Vulnerable to this kind of misinterpretation was George Simpson’s front page Laserblasts feature, his typically incisive review of laser disc releases. In this case, he thematically linked the disc reviews to the recent MPSE Golden Reels awards, in a well-crafted, serious piece.

The editor’s note, The Audience is Squirming, was meant as a sincere report about the presentation of CD pre-show music in theaters, and about a new film leader from THX. Retrospectively, our Audience is Squirming title was probably ill-chosen. Certainly it was meant to evoke THX’s ubiquitous old branding slogan, The Audience is Listening, but in this context, surrounded by silly articles, that title might have condemned it to be mistaken for yet more parody.

The rest of Vol I #11 were joke pieces, including Simpson’s own self-parodies, the What’s New on Disc Dep’t. piece (describing the heinous prospect of a 19-disc set of Three Stooges shorts) and his ridiculous invention of the Crenzman DP100SD video player, phony as a three-dollar bill.

Now that twenty-six years have passed since that April 1st issue, it is too late to reconsider the misstep of publishing spoofs and diversions side by side with articles of earnest intentions. Brandishing the old X-Acto knife and rubber cement, the author could re-make the pages, then the issue could be reprinted and mailed out to redress that publishing flub … but the editor and publisher managed to misplace MSNL’s subscription list some time in the last century and now have to prepare for their next classes. So, no.

In hindsight, even though readers may have stumbled over the ambiguous placement of “real” articles in tandem with intended spoofs, that might have been consistent with the true spirit of an April Fool’s joke.


Enjoying April Fool’s Day Issue Published in April, 1990 (Vol I #11)




We Get Letters Dep’t

Dateline … April 1, 1990 … Our Mail Room

Dear MNSL,

I hear from my friend who always get Movie New Sounds Letters you’re going to do a rave piece on the Crenzman vidoodisc player and I just want to tell you I thing (sic) your nuts. My dad bought the Crenzmen trash-heap and we’ve had nothing but prollems since it. These people are the biggest ripoff artist since the Pet Rock. The trouble started right off we hooked it up. Right off and it wouldn’t play my favorite disc Madonna’s Moscow Concert … Living Lingerie, and then it would split the mono track on Seven Samurai into six-tracks stereo. Not to mention what it put into the surrounds on my National Geographic Cheese Dancers of Uzbekistan disc. I’m fed up. This machine is junk with a capitol J.

—Bambi Legworth, Fresno, CA.

Dear MSNL,

I want to work at a real Hollywood sound-effects company someday. How do I break in? I’d be interested in an entry-level position.

—Lee Stevens, Woonsocket, RI


Contrary to popular belief, it is relatively easy to break in to a sound effects company. It’s advisable to look the company over before you begin your efforts. Pretend to be a messenger on the way to pick up some film at the business establishment in question. Many shops have delivery carriers coming and going all day, and sometimes at night. Once inside, you can freely observe what tools you may need to bring along when you return. Then leave quickly, and calculate which of the electronic components may be most worthy of your time. Regarding your question about “entry level positions”, we suggest staying low, close to the ground, there may be motion detectors present on the grounds.



—ed.





Short Takes




Left in Steve Lee’s Trivia Tin Bin



April 1, 1990 … Hollywood

Did You Know?

In last year’s Moth Man—The Motion Picture, the sounds of the hero in flight were generated by actual moths. Sound Designer C.V. Drake took recordings of moths in flight, played them backwards and slowed them down considerably for the sound heard in the film. However, these recordings seemed to lack “punch” when played at the re-recording mixing stage. She then took recordings of birds and played them forwards at double speed. These sounds were judged “too silly” by the director. C.V. finally played the moths at normal speed over a telephone patched directly to the mixing console at the Slyme Post facilities, where the dubbing was six weeks behind schedule.

Union Nightmare

The Walt Disney Company plans to install a fully functional post-production mixing stage at Disney World in Florida, where Studio Tour patrons will compete to sit at the big board and mix the tracks for a genuine Hollywood nonunion movie! No word yet on the first feature being readied for “people’s choice” mixing, but we’ll keep you posted!

—SLEE




Just for Laughs: Laserdisc Workshop








What’s New on Disc Dep’t



… April 1, 1990 … Somewhere off Interstate 10 …

Fans all over the world have been waiting for this: The Criterion Collection presents The Complete Three Stooges, a nineteen-disc boxed set containing every short film the boys ever made. In Digital Sound, Letterboxed, with Japanese-dubbed trailers (including the lost John Houston-directed group), behind-the-scenes production photos, home movies with and without clothing, and a 360-minute channel 2 audio commentary by noted director Martin Scorsese. Fifty pounds of nyuk-nyuk-nyuk, the perfect gift for Dad on Father’s Day. This baby retails for a bargain price of $699.95!

And from MCA this month, the first experiment of its kind in home video: Fran-kenstein remixed! MCA has taken this venerable old classic, stripped out and enhanced the dialogue and pertinent monster growls and replaced all the original sound effects and music with a completely new digitally mastered stereo surround soundtrack. A John Williams score now thunders through the Bavarian Alps; the monster’s boots at last sound like eighteen-pound RoboCop wingtips; the crowds of villagers fill the surround; and the electrical storm that gives the beast his lease on life now sports ping-ponging stereo zaps that threaten to electrocute the viewer in his or her own living room. With a new main-title song arranged by Barry Manilow, this is truly a grand project! Get ready for this summer, when The Mummy and The Wolf Man get the same treatment. Suggested retail price, $69.95.




Grape Ape



Ted Turner introduces SelectaColor, a new colorization process incorporated into MGM’s latest Laserdisc release of the original King Kong. A programmable menu at the start of the disc allows the viewer to select any combination of colorization, from monochromatic sepia or blue to duotone combos, to full YCM colorization. I particularly liked a subtle combination of amber and lavender that give the big ape a reddish-green fur tone. Suggested retail price, only $39.95. Color this one a Turner bargain!

From Image, the long-awaited release of the 1944 Marcel Carné French classic, Children of Paradise. From the condition of the print, one would be tempted to say that Image grabbed whatever was on the shelf, but how did they manage to Letterbox (at a 2.35:1 ratio, no less) what was originally a 1.33:1 film? And that soundtrack! Garbled and distorted is one thing, but a Japanese language version of a French film for American video release? We asked the marketing people at Image what they were thinking of, and the answer was “lunch.”




sex-lives and videodisc



The big news is the promise of year-end release for Criterion’s most important contribution to film history. Sex Lives of Famous Directors, a 3-disc boxed set ($149.95), in CAV (for those extra-special freeze-frames), co-narrated with breathless excitement by Robin Leach and Rona Barrett, and with a channel 2 audio commentary by Rob Lowe. The digitally mastered André Kostelanetz orchestral tracking is dynamic, bombastic, and most appropriate. If sales on this one perform well over the yuletide hols, expect a similar docu-package from Criterion next year: Sex Lives of Famous Dictators.

—GS








Sc. 4 In Appreciation of John P.

In contemporary writing about Sound Design, one man who rarely receives the consideration he deserves is John Pospisil. Although he is recognized by way of many film credits (as John Pospisil or as John P.), and is irrefutably admired by post people who know his work, John P.’s star has been a bit overshadowed. Others who design, supervise crews, and work as re-recording mixers have been lauded in twenty-first century videos, now that sound designers have finally begun to get some notice, but at the end of the analog era, movie sound artisans worked in a more cloistered culture. John P. is a brilliant, humble, and idiosyncratic sound artist: to borrow a turn of phrase from the musicians’ world, he is a “sound designer’s sound designer.”

Working primarily as a creator of custom sounds for fantasy, science-fiction, and action films in the ‘80s and ‘90s, Pospisil has enhanced more than 60 feature films. The soundtracks of Predator, Edward Scissorhands, Beauty and the Beast, Batman Returns, and Mom and Dad Save the World, as supervised by the author and Foleyed by Prof. Ament, would never have been as articulate and whimsical as they are without John P.’s extraordinary creativity and humor. He earned an Academy Award® 2 for Robocop, with Steven Flick, and greatly enhanced the sonic character of Explorers, Innerspace, Star Treks IV and V, Total Recall, Basic Instinct, Aladdin, The Lion King, Twister, and The Fifth Element, among many other titles.

John Pospisil’s creativity and humor are not limited to what comes from an audio speaker. He is also a visual artist, whose graphic experiments with an early Amiga 1000 computer in the 1980s yielded a menagerie of alien creatures, impossible objects, and other images worthy of Salvador Dali by way of Dr. Seuss.

Here, John P. had constructed a handful of nonsense technological products. The Rectohm, the NuAge Midi Channeler with Karmic tuner, and the Pospisil Sinklavier were among the most prized late twentieth century objets d’art at North Hollywood’s Weddington Productions. Moviesound Newsletter was compelled to share these photos with subscribers.
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David Whittaker plays with John Pospisil’s burlesque constructions. Collection of Mark Mangini. Image from MSNL Vol I #11, p.3. (April, 1990).









Sc. 5 New Equipment Roundup (Not Really):



MSNL Checks Out! … New Gear at Convention

… April 1, 1990 … Perth Amboy






We went to the audio fair.


The DATs and CD’s were there.


We couldn’t afford


the toys and were bored


so we went to the movies instead.



—ed.






Using our vast slush fund of subscribers’ money, MSNL flew first-class to the annual Cinema Regional Audio Professional Sound (CRAP) convention held in Perth Amboy, NJ’s beautiful armory. Our plane was met by Martin Calamari from the manufacturers’ association, who escorted us to the hotel where most of the representatives were staying. There they would be in close contact with us and other members of the audio press, he said, and all were willing to show us the exciting features of all their new hardware. But first, we were introduced to several charming young hostesses. Each was attractive in her own way, and Marty assured us that every hostess was especially trained in unusual methods of demonstrating her particular equipment.

We visited the atmospheric Tiki Room for some well-earned entertainment after our long flight, entering arm-in-arm with our hostess. The young lady, who calls herself Mistress Dominix, (evidently some sort of stage name) really enjoyed the song stylings of Bob Garish and his trio, but we found the sound system somewhat weak. People were certainly friendly! Many of the manufacturers’ representatives offered us the use of their vacation condos, if we would consider doing favorable feature pieces on their video-audio equipment.

And they were so helpful! One fellow we met suggested we try an interesting medicine for nasal congestion which he had brought with him. We declined to try the powder, but thanked him for the sample packets. We saw lots of interesting equipment at the fair, and listened to some great sounds. … But due to our limited space and imagination we will report only on a few choice items:

This year’s CRAP equipment featured in our photographs are all inventions by film sound stylist John P. of Hollywood.

The Rectohm features third-eye focus control, votive-candle lamp display, and espresso-style steam pressure. The NuAge Midi Channeler (detail only shown) with full-range Karmic tuner and Harmonic convergence selector standard. The Pospisil Sinklavier is a three-octave keyboard-wash stand combination with genuine chrome faucet. Demonstrated at the 35mm KEM editing table by Supervising Sound Editor David Whittaker. “I wouldn’t wash up without the digital Sinkla-vier,” says Whittaker. “It’s a godsend for those jobs where the producer rents editing rooms without indoor plumbing.”


—ed.





Audio Breakthrough from Crenzman!

… April 1, 1990 … North Hollywood

1990 will go down in home video history as the year of the Crenzman! Bakersfield-based Crenzman Audio-Video has just introduced the first Digital Processing Super Definition Laserdisc Player (DPSDLDP), destined to become the state-of-the-art machine for the decade, the player by which all others will be measured.

The Crenzman DP100SD is a breakthrough full-function combination player. While it handles all existing Laser and CD formats (3”, 5”, 8”, and 12”), with Laservision delivering the full NTSC 425 lines of resolution, it also sports convertible circuitry to display up to 1125 lines of high-definition resolution! This means that as soon as high definition becomes the video standard, the Crenzman is ready to play whatever comes on the market, high-end Laserdiscs, high-def CDs, or what have you.

If it’s on a disc and you can see your face in it, the Crenzman can play it.

The Crenzman also incorporates a complete Audio Soundfield Processor (ASPI01) that digitally analyzes the sound source, decodes the surround matrix, internally equalizes the track to original specifications and outputs it through multiple rear panel jacks. The sound arrives at your audio receiver pre-set for flat distribution through amplifiers to speakers without you ever having to fiddle with a single knob. It does all this with a factory-warranted .003 margin-for-error.

The Crenzman also revolutionizes video noise reduction with its built-in sparkle-remover, the VNR99, a detector circuit that tracks ahead of the laser pickup to analyze disc defects and digitally fill them in. The Crenzman’s ANR88 is a corresponding audio noise reducer that samples the track to remove glitches, pops, and dropouts. Switching on both circuits allows the user to automatically clean picture and track before sending them to the monitor.

The Crenzman DP100SD incorporates a powerful mini-computer which drives the SDPS77 (Super Digital Picture Search) and the SDAS66 (Super Digital Audio Search). These two remote-operated controls are PER (Plain English Responsive), allowing us to select a desired scene and go directly to it without the annoying frustrations of chapter stops, real-time codes and frame numbers.

Suppose we want to locate a particular line of dialogue or a sound effect in Spartacus. We pick up the compact remote control with its built-in minisize full-function keyboard, then type in English the desired sound or group of words. The SDAS instantly searches the disc, finds the moment we want and displays it on our monitor. And if we press the “Search AH” button, it will display in succession every shot in which the same effect or dialogue is used.

About the only thing the Crenzman doesn’t do is record on disc, but that’s promised for late 1991.

As for special effects, the Crenzman provides all the usual top-of-the-line features, such as rock-steady freeze-frames, variable slo-mo, repeat play, chapter programming, file-function scene storage, two-sided continuous play with instant access to the next side; it adds the above-mentioned video and audio search features and, on an LCD screen aboard the remote, a button-operated Stereo Image Display (the SID55), which for 8 seconds will display the audio configuration the player is sending to the outputs. We can then override the ASP101, manually change the LCRS (Left-Center-Right-Surround) configuration and still not have to get up off our butts to fiddle with our old-fashioned audio receiver.

It’s got one more audio feature that clearly sends the competition off to do heavy drugs: A Soundfield Remix Processor, the SRP44, which at the press of a button automatically shifts the phase relationships of the disc’s stereo matrix and creates a full-spectrum digitally processed six-channel discrete track and distributes it to the appropriate outputs. All we need at the input side are enough amplifiers and speakers to handle the resulting jolt!

What’s it sound like? Our audio test specialist, Rafe Rolov, ran A-B comparisons of the Crenzman DP100SD against Pioneer’s forthcoming CLD-3080 and, judging from the stats, it would seem Crenzman has blown Pioneer clean off the map. Rafe was unable to complete his CGCAC (Computerized Graph or Comparative Audio Characteristics) because, while playing his Laserdisc of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade at levels deafening enough to crack plaster throughout his apartment building, he ran afoul of some highly intolerant neighbors. We are hoping to get Rafe’s figures as soon as he is released from the hospital.

In the meantime, take our word for it, the Crenzman DP100SP is the machine of the future—now!

—GS




Far-Flung Correspondents Dep’t

… April 1, 1990 …


Our resident techie, Larry Blake, filed this news last month from his duck blind near Lake Phideaux, Louisiana:


In a classic Honeymooners episode, Ed Norton claimed to be able to tell the time by the arrival of smells wafting up from the Chinese restaurant below Ralph Kramden’s apartment. He had researched the speed with which moo goo gai pan and egg foo young travel through free air (320 ft./sec.), and thus had no need to phone time of day or listen to the clicks of WWV’s atomic clock on shortwave radio.

Soon after this episode was aired in 1956, a secret group of film sound aficionados, who call themselves The Nortons, banded together to research the effects of food and drink on the perception of film soundtracks. Much has been written in the medical literature confirming their findings. The New England Journal of Medicine published an article confirming the Norton groups’ controversial Nosh Effect, concerning theater audio feedback that results from the eating of popcorn during the mixing of a film. Hollywood rerecording mixer Sol Nosh discovered this phenomenon in 1957 during a public preview of He Wants It Bad.


[image: fig0081]
 
Arnold Finkelstein’s classic “Chicken Tracks,” the only advertisement MSNL ever printed. Image from MSNL Vol I #7, p.3. (October, 1989)




Only people eating popcorn during reel seven heard the ear-splitting feedback effects, evidently an audio aberration caused by Nosh’s eating the same thing during the original mix of that reel. Further studies by the Norton group document the subjective effect of eating certain foods while watching a movie. Dozens of “double-gagged” tests implicate unsalted, non-buttered popcorn in creating the perception of a flat-frequency audio response. Possibly movements of the head and jaw contribute, but the influence of anhydrous butter on mid-range cancellation is not known …

–There is much more of this report available to the technically-minded. You may request complete reprints from Reveille Press, PO Box 288, Hollywood CA 90078.





Notes

1. Ken Nordine (born April 13, 1920, and thankfully alive at 95 as of this writing) is an American voice-over and recording artist, best known for his series of Word Jazz albums. His deep, resonant voice has also been featured in many commercial advertisements and movie trailers. One critic wrote that “you may not know Ken Nordine by name or face, but you’ll almost certainly recognize his voice.”—Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

2. One illustration of a simple visual statement he once created with same delicious sense of irony and incongruity that keen ears will discover in his best sound work: On the occasion of my first visit to his Brentwood apartment, I saw John’s collection of cheap Japanese plastic robot toys on his little Formica kitchen table. He had neatly arranged the robots into a semicircle by height, as if they were jewels in a setting meant to exalt the tallest one in the middle. The tallest “robot” was in fact his Academy Award®.






  Reel 11
Reader Participation

(Bag of Snail-Mail)
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Sc. 1 Introduction: Life before the World Wide Web

From the idealistic beginning, any dialogue with readers was to be a fundamental element of the journal’s utility to subscribers. Welcoming readers to the debut issue, Moviesound Newsletter invited active participation:





Every good director knows that half the story is told in sound, but every theater owner doesn’t! We’re going to rally against movie theaters with sloppy sound systems, and we’ll publicly applaud those that do a good job. We’ll share theater sound experiences from all regions of the country, in an ongoing series of reader polls. This is the only periodical where you’ll see upcoming and classic movies, tapes, and laser discs reviewed for their technical and artistic qualities in sound. Our readers understand that sound and dialogue effects are created, not simply recorded for fiction films. It is you readers who will provide the most fertile ground of discussion by writing in with your ideas, questions, gripes, and comments. So, thanks for joining us with our debut issue. Next ish, we’ll begin an informative series with “What is Post-production Sound?”





It took the first four issues to seed enough readership to generate a few letters, and MSNL was elated to see them begin to trickle in. The first letters were published in issue #5, and continued to the end of publication. The selected letters here, with a single exception, are presented chronologically, although most of Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is constructed by subject, not by timeline. Where readers had asked specific questions or made interesting comments, the journal published them along with an editorial response.

Occasionally, the richest letters seemed to invite MSNL staff to comment in considerable detail, enough to stand as a new article. Such was the case of a 1990 letter, when Keith Johnson, an astute reader from the state of Washington, contributed a number of thoughtful questions that could only be answered in article-sized responses: George Simpson described his home theater’s technical makeup; Larry Blake discussed the Dolby stereo processor’s “steering logic;” and Steve Lee shared an extensive movie sound bibliography with readers, all in response to Mr. Johnson’s letter. The Simpson and Blake pieces are bundled together at the end of this section, following all the other selected letters, which were published from 1989 through 1994. Steve Lee’s informative bibliography is printed in Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s Appendix section.

Seen as an aggregate, five years of MSNL’s Letters make up more than just a ragbag of random responses to an amateur publication. 1 Even with its skit-tering distribution to only hundreds, not thousands of readers, MSNL’s Letters exemplify a diversity of purpose. It was at once a place for the voice of fans, a forum for professionals, a central location for information, and a good place to ask questions.

The letters are snapshot artifacts, recording what professionals and consumers were experiencing during the transformative disarray before Digital. Understanding the bigger potential of audio technology in the coming computer age, both indicated keen awareness that they were experiencing sound in a transitional period. These letters, subjective expressions of individuals, make an oral history for the reader. As much about the art history of film sound as about technology, the letters are part of a broader “aural narrative.”

There were gripes and kudos, such as Donald Flick’s (a master sound editor, here in the role of outraged consumer) description of the poorly mastered videotapes of Batman (1989). Two other readers had contrasting impressions of their experiences in a theater audience. One had gushed, “It is such a joy to be able to go to a real movie theater and be able to see and hear everything.” While the other was kvetching, “people talking and stuffing their faces with popcorn … Babies crying … This is fun?” For the first time since Cinerama, the business was incorporating quality sound technology as a promotional selling point for new films, 2 which allowed for astute fans to listen more critically. Exhibition in Dolby Stereo could certainly sell tickets, but any irresponsible theater manager might incur the wrath of disappointed listeners, as in the following complaint:



“It has been my experience, in the Fort Worth area, that if a film is advertised as being in Dolby Stereo, the chances are 50 – 50 at best that it will actually be presented as such.”




Or,



“Here in New York City we have the worst movie sound.”




Another reader reported his apples-and-oranges experience, comparing two extremely different venues:



“Jurassic Park (1993) was just mind-blowing! I saw the film in a small multiplex theater with the worst Dolby I have ever heard. Listening in DTS, it was like a whole new movie.”




High-end movie sound was exhibited in theaters around the world, even if most of the splashier tracks originated in California. Demand for quality had recently become an international phenomenon. Sophisticated audiences understood that practitioners were doing their best to perfect innovative techniques with the analog tools they already had; but it was understood that theater exhibition was often unreliable in quality, as it was in the U.S. One German reader probably spoke for many:



“In Germany we don’t have much 70mm releases … but twice a year I spend my holidays in London, England, where they really have fantastic movie theaters … and show a lot of 70mm features.”




For young audiences, sound craftsmanship had transformed from picture’s textual accessory (Chion’s characterization of film as vococentric) into an independent object of artistic admiration and criticism. A new hobby arose simultaneously for the affluent movie buff: Home Theater. Multi-speaker analog sound would now have to aspire toward perfection as living room entertainment just as Hi-Fi had done for the two channels of stereo.

A Danish reader shared his enthusiasm for the wave of interest in home theater sound, writing to mention his own journal:



“I started Laserdisken in 1984 and was the first to bring surround sound to Denmark, in 1986.”




Change was everywhere.




Sc. 2 On the Bylines


Moviesound Newsletter had never really settled on a consistent title for the Letters section, even as our dialogue with readers had proven to be of critical importance. It was most often called The Mail, but we also ran titles like Letters, Letters to the Editor, Letters to Our Editor, Letters to Ed, The Mail Bag, From Our Mail Bag, an impish Let’s Play Post Office Dep’t., and a pop culture reference stretched beyond recognition to Late Nights with Dave’s Letters, Man!

Responses to letters were signed or initialed by the “usual suspects” (MSNL correspondents), by the publisher Prof. Ament as “VTA,” or by the editor. Articles, notes, and letter responses were variously signed as “DS,” “the editor,” and “— ed.” Any that went unsigned were most likely the product of some informal consensus between any among the group, or just indifference.

With hindsight, it appears that the inconsistency about bylines, as much as about naming the Letters section, showcased MSNL’s dilettante status in journalism.






Sc. 3 The Mail (1989–1994)


The Mail Published in July, 1989 (Vol I #5)




The Mail

Hello from the plains of South Dakota … I am most excited by the prospect of reading MSNL on a regular basis. … Most of my work is done on 16mm. I usually conceive, shoot, edit, write, score (from library music), cut FX, mix, and conform the negative for the productions we do. They’re not theatrical films, but I would like them to have the same sonic completeness as a theatrical. Your newsletter will be a stimulus as well as inform me on current techniques, methods, and equipment. I mix my 16mm tracks on a six-dubber Magnasync interlock system, usually doing premixes as required. Consequently, I hope also to see news and views about the mixing process from time to time. I am pleasantly surprised, filled with anticipation over the arrival of your newsletter on the scene. It will fill a real need for me, both personally and professionally. I certainly wish you every success.

Sincerely,
Dale Johnson, Trailwood Films, Huron, South Dakota
… Thank you Dale, and welcome aboard.


The Mail Published in October, 1989 (Vol I #7)






The Mail

I’m the Supervising Sound Editor for HBO, and I’m faced with the problem of translating wonderful theater sound for TV. So many movies come through HBO, and are so different, that all my audio boys (the staff,) were cheering as they read MSNL! So you can be sure all of us here at HBO will be looking forward to your great newsletter every month. Best of luck!

—John Wiggins. HBO Studios

John, thanks for your support! The editor and publisher of MSNL are great fans of HBO, and hope you’ll keep up the exceptional programming.



The Mail Published in January, 1990 (Vol I #9)



Dear Editor

Your faithful “technical advisor” has some bones to pick with you. (see MSNL #7 “Scoreboard”) First of all, during the post-production of sex, lies, and videotape we indeed did give the music cues the normal formal designations, if only for the “suits” in the legal departments. Thus Garbage was a.k.a. “1M1”. Furthermore, you said that the names of the music cues, as indicated on the album jacket, were all taken from nearby dialogue. This was mostly correct; however. Two of the titles you listed had different beginnings. Sniff the Jacket’s title came from the original script, where Ann indeed sniffed Graham’s jacket while she watched him sleep. Also, the title I’m Gonna Drawl was derived from the director’s suggestion to the composer that he wanted the cue to have the feel of Led Zeppelin’s I’m Gonna Crawl, from that group’s In Through the Out Door album.

—Larry Blake, Hollywood, CA
Mr. Blake also corrected our mistaken use of the medical term Ultra Sound, when we meant Ultra Stereo, the name of the sound reinforcement company.

Sorry, Larry… Guess we got our head caught in our Moviola sprockets once again!


Dear Moviesound Newsletter, I heard of you through the article in EAR magazine.

(Ed note: the July/August ‘89 issue of “Ear Magazine of New Music” featured an article by Richard Kadrey on MSNL publisher Vanessa Ament’s approach to the sound art as a Foley artist for feature films.)


I’m a sound producer myself, as well as a radio producer and all-around inter-media guy. Unfortunately, I’m tucked away in Olympia, Washington and there’s not a lot of film work. I produce SoundViews, an index of artists, composers and explorers who variously work with sound in new contexts of musical expression. The focus of my next series is environmental compositions … submissions welcome. If you’re ever in this part of the Northwest, please give me a call. … I’ve got a painterly set of ears

—Jeffrey Bartone, Olympia, WA
Mr. Bartone produces “SoundViews” at radio station KAOS FM, listener-sponsored community radio in Olympia, Washington.
Hope readers will support non-commercial radio in your community!


Dear Editor,

Batman is a film one either loves or hates. The “thrill” of standing in line to see it was mild compared to the expectation that the video tape was coming out weeks ahead of schedule. Wow! On Wednesday at noon I bought it. But imagine my chagrin when I found I had bought an ill-transferred, mushy-sounding copy of a film that would make an old Roger Corman sound mix seem great:

Audio dropouts occurred literally throughout the tape. Two visual glitches … looked as though they had stopped and re-started the transfer. And the infamous Joker line “Where does he get those wonderful toys?” was clipped. My God! What a disappointment! Added to these flaws was a high-pitched whine … sounded like a stepping motor or something similar … which became very evident during quiet, “sensitive” scenes. Enduring this whine was intolerable. Returning the tape was not!

I discovered that unless one is a member of the store’s roster … someone returning a tape is looked on a bit like a criminal … But after a bit of hassle, the manager looked at the tape, and I finally got a new copy.

Without the whine and visual glitches, my new copy still has that “wonderful toys” line clipped! The best line in the picture … The one they featured in the trailers! Doesn’t anyone inspect these tapes? What ever happened to quality control? Is the lure of making a faster buck so much for a company that it loses all control over its product? If the Batman video had been a car, Ralph Nader would have had it recalled.

Sincerely,
Donald Flick, Van Nuys, CA
A busy sound editor in Hollywood, Don has won a Golden Reel for his work in television sound, and recently worked on “Tremors”.

We think he ought to try returning the tape one more time.


Dear MSNL,

I just received my two sample copies a few weeks ago and I am hooked. I thought you had a very informative publication, one worth supporting by my subscription. … I wish you continued success. I am an avid movie fan and enjoy movies out and at home. I only go to theaters I know in advance are showing the features in stereo. I leave or ask for my money back when I find they are not stereo-equipped.

I look forward to reading your publication in the coming year. Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to you all. … Have a happy!

Sincerely,
George Kaberline, Forest Park, GA
Thanks for your support. We know there are many moviegoers who demand good sound, and that’s what we’re all about.


Dear Editor,

MSNL is the best! I can’t get enough, and await each issue with interest. In response to Donald Flick’s letter in issue #9, concerning Batman: I purchased the laser disc and the transfer and sound are super, having none of the problems associated with the video cassette … except one; Just as on the tape the Joker’s line is clipped off and begins, “… get those wonderful toys?” leaving off “Where does he …” Hey, Warner Home Video, what’s the deal? Keep up the good work.

Regards,
Jeff Hill, Philadelphia, PA


The Mail Bag Published in July, 1990 (Vol I #13)






The Mail Bag

I have been looking for a forum on this topic for a long time. I will try to communicate with you after I have caught up on your back issues. In the meantime, may I make one suggestion that you may already be doing. If you know of other articles in other publications that address the issue of movie sound, could you please list them in your publication? A continuing bibliography of other articles published on the topic would be most helpful.

Thank you for your time in this matter.

Sincerely,
Keith Johnson, Federal Way, WA.
We will certainly make an effort, Keith, to cite anything we notice in other periodicals. We invite MSNL readers to send us clippings of interest to other film sound fans. —ed.



The Mail Bag Published in October, 1990 (Vol I #15)






The Mail Bag

Gentlemen,

I have always had a tremendous interest in high quality motion picture theater sound. Here in Detroit our Fox Theater is one of the best examples in the country of good sound in a large theater.

I’m looking for books and publications on the complete history of motion picture sound systems, complete with pictures of theater sound systems from the beginning to state of the art systems in use today.

Sincerely,
James J. Melody, Detroit
We’re making stabs at a bibliography in the next issue. —ed.


Dear Editor:

I recently saw the comments from George Simpson regarding the poor quality of the stereo-ized soundtrack of The Day the Earth Stood Still. This track was, in fact, done by Chace Productions, but the elements provided by Fox were somewhat less than pristine. Chace’s philosophy of the ping-ponging of dialogue mirrors the approach used in the original Cinemascope films, which is why he feels justified in doing it. (I personally don’t like panned dialogue, except for cases where someone is talking off-screen.) …

While it is true that Videofax, the magazine I edited and published with my partner Rod Woodcock for four years, is “defunct,” all our mail subscriptions were picked up by Perfect Vision. Some Videofax contributors are still writing for TPV. …

… I love the newsletter and enjoy reading it very much.

—Marc Wielage


The Mail Bag Published in April–May, 1991 (Vol I #18)






The Mail Bag

Hi! MovieSound Newsletter is a revelation! I never expected such a quality “insider” publication from such a tiny classified ad. Please sign me up for a subscription and back issues. And keep up the good work!

—Ron Diamond, Audio Engineer,
WHDH-TV, Boston

Dear MSNL:

Enclosed is one of four letters I’ve mailed to local theatre managers. I have received a reply to only one. A fifth letter went to the president of AMC Theatres—no reply.

What’s more, the THX installation at the UA Hulen 10 in Fort Worth is a joke. Their presentation of Dances with Wolves (35mm) started out barely OK. Volume a little low, soft focus, picture not centered on screen. About two-thirds of the way through the film, there was a projector breakdown of two or three minutes, followed by two more short breakdowns. The film was monaural following the first breakdown. The saddest part of all? No one in the audience seemed to notice or care.

This same theatre seems to do OK with 70mm however, although it has been well over a year since they have advertised a 70mm film.

It has been my experience, in the Fort Worth area, that if a film is advertised as being in Dolby Stereo, the chances are 50 – 50 at best that it will actually be presented as such.

I wish you would print the address of LucasFilm and Dolby Labs (every month!) so that people who care could write and “turn in” the theatres which are destroying all the care that goes into so many of today’s marvelous soundtracks.

Sincerely,
Paul McVey, Fort Worth
PS: I am a LaserSnob and proud of it!
We present Paul’s letter as an example to be emulated by all of us when frustrated with theatre management:





Mr. Bill LeNeveu

AMC Hulen 10 Theatre

6330 Hulen Bend Boulevard

Fort Worth, TX. 76132

Dear Sir:

Yes, there is a difference at AMC—the ads say DOLBY STEREO, but there isn’t any!

Last Friday I attended the 5:25 showing of Alice, noted the walls full of speakers, and expected to hear first-rate sound. What a disappointment. I am returning the AMC Movie Club Card because I think you can improve your attendance more significantly by spending your money on the technical details of your theatre rather than on promotions of this kind. After all, “the show’s the thing,” and the sound is half of it.

Please trust me when I say there was NO stereo. I am not talking about improper channel levels, or just no surround, I am talking zero stereo, and with very poor high-frequency response at that.

I would not be writing this if this were an unusual occurrence. But it is not—it is common. I have Dolby Surround at home and it works just fine, every time. AMC should be able to do as well.

Sincerely,
Paul McVey



MSNL printed the letter as a model to encourage readers to advocate in their own theaters, and wrote at length and in detail about Dolby and THX in our response. But regarding Alice (1990), added the following corrective annotation for better perspective on the case:

It so happens that Alice is an unusual case: Woody Allen has always concentrated on film techniques that make splashy soundtracks seem pretty unimportant. We have it on good authority that, persuaded to make his first stereo film, Allen continued to feel uncomfortable with stereo and rejected the first couple of mixes. … The apparent width of the sonic “stage” seemed to distract from his dramatic concerns. We are used to Woody Allen’s world being in mono. Imagine Manhattan with bus pass-by’s panning across the screen, or bookstore ambiences in stereo. Anyway, the way Alice was released, the sound virtually all comes from the center speaker! Dolby stereo in this case alone was used primarily to insure the highest quality in frequency response and noise level.


The Mail Bag Published in July–August, 1991 (Vol I #19)






The Mail Bag

Dear MSNL,

I am really amazed that such a publication really exists! I was always very interested in film sound (especially the stereophonic systems) and I am collecting all the stereo titles on video tape and laser disc.

In Germany we don’t have much 70mm releases (I love 70mm!,) but twice a year I spend my holidays in London, England, where they really have fantastic movie theaters (especially the THX-equipped Empire 1) and show a lot of 70mm features.

From the movie ads in the Los Angeles Times I know that there is quite a big number of 70mm releases. Since I am not receiving the LA Times anymore, I am not up to date at the moment which new films are released in 70mm, 35mm Dolby Stereo or Ultra Stereo, etc. Wouldn’t it be possible for you to print updated lists of current studio releases in your newsletter (I think there will be about 20 new stereo films each month)? I really would welcome this!

With kind regards,
Volker Hannemann, Germany


The Mail Bag Published in October/November, 1991 (Vol I #20)






The Mail Bag

Dear MSNL,

Rarely go to the movies anymore. Find it very annoying … people talking and stuffing their faces with popcorn … Babies crying. A tall person sits in front of you so you have to change your seat or look between two heads for an opening. This is fun?

I wish I could go to a theater that was completely empty. I would sit in the seat best situated for sound. I’d even count the number of seats in the row to determine exact center for the middle of the screen.

… I’ve done the next best thing: I was into surround sound back in 1968, then it was called Quad (Quadrophonic.) I still use my Technics 4-channel receiver.

With a Sony 2/XBR, a Fosgate 3608 and five speakers including a subwoofer, my theater is at home and the sound is outstanding.

What is Ultra Stereo and how does it differ from Dolby Stereo?

—Gary Cornell, Baldwin, NY
Ultra Stereo is a less-expensive alternative to Dolby stereo four-channel reproduction. (There may still be Dolby noise reduction in the tracks, but the circuitry that matrixes Left, Right, Center, and Surround into two recordable channels is a bit different.) There is less of a license fee, and the dub printmaster session is not overseen by one of those fun-loving Dolby field reps. And stereo or mono … we always try to sit behind empty seats. We notice that people who sit in front of us tend to be giants with large hair. —ed.


Dear Moviesound Newsletter,

When I was in London I got the opportunity to visit the two certified THX cinemas. But one of them (Warner, West End) didn’t run the “THX Leader”. My question is, aren’t the certified THX theaters obliged to run the “leader” before the film starts? I’d be glad if you’d answer that one.

Sincerely,
Ola Nigård, Technical Operator—CD Plant, Skanor, Sweden Judy Rosen at THX told MSNL that THX theaters are supposed to run the leaders before every feature. Occasionally, a print might be temporarily switched to another screen in the same complex, which may not be a THX room. Perhaps that was the case at the London Warner. Ironically, Warner West End #2 is certified, but is currently being demolished! The renovation rising from its ashes will also be THX-certified. — ed.

Dear Editor,

O.K. you got me convinced! … I’m a movie buff from day one and I like to read anything pertaining to movies including the sound.

You guys were a little bit hard on Ben-Hur (MSNL Vol I #15.) It was the filmmakers’ intention to use music for maximum emotional impact and they succeeded. No actor can convey feelings and emotions towards an audience as much as music can. Ask any Max Steiner/Bette Davis fan! Certainly sound effects alone can’t do it. Most films of that era had rather Spartan soundtracks but that should not detract from its visual impact. You might like to catch on the late, late show a little B movie called The Thief, with Ray Milland. It has no dialogue—only sparse music and good Foley effects. Rather surprisingly good for a film made in 1952.

—Herb Norenberg, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada
We agree that music is an important part of movie making (Some of us at MSNL are musicians). … However, neither music nor the greatest sound effects in the world are as essential to a movie as good acting, directing, and

(God knows,) a good story! — VTA



Letters to Ed. (You remember Ed.) Published in Fall, 1992 (Vol II #3)






Letters to Ed. (You remember Ed.)

Dear Sirs:

I have been a subscriber to the MSNL for several years now and look forward to each and every issue. I have to admit that I have purchased several laser discs this past year mostly based on your observations of movie content, and I have never been disappointed.

Question: What’s this about Cinema Digital Sound going belly up? Last year it was mentioned that Aliens 3 was supposed to be in digital. I know about the Dolby SR-D, but Cinema Digital Sound was good also. A manager of one of the theaters which installed Cinema Digital Sound told me about it, when I saw Terminator 2. Keep up the good work.

As always,

George J. Kaberline, Panama City, Panama
We don’t know that “Aliens 3” was released in any digital format. If so, it would have to have been among the last of the Cinema Digital releases. It was certainly not in Dolby SR-D. Last year, “Star Trek VI” and “Newsies” were unadvertised test releases in SR-D, followed by “Batman Returns,” which was the first official SR-D release. See our lead story about CDS. — ed.


Dear Sirs:

I’ve often thought that here in New York City we have the worst movie sound, and that many of the theaters “out in the sticks” are actually much better than you might think. Maybe your newsletter will confirm that fact. And maybe tell me how correctable the situation is.

Thanks,
David Hutchison, New York City, NY
While we have fond 1960’s memories of foreign and New Wave films running in classic art houses like the Bleeker St. Cinema (sound was never a priority), MSNL pleads ignorance of the current audio scene on Big Apple screens. We did catch “Rainman” in its 1988 first-run in Manhattan, and it was an absolutely miserable experience for MSNL ears. Too bad, because NYC is our absolutely favorite town to visit!

Is the situation correctable? Only when Manhattan audiences demand audio quality. … When the SR-equipped and THX theaters begin to beat all the others in box office receipts. Do you think there’s a cultural bias against high-tech action films with big-ticket sound tracks in the Apple? Out here under the smog, we sometimes imagine that New Yorkers only go out to see Woody’s latest, and rent everything else on video!

But it shouldn’t be a surprise to see some newer suburban theaters with better acoustics, insulation, and playback systems than those built during the first wave of Monstrous Multiplexes in the ‘Seventies and ‘Eighties. Our experience in L.A is that design and hardware have improved drastically in the newer (‘Nineties) picture palaces. … We will depend on our Gotham subscribers to report further. — ed.


Letters to Our Editor Published in Summer, 1993 (Vol III #1)






Letters to Our Editor

Moviesound Newsletter,

Aside from offering six-channel sound, how does Dolby’s new digital sound format differ from laser disc digital sound? Will the laser discs editions of these films (i.e., Dolby SR-D) use the 6-track or 4-track sound?

—Jonathan Goeldner, Washington, D.C.
Good question. The Dolby Digital (SR-D) system relates strictly to the requirements of film release printing and theater projection. It provides theaters with a stable, compact-disc quality recording right smack on the movie film itself, which can feed amplifiers for Left, Center, Right, Left-surround, Right-surround, and boom or extra channels. Laser disc digital sound provides a way of storing data for audio in a manner somewhat similar to that of a compact disc, ostensibly for two channels. The tricky thing is that, as with all current home video applications, these two channels store (via matrix encoding) information that translates to four channels of playback. The reason for this is that, when stereo for home videotape and early laser disc was newly evolving, it was a logical choice to master audio for these media directly from the same 35mm magnetic film mix from which the labs printed the Dolby Stereo optical negative tracks. It follows then, that, until radically new systems are introduced, home video theaters will continue to be based on four-channel stereo similar to the first generation of 1970’s Dolby Stereo and Ultra Stereo movies.



Letters to the Editor Published in Fall, 1993 (Vol III #2)






Letters to the Editor

Dear MSNL:

One question. I’d really appreciate it if you would respond. I’m hearing of discs encoded with THX sound. I thought THX wasn’t an encoding process, but an improved way of presenting the standard Dolby surround. What’s the story?

—Chris LaCanne, Racine, WI
Right both ways, Chris. We’ve been explaining to people for four years in this journal that THX is a licensed quality-control system for theater payback. Now they’re putting their logo on some disc releases by doing quality-control over the re-mastering of soundtracks for certain releases on disc. THX is interested in a better presentation, not in changing the aesthetic choices that go into the product. — ed.


Dear MSNL,

Love your newsletter! Perhaps you could clear out one of my queries. What exactly is the difference between the analog and digital tracks on the Fantasia laserdisc?

Sincerely,
Ola Nigård, Skanor, Sweden
George Simpson reports:


Aha! Thought you could stump the lasermeister? The analog and the digital tracks on the laser disc do differ. The reason is that the digital track is stereo with wide directional separations. That’s essentially the mix that Terry Porter prepared (the 1991 re-release) for the theaters, as a four-track L-C-R-S mix. The analog track is also stereo, but it has been reduced in range. In other words, there are fewer directional separations, which makes it more compatible with monaural playback. The idea is that anybody who has got their laser disc player hooked up to their TV probably has the analog outputs going into the TV, without using a sophisticated stereo system. Consequently, when the kiddies play it back and the parents aren’t around, they’re not missing any of the sound track. It’s all been compressed for the most effective mono playback.


Dear MSNL,

I wouldn’t want to miss an issue. The Moviesound Newsletter is the only magazine I read from cover to cover.

I’m a LaserDisc enthusiast and I started collecting LaserDiscs 10 years ago before anyone else in Denmark had even heard about it. I started Laserdisken in 1984 and was the first to bring surround sound to Denmark, in 1986.

THX sound equipment is not yet available in Denmark, but I’m anxiously awaiting its arrival, as well as the new high-resolution LCD projectors. Unfortunately, the Danish video distributors see LaserDisc as a competitor to their inferior videotapes, and they actually fight (the progress of) the LaserDisc system. This has gone on for years.

—Hans Kristian Pedersen, Aalborg, Denmark
Mr. Pedersen’s Laserdisken store is Denmark’s only source of disc video, and he imports NTSC discs and players to the European market. He also publishes “VideoMagasinet film & Musik.” (which, for those of you who speak only English, is just what it sounds like.) We are very proud that Mr. Pedersen was one of MSNL’s charter subscribers. — ed.



Letters Published in Summer/Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #2)






Letters

Dear MSNL,

A small correction for those who are Cinerama buffs. In Sounds Your Father Never Heard, George Simpson describes Cinerama with 8 tracks. In fact, the Cinerama system used seven tracks: Left, Left Extra, Center, Right Extra, Right (Larry Blake is salivating by this time). Left Wall, and Right Wall. The Wall channels were usually two speakers per side about one third and two thirds back from the screens, making them really an extension of the screen speakers. Remember, the screens were around 80 feet wide with 15 feet of curvature measured from the center of the screen to a cord from the end points of the screen. The performance controller sat in the audience with a panel from which the synchronization of each of the three projectors and the magnetic reproducer could be adjusted. Overall volume and individual channels could be adjusted. For special panned sound effects, one of the wall channels could be re-patched to a speaker in the rear and the other wall channel mult’ed across both walls, so a pan could start in center back and move to both walls and then to any speaker or combination of speakers on the screen. House lights and curtains could also be controlled at this station.

Regards,
Jeff Levison, DTS
Thanks for the interview in Vol III, #4. And congratulations to you and Holly on the birth of your daughter. — ed.







Sc. 4 Call and Response: The Johnson Letter




Introduction to Keith Johnson Letter



At the end of 1990, publisher Vanessa T. Ament and the author were typically sleep-deprived and preoccupied with matters other than Moviesound Newsletter: Along with the insecurity of two freelance careers (as a Foley artist and sound editor, respectively) with the noisy Life in L.A. and the usual family bills as distractions, having our then one-month old Bundle of Joy to contend with at home did not make our young lives simpler. Perhaps making a non-commercial journal was not proving to be the best use of our time after all! That cloud of doubt proved fleeting: It vaporized with the appearance of Keith Johnson’s letter. That was a momentous annunciation, proving that MSNL was, as we had hoped, part of a rich new conversation.

Teachers hope for a few happy moments in any long career, when one student’s interest and enthusiasm can breach the wall of apathy in the classroom. The one student’s hand that eagerly reaches for the ceiling can sometimes wake us up professionally. Good questions reinforce our purpose.


The Mail Published in December, 1990 (Vol I #16)






The Mail

Dear MSNL,

After having caught up on your back issues, I thought I would take this opportunity to write again and thank you for your enlightening newsletter. …

I’d like to discuss several topics, or propose ideas for articles or discussions. …






Home Systems


What audio/visual systems do you and other sound professionals have in your homes?

Is there no hope for videocassettes in terms of sound quality? Why?




Reviews

I like the previews of summer movies’ sound written in the Kiplinger Washington Letter short writing style. It gives us something to look forward to. I also appreciate the reviews of laserdiscs, but I wish they were not so long. Can you also review videocassettes (I can’t afford laser just yet)?




Theaters



	What is the technical difference between Dolby stereo and Ultra stereo?

	
In your opinion, which sounds better: a 35mm optical stereo print in a THX-equipped theater, or a 70mm 6-track magnetic print in an older non-THX house or multiplex?

I had a chance to experience the difference recently with Fantasia. I first watched a 70mm mag print at an older house in town, The Egyptian. This is an older 1-screen house, with a main floor and a balcony with wooden (!) chairs. The sound was OK, but slightly tinny and reverberative, with the surround channel (a necklace-type arrangement) not very pronounced. But the film did have a very full dynamic range… with some distortion at volume peaks. (Did they use “No Noise” processing by Sonic Solutions? If not, why not?) I then saw a 35mm optical print at the Alderwood Cinema’s THX house, one of two THX houses in this recently-built 7-screen multiplex. I found the sound richer and fuller, with little reverb, and a much clearer definition of the surround channel. I presume from this example that a 35 optical in a THX room will beat a 70mm mag (in a less desirable room). What do you folks think?



	What is the Academy measurement for correct sound pressure levels in movie theaters?






Videos

It is one of the great rumors of Star Wars trivia that the low-priced reissue of Star Wars was remixed, and your interview with Ben Burtt in MSNL #l3 proved and explained it; thank you. This is an intriguing new topic, the remixing of soundtracks specifically for video release. Which soundtrack is most often used for video release, 35 or 70mm? Does the mix on a laserdisc differ from a cassette in any way? When do they make a special video mix, and why?




Television

It was good you mentioned M.T.S. Television sound a few issues back. What are its potential technical and artistic limitations? Do certain sounds and recording techniques work better through M.T.S. than others? …

Discuss the transition of movie sound to pay-TV sound. How much must the dynamic range be compressed? If HBO does not compress, how much do local cable companies compress, and why? Does cable transmission hinder the sound in any way? Do local pay-TV scrambling encoders, have an effect?




Bibliographies

Are there other publications which discuss moviesound on a regular basis, perhaps as part of a wider focus on sound? I would appreciate knowing who they are. I want to read your publication and MORE. Where might I go next?

I must now tackle my own suggestion and furnish some articles for your bibliography. Samples of each are enclosed.



	Walter Murch, by Jordan Fox, Cinefex #3, Dec. 1980. PO Box 20027, Riverside, CA 92516. THE journal of cinematic illusion devotes about 25 pages to the genius behind the sound of American Graffiti and Apocalypse Now.

	Film Sound Today: An anthology of articles from Recording Engineer/Producer, by Larry Blake, Reveille Press, PO Box 288, Hollywood, CA 90078. Your technical editor produces a book chock-full of interesting stuff. Articles on 70mm sound, Dolby stereo, and THX, along with how-they-did-it articles on One From the Heart, Fantasia, and Return of the Jedi.

	THX Sound System: Certified Hi-Fi for the Movies by Tomlinson Holman, Audio Magazine, September 1989. The most informative widely-available article on THX ever written (written by Mr. TH for the lay public — ed.) Gives several key details about what makes THX the best sound system for the movies.

	Real Hi-Fi at the Movies, “Technical Talk” column by Julian Hirsch, Stereo Review, November 1989. A short article of the author’s impressions of visiting a THX-equipped theater.

	Sound Makes A Difference, a look at Lucas film’s Sprocket Systems by Lisa Cowan in The Lucasfilm Fan Club Magazine, #9, 1990, PO Box 111000, Aurora, CO 80011. A detailed look at the Sprocket Systems post-production sound facility at Skywalker Ranch.

	Muffling The Neighbors: Ten Tips To Reduce Noise by F. Alton Everest, Audio magazine, November, 1990. Addresses noise reduction techniques for building home theaters in apartments and condos.



If I see others, I will pass them along. Again, thank you for your efforts on behalf of all movie sound fans. Still devouring every word of every issue, I remain…

Sincerely,
Keith Johnson, Federal Way, WA
It’s letters like yours that make our efforts to put this newsletter together worthwhile. Answers to your other, unprinted questions are summarized here, then we’ll try to tackle as many of the printed questions as possible:


Our 1989 movie sound survey could be sent out if you send us an SASE. We would like to do another one soon. About MTS-TV, and VIDEO TRANSFERS; perhaps we’ll hear from pro readers John Wiggins or Marc Wielage. Thanks for your other ideas. We’ll consider your bibliography a “seed” for a more complete one to be printed soon. — ed.






Introduction to Simpson and Blake Responses



George Simpson was completely dedicated to reviewing laser discs and had turned his little West Los Angeles apartment into something of a dedicated listening (and viewing) room. Very few people were then using the freshly minted phrase “home theater,” but that is essentially what he had assembled. Had he lived to enjoy 2016, friends might have called it a “man cave.” A busy sound editor and writer, Simpson might have thought of it as a theater with a bed and a kitchen. The apartment brought to mind a spoof from the 1957 Stan Freberg Radio Show, in which a fanatical Hi-Fi Stereo geek called “Dr. Herman Horn” demanded of other willing audiophiles, “The whole house becomes a speaker. You move into the garage!” The puckish Simpson did not have to be persuaded to write a response to Mr. Johnson. He used it as an opportunity to speak as his alter ego, Professor Discu.

Larry Blake, after having mixed the successful sex, lies, and videotape (1989) for Steven Soderbergh, continued for some time to write technical articles for Mix, Recording Engineer/Producer, for MSNL, and for his own books. His precise explanations made a very good teaching tool for the journal’s readers. By 2016, Blake’s writing output has been somewhat curtailed by a busy mixing schedule and the operation of his own Swelltone Labs in New Orleans. 3 Blake always provided MSNL with much credibility in technical audio matters.


Our Laboratory Reference Living Room Dep’t. Published in December, 1990 (Vol I #16)






Our Laboratory Reference Living Room Dep’t

In analyzing discs for review, MSNL laser editor George Simpson utilizes an ordinary home system, the better to approximate the setup of the average dedicated viewer who wouldn’t make it on Lives of the Rich and Famous. To that end, he maintains in good working order the following complement of components:

A Pioneer SD2600 monitor/receiver, offering a 26” picture, 560 lines of horizontal resolution and trouble-free service. A Pioneer LD838D 12” laser disc-only player with digital sound and 400 lines of resolution. A Pioneer VSX-9500S stereo audio/video receiver with Dolby Pro-Logic Surround. A pair of ADS710 speakers for left/right audio, and three ESS620 speakers for center and surround.

While newer-model disc players have better resolution and tend to fill in the manufacturing imperfections in current pressings, the 838 may actually be better for reviewing video quality because it reveals every stinking blemish. Since our subject is audio, we probably will upgrade just as soon as we get another 1,000 subscribers.

Our recommendation to potential system buyers: select any big name combination player with digital sound and 8x oversampling that you have seen displayed on a high quality monitor and heard through a good surround system. For audio, select a stereo A/V receiver with Dolby Pro-Logic Surround and a separate amp section for the center channel. Speakers are entirely subjective. The left and right should match. The center and surround speakers can be a matched threesome and, since they will utilize only a third as much power, need not be big slam-bang boxes. The center channel carries mostly dialogue from the LCRS Dolby matrix and should never be utilized as a boom box. It’s usually possible to add a sub-woofer off most of these A/V receivers: look for that capability as well.


Some Answers from George Simpson: Published in December, 1990 (Vol I #16)






Some Answers from George Simpson




Dept. of Internal Justifications



We were asked why we review laserdiscs to the exclusion of videotapes. In narrowing the scope of our home video section, we consulted our highly overpaid technical engineer, Professor P. Tadescu Discu, and asked him to run comparison tests in all video formats: laser disc, VHS, S-VHS, Beta, 8mm, and Fisher-Price compact viewer.

After months of exhaustive testing, Professor Discu determined that there was only one high-end home video product delivering better than 400 lines of horizontal resolution with digital sound, that had a catalogue of diverse titles and the support of dedicated consumers, that regularly markets restored versions of popular films in original aspect ratio … and that format was laser discs.

Were we to expand our efforts to deal with all formats, we could not simply review an occasional VHS tape; we would have to cater to the fans of S-VHS, Beta, 8mm, and Fisher-Price, et al. “You vould be doink comparison reviews amonk competink formats, vich iss not ze purpose of MSNL,” said Professor Discu.

Many of the laser disc releases we cover are not available in any other format in the same incarnation (letterboxing does not work well on tape because of the loss of resolution), and laser disc digital audio is definitely superior to VHS Hi-Fi. MSNL is first and foremost an audio periodical, a lone voice in the wilderness of lost decibels, crying out (at 18kHz) for high quality and nothing less. We are not contemptuous of other formats. We simply can’t cover everything. For tape software reviews, we direct readers to the consumer magazines, Video and Video Review. For in-depth reviews of laser discs, we recommend Douglas Pratt’s Laserdisc Newsletter, J&R Frogg’s Pond Scum, Scott Hughes’ LASERviews, and The Perfect Vision. Videotape has one great use for laser-watchers: to preview a film before it is released on disc. That can help in the decision to buy a film in the high-end format. Also, VHS tape makes lovely Christmas ribbon.

— GS




Professor Discu’s Third Law of Audio

State-of-the-art is technology in a temporary state of grace, between something worse and someone else’s idea of perfection.







Professor Discu’s laboratory reference system: use your imagination. Since Professor Discu has failed to pay his electricity bill for three weeks, he is currently unable to use his system. We await his restoration to full operating capacity.




Some Answers from Larry Blake: Published in December, 1990 (Vol I #16)








Some Answers from Larry Blake

The second edition of Film Sound Today will be published early next year, along with a separate book that I’m writing on film and video synchronization techniques. Watch for an announcement in MSNL.

“Dolby Stereo,” in the present context, means a 35mm optical print containing two tracks that are encoded with Dolby A-Type noise reduction (the older sibling of the B- and C-Type Dolby noise reduction circuits found on cassette decks.) The two tracks are also matrix encoded: That is, they were originally four discrete tracks at the film mix, and are “decoded” into four tracks again at the theater, feeding the left, right, and center speakers behind the screen, and the mono surround channel that is fed to the theater walls.

“Ultra Stereo” is virtually identical, with the exception that it uses a copy of A-Type noise reduction system that is claimed to be compatible with Dolby A-Type. (But is not licensed by Dolby Labs.) The matrix encoding of the two processes is virtually identical.

Both Dolby Labs and Ultra Stereo manufacture cinema processors for theaters, which will play either Dolby or Ultra Stereo prints. However, lawyers and license agreements determine how a film can be advertised. The only way a film mixed in Dolby Stereo can be advertised as being presented in Dolby Stereo is if the theater has a Dolby Laboratories Cinema Processor. If they have one manufactured by another company, you’ll see in their ads: “This film was mixed in Dolby Stereo, and is being presented with XXXX equipment.” A film mixed in Ultra Stereo cannot be advertised as being in Dolby Stereo if it is playing in a Dolby Labs-equipped theater. You can see why some theater chains say “Presented in Stereo” generically, to save the hassle or figuring the ads out for each film.

As a moviegoer experiences the Dolby Stereo processor, there is virtually no difference between a film mixed in either Ultra- or Dolby Stereo, (assuming that both versions were to be played in a theater aligned to industry standards.) Understand that here I’m talking about the encoding of four tracks to two.

However, the “steering logic” in the decoder is what separates the men from the boys (not to mention the center from the surrounds,) since it has to figure out some pretty complex stuff, in order to accurately place sounds in the four-channel sound field. As far as differences between Dolby Stereo and Ultra Stereo decoders are concerned, I have some strong hunches. … But never having done a carefully controlled A/B test, my lips are sealed.

The Academy (the people who hand out the Oscars®) has nothing to do with sound pressure levels. The current standards for theatrical reproduction are set forth in tech. documents such as the International Standards Organization Bulletin #2969 and SMPTE Recommended Practice 202M. Anyway, the standard level (for 35mm standard stereo optical films and 70mm magnetic films) is 85 dB, measured with “C” weighting and slow-reading response. If it is calibrated against a known reference, the sound pressure level meter sold at Radio Shack stores for about $30 is really quite good, and is used throughout the industry.

Understand that this level represents the SPL of each speaker channel, measured at the mix position (or 2/3 of the way back of the theater,) with pink noise in the monitor at 0 VU on the mix console’s meters. I know this is somewhat technical, but I say it to let you know that it would be a tough matter for you to put pink noise through your own system at said level. I know of no calibration VHS tape that has pink noise at the correct level.

My advice is to turn it up until your neighbors complain or your skull vibrates, then back it down a little.

—LB


As MSNL had promised in response to Keith Johnson, it was time for movie sound fans to share as complete a bibliography as possible, and Steve Lee filled that gap. Long a collector of sound effects folklore, an acolyte of Ben Burtt’s ongoing research efforts in sound effects history (quite an arcane field of interest, then and now) Lee was also amassing clippings and books whenever they turned up, and he was generous with that information. His material had to be divided into three serial entries, divided as Magazine Articles, Newspaper Articles, and Books. Lee’s bibliography appears in the Appendix.








Sc. 5 Concluding Thoughts




Fans



Any journal’s Letters section provides a voice for readers. Sometimes the vox populi department of a local newspaper can give one a fairly depressing portrait of humankind, but there was often a positive tone coming from MSNL readers. True fans of the art of sound typically expressed elation inspired by the better-sounding tracks, quite obviously. But as consumers, their devotion to seeking out high tech was impressive, and hard-core cognoscenti saw the advent of digital movie sound on the horizon. Regarding home video, one wrote, “If it has a digital surround track, I will most likely order it.” Another wrote “I only go to theaters I know in advance are showing the features in stereo.” (To be fair to film history, he must somehow have missed ninety years of classic and foreign films in mono.) While practitioners and audiences may not have been conscious of their participation in a media revolution, a reader who states, “I am a strong supporter of THX, and it’s one of the first things I look for when I decide to see a movie,” is doing exactly that.






Professionals



Here also was a forum for post sound professionals to express, lecture, review, complain, and possibly to teach, by discussing with each other and with fans. In so doing, practitioners sometimes revealed the pressures engulfing all of the entertainment business, to make analog sound more articulate and impressive. A gentleman wrote from HBO, that he was “faced with the problem of translating wonderful theater sound for TV.” A University of Southern California educator, putting out a call for donations of audiotape, noted that the school was making MSNL available to the students, and that faculty and students were following George Simpson’s laser disc reviews. Supervising Sound Editors Paul Carden and Richard Anderson each wrote to express some humor: Carden, whining mischievously about his frequent encounters with young “wannabe sound designers,” said “The worst part of this recurring nightmare, the quicksand for me is Do you think I should come out to Hollywood and get in the business?” And Anderson pretended to be a Luddite fan of 1926-style sound, when he wrote, “Who needs digital when one can sample the subtle analog nuances of a freshly-pressed 78 rpm shellac disk?”
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The author at the Moviola, working at Hanna-Barbera in 1979. Photo by Mark Mangini.
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Josie Nericcio syncing dailies.
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Cutting room as man-cave: Bob Newlan at Bluelight Sound. Photo courtesy of Scott Hecker.
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Dave Arnold cutting at Bluelight Sound. Photo courtesy of Scott Hecker.
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Chris Flick working on Joe Dante’s Innerspace. March, 1987.
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(L to R) Oscar Mitt, Aaron Glascock, Josie Nericcio, Gina Kessler, and Sonny Pettijohn. Photo by Ezra Dweck.
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Destiny Borden at her bench. City Slickers II, 1994.
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Arnold Finkelstein cutting Foley. Photo courtesy of Josie Nericcio.
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Gina Kessler, moving fast enough to blur this snapshot.
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Destiny Borden (L) and Alex Root (R), mugging in front of transfer bay film dummies and mag recorder, at Weddington Productions. Photo by Ezra Dweck.
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Ralph Stuart with ubiquitous trim boxes, demonstrating wave physics.










Notes


1. The term fanzine might have been applied to Moviesound Newsletter whether fairly or unfairly. But, since the principal writers were professional practitioners as well as fans of the art of movie sound design, that definition looks murky.

2. To be more precise, there were plenty of trademarked names for enhanced sound systems, both real and ersatz, before and after Dolby’s success, but none so prominent to the public eye. Students of that technical history will have much to examine well beyond these pages.

3. Besides hearing his mixes in many popular films, such as Traffic (2000) and Ocean’s Eleven (2001), astute observers will witness Blake descending head first from outof-frame as the uncredited “Upside-Down Man” in Airplane! (1980).






  Reel 12
Time and Tide

(Concerns and Obituaries)
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Recovering Published in July, 1990 (Vol I #13)




Sc. 1 Recovering

Best MSNL wishes and lots of healing light to two veterans of movie sound recovering from serious illness. Don Bassman, chief honcho of sound at Twentieth Century Fox, started out as a production mixer on many classic Fox pictures. Don’s work as head rerecording mixer set very high standards for big-screen stereo on such recent flicks such as Project A (1983), Predator (1987), and Die Hard (1988).

Norval Crutcher, a founding member and past president of the Motion Picture Sound Editors, won the MPSE’s Life Achievement award in 1989. He has spent a career battling to have the contribution of sound recognized by the movie community and the lay public. If movie sound has grown from an obscure technical afterthought to become a sophisticated craft, its growth in that direction has been contemporaneous with Norval’s career. Norval gave many prominent sound editors their start, and was probably the first man in sound editing to shake up the old boys club by hiring women editors. Feel better, gentlemen!


Jimmy Macdonald Published in February-March, 1991 (Vol I #17)






Sc. 2 Jimmy Macdonald: The Sound of a Spider Web

Jimmy Macdonald died this month. MSNL couldn’t go to press without sharing a taste of this little man’s spirit. It’s not that he was the voice of Mickey Mouse. (Walt Disney did the falsetto rodent vocals from 1927–1946. Macdonald’s protegé Wayne Allwine has had the honor since 1976. 1) It’s not that he was a pioneer in performing sound effects before a projected movie image (what we now call Foley.) Not that he was a master woodworker and engineer who invented and hand-built the Rube Goldberg-style gadgets used for Disney sound effects. (Some press releases credit Macdonald with building 500 such devices, others with 1000.) Not that he was an accomplished drummer, whose extensive kit of percussionist’s gimmicks first got him involved with cartoons in 1934. Not that recordings of his effects can be re-used by future editors, and re-invented by being combined in different contexts … as if they were new words in a language of sound. Not the individual inventions we keep reading about that are so compelling: (He made rain by rotating peas in a wooden drum, blew into a glass lamp for a bear’s roar, built a device he could operate by hand to do the sound of a railroad train in sync to picture, and made beautiful bells out of brake drums.)

What is compelling about this artist is the flexibility of his mind. Any good drummer can learn to perform coconut horse hooves. (It’s right-left-left-right if you follow true equestrian movement.) But the best animation rewrites reality. If Macdonald’s engineering experience gave him a facility with the concrete physics of putting objects together to make a sound, what gave him his cartoon sense? Macdonald thought to put a BB inside a balloon and spin it around, then let the BB drop inside. According to his L.A. Times obituary, Macdonald blew air through a condom to make bees buzz. (Somehow condoms don’t fit with the old Disney image.) He respected serendipity and could change course to make things work: When certain wood creaks sounded too heavy for The Old Mill (1937) (Short), he used the sound as a foghorn. He did voices for animated characters and even imitated animal calls for nature documentaries, when field recordings weren’t available.

There was recently at Disney a regime of management that had little regard for the classic writers and animators who built the studio. MSNL visited the Disney Foley stage during that period and saw shelves full of Macdonald’s gadgets. Later, when the stage was being torn up and rebuilt, the Macdonald gadgets were thrown away. One editor saw the retired Macdonald at a dumpster behind the stage, vainly trying to save what few gadgets he could fit in his car. 2 This appalling image was consistent with another story at the time, in which an historic building full of animators’ desks was gutted to make room for accountancy offices.

But a more respectful Disney management regime was to follow, and Jimmy Macdonald came out of retirement to perform for a film about his work. We are told the rare gadgets have been newly rebuilt according to his instructions. The old Macdonald of recent years had become a minor celebrity.

An animator’s drawings of a glistening spider web would not obviously call for sound effects, but at Disney, Jimmy Macdonald built a wind chime out of scrap metal. That is the sound a spider web makes

— DS


Ken Berger Published in January-February, 1992 (Vol II #1)






Sc. 3 Ken Berger

1991 saw three veterans of the post-production sound scene in Hollywood felled by the effects of time and stress on the human body. Gene Corso, while working on the new Peter Bogdanovich picture, collapsed with a stroke and has had to take it easy. Leo Chaloukian, whom we interviewed in this and the last issue, had a heart attack in October and has recovered. Leo is back working at Ryder and as the President of the TV Academy. He tells us “It’s not the long hours, it’s the stress.” And Ken Berger, partner of B and B Sound, a busy recording and dubbing house in North Hollywood, had a heart attack and passed away. When Ken’s friends gathered to say goodbye, they celebrated his life by laughing along with editor Burt Weinstein’s funny eulogy. Berger will be missed. This is a very stressful business.


There are Giants in the Sky Published in Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)




There are Giants in the Sky





“With the sense of sight, the idea communicates the emotion, whereas, with sound, the emotion communicates the idea, which is more direct and therefore more powerful”

—Alfred North Whitehead, 1944










Sc. 4 Remembering Alan Splet

by Randy Thom

(reprinted by permission of the author, as submitted to Mix magazine)

“Sound,” Alan Splet once told me, “is a heart thing.” I was interviewing him in 1980 for a radio documentary about sound in movies. Having already set the film sound community and young, hip moviegoers on their collective ear through his groundbreaking work with David Lynch on Eraserhead, and then having designed equally powerful and very different tracks for The Black Stallion and The Elephant Man, Alan was beginning work on Never Cry Wolf which would become still another unique and compelling landmark in the history of film sound. Blue Velvet and Dune were soon to follow, and their tracks were to be just as magnificent. He was awarded an Academy Award Oscar® for sound effects editing on The Black Stallion.

Sound is a heart thing. What a simple and perfect way to describe it, I thought. He was distinguishing the impact of sound on an audience from the impact of visual images on an audience. And though we know that pictures have their own special power, we also know that only sound can move us in that sometimes strange and often pleasant, physical way. The source of sound begins to move, and the air moves all around it, and whether in the same room or in another room in another decade, someone’s inner ear moves in response, and the chest moves, and the heart moves. If Alan crafted the sound, the heart definitely moves.

The kind of sound Alan liked to create most was ambiences. He fabricated weird, sinister oceans of sound for the characters in his movies to swim in. But even in the darkest moments of The Elephant Man, when Alan’s 19th Century Industrial sound atmosphere is at its most sorrowful, there is something else ironically implied in the track as well, the promise of joy. Each sorrow, fully described, can’t help but suggest its opposite, a world all the more hopeful for having arisen out of deep sadness. All of this and much more is evident in Alan’s work.

Though he is known as one of three men, along with Walter Murch and Ben Burtt, who helped shape the renaissance of film sound in the 1970’s, audaciously calling themselves Sound Designers, Alan later rejected that title as being too grandiose. He was absolutely unpretentious despite his enormous talent. On his last several projects, including The Unbearable Lightness of Being and Rising Sun, he moved from sound effects editing to music editing. He was a cellist, and had a wonderful musical ear.

In 1969 Alan had met David Lynch in Philadelphia. Their first project together was The Grandmother. Soon he moved to Los Angeles to run the sound department at the American Film Institute’s Center for Advanced Film Studies. There, he and Lynch would begin collaborating on Eraserhead, which took over five years to finish because Lynch had to make money doing odd jobs, including newspaper delivery, to pay for the production of the movie. Speaking about Alan, David Lynch said “He was a true artist, an eccentric, and a very kind and gentle person.” Phillip Kaufman, best known for directing The Right Stuff (1983), and most recently Rising Sun, said “There was nobody in the world who was better than Alan at what he did.”

Alan died of cancer on December 2nd, 1994, at his home in Berkeley, California. He was 55. The Splet family has lived in the San Francisco Bay Area since the early 1980’s. Alan is survived by his wife, Ann Kroeber, who worked with him on most of his film projects, 3 and by a son and daughter, Chris and Lisa, thirteen year old twins.

Those of us who knew him, who were awed by his talent, and blessed by his dry wit and his kindness will miss him dearly. Those who love movies, and especially movie sound, will benefit from the legacy of his work forever.




Alan Splet Credits


Eraserhead (1977), Days of Heaven (special audio assistant) (1978), The Black Stallion (1979), J-Men Forever (1979), The Elephant Man (1980), Never Cry Wolf (1983), Dune (1984), Warning Sign (1985), Broken Rainbow (Documentary, 1985), Blue Velvet (1986), The Mosquito Coast (1986), The Unbearable Lightness of Being (1988), Dirty Rotten Scoundrels (1988), Winter People (1989), Weekend at Bernie’s (1989), Dead Poets Society (1989), Mountains of the Moon (1990), Henry and June (1990), Don’t Tell Mom the Babysitter’s Dead (1991), By the Sword (1991), Wind (1992), Rising Sun (1993).


[image: fig0095]
The Black Stallion (1979) directed by Carroll Ballard. United Artists, MGM Home Entertainment.





Murray Spivack Tribute Published in Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)








Sc. 5 Murray Spivack Tribute

by Rick Mitchell

On Sept. 30, 1994, a tribute to sound pioneer Murray Spivack, who had died earlier in the year, was held at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, which had voted Best Sound Oscar® awards to twelve of his films. The program was put together and moderated by sound historian Larry Blake, who has been editing Spivack’s memoirs for publication in ‘95. Clips from his Spivack’s most significant works were shown, ranging from Dixiana (1930) to Hello, Dolly! (1969.) The Dolly excerpt was shown in 70mm., as were clips from The Sound of Music (1965) and Oklahoma! (1955).

Reminiscences of working with Mr. Spivack were recounted by Don Rogers (Director of Sound for Warner Bros.,) John Bonner (the audio engineering director for Warner-Hollywood Studios,) Linwood Dunn (the veteran creator of special visual effects, himself a legend,) Saul Chaplin (producer, composer and arranger,) Robert Wise (director of West Side Story [1961], among other titles, and editor of Citizen Kane [1941]), and by jazz musician Louis Bellson.

The program came together on short notice, and consequently there was little advance publicity. That was unfortunate, because many newcomers in post-production work as well as movie industry outsiders might have benefitted from an introduction to the arcane world of sound. A look at the life of one of the greatest pioneers in this area would have been enlightening to them.

Like many sound engineers and sound effects artists, Murray Spivack started out as a musician, specifically, a drummer in the pit orchestra at New York’s Strand Theater. His responsibilities there included creating percussive sound effects for silent films. Saul Chaplin recounted how he had been one of a group of regulars who went weekly to the Strand not to see the show, but to watch Spivack work.

Murray Spivack began his film career at RKO in 1929 as head of the sound department, where he was involved in RKO’s pioneering work in music and sound effects, culminating in King Kong (1933), a landmark of cinema in many areas beyond model animation. A personal dispute caused him to leave in 1935. In 1937 he joined the staff at 20th Century-Fox as both a music scoring and music dubbing mixer, which no doubt was a factor in the high quality of that studio’s sound. In 1955 he became the first freelance mixer, establishing a relationship with Todd-AO via his work in the dubbing of Oklahoma! which led to his becoming the premier mixer for 6-track stereo roadshow films. Spivack mixed practically all of them, retiring briefly after Patton (1970), coming back only for Tom Sawyer (1972.) And while he must have been busy doing all these films, people tell us Spivack was also the best teacher of drummers in the modern era. His intense interest and involvement in that area was illustrated in Blake’s program by a clip from an instructional video made just before Spivack’s death.

Aside from his dedication and exceptionally high professional standards, the point about Spivack most reiterated by the speakers was his incredible ear. On the scoring stage, he could point out to Alfred Newman that one violinist was slightly off, even though the entire 100 piece 20th Century-Fox Orchestra was playing. He asked John Bonner to make up some microphones and amplifiers modified for certain equalization. Spivack would then test them for special sound qualities he was seeking.

Both Chaplin and Wise mentioned the clarity Spivack brought to a dub. He made certain that there was a perfect balance between music, effects, and dialog. Wise mentioned that unlike other music mixers with whom he’d worked, he’d rarely had to fight with Spivack to allow dialog and effects to come through. While this brilliant clarity was heard in clips from the various stereo films in the program, (The Sound of Music, The Robe (1953) , West Side Story), it was equally obvious in mono. Monaural clarity was illustrated by a clip from Stormy Weather (1943,) made in the optical (pre-magnetic) sound days. At one point there was a vocal track, an orchestra track, a special drumming track, and dialog, all heard in proper balance with perfect intelligibility. That drum track was made for a tap dance Bill “Bojangles” Robinson did on various types of drums, for which Spivack performed “drum Foley”. Studying Robinson’s performance on a moviola, Spivack then duplicated it for sound, and did so in only two takes.

While Spivack’s later legend rests on his skill as a music mixer, as Robert Wise and Saul Chaplin pointed out, he not only understood the proper balance between music, dialog, and sound effects, he also knew how to use each dramatically. Such a film maker’s understanding of drama was well illustrated, not only by King Kong, but by the introductory and closing clips shown: the openings of The Sound of Music and Hello, Dolly (1969). Larry Blake suggests that Dolly’s opening sequence may have influenced the sound of the opening of Apocalypse Now (1979).

The best efforts of sound designers and editors can be undone by insensitive mixers, or enhanced by truly knowledgeable, understanding, and caring ones. The clips and testimonials attested to the fact that Murray Spivack set the standards for the latter.


Three Lively Spirits Published in Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #1)






Sc. 6 Three Lively Spirits

Joey Ippolito, C.J. Appel, and Marty Bram

Joseph A. Ippolito died in March at the age of 39. His exceptionally sunny spirit made Joey a popular figure around post-production circles. Ippolito’s career began in 1976 with Douglas Trumbull, working on Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). As a sound editor his credits include: Nightshift (1982), Brainstorm (1983), Fried Green Tomatoes (1991), Glengarry Glen Ross (1992), Stayin’ Alive (1983), Pee Wee’s Big Adventure (1985), Above the Law (1988), Cobra (1986), Bird (1988), The Dead Pool (1988), Lethal Weapon II (1989), White Hunter Black Heart (1990), Witness (1985), Top Gun (1986), and The Addams Family (1991).

He was a Supervising Sound Editor on School Ties (1992), Fire in the Sky (1993), Addams Family Values (1993), Coneheads (1993), Naked Gun 331/3 (1994), and the Supervising Dialogue Editor on Beverly Hills Cop III (1994), Wayne’s World 2 (1993), Star Trek VII (1994), The Brady Bunch Movie (1995), The Hunt for Red October (1990), and Clear and Present Danger (1994).

He was recently working on Amblin’s The Bridges of Madison County (1995).

Joey was nominated for recognition numerous times by the Motion Picture Sound Editors, and won their Golden Reel Award for Top Gun in 1987. He was an active member of both the Editors Guild and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.

We also lost ADR Editor C.J. Appel and sound editor Martin Bram since our last issue. It was our personal experience that Ms. Appel could be relied upon for warm and humorous schmoozing and erudite conversation around Skywalker ranch. Mr. Bram’s wonderful ear for film sound was rooted in his love of music. Our last memory of Marty was (happily) not in a dingy cutting room, but surrounded by friends at a party, and playing with a jazz trio, blowing some incredible flute. Along with the entire sound community, MSNL wants to celebrate the lively spirits of these colleagues.

— ed.


To the Trained Ear Published in Summer/Fall, 1994 (Vol IV #2)






Sc. 7 To the Trained Ear

MSNL will end publication after two more issues, completing Vol IV as a four-issue set. 4 We want to take the time necessary to wind down with our backlog of articles and letters, and allow room for some new material before we fade out forever. Readers may wonder why we made this decision. First, the marketplace is shifting. While we never meant to compete with commercial magazines for your attention regarding state-of-the art technology, there is now a huge consumer market built around surround-sound in the home. The manufacturer’s dollar can command your attention in snappy ads and articles. The audio magazines are bold and brassy, and supply lots of keen things to read about, although much of what you read is bull feces.

What we began discussing in these pages was once an arcane interest. We are confident that our community of readers and contributing writers discussed our subject with knowledge and insight. We always were more of a journal than a newsletter, and we hope you’ve saved your back issues with that in mind. Today, people are drawn together to share bull sessions about very specific subject matter, not by reading newsletters, but on BBS’s and on the Internet. Ideas may be shared much more immediately. While we question that the methodology of electronic colloquy may not do much to promote careful thought and real critical analysis, we rejoice to see verbal expression. Newsgroups therefore promote literacy for another generation. In spite of revolutionary and ingenious video games and personal computing’s graphic (and icon-driven) interfaces, we have not reached “Fahrenheit 451” yet! When we finally print our last page, we will be looking for a place on the net to visit regularly, and hope to meet you there. At this time, we have no plans for our own home page. We already know what it is like to over-commit time and money to a hobby.

So we intend to move on with our professional and personal lives. Modern life is becoming fractionated, uncertain, and stressful for everyone, and our little team has run out of what it takes to continue making a journal with honesty and excellence. Our community of post-production sound colleagues has been, increasingly over the last year or two, battered and bruised by a changing work environment. The movie business (not the popular art we all love, but the concrete industrial face of it) has been uncharacteristically mean to the people working in sound crafts during this period. New technology has hurt rather than helped us. Above-the-line filmmakers don’t have a clue what goes on behind the scenes in post-production. Jobs are leaking away from Los Angeles. Craft unions are staggering in the ring, struggling to stay on their feet for the count of ten. We could go on, but as Billy Crystal said in Mr. Saturday Night, “Don’t Get Me Started!” We will be discussing the details in our last (next) two issues, and there isn’t room here to begin explaining why our craft is in an economic recession.

There may not be much of a cultural base for making ethical choices around this town, but MSNL wants to bow out of publication ethically. The fact is, if you subscribed for a number of issues very recently, we may owe you money after Vol IV, #4. We have a record of what Volume and issue number, projected in the future, would have been your last, and we will correspond with you individually to negotiate a pay-down. When we do, please keep this in mind: We would prefer to pay you with back issues, so you get something for your bucks. We think our back issues are a valuable keepsake, as we’ve always been more thoughtful than timely. If you insist on a cash payback ultimately, we will pay you back. Of course, anyone not insisting on a cash return will be contributing to a non-profit effort in the arts, doing their bit for culture. Please understand that we are not a legally sanctioned non-profit corporation, like National Public Radio or The Catholic Church, so we are not registered to allow you a tax write-off as a charity. We’re just a handful of people losing money on a newsletter.

We urge you to think seriously about accepting back issues, even purchasing enough to make a complete set. We think that a complete MSNL comprises a valuable snapshot in time, and we will send complete sets out in a three-ring binder for you. From the restoration of Lawrence of Arabia to the present, a time characterized by the routine release of digital soundtracks, movie sound has come a very long way since 1989. We have been there talking to editors, sound designers, mixers, historians, and innovators.

Whether you choose to buy the back issues or not, let us know what MSNL has meant to you. There is still room for letters in the last two issues, and it’s a chance for you to sound off. We still urge readers to vent their frustration over a bad local theater, or gush over a great mix. So write immediately by snail mail or e-mail.

Our favorite idealized raison d’être has been to explore for a real aesthetic of motion picture sound; A shared vocabulary with established values; building some sort of framework for critical thinking, using music and art history as a model … attempting to describe movie sound as if it were the product of deliberate choices. The delicious irony is that we at MSNL know better than most who’ve written about movie sound, that as often as not a sound track is the byproduct of a series of bumbling errors and random unrelated events.

We will certainly make back issues available for a long time, through the same PO Box address we have always had. We know they have value as film history, not just as some ranting from an obscure corner of fandom. Tell your local library, school or university library about us. They should have a complete set of MSNL in a binder in their stacks, for future film students. Someday one of them may do a complete index of our text, and we’ll belong to history. Like the Triceratops, the Tucker Automobile, and Buster Keaton.

— ed.



Notes

1. Allwine, a gifted sound editor and Foley artist, died in 2009. Interestingly, his widow Russi Taylor had played Minnie Mouse since the 1980s. Yes, Mickey and Minnie were actually married.

2. The story may be partly apocryphal in this form and can be clarified in detail by consulting Joe Herrington, the present curator of the devices, who was part of the effort to save the props during Macdonald’s life, and who took care of Macdonald’s widow for her final years.

3. Ann Kroeber is an extremely active sound editing talent in 2016. Readers may learn more about Ms. Kroeber on the website for her Sound Mountain sound effects service, at www.soundmountain.com/

4. That turned out to be an unfulfilled aspiration. We quit entirely after IV #2.






  

Afterword and Further Reading



On Theory





“In theory, theory and practice are the same. In practice, they’re not.”

—(attributed to) Yogi Berra








Post Sound People are not Theorists

The social and industrial milieu for MSNL readers and contributors was effectively isolated from academics interested in film sound. Admittedly, none around the publication’s little group had encountered much theoretical scholarship about film sound. Beyond the arcane passions of MSNL’s auto-didactic sound historians Rick Mitchell and George Simpson, both of whom were excellent writers with professionally critical ears, there was not a formal presence of Theory itself.

The presumption was that the field in which we made a living was of no interest to serious scholars at all (a fair statement for 1989); it was especially evident that popular film critics rarely ever mentioned sound in their writing. Those few scraps of reviewers’ work that even acknowledged the human sense of hearing, to the boundless irritation of our community, might mention a musical score, referring to it as “sound.” 1 And sometimes reviewers made reference to sound effects as “special effects,” unforgivably conflating the creative arts of audio with those of the visual. No one would ever mention dialogue at all, except to complain when it was inaudible, but in Hollywood that is a rare failure.




Exemplifying the precision demanded by professional practice is the standard separation of soundtracks into three stems: Dialogue, FX, and Music. They are the Holy Trinity of post-production sound.



The unsung production mixers, dialogue editors, and re-recording mixers in our population are familiar with the lay audience’s apparent superstition that actors’ dialogue flows magically through the camera lens itself, and somehow comes perfectly out of a theater speaker to the human ear. Perhaps it was quixotic for MSNL contributors to take on that particular battle for understanding, but at least our readers already understood the value of a great theater sound system, an articulate and dramatic mix, and the intelligent and creative layering of FX, Foley, and BG’s.




Post Sound People Have Theories Instinctively

There is among artisans a sharp awareness of many unspoken principals, while they are not particularly identified as theory. As a professor in Sound Design, the author reminds students that post-production craftspeople employ theories unconsciously in their praxis, but rarely if ever do they state them verbally. These include:




	The objective sciences of sound recording, reproduction, hearing, and room acoustics

	Expert understanding of the subjective and psychological perception of sound by audiences, with skillful guidance of their listening

	Organizing dialogue and sound effects using some of the same design principals embraced by musical composers and by all visual artists

	Mastering some other design strategies that are specific to dialogue and sound effects work, but which are different to what composers may consider.








Notes on Contemporary Reading

Gianluca Sergi’s The Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywood (Manchester University Press, 2004) deals with roughly the same historical scope as these pages. Sergi has the right idea when he explains that the San Francisco Bay area was a power center for Big Sound in this period, and he smartly refines the definition of Hollywood to include New York City and San Francisco/Marin County/Berkeley area filmmaking. But The Dolby Era’s concentration on Northern California’s influential post-production sound community (with the exception of an interview with Los Angeles’ Bruce Stambler) risks the exclusion of Southern Californians’ contributions to the art of film post-production sound, as well as the evolving concerns of production sound experts.

Sergi writes an excellent technical history of the Dolby Stereo optical format and its place as a dominant force for film exhibition, including its wide appeal to Baby Boomer audiences in the late 70s. There is an excellent interview with Ray Dolby. The Dolby Era was published over ten years ago. Film sound educators should be grateful that we have that material now, especially considering Ray Dolby’s death in 2013.

The Dolby Era rightly “refuses the trap of the great man theory” and argues against students’ and scholars’ applying the worn-out auteur theory to well-known sound designers. Vincent LoBrutto also gets this right, in Sound-on-Film: Interviews with Creators of Film Sound. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers (1994).

LoBrutto and Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter equally show sound to be the result of collective authorship, both in the sense of contemporary workers’ collaborations in a time period and with awareness of their place in the context of the many crafts comprising film sound, and the alterations of crafts and workflows through history’s waves of change.

Sergi nimbly presents the antiquated critical arguments for and against consideration of sound as part of the now-traditional study of cinema and shows many examples in works of film study that lack serious understanding of sound. He cites one usually insightful scholar, for example, confusing photographic image with reality when compared to sound: missing the image’s artifice as created via cinematography, lighting, and production design, and somehow arguing that sound is artificial and image is representational. John Belton has contributed some excellent essays to our field, but for how long will his acceptance of 1930s French-style son direct be official scholarly doctrine? It is time to more fully understand the excellent construction of the omniscient ear of the Hollywood soundtrack. Finally, The Dolby Era offers commendatory reference to Rick Altman’s work (Sound Theory, Sound Practice. New York, NY: Routledge [1992] as well as many other titles) when Altman shows the “uneasy relationship that scholars have had with film sound” and to Elizabeth Weis (in Film Sound, Theory and Practice, with Belton, and in other essays) for showing how sound workers, dealing with what audiences perceive as mere technology, have elevated their work from artisanship to the higher tiers of art.

Some of Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter’s interviews from the Newsletter may be considered comparable to material in LoBrutto’s 1994 conversations, but engage with different people in an earlier context. Some of our articles, editorials, and essays may be comparable to material in the following books, but are different in nature, having been written by practitioners, not scholars:




Altman, R. ed. Sound Theory, Sound Practice. New York, NY: Routledge (1992).

Beck, J. Designing Sound: Audiovisual Aesthetics in 1970s American Cinema (Techniques of the Moving Image). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press (2016).

Beck, J. and Grajeda, T. ed. Lowering the Boom—Critical Studies in Film Sound. Urbana and Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press (2008).

Buhler, J., Neumeyer, D. and Deemer, R. Hearing The Movies, Music and Sound in Film History. New York, NY: Oxford University Press (2015).

Kalinak, K. ed. Sound: Dialogue, Music, and Effects. (1st ed.). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press (2015).

Sterne, J. ed. The Sound Studies Reader. New York, NY: Routledge (2012).



and



Weis, E. and Belton, J. Film Sound, Theory and Practice. New York, NY: Columbia University Press (1985).



Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter, like LoBrutto, informs readers from the wider perspective of the entire post sound, production sound, and exhibition perspectives. The following excellent books are critically important to the study of film sound, and each scrutinizes film with its particular focus:



Beauchamp, Robin. Designing Sound for Animation. (2nd ed.). Burlington, MA: Focal Press (2013).

Holman, Tomlinson. Sound for Film. (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Focal Press (2001).

Murch, Walter. In the Blink of an Eye: A Perspective on Film Editing. (2nd ed.). Los Angeles, CA: Silman-James Press (2001).

Purcell, John. Dialogue Editing for Motion Pictures. (2nd ed.). Burlington, MA: Focal Press (2014).

Sonnenschein, David. Sound Design: The Expressive Power of Music, Voice and Sound Effects in Cinema. Studio City: Michael Wiese Productions (2001).

Viers, Ric. The Sound Effects Bible: How to Create and Record Hollywood Style Sound Effects. Studio City, CA: Michael Weise Productions (2010).



and



Yewdall, David. Practical Art of Motion Picture Sound. (4th ed.). Burlington, MA: Elsevier (2012).



Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter subsumes a rich variety of interview materials in its observation of the culture of movie sound work. Vanessa Ament in The Foley Grail: The Art of Performing Sound for Film, Games, and Animation, 2nd ed. (Focal Press, 2014), LoBrutto, and Yewdall both achieve this demonstrably well.








  Appendix 1
Moviesound Newsletter’s Guide to Reading Materials


Slee’s Compleat Guide Published in October/November, 1991 (Vol I #20)




Slee’s Compleat Guide to Moviesound Books, Articles, and Other Unnatural Writings Pt. 1


Steve Lee is our Sound Effects Library Correspondent. He collects FX trivia for us and occasionally allows us to peer at it in his “Trim Bin” columns. The bin itself is currently out for fumigation, so we’ll have a look at Slee’s Bibliography. Please send us your own entries, and we’ll add to it. This time we’ll include magazine articles only. Next time, newspaper pieces and books.




Remember this is not complete, but it’s Compleat!







Magazine Articles

Blake, Larry. “Mixing Techniques for Dolby Stereo Film and Video Releases.” Recording Engineer/Producer, June 1985.


(Thorough, highly technical article available as a reprint from Dolby.)


Boz, Napoleon. “Sound Genius of The Empire Strikes Back.” Orange Rock Magazine, July 1980, pp. 7, 12, 21.


(Amusing article is not mainly about Ben Burtt, but instead describes what Boz went through trying to get an interview with him.)


Calio, Jim. “A Suburban Housewife Creates an Alien Voice.” People, 23 August 1982, pp. 84 – 85.


(Ben Burtt explains in this small piece how he discovered the woman who did much of E.T.’s voice, and what he used to create the rest.)


Coleman, Todd. “Crafts Series: Sound Editors & Mixers.” Hollywood Reporter, 4 February 1991, pp. S1–S28.


(A series of thorough articles covering everything: production recording, sound effects design, Foley, editing, and mixing. Recommended.)


Cowan, Lisa. “Sound Makes A Difference.” Lucasfilm Fan Club Magazine, date not available, pp. 10 – 12.


(Nice fluff, but a good introduction to moviesound.)


Eargle, John. “Digital, My Dear Tracy.” Audio, December 1990, pp. 34 – 38.


(Column on digital sound’s debut in movie theaters, with the CDS release of “Dick Tracy.”)


Fox, Jordan. “Walter Murch, Making Beaches Out of Grains of Sand.” Cinefex, December 1980.


(Profile of Murch’s career in sound. Murch also was the film editor of “Ghost” and the director of “Return to Oz.”)


Greenleaf, Vicki. “Frank Serafine—Tomorrow’s Sound.” Modern Recording & Music, April 1984, pp. 34 – 40.


(An interview with Serafine, who worked on sound effects for “Star Trek: the Motion Picture,” “Tron,” “Brainstorm,” and “The Day After.”)


Hirsch, Julian. “Real Hi-Fi at The Movies?” Stereo Review, November 1989.


(Excellent explanation of THX’s role in revolutionizing the movie theater experience.)


Holman, Tomlinson. “Certified Hi-Fi for The Movies.” Audio, September 1989.


(Audio scooped Stereo Review’s column by two months, and ran a completely thorough article on the system written by its very erudite creator Tom Holman X-himself! This one’s indispensible.)


Hutchinson, David. “Ben Burtt, Sound Designer.” Starlog, February 1986, pp. 59 – 63.


(This thorough interview covers Burtt’s work on “Raiders of the Lost Ark” and the “Star Wars” trilogy.)


Jackson, Blair. “What’s That Sound?” Mix, September 1990, pp. 116 – 123.


(Interviews with “some of the wizards using samplers and digital work stations in conjunction with the latest outboard whiz-bangs” to make film sound effects.)


Jerome, Jim. “A Prime-time M.D. Lends Gizmo Vocal Support.” People, 30 July 1984, p. 59.


(A brief piece on “Gremlins” voice actors.)


Kadrey, Richard. “Following in Baryshnikov’s Footsteps: The Sound Art of Vanessa Ament.” Ear Magazine, July/August 1989, pp. 29 – 31.


(A well-written profile of MSNL’s publisher at work on the Foley stage. Also has articles on film music.)


Lory, Milo. “Creating Special Sound Effects for Award Winning Ben-Hur 1959.” I.A.T.S.E. (Union) Bulletin, 1959.


A reader sent us a Xerox of what may be the oldest periodical source we know on sound editing, written by Ben-Hur’s sound editor.)


Mandell, Paul. “Ben Burtt, Special Dialogue and Sound Effects.” Cinefantastique, Spring 1978, pp. 74 – 77.


(The first in-depth interview with Burtt appeared in this now rare issue of Cinefantastique.)


Spotnitz, Frank. “Stick It in Your Ear.” American Film, October 1989, pp. 40 – 45.


(Interviews with sound editors Richard Anderson, Walter Murch, Ben Burtt—surprised?— and Mark Mangini interviewed during the mixing of “Star Trek V.”)


Stokes, Jim. “Restoring Fantasia …” Pro Sound News, 12 December 1990.


(Brief report on Disney re-recording mixers Terry Porter and Mel Metcalfe’s lengthy project restoring the original 1940 Fantasound tracks for modern release in 70.)



Slee’s Compleat Guide Published in January-February, 1992 (Vol II #1)






Slee’s Compleat Guide to Moviesound Books, Articles, and Other Unnatural Writings Pt. 2

Steve Lee collects FX trivia for us in his occasional “Trim Bin” columns. Digging deep into his bin, we found a copy of Slee’s Bibliography. Last issue, we looked at magazine articles. Please send us your own entries when you can, and we’ll add to it. Remember we at MSNL work in Hollywood, we’re not full-time researchers.





This may not be complete, but it’s Compleat!









Newspaper Articles


Cox, Meg. “Stock Music Houses Offer Grunts, Slurps, Rattles, Pseudo-Beatles and Beethoven.” Wall Street Journal, 5 February 1986.


(A report on the goings-on at a sound effects/music library.)


Harmetz, Aljean. “Space Sound for ‘Empire’ had Terrestrial Genesis.” New York Times, 9 June 1980, sec. 2, p. 42.


(Sound designer Ben Burtt explains what real sounds were used to create the various sound effects in “The Empire Strikes Back.”)


Roraback, Dick. “Sounding Out Ray Dolby.” Los Angeles Times, 29 January 1988, sec. V, pp. 1 – 2.


(A profile of the inventor of the revolutionary film noise reduction system.)


Schreger, Charles. “Sounding Off for the Movies.” Los Angeles Times, 29 April 1980, sec. 6, p. 1.


(Ben Burtt explains how he enjoys listening to movies more than watching them, and how his daughter became part of the “Invasion of the Body Snatchers” soundtrack before she was born.)


Spence, Betty. “Murch: The Virtuoso of Movie Sound.” Los Angeles Times, 30 August 1981, Calendar sec., p. 28.


(“Apocalypse Now” sound designer Walter Munch discusses his work.)


Stein, Ruthe. “It Sounds So Good, It Must Not Be Real.” San Francisco Chronicle, 4 April 1989, People sec., pp. B3–B4.


(Article on Vanessa Ament at work on the Foley stage at Fantasy Studios in Berkeley.)


Tallmer, Jerry. “Sound of Disaster.” New York Post, 1 September 1987, Entertainment sec., pp. 25 – 26.


(The horror story of how the stereo masters of many great movie musicals are becoming extinct.)


Van Gelder, Lawrence. “At the Movies.” New York Times, 18 July 1986, Entertainment sec., p. 12.

(“Aliens’ Sound Recordist Faced a Rough Task” … an interview with Roy Charman, the production recordist on the sound effects Oscar® winner.)

Weinstein, David. “A Good Ear for Art.” West County Times (SF Bay Area), 4 April 1989, Lifestyle sec., pp. C1–C2.


(Better of the two newspaper profiles on MSNL publisher at work on the Fantasy Studios Foley stage.)


— SLEE

We have run out of space again. Next issue will include a couple of “Book Retorts” on the above tomes. As we used to say in Miss Irwin’s Sixth Grade, “If you wanna know what happens, you hafta read the book!” –ed.



Slee’s Compleat Guide Published in Summer, 1992 (Vol II #2)






Slee’s Compleat Guide to Moviesound Books, Articles, and Other Unnatural Writings Pt. 3

Steve Lee, demon Sound Effects Librarian, collects FX trivia for us in an occasional column we call the “Trim Bin.” In MSNL Vol I #20, he did a magazine bibliography. In our Spring, ‘92 number, he looked at Newspaper articles. This time. …






Part The Third: Book Retort


Blake, Larry. Film Sound Today. Hollywood: Reveille Press (1984).

(An excellent anthology of Blake’s articles from “Recording Engineer/Producer” magazine, including pieces on “One from the Heart,” the first digital “Fantasia,” and “Return of the Jedi.” Recommended.)

Kerner, Marvin M. The Art of the Sound Effects Editor. Boston: Focal Press (1989), 103 p.


MSNL wants to hear about any other relevant books our readers have seen. Send ‘em in! Write ‘em up! Move ‘em out!


Weis, Elisabeth and Belton, John. Film Sound. New York: Columbia University Press (1985), 445 p.

—SLEE

The Weiss and Belton Film Sound is a scholarly collection of critical film-theory essays focusing on the use of sound. Nothing technical. As is often the case in histories of the arts, fawning essayists occasionally credit film directors with great conceptual breakthroughs when they were simply trying to do a job. While best recommended for the studiously inclined, Film Sound offers all of us big-eared cineastes a walk through a dense forest of ideas. If nothing else, the huge silver title on the spine will look great on your shelf.

Kerner, The Art of the Sound Effects Editor

Because the techniques, economic pressures, and schedule requirements change rapidly in film and TV post-production, it may be a futile exercise to commit descriptions of the process of sound editing to the pages of a book. Future students might see a technique described that was appropriate to a certain project, and believe that to be a “rule” or the only way to solve a problem. Or a better technique will be evolved by sound folks the day after the book’s publication. But Marvin Kerner has put together a little book that will really be valuable to students and fans of film sound.

While some techniques described may become irrelevant to future cutting rooms, the author has a firm grasp on the reasons for editors’ choices, and he communicates this well. Kerner had a long career in TV and film studio sound editing, and his book has the clear organization of an inspired teacher. He covers history, theory, spotting for sound, preparing for cutting, production dialogue, ADR, choosing effects, libraries, cutting techniques, building tracks, the Foley stage, dubbing, the editorial assistant, and foreign versions in separate chapters through a logical progression.

Finally, he analyzes the sound work on Dirty Harry. That piece is a good example of auditioning a movie with a critical ear. There isn’t much writing about movie soundtracks that informs and enlightens. We enjoy reading it wherever we find it. There is no inside slant on recent big-budget sound jobs in this book. The author’s experience is rooted in the big studio sound-editorial methods of the ‘Sixties and ‘Seventies. The independents working on action- and science-fiction movies of the late ‘Seventies and ‘Eighties did some inventive things with sound that often made amusing anecdotes. While it may be fun to read that Ben Burtt chose an elephant for the flying of the Star Wars Tie Fighters, that’s not the everyday battle of editing sound.

There are a few specific conclusions that an editor with different experience would argue with, (it’s unclear, for instance, where he sees differences in the duties of sound- and picture-editing assistants). But Kerner conveys a clear overview of sound editing’s role in helping a film graduate from the film editor’s room to the dubbing stage.

— ed.








  Appendix 2
Extended Note: A Case of Blackmail

Blackmail and Showboat both solved some of the problems inherent in rebuilding a silent film for sound, but each had innovated in a different way. In the U.K., retrofitting Blackmail for a sound version would require a radical approach to dialogue (which anticipated, but did not resemble, modern ADR.) Meanwhile in the U.S., Universal’s recording of music and sound would focus not on dialogue, but on the movements of actors and props.

Exploring the possibilities for spoken dialogue, Hitchcock seems to have more or less invented the idea of Group Walla for Blackmail’s crowd scenes, and was able to add some non-synch, “throwaway” dialogue in post-production where actors’ mouths were off-camera. Whether on camera or off, “throwaway dialogue” refers to lines not essential to the plot, a useful breed of talk for any movie or stage play: simply the sound of people talking. If not fully audible, it takes the form that Michel Chion would call causal sound, received by audiences as a sound effect. That is the theory. But considered in the context of actual stage and film performance, in film and sound editing and mixing, any simple boundaries between dialogue as text and dialogue as sound effect will be blurred by naturalistically flowing speech. That is the naturalism that is so appealing to fans of the directors Howard Hawks and Robert Altman.

Not surprisingly, shooting synch dialogue scenes from roughly 1927 – 1931 worked at the cost of visual flow, owing to the recording process (camera crew locked in an immobile “sweatbox”) condemning movies to the paralyzed state that distinguishes “Talking Pictures” or “Photoplays” from the visually fluid art of silent cinema. Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and The Artist (2011) exploit the history of this problem in their dramatic plots.

Blackmail also carries a few ham-fisted sound effects, but the bigger story here is about Principal Dialogue. Hitchcock famously had to replace the leading lady’s voice. In an industry that had as yet not invented Looping, the director would have had to shoot the entire movie again with another actress. The Czech-Polish star Anny Ondra was on camera in nearly every shot, potentially speaking English with a thick accent. 2 But the character needed to sound like someone who had never been out of London, an adolescent who lived with her parents above their tobacco shop. The director’s people devised a scheme for shooting the necessary new synch sound scenes: They would record a British actress (Joan Barry) on a live microphone, on the set and out of frame, while Ondra would mime her lines on camera. To their great credit, the collaborating actresses had rehearsed well enough to give the impression of live synch. It worked!






  Appendix 3
Personal Note: In Combat with E.T.

In 1993, Malice was in the pre-dubbing stage with Elliot Tyson working the FX, BG’s, and Foley. Harold Becker 3 the director was best known for the well-regarded crime drama Sea of Love (1989). Malice was an equally effective suspense thriller, and our crew was eager to handle the myriad sound editing details for such a starkly realistic drama. Becker had to be in New York to begin shooting again with Al Pacino, as we understood it. Consequently much of the pre-dub sound mixing would be supervised by the film editor, David Bretherton. It is not out of the ordinary for film editors to function as a busy director’s avatar on the dub stage. Post-sound people are quite used to that political protocol: The editor is frequently second-in-command for post. While Bretherton was indisputably one of the most esteemed and experienced film editors of the twentieth century, his cutting career spanned most of the 1950s, ‘60s, and ‘70s, wherein stereo mixing was reserved mostly for spectacles and musicals. Bretherton cut the iconic Cabaret (1972) for Bob Fosse and the action spectacle The Great Train Robbery (1978). Both were, predictably, stereo releases, but mon-aural dramas more aptly characterized Bretherton’s “old school” editing career.

By 1990, most of the people working in post-sound were members of the next two worker generations that followed Bretherton’s (namely, “Boomers” and “Gen-Xers”) and had fully embraced the new workflows necessary to build the complex layers of modern soundtracks. In the spirit of professional protocol, and with deep and genuine appreciation of the elder Bretherton’s place in the history of film, the author suppressed his prejudicial inclination to regard the editor’s relationship with modern movie soundtracks (and their complexities of production) as antediluvian. Elliot Tyson must have been as frustrated as the author by Bretherton’s perseverating attempts to thin out the rich layers of contemporary background effects our crew had painstakingly constructed and which Tyson had artfully premixed. Aaron Sorkin’s screenplay called for a variety of contemporary New England locations: a rocky, melodramatic ocean coastline; a Cambridge campus; a Boston exurban town where Bill Pullman and Nicole Kidman were restoring their Victorian; a sleazy apartment where the brilliant Anne Bancroft created a character we see drinking herself to death; and a great number of hospital interiors, including gritty operating room scenes for Alec Baldwin’s surgeon character to perform. Everyone but Bretherton seemed to think our pre-dubbed sonic environments sounded great. Under his misguided direction, and with Tyson’s and our own dutiful cooperation, we removed most of these sonic layers. Naturally, when Becker returned to Hollywood and heard the results, we had to re-mix all the life back into it.

Bretherton had given a note in one of our spotting sessions for the Foley footsteps in a hospital location: have the female nurses wearing high heels, and that the hospital floor should sound like marble. Bretherton was in love, one concluded, with the sound that walking ladies often make in movie scenes, such as bank lobbies or train stations, when the Foley artist records a walk in heels on a hard surface, and the mixers add some reverb. This bit of sonic fetishism would have been quite easy to achieve; but rational people understand that a nurse works her 18-hour day in comfortable sneakers on a floor of nondescript linoleum. Vanessa Ament, in her role as Supervising Foley Artist, received this spotting note with a full belly-laugh, and then set about doing the cues properly. We did, however, contrive a short cue in the style of Bretherton’s ear fantasy. As Supervising Sound Editor, the author presented that cue on Elliot Tyson’s cue sheets under the cautionary banner “Optional With Extreme Prejudice!” (Ament and her crew had already recorded and edited the realistic “sneakers on lino” tracks for every nurse.) We had to explain to Mr. Bretherton exactly why we had contradicted his orders, in such a diplomatic way as to avoid humiliating him on the dub stage. (Tyson and I waited until only the three of us were present.) Ament and the author also made a circumspect decision not to tell this story in the Moviesound Newsletter. Save for sharing these frustrations, and the egg on our faces when our director auditioned Bretherton’s version of our mix, the entire sound crew treated Mr. Bretherton with the respect he had certainly earned by his distinguished career, and Elliot Tyson collaborated with class and dignity.

Ten years earlier, Tyson was pre-dubbing sound effects the author had cut for the gifted David Yewdall, who was supervising Christine (1983) for John Carpenter. There is a glorious scene where, after being beaten to within a spark plug of her life by pugnacious bullies, the protagonist muscle-car begins slowly to perform her own mechanical repairs and extensive body work. Steven King’s supernatural and absurdly funny vision was achieved for the camera by a series of ingenious practical visual effects. The car was able to bang out her dents, rebolt her loosened joint structure, and unbreak her windows and mirrors. These extraordinary visuals were a candy store of possibilities for a sound editor. The author’s painstakingly edited sound effects were to play to these images while the music track would hypnotize audiences with the sexy Harlem Nocturne, played in its hit cover version (1959) by The Viscounts.

When Tyson called the cutting rooms from his dub stage, we were anticipating a flood of gushing compliments for our brilliant work. Instead, he told us that every one of the nearly hundreds of little sound pieces were out of synch. He asked if we were perpetrating a practical joke with this presentation, that seemingly none of the metal creaks and glass crunches and twisting what-nots in our numerous cut tracks made any sense at all. Then we thought perhaps Tyson was proffering a practical joke to us from his end. But it turned out that the mechanical connecting-nut between our Moviola’s picture head and the mechanical feet-and-frame counter was broken, and not latching properly at all. We really should have noticed, but that is a strangely rare mechanical problem. Every individual piece of the sequence’s edited mag film had, as a consequence, its synchronous footage mis-marked during the editing process by the author. These bits and pieces of sound (presumably designed with unimpeachable artistry and intelligence) were then assembled onto various 1000’ sound unit reels by assistants, properly, professionally, and precisely built, but all in the wrong place. Tyson patiently put that reel on the back burner while the author labored for many hours in the change room, re-synching every piece with newly-accurate frame and footage counts. There was a good deal of affectionate teasing over this event for years. Tyson was never negative or the least bit mean-spirited, and consistently fun to work with.






  Appendix 4
Extended Note: Auteur or Hauteur?





The auteur theory has been misused and misunderstood by film fans for the entire life of the Baby Boomer generation, when it began in critical writing. The modern film school (taught largely by “Baby Boomers” and by “Generation Xers”) has allowed this once-radical idea to ossify into dogma, which ought to be challenged. Readers should not have to endure another tiresome explanation of the theory written by us “Boomers.” So, enough, already! Consider a view of that theory from a much younger (Millennial Generation) scholar, who earned a Master of Fine Arts in 2015, and who explores her special interest in studies of environmental sound, film theory, and social change through entertainment.

— DS





The auteur theory is a construction of early film criticism first explored by the French film fans, later to be championed as filmmakers of La Nouvelle Vague. The idea of la politique des auteurs first appeared in François Truffaut’s essay “Une tendence certaine du cinema français,” which was a discussion of the “cinema of quality” and the influence that two screenwriters had on French post-war cinema and literary adaptations. His idea of a director who is an auteur is mentioned fleetingly in one paragraph in that text. The director as auteur is one who authors his or her own scripts, and has a distinctive voice akin to an author of literature. Alexandre Astruc, in “Du Stylo à la camera et de la camera au stylo,” describes the new wave of avant-garde cinema (also post-war) becoming as expressive a medium as literature, where the barrier between the screenwriter and director breaks down, with a director being given the freedom to also author his or her own text. These nascent ideas of the auteur theory both served to establish a means of discussing cinema that legitimized it as a form of high art, equal to that of painting, sculpture, and literature. It also provided a means for these men to describe, and make sense of, a shift happening within French cinema.

The definition of the auteur theory is vague and open to interpretation, allowing for extreme viewpoints that bear little resemblance to the musings of its French originators (critics who became practitioners). Modern critics, cineastes, and scholars risk forgetting that these thinkers were playing with ideas, and might adopt these texts and isolated phrases as gospel. In the common English vernacular today, the idea of auteur itself has translation problems. It is understood, not as a means of associating works of film with schools of fine art on the same level as those of painting and literature, but as a label that installs film directors onto pedestals of outsized importance. Such aggrandizement of directorial power overwhelms and excludes consideration of the work of an expansive team of collaborating professionals.

Writings by film practitioners on their craft are proportionally infrequent compared to the scores of articles and essays in scholarly film journals. Interviews with directors are some of the most illuminating and condemning of this idea of the auteur: that it is the director, and the director only, who influences the final outcome of a film. Even Ian Cameron, who was a proponent of a theory of directors, admits that a film is a unique text that upon completion becomes divorced from a director’s intentions. If this is true, how can a director be the only voice behind a film? Any practitioner will tell you that what goes into a film is the product of the convergence of collaboration and happenstance. And a good film is certainly greater than the sum of its parts.

John Ford, a filmmaker who came to prominence at the height of the Hollywood studio system (an assembly line method of film production), is often cited as an auteur, and this exemplifies the rift between the practitioner and the theoretician in the understanding of how a film is really made. Ford was under contract to a studio to do a job; whatever the genre, whatever the budget. Hollywood filmmaking was never about making art that expressed a director’s (or screenwriter’s) own viewpoint on grandiose themes of life. It was about making sure the job (a mass entertainment product) was completed on time and under budget. It is left to audiences and historians to delight in the artful way that each craft delivers and how a director combines them all.

To claim the director as the sole author of a film is to delegitimize the creativity of hundreds of other individuals. The reason that many people go into film work is exactly because it is so highly collaborative. Let us acknowledge directors with the skill to cultivate the most excellent results from high-performance teams, and let us remember that the best films are never made by only one person. There is a good reason why credits are so long.

—Marinna Guzy

(B.A., Environmental Studies, Vassar College; M.F.A., Sound Design, Savannah College of Art and Design)







  Appendix 5
The Whole SFX Catalogue


The Whole SFX Catalogue Pt.1 Published in August, 1989 (Vol I #6)




The Whole SFX Catalogue Pt.1

In the early days of film sound, the production mixer, who recorded sound on the set, ruled the show. He (I doubt there ever was a she) had tremendous influence on the staging of scenes: Actors had to play to the mikes the way the apes in 2001: A Space Odyssey played to the monolith, and the camera and operator were locked in a sweatbox, lest they make noise. The mixer’s power extended to post-production, where the original recording was often the only track in the final mix. The ‘Thirties saw directors becoming more comfortable with post-production sound. Citizen Kane was notable in its use of sound to liberate the image.

Fifty years later, serious moviegoers know that the secret sauce in imaginative soundtracks is made of sound effects. Where do they come from? Film sound editors come by them in many ways, and this series will try to give MSNL readers a sense of the varied paths sounds may take between tape recorder and final mix.

The most obvious source of sound effects is the original production track. Given the proper time and effort, nearly the whole track for a simple, naturalistic film might be constructed from production tapes. That means that mixer takes the trouble to record wild-track effects for things that make the wrong sound during production. For example, you might shoot dialogue for a car interior scene with the engine turned off, to keep the dialogue clean. This will require that the mixer commandeer the production vehicle, or some other car during free time (weekends?) to get a complete series of starts, interior driving-constants, ins, stops, etc. Similarly, while horses are rarely “turned off” in production, a complete horse series is invaluable to editing, yet rarely recorded. The horse series recorded nearly 20 years ago for Little Big Man remains the mainstay of most Hollywood libraries’ horse effects.

The same holds true for gunshots. The blanks fired in production (with mikes optimized for dialogue recording), sound bland and “poppy,” so are replaced by edited FX. If the actual production guns sound right, they can be “shot” (recorded) after the production wraps.

Probably the most important FX that should be shot during production are crowd sounds. They’re among the toughest to pull out of a library and match your picture. Trying to find the right combination of acoustics, crowd size, and emotion relating to the story is a difficult pursuit. Prerecorded crowds are hard to orchestrate to existing action in a movie.

Until the mid-Sixties, almost all top sound libraries could be found at major studios. Then, as the studio system dispersed, independent “sound shops” came into existence. Now the pattern is reversed, and the small companies compete to have the most up-to-date and complete libraries. (A small percentage of top films have their sound cut by studio crews, and they may supplement the studio library with independently owned FX.)

Professional libraries are composed of original recordings, trades with friendly competitors, ancient relics, and commercial libraries available to the public. In the next part of this series, I will talk about the large number of freshly recorded commercial sound libraries released on Compact Disc, and we’ll list those sources for you.

—LB

Larry Blake is the author and publisher of “Film Sound Today” and was recently the sound editor and rerecording mixer for “sex, lies, and videotape.”



Whole SFX Catalog Pt. 2 Published in October, 1989 (Vol I #7)






Whole SFX Catalog Pt. 2—Great CD Hunt In Which Larry Blake Continues His Quest for FX Libraries

In the last issue I wrote of the problems involved in the recording of sound effects for motion pictures. Given a choice, sound editors will always try to record a sound in a “one-off” manner. Not only will the editor insure that the recording is new and of high quality, but care can be taken to match the movie scene precisely, insofar as sync and microphone perspective are concerned.

But because one would never get a chance to record everything even in the best of circumstances, sound editors learn to rely on their libraries. The better post-production sound companies in Hollywood (and San Francisco, New York, etc.) pride themselves in hundreds of hours of neatly organized original recordings, supplemented only rarely by the odd sound effect from a commercially-available record or CD.

Indeed, the size of these post-production companies’ private libraries is due to the number of film jobs for which they recorded specific FX. Reusing their original FX (for another movie) is often preferable to a commercial recording, if only because commercial FX must be collected for their generic qualities. A private library can build its unique personality on the bizarre stuff—accidents, even—that no one would ever put out on a commercial library.

Nevertheless, this modus operandi is limited to large theatrical films, so many sound editors must rely on store-bought effects to make a large percentage of their tracks. Quality varies greatly from library to library, and while some can be carbon-dated by their optical-track noise, others are as good as any original Nagra or DAT recording.

The user has to determine whether the technical quality or the choice and texture of the effect is most important. One of the biggest problems with using CD sounds is the inability to quickly audition them at half-speed or reversed; such techniques are essential to top-notch sound effects layering. (Known in some quarters as “sound design,” a phrase that I find more than a tad pretentious. But that’s another discussion.)

One of the best qualities of the good commercial sound FX libraries (nowadays virtually synonymous with “CD FX Libraries”) is that they are a great bargain. If one only uses them infrequently, but those rare occasions are at 3 a.m., when you have to have an effect on the dub stage at 9, then the investment will pay itself off immediately.

If you compare the cost of a single FX CD (usually no more than $50.00 each) to the cost of going out and recording the same material, possibly equipment rental, plus the editing and logging time, you have a serious bargain. Some of the CD’s have about 100 FX apiece, so a library set gives you lots of choices. If I were to start a post-production sound company tomorrow, I’d go out and buy everything I could find. After that, true to my original thesis, I’d record as many new effects as possible, secure that I had cost-effective backup available on disc.


Note: Most of the libraries listed below make a catalogue and demo CD available at little or no charge. Take advantage of these offers to see which library best suits your needs.


—LB




This list of addresses and phone numbers was published in the newsletter nearly thirty years before this book. Consequently, readers are advised that these appear in the spirit of an archive. Most of them will have been changed or made obsolete.






Bainbridge PO Box 8248 Van Nuys, CA 91409—3 CD’s

BBC Records and Tapes Room C231 Woodlands, 880 Wood Lane, London W120TT (01) 576-0602—18 CD’s

Delta Music GMBH 5050 Frechen 4 Stuttgart, West Germany—2 CD’s

DeWolfe Music Library’s FX 25 W. 45th St. NYC, NY 10036 (212) 382 – 0220, (800) 221 – 6713—7 FX CD’s from long-established supplier of commercial music

Elektra Records 9229 Sunset Blvd. Los Angeles, CA 90069—3 CD’s (Many recorded by sound editor and friend of MSNL Jim “Digital” Christopher). Elektra will make a custom set for non-commercial users, directly from their masters. Write Warner Special Products 111 Hollywood Way Burbank, CA 91505

FirstCom Broadcast Services, Inc. Robert Jenkins/Jim Long l3747 Montfort Drive #220 Dallas, TX 75240—(214) 934 – 2222—23 CD’s

Gateway RTV Sales PO Box 29007 Fort Lauderdale FL 33329—4 CD’s

Hanna-Barbera Productions 3400 Cahuenga Blvd West, Los Angeles, CA 90068—2 CD’s

The Hollywood Edge 7060 Hollywood Blvd. Ste. 711, Hollywood, CA 90028 (213) 463 – 3855—10 CD’s, a city FX collection. More coming.

Network Production Music, Inc. 16935 W. Bernard Drive #100 San Diego, CA 92127 (619) 451 – 6400, (800) 854 – 2075—47 (count ‘em) CD’s

The Producers Sound Effects Library 8033 Sunset Blvd, Ste. 289 L.A., CA 90046 (818) 707 – 3397

Sonic Boon-Dorsey Productions, Inc. 2453 East Virginia Ave. Anaheim, CA 92806 (714) 535 – 3344 Just released their Dynamic Range library of 600 digitally-recorded all gun FX. Product emphasizes effective and dramatic sound, bypassing realism by custom-recording for bigger-than-life style. Comes on DAT or Optical Disk for use with Synclavier. CD sets coming soon. DAT demo for $20 (credited to purchase of set)

Sound FX—The Library Associated Production Music 6255 Sunset Blvd. Hollywood, CA. 90028 (213) 461 – 3211—40 CD’s in a very impressive package, including mic. technique notes.

Sound Ideas Sound Effects Library 105 W. Beaver Creek Rd #4 Richmond Ontario CAN L4B 106 (416) 977 – 0512, (800) 387 – 3030—67 CD’s in four sets

27th Dimension, Inc. Rex Bell PO Box 1149 Okeechobee FL 34973 – 1149 (813) 763 – 4107 (800) 634-0091—10 CD’s

Thomas J. Valentino, Inc. 151 W. 46th St. New York, NY 10036 (212) 869 – 5210, (800) 223 – 6278—28 CD’s




Larry Blake is the author and publisher of “Film Sound Today” and was sound editor and rerecording mixer for “sex, lies, and videotape.”


(ed. Note: Off-speed and reverse direction have always been catalysts for creativity in sound work. Quick auditioning of digital samples in those modes is greatly to be desired in making “designer” FX. … But what about this “Sound Designer” title? MSNL wants to know if readers feel it’s an appropriate title for people in this field. There’s a tradition of that title used in Broadway stage audio … but film work has very different concerns. Take a look at the October issue of American Film and write us with your opinions.)








  Appendix 6
Laser Discs as Transition and The Couch Potato’s Guide to Laser Sound

One theme of Hollywood Sound Design and Moviesound Newsletter is the analytical lens of transition from analog to digital techniques in making film sound. The laser disc was a bridge medium for the film consumer’s home viewing, between videotape (analog) and DVD (digital). Laser discs provided the affluent consumer with movies at home, and prompted many to improvise the first arrangements of what are marketed today as “home theaters.” The discs provided better video quality than existing VHS and Beta videocassettes, though it was still an analog video playback format. The new technology provided consumers with nearly instant random access to slow motion, and to scenes and chapters, impossible with linear media such as tape. Random access later was a big factor in the remarkable popularity of DVDs, and to the success of recording on non-tape media, such as the hard disc and flash drive recorders now in wide use by film production mixers. Laser discs offered the possibility of digital sound, a marked improvement over tape cassette audio. Some releases (not always) offered the opportunity to decode its digital soundtracks into 5.1 channels of very movie theater-like audio. To review this evolution under a generational lens, the 1950s saw the aging World War II generation as the first Hi-Fi/Stereo enthusiasts. Their Baby Boomer sons and daughters, as music fans in the 1960s, pushed the quality limits of their analog music playback systems. By the ‘80s and ‘90s, those young adults did more of the same, adding in video playback and occasionally multichannel digital sound.

But just because consumers could buy their own copy of a film printed with a digital soundtrack on laser disc, readers should not assume that such tracks were created digitally. Most film soundtracks were crafted with analog equipment, and granting that the best people in the film industry were striving to perfect and improve that analog sound, those soundtracks never saw the world of ones and zeros until they were later mastered for laser disc release. In short, these were digital copies of some of the best analog sound Hollywood had produced.

Workers contributing to the establishment of new techniques consistently attempt to refine their product to the best possible state in its old form, before that form is subsumed by a technological revolution; that revolution may even result in the obsolescence of their crafts, and even the end of their careers.
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The Couch Potato’s Guide to Lasersound

Beginning this month, we offer a listing of currently available discs that display superior audio quality. We will be going through the existing catalogue label-by-label. While it would be even more useful to provide comments on the quality of video transfer and supplementary programming, we’ll leave that to the other fine journals that specialize in video.

This directory is by no means complete or definitive: it’s an index of recommendations, and we endorse only those discs with exceptional sound quality. For example, the Criterion edition of The Producers has one of the best video transfers ever done, but the analog soundtrack, while very good, is not a dramatic asset to the viewing experience. Paramount’s Seven Days in May, on the other hand, has an analog track that could not be improved with any digital treatment, and therefore is quite noteworthy.

If your favorite film is not on our list that does not mean the disc is inferior. If you are new to the format and have only recently acquired your first laser disc player, we suggest using this guide to familiarize yourself with the best the medium has to offer.

We welcome your additions and comments but reserve the right to publish our own opinion. This issue, we are off and running with CBS/Fox, RCA/Columbia, and Saul Zaentz Co. releases. These are currently available for rent or purchase at your local retailer.

—George Simpson



Key to Comments




	AS = Superior analog sound

	DS = Impressive digital sound

	SS = Knockout surround sound

	** = Good demo disc to impress your friends

	ST = Stereo, indicated where it might not be obvious








CBS/FOX VIDEO



Fox has a checkered history with regard to its pressings. Most notable is a maddening tendency to announce releases, then deliver them as much as a year later than promised. These are most of their admirable successes:






 




	Abyss, The
	DS, SS,**



	Alien Nation
	DS, SS



	Aliens
	DS, SS,**



	All That Jazz
	DS



	Blue Max, The
	DS



	Diary of Anne Frank, The
	DS, SS,**



	Die Hard
	DS, SS,**



	Empire Strikes Back, The
	DS, SS,**



	Fly, The (remake)
	DS, SS



	Guys and Dolls
	DS



	Longest Day, The
	DS, SS



	Oklahoma
	DS



	Patton
	DS, SS,**



	Predator
	DS, SS,**



	Ran
	AS



	Sound of Music, The
	DS



	South Pacific
	DS



	Star Wars
	DS, SS,**



	Stormy Weather
	DS











And just to demonstrate the other side of the coin, these are some of the CBS/Fox duds:






 




	All About Eve:
	Very muddy audio



	Day the Earth Stood Still, The:
	Phony stereo



	Journey to the Center of the Earth:
	Reversed stereo



	Quiet Earth, The:
	Some copies had no digital audio, side l



	Room With A View:
	Weak stereo



	There’s No Business Like Show Business:
	Side 1 not stereo



	Zardoz:
	Side 1 no left channel & no surround














RCA/COLUMBIA HOME VIDEO





Another outfit with an erratic history. Only lately has Columbia begun to show some real concern for the video connoisseurs who make up the purchasing base in laser discs. Their deal with Voyager to produce Criterion editions of some of their best pictures has resulted in a few commendable releases (Ghostbusters and Lawrence of Arabia,) but the product under their own label is not yet a guarantee of quality. Sadly, these are the only titles we could list without cringing:






 




	Adventures of Baron Munchausen, The
	DS, SS,**



	Ghostbusters II
	DS, SS



	Lawrence of Arabia (Col’s own issue)
	DS, SS,**



	Natural, The
	AS



	Professionals, The
	AS



	Willow
	DS, SS











Note: also see a very revealing and joyfully muckraking article in the Spring 1990 issue of The Perfect Vision that deals with the incredible confusion in the corporate halls of RCA/Columbia. It confirms what laser buffs have long suspected: them guys don’t know what the heck they’re doing!




SAUL ZAENTZ COMPANY HOME VIDEO



Obviously a company limited by its teensy library. Amadeus could stand a better transfer and should be wide screen as well.





 




	Amadeus
	DS, SS



	One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest
	DS









Next issue. Voyager’s Criterion Collection… The Good, the Bad, and the Why In The World Did They Do That? In future issues: MCA, MGM/UA, Warner, Image, etc. Nobody will be left out, and if you can’t find something worth listening to in our Guide, turn in your ears.

—GS
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The Couch Potato’s Guide to Lasersound

Continuing this month, our listing of currently available laser discs offering superior audio quality. This issue we explore Voyager’s Criterion Collection, which has for some time enjoyed a reputation as the Rolls Royce of laser discs. Again we remind you that this directory is not definitive: it’s an index of recommendations.




CRITERION COLLECTION/VOYAGER COMPANY







 




	Blade Runner
	DS, SS,**



	Casablanca
	DS



	Five Easy Pieces
	DS



	For All Mankind
	DS, SS,**



	Forbidden Planet
	DS



	Ghostbusters
	DS, SS,**



	Graduate, The
	DS



	Hard Day’s Night, A
	DS, Stereo songs



	Help!
	DS



	It’s A Wonderful Life
	AS



	Killing, The
	AS



	Lady Vanishes, The
	AS



	La Strada
	AS, Bilingual



	L’Avventura
	DS



	Lawrence of Arabia
	DS, SS,**



	Magnificent Ambersons, The
	AS



	Night at the Opera, A
	AS



	Night of the Hunter, The
	AS



	North by Northwest
	AS



	Notorious
	DS



	Paths of Glory
	AS



	Princess Bride, The
	DS, SS



	sex, lies, and videotape
	DS, SS



	Shoot the Piano Player
	AS, Bilingual



	Showboat
	DS



	Singin’ in the Rain
	DS



	Some Like it Hot
	DS



	2001: A Space Odyssey
	DS, SS,**



	Voyager Gallery Space Disc
	DS, SS



	West Side Story
	DS, SS,**



	Wizard of Oz, The
	DS



	Yojimbo
	DS












CRITERION AUDIO DUDS



Adventures of Robin Hood, The: Would be great, but the dialogue level is lower than the music and effects. Note that we have only checked the original CAV version. New pressings in CAV and CLV have recently been issued and the problem may have been corrected. Investigate before buying.

King Kong: In both CAV and CLV editions, neither has the clear audio available on the old RKO VHS tape.

Twelve Angry Men: Analog track plagued with level drops. Should be withdrawn and redone.

Zulu: Great video transfer, excellent monaural digital sound, but this was a Super Technirama 70 release in 1964, so why couldn’t Criterion locate a stereo audio master?

Overall, the Criterion folks deliver an exceptional product, taking particular care with their video transfers, which are not at issue in this column. The audio “duds” that we grouse about are mistakes that a collector-oriented company should have avoided. But with more than 70 productions to their credit so far, Criterion’s dud ratio is the lowest in the field.

In late July, look for new releases Taxi Driver, Mon Oncle, and King of Hearts. In the meantime, we highly recommend the sonic splendors of Blade Runner, For All Mankind, Ghostbusters, A Hard Day’s Night, Lawrence of Arabia, 2001, and West Side Story.

—GS
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Continuing our listing of currently available laser discs offering superior audio quality, the MCA library maintains a consistent level of excellence and reasonable pricing, though lately they have slowed release of older titles to the rate of three or four per year. This is bad for fans of The Mummy’s Curse, The Incredible Shrinking Man, or The Shakiest Gun in the West (you know who you are), none of which are foreseeably scheduled.

Most of MCA’s older films are not released in Digital Sound, but Universal has kept its audio masters in good condition, so pictures like Psycho and The Mummy won’t benefit much from digital processing. Again we remind you that this directory is not definitive: it’s an index of recommendations.




MCA HOME VIDEO







 




	American Graffiti
	AS, ST



	An American Tail
	DS, SS,**



	Back to the Future
	AS, SS,**



	Back to the Future II
	DS, SS,**



	Born on the Fourth of July
	DS, SS,**



	Bride of Frankenstein
	AS



	Burbs, The
	DS, SS,**



	Cry Freedom
	DS, ST



	Do the Right Thing
	DS, SS,**



	E.T., the Extraterrestrial (CAV)
	DS, SS,**



	Frankenstein
	AS



	Frenzy
	AS



	Glenn Miller Story, The
	AS, ST



	Harry and the Hendersons
	DS, ST



	Jesus Christ Superstar
	DS, SS,**



	Land Before Time, The
	DS, SS



	Last Temptation of Christ, The
	DS, SS



	Man Who Knew Too Much, The
	AS



	Midnight Run
	DS, SS,**



	Milagro Beanfield War, The
	DS, SS,**



	Moon Over Parador
	DS, SS,**



	Mummy, The
	AS



	Napoleon
	DS, ST



	National Lampoon’s Animal House
	DS



	Out of Africa
	DS, SS,**



	Psycho
	AS



	Spartacus
	AS, SS



	Streets of Fire
	AS, SS,**



	Thing, The
	AS, ST



	Tremors
	DS, SS,**



	Uncle Buck
	DS, SS,**



	Wolf Man, The
	AS












NOTES ON MCA RELEASES



E.T. is available in a CLV edition with excellent audio and a mediocre transfer, and a collector’s CAV boxed edition with a better pressing but with the right and left audio channels reversed, a little bonus for which MCA has taken considerable heat. It’s easily dealt with by switching the right/left audio leads from the disc player to your audio system. But if your wiring is tucked away in a closet, phone home.

Field of Dreams— same as E.T.— reversed audio

Streets of Fire, even without digital processing, makes an excellent demo disc with powerful analog stereo surround.

Back to the Future II, best demo disc in MCA’s library, superb video transfer, powerful digital audio with great surround effects.

Out of Africa, also a fine demo, with wonderful atmospheric surround effects and some careful detail work. The transfer is soft; it needs to be letterboxed.

—GS
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This month’s installment would have been on Republic Home Video but, after reviewing their product, we have to report that their audio is nothing to write home about. On the evidence, they have made no effort to clean up old optical tracks. While Republic’s version of It’s a Wonderful Life clearly exhibits the best video transfer of four different versions on the market, the audio is unbearable.

Republic has plunged into laser disc production in a big way. How a small operation like this has managed to keep its negatives in such great shape when the big studios let theirs turn to garbage is one of the great mysteries of the last fifty years. They have already released The Enforcer, Force of Evil, Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye, Blood on the Sun, two compilations of Betty Boop cartoons and the best transfers yet of Angel and the Bad Man, Gulliver’s Travels, and Hoppity Goes to Town. Beware the new Popeye compilation from 16mm dogmeat prints.

Also recently released are four Sherlock Holmes features with Basil Rathbone and Nigel Bruce. They appear to have been mastered from inferior dupes, possibly 16mm prints. All four are public domain titles—Dressed to Kill, Sherlock Holmes and the Secret Weapon, The Woman in Green and Terror by Night. They were originally produced by Universal and the negatives have not been made available for this release.

Republic’s most exceptional offerings are their serials, cliffhanger chapter plays from the mid-1930’s onward, ideally suited to the random access flexibility of laser discs. Republic has already released many of these on tape, and most may eventually make it to disc, where the added quality and convenience makes a striking difference. Each serial is chapter-encoded, allowing the viewer to watch one episode a night and chapter-skip to the next one. All serials are bargain-priced and great fun for adults who still wear their secret decoder rings, though of little interest to today’s kids, who are more attuned to the likes of Robocop and Batman.

Most of the serials, including The Adventures of Captain Marvel, G-Men vs. The Black Dragon, and Undersea Kingdom, have been transferred from nearly immaculate original negatives. The audio is often a victim of cheap original recording techniques and is nothing to calibrate one’s system by. But the use of sound effects, particularly in Undersea Kingdom and S.O.S. Coast Guard, is worth a listen, just to find out what bottom-of-the-barrel creativity is all about.

Zorro’s Fighting Legion has one of the great drop-dead sound effects of all time, the Monty Python-esque “dwoink” of Don del Oro’s death-dealing arrow, used of course in all twelve “thrilling” episodes.

For added enjoyment, check out The Painted Stallion (which has a slightly more sophisticated arrow dwoink), Robinson Crusoe of Clipper Island and Zorro’s Black Whip. If you gotta own only one, MSNL recommends Undersea Kingdom, in which Ray “Crash” Corrigan journeys in an atomic submarine to the undersea kingdom of Atlantis and battles the evil minions of warlord Unga Khan. They got chariots, secret caves, silly costumes, a futuristic tank … the eclectic anachronisms abound, o believers.

Warner Home Video seems dedicated to re-doing much of its earlier disc product. They recently released a 5-disc boxed set titled The James Dean Collection, which includes re-mastered CLV letterboxed editions of East of Eden and Rebel Without a Cause, plus a new transfer of Giant and the full-length documentary, James Dean Remembered.

The two letterboxed films have original 4-channel stereo soundtracks. Giant is mono, as is the documentary. Giant is, in fact, the only disappointment in the package. While it has a better transfer and audio than the old disc, awful things have happened to the print source: it is streaked with white negative scratches.

Twilight Zone: the Movie and Dirty Harry (Warner, Fullscreen, Digital Sound). These are two more in Warner’s re-mastering program. Twilight Zone shows very definite improvements: the picture has far less grain than the old version, and the digital stereo track is an amazing enhancement. The Joe Dante segment, about a little boy who can banish uncooperative family members to a terrifying place called Cartoon-land, is filled with snazzy reworked classic cartoon sound effects. It’s the movie equivalent of Will Elder’s eclectic background references in the old MAD comics.

Dirty Harry has acquired a vast upgrade in picture quality (though not letter-boxed) that actually makes one forget it was made in an era of sub-standard negative emulsions. The Digital track, however, is no longer mono: it’s one of those partly successful reprocessed jobs, someone made the attempt to swing dialogue in the early reels then apparently gave up later on. It’s acceptable but should be displayed as an example of how not to mess with a good track. Trivia note: in this movie, whose giant .44 magnum pistol had a distinctive gunshot that producers insisted all sound editors imitate for years afterward?

Auntie Mame (Warner, Letterboxed, Color, Mono, Digital Sound). One of the great tragedies with Warner is that some years ago they junked or reclaimed most of their stereo masters. So, we don’t get Auntie Mame or a lot of other Warner shows in stereo. Too bad. The mono track on this one is generally very sharp and has that typical Warner quality of almost over-modulated dialogue, which gets especially deadly with Roz Russell’s shout-‘em-down delivery. The track has a tendency to dip and muffle occasionally. How that was accomplished we don’t know. But it doesn’t really hurt; it just keeps this disc out of the demo category.

The video transfer is stunning: rich, clear, colorful and fun to watch. The letter-boxing is wide with no shimmering, no resolution problems, none of the usual anomalies of letterboxing. The most remarkable thing is that this show was shot in Technirama, which was the anamorphic version of the VistaVision process. So why is it that Auntie Mame looks brilliant, while all of Paramount’s VistaVision films look soft and washed-out? If ‘Fifties stagebound comedy is your idea of a party, then come on up to Mameys. Bring your own hat.

Gremlins and Gremlins 2 (Warner, Matted, Digital Stereo Surround). The original Gremlins was a popular demo disc when it came out, but is far surpassed by Warner’s re-mastered version. We hesitate in calling it widescreen: let’s just say it’s matted. But both the video transfer and the digital audio are stunning. As one other reviewer pointed out, he never realized the film had so many colors. This one is an excellent argument for re-mastering.

The companion release, this year’s sequel, Gremlins 2, looks and sounds equally as good and overall is even funnier. MSNL editors worked on it, so we won’t blow our horns too loud here, but we would like to point out that both Gremmie movies are Joe Dante epics and both are shot through with neat little sound jokes (just like we mentioned up above with Twilight Zone: the Movie). Check them out with your multi-million dollar home surround system cranked up. And then enter our contest to see who can spot the greatest number of sound gags.

Collectors note: the laser disc of Gremlins 2 is the original theatrical version with the Hulk Hogan movie-house gag intact. The VHS tape version replaces the Hulkster with a custom home video gag. Collectors will certainly want to own both. Hey, how’s that for an evening of fun?

—GS
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The latest in our continuing service to the laser disc audio enthusiast, our listing of currently available discs offering superior audio quality. This issue we cover the MGM/UA output, notable mostly for its huge selection of re-mastered oldies. Again we remind you this directory is not definitive: it’s an index of recommendations.

—GS




MGM/UA HOME VIDEO







 




	Adventures of Don Juan
	DS



	Alamo, The
	DS,**



	All Dogs Go To Heaven
	DS



	Ben-Hur
	DS, SS



	Black Stallion, The
	DS, SS



	Boy Friend, The
	DS



	Bridge Too Far, A
	DS, SS



	Dancing Lady/Roberta
	DS



	Diamonds are Forever
	DS



	Dirty Dozen, The
	DS



	Doctor Zhivago
	DS



	Dr. No
	AS



	Fiddler on the Roof
	DS



	For Your Eyes Only
	DS



	From Russia with Love
	AS



	Gigi
	DS



	Goldfinger
	AS



	Gone with the Wind (50th Anniversary Edition)
	DS



	Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, The
	DS



	Great Escape, The
	DS



	Hallelujah Trail, The
	DS, SS,**



	Hawaii (Chace reprocessed stereo)
	DS



	Home from the Hill
	DS



	How the West Was Won
	DS, SS



	Ice Station Zebra (audio problem s. 1)
	DS



	Judgment at Nuremburg
	AS



	Kelly’s Heroes
	DS



	Khartoum
	DS



	King of Kings (new LB)
	DS



	Knights of the Round Table
	DS



	Logan’s Run
	DS



	Love Me or Leave Me
	DS



	Lust for Life
	DS



	Making of a Legend, The: GWTW
	DS



	Maltese Falcon, The
	AS



	Moon raker
	DS



	Mutiny on the Bounty (1962)
	DS, SS



	Octopussy
	DS,**



	On Her Majesty’s Secret Service
	DS,**



	Poltergeist
	DS



	Quigley Down Under
	DS, SS,**



	Rain Man
	DS



	Ride the High Country
	DS



	Rocky
	DS



	Runaway Train
	DS



	Sea Hawk, The
	DS



	Secret of NIMH, The
	DS



	Seven Brides for Seven Brothers
	DS



	Silk Stockings
	DS



	Singin’ in the Rain
	DS



	Spaceballs
	DS



	Spy Who Loved Me, The
	DS



	Sweet Smell of Success
	AS



	That’s Entertainment
	DS



	Thunderball
	DS



	Till the Clouds Roll By
	DS



	Treasure of the Sierra Madre
	AS



	2010
	DS



	Victor, Victoria
	DS



	View to a Kill, A
	DS



	Words and Music
	DS



	Yankee Doodle Dandy
	DS



	Yellow Submarine
	DS



	You Only Live Twice
	DS













Footnote Dep’t


In last issue’s interview with rerecording mixer Elliot Tyson, Mr. T commented that us laser disc couch potatoes watch his product in our living rooms while splayed on our sofas munching bologna sandwiches. This column would like to remind Mr. T that we C.P.’s are strictly a high-end bunch. We nosh caviar and cream cheese and the occasional quiche, but never bologna.

—GS





Notes

1. While the authors of Hearing the Movies— Buhler, J., Neumeyer, D. and Deemer, R. (2010 and 2015). Hearing the Movies, Music and Sound in Film History. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.—have gone to some trouble to distinguish the different effects of music/sound and FX/sound, future Sound Studies scholars must be wary: While examining music and FX under a critical microscope, the two strands may become as hopelessly entangled as the wires on a pair of ear buds. The utilitarian view of movie sound workers more distinctly allows that, while all music is sound, not all sound is music.

2. Hitchcock apparently had figured out that he would have to replace her voice, but ordered a sound screen test anyway, probably only as a courtesy to Ms. Ondra and her management people. This popular You Tube clip of the test exhibits how nonchalant he was regarding the necessity of testing Ondra’s voice. More amusing still is the hellion side of the 29 year-old Hitchcock, as he makes a dirty joke out of her position under the boom microphone. Stop reading and take a laugh break. www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Z8mSwzSQQk

3. not Howard Becker, the sociologist.
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Angry Red Planet, The 92

Animaniacs 7

Apocalypse Now 189, 237, 326

Appel, C.J. 326

Archive Protection Project 142

Around the World in 80. Days 51, 106; discrete stereophonic sound, addition 100; production-recording 88–9; screening 88–9; 35mm version 93

art-business-technology triangle, application 58–9

artistic goals 236

Artist, The 339

Art of the Sound Effects Editor, The (Kerner) 337

Ashfield film labs 72

Asman, Bub 171

Astruc, Alexandre 344

Atmos 233

Attenborough, Richard 192

Aubrey, Kim 251

Audience is Squirming 281

Audioframe stations, usage 250

Audiophilia 21

audio restoration 213

Auntie Mame 93, 358–9

aural grammar 163–4

auteurism 104

auteur theory 332, 344; definition 344–5; focus 104

automated dialogue replacement (ADR) 3, 64, 68, 274; editors, crew addition 269; production, integration 211; requirement, avoidance 50; tracks, processing 176; voice actors, off-stage lines 175



background (BG) sound effects 3, 175–6; low end effects 200; mixing/editing 179; usage 91

Back to the Future (BTTF) 68; ride 31; trilogy 27, 185, 355, 356

backward recording 116

Badame, Bob (photograph) 85

Baez, Joan 182

Bainbridge 348

Balsam, Martin 8

Bancroft, Anne 341

B and B Sound 322

barcode-like patterns 150

Barrett, Rona 284

Barron, Louis/Bebe 11

Barry, Joan 340

Barry, John 9

Bartlett, Ron 118

Bartone, Jeffrey 296

Barton Fink 183

Basic Instinct (sonic character, enhancement) 284

Bassman, Don 320

Batman 296

Batman Returns 21, 34, 236; Dolby SR-D format 241–2; soundtrack 284; Split-Surrounds 241–2

BBC Records and Tapes 348

Beard, Terry 225

Bear, The 171–4

Beaumont, Harry 100

Beauty and the Beast 217; laser disc release 220, 222–3; sound 35; soundtrack 284

Becker, Harold 341

Becker, Howard 104

Beeman, Greg 198

Beetlejuice 9, 83, 105

Behlmer, Anna 140

Being John Malkovich 15

Bell Labs, 24. fps usage 90

Bellson, Louis 325

Belton, John 98, 164, 337

Benavente, Mike 118

Ben-Hur 51, 177–9, 301, 359; discrete stereophonic sound, addition 100

Bennett, Earl 15

Bennett, Harve 118

Berger, Ken 322

Berkos, Peter 69, 210

Berle, Milton 278

Berndt, George 49

Bernhard, Brendan 258–9

Bernstein, Leonard 264

Best Little Whorehouse in Texas, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Betty Boop cartoons 357

Beverly Hills Cop III 156, 326

bibliographies 307–8

Big 243

Big Country, The 93; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Bird 182, 326; sound quality 163

Bird of Prey 114, 115

Birnbaum, Elisha 258

Birth of a Nation 215–16

Black Cauldron, The 237

Blackmail 217, 339

Black, Shane 37

Black Stallion, The 69, 323, 324, 360

Black Stockings 148

Blade Runner 354, 355

Blade Runner-the Director’s Cut 210; laser disc edition 211–12

Blake, Larry 75, 96, 237, 288, 295, 307, 326; answers 310–11; responses, introduction 308

Blood on the Sun 357

Blown Away 153, 156

Blowout 71

Blow-Up 200

Bluelight Sound 65

Blue Max, The 352; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Blue Planet 58, 59, 122

Blues Brothers, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Blue Velvet 323, 324

Bobo, The 144, 149

Bodyguard, The 99

Body Heat 243

Boekelhide, Jay 69

Bolt, Robert 112

Bonner, John 147–8, 324

boom channels, usage 99

Boorman, John 185

Boorstin, Anna 52

Borden, Destiny (photographs) 164, 315, 318

Borders, Gloria 58

Born on the Fourth of July 182, 189, 355

Botnick, Bruce 181, 270

Bounty Hunter 146

Bourdieu, Pierre 23

Boy Friend, The 360; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Brady Bunch Movie, The 326

Bragg, Herbert 97

Brainstorm 326

Bram, Marty 326

Bram Stoker’s Dracula 21, 50, 54, 193; digital editing 250–3; laser disc release 220–1; six-track Dolby SR masters 221; visual/aural stimulation 250

Brave New World 265

Brave One, The 51; 4-Trk Stereo Film 85, 90–2; one-sheet advertising 91; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Breathing Fire 86

Bretherton, David 341–2

Bride of Frankenstein 356

Bridges of Madison County, The 326

Bridge Too Far, A 360

Brimmer, Steve 43, 169

Broadcast Music Incorporated (BMI) 53

Broadway 20

Broken Rainbow 324

Brooks, Albert 71–3, 193

Brooks, James 72

Brownlow, Kevin 89–90

Bruce, Nigel 357

Budd, George 115, 118

Buddy Holly Story, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Buena Vista, Dolby (usage) 22

Bullitt 215

‘Burbs, The 10, 113, 198, 356

Burlingame, Jon 53

Burton, Tim 9, 27, 241; interaction 84; photograph 85; training 82–4

Burton, Willie 171

Burtt, Ben 4–6, 69, 119–20, 323; avocational work 59; career, expansion 60; contributions 57–8; interview 120–7, 237, 306; photograph 67; sound design responsibility 123; Split-Surround 238

Bye-Bye Braverman 147

By the Sword 324



Cabaret 341

Caesar, Sid 179

Cagney, Jimmy 262

Calamari, Martin 286

California Split 168

Cameron, James 22, 23, 268–9

Campbell, Chuck 68, 69, 138, 274

Campbell, John W. 207

Cape Fear 183

Capshaw, Kate 6

Captain Blood 10

Captain Lightfoot 93

Captain’s Paradise, The 208

Carden, Paul 312

Cardiff, Jack 91

Carlin, George 262

Carmina Burana 181

Carné, Marcel 284

Carpenter, John 207, 342

Car, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

cartoon effects 83, 84

Carver Sonic Holography 244

Car Wash 86

Cary Grant Theatre, The Last Action Hero industry screening 37

Casablanca 23, 204–5, 354

Case, Theodore W. 89

C.A.S. Meetings on Tape 46

Castle, William 78, 244; inspiration 79

Catholic Church, The 327

causal sound 339

Cavaretta, Jim (interview) 141–50

CD FX libraries 76, 348; sale 75

CDS 4

CD Sound, offering 29

cell-inking 266

C.F.I. film labs 72

Chace Productions 298

Chace, Rick 214–16

Chaloukian, Levon “Leo”: interview 134–41; photograph 135; quality control 138

Chaplin, Saul 324–6

Charge of the Light Brigade 10

“Chicken Tracks” (advertisement) 289

Children of Paradise 284

Chinatown 133

Chinese Theater 93

Chion, Michel 164, 293, 339

Christine 127, 128, 342

Christopher, Jim 108

Cimarron 20

Cinderella 6

Cinéaste: sound, attention 53; sound-oriented issue 52

Cinema Audio Society (CAS) 47–8; meetings (CAS-settes) 51; Mixers Mix 46–7, 49–51

Cinema Digital Sound (CDS) 21, 129; CD-like film sound track 55; film versions 27; future 35–6; introduction 159, 244–5; licensing fee 30; problems 247–50; process 242; projection/decoding equipment 28; release prints, imaging 184; speak system channels 36–7; status 34; success 29–30; system, impact 129–30

Cinemagic 92

Cinema Regional Audio Professional (CRAP) convention 286–7

Cinemark 6. six-plex, THX/DTS rooms 22

CinemaScope: 4-track magnetic sound, release 92–3; four-track magnetic stereophonic sound, experience 87; print, usage 51; sound, incorporation 92; 35mm 4-track mag stereo 223

Cineplex Odeon (Century City) 20, 191, 264

Cinerama 59, 191, 292–3, 304; description 304–5; 8-track stereo 223; six-track magnetic formats 97

CineSound 128–9

Citizen Kane 325, 346

City Slickers 15; dialogue 152

City Slickers II 152, 156

Clair, René 62, 100–1

Clampett, Bob 6

Clark, Mae 262

Class Act 146

Clear and Present Danger 226

Cleopatra 23, 94

Clockwork Orange, A 94

Close Encounters of the Third Kind 176, 326

Cloud Dancer (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Clutch Cargo 190

CLV laser discs 228–9

Coates, Anne V. 107

Cobra 326

Cohan, George M. 181

collective authorship 332; dependence 104; product 57

colorization 261–4; light 262–3; usage 264–5; YCM colorization 283–4

Color Purple, The 105

Comancheros, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Concert for Bangladesh, The 98

Coneheads 326

Conqueror, The 91, 93; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Coogan, Jackie 279

Cooke, Ginnie 171

Cooper, Merian C. 97

Coppola, Francis Ford 189, 193, 221, 249–51, 263

Corman, Roger 296

Cornell, Gary 301

Corrigan, Ray 358

Corso, Gene 322

Corte Madera 237–8

Cotton, Joseph 12

Couch Potato’s Guide 208

Couch Potato’s Guide to Lasersound 350–61

Cowan, Lisa 307

Crooklyn 156

Crowdus, Gary 53

Crow, The 156

Cruise, Tom 248, 279

Crutcher, Norval 233, 320–1

Cry Freedom 356

Crystal, Billy 73, 74, 327

Curda, Greg 20

Curtis, Tony 216

cut-list 234

cut tracks, assignment 234

Cyberframe computer stations, magneto-optical drives 250; Cyberframe digital editing system 251



DA-88 (Tascam) 153

Damnation Alley (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Damn Yankees 93, 169

Dancing Lady/Roberta 360

Dante, Joe 77–81, 113, 243, 271, 358; photograph 271

Dark Crystal, The 58

Das Boot 176

data: correction, digital-to-analog stage 247; data-compression algorithms, usage 156; random access 199

databases, effects categorization 76

Davis, Bette 301

Davison, John 107

Daw, Tony 239

Days of Heaven 324

Days of Thunder 151–2, 236, 247; photograph 248

Day the Earth Stood Still, The 298, 352

Dead Calm 166–8, 202–4

Dead Poet’s Society 324

Dead Pool, The 326

de-crackle pass 145

deep note (THX logo) 20

Deep, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Defending Your Life 71

DeForest, Lee 90

Delerue, Georges 7

Deliverance 147

De-Lovely 71

Delta Music 348

Depp, Johnny 83

De Sade (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Deschaine, Bob 43, 49, 50

Devil at 4. O’clock, The 92

DeWolfe Music Library 348

dialogue: compromise, avoidance 99; contribution 64; issues 50; levels, inconsistency 49; line, wild shot 50; mixing, history 85, 96–8; pre-dubs 51; recording 32; sound track element 70

dialogue, music, & effects (D, M, & E’s) 109, 330

Diamond, Ron 298

Diamonds Are Forever 360

Diary of Anne Frank, The 352; 35mm magnetic stereo, usage 100

Dick Tracy 248

didjery-doo, usage 11

Die Hard 163, 167, 269, 320, 352; premise 260–1; videotape clips 52

Diet Coke ad 18, 20

digital audio tape (DAT) 141, 146, 183; cassette tapes 250; recorders, usage 152; recording 347

Digital Cinema Package (DCP) files, usage 40–1

Digital Dreams 182–4

digital formats, design 88

digital LCRS matrix 223–4

digital media 199

digital methodologies, emergence 17–18

digital-optical patterns 18

digital projection system 163

digital rerecording, ability 30

digital sound: dynamic range 35; field, research 29

Digital Stereo Surround 225

Digital Theater Systems (DTS) 99, 150–60, 223; back-up analog track, usage 37; CD-ROM discs, usage 38, 40, 191; data disc 39; 4-2-4 DTS 37–8; four-channel discrete release 38, 156; Jurassic sound track 36; printmaster 154; room, usage 22; sound 40; time code 18

Digital Video Disc (DVD) 224; downside 228–9; features 199; format 227; marketing plan 228

Dior, Rick 157

Directors’ Guild, The 273

Director’s Guild Theatre 191

Dirty Dozen, The 360

Dirty Harry 358

Dirty Rotten Scoundrels 324

discrete six-track 237

Disney Studios: Dolby, usage 22; dub stage, mixers meeting 49; film distribution 19–20

Disney, Walt 5, 19, 266, 321

Dixiana 324

Dobb, Deborah 141

Doc Hollywood 148

Doctor Zhivago 360

Dolby 4; Atmos 18; 4-track stereo (35mm presentations) 245–9; matrixed optical release 29; Pro-Logic Surround 308; Stereo Variable Area (SVA) optical soundtrack, success 33; systems 31

Dolby A: A-type noise reduction 30, 310; A-type printmaster, fullcoat magnetic film reels 34–5; 4-2-4, usage 156–7, 191; noise reduction 166; stereo optical prints 38; Stereo, setup 38; usage 35

Dolby AC-3: products, purchase 227; six-track discrete system 225; system 223–4

Dolby B 310; B-type noise reduction circuit 211; system 55

Dolby Box 126

Dolby C 310; noise reduction 55

Dolby Digital: enthusiasm 99; potential 31–2; presentations 223; 6.1 18; SR-D 34–6

Dolby Era, The (Sergi) 331–2

Dolby Laboratories Cinema Processor 310

Dolby, Ray 55, 210–11, 331

Dolby Spectral Recording (SR) 9, 119, 240–1; analog track 18, 55; application 143; Matinee mixing usage 82; optical system, demonstration 56; optical version 34; sound quality 21; SR-optical stereo LCRS matrix 224; Stereo Variable Area (SVA) 35; Stereo Variable Area (SVA) tracks 245; usage 20

Dolby SR-D 4; demonstration 56; Disney/Warner Brothers usage 35–6; marketplace arrival 28; sound 35; speaker system channels 36–7; system, introduction 55–7

Dolby stereo 214; exhibition, ticket sales 293; initiation 155–6; processor, steering logic 292

Dolby Stereo Digital, usage 22

Dolby Surround 243; AC-3Digital, six-track (5.1) stereo surround process 226–7; systems 30; track, usage 210

Dolby SVA 99

Donaggio, Pino 9

Donald Duck 6

Don’t Tell Mom the Babysitter’s Dead 324

Doors, The 179–82; sweetening 182

Dorman, Terry 171

Dorn, Dody 269

Do the Right Thing 356

double-system 31; film exhibition 32; playback 32; single-system, contrast 32; usage 92

Dracula 209, 222, 236; digital layback material 253; story/music 249–50

Drake, C.V. 282

Dream is Alive, The 58, 60, 121, 123, 240

Dressed to Kill 357

Dr. No 360

dropouts 147

Dr. Tongue’s 3-D House of Soundtracks 244

Dufva, Ken 20, 118, 258–9, 274

Dune 323, 324

Dunn, John 118

Dunn, Linwood 324

Durgnat, Raymond 83

Duvall, Shelley 169

Dweck, Ezra 270–1

dye-transfer process 218

Dylan, Bob 182



Earthquake 81; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

East of Eden 215, 358

Eastwood, Clint 54

Easy Rider 182

Eber, Bob 54

Eckton, Terry 169

Eddy Duchin Story, The 93

Edemann, Lou 68

editing: completion 64; filmmaking, comparison 67; room set/location 72

Editors’ Guild, impact 269

Edwards, Blake 96

Edward Scissorhands 27, 83; love theme 84; soundtrack 284

effects (FX): categorization 76–7; contributions 64; importance 346–7

1812 Overture 188

Eisenstein, Sergei 174

Elder, Will 358

Electrician’s Union, impact 159

electronic matrixing 99

electronic noise-gating 178–9

Elektra Records 348

Elephant Man, The 323, 324

Elfman, Danny 9; scores, guidance 84

Elizondo, Hector 183

Elvis-That’s the Way It Is (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Empire Strikes Back, The 6, 352; luncheon photograph 67; video transfer, quality (control) 124

Endless Summer II, The 156

Enemy Below, The 87, 88

Enforcer, The 357

Engel, Jay 171

EQ, reverse 130

Eraserhead 322, 324

E.T., the Extra-Terrestrial 58, 127–34, 207, 274, 341, 356; six-track 70. running 155

Evershade, Julia 133

Exorcist, The 94; laser disc edition 214–15

Exploratorium (San Francisco) 42–4

Explorers 10, 78, 113–14, 127, 128; sonic character, enhancement 284



“Fahrenheit 451” 327

Fandango 127

Fantasia 11, 23; laser disc edition 217; reissue 92; remixed original Stokowski track 249; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Fantasia 2000 216

Fantastic Voyage 93

Farewell to the King 9

Fasal, John 133

Fascinating Foley 257–9

Fat Man and Little Boy 132

Fearless Vampire Killers, The (laser disc release) 220, 222

Fein, David 20, 118, 258–9, 274

Fellini, Frederico 84

Ferber, Edna 217

Ferguson, Graeme 123

Ferris Bueller’s Day Off 128

Few Good Men, A 54; nomination 53–4

Fiddler on the Roof 360

Field of Dreams 356

Fifth Element, The (sonic character, enhancement) 284

Fillmore 98; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

film: appreciation 53; artistic achievements, assessment 22; big-event films, digital projectors (usage) 24; dialogue, issues 50; editing, interest 67; editors, audio engineers (interaction) 162; images, digital-optical patterns 18; production ID codes 246; records, application 13–14; sound units, photograph 235; studies, scholarship 62; vococentric film 293

filmmaking: editing, comparison 67; language 73

film sound: production 32; techniques, public relations demonstration 46–7

Film Sound Today 307

Final Approach 182–4

Finian’s Rainbow 142–3, 148–9

Finkelstein, Arnold (photograph) 316

Finnell, Mike 77, 270–1; photograph 271

Fire in the Sky 326

FirstCom Broadcast Services 349

Five Easy Pieces 354

Flatliners 28

Fleet Space Theater 122

Flick, Chris 314

Flick, Donald 292–3, 296

Flick, Steven Hunter 68, 114, 118–19, 284; photographs 112

Flight of the Intruder 128

Flower Drum Song (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Fly II, The 165–6, 352

Flynn, Errol 10

Fly, The 87–8

FOCUS student film contest 51

Foley 3; demonstrations 44; exhibit (California State Fair) 46; FX 43; movement 180–1; replacement, electronics (impact) 138–9; stage 271–3; textures 83

Foley Artists 11, 43, 258–9, 272

Foley Grail, The 257, 271, 273–4

Foley, Jack 217

For All Mankind 354, 355

Forbidden Planet 11, 354

Force of Evil 357

Ford, John 62, 345

Ford, Michael 169

Forrest Gump 156–7, 185–90

For the Boys 27

48. Hours 105, 113

For Your Eyes Only 360

Fosgate 3608, usage 301

4-2-4: encoding 111; matrix, problem 156; matrixing system 242; mixing 157; presentation 193; stereo format 193

4-track magnetic sound: list 95; release 92–3

four-channel; discrete releases 38; LCRS matrix 214

Four Star Theater 51

four-track magnetic: availability 92; format 97; stereophonic sound 90–2; stereophonic sound, experience 87

Fox: 3-channel stereo 223; 4-Track Mag Sound 85; experience 87–9; Fox-Case, 24. fps usage 90

Fox, Jordan 307

Franco, Larry (photograph) 85

Frankenstein 356

French Connection, The 94

Frenzy 356

Fresholtz, Les 54, 171

Fried Green Tomatoes 326

Friedkin, William 210, 214–15

From Russia with Love 360

Frova, Carl 29

fullcoat 116; magnetic film reels 34–5

FX 68; compromise, avoidance 99; definition 3; hearing 74; impact 12; importance 346–7; music, contrast 12; usage 189



Galaxy 1 (Hollywood theater) 35

Gardner, Chauncey 190

Gateway America 123

Gateway RTV 349

Gemette, Sam 169

Generation Xers 341, 344

Gentlemen Marry Brunettes 93

Geronimo: An American Legend (SDDS format) 99

Ghostbusters 352, 354, 355

Ghostbusters II 353

Giant 92, 93, 215

Gibson, Mel 170

Gigi 360

Gimme Shelter (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Ginsberg, Alan 182

Glascock, Aaron (photograph) 315

Glengarry Glen Ross 326

Glenn Miller Story, The 356

Glory 126, 128, 133; digital master 248

Glover, Danny 169–70

G-Men vs. The Black Dragon 357

Goeldner, Jonathan 303

Golden Child, The 128

Golden Eddie award, presentation 66

Golden Reels 281; award 52, 326

Goldfinger 360

Gold, Karen 19, 20

Gold Master 499

tape, usage 143

Goldsmith, Jerry 7, 118, 219

Goldwyn Sound 141

Gomer Pyle 190

Gone With the Wind 264, 265, 360

Goodman, Benny 181

Goodman, John 77, 79, 81

Goodman, Miles 7

Goodman, Richard 49

“Good Morning” 26

Good Mother, The 113

Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, The 360

Gorbman, Claudia 164

Graduate, The 354

Grandmother, The 323

Grant, Cary 200

Gravenor, Bob 169

Gray, Charles 109

Gray, David 55, 56

Grayson, Kathryn 218

Great American Cowboy, The 121

Great Balls of Fire! 127, 131, 181

Great Escape, The 360

Great Man theory 57

Great Train Robbery, The 341

Greedy 156

Gremlins 10, 51, 113, 243, 359

Gremlins 2: The New Batch 127, 128, 270–1, 359

Griffith, D.W. 215–16

Griffith, Hugh 179

Grignon, Lorin 97

Grindstaff, Doug 114–15

Groening, Matt 206

group ADR 3, 187; tracks, walla creation 71

group loops, usage 122

guillotine splicer 66

Guinness, Alec 5, 108–9, 208

Gulliver’s Travels 357

Guns of Navarone, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Guy Named Joe, A 57

Guys and Dolls 352

Gypsy (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95



Haas, Charlie 77

Habberfield, Mary 207

Haboush, Jeff (photograph) 85

Hall, Cecelia (CeCe) 20, 115, 119, 273

Hallelujah Trail, The 360

Hamilton, Jr., Warren 48, 118

Hammerstein, Oscar 217

Handzo, Stephen 53

Haney, Mike 270

Hanks, Tom 185

Hanna-Barbera 15, 349; productions 76

Hannemann, Volker 300

Happiest Millionaire, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Hard Day’s Night, A 354, 355

Harlem Nocturne 342

Harmetz, Aljean 104

Harris, Robert A. 107, 112, 216

Harry and the Hendersons 105, 356

Hart, James 249–50

Hawaii 94, 212; reprocessed stereo 360

Hawkins, Jack 109

Hawks, Howard 339

HBO Studio Productions 50

head-shake noise 6

head stacks, variations 149

Hecker, Scott (photograph) 234

Hello, Dolly! 324–6

Help! 354

Hemmings, David 200

Hemphill, Doug 54, 117

Henderson, Ron 44

Hendrix, Jimi 187

Henry and June 324

Henson, Jim 58

Herrmann, Bernard 7–8

Heston, Charlton 178

Heuer, Ellen 270

He Wants It Bad 289

Hill, Jeff 297

Hindenburg, The 69, 209, 210–11; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Hines, Gregory (photograph) 230

Hirsch, Julian 307

historical articles, context (setting) 61–3

Hitchcock, Alfred 7–8, 62, 217, 339

Hodges, Hilda 258

Hoggatt, Tim (interview) 141–50

Holiday, Billie 181

Holland, Rodney 169

Hollywood Pictures brand/logo 280

Hollywood production, standardization 32

Hollywood Reporter, The 25

holophonic sound process 119

Home from the Hill 360

home systems 306; video 270; video crisis 226–30

Honey, I Blew Up the Kids 21

Honeymooners, The 288

Hope, Bob 83

Hoppity Goes to Town 357

horizontal editing 236

Horner, James 7, 219

Horrors of the Black Museum 92

Houston, Whitney 18

Howard the Duck 58

Howarth, Alan 115, 118, 120

How the West Was Won 59, 94, 360; discrete stereophonic sound, addition 100

Hudson, Dave 54, 118

Hughes, Scott 309

Hulk Footsteps 193

humor: impact 276–7; pieces 278–80

Hunt for Red October, The 56, 174–7, 273–4, 326; Oscar award 57

Hurd, Gale 268–9

Hutchison, David 302

Hyams, Peter 6

hydrophonic recordings 167

Hymns, Richard 58, 274



IB Technicolor print, usage 91, 96

Ice Station Zebra 360

IMAX films 31, 233: presentation 58, 59; production 59

I’m Gonna Drawl 11

Incredible Shrinking Man, The 355

Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade 120, 236; soundtrack, creation 237; Split-Surround 237–41; split-surround mixing 120–1

Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom 6, 121, 124

Indiana Jones franchise 60; Burtt, contributions 57–8

Industrial Light and Magic (ILM) 185

In God We Tru$t 86

Innerspace 127, 128; sonic character, enhancement 284

Inside Daisy Clover 71

Internet Movie Database (IMDB) 269–70

In the Mouth of Madness 156

In the Name of the Father (DTS format) 99

Invasion of the Body Snatchers (remake) 57

Ippolito, Joey 326

Ironweed 127

Ishtar 23

It’s A Wonderful Life 354, 357



Jacob’s Ladder 56

Jaffe, Sam 177

James Dean Collection, The 358

Jammin’ with the Cosmos 113–20

Jay, Ricky 190

Jazz Singer, The 100, 237

Jenkins, Chris 54, 118, 243

Jesse Owens Story, The 86

Jesus Christ Superstar 356

J-Men Forever 324

Joe vs. the Volcano 127, 185

Johnson, Dale 294

Johnson, Don 49, 50

Johnson, Keith 292, 297, 307; letter 305

Johnson, Tom 4, 190

Jolson Story, The (reissue) 92

Jones, Chuck 78

Jones, Spike 15–16

Jordan, Tim 167

Joseph, Jeff 96

Journey to the Center of the Earth 352; 35mm magnetic stereo, usage 100

Judd, Phil 167

Judgment at Nuremberg 360

Judgment Night (DTS format) 99

Judkins, Fred 50

Jumbo (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Jurassic Park 191–4, 293; DTS format 99; DTS sound track 36; SpielaPhone sound 38



Kaberline, George J. 297, 302

Kadrey, Richard 295

Kafka 210; laser disc edition 211

Kamp, Alec (photograph) 85

Kane, Doc 54

Kaufman, Philip 57, 323

Kaye, Danny 83

Kaye, Simon 54

Keaton, Michael 83

Kelly’s Heroes 360

KEM editing table 286–7

Kerner, Marvin M. 337

Kern, Jerome 217

Kessler, Gina (photographs) 315, 317

Khartoum 360

Kidman, Nicole 341

Killing, The 354

Kilmer, Val 180–2

Kind Hearts and Coronets 208

Kinema 28

Kinepolis 28

King, Alan 74

King Kong 5, 201, 265, 325–6, 355; laserdisc release 283–4; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

King of Hearts 355

King of Kings 360

Kirby, Bruno 72–3

Kiselyak, Charles (LD packages) 203

Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye 357

Kizer, Robert 86

Kline, Kevin 71

Kline, Rick 54, 128, 132–3

Klyce, Ren 267

Knights of the Round Table 360

Knudson, Buzz 72

Kodak, agenda 29, 31

Koepnick, Bill 50

Kohut, Mike 36, 225

Koretz, Elliott (photograph) 225

Kostelanetz, André 284

Kovacs, Ernie 179

Koyle, David 28, 31, 248–9

Kramer, Ken 51

Kroeber, Ann 323

Kubrick, Stanley 6

Kurtz, Gary (photograph) 67



labor relations 266–7

LaCanne, Chris 303

Lady and the Tramp II: Scamp’s Adventure 127

Lady Vanishes, The 354

Lahr, Burt 26

Landaker, Gregg 111; photograph 67

Land Before Time, The 356

Land of the Pharaohs, The 51

Larson, John 169

laser disc (LD) 199; CLV laser discs 228–9; packaging, critiques 203; restorations 212–13; reviews 209; sound 201–2; transition 350

Laserdisc Newsletter 309

Last Action Hero, The 34; Cary Grant Theatre industry screening 37

Last of the Mohicans (nomination) 53–4

La Strada 354

Last Remake of Beau Geste, The 86

Last Temptation of Christ, The 356

Late Night with David Letterman Show 43–4, 52; Ament, appearance 45

L’Audio-Vision 164

laughter, impact 276–7

Laurence, Gerald 184

Lavender Hill Mob, The 208

L’Avventura 354

Lawrence of Arabia 79, 125–6, 238, 353–5; execution 260; 4-2-4 encoding 111; laser disc edition 212–13; photographs 105, 107, 213; restoration 105–12, 264–5; sound effects, addition 110–11; sound materials, restoration management 105

Lean, David 105–6, 111–12, 212

Lebenzon, Chris (photograph) 85

Led Zeppelin 295

Lee, Jerry 181

Lee, Steve 4–6, 62, 271, 311; bibliography 292; trivia collection 334–6; Trivia Tin Bin 282–3

Lee, Walt 4

Lees, John 243

Left-Center-Right-Surround (LCRS) 288, 303; digital LCRS matrix 223–4; Dolby matrix 309; Dolby SR-optical stereo LCRS matrix 224; four-channel LCRS matrix 214; usage 82

Legend 7

Legion of Iron 86

Le Mans (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

LeNeveu, Bill 299

Lennon, John 190

Leonard, John 182

Lethal Weapon (premise) 260–1

Lethal Weapon II 148, 169–71, 326

Letterman, David 42, 43

Let the Good Times Roll (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Leveque, John 54

Levison, Jeff 305; interview 150–9

Lewis, Jerry 83

Leyh, Blake 269

libraries, understanding 74–5

Lievsay, Skip 183, 267

Lion King, The (sonic character, enhancement) 284

Lithgow, John 6

Litt, Bob 128, 133

Little Prince, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Little Rascals, The 157

Lizard King 181

LoBrutto, Vincent 112, 233, 332

Logan’s Run 360

Lone Ranger, The 23

Lone Wolf McQuade 127

Longest Day, The 352; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Looks Like a Tablecloth 11

Looney Tunes: Back in Action 78

loops (looping) 3; quality, variation 88

Los Angeles Times, The 25; sound timing 20

Love Me or Leave Me 360

Lowe, Danny 243

Lowe, Rob 284

Lucasfilm engineers, impact 47

Lucas, George 47, 58–60, 98, 125, 263; American Cinema Editors speech 139; film editing interest 66–7; photograph 67; Star Wars trilogy 237

Lust for Life 360

Lynch, David 322–3



McBride, Jim 132

McCarthy, Kevin 80

Macdonald, Jimmy 5, 321–2

MacFarlane, Kurt 40

MacGowran, Jack 222

McPherson, Heather 43

McTiernan, John 37, 175–6

McVey, Paul 299

Made of Mud 257, 260–1

magazine articles, list 334–5

Magnasync interlock system 294

magnetic: prints, usage 54; striped tracks, wear 246

magnetic systems, sound quality 54

magneto-optical: disk, printmastering 34–5; drives, usage 250

Magnificent Ambersons, The 354

Mail, The 294–305

Making of a Legend, The 360

Malcolm X 21, 99

male gaze 277

Malice 127, 341

Maltese Falcon, The 263, 360

Man from Snowy River, The 133

Mangini, Mark 6, 10, 54, 112–13, 198, 267; photograph 113, 117, 118; Star Trek IV/V sound work 116–20

Man in the White Suit, The 5, 207–8

Mann’s Chinese Theater 35

Mant! 78, 82; monster, sound design 80; reaction 80–1; sound effects 82

Man Who Knew Too Much, The 356

Man Who Would Be King, The 213

Margaret Herrick Library 270

Marshall, Frank 132

Martinez, Cliff 10–11

Mary Poppins: non-anamorphic film, stereo release 92, 97; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

M.A.S.H. 236

Mask, The 156

Maslow, Steve 131; photographs 67, 85, 271

Masquerade 9

Master of the World 92; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Matinee 79, 81, 82; mixing 82

matrix-magnetism, problem 157

Maxfield, Dennis 46

Max Headroom 50

Medicine Ball Caravan 98; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Meet Me in St. Louis 212

Melody, James J. 298

Memories of Me 73

Mercer, Jack 168

Meridian Studios (Burbank) 43

Merrill, Keith 121

Metcalfe, Mel 54, 118

Meteor (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Metro-Goldwyn Mayer (MGM) 15; MGM Labs, 4-track mag prints 93; MGM-UA, Turner property access 25

Michaan, Allen 26

MIDI: control information 246; sampling devices 129

Midler, Bette 27

Midnight Run 356

Mighty Ducks, The 21

Milagro Beanfield War, The 356

Milius, John 9

Milland, Ray 301

Millennium Falcon 6, 263

Mind, Body and Soul 86

Minkler, Mike 169, 181–2

Mississippi Burning 128

Mitchell, Rick 31–4, 62, 128, 324; biography 86–7; Fox 4-Track Mag sound review 87–8; photograph 85; rerecording mixer 146; research 85–7; Screening 46; sound, attainment 89–90; sound historian, passion 330; stereo sound 98–101; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo 92–6

Mit Out Sound (MOS) 62, 74

Mitt, Oscar 270–1; photographs 163, 315

mixed media 249

mixing 3; contributions 64; difficulties 133; purpose 186–7

Modern Romance 66, 72–73. Mom and Dad Save the World 198; soundtrack 284

Monkey Shines 198

mono magnetic sound 94

Mon Oncle 355

Monte Carlo Story, The 93

Monterey Pop (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Moon Over Parador 356

Moonraker 360

More American Graffiti (dubbing) 109–10

Moriarty, Cathy 82

Mosquito Coast, The 324

Moth Man–The Motion Picture 282

Motion Picture Research Council 96

Motion Picture Sound Editors (MPSE) 47–8, 51, 202; Golden Reel award 52

Mountains of the Moon 324

movies: crawl, below-the-line credits 269; music supervisor coordination 14; sound practitioners, contributions 57; stars, games 279–80; TV, boundaries (blurring) 19

Movies Learn to Talk, The 89

movie sound: art, discussion 1–2; interest 44; workers, credit 269–70

Movietone Variable Density Sound-onfilm process 89

Moviola: nameplate 65; take-up moviola (photograph) 277; usages 197

Mr. Hulot’s Holiday 207–8

Mr. Saturday Night 327

M.T.S. Television 306–7

MTV video scene, song (association) 8

Muffling the Neighbors 307

multichannel pre-dubs, usage 17–18

multiple-inventory 31

Mummy’s Curse, The 355

Mummy, The 283, 355, 356

Murch, Walter 189, 323

Murder by Death 5

Murdoch, George 116

Murray, Alan 119

Murray, Doug 165

music: compromise, avoidance 99; cues, scoring 14; FX, contrast 12; legal clearance 14; scoreboard 6–13; sound FX, conflict 84; sound track element 70; temp music, preparation 10; usage 9

Music Man, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Music Supervisor, title 8

Musique Concrète 11

Mutiny on the Bounty 360



Naked Gun 33. 1/3 326

Napoleon 356

Nash, Charles “Ducky” 6

Nashville (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Nassour, Edward 96

National Lampoon’s Animal House 356

National Public Radio 328

Natural, The 353

Nericcio, Josie 270–1; photographs 313, 315

Network Production Music, Inc. 349

Never Again Dep’t. 257, 261

Never Cry Wolf 323, 324

New Jack City 148

Newlan, Bob (photograph) 313

Newman, Alfred 325

Newman, Randy 186

Newsies 34

newsletter, journal (comparison) 256–7

newspaper articles, list 336

Niagara 121, 240

Nicholas, Harold (photograph) 229

Nichols, Mike 13

Nicholson, Jack 24, 133

Nigård, Ola 301, 304

Night at the Opera, A 354

Nightmare Before Christmas, The (Dolby Digital format) 99

Night of the Hunter, The 354

Nightshift 326

Nightwing (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Nimoy, Leonard 113, 114

noise: creation 63; elimination 145; estimate, interpolation 147; noise-reduction chips, usage 210; reduction, Dolby SR (usage) 152; usage 76–8

noise-gating 178–9

No Maps on My Taps 229

non-anamorphic films, stereo (usage) 98

No Noise processing, usage 306

Nordine, Ken 278

Norenberg, Herb 301

North by Northwest 200, 354

Nortons, The 288–9

Nosferatu 28

Nosh, Sol 289

Notorious 354

Nous La Liberté, À 62

Noyce, Phillip 166

NuAge Midi Channeler with Karmic tuner 285, 286

Nuart theater 264

Nyby, Chris 207



O, Brother, Where Art Thou? 13

O’Connell, Kevin 54, 162; photographs 67, 271

Octopussy 360

Oklahoma! 324, 352; dubbing 325

Old Mill, The 321

Olivier, Laurence 216

Omnimax projection dome 27, 120

Ondra, Anny 339

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 353

On Her Majesty’s Secret Service 360

optical-digital: 35mm systems 226; multichannel sound formats, availability 24; soundtracks 247–8

Optical Radiation Corp. (O.R.C.) 245; CDS-capable movie installations 56; CDS-system 151; Cinema Digital Sound films 21, 27; expense, reduction 31; licensing fee 30; owner resistance 30–1

optical track: description 35; Dolby Stereo Variable Area (SVA) optical soundtrack, success 33; stereo, usage 28

Orchestral scores, usage 12

Orff, Carl 181

Orinda Theater 26

O’Shaughnessy, Brigid 263

O’Toole, Peter 108–9

Otteson, Paul 267

Outer Limits 183

Out of Africa 243, 356, 357

Oz, Frank 58



Pacific Theaters 133

Pacific Venues 257, 261

Pacino, Al 341

Painted Stallion, The 358

Painten, Jim 112

Paper, The 156

Parade’s Gone By, The 89–90

Paramount, CDS usage 40

Parker, Charlie 182

Paths of Glory 354

Patterson, Andy 116, 169

Patton 325, 352

Pedersen, Hans Kristian 304

Pee Wee’s Big Adventure 326

Pepe (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Perfect 127

Perfect Vision, The 309, 353

personal artistry, subjective expression 266

Perspecta 93, 96, 223

Pete Kelly’s Blues 93

Pettijohn, Sonya 271; photograph 315

Phantom of the Paradise (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Philadelphia (SDDS format) 99

Phillips, Bill 169

Phonofilms 90

Photoplays 339

picture-changes 61–2

Picture Palace Etiquette 257, 259

pitch, change 89

Planet of the Apes 93

Platoon 134, 137, 189

Poledouris, Basil 9, 174

Polk SDA speaker systems 244

Poltergeist 105, 113, 360

Poltergeist III 127

Pond Scum 309

Poore, Vern 54, 171

Popeye 168–9, 357

Porter, Cole 71

Porter, Terry 54, 118, 217

Pospisil, John 68, 114, 284–5; constructions (photograph) 285; Pospisil Sinklavier 285, 286–7

Postcards from the Edge 13

post-production issues 33, 327

post-production sound 43; defining 63

post-production sound mixing/rerecording, women (presence) 140

post-sound crews 61–2

post sound people: impact 330–1; theories 331

POV shots, effects 89

Pratt, Douglas 309

Predator 176, 269, 320, 352; Golden Reels 105; soundtrack 284; videotape clips 52

pre-reverb, usage 116

pre-set EQs, usage 149

Princess Bride, The 354

printmastering 34; Final dub 14

Producers Sound Effects 349

production: dialogue (DIA) 3; issues 33

Professionals, The 353

profitability, standards (reduction) 59

Project A 320

Project X 269

Proton consumer surround decoder, usage 159

Psycho 7, 355, 356

public demos 52

Public Enemy, The 262

Pullman, Bill 341

Pure Country 21



Q-Sound 236–7, 242–4; post-production 244; usage, types 243

Quaid, Dennis 131, 181

Quiet Earth, The 352

Quigley Down Under 360



radio mikes, problems 49

Raiders of the Lost Ark 69, 105, 113, 245; sound, changes 124

Rain Man 126, 302, 360; sound quality 163

Ralston, Ken 185

Ran 352

Rathbone, Basil 357

Rattle and Hum 243

R-DAT tapes, sound storage 75

reader participation 291

reading materials, guide 334

Rebel Without a Cause 358

Red Heat 127–8

Red River 212

Reeves, Hazard 97

Reitz, John 118

Reivers, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

release dates, change 67

reprocessed stereo 214–15

re-recording 3; digital rerecording 30; mixer 4

re-releases 265–6

restoration: efforts, consequences 263; payment, colorization (usage) 264–5; standards 261–4; usage 265–6

Revell, Graeme 166

Reversal of Fortune 148

ribbon mike, usage 116

Rich, Robert 90

Ride the High Country 360

Right Stuff, The 69, 323

Rise of the Planet of the Apes 23

Rising Sun 323, 324

Risner, Brian 50

River, The 69

RKO-Radio Pictures 91

Robbins, Jerome 264

Robeson, Paul 217

Robe, The 27, 87, 325; 35mm magnetic stereo, usage 100

Robinson, Bill 325–6

Robinson Crusoe of Clipper Island 358

Robocop 107, 114, 284

Rocky 360

Rocky Horror Picture Show, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Roesch, John 171, 258, 270

Rogers, Don 129, 324

Ronne, David 118

Room With a View 352

Root, Alex (photograph) 318

Rose, Kay 69

Roth, Eric 73

Rowe, Joan 165, 274

Royal Theater (Dolby A usage) 35

Ruby-Spears Productions 76

Rudloff, Greg 118

Rumble-Rama 81; effects 35

Rumik World, The 222

Runyon, Damon 75

Russell, Roz 358

Rutledge, Bob 68; Bluelight Sound 65

Ryder, Loren 135–6; Ryder Sound Services 134–7, 141

Ryder, Winona 131

Ryder, Winston 110

Rydstrom, Gary 4, 191, 267



Sabella, Joe 171

Salerno, Hank 171

Salvetta, Mike 165

Samuel Goldwyn Theater of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 34, 88–9, 180

Sanders, Hal 169

Sand Pebbles, The 94, 212

Sands, Dennis 190

Sartre, Jean-Paul 184

Saul Zaentz Studios 43

Savage, Roger 166, 167

Sayonara (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Scarface (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Schifrin, Lalo 7

Schindler’s List 157; DTS format 99

School Ties 326

Schwalbe-Boisseau, Solange 118

Schwarzenegger, Arnold 37

Scorcese, Martin 263, 283

Scott, Ridley 7, 212

Screen Actors’ Guild (SAG) 273

Sea Hawk, The 360

Sea of Love 230

Searchers, The 51

Second Chance 91

Secret of my Success, The 128

Secret of NIMH, The 360

Seeger, Pete 182

Segal, Roy 43

Seid, Tom (photograph) 85

SelectaColor 283–4

Sellers, Peter 149

Sensurround 81

Sergi, Gianluca 331–2

set recording, equipment/technique preferences 49

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers 360

Seven Samurai (mono track split) 281–2

sexism, impact 140

sex, lies, and videotape 10, 11, 354

Sex Lives of Famous Directors 284

Shakiest Gun in the West, The 355

Sharif, Omar 106

Shatner, William 114, 118

Shatz, Leslie 165–6, 193

Shaw, Sam 169

Sheean, Annabelle 167

Sherlock, Dan 87

Sherlock Holmes and the Secret Weapon 357

Shoot the Piano Player 354

Shoot to Kill 198

Showboat 339, 354; laser disc edition 218–19; Show Boat (AKA Showboat) LD release 217

Showscan 29, 31; frames per second rate 121

Sikking, James 183

silence, impact 178–9

Silence of the Lambs 56, 183

Silent Movie (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Silk Stockings 360

Sill, Joel 186

Silverado 209

Silver, Joel 171

Silver Pictures 171

Silvestri, Alan 176, 185

Simpson, Anna Claire 196, 198

Simpson, George 77, 96, 141, 164, 198, 351; answers 309; Cinerama description 304–5; home theater, technical makeup 292; Laserblasts 281; photograph 199; responses, introduction 308; reviews 208; sound historian, passion 330

Singer, Larry 169

Singin’ in the Rain 26, 71, 204, 339, 354, 360; laser disc edition 218; rerelease 216

single-inventory 31

single-system 31; digital audio playback, capability 40; double-system, contrast 32; playback standard, establishment 32

six-dubber Magnasync interlock system 294. six-track: magnetic formats 97; M&E, usage 142; spread 107; (5.2) stereo surround process 226

Skandia, The 21

Skouras, Spyros 54

Skywalker Ranch 4, 47, 237; post sound team, editorial work 58; sound editors/mixers, Jurassic Park work 192–3

Slee’s Compleat Guide 334–6

Slipper and the Rose, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Smith, Lee 166, 167

Smith, Mark 54

Smokey the Bear 52

Sniff the Jacket 11

Snow White & the Three Stooges (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) 34, 75; Standards Committee 90; time code 245–6

Soderbergh, Steven 10–11, 210

Soldier’s Story, A 127

Some Like It Hot 204, 354

Something Wicked This Way Comes 7

Sondheim, Stephen 264

Sonic Boon-Dorsey Productions, Inc. 349

Sonic Disturbance event 42, 46

sonic environment, establishment 192

Sonic Solutions 141–3, 306; function 145; transfer 145

Son of Paleface 83

Sony, digital audio system (invention/promotion) 36–7

Sony Digital, future 35–6

Sony Dynamic Digital Sound (SDDS) 99, 150, 223; digital-optical patterns 28; necessity 37; playback systems 25; usage 36

Sorcerer 209, 210

Sorkin, Aaron 341

S.O.S. Coast Guard 357

sound: award, function 70; causal sound 339; colorization 261–2, 264; crafts 48; discrete location 193; editing crews, expansion 161–2; editor, bench (appearance) 65; effect 339; FX, music (conflict) 84; holophonic sound process 119; reports 42; shops, impact 269; sound-on-film optical tracks, adaptation 141; sound-on-film techniques 32; system, respectability 26; thinking, defining 68–73; timing 20; units, pickup (photograph) 235

Sound Cinema, transformed art 62

sound effects: achievement, judging (criteria) 70; award, judging 70; creation 77; cutting/arranging 64; editor function 74–5; history, problem 68–9; libraries, usage 75–6; recognition 274; sound track element 70; trim box location 77

Soundfield Remix Processor (SRP44) 288

Sound of Music, The 324, 352

Sound-on-Film (LoBrutto) 233

Sound Pressure Level meter (Radio Shack) 154

Sounds Your Father Never Heard 304–5

sound track: elements 70; listenability 84

South Pacific 352

Spaceballs 360

Sparks, Amy 46

Spartacus 79, 204, 356; remixed original Stokowski track 249; re-release 216

special effects (SFX) 330; catalogue 346–9; understanding 74–5

Speed 156

Spence, Dave 118

Spiegel, Sam 106, 112

Spielberg, Steven 7, 57, 98, 132, 191–2, 262; Golden Eddie award 66; photograph 271; Vidiot phrase 278

Spirit of St. Louis, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Spivack, Murray 201, 265, 324–6

Splet, Alan 69, 322–3; credits 324

Split-Surround 237–41

split-surround: image layer, availability 56–7; mixing 120–1

Sponable, Earl I. 89, 97

Spotnitz, Frank 10

spread-six 237

Spy Who Loved Me, The 360

squawk boxes, sound (duplication) 176

Stahl, Eric Steven 182–3

Stalling, Carl 84

Stambler, Bruce 54

“Stargate” sequence 117

Star is Born, A 212

Starkiller 78

Star Trek (television version) 218–19

Star Trek III: The Search for Spock 219–20

Star Trek IV—The Voyage Home 5, 10, 113–14, 220, 237; sonic character, enhancement 284

Star Trek sound effects 11

Star Trek: The Motion Picture 105, 119, 219

Star Trek-the Movies–25th Anniversary Collection (laser disc editions) 219–20

Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan 219

Star Trek VI 34, 326

Star Trek V: The Final Frontier 10, 113–20, 220; background effects 114–15; conversational Probe 119; design FX 115–16; photograph 113; six-track Dolby SR, usage 119; sonic character, enhancement 284; sound effects, design 114

Star Wars 4–5, 129, 245, 352; achievement award 69; Burtt, contribution 57–8; LT-RT, creation 125; optical stereo, usage 28; post-Star Wars audiences, multiple speaker requirement 33; reissue, remixing 306; sound designer to direct 59–60; trilogy 22, 237

Stateman, Wylie 181, 182

Stayin’ Alive 326

steering logic 292

Steiner, Max 10, 301

Steinway piano, usage 7

stereo: dialogue mixing, history 96–8; enhancement 214–15; films, quality 129; imaging, impact 87–8; reprocessed stereo 214–15; restoration 108; temps, dubbing 128

Stereo Image Display (SID55) 288

Stereo Sonic Sound 92

stereo sound: knowledge 79; personal/historical observation 98–101

Stereo Variable Area (SVA) 35, 98–9; optical sound track, success 33; optical tracks, introduction 94

Stereo Variable Density track, usage 96

Stevenson, Bill 138

Stinkerator 147–8

Stone, David E. (photographs) 85, 312

Stone, Oliver 180–2

Stone, Richard 6–8; conducting 15

storage, multi-track SR form 143

Stormy Weather 325, 352

Streets of Fire 356

Stuart, Ralph (photograph) 318

Studio Theater 155

sub-harmonic synthesizer, usage 116

subjective Point-Of-View 175–6, 180

subwoofers, usage 36, 156, 301

Summers, Gary 58, 121

Supervising Foley Artist, role 342

Supervising Sound Effects Editor (Supes) 236, 272, 295; function 70

surround-sound dramas 54

Suspiria (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Svensk Filmindustri 21–2

sweatbox 339

Sweet Smell of Success 361

Swiss Family Robinson (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

“Sync Tanks” 53

synthesizers, usage 11



Takahashi, Rumiko 222

Take My Skirt Off 11

take-up moviola (photograph) 277

talking pictures 103, 339

Tangerine Dream 7

Tap 229

Tati, Jacques 207–8

Taxi Driver 355

Tchaikovsky, Pyotr 188

teaching, invisible labor 197–8

technical innovation, impact 40–1

Technicolor print, usage 26

Technics 4-channel receiver, usage 300–1

Technirama 93

technology, usage 23

television: competition 125; sound issues 140–1

Temp.Dubs 128, 186

temp music, preparation 10

Terror by Night 357

That’s Entertainment 361

That’s Entertainment III 156

Theater Beat articles 23–4

Them 80

theory, availability 53

There’s No Business Like Show Business 352

They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? 94; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Thing, The 207, 356

Third Man, The 11–12, 262

35mm 4-track magnetic stereo 92–6; format, list 95

This Is Cinerama 97

Thomas J. Valentino, Inc. 349

Thomas, Lowell 97

Thom, Randy 58, 115, 121, 190, 322

Thoroughly Modern Millie: dubbing 98; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95, 98

Thorpe, Dennie 274

Three Men and a Baby 10, 113

Thunderball 361

THX 19, 37; acoustic demands 22; branding effort 47; Laser Disc Program, usage 22; news 21–2; R-2 analyzer unit, usage 154; theater sound quality 47; THX at Home 46, 47; trivia 20

THX Sound System 307; THX: The Audience Is Listening 19

Tiki Room 286

Till the Clouds Roll By 361

Tilt! (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

time code 18, 158, 245–6; counting track, usage 150

Time to Love and a Time to Die, A (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Tingler, The 78, 244

Titanic 23

Todd-AO 70mm process 97; Todd A-O Glen Glenn Sound 243

Todd, Michael 97

To Live and Die in L.A. 243

Tom and Jerry cartoons 26

Tomita 10

Tommy (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Tom Sawyer 325

Top Gun 183–4, 190, 237, 245, 326; digital master, making 248

Total Recall (sonic character, enhancement) 284

Townend, Peter 167

tracks: crafting 64; digital creation 350; making 78–83

Train Ride to Hollywood (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

transfer departments, setup 148

transitions, attention 187

Travolta, John 71

Treasure of the Sierra Madre 361

Tremors 296, 356

Trent, Jerry 165

Trial of Billy Jack, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Trim Bin (Lee) 4–6, 335

trim box, sound effects storage 77

Trip, The 182; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Trombone Gobble 6

Truffaut, François 344

Trumbo, Dalton 90

Trumbull, Douglas 233

Turner and Hooch 198

Turner, Ted 25, 265, 283–4

TV/movies, boundaries (blurring) 19

Twelve Angry Men 355

20th Century-Fox, CDS films 27

Twilight Zone, The 7–8

Twilight Zone: the Movie 358, 359

Twister (sonic character, enhancement) 284

Two Jakes, The 127

2001: A Space Odyssey 6, 184, 200, 204, 346, 354–5

2010 105, 361

two-track optical track 99

Tyson, Elliot 126–7, 341–3, 361; photographs 127, 162



UltraSound 243

Ultra-Stereo, matrixed optical releases 29; prints 310

Unbearable Lightness of Being, The 323, 324

Uncle Buck 356

Undersea Kingdom 357

Under Siege 21; nomination 53–4

Under the Roofs of Paris 62

Underwater! 91

Unforgiven (nomination) 53–4

United Artists 93

Universal Studios 86

Unsinkable Molly Brown, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95



Van Buren, Abigail 278

Vancho, Brian 258

Variable Area Systems 96

Varney, Bill 115; photographs 67, 271

Victors, The (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Victor, Victoria 361

Videodiscs 204–5

videotape, destruction 228

video version, example 214

Vidiot phrase 278

View to a Kill, A 361

Vikings, The 51

Violent Men, The 93

virtual experience 233

Viscounts, The 342

VistaVision (Paramount) 93, 359

visual special effects, usage 27

Vitaphone 32, 38; projector, studio publicity still 39; sound-on-disc system 90

vococentric: film 293; photoplays 62

Voyager Gallery Space Disc 354

Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95



Walas, Chris 165

Wallace, George 189

walla creation 71

Walla, Walla 71, 74

Wall-E 120

Wallin, Dan 169

wall-to-wall music 9

Walowitz, Marvin 92

Walston, Ray 169

Walt Disney Company 282; Foley stage 321

Walter Murch (Fox) 307

Walter Reade Theaters (lawsuit) 92

Warner Brothers 6, 241; CDS, usage 40; musical scores, writing 6–7; Vitaphone 38

Warner-Hollywood 129

Warner-Hollywood Studios Foley stage (photograph) 272

Warner, Jack 93

Warning Sign 324

Watson, Greg 15

Watters, George 115, 119–20, 273

Wayne, John 179

Wayne’s World 2 326

Weaver, Sigourney 27

Webber, Billy (photograph) 85

Webber, Michael 190

Webb, Tim 270

Weekend at Bernie’s 324

Weis, Elizabeth 52, 63, 164, 332, 337

Weishaar, David 48, 51

Welles, Orson 12, 262

Weng, Hugo 49

Wessler, Rick 258

Western Electric Company 90

West Side Story 204, 265, 325, 354–5; re-release 205–7; sound, 4-track Dolby Surround 35mm mag master 206

Wexler, Jeff 152, 159

Where the Heart Is 185

White Hunter Black Heart 326

Whitfield, Alfred North 322

Whitfield, Leslie 169

Whittaker, David 118, 391

Who Framed Roger Rabbit? 68, 185

Wide Screen Cinema (Belton) 98

Wielage, Marc 298, 308

Wiggins, John 50, 295, 308

Wikke, Ralph 165

Wild Bunch, The 51

Wild in the Country (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Wild in the Streets (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Wild Rovers 96

Wilhelm scream 59

Williams, John 191

Williams, Robin 169

Willow 58, 353

Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? 83

Wind 324

Wings 20

Winkler, Henry 73

Winning (35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format) 95

Winter People 324

Winter, Ralph 114

wireless microphones, usage 51

Wise, Robert 210, 325–6

Witness 326

Wizard of Oz, The 26, 104, 204, 265, 354

Wolf Man, The 283, 356

Woman in Green, The 357

Woodstock 98

Woolsey, Lawrence 78, 81

Words and Music 361

World According to Garp, The 169

World Music 11; trendiness 12

Wray, Fay 5

write-once disc 151–2



Xerographic reproduction 266



Yankee Doodle Dandy 361

YCM colorization 283–4

Year of the Comet, The 146

Yellow Submarine 361

Yentl 94; 35mm 4-track magnetic stereo format 95

Yewdall, David 207, 342

Yogi Bear 52

Yojimbo 355

Young, Rob 54

Young, Victor 91

You Only Live Twice 361

Yucca Flat test, distortion 78



Zardoz 94, 352

Zavada, Ronald J. 90

Zelig? 190

Zelly and Me 9

Zemeckis, Robert 185, 189–90

zips, usage 83

Zoran chip, usage 154

Zorro’s Black Whip 358

Zorro’s Fighting Legion 358

Zulu 355

Zwick, Ed 133
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