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Abstract

This dissertation addresses changes in modern Hollywood sound practices by
exploring how the art and craft of sound production are tied to current institutional
demands, commercial expectations, stylistic norms, and technological options. It does so
by examining how sound editors, mixers, designers, Foley artists, engineers, and
recordists in the “sound chain” go about the job of creating sound for film from the
earliest stages of pre-production to the final mix in post-production. This project offers a
comprehensive investigation of the major roles in the sound chain, each one examining
different practitioners and their various working styles, task structures, and aesthetic
goals.

In addressing the social organization of the contemporary sound industry, this
study considers a triumvirate of interrelated factors that have essentially reshaped the
professional task structures of sound practitioners and the aesthetic character of films
produced in the last two decades. First, the transition from analog editing and mixing
machines to digital platforms such as Pro Tools in the 1990s and 2000s had a profound
effect on labor practices, workflow, and the social organization of sound practitioners and
the stylistic textures of modern sound tracks. Second, the freelance structure of the sound
industry has forced many practitioners to redefine their professional identities to better
reflect their status as “artists” and “designers” of sound. Third, this study examines how
digital workflow and the social structure of the industry have impacted the aesthetic
demands of sound tracks.

By examining the professional and creative constraints and possibilities faced by
modern sound professionals, this study foregrounds the social, occupational, and
aesthetic factors that continue to shape this facet of the Hollywood production complex.
Sound practitioners draw on a range of conventional techniques and innovative strategies
to contribute something original and fresh to the well-worn traditions of classical
Hollywood storytelling. Crucially, this project adopts an interdisciplinary approach that
incorporates theories of symbolic interaction and film poetics in addition to original field

and archival research.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction:
The Art of Sound Craft

Clarity. You have to hear all the words. You can’t have
clarity with lots of sound. We’re looking for subtlety more
than we’re looking to pound you over the head. The
picture—the story—will tell you what to do. Less is best.
Motion pictures are not reality. The best thing you can do is
be sparing. If I see someone walking down the street, I
know I need traffic, but [ don’t need a car effect for every
one I see.
— Richard Portman'

The sentiments expressed by Portman are not uncommon among sound
practitioners in Hollywood. Although Portman is a re-recording mixer, his views support
a larger point about modern Hollywood sound style and practice. On one side, the desire
for clear and uncluttered dialog points to the centrality of speech common to most
Hollywood sound tracks. The goal of clear, intelligible dialog is a well-worn convention
of sound recording, editing, and mixing that continues to find favor among most
contemporary sound professionals. On the other side, his comments can be understood as
a matter of group style: sound professionals share a set of constituted aesthetic goals and
technical means by which to achieve those goals.

Indeed, the social organization of Hollywood sound production requires an
elaborate system of cooperation, collaboration, and shared identities through which
decisions are made and problems are solved. Among the many norms of the Hollywood

sound track, the goal of a clean and clear dialog track is not an abstract issue, but one that



is faced every day by sound professionals at all levels of production. That Portman
conforms to past practices does not necessarily mean that this group style is free from
contradiction. While conventions provide artists with common practices and a bounded
set of options, they do not specify what Howard S. Becker has called “an inviolate set of
rules everyone must refer to in settling questions of what to do.”” In practical terms, the
creative decisions made by the likes of Portman and other sound practitioners are largely
based on finding solutions to both ordinary and thorny problems.

In Portman’s case, the goal of a clear and uncluttered sound track reveals a
tension in how specific decisions are made. While he may strive to create a subtle and
sparse track, a director may want a rougher and more over-the-top track. Creative
decisions and artistic choices are expressions of craft traditions as much as they are
rooted in the flexible and spontaneous world of aesthetic innovation. Most obviously, we
must first consider how sound professionals navigate this territory if we wish to
understand the institutional demands and aesthetic functions of modern sound practices.

This dissertation is about how sound practitioners go about the job of creating
sound for film from the earliest stages of pre-production to the final mix in post-
production. I hope to show how the study of the art and craft of sound production is
intimately tied to current institutional demands, commercial expectations, stylistic norms,
and technological options by detailing the aesthetics of sound craft during the current era
of Hollywood cinema. By investigating the creative and administrative decisions that
ultimately influence the textures of Hollywood sound tracks, I propose that we can
productively explain the dynamics of sound production by investigating the logics of

practice that ultimately determine the sound of modern films.



The problem remains of how to conceptualize the professional identities and
decision-making strategies of sound professionals, and the resultant aesthetic functions of
contemporary sound tracks. In large measure, this project attempts to create a space
within academic film sound studies that investigates how questions of style and practice
can be productively answered by examining the working methods, institutional demands,
craft norms, and social organization of sound professionals in the modern Hollywood
production complex.

Studies of classical and contemporary film sound practices have been approached
from several compelling avenues. Questions of industrial organization and conventional
practices have been the subject of broader questions of cultural ideology, and discourses
on the representational functions of the audiovisual apparatus.’ In other cases,
psychoanalytic and cultural readings of sound practices have tried to explain issues of
sound style as being symptomatic of broader ideological aims that seek to efface the work
involved in the construction of the sound track.*

At the same time, other studies of sound practices have attempted to engage with
more fine-grained features of the sound track by turning to specific functions of different
elements of the sound track. Studies that explore the constitutive effects of film dialog,
voice, sound effects, and Foley across different genres have provided focused accounts
on the historical trajectories of sound craft, and the broader theoretical implications of
these sound elements.’ Still other accounts of contemporary sound production that have
incorporated interviews with practitioners have deepened our understanding of certain

elements of the sound chain.®



Considerations of sound practices have also focused on questions of sound
authorship, with some studies emphasizing the role of the sound auteur in creating the
overall “sound” of a film.” These treatments of film sound look to either the film director
or the “sound designer” as the author of the sound track in an attempt to find stylistic
signatures and commonalities across a set of films.

However, while both large- and small-scale studies of film sound production
practices have accounted for some of the institutional dynamics, social organization,
technological options, and professional identities of sound practitioners, this project
hopes to deepen the discourse with a detailed consideration of how creative decisions and
choices, technical means, and notions of professional identity help to shape the aesthetic
contours of modern Hollywood sound tracks. By doing so, this project will revisit some
of the key historical and theoretical debates in film sound studies with a fresh set of ears.

Rick Altman was among the first scholars to recognize the need for a
“heterogeneous” approach to the study of film sound that moves beyond basic text-based
criticism and overdetermined modes of interpretation. Instead, he writes, “As soon as we
move away from film as a single, homogenous phenomenon, we become aware of the
heterogeneous chain of objects and spaces which serve as a vehicle for sound.”® What
Altman calls for is a way of studying the production and exhibition of cinema sound that
focuses on how social factors, industrial practices, and aesthetic conventions can shape
the contours of the sound track.

Few investigations of modern film sound practices have probed the intricate
network of professional organizations, labor unions and professional hierarchies, studio

facilities, and boutique sound shops to gain a better understanding of how the post-



divestment era of Hollywood filmmaking has influenced the professional identities of
Los Angeles-based sound editors, mixers, designers, Foley artists, and recordists.
Combining archival research with film analysis, and field interviews, this project
addresses how contemporary notions of sound style and practice are bound up with issues
of professional identity, digital technology, industrial reorganization, and artistic
decision-making.

To properly address how sound practice affects sound style and existing theories
of Hollywood film sound, this dissertation looks beyond the scope of traditional sound
studies to the sociological work of Howard Becker and Robert Faulkner, and the film
poetic work of David Bordwell. Faulkner’s explorations of the career development of
Hollywood composers dovetails with Howard Becker’s notion of “art worlds,” which
seeks to examine how networks of cooperation, shared conventions, and occupational
ideologies shape the production of art works and the careers of art makers.” Faulkner’s
interest in the productivity, position, and occupational task structures of composers in the
post-war Hollywood film industry reveals a freelance work structure that shares many
characteristics with the modern sound industry. Relying on interviews with composers,
industry data, and in situ observations, Faulkner’s method proposes a way of
understanding the complexities of the film industry that aims to reconstruct the
professional realities, constraints, and possibilities of working within the Hollywood film
industry.

Similarly, David Bordwell’s poetics of cinema investigates how technological,
creative, and industrial constraints and possibilities of feature filmmaking can shape the

artistic decisions and choices of filmmakers and craft professionals.'® Essentially,



Bordwell contends that filmmakers and craft practitioners are beset by creative,
administrative, and technical problems that must be solved using conventional or
innovative logics. To understand why certain decisions are made, it is important to
investigate those circumstances and examine what those decisions illustrate about
industrial and aesthetic norms. More often than not, this means examining the working
methods, writings, and thoughts of filmmakers. Combining film analysis with archival
and observational research, Bordwell’s poetics attempts to reconstruct an historical
moment in hopes of explaining the trajectory of stylistic practices within a particular
industry, genre, or set of films.

Taken together, these two approaches possess the foundational means by which
an account of the contemporary sound industry and its practitioners can be written. In
extending film sound studies beyond the zones of traditional sound theory, this account of
modern sound practice is about how professional identities, task structures, and industry
concerns contribute to our understanding of sound conventions, functions, and style.

On a certain level, this project can also be read as a contribution to the emerging
field of industry studies, which considers the notion of “production as a culture.”'! As
Vicki Mayer, Miranda J. Banks, and John Thorton Caldwell note, production studies aims
to understand “how media producers make culture, and, in the process, make themselves
into particular kinds of workers in modern, mediated societies.”'* By incorporating a
cross-disciplinary framework, production studies have explored the social, political, and
policy textures of media work and the place of the practitioner within various media
industries, including the Hollywood film and television industries.'> However, few, if

any, industry studies have sought to account for the ways in which the creative decisions



of film practitioners and their working methods ultimately come to shape the contours

of film style. Even though we may be able to describe the professional networks of
practitioners and the economic systems in which they participate, it is also important to
consider how those networks and systems of collaboration constitute the building blocks
of an art form’s formal properties. In this sense, the value of a poetic framework,
influenced by the occupational and social dynamics of the interactionist method, is that it
provides a way to access these connections between notions of formal style and artistic

Process.

The Sound of Modern Hollywood

In the following pages I seek to answer several questions: How have industrial
conditions, technological changes, and stylistic norms shaped the sound of modern
Hollywood films and influenced the professional composition of the Hollywood sound
community? How has the transition to digital editing and mixing platforms affected labor
practices, aesthetic norms and conventions within the production and post-production
sound community? These questions have not been addressed by film sound scholarship in
a way that accounts for the stylistic and occupational character of the entire sound chain.
In some sense, then, the research program adopted here attempts to connect aspects of
film style with the social and organizational processes of craft practice. Indeed, this
model of analysis assumes an intrinsic link between industrial concerns, social

organization, and the aesthetic constitution of the sound track.



In many ways, the current era (1990 to the present) of Hollywood filmmaking
presents a critical intersection by which to address these questions. In addressing the
formal and social organization of the contemporary “sound industry,” this project
considers a triumvirate of interrelated factors that have essentially reshaped the
professional task structures of sound practitioners and the aesthetic character of films
produced in the era of digital editing and mixing tools. These three themes represent the
basic conclusions of this project.

First, the transition from analog editing and mixing machines such as the Moviola
to digital platforms in the 1990s and 2000s had a profound effect on the social
organization of sound practitioners and the stylistic textures of modern sound tracks.
Computer-based editing platforms led to an overall intensification of craft practices in the
way that sound editors could access, cut, and mix raw files with greater speed and
efficiency. The non-linear and random-access nature of hard-disk editing platforms also
meant that practitioners could audition more files and experiment with more
combinations of sounds in digitized sound libraries without having to unspool and
synchronize a piece of magnetic film. Consequently, the widespread adoption of
electronic workflow led to the assumption that “digital” meant “faster.” Indeed, the
transition to digital workflow forced sound practitioners to reconfigure and augment
certain aspects of their occupational task structures and ways of going about their creative
work. On an institutional level, the pervasive use of electronic editing and mixing
platforms forced the major Hollywood sound unions to confront what labor leaders

considered to be a “blurring” between the distinctive roles of editors and mixers.



Second, the professional organization of the Hollywood sound industry
underwent a period of intense social change, which began with the 1948 Paramount
decision that effectively divested the major film studios from of their exhibition arms. By
the 1960s, many studios were forced to sell off major divisions of their operations,
including post-production facilities and personnel. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the
sound industry — including most editors, Foley professionals, and mixers — became
freelance workers. Independent sound editorial and mixing facilities began to spring up
around the Los Angeles area, and sound practitioners were forced to create distinct
professional identities for themselves in an industry that had become largely freelance.
By the 1990s, sound professionals who were once considered mere technicians in the
studio era were calling themselves “artists” and “designers.”

Third, the formal characteristics of sound tracks in the era of digital workflow
reverberate with a clear sense of aesthetic innovation, creativity, intensification of
practices and techniques, and technical polish. Sound practitioners draw on a range of
conventional techniques and innovative strategies to contribute something original and
fresh to the well-worn traditions of classical storytelling. Indeed, the conventions and
techniques that dominate this period tell us something about the stability and change of
sound practices today, as well as how these dynamics have evolved from the classical era
of Hollywood filmmaking. Specifically, while sound practitioners continue to base many
of their creative decisions on the belief that style is subordinated to story intelligibility,
this does not mean that they are not artists who work within certain conventional

frameworks and art-making practices.
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Taken together, these three aspects of sound production provide the foundation
on which the modern sound industry operates, and constitute the building blocks of sound
style in contemporary films. The influence of technology, social organization, and
creative decision-making on the modern Hollywood sound production complex is
fundamental to the form, function, and style of the sound industry and its art-making
practices. In many ways, the cultivation of professional identities within production and
post-production sound practices was exacerbated and concretized by the transition to
electronic workflow, which, in turn, contributed to the ways in which sound professionals
continue to make decisions about their work, and organize the creative aspects of sound

production.

“The Sound Chain” and Chapter Outline

At the center of this account of sound practice is the Hollywood “sound chain,”
the network of production and post-production editors, mixers, artists, recordists,
technicians, and craftspeople that comprise the Los Angeles-based sound industry (see
Appendix A). The social organization of the sound chain follows a fundamental and
fairly rigid hierarchy of economic and artistic control. The production company is
positioned at the top of the chain, since it normally provides economic funding to the film
project. The director is mainly responsible for the creative direction of the sound track.
The production mixer, who is usually hired by the director, records and mixes on-set
dialog. After principal photography has wrapped, the production mixer delivers the

recordings to the post-production sound crew, headed by the supervising sound editor. As
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a liaison to the director, the supervising sound editor is largely responsible for the

major creative and administrative decisions in the actual production of the sound track,
organizes the major elements of sound editorial (dialog editing, ADR, and Foley) and re-
recording mixing (dialog, music, and effects mixers), and oversees each of these
departments to ensure stylistic consistency and flow.

Although the sound track is under the direction of the supervising sound editor
and director, each component of the sound chain is characterized by its own task
structures, occupational ideologies, and technical tools. Crucially, every member of the
sound chain must negotiate their own professional and artistic sensibilities with the goals
of the supervising sound editor, director, and production company. In this way, sound
practitioners participate in a social dynamic where jurisdictional struggles and
compromises are daily occurrences. Practitioners engage with filmmakers in freelancer-
client relationships that structure much of the sound industry. Artistic decisions are
sometimes made at the behest of a director or sound supervisor, but more often than not
the modern sound professional is called on to provide distinctive, individualized solutions
to a host of stylistic problems. In other cases, craft union regulations and labor rules have
cemented the hierarchies among professionals and the ways in which sound editors and
mixers participate in sound production.

This dissertation takes as its point of departure the myriad technological,
organizational, and creative problems faced by each major role in the sound chain. The
solutions to these problems point up the different occupational mandates, creative
decision-making strategies, professional identities, and shared styles of current sound

practitioners. Chapter 2 provides the theoretical background of the methodology that
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frames this project. Of particular importance to my methodological framework are the
studies of craft norms and conventions in art practices by film scholar David Bordwell,
and sociologists Howard Becker and Robert Faulkner. Bordwell’s problem/solution
research program on the poetics of cinema is considered alongside Becker and Faulkner’s
sociological analyses of social organization and symbolic interaction in art practices as a
way to productively interpret and frame a study of craft norms, social organization, and
style within the sound community.

Chapter 3 addresses the composition of the Hollywood sound industry since the
divestment period and focuses on the emergence of independent post-production sound
facilities in Los Angeles and the reintroduction of major studio post-production services
in the 1990s. The notion of the “flexibly specialized” or freelance sound practitioner, as
outlined by Susan Christopherson and Michael Storper, is central to the understanding of
the social organization of sound professionals. This chapter also considers the economic,
aesthetic, and community value of sound effects libraries in the era of the freelance sound
professional.'

Chapter 4 is principally concerned with the history of electronic editing and
mixing platforms in Hollywood and their relationship to key industry practices and
technical standards. The second part of the chapter focuses on the widespread adoption of
the Pro Tools platform, and sets in relief its role in streamlining the use of electronic
editing and mixing hardware and software among sound practitioners at every level of the
sound chain. This analysis is framed by the assumption that technology and social

practices cannot be separated. Drawing on the work of Trevor J. Pinch and Wiebe E.
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Bijker, the chapter explores how the Pro Tools platform ascended to a position of
market and industry dominance based on the company’s social interaction with
practitioners.'’

Chapters 5 through 10 explore the major roles in the sound chain with a particular
focus on the ways in which sound technology, the social organization of the freelancer
system, the hierarchies of sound production, and the demands of classical filmmaking
influence the creative and artistic decision-making properties of their work. Chapter 5
explores the work of production, or “location,” mixing with an emphasis on the creative
and social constraints experienced by mixers who are often forced to sacrifice personal
style to suit the demands of the photography unit, actors, and other filmmakers. The
second half of the chapter considers the historical and theoretical importance of “live”
voice recording to modern production mixers with a case study of Heath Ledger’s vocal
performance in The Dark Knight (2008). While it is often argued that Hollywood sound
tracks subordinate style to story in order to emphasize intelligibility, an investigation of
The Dark Knight reveals how the production sound crew balanced dialog intelligibility
with more expressive sound techniques.

Chapter 6 follows with a consideration of dialog editing and ADR, or Automated
Dialog Replacement. The chapter explores the delicate social dynamic faced by ADR
supervisors who must work with actors to re-record dialog with the same performance
value and sound quality as the original on-set recording. At the same time, the technical
means of dialog editing in the digital age, and the artistic notion of “revoicing” are also
discussed. A case study of dialog replacement in The W olfman (2010) illustrates the fine-

grained, even surgical, precision of digital dialog editing.
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Chapter 7 provides a broad history of the art and craft of Foley performance,
and traces the role from the studio era to the present with an emphasis on how electronic
editing and mixing in concert with the emergent freelance industry necessitated the
transition from “Foley walker,” which was widely considered a technical craft, to “Foley
artist,” which emphasizes the performative characteristics of the craft. A number of film
case studies illustrate the changing status of Foley and emphasize its status as a
“heightened” and intensified effect in films.

Chapter 8 focuses on the evolution of the “sound designer.” In addressing the
sometimes convoluted and often controversial history of this role, I outline three
interconnected definitions of the designation, all of which are currently in use by sound
professionals who consider themselves “sound designers.” My aim here is to detail the
contingencies and organizational structure of sound effects editing and supervision within
the context of the over-determined “sound designer” designation. The second half of the
chapter explores the creative and administrative functions of sound editing and “design”
with a particular emphasis on the sound design of Rambo (2008) and Halloween 2
(2009).

Chapter 9 discusses the changes in the roles of sound editors and re-recording
mixers with the advent of electronic editing and mixing machines, such as Pro Tools.
Specifically, it addresses the changing complexion of the industry’s leading sound labor
unions, Local 695 and Local 700 of Los Angeles, in relation to the emergent freelance
labor system in Hollywood.

Finally, chapter 10 considers the ways in which re-recording mixers bring all of

the sound materials together — sound effects, Foley, ADR, dialog, and music — for the
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final mix. Considerable emphasis is placed on the means by which mixers make
creative choices in order to create a “balanced,” “seamless,” and “unified” final track. In
navigating the final mix, re-recording mixers must also interact with other filmmakers
(directors, producers, sound supervisors, composers) to ensure that everyone’s creative
needs are being met. The chapter closes with a case study of the sound mix of The
Bourne Ultimatum (2007) in relation to David Bordwell’s concept of “intensified
continuity.”

Having outlined my research goals and distinguished this work from the existing
literature, I now turn to a brief consideration of what this thesis is not about. Given the
importance of music to the history of film sound, it may seem like a glaring omission that
I have chosen not to examine the role of music and the composer as part of the
Hollywood sound chain. The reasons for this decision are twofold. First, despite the
relative shortage of material on voice recording and sound effects, there are several very
good studies of film music that explore its form and function within classical and
contemporary Hollywood narratives.'® Second, and perhaps more fundamentally, the
world of sound editing and mixing is professionally distinct from the world of film music
composition and editing. Even though music must invariably share a space on the sound
track with dialog and effects, composers and other sound practitioners infrequently
collaborate with each other. Music composition, recording, and editing typically does not
fall under the purview of the supervising sound editor and, unlike the recordings
produced by the location mixer, the music doesn’t have much direct impact on the
subsequent stages of audio post-production, at least not until the final re-recording

sessions. In this sense, music is produced in a parallel, semi-autonomous realm, in






