
Sound and Fixed 
Media

Lecture 01 
Audio-Vision, Film Sound Analysis

F. Lyle Goldman and Max Fleischer Sound Film, 1929 http://www.archive.org/details/FindingH1929



What are fixed media?

http://www.tvhistory.tv/1952-Invictus-17-22M-Brazil.jpg



For the purposes of this course, we 
can think of fixed media as structure 

that has been locked. 
Specifically in our case, this media 
requires sound to provide a further 

dimension 
Sound can add weight, depth, time, 

space, narrative... 



what is fixed?
Frame Rate - 24fps with sound.  18fps without 

sound (35mm film) 
Different rates for video – 25, 24, 29.97, 30.   

Scan rates PAL, NTSC 
Compression algorithms…



what is fixed?

Sound System – mono, stereo, 
quad, 5.1 7.1 10.2 etc.



what is fixed?

Visuals fixed, sound added later



what is fixed?
Narrative assumptions are fixed / defaulted, 
based on preconceived norms and notions.   
These are to some extent unavoidable but 
are also constraints to work with and 
against. 

For example, a story is fixed – although 
open to interpretation and re-interpretation 
during production, editing and finally 
viewing, when the story begins to live in the 
world and resonate with different 
audiences.



what is fixed?

Narratives are adapted, from book to 
screen.  
There is even a journal that explore 
adaptation studies: 
http://www.adaptation.uk.com/journal-of-
adaptation-studies/



what is fixed?

Audience is fixed – seated 
in a stable environment.  
Things are reproducible 

“exactly” in different 
locations



what is fixed?

It is not “live” – film always the 
same ...?[except director’s cut, 

quality of reproduction equipment 
varies from  age of cinema to 

cinema and video to DVD/
Cinema].



Links:  
Surround sound history – clear article 

http://www.informit.com/articles/article.asp?p=337317 

Standard film frames rates: 
http://www.highlanderfilm.com/new1757.html 

NOPE, best to go here now: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frame_rate 

Interesting and useful information discussing differences 
between film and video materials; 

 http://www.digieffects.com/frames/
howtotransfervideotofilm.html interesting to see what’s 

happened to this URL: 
http://www.digieffects.com/blogs/tutorials/ 

Information about film formats including HDTV. 
http://www.henninger.com/library/hdtvfilm/  

NOT ANY MORE, now it’s this: 
https://www.techradar.com/uk/news/television/

ultra-hd-everything-you-need-to-know-about-4k-
tv-1258884



Physically we experience 
sound through movement; 

this is perhaps at odds with 
notions of fixity and being 

fixed
Psychologically, we experience 
sound in whatever way we are 

told to

This explains why sound is so alluring 
to the fixed media (such as sculpture, 

architecture, TV and Film)



Where were these rain sounds recorded?



What is film?





Commercial Enterprise...



Propaganda



Propaganda



Balances regularly changing technological 
innovation and format standardisation with 

world wide reach



Artistic Expression?



International language of the image?

Each nation has a distinctly 
different approach to film and 
its language.  This is based 

on variation in social, 
technological,  and financial 
needs and capabilities.  It is 

also strongly linked with ideas 
of national identity.  A film is 

how the world sees you.
Boris Karloff,  
Frankenstein  

Universal Pictures 1931



A finished film represents; 

• Bending of individual talents towards a single 
vision 

• Synthesis of multi-disciplinary and artisan skills 
• Development of multiple resources and solutions 

to solve problems  
• The ruthless cutting, trimming and removal of all 

unnecessary work 
• The film system requires planning, 

professionalism, patience and money (lots of it). 



Film and Sound



Three stages in film production

Pre-production

Shooting (production)

Post Production
Where sound traditionally begins to feature heavily in the process and the 

film becomes fixed through editing, mixing, colour balancing and the 
grafting of non-diegetic elements onto the film (such as music).



Layers

Sound is generally conceived and 
produced in terms of layers

Employment / jobs,  
roles are given to these layers too;

https://theproaudiofiles.com/roles-in-audio-post-production/



film sound analysis 
terms

References; (Altman 1992; Chion, Gorbman et al. 1994)

Altman, R. (1992). Sound theory, sound practice. New York, Routledge.

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, Columbia University Press.



“The Sound Hermeneutic”
Rick Altman

Basically means the interpretation of 
the image through sound

“The sound asks the question where? 
And the image responds here.”

Rick Altman



"sound does not actually emanate from the objects seen on the screen, 
but from a speaker, placed most commonly behind or above the screen.  

The spectator's imagination allows the objects seen on the screen to 
appear to produce the sounds, and one object's sound is not often 

confused with that of another." Page 236, And then there was sound, 
Andrea Truppin.

Later she quotes Chion "If one sees a character go to the right, one will 
therefore hear the sound move to the right....it is on this that the realism 
of cinema rests, and without it, it would be impossible to believe in these 

sounds and these voices which do not move within the width of the 
screen, while the objects and characters that produce them move about 
constantly"  Andrea Truppin's translation of Chion in Les Trois Frontiéres. 

Page 236

"In the case of off screen sound, our tendency to attach a sound to an 
emitting source in the interest of coherence allows us to accept the 

existence of that which we cannot see... We imagine not only the reality 
of the world seen on the screen, but that of a larger world stretching on 

indefinitely beyond it."  Page 236

Altman, R. (1992). Sound theory, sound practice. New York, Routledge



Diegetic Sound sound that is presented as coming from a source.  It can 
be on or off screen but it belongs inside the film world.

N o n - D i e g e t i c 
sound

sound that does not belong in the film’s world – sound 
such as background music, narration and extra sound 
effects. 



Point-of-audition sound Sound as it might be heard by 
a character in the film. Altman 
(1992)



Sound Advance introducing a sound before the image it is 
associated with. Altman (1992)



Sound Balance The extent to which have been balanced in 
relation to their position in the scene. Altman 
(1992)



Sound hermeneutic AUDIO - Where does this sound come from?
….VISUAL…ah, here it is. The hermeneutic 
approach is one of interpreting the image 
through sound. Altman (1992)



Semi-sync Sound tha t i s assoc ia ted w i th /
synchronised with actions on screen of 
secondary importance. Altman (1992)



Soundscape Sounds commonly heard in a given period or 
location. Altman (1992)



Spatial Signature The spatial circumstances of a sound’s 
production. Altman (1992)



Room tone The sonic signature of rooms where film is shot 
is recorded and mixed in at post production to 
help re-create the feeling of the space.



Establishing sound Altman (1992)- From the beginning 
of a scene, sound that establishes 
location/surroundings.  Removed or 
reduced during dialogue



Worldizing
Term coined by Walter Murch whereby 
sound is re-recorded in a real space to give 
it the genuine sonic signature of that space.



Anempathetic sound Usually digetic music.  Indifferent to the 
mood of the action (Chion)



Temporalisation The influence of sound on the perception 
of time on the image (Chion)



Empathetic Sound Sound or Music whose mood matches 
that of the actions (Chion)



Diegetic Sound sound that is presented as coming from a source.  It can be on or off screen but it 
belongs inside the film world.

Non-Diegetic sound sound that does not belong in the film’s world – sound such as background music, 
narration and extra sound effects. 

Point-of-audition sound is sound as it might be heard by a character in the film. Altman (1992)

Sound Advance introducing a sound before the image it is associated with. Altman (1992)

Sound Balance sounds have to be balanced in relation to their position in the scene. Altman 
(1992)

Sound hermeneutic AUDIO - Where does this sound come from?….VISUAL…ah, here it is Altman 
(1992)

Semi-sync Sound that is associated with/synchronised with actions on screen of secondary 
importance. Altman (1992)

Soundscape Sounds commonly heard in a given period or location. Altman (1992)

Spatial Signature The spatial circumstances of a sound’s production. Altman (1992)

Establishing sound Altman (1992)- From the beginning of a scene, sound that establishes location/
surroundings.  Removed or reduced during dialogue

Room tone The sonic signature of rooms where film is shot is recorded and mixed in at post 
production to help re-create the feeling of the space.

Worldizing
Term coined by Walter Murch whereby sound is re-recorded in a real space to 
give it the genuine sonic signature of that space.

Temporalisation The influence of sound on the perception of time on the image (Chion)

Empathetic Sound Sound or Music whose mood matches that of the actions (Chion)

Anempathetic sound Usually digetic music.  Indifferent to the mood of the action (Chion)



Apocalypse Now
Redux 

Francis Ford Coppola, 1979



Diegetic Sound sound that is presented as coming from a source.  It can be on or off screen but it 
belongs inside the film world.

Non-Diegetic sound sound that does not belong in the film’s world – sound such as background music, 
narration and extra sound effects. 

Point-of-audition sound is sound as it might be heard by a character in the film. Altman (1992)

Sound Advance introducing a sound before the image it is associated with. Altman (1992)

Sound Balance sounds have to be balanced in relation to their position in the scene. Altman 
(1992)

Sound hermeneutic AUDIO - Where does this sound come from?….VISUAL…ah, here it is Altman 
(1992)

Semi-sync Sound that is associated with/synchronised with actions on screen of secondary 
importance. Altman (1992)

Soundscape Sounds commonly heard in a given period or location. Altman (1992)

Spatial Signature The spatial circumstances of a sound’s production. Altman (1992)

Establishing sound Altman (1992)- From the beginning of a scene, sound that establishes location/
surroundings.  Removed or reduced during dialogue

Room tone The sonic signature of rooms where film is shot is recorded and mixed in at post 
production to help re-create the feeling of the space.

Worldizing
Term coined by Walter Murch whereby sound is re-recorded in a real space to 
give it the genuine sonic signature of that space.

Temporalisation The influence of sound on the perception of time on the image (Chion)

Empathetic Sound Sound or Music whose mood matches that of the actions (Chion)

Anempathetic sound Usually digetic music.  Indifferent to the mood of the action (Chion)



The Audio Visual 
Contract

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, Columbia University Press.

basically the deal a viewer/
listener makes with the material 
that the sounds we hear were 

made by the things we see

if we couldn’t sign this contract, 
most film would be too exhausting 

to watch



Listen interpretively



Caché
Caché/Hidden 

Michael Haneke 2005



Audio visual 
dissonance/
counterpoint



Surrounded
a film by Martine Huvenne, Belgium (2010)



“There is no 
soundtrack”

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, Columbia University Press.



Mirror
Tarkovsky 1974



Conceptual Resonance 

The images that the sound make us see change the 
sound we hear and this new sound changes what 

we see.  

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, Columbia University Press.



Film as memory
“Tarkovsky structured Mirror through 

fragmented plot elements with an apparent 
absence of causality, and in so doing comes 

strikingly close to the real act of remembering.”

https://theartsofslowcinema.com/2017/12/19/the-filmind-in-
andrei-tarkovskys-zerkalo/



mpv LostHighway.mkv --start=+26:46 --length=+03:11 --aid=2 --sid=no 
--fs --screen=0 

mpv apocallypseNow_coppola_1975.mkv --start=+09:00 --length=
+02:00 --aid=2 --sid=no --fs --screen=0 

mpv Hidden_Haneke_2005.mkv --start=+00:10 --length=+02:45 --fs —
screen=0 

mpv MartineHunvene-Film-Surrounded.mov --start=+01:00 --length=
+01:10 --fs --screen=0 

mpv Mirror_Tarkovsky_1974.mkv --start=+18:50 --length=+01:00 --
vid=no --aid=1 --sid=no --fs --screen=0 

mpv Mirror_Tarkovsky_1974.mkv --start=+18:50 --length=+01:00 --
vid=1 --aid=1 --sid=1 --fs --screen=0



References 

By comparison with much of the content on the rest of the course, film sound is very well documented and discussed.  The last 30 
years has seen a ballooning of academic and practitioner literature directly focused on the analysis and interpretation of film sound. 

Essential email list subscriptions 

Sound Article List 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/sound-article-list/ 

Sound Design list 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/sound_design/ 

It’s all moved to Facebook now.  

Essential reading: 

Link to school of sound website with an extensive reading list edited by Miguel Mera, 
Royal College of Music, London 

http://www.schoolofsound.co.uk/content/homework.htm 
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Essential websites 

http://www.filmsound.org 
Follow all links from here to useful, interesting places. 

Conference: 
School of Sound 

http://www.schoolofsound.org 

Internet movie database  
http://www.imdb.com  

The Archive – free/open source videos 
http://www.thearchive.org 


