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CHAPTER 1

CREATING THE SOUND DESIGN STEP-BY-STEP

With an eye and ear on practical applications, this chapter starts right
off with the nuts and bolts of developing the soundtrack from script to
final mix.  These are the stages:

• The first script reading
• What to listen for — objects, actions, environments, emotions, transitions
• Grouping the voices
• Drawing visual maps
• Meeting with the director
• The sound map — draft 1
• Consulting before and during the shoot
• Accompanying the picture edit
• Analyzing the final picture edit
• The sound map — draft 2
• Defining voice sources and modifications
• Defining sound effects and ambience sources 
• Coordinating with the music score
• Experimentation and open options
• Exhibition considerations
• The sound map — draft 3
• Pre-mix decisions
• The final mix and print master

The order of steps in the design of the soundtrack proposed here is a
likely scenario that allows your greatest participation in the creative
process, but you may not always have control of the scheduling.  Each
production will have its own circumstances:  the moment when you are
contracted, with whom you will be meeting, what elements you will
have at hand or what really works for your personal style, as well as
that of your principal collaborators — the director, sound editor, and
music composer.

Remember that none of these techniques, nor the order in which they may
be applied, are absolutes.  Each person will have strengths in perception
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and imagination (i.e., perceiving without an outside stimulus) that may
emphasize the verbal, visual, aural, logical, emotional, or kinesthetic
capacities of brain processing.  So the techniques and exercises suggested
throughout this book should serve as guides for you to find and utilize
the most effective methods that tap into your own expanded awareness
and creativity.

The first script reading

The written script should be the first “listening” you will have of your
soundtrack.  Even if the film has been shot, or edited, don’t let your
eagerness to jump into the visuals spoil this unique opportunity.
Regardless of the difference between the writer’s words and what has
been shot, read the script first.  Your impressions of what will transmit
the story through sound will be virgin, and may very well draw more
upon your inner ear if the input is from the page rather than the filmed
image. Once you’ve seen the image, it is almost impossible to go back to
the more primary stage without being influenced by the impression that
the visual will have made.  

When reading the script for the first time, you’ll get a lot more out of it
if you do this from beginning to end with no interruption, and at a pace
as close as possible to the final film pace (usually a minute per page).  If
you can do this, you’ll get a more accurate feeling of the storytelling
pace and the rhythms inherent in the drama, and it will be your only
opportunity to get it like a first-time viewer.  After this reading you’ll be
digging into individual elements, pulling things apart and putting them
back together while consciously searching for creative solutions.  So close
the door, turn off the phone, and get into it for a few hours nonstop, as
if you were sitting in the movie theater.  But leave the lights on and have
a pencil in hand.  You will use the pencil like a conductor’s baton, nimbly
marking the script as your eyes dance down the lines.  

What to listen for

Objects, actions, environments, emotions, and transitions
On the first reading you’ll be looking for key words and ideas that imme-
diately impress you.  In subsequent readings, especially after meeting



with the director and other creative colleagues, these same ideas and
more key words should be tracked down in much greater detail, while
you note the development and transformation of these sounds through-
out the story.  Techniques for clarifying the developmental lines for the
sounds will be given below. 

There are several different “voices” to listen for within the following
categories:

1) sounds linked to people, objects, and actions on screen that are
explicitly described

2) environments that can be fleshed out with sonic ambiance
3) key words in both scene description and dialogue that give clues to

the emotions of the scene (both of the character and of the spectator)
4) moments of physical or dramatic transition

When you notice these on the page, circle, use checkmarks or any other
rapid notation to mark the word or phrase.  If you feel the urge to write
an observation, economize by using a word or two at most, just enough
to later cue the memory of your entire thought.   You can invent a code
(e.g., “ew” for eerie wind), marking the repetition or development of a
certain sound or theme that carries throughout the film.  But keep mov-
ing forward without losing the pace of the story, and don’t worry about
getting it all marked out on the first read-through.

Explicit sounds
Scriptwriting convention pays a certain homage to the power of audio
by requesting that each sound be capitalized in the body of the scene
description:  

The oncoming truck’s HORN BLASTS as the out-of-con-
trol car swerves violently, its WHEELS SCREECHING.

It makes for a bit more exciting reading — and a good writer can create a
visual rhythm on the page that can aid in establishing rhythm on the screen
— but the major purpose is to help the production manager identify,
schedule, and budget the production of these sounds.   In fact, after the
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sound designer has completed the script analysis and created the sound
map, the production manager will have a much more accurate document
for basing his budgeting.

The sound designer’s development of the audio track is more extensive
and subtle than the screenwriter’s, and for good reason.  The page simply
should not and cannot hold the depth of information that will be on the
audio track, as similarly a script should not detail camera angles nor all
production design elements.  

But within every character, object, and action on screen there can be
generated a potential sound that may give further dramatic impact to the
scene and story, and this sonic coloring is the challenge for you to reveal.

The little boy tiptoes along the spiky tops of the
rotten picket fence, trying in vain to ignore the
menacing bulldog chained just below him.  As the
mad dog lunges against its restraints, the boy’s
hands spastically flap to maintain balance, his
sneaker losing grip.

So here we see two characters, a protagonist and antagonist, the boy and
the dog.  What kind of sounds would each be eliciting in this circumstance?
The boy would try to be as silent and invisible as possible, but he can’t
avoid breathing, which might very well be irregular, forced, and audible
due to his stress in holding everything else so controllably, especially
when he slips.  It seems that the dog would be growling at the very least,
perhaps in a crescendo toward an aggressive bark.

The objects include a chain, which holds double intent in the scene.
The wild clinking forms part of the aural attack against the boy, but as
it clangs taut it serves as the only thing protecting him.  (Notice how this
audio analysis could contribute to the storyboarding and blocking of the
action if done before the shoot.)  The contact of the boy’s shoes with the
untrustworthy fence could surely generate nerve-racking, splintering
creaks, and the slip itself may be accentuated with the weakness of a
slippery rubber sole.
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Both characters and objects are linked to the action verbs, which create
an emotional context to the scene.  Find motion, directionality, and
moments of impact.  Sound qualities that might accent each of the verbs
in the above scene could be: “tiptoes” — dainty tap-tap-tapping;
“lunges” — attacking, explosive, growing closer; and “spastically flap”
— arrhythmic whooshing.

Environments
Information about the environment first appears in the scene headings,
which are as succinct as possible to help the production manager do the
breakdown, and which denote three items:  EXTERIOR or INTERI-
OR, LOCATION (with perhaps HISTORICAL PERIOD) and TIME
OF DAY.  Then there usually is a modest amount of detail given in the
first paragraph of scene description, appearing something like this:

EXT. CORNFIELD - NIGHT

The rows of cornstalks bathe motionlessly in the
moonlight.  In the middle of the field, a single stalk
begins to shake, slowly at first, then possessed with
a nervous energy that spreads contagiously to its
neighbors.

Part of your job will be to create the reality of these explicit locations
and times, but for now you should look for the subtext that these
environments may lend to the development of the story and characters.
The above scene could belong to a terror or comedy film, and may
mix the genres to have an even greater impact at the moment of tension
and turning point in the narrative.   Let’s assume this is a pure terror
film, introducing since the beginning of the script (with an appropriate
title) a supernatural, malevolent force.

The words “Night,” “motionlessly,” and “moonlight” tell us this would
be a quiet place, but what might be the type of silence that would contrast
well with the first break of that silence by the rustling of the cornstalk?
To best hear the cornstalk’s shaking, which will be a random mixture of
fairly high frequencies, the contrasting background “silence” could be
a single frog croaking in a lower register with a defined periodicity.
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Attention will be heightened when the sounds of “silence” noncom-
petitively fill in the tonal and rhythmic spectrums, with our brains more
readily registering the aural contrast.

The distance or intimacy of the sounds can transmit a dramatic intent
by telling us where we are and what might be a threatening noise to be
noticed.  We can decrease the frog’s immediacy by filtering out the higher
frequencies in its croak and giving a tiny reverb to lend a sense of
calmness, distance, and surrounding space.  By accenting the high
frequencies of the cornstalk shaking we create a greater presence.  If we
choose to make the environment claustrophobically collapse, the frog
croak can gain on the high frequencies, while we multiply the croaks to
have frogs surround us from all sides.  Or we can do the opposite, as the
cornstalks’ movement spreads menacingly, by adding reverb and
increasing the volume to the point of filling up the whole environment,
and thus our subjective head space as well.

Clues to the emotions
Adjectives and adverbs give flavor to the scene descriptions, hinting to
the director, actors, production designer, DP (director of photography)
and sound designer what feeling should prevail.  One can imagine a
thousand kinds of “LIVING ROOM — DAY” if no emotional detail is
given to the scene description and only blocking of the actors’ movement
is indicated (which is pretty bad screenwriting technique, since this aspect
should be left mostly for the director and actors to determine during
rehearsals).  But if a word or two of colorful portrayal is interjected, it
thrusts our eyes and ears into a specific reality:  abandoned, rainbow-colored,
marble-columned, blood-stained, cold neon, etc.

You may see a word that seems so out of context with the rest of the
description that it could serve as a sound clue.  Mark it for special atten-
tion.  For example, the location could be a very dark alley, with sinister
tension built into the movement and dialogue.  If suddenly there appears
a “luminous ethereal ball,” the contrast should be made that much
greater by characterizing the environment’s negative, antagonistic feel-
ing with a sonic ambiance that will allow the arrival of the good-guy ball
in the most opposite of sounds to those of the threatening alley.  You can
most effectively use pitch, timbre, and attack in counterpoint.
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Description of a scene can give you a sense of energy and direction of
emotion.  During a horse race, for example, bettors have gambled not
only their money but their hopes, and these can be exposed through
the action and reaction in the soundtrack.  It can also give hints to the
characters’ personalities and what we can expect to accentuate in the
audio during their dramatic journey throughout the film.

The chanting crowd rises to its feet as the horses
head into the home stretch.  

Hooves pound.  Frank’s horse Supper Time nudges
ahead of Peter’s horse Zip Drive.   

Frank bounces like a superball, HOOTING like a
hyena.

Peter GROWLS like a bear, punching the air in swift
hooks.

Assuming these two fellows will be competing not only at the racetrack
but throughout the story, their forms of communication and temperament
will have nuances in acting style, costume, camera angle, and sound.  The
sound treatment will start with the use of voice (each actor’s interpretation),
how it is recorded (type and placement of microphone, location, or
studio recording) and postproduction sweetening (filters, multitracking).
Then the conditions of the ambient sounds and music will be added to
reflect, support, and/or contrast with each character, following the
principles of psychoacoustics (outlined in the later chapters).  It all
begins with the emotion that jumps off the page.  

In the above case, what the two characters are feeling at that moment is
considered a primary emotion, in contrast to a scene description that
generates a reaction from the audience (or reader), which is denoted as
a secondary emotion.  An example of this is clear in a scene in which the
character is trembling with anxiety, but the audience is rolling in laughter:

Hanging over the bubbling industrial cooking pots,
Harold tries for the third time to lift the slippery
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hard-boiled egg between his two big toes.   As he
holds on for dear life to the drooping coat hang-
er, he manages to pinch the egg with his extra long
toenails. Slowly, slowly, he raises the egged toes to
his mouth... But slowly, slowly the egg begins to
crack and disintegrate...

In a scene that has a contrast between primary and secondary emotions,
we have a choice to employ the sound purely with one emotion, or to use
spatial or temporal counterpoint to heighten the tension.  In the following
examples, I am taking liberty to use my own definitions for the various
types of comedy and the rules they may follow — for the sake of showing
the kinds of choices that can be made in sound design.

A satire would most likely carry us into Harold’s world as the chosen
point of view, focusing on the primary emotion by exaggerating the
seriousness of his plight. This could be done by exploiting the cliché
sounds of an action thriller, i.e., threatening low frequencies in the boiling
vats below, nerve-racking dissonant metal bending of the coat hanger,
Harold’s audible irregular breathing, and the ominous cracking of the
egg reverberating in the tiled kitchen.  

In a slapstick comedy, the tone would also be exaggerated and even less
subtle, with a silliness in recognition that we are the delighted observers
participating in the secondary emotion, prodding us directly to the point
with a more cartoonish style of sounds.  The bubbles would sound with
more melodic poppings, sliding the tones in a circus-organ-like clown
dance.  The bending hanger would be a springy doowing-doowing.
Harold’s breath would probably not be heard at all, so as to help focus
us on our own laughing breath even more.  The cracking of the egg
would have a stuttering but intelligent rhythm, a kind of tease to draw
out the tension to the fullest extent.  

In a comedy that alternates between the primary and secondary emotions,
we have the opportunity for a sophistication of shifting point of view and
pulling the audience off-guard more than they expect from either a pure
satire or a slapstick comedy.  By mixing the conventions, a new rhythm
can be established, a kind of “beat frequency” phenomenon between the
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two points of view, primary and secondary, that tickles the audience’s
fancy so that they feel like their own heads are being tossed around on
an emotional rollercoaster.  Intersecting planes of reality conspire to
heighten the humor, and in this case the sounds can be selected from
both points of view to make this counterpoint.  For example, the
threatening volcanic-like bubbles from below will contrast greatly with
the cartoonish springy hanger from above.  Harold’s struggling breath
could be heard in hyper-closeness, then completely disappear when the
egg cracking is cued to enter in full attention-getting intensity.

Physical or dramatic transition
The flow of drama leads us to turning points in the story that evoke shifts
in physical space, intent, emotion, and in general a new direction for the
characters and plot.  When reading the script, note where these occur, as
they will serve as signposts for changes in the soundtrack as well.

The most obvious shifts of physical space occur at the change from one
scene location to another.  Certainly this is motivation to change the
ambient sounds to help orient the audience to the new space, but rarely
is this change a dramatic turning point in itself.  More likely you will
have to dig for the psychological transition that can be escorted with a
shift in the audio.

Still on the physical plane, a common transition element is a door.  This
can be leading the character into a new space, unknown adventure, or
surprise twist.  In thrillers the cliché of an attack upon the entering
character continues to elicit anxiety, often accentuated with the low-volume
sound that suddenly is broken by the loud, contrasting thrust of the
intruder.  There are also moments of a sudden, unexpected entry into a
room by a foreign element that is accompanied by a definite shift in the
ambiance.  Imagine, for example, a dog kennel late at night when a cat
somehow sneaks in through a window crack, wakening the snuffling
hounds into a barking fervor.  So a window, drawer, cabinet, closet,
chimney, drain, manhole, elevator, car trunk, cave, swimming pool surface,
ocean wave, and shadow can all serve as “doors” into other realities.

Ask yourself about the predominant feeling before and after this transition.
What would the characters be hearing because their attention would be
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more prone to one aspect of the environment than to another?  How
would the audience participate more in the world of a character with
respect to a shift of sounds?  Some bipolar extremes could be:

• closed-open
• loud-soft
• dry-echo
• low pitch-high pitch
• near-far
• empty-full
• harmony-dissonance
• friendly-menacing

The choices made should be based on an analysis of the arcs and
dramatic turning points of the characters and plot, consciously
emphasizing, suggesting, or even contradicting what is occurring in
the subtext of the script.

Looking beyond the physical cues, there are usually many moments that
exhibit profound transitions indicated by either a character’s action or dia-
logue.  One example in As Good As It Gets occurs in the restaurant scene
when Jack Nicholson is courting Helen Hunt in his very ungainly fashion.
As he is drawing towards a decisive revelation and shift in his character,
the natural sounds of the restaurant (murmur of other diners, silverware,
glasses, etc.) fade away, leaving a kind of magical vacuum for the two
characters to sink into with their emotional teeth and hearts.  When
the scene tension is resolved with a humorous shift, the sounds of the
restaurant return to their previous levels.  The magic moment has passed.

Grouping the voices

Upon completing your first reading of the script and having marked the
different “voices” that struck you as significant, take a rapid rereading
and note these words on a separate page.  Find a logic to group them by
type: action, object, emotion, etc.  Now skim over each group and let the
words begin to take sides.  Do you find very similar words?  Opposing
words?  What is the opposition that is being created?  Is there a similar
opposition in the different groups of words?
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If the film is fairly simple in structure, it may have only one bipolar
contrast.  But most films have at least two levels of storytelling — the
more consciously obvious goal and conflict, and the more subconscious
subtext.  Be aware that the list of bipolar pairs may need to be separated
into more than one thematic conflict.

An example of this kind of separation is illustrated with the script analysis
of a Brazilian film called Negociação Mortal (Deadly Negotiation) for which
I created the sound design.  Two distinct bipolar lists were derived from
the script, which included development of musical aspects such as
rhythm and frequencies that followed these bipolarities.

Figure 1-1  bipolar sound lists for Negociação Mortal

As is the case with any film that is multilayered in its tones, symbols, and
characters, this film has exceptions to these bipolarities, which can serve
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DEATH
mechanical
clock (high pitch, 
constant)
4/4 rhythm
scream of death
inhale cigarette, cocaine
man — real life
woman — “Death”
money

POWER
winner
conqueror
man
Death
armed
power of words

LIFE
organic
heart (low pitch, 
speed up-slow down)
3/4 rhythm
scream of orgasm
breathing
woman — real life
man — little boy
love

WEAKNESS
loser
conquered
woman
man
handcuffed
insecurity



for rich counterpoints and unexpected plot twists.  So be aware of the
relative nature of such charts; they are guidelines, not necessarily eternal
truths (even for the two hours of the film).  

There may be tripolar relationships as well.  These can fall into basically
two types:

1) Left-Center-Right, a linear relationship in which the “left” and
“right” are two extremes (bipolarities) with a neutral, combination, or
half-way element that is distinct from either extreme. This usually
encompasses a smaller spectrum of all the flow possibilities than the
3-way Pie (described below) can obtain.  Examples of this might be:
yellow-green-blue, child-teenager-adult, hunger-satisfaction-nausea,
nervous-attentive-bored.

2) 3-way Pie Division, a triangular relationship in which the three
elements are all equally weighted and each shares boundaries and
relationships with the other two, with a maximum of flow possibilities
encompassing a complete cycle or spectrum.  Examples of this would
be:  red-blue-yellow, life-death-rebirth, seed-tree-flower, intellectual-
emotional-physical.

If the screenplay you are working on begs to be supported by three
themes or elements, this can be a useful paradigm to apply to the
sound design as well, extrapolating the same tools as used with the
bipolar relationships.

Drawing visual maps

Now with this understanding of the deeper resonating elements of the
script, you can look for patterns that will give you clues for building the
sound design structure.  Take a piece of paper and draw a line down the
middle in the long direction.  Mark points along the line representing the
significant plot points, moments of transition and heightened conflict.  If
there are certain repeated elements or scenes that are important to the
story, give them some graphic symbol where they appear along the
chronological line you have drawn.  If you have drawn in pencil it would
be helpful to ink over after you’ve got everything laid out, or make a pho-
tocopy, so that when you begin the next phase of drawing you can erase
the overlaying design without disturbing the basic structure.
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Refer back to the bipolar charts that you made of your “voices” and
select the two most representative words for each bipolarity, e.g., death-
life, power-weakness, success-failure, male-female, rational-intuitive,
money-love, etc.  Looking at the dramatically high points of the story,
ask yourself what is happening in the bipolar conflict?  Most stories have
a central character who will be experiencing these conflicts, so put yourself
in that character’s shoes and see what he or she is feeling at this moment.  

Let’s take the example of death-life to illustrate this technique.  In
Negociação Mortal the main character, Mario, meets a mysterious woman
who later is revealed to be Death, the grim reaper in a seductive form.
She predicts his death in seven years’ time, leaving him to invest his
energies as he wishes until then.  As the story leaps forward to the fate-
ful date, Mario finds that his world of successful but ruthless business is
suddenly thrown out of his control when he is kidnapped, hooded,
handcuffed, and whisked off to an isolated cabin.  The events unfold as
Death reveals herself in the cabin and begins a final seduction to climax
the film.  The major bipolar contrast revolves around Mario’s attempt
to control all that is living around him and his inability to control his
ultimate destiny with Death.  A graphic representation of the time line
and bipolar units (usually done with an erasable colored pencil) would
look like this:

Figure 1-2  visual map A
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A second bipolar unit of power-weakness overlaid on the same time line
will have a different curve than the first (done with a different colored
pencil), at moments crossing, counterpointing, and finally resolving to a
mutual climax, like this:

Figure 1-3  visual map B

What do these graphics reveal for the sound design?  As the basic dra-
matic elements are put into opposition, we can visualize a kind of emo-
tional scoring of the entire film.  We can see when one theme emerges and
becomes dominant or suppressed, as well as how the multiple themes
bounce off one another.  Each of these themes will continue to be
expanded in the treatment of voice, sound effects, ambiance, and music
(as they may have also been expressed in the production design).  Any
associations with sounds in the diegesis (story world of the film) can
serve as a starting point to give direction to these themes.  

In the example here, Death is linked to a clock that is described in the
script — ticking, with a high-pitched, mechanically constant 4/4 beat.
Nowhere is a heart or heartbeat described in the script, but I found it as
an intuitive opposite to the clock in the death-life bipolarity, generating
other opposites such as a low-pitched, organically varying 3/4 beat that is
sensed as the natural rhythm of the heartbeat.  (In fact, the physiological
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beat lies between 3/4 and 4/4 rhythms.)  These elements then spawn
parameters for two of the musical themes that will counterpoint
throughout the film, based on the overall graphic line that was drawn on
the visual map.

Meeting with the director

Assuming that you are not the director doing your own sound design (in
which case you might try some of the following approaches with your
sound editor and music composer), all of what you have created up to
this point must be shared with the director.  Depending on both of your
personalities and experiences, there will be a greater or lesser degree of
collaboration on the specific steps of the sound design process.  But
it remains absolutely imperative that the director hears your ideas
and absorbs what you have to offer, and that you listen to the director,
who will probably be the only one to have a complete vision of the
characters and story. 

Creating sounds that are best for the film requires sonic, structural,
and emotional information to flow through you in two directions, both
listening and speaking.  Walter Murch refers to this as “dreaming in
pairs,” where each takes turns proposing alternate scenarios to the other
that provoke the dream imagery or subconscious creativity in the listener.
The memory or intuition of the listener rises to its own defense when it
hears itself being challenged, revealing the hidden intent and appropriate
selection of sound.

While making the visual maps, you may choose to do this side by side
with the director, and find that this process becomes more like a dance,
jam session, and/or communal art piece.  Ideas flow spontaneously like
a four-handed piano improvisation.  The real-time aspect can generate
unexpected rhythms on the page.  For example, if one of you draws in
a more architectural blueprint style — very rhythmic, exacting, and
measured — this can create a very surprising counterpoint to another
style that is more anatomically based — with curves, ovals, branchings,
and threadings.  Where do they intersect?  What third forms result from
the synergy?  What dialogue of ideas, links, and new insights surfaces
from your intuitive and logical processes?
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If you find yourselves stuck on a particular point, try handing over the
colored pencil to the other person to do the drawing, or if you’ve both
been doing it, try exchanging colored pencils and themes.  

If the director is not sure about your suggestion or just plain doesn’t like
it, explore this opportunity and ask about exactly what aspect does not
fit in.  Is it that the director already has a sound in mind and can’t get
used to a different idea, or is there something intrinsically out of place
with your proposal?  Finding what is out of balance can very well reveal
what is needed to put things in balance, just as a string on a guitar blares
out when it needs tuning up or down; and you should hope that your
director will have the perspective with which to judge this.

Most likely you have been hired as a sound designer because the director
understands the benefits and is eager to collaborate with you.  Even so,
you may have a director who is tremendously ignorant of the full
potential, language, and process of sound designing.  In this case, you
should have a little chat as to what extent you will be given the authority
and decision-making powers in creating the sound design.  Some directors
may feel uncomfortable with their lack of experience in this area, and you
have to watch out for the trap of taking advantage of this by becoming a
one-man band.  That is not what film production is about (unless this is
an auteur film, which means that the director would probably be doing
the sound design anyway), and you may be jeopardizing the final movie
if you don’t make the effort to become as intimate with the director’s
views as the director is with yours.  You very well may have to seek
different communication techniques to become the most effective
with each individual director, just as you might with different students,
lovers, or bosses. If one analytic style or graphic exercise worked
with one director, but doesn’t seem to generate a rapport with another,
rather than being insistent, experiment with a new modality.  Some will
prefer hours of dialoguing with you; others may like written words, or
charts, or diagrams; and others will want to hear the sounds themselves
before commenting.  Find out what is the best language for communi-
cation with your director, and translate your own fluency and style in a way
that will resonate with the director’s.

You may receive from the director very specific indications of how to hear
the film, or a certain song or instrumental recording that the director either
wants to incorporate as is or to use as a guide for an original composition.
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If this suggestion fits like a glove with your own ideas for the sound-
track, this will be easy to integrate.  But the challenge comes when the
idea seems (at least at first) quite outside your imagined design.  If you don’t
understand why, or don’t feel attracted to what the director has selected, ask
about the motivation, emotional links, or other references. Do this in a
curious, nonthreatening way, like an investigative reporter seeking the
inside story, rather than as a prosecuting attorney looking to win a case in
point.  In this dialogue you may find some of the richest fruits of collaboration,
because there lies the possibility of a truly new idea being generated through the
paradigm of thesis-antithesis-synthesis.  

A director once played for me a very haunting, melancholic piano solo as a
suggestion for the main theme, but my initial reaction (which I kept internal)
was that this had nothing to do with either the main character’s personality
or goals (which were narcissistic, ruthless, and power-hungry).  I questioned
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Sound designer Dane Davis has had a very close collaboration with his directors:

“The directors of The Matrix were watching dailies, or in talks with me,
and would be unconsciously making vocal noises like kung-kung or
tchurr-tchurr and sometimes it was very key to the scene.  One example
is in a scene with a baby in a pod and it’s filling up, and it’s horrifying, oh
my God!  There was a valve that was sealing up, and in the dailies when
that shot came up, one of the directors made a ka-chonk sound, and it
stuck in my head.  No matter what I did with hydraulic air releases,
valves, rubber things, sections of pipe, tires, reverse tire hits and stuff to
make this machine work, I knew that ultimately it would still have to go
ka-chonk under all the other textures and music.  I knew they would love
it and they did.  They would rarely define sounds in that movie with
examples of realistic sounds, which some other directors might do.
They would say they wanted it to be ‘electrical’ and ‘drippy and wet’ and
‘digital,’ kind of contradictory, but very cool and something for me to
work out.  I added that it should have a respiratory system, a circula-
tory system, and a heartbeat, and they liked that.  Also that it should be
made of spare parts.  That was the only discussion we had, because I
had a really good intuitive lock on what they were looking for.”



the director as to how he heard this music in the film and found that he
sensed an urge to pull out from the character something that was indeed
covert and really counterpoint to his external appearances.  Now employing
this notion, we developed a sound design that worked specifically on the
dissonance and counterpoint between these two aspects of his character,
the overt-external and the covert-internal.  The final result was much
more rewardingly ambiguous and allowed for many variations on a theme
as the film progressed through the different stages of the character’s
confrontation with his inner fears and longings.

The sound map — draft 1

Traditionally, a sound map, known as a cue sheet, is generated by the
sound editor at the end of his editing job as a guide for the rerecording
mixer to follow the different tracks of dialogue, effects, and music, indicated
along a time frame of minutes and seconds, with image landmarks and
cues for entrances, dissolves, fades, etc.  What I’m referring to as the
first draft of the sound map is a rough sketch of what the editor and
mixer will eventually use, but based on a time frame of dramatic
sequences with notations of sonic elements that may enhance the story-
telling aspects of the film, with no regard for the physical or electronic track
separation of closely occurring sounds that must take place before the mix.

Although the film can always benefit from having a preliminary sound
map before shooting, in most cases the sound designer is called onto
the picture only after the film has been shot.  For the sake of representing
the ideal, I will describe here the first draft of the sound map as if it were
to be done before shooting.  In fact, the end result will be similar to a
map initiated after viewing either the dailies or a first cut of the film,
when the input will come also from the images shot, as well as from the
script and the director’s vision.

The sound map has two axes, vertical for time, horizontal for sound
elements.  The time axis should be separated into sequences with
certain binding dramatic, physical, and temporal elements.  Most often this
will be denoted by the slugline in the script, with interior or exterior, name
of location, and time of day.  However, it may be more useful to join
several scenes into a sequence (e.g., EXT. PARKING LOT + INT. CAR
+ EXT. STREET + EXT. SIDEWALK) or even to separate a single long
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scene into more than one sequence, if several different plot twists or mood
changes occur in the same location that may require punctuation and
modulation in the soundtrack.  The nomenclature of these sequences
should be coordinated by the director or producer so as to remain
consistent with the other production departments’ breakdowns.

The headings on the horizontal axis at this stage are a much more
subjective choice than the customary division between dialogue, effects,
and music; you may separate and label the types of sounds in many ways.
I like using the following discriminations:  concrete sounds, musical
sounds, music, and voice. Once again, this categorizing is flexible, as
one particular sound may fit into more than one possible division or may
fall between the cracks.  Your choice should be based on what helps you
create the overall design and transmit this to the director, sound editor,
and music composer, since ultimately the audience will have an undivided
sonic experience with no labeling whatsoever.

At the first draft stage, it is not necessary to get every single sound written
on the map, and in fact too much detail will clutter it up.  But the
essence of the scene can also be reflected in some of the most mundane
sound events, if properly placed.  So look for what helps tell the story,
referring to the sonic events that you discovered in your initial analysis
(as mentioned earlier in this chapter under What to listen for).  

The map can look something like this:

Figure 1-4  sound map
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SEQ. 23  RACE TRACK

concrete sounds
gates clang open
horses breathing
hooves pounding

musical sounds
clock ticking

music
mechanical rhythm
4/4 beat

voice
crowd roar

concrete sounds
phones ringing
agitated footsteps

musical sounds
clock ticking

music
mechanical rhythm
4/4 beat

voice
aggressive shouting

SEQ. 24  STOCK MARKET FLOOR



I have denoted concrete sounds as those that appear to be connected
with the image.  In general, these would be considered to belong to the
diegesis, pertaining to the reality within the film and the environment of
the characters, whose point of view would incorporate these sounds.
More often these would fall into the category of sound effects, rather
than ambient sounds.  Examples (when they appear on screen with a
corresponding image or induce a reaction from a character) would be:
door SLAM, audience APPLAUSE, telephone RING, horse
GALLOP, ax CHOP, paper TEAR, clock TICK, gun FIRE,
tire SCREECH, balloon BURST, baby CRY.

Any of the above sounds might also fall into the category of musical
sounds if they become dissociated from the diegesis and turn into a kind
of sensorial or emotional element independent from the characters’
space-time reality within the story.  For example, the sound of ticking
when we see a clock in the room or on someone’s wrist remains a concrete
sound, but as soon as this same sound that is now unlinked to the image
pervades a scene with its emotional effect of urgency or relentlessness as
the underlying tone, it then falls into the area of musical sounds.
Ambient sounds can also be considered in this division, especially when
they are not creating a reaction in the characters, but rather setting a
general mood.  Examples would be:  WHISTLING WIND, air
conditioner HUM, distant HOWLING COYOTES, POUNDING
SURF, playground LAUGHTER, echoing SONAR BEEPS,
CRACKLING FIRE.

Any sound that might serve as inspiration for the music composer
should be noted here.  For example, a rhythm like a heartbeat is broken
naturally by its valve-pumping action into triplets (almost, but not exactly
with a real heart), with an accent on the first two beats:  1-2-3-1-2-3-
1-2-3.  This, along with its muffled, low-frequency pitch, can generate
the basis for a musical theme that will be linked through a dramatic
element by association with the character’s heart.  

The category of music I use for both noting diegetic music (singers or musicians on
screen, radio, record player, etc.), and making suggestions to the music composer, which
include structural ideas (like the triplets of the heartbeat), emotional parameters, orch
estration possibilities, and the development of motifs. (musical themes for characters) 

the development of motifes.
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