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From Walt Disney Studio's 1928 debut of "Steamboat Willie" – the first film to completely create a soundtrack in post-production – to M. Night Shyamalan's 2004 "The Village" filmed in the Philadelphia area, it's obvious that the use of visuals with sound has come a long way. And while the film industry may have pioneered the concept, today sound effects are everywhere – in advertising, in the corporate world, on the web and beyond.


Much of Frank Bruno’s work is in the corporate world. Bruno is a media producer at Scientific Marketing Services (SMS), Inc., a full-service, in-house production studio in New Jersey. Most of his clients are in the medical, scientific and high-tech industries. 


Bruno faces challenges unique to these industries. “When I’m taping live in factories,” he explains, “the decibel level is so high.” This requires him to do voice-over work in the studio, dubbing the audio onto the video track. 


In a medical lab setting, however, the bubbling flasks don’t present a problem. Bruno says the end user, in his case a medical professional, already knows what bubbling flasks sound like. So there’s no need for background sound.


“It’s not a piece of cake,” says Scott Waz, president of Audio Post Philadelphia, Inc. “There are many challenges.”


Spend a few minutes with Waz, and you get the distinct impression that he loves the challenges of the business. Much of Audio Post’s work involves mixing TV spots for ad agencies, corporate films and pharmaceutical work.  


Corporate work is not what it was 10 years ago, says Waz. “It has become mini-film work. The expectation for a corporate client is…it better look as good as that Spielberg ‘War of the Worlds’ film I saw in the theater.” And, adds Waz, to a certain extent he can get there.


Waz prefers time to experiment when working on a project. “If you’re painting a picture,” he says, “no one wants to see you mixing colors. They want to see it on canvas.”


His canvas is the soundtrack, and his colors are the sounds and music he selects to accompany the visuals. When he opened Audio Post four years ago, after 12 years in the industry, radio was his universe. “When I started the studio,” Waz recalls, “there was the other half of my brain not being used for TV.”


TV was a whole new world, opening up a wide range of possibilities. “Are you kidding me? I have a picture to work with?!” 


Gary Moskowitz, president of Philadelphia’s Baker Sound Studios, loves his work, too – but for another reason. “Every project is different,” he says.


His studio caters to the advertising business, and Moskowitz has mixed audio for TV spots as well as the Internet. Reflecting the increasing need to integrate audio with video, Moskowitz recently installed a new studio with the capacity to record pictures in addition to sound.


The downside to the business, according to Moskowitz, is that “unfortunately, audio is often an afterthought” on the part of his clients. Or, he adds, “People are trying to do it themselves. Part of our business is trying to fix what they’ve done.”


Of course, there are perks, too. Baker Sound Studios specializes in automatic dialogue replacement (ADR), and Moskowitz has worked with independent films. He also has worked with Philly filmmaker Shyamalan, and mentions that Bruce Willis even came to his studio to redo a few lines.


Sounds are everywhere, even where you’d least expect them. Walk into a museum, for example, and a little voice inside your head reminds you to be quiet. There's also a little voice that speaks to you from the headphones on your ears, guiding you throughout the exhibit. And then there are the exhibits themselves, filled with stimuli for the senses. So much for quiet.

"Sound can be so convincing," says Ariel Schwartz, "it's overpowering. The rest of your senses go along."

Schwartz and wife Jill, both with TV production backgrounds, are co-owners of Living Room Productions. Based in Bucks County, the company focuses on museum work. They recently completed a project for the Chesapeake Maritime Museum in Maryland that Schwartz says illustrates the power of sound.

This exhibit explored the topic of hydroplaning, and the museum had a very specific request: to replicate the sound of water lapping on the side of a boat… indoors. The reasoning was that, due to concerns over preservation of the 100-plus-year-old log canoes, real water could not be used in the actual exhibit. So the museum settled for the next best thing – the sound of real water.

Schwartz said a panicked call from museum staff turned out to be the ultimate compliment. The staff member was convinced of a leak in the exhibit, because the sounds were so realistic. Exhibit visitors have even commented how they "felt" the water's mist.

“It’s a very subtle but effective brainwashing,” says Schwartz, who also runs New Century Television with partner Howard Blumenthal. The company creates Internet “channels” for clients including Rutgers and La Salle universities and The Swedenborg Foundation. In addition, New Century has created subscription channels – the web’s answer to pay-per-view cable – including The Artist’s Channel, The Cook’s Channel and a travel channel.

Schwartz does not underestimate the importance of sound. “Sound is the key to all production,” he states. 


To gauge the impact of sound, try this simple experiment. Turn on your TV, but mute the sound. Assuming you don't have closed captioning, can you understand the dialog? Can you fully appreciate the emotions associated with the images on screen? Are you fully engaged in the action, the plot?

“Music is the next universal theme as far as production goes,” says Schwartz. 

Chuck Butler, a composer with Baker Sound Studios, would undoubtedly agree. While his main role is that of composer, Butler also works in sound design, sound effects and mixing sound. He approaches each project with a few basic questions:

· Is there a voice-over involved? This can set the tone of the piece, says Baker, especially for commercial work.

· What is the dialogue? Was it recorded at a quality that’s acceptable?

· Who is the target audience?

· Is the music a featured element? Are there singers?

Butler compares writing a musical score to piecing together a puzzle. He works with directors to capture the tone of the material. The last piece of the puzzle, he says, is creating any sound design elements for ambience, such as a soft breeze.

Whether they’re mixing sounds, composing music or dubbing voice-overs, these professionals all agree that technology has shaped their industry. “One of the things that I’ve noticed,” says Audio Post’s Waz, “is, in the last five years with the Internet and the way data can be pushed along so quickly, I’m seeing less and less human beings come to the studio. It used to be a parade of people.

“Half of my clients,” he notes, “I’ve never met.”

Darcy Silvers is a freelance writer in Holland, PA. She spends most of her time trying to escape the sounds emanating from her teenage son’s sound system, her younger son’s trumpet and her high-strung dog’s mouth.

