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To Cat: you're still my inspiration.
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Introduction

There’s a good chance you picked up this book because you're working on a project and
having trouble with its sound. So we've included a list of Frequently Asked Questions:
common film and video sound problems, and either how to fix them or—if the fix is
complicated—where to go in this book for the answers.

This section is set apart with gray borders at the end of the book. Turn to it if you
have to put out fires in a hurry.

But read the rest of this book if you want tracks that are truly hot.

I'm going to try to guess some things about you. You may have taken a few film
or video courses, but most of your production knowledge is self-taught. You improve
your skills by watching projects you've produced, seeing what you don’t like, and
changing it the next time. You look at still frames of your own work and others, to
analyze lighting or composition. You compare your own editing techniques with what’s
on television and the movies you rent. Since you're primarily an artist, your eyes are
your guide. You can see what you’ve done wrong.

One other guess: You've discovered it’s almost impossible to learn how to make
a good soundtrack that way. There are too many variables. If the finished mix has
dialog that’s hard to understand, there’s no intuitive way to tell whether it was because
the boom was placed badly, levels weren’t set properly in post, or if it was mixed on
the wrong kind of speakers. Often, trying to fix one sound problem makes some other
part of the track worse.

Even if you also play a musical instrument, your sense of aesthetics doesn’t bail
you out when the track isn’t working. There’s a reason for this:

* Good soundtracks aren’t just a question of art. You also have to understand the
science.

In this book, we cover both.



xiv. e Introduction

IT’S NOT ROCKET SCIENCE

Don’t be scared about the science part. The math is mainly stuff you learned in elemen-
tary school, and the physics is common sense.

Don’t be scared of the art, either. This isn’t a book on the aesthetics of sound.
There are plenty of books with critical essays of classic directors and theories about
sound design, but they’re completely irrelevant to what we're trying to do here. I'm
not going to try to change what you think is good.

And don’t be scared of me. The “art” of this book is the tricks, shortcuts, and
industry practices that have been developed over more than 75 years of talking
pictures, and that I've been working with personally for more than three decades. I've
dealt with everything from sales videos to theatrical features, engineered every kind
of facility from local stations to large post houses, helped design some of the industry’s
standard pieces of digital audio gear, and seen the projects I work on win Clios, an
Emmy, and hundreds of other awards. I've learned a lot, and had a lot of friends help
me. This book is an attempt to share as much as I can.

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

The first section of this book is an explanation of how sound works. It covers the
physics of sound in space and the technology of digital recording. I've put this material
in front because it’s important. I've also put it in plain English, without jargon or com-
plicated formulas, and with plenty of drawings and examples. It shouldn’t take more
than a couple of evenings to read.

Then we get to step-by-step advice, which is the bulk of these pages. First, pre-
production: how to plan the track, figure the budget, and pick the location. Second,
acquisition: how microphones work and are affected by practical acoustics, how to use
them on location and in the studio, how to get the best audio results from cameras and
recorders, and how to work with the people and things that make sound. Finally,
postproduction: editing voices, adding and editing music and effects, processing for
the best possible sound, and mixing for various viewing situations.

There’s also an accompanying CD with examples and tutorials. I made it an audio
CD, playable on any standard stereo, rather than a CD-ROM because I wanted you to
be able to hear it on the best speakers you own. There should be no problem importing
the tutorials into your editing system.

DO IT YOURSELF?

There are a couple of simple projects in this book, for building helpful tools that aren’t
commonly available off-the-shelf. They require a little bit of soldering but no other
special techniques. If you don’t want to tackle them, ask a local high school hardware
hacker or amateur radio enthusiast. I've chosen parts that should be available at any
electronics store or Web site. I've also included Radio Shack part numbers for ordering
convenience. Parts from other sources will work just as well, but they sure have a lot of
stores—they claim more than 6,000 on their Web site—so they might be easiest to find.
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THOSE LITTLE ICONS

I wanted to call attention to a few points, so I asked the publisher to set them apart
(like this). They're identified with little icons:

—The asterisk is for Tidbits, interesting little facts that may help you under-
stand the material better.

o |—The question marks are Queries, answers to questions I'm occasionally
asked about an unusual aspect of sound.

—The exclamation points are Warnings, to help you get through an operation
more efficiently.

—The lightning bolt identifies a Hazard, where you should be particularly
careful of electricity within the equipment.

—The camera shutter is Breaking News. Some upcoming laws may affect
our work; this points out what to look for.

These are fairly broad categories and subject to interpretation, so each icon has a
subhead explaining what its text is talking about.



About This Book and Audio
Postproduction

The first edition of Producing Great Sound sold well enough that my publisher asked
for another, with much more detail about the postproduction process. That book, Audio
Postproduction, includes almost 150 pages just about processing: tutorials, explanations,
examples, practical tips, and specific recipes for equalization, compression, and the
other processes necessary to build a good mix, including a chapter on removing noise
from bad recordings. It also has long sections about editing, postproduction sound and
music sources, debugging sync and NLE problems, and soundproofing and wiring an
audio post setup. It comes with a one-hour audio CD of new diagnostics, examples,
and tutorials aimed at postproduction. But it doesn’t cover any aspect of location sound
at all.

With Audio Postproduction on the shelf, 1 felt free to expand the production side
of this book. There are sections on choosing microphones, boom and lav technique,
and wireless mics. There’s coverage of techniques used in creating a feature film
Hollywood style, shortcuts and timesavers that are often used on smaller productions,
and how to pick the best from both. There’s a chapter on getting the best results with
in-camera sound and with separate audio recorders, including specific measurements
and tips for some popular camera models. I've kept the chapters about audio post-
production that were in the first edition (with some updates to cover more elaborate
styles of filmmaking), so Producing Great Sound can still serve as a guide to the entire
production process.

Some parts of the two books necessarily overlap. The basics of sound, digital
recording, accurate monitoring, and editing belong in both books. But I've written
about them differently in each, to give you a better chance of understanding these
important concepts.

In other words, it’s entirely reasonable to own both Audio Postproduction and this
edition of Producing Great Sound. But if you can get only one:

* Choose this book for an overview of the entire audio process with a strong
emphasis on sound at the shoot;

* Choose Audio Postproduction for a complete discussion of turning that sound
into a polished, finished soundtrack.



xviii e About This Book and Audio Postproduction

STAYING UP-TO-DATE

While styles change, the techniques behind good audio remain constant. The physics
of sound aren’t going to change without a major overhaul of the universe. You should
be able to hang onto this book for a while.

My intention is to share the what and why, as well as the how. While there are
recommendations for getting the best results from some current cameras and other
equipment, I explain the principles involved so you can apply the information to next
year’s equipment. While I demonstrate editing techniques using software available
today, the step-by-step instructions aren’t designed for any particular program or
platform. The tutorials are appropriate for any decent program, Windows or Mac, and
just about any collection of software or hardware processors. You can use this book
with tools you have now, and keep using it when you upgrade.

For the most current information, check the magazines and online forums. I
particularly recommend DV magazine and their Web site www.DV.com. They’ve got
up-to-date product reviews, recommendations, and how-to features, and I've been
writing for them since late 1995. There are also tutorials, examples, and pointers to my
other writing at my own Web site: www.dplay.com

Or ask a friendly professional: we’re not territorial, and are usually willing to
share ideas and information. You can reach me through my Web site.



How to Create a Great Soundtrack
(in a Quarter of a Page)

Here are the rules:

Know what you're doing before you start.

Plan the sound as carefully as you plan the picture.
Get good elements.

Treat them with respect.

Do as little processing as possible until the mix.
Listen very carefully while you mix.

Follow the tips in this book.

The rest is just details.
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Section |
Audio Basics

These three chapters are the technical stuff: How sound exists and what happens when
it gets to your brain, how it can be turned into electronic impulses and then computer
data, and how the impulses and the data can be carried over wires. It’s the foundation
for everything else in this book.

I've avoided formulas. If you made it through grade-school science and math,
and have normal common sense, you should be able to understand these concepts. I've
also used visual analogies in many of the explanations . .. my thinking is that if you
want to make films, you're probably already pretty good at seeing the world.

But it is technical, and some people have a problem with that. You can skip this
material—if you must—and go directly to the practical tips and techniques that com-
prise this book’s other chapters. But I don’t recommend doing that. Once you're read
these few chapters, the rest of the book makes a lot more sense. In fact, since you'll
know how sound actually works, you'll find yourself getting better tracks without
having to memorize a bunch of rules.

And that will make it easier to concentrate on the fun stuff.



