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Sound in various manifestations (dialogue, music, sound effects, 
and the like) is an integral part of video and fi lm. It represents the all-important 
fi ft h dimension in the total fi eld of applied media aesthetics.
 For some time sound in fi lm was considered an additional element to an 
already highly developed, independent visual structure. A considerable amount 
of time elapsed before the “talkies” were accepted aesthetically as constituting 
a medium in their own right. Broadcast television and all other forms of video, 
on the other hand, were born as audiovisual media. Sound is as essential to the 
video message as the pictures. Unfortunately, the various media terms such as 
fi lm, motion pictures, cinema, and video, do not incorporate the audio concept. 
Th is neglect may have caused some people to believe that sound is either a less 
important or nonessential adjunct of the visual fi elds of video and fi lm. Far from 
it. Sound is indispensable to video and fi lm communication.
 When large-screen cinema adopted television’s inductive visual approach, 
it could not have done so without an equally high-impact sound system. For ex-
ample, the 5.1 surround-sound setup not only gives the inductive picture sequence 
a much-needed structural support but also matches the high aesthetic energy of 
large-screen images.
 Interestingly enough, the latest communication medium—the computer 
as the vehicle of the Internet—is once again a silent medium. A great majority 
of Web information is communicated through words and pictures. Of course we 
also use the computer to play music, to watch movies and video programs while 
listening to their sound tracks, and to edit the music tracks and the sound tracks 
of video and fi lm projects. And if you hit the wrong keys too oft en, the annoying 
beeps are an assault on the ear. But the major bulk of the information exchange 
via computer is silent. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why small computers, 
such as the iPod, which are specifi cally designed to function as audio media, have 
found such an instant and overwhelming acceptance. Although innately a visual 
medium, when the computer is employed in fi lm and video production as a creator 
and a facilitator of sound, it yields quite readily to the established aesthetic sound 
requirements.
 In this chapter we consider fi ve major aspects of the fi ve-dimensional fi eld: 
sound and noise, video and fi lm sound, literal and nonliteral sounds, the functions 
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of sound (information, outer orientation, and inner orientation), and aesthetic 
factors. Note again that although the terms video and television are frequently 
used interchangeably, video here serves as the umbrella term to include all forms 
of video productions, and television is used when the sound requirements are 
specifi c to the production or reception of broadcast television.

Sound and Noise
Both sound and noise are audible vibrations (oscillations) of the air or other mate-
rial. Aesthetically, the distinguishing factor between sound and noise is its commu-
nication purpose. Sound has purpose; it is organized. Noise is essentially random. 
Th e same audible vibrations can be sound at one time, noise at another.
 Let’s assume that you hear a big crash outside while reading this chapter. You 
run to the window, or outside, to see what is happening. Th e crash was noise. It 
happened unexpectedly and interrupted your activities. Now assume that you are 
working on a sound track. Th e scene shows a car running a stoplight and crash-
ing into another car. At the precise moment of impact, you use the recording of 
a crash. What was noise before has now become sound. Th e crash sound fulfi lls 
an important function within the overall structure of your video production or 
fi lm. In short, it has purpose. Similarly, even your favorite song can become noise 
if it doesn’t fi t the pattern of your activities. If, just as you are trying to think of 
an appropriate musical theme for your video production, a neighbor starts play-
ing the song at full volume, it becomes noise because it interferes with the other 
melodies you are trying to listen to in your head.
 You will fi nd, however, that even the critical literature on audio considers 
all audible vibrations sound regardless of whether they occur randomly or as 
purposeful communication.

Video and Film Sound
Almost from the very beginning, television sound and pictures were picked up, 
processed, and broadcast simultaneously. Live television obviously did not permit 
any postproduction doctoring of sound. But even now, when we have sophisticated 
digital video and audio postproduction facilities available, we generally record 
sound and pictures of most routine video productions together. Th e sweetening 
of sound—improving the quality of the recorded audio mix—or more-extensive 
sound postproduction is done only in more-ambitious video projects as part of 
the total postproduction activities.
 In contrast to video, fi lm “learned to talk” much later in its development. By 
the time sound was added to fi lm, its visual aesthetics had been fi rmly established 
and highly refi ned.1 It seems natural that for some time respectable fi lmmakers 
and theorists believed that sound was a detriment, rather than an asset, to the art 
of the fi lm.2 Film, then, was a visual medium, and sound was at that time a foreign 
element that did not always fi t the established visual syntax. Russian fi lmmaker 
and theorist V. I. Pudovkin clearly recognized the basic problem of adding sound 
to a tightly structured visual fi eld: “Usually music in sound fi lms is treated merely 
as pure accompaniment, advancing the inevitable and monotonous parallelism 
with the image.”3

 Although the aesthetic sound requirements and production approaches for 
large-screen HDTV productions, electronic cinema, and traditional fi lm are very 
similar, if not the same, some signifi cant diff erences remain between traditional 
small-screen television sound and that of fi lm.
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T E L E V I S I O N  S O U N D

You may have heard that television is primarily a visual medium and that you 
should therefore avoid as much as possible “talking heads”—that is, shots that show 
people talking instead of illustrating what they are talking about. Th is is a great 
misconception. First, television—like all video—is defi nitely not a predominantly 
visual medium; it is an audiovisual medium. Silent television is inconceivable from 
an informational as well as an aesthetic point of view. Second, nothing is wrong 
with “talking heads” so long as they talk well. You will notice that the majority of 
television programs have people talking.
 Let’s take a closer look at four major factors of television sound: refl ection 
of reality, low-defi nition image, production restrictions and technical limitations, 
and audio/video balance.

Refl ection of reality In broadcast television, sound is a primary, if not an es-
sential, communication factor. Television programming is predominantly reality 
based. Th is means that television shows draw on real events, such as news, sports, 
documentaries, interviews, and talk shows, or on fi ctional events that refl ect some 
aspect of reality, however distorted such realities may be. All television events hap-
pen within a specifi c sound environment, and it is oft en the sound track that lends 
authenticity to the pictures and not the other way around. If, for example, you see 
a long and barren hallway, all you need to make it into a hospital corridor is the 
typical loudspeaker sound calling for a doctor. No further props are necessary.

Low-defi nition image Standard video pictures are of necessity low-defi nition.4 
Th is means that the size of the standard video screen is relatively small, the picture 
resolution is relatively low, and the contrast ratio or color palette is reasonably 
restricted. Video normally builds its overview inductively using a series of close-
ups. Because the series of close-ups is oft en not enough to tell the whole story, 
we need sound to supply important additional information. Just try to follow a 
television show with the sound turned off . It will be diffi  cult, if possible at all, for 
you to understand what is going on even though the story may be highly visual. 
On the other hand, you will have little trouble keeping abreast of what is happen-
ing on-screen by listening to the audio portion only.
 We also need sound to give coherence and structure to the inductive pic-
ture series. For example, we frequently use music not only to establish a specifi c 
environment or mood but also to facilitate closure to the picture sequence and 
make viewers perceive individual shots as a unifi ed whole. Th e rhythmic structure 
supplied by editing is not only supported by the beat of the accompanying sound 
but oft en dictated by it. If, for example, the tertiary motion rhythm—the rhythm 
you established through editing the video track—competes with the rhythm of 
the music, the sound track wins hands down.

Production restrictions and technical limitations Th ere are still certain produc-
tion limitations that keep television sound from achieving optimal quality.
 First, in many daily routine television productions, the sound is picked up 
and recorded on videotape simultaneously with the pictures, regardless of whether 
the show is done live, live-on-tape, or video-recorded for postproduction editing. 
Although technically we have the capability of sound sweetening—stripping the 
sound off  the video recording, improving its quality, and putting it back on again 
with the picture portion—relatively few routine shows enjoy such a postproduc-
tion luxury.
 Second, the pickup of sound is usually simultaneous with the video. In such 
studio-produced programs as daytime serials and situation comedies, the mics 
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are suspended from large booms and kept well above the heads of the actors to 
prevent the mics from showing up in the scene. Consequently, the audio pickup 
is inherently restricted, even if you use high-quality microphones. Th e outdoor 
conditions for electronic news gathering and electronic fi eld production are gener-
ally less than ideal for good sound pickup. Indoor locations are rarely ideal sound 
environments; and, when shooting outdoors, it is diffi  cult to separate ambient 
sounds and wind noise from the intended sound. In both cases, the extraneous 
sounds oft en get amplifi ed along with the desired sounds.
 Finally, the sound reproduction systems in most standard television receiv-
ers are severely limited in their frequency and amplitude (loudness) response. 
Th e speakers in the television set may even point away, rather than toward, the 
viewer-listener. It seems likely that any eff ort to improve the reproduction quality 
of television sound would be embraced by the public with great enthusiasm, but 
this has not been the case. Simply improving the quality of the sound without a 
similar improvement in the picture portion does not lead to an improved viewer-
listener experience.

Audio/video balance Have we become so aesthetically insensitive that we ac-
cept bad television sound as an inevitable given? On the contrary. It is precisely 
our aesthetic sensitivity that detects—and rejects—an imbalance between the 
relatively low-defi nition video portion and the high-defi nition stereo audio track 
and their relative aesthetic energies. You may have heard telecasts of concerts in 
which the audio portion is transmitted simultaneously with the television pictures 
via an FM radio channel. Th e idea is to provide optimal audio quality during the 
television viewing. Unfortunately, the high-quality sound portion diminishes the 
low-defi nition picture portion to the insignifi cant if not ludicrous. Th e television 
screen and its images seem to shrink from the onslaught of the high-energy sound. 
Like any sensitive viewer-listener, you will probably try to reduce the volume, and 
perhaps even the frequency response of the sound, to bring it more into balance 
with the low-defi nition images. You may fi nd that, fi nally, you need to switch 
back to the low-defi nition television audio to achieve the proper energy balance 
between picture and sound.
 Such a problem of balancing the picture and sound energies is even more 
noticeable when watching a video program on the small cell-phone display. Th e 
relatively high-fi delity sound that even small earbuds deliver is likely to usurp 
the aesthetic energy of the video unless you do a delicate balancing act between 
the sound volume and the small video image. Of course, such balancing is not 
necessary when the audio consists primarily of speech.
 Th e large screen and the increased resolution of the high-defi nition (HD) 
video image, however, require an equally high-defi nition sound track to achieve 
the proper audio/video balance. Even if the video is displayed on a relatively small 
HDTV screen, the sharp pictures no longer tolerate the relatively low-quality 
sound of standard television. Like fi lm and electronic cinema, large-screen HDTV 
requires high-energy audio. Again, you would be painfully aware of an imbalance 
of aesthetic energies if the large, high-resolution images of an HD video projection 
were matched with a single-channel, low-quality sound track.
 A high-fi delity 5.1, or any other, surround-sound system, which literally 
surrounds you with high-quality sound, can provide the necessary energy for 
balancing the large, high-energy video images of HDTV with the sound track. 
Such digital sound tracks, however, must be carefully constructed in a relatively 
complex postproduction process and are therefore reserved for fi lm, electronic 
cinema, and large-scale video productions.  SEE 17.1  Most routine HDTV shows 
must necessarily do with less complex audio tracks. But in the absence of a 
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5.1 surround-sound system, even a medium-quality high-fi delity stereo system 
can provide a satisfactory audio/video balance.

F I L M  S O U N D

Although fi lm has been fi rmly established as an audiovisual medium for some 
time, in many instances the visual fi eld still appears to dominate fi lm presentations. 
Sometimes the high-defi nition fi lm image and the deductive sequential structure 
(moving from overview to event details) are so well suited to tell a story pictorially 
that the sound can indeed be, as Siegfried Kracauer remarked, occasionally casual 
and the dialogue embedded in visual contexts.5

 In “landscape” fi lms, which emphasize action and environment over complex 
human emotions, the dialogue is oft en upstaged by an overwhelming and exciting 
visual sequence. For example, you can splice in any number of large-screen land-
scape scenes between the slow-moving dialogue of two cowboys riding through 
a Montana valley without sacrifi cing story fl ow or event energy. But when the 
same movie appears on small-screen video, the large, high-defi nition fi lm images 
are reduced to small, relatively low-defi nition images. In this transformation the 
overpowering landscape shots are most susceptible to energy loss. Th e resulting 
low-energy landscape shots no longer serve as plausible bridges for the various 
dialogue lapses. As a consequence we become very much aware of the long pauses 

17.1 Standard Surround Sound
The standard 5.1 surround-sound system consists of six speakers: one at front-center; 
two to the left and right sides of the center speaker; two rear speakers on the left and 
right sides, and a subwoofer at the rear-center, which is the .1 speaker that carries the 
low-frequency ambient sounds. Because low frequencies are omnidirectional, the 
subwoofer can be placed anywhere between the 3 o’clock and the 9 o’clock positions.
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between the dialogue elements. Th ough the slow fi lm dialogue appeared natural 
in conjunction with the high-energy landscape images on the large screen, on the 
small video screen it seems spotty and uneven.
 Do not be misled into thinking, however, that because the landscape im-
ages of fi lm can take over a storytelling function you can neglect the aesthetics of 
fi lm sound. Th e contrary is true. Because the high-defi nition fi lm images carry 
so much aesthetic energy regardless of content, the sound must be equally high-
defi nition. Technically, this means that sound requires at least as much attention 
in production and postproduction as does the visual portion.

Literal and Nonliteral Sounds
When you listen carefully to the sounds of a television show or a motion picture, 
you probably hear some form of speech, such as dialogue or narration over a 
scene, and some ambient sounds—the environmental sounds in which the scene 
plays—such as traffi  c, the wind, or the pounding of the surf. Inevitably, you will 
also hear some music and, depending on the story, sounds that are neither speech, 
music, nor environmental sounds but whose presence inevitably aff ects us in how 
we feel about what we see. Despite the great variety of sounds used in video and 
fi lm, we can group them into two large categories: literal, or diegetic, sounds and 
nonliteral, or nondiegetic, sounds.

L I T E R A L ,  O R  D I E G E T I C ,  S O U N D S

Literal sounds are referential, which means that they convey a specifi c literal 
meaning and, in so doing, refer you to the sound-producing source. When, for 
example, you see a scene of two people talking to each other, you obviously asso-
ciate the sounds of their conversation with their screen image, even if one moves 
temporarily into off -screen space. Assuming that you know their language, you also 
understand the literal meaning of their conversation. When you see the interior 
of a living room with an open window and hear the sounds of rush-hour traffi  c, 
you know that the house is close to a busy downtown street. Th e traffi  c sounds 
are referential inasmuch as they refer you directly to the sound-producing source: 
buses, cars, motorcycles, and emergency vehicles. In the more complicated world 
of fi lm theory, they are called diegetic, a derivation of the Greek word diegesis, 
which, literally translated, means “telling a story.” Th is terminology implies that 
these diegetic sounds are all part of the story presented on the screen.6
 Literal sounds can be source-connected or source-disconnected. Th ey are 
source-connected when you see the sound-producing source while simultaneously 
hearing its sound. For example, in the fi rst shot, we see a two-shot up of a mother 
talking to her child and hear her at the same time.  SEE 17.2  When you then switch 
to a close-up of the child while still hearing the mother talk, the literal sound has 
become source-disconnected.  SEE 17.3  Source-connected sounds are on-screen 
sounds; that is, the sounds emanate from an on-screen event. You see the mother 
talking to her daughter on-screen. Source-disconnected sounds are off -screen 
sounds; the sound-producing source is located in off -screen space. In the follow-
up close-up of the daughter, the mother has moved off -screen but, thanks to our 
mental map, we still connect her admonition with her image. We instinctively 
connect a source-disconnected sound with the sound-producing source, in this 
case, the mother.
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N O N L I T E R A L ,  O R  N O N D I E G E T I C ,  S O U N D S

Nonliteral sounds are not intended to refer to a particular sound source or to con-
vey literal meaning. Th ey are deliberately source-disconnected and do not evoke 
a visual image of the sound-producing source. Th ey are also called nondiegetic 
sounds, which implies that they are coming from outside the “story space.” Non-
literal sounds include the boings, hisses, and whams in a cartoon that accompany 
the incredible feats of the main character, the romantic music during a tender 
love scene on the beach, or the rhythmic theme that introduces the evening news. 
Music is the most frequently used form of nonliteral sound.
 But aren’t the hisses and whistles of cartoons very much part of the story 
space? Yes, they certainly are. In fact, cartoon language lives off  such nondescript 
sound eff ects, and they can have a direct infl uence on the development. In this 
respect the term nonliteral sound seems much less ambiguous. It simply means that 
our recalling its source is irrelevant but not its function to help clarify, intensify, 
and interpret the story.  SEE 17.4

L I T E R A L  A N D  N O N L I T E R A L  S O U N D  C O M B I N AT I O N S

Most oft en literal and nonliteral sounds are combined in the same scene. Assume 
that we see a mother and her son walking along the beach. We hear their dialogue 
(literal, source-connected), the pounding of the surf (literal, source-connected), 
and a jet plane overhead (literal, source-disconnected). When their conversation 
turns to the recent funeral of Grandma, music comes in to underscore the sad 
memories (nonliteral). Such a mixture of literal and nonliteral sounds communi-
cates what the event is all about and also how it feels. It “shows” the outside and 
the inside of the event simultaneously.

Image not available due to copyright restrictions Image not available due to copyright restrictions
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17.4 Descriptive Nonliteral Sounds
From the following list, choose some factors and try to “listen” to them. Then pick 
nonliteral sounds (sound eff ects or music) that best describe each selected item.

Factor Aspect Variable

Space Distance Far, near, infi nite

 Size Small, large, infl ated, huge, microscopic

 Shape Regular, irregular, round, square, jagged, slender, 
fat, wide, narrow

 Height High, tall, low, short

 Volume Large, small

Time Seasons Summer, autumn, winter, spring

 Clock time High noon, morning, evening, dusk, dawn, night

 Subjective time Boring, fast, exciting, accelerated

 Motion Fast, slow, dragging, graceful, clumsy

Light Sun Bright, overcast, strong, weak

 Moon Soft, brilliant

 Searchlight Moving, blinding

 Car headlights Passing, approaching, blinding

Quality Weight Heavy, light, unbearable, shifting, increasing

 Texture Rough, smooth, polished, coarse, even, uneven

 Consistency Hard, soft, spongy, solid, fragile, dense, loose

 Temperature Hot, cold, warm, cool, heating up, cooling down, 
freezing, glowing

 Personality Stable, unstable, cheerful, dull, alive, sincere, insincere, 
powerful, rough, eff eminate, masculine, weak, 
strong, pedantic, careless, romantic, moral, amoral

 Feeling Funny, tragic, sad, frightened, lonely, panicky, 
happy, solemn, anxious, loving, desperate, hateful, 
sympathetic, mean, suspicious, open, guarded

Event  Sports, church service, graduation ceremony, 
thunderstorm, political campaign, funeral, death, 
birth, lovemaking, running, cars in pursuit

 A mix of literal and nonliteral sounds can also increase the magnitude of the 
screen event’s total vector fi eld, that is, the energy of the screen event. For example, 
the shrill, nervous sounds (nonliteral) that accompany the sounds of squealing 
tires (literal) of a car that has lost its brakes on a steep, winding road will certainly 
boost the precariousness of the event. We take up such aesthetic functions later 
in this chapter.

I M P O R TA N C E  O F  C O N T E X T

You will fi nd that the same sound can be literal or nonliteral, depending on the 
visual context. Here is the context for a literal sound interpretation: a concert of a 
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diffi  cult contemporary composition. We see close-ups of the conductor, the string 
basses, and the various percussion instruments that create unusual pounding 
sounds (literal, source-connected). We see one of the audience members hold 
her ears as if to protect herself from the relentless rhythms (literal, source-discon-
nected). We cut back to the conductor, who is accelerating the beat and gesturing 
for higher-volume sound (literal, source-connected).
 Now switch to the visual context of a psychiatric ward. A patient is sitting 
with the psychiatrist, calmly and intelligently answering a variety of questions 
(literal, source-connected). But when a particular question triggers something in 
the patient, we see a close-up of him trying to hide his panic and silently struggling 
for an answer. During this close-up, we hear music coming up, getting louder, with 
string basses and percussion instruments creating pounding rhythms. Th e music is 
identical to the piece we heard in the concert hall, but now the music is nonliteral. 
In the context of the psychiatric ward, we don’t visualize the sound-originating 
instruments or the conductor but instead perceive the music as a refl ection of 
the patient’s state of mind. Th e diff erent context has changed the function of the 
sound track. We have moved from an informational function (what the new piece 
of music sounds like) to a purely emotional one (what the patient feels).

Functions of Sound
Before reading more about the major functions of video and fi lm sound, you 
should realize that many of these functions overlap and largely depend on the 
communication intent of a scene and the visual context in which the sounds 
operate. Like cooking, the treatment of sound also depends not only on a good 
mix of basic ingredients and principles but also to a great extent on an overall feel 
for balance. Eff ective sound mixing requires an understanding of, and sensitiv-
ity to, the contextual use of the four other aesthetic fi elds. Nevertheless, video 
and fi lm sound have three major functions: information, outer orientation, and 
inner orientation.

Information Function of Sound
Th e major information function of sound is to communicate specifi c information 
verbally. In our verbally oriented society, a word is oft en worth a thousand pictures. 
Just try to use pictures to explain concepts with a high level of abstraction, such 
as freedom, grammar, justice, process, effi  ciency, or learning. Or try to express, 
using just screen images, the following simple communication: telling a friend 
over the telephone that she should meet you at the library next Wednesday at 9:30 
a.m. To get the point across in pictures, you would probably resort to scribbling 
a message on a notepad by the telephone or using some other ingenious way to 
display the message in writing. It is certainly easiest to deliver the message simply 
by saying it.
 Th e forms of speech most oft en used in television are dialogue, direct ad-
dress, and narration.

D I A L O G U E

A dialogue is a conversation between two or more people. We also use the term 
dialogue if one person is speaking while the other is listening or even when one per-
son speaks to himself or herself. Because thinking out loud is actually conversing 
with oneself, it is still a form of dialogue, but now we call it internal dialogue. 
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 Dialogue in most videos is the chief means of conveying what the event is all 
about (theme), developing the story progression (plot), saying something specifi c 
about the people in the story (characterization), and describing where, when, and 
under what circumstances the event takes place (environment and context). You 
may have noticed that the opening dialogue in serial dramas usually recounts what 
happened previously, tells where the story is now, and suggests where it might be 
going. Th is same sequence also introduces new characters. All this information 
is contained in a few lines of carefully craft ed dialogue.
 Good dialogue seems to fl ow naturally. It oft en sounds like a tape record-
ing of a randomly observed conversation. As most writers will confi rm, however, 
good dialogue is meticulously constructed to sound and feel natural yet com-
municate a maximum of information. It should make you wish you had said it 
that way.  SEE 17.5

17.5 Context and Dialogue Variables
The important thing to watch in dialogue is that it operates within a fairly consistent pattern.

Context Variables Dialogue Variables

Type Examples Word Choice Sentence Structure Rhythm

Education High Wide vocabulary range Precise syntax Lucid, fl uid
 Low Limited vocabulary Double negatives Hesitant, uneven

Occupation Special Specialized vocabulary  Involved, depending  Flowing
  depending on occupation on occupation (lawyer, 
   college professor) 
 General Ordinary vocabulary Less involved, relatively simple Staccato

Region Country Country-fl avor dialect Simple but can be involved Relatively slow
 City Specifi c city slang  Fast
 Geographic Southern, eastern  South:  legato; 
    East: staccato

Locale Offi  ce Formal, businesslike Precise syntax Fast
 Bar Informal Mixed, relaxed structure Uneven
 Courtroom Extremely formal Highly formal and involved Precise, even for judges 
    and lawyers; uneven 
    for defendants

Time Period Vocabulary depending  Old-language structure
  on period (century) New-language, simpler
 Morning  Depends on activity Faster—high-energy
 Night   Slower—low -energy

Partner Friend Familiar, less formal Informal Relaxed
 Stranger Formal, general Formal Uneven
 Superior Formal Formal 
 Inferior Less formal Less formal 

Situation Familiar Common words Short, relaxed Even
 Unfamiliar Formal Precise Uneven
 Emergency Essential words only Incomplete Uneven (staccato)

Attitude Calm Large vocabulary Fairly precise Even, fl owing
 Excited Limited vocabulary Less precise Fast, staccato
 Tense Limited vocabulary Short Staccato
 Hysterical Often nonsensical Illogical Uneven



Samuel L. Clemens (1835–1910), better known as Mark Twain, comments on such liter-
ary pitfalls in constructing dialogue in his delightful essay on James Fenimore Cooper’s 
literary off enses. He accuses Cooper of having violated in Th e Deerslayer eighteen of the 
nineteen rules of literary art. Of the eighteen literary requirements, these three are of 
special interest to us:

Th ey require that when the personages of a tale deal in conversation, the talk shall 
sound like human talk, and be talk such as human beings would be likely to talk 
in the given circumstances, and have a discoverable meaning, also a discoverable 
purpose and a show of relevancy, and remain in the neighborhood of the subject 
in hand, and be interesting to the reader, and help out the tale, and stop when the 
people cannot think of anything more to say. . . .

And:

Th ey require that when the author describes the character of the personage 
in his tale, the conduct and conversation of that personage shall justify said 
description.

Here is how Clemens introduces a dialogue example from Cooper’s Th e Deerslayer:

In the Deerslayer story he lets Deerslayer talk the showiest kind of book-talk 
sometimes, and at other times the basest of base dialects. For instance, when 
someone asks him if he has a sweetheart, and if so where she abides, this is his 
majestic answer: “She’s in the forest—hanging from the boughs of the trees, in a 
soft  rain—in the dew on the open grass—the clouds that fl oat about in the blue 
heavens—the birds that sing in the woods—the sweet springs where I slake my 
thirst—and in all the other glorious gift s that come from God’s Providence!” And 
he preceded that, little before, with this: “It consarns me as all things that touches 
a fri’nd consarns a fri’nd.”7
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D I R E C T  A D D R E S S

Direct address means that the performer speaks directly to us from her or his 
on-screen position. We are no longer passive observers but have become active 
dialogue partners, even if the dialogue is one-sided. Th e direct-address method 
provides for optimal information exchange. People on television tell us what to 
watch, what to buy, what to think, what to feel, and how to behave. We do not think 
it unusual to have, within a relatively brief time span, a former star athlete tell us 
about the virtues of a specifi c fruit juice, an ordinary househusband speak about 
the power of a new detergent, and the president of the United States describe his 
diffi  culty balancing the budget.
 Video is ideally suited to the direct-address method. Th e relatively small 
screen and the live structure of the image provide the immediacy necessary for 
such personal “dialogue.” What the on-screen dialogue partners say to us is usu-
ally of immediate concern. Because this (one-sided) conversation also takes place 
in the most familiar surroundings possible—our home—it carries a high degree 
of intimacy. Even if you are on the run and have this virtual conversation with a 
partner appearing on the cell-phone display, it is still a more intimate communica-
tion than watching a movie.
 In fact, this intimacy will be preserved even if you are in a public place, such 
as riding a bus or even walking from the library to the coff ee stand. You are liter-
ally holding your conversation partner in your hand. When listening to the audio 
with small earbuds, you are suffi  ciently isolated from environmental distractions, 
so your communication has become acutely private.
 Th e drawback of such isolation is, of course, that you miss out on what is 
going on around you. But an astute awareness of your surroundings and how 
the people around you look and behave is one of the prerequisites of achieving 
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emotional and media aesthetic literacy. Even the most intimate media, such as 
the small mobile cell-phone video device, and the best media aesthetic techniques 
cannot reproduce all the subtleties of a face-to-face encounter.8
 We go to the movie theater, take our place among the other people in an 
auditorium, and wait until the opening frames reveal a construct of “historical” 
images—a reconstructed world to dream by. Marshall McLuhan quite rightly 
observed that in motion pictures “we roll up the real world on a spool in order to 
unroll it as a magic carpet of fantasy.”9 We want to look at or be engulfed by the 
images of fi lm, but we have little inclination to participate in the screen event. As 
spectators we want to remain anonymous. Th us we are apt to become uncomfort-
able, if not annoyed, when the dream image on the large screen all of a sudden 
turns around, looks at us, and addresses us directly. We feel discovered, caught in 
the act of observing. Perhaps worse, the fi lm hero has become mortal, a psycho-
logical equal. We are subjected to the painful experience of hearing the emperor 
admit that he is indeed naked.
 All of this does not mean, however, that you cannot or should not use the 
direct-address method in fi lm. You should realize, however, that it requires more 
than just having the actor turn toward the camera for part of the dialogue. Th e 
direct-address method in fi lm is a dramaturgical device that requires a specifi c 
approach to plot and character and a sensitivity to how audiences react. Woody 
Allen showed us that it is possible to talk to the movie audience directly and to 
make it into a silent dialogue partner. But there are few Woody Allens around.
 Th e eff ect of a direct address by a performer on large-screen video depends 
on where you watch. If it is in a theaterlike environment, the privacy eff ect will be 
the same as watching a movie. If you watch a performer talking to you from a large 
screen in your home, he or she may seem somewhat intrusive and overpowering, 
but you will probably not feel uncomfortable or embarrassed by such personal 
communication. Nevertheless, television news presentations and advertising may, 
however insidiously, gain in persuasive power. Th e large screen forces us to look 
up to, rather than at, the oversized images. Th e viewer is thus inevitably relegated 
to an inferior position.

N A R R AT I O N

Narration can be on- or off -camera. It is another effi  cient method of supplying 
additional information. Th e narrator usually describes a screen event or bridges 
various gaps in the continuity of an event. Most video documentaries rely heavily 
on off -screen, voice-over narration to fi ll in much-needed information.
 Again, the spoken word is oft en much more effi  cient in advancing a story 
than pictures are. Instead of showing the hands of a clock madly spinning or the 
clock time keyed into the picture to indicate elapsed time, the narrator can simply 
say that twenty hours later the situation has not changed. As with direct address, 
we seem to feel more comfortable with narration in video production than in 
fi lms. We are psychologically more prepared to have someone talk to us (either 
on- or off -screen) on video than on fi lm. Th is is why in fi lm we tend to use writ-
ten information rather than voice-over narration to indicate extreme changes in 
time and locale.

Outer Orientation Functions of Sound
Th e outer orientation functions of sound are similar to those of light. Th ey include 
orientation in space, in time, to situation, and to external event conditions. As 
with other elements in the various aesthetic fi elds, the outer orientation functions 
of sound oft en overlap; one sound can fulfi ll several functions, depending on the 
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event context. For example, a foghorn blowing can tell us that we are near water 
(location function) and at the same time that it is foggy, requiring the ships’ cap-
tains to be extra careful (situation). For clarity’s sake, however, we discuss each of 
the major functions separately.

S P A C E

Specifi c sounds can help us reveal and defi ne the location of an event, its spatial 
environment, and even off -screen space.

Location Certain sounds identify specifi c locations, provided the audience is 
familiar with those environmental sounds. If, for example, you accompany the 
close-up of a young woman with such literal outdoor sounds as birds singing, a 
rustling brook, and barking dogs, she is obviously somewhere in the country. You 
have no need for a cumbersome establishing shot; the sounds will take over this 
orientation function. Now think of the same close-up accompanied with sounds 
of typical downtown traffi  c: car horns, automobile engines, people moving about, 
a doorman’s taxi whistle, and buses pulling up to the curb and moving away. Th e 
young woman is now in the city. Specifi c nonliteral sounds, such as electronic 
hums and beeps, can even locate her in outer space.
 In fi lm and large-screen video, you need to take care that the sound comes 
from approximately the screen position of the sound-producing source. In 5.1 
surround sound, the dialogue is usually carried by the front-center speaker. But if 
you show a man crying for help from near the left  screen edge in an extreme long 
shot, or establish someone in left  off -screen space, you need to have the yelling 
come from screen-left . Fortunately, stereo sound makes it possible to move the 
sound anywhere along an on- and off -screen x-axis (horizontal) position. Surround 
sound extends the sound through a series of speakers to the sides and the back of 
the audience and, when done well, even occupies limited z-axis positions. All fi ve 
speakers (except for the .1 rear subwoofer) are responsible for directional sounds. 
Th e rear subwoofer, whose low-frequency sounds are basically nondirectional, is 
especially eff ective for thunder and explosions. Although these rumbles emanate 
in the rear, they quickly spread throughout the entire acoustic space.
 For the small, 4 × 3 video screen, a stereo separation of sound is less success-
ful. Th e built-in speakers are not separated enough to achieve the desired illusion of 
sonic depth and width. Unless the speakers can be properly separated or you wear 
earphones or sit in the “sweet spot”—the place where the two channels combine 
into a three-dimensional experience—you will not be able to tell the direction 
from which the various sounds are coming. We simply cannot discriminate such 
minute horizontal sound separations. Even if you achieved the proper separa-
tion to match the sounds of two people talking to each other from the extreme 
screen-left  and screen-right positions, you would fi nd that such an x-axis sound 
separation is unconvincing. Th eir sounds are now located so far in the left  and 
right off -screen space that they appear separated from their source—the people 
on-screen. Th is is why it is the front speaker that carries most of the dialogue in 
the 5.1 surround-sound system.
 Binaural audio, a stereo recording technique that simulates as best as pos-
sible how we actually hear, is more accurate in pinpointing x-axis and even z-axis 
on- and off -screen position.11 Early television sound experiments have shown 
that binaural sound is especially eff ective not only in defi ning locations along the 
on- and off -screen x-axis but also along the on- and off -screen z-axis.12 You can 
hear someone walking right through the screen toward you and even past you 
along the z-axis. Unfortunately, this aural three-dimensionality is not supported 
by a similarly extended three-dimensional video space. Unless the vector fi elds of 
the visuals are carefully coordinated with the binaural sound, the sound portion 

Not every media theorist is in agree-
ment with the directional function 
of off-screen sound. For example, 
Christian Metz thinks that a sound 
source in itself is never “off ” because 
sound is either audible or it doesn’t 
exist. He comments: “When it exists, 
it could not possibly be situated within 
the interior of the rectangle or outside 
of it, since the nature of sounds is to 
diff use themselves more or less into 
the entire surrounding space: sound 
is simultaneously ‘in’ the screen, in 
front, behind, around, and throughout 
the entire movie theatre.” Considering 
the long history of spatial articulation 
through stereo sound and, more re-
cently, through surround sound, this 
argument is surprisingly naive.10
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remains oddly removed from the pictures and does not lead to the expected 
heightened spatial awareness of the audiovisual screen event. Also, the technical 
recording and reception requirements (the need to wear earphones) make this 
stereo technique impractical for normal television viewing.
 Th e horizontal, x-axis positioning of sound through stereo audio gains 
importance as soon as the video screen size increases. Large-screen video projec-
tions not only benefi t from such horizontal sound separation but also demand 
it for most sound functions. In the treatment of sound, as with other aesthetic 
elements, large-screen video has very similar requirements to those of fi lm.

Environment You can use various sounds to indicate the specifi c spatial char-
acteristics of an environment. For example, you can indicate whether a person is 
in the small confi ned space of a telephone booth or the large space of an empty 
warehouse simply by manipulating the sound reverberations. More reverb occurs 
in a large room than in a small one. Outer space is another matter and is usually 
suggested through novel sustaining, oft en computer-generated, complex sounds. 
Simply by switching sounds from expansive to restricted space, you can support 
or suggest the perceptual switch of what the astronauts see through the porthole 
to what they feel about their tight living quarters.
 You can also comment on the quality of the environment. For example, 
the excessive clanging of dishes, silverware being dropped, the squeaking of the 
swinging door to the kitchen, and the yelling of orders by the waiters suggest a dif-
ferent type of restaurant from one in which we hear soft  classical piano music, the 
uncorking of a champagne bottle, and the quiet murmur and occasional laughter 
of the patrons.

Off -screen space Sound expands the on-screen event to off -screen space. Stay-
ing with the restaurant theme, you can easily suggest the spatial environment of 
the restaurant through the typical sounds just mentioned even if you show only a 
tight close-up of two people sitting at a restaurant table. By hearing a door open 
and close, we assume that people are either coming or leaving. When the door is 
open, you can expand the off -screen space even more by bringing in some traffi  c 
sounds. You are now operating with layers of literal off -screen sounds.
 To imply that the two people we see talking with each other in the close-up 
are part of a larger convention group on a coff ee break in the lobby, you can have 
them wear the traditional name tags and, more important, mix with their dialogue 
the off -screen ambient sounds of people talking about the next session, drinking 
coff ee, laughing, and so forth. Yes, the many audio tracks will overlap. Indeed, a 
convincing audio track should occasionally compete with the main conversation. 
What you are creating is a sound fabric, a sound impression, of the extended 
environment.

T I M E

Like lighting, sound can be a fairly good indicator of clock time and the seasons. 
We quite readily associate typical sounds with morning, noon, evening, night, 
summer, or winter. Try to listen to these sounds. Typical morning sounds are the 
alarm clock, the shower, or the coff ee maker. Outside, the morning sounds may 
include birds chirping, the newspaper being delivered, the garbage truck pulling 
up, somebody having trouble getting the car started in the cold morning air, or 
the fi rst bus rattling by. For a more historical production, you can use a factory 
whistle to indicate high noon. When appropriate, you can use church bells or the 
calls for prayer from a minaret to indicate certain clock times. An evening or night 
in the country inevitably has cricket sounds, the rustling of trees in the evening 
breeze, the distant barking of a dog, subdued sounds of a television program, and 
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voices and laughter coming from the neighbors. At night you can add the hooting 
of an owl for good measure.
 Snow acts as an acoustic dampener; everything is more quiet when it snows 
than in summertime. Even if there is no snow, winter sounds are generally more 
subdued than summer sounds.

Predictive sound You can also use nonliteral sounds to forecast an upcoming 
event. Such predictive sounds operate much like predictive lighting to signal an 
occurrence or a situational change. For example, you can indicate the imminent 
danger of a forest fi re by gradually and soft ly sneaking in the sounds of fi re engines 
while the video still lingers on the carefree campers preparing to cook their freshly 
caught trout. Or you may show a successful party with all its laughter, occasional 
shouts, and serious and not-so-serious conversations. As an additional sound 
layer, there is party music, which may be perceived as literal (coming from the 
host’s sound system). But suddenly and almost imperceptibly, the music segues 
to a rather ominous mood (now it is defi nitely nonliteral), preparing the audience 
for a coming mishap during the party.

Leitmotiv A specifi c use of predictive sound is the leitmotiv (German for “leading 
motif ”), a short musical phrase or specifi c sound eff ect that portends the appear-
ance of a person, an action, or a situation. Its basic dramatic function is that of 
allusion (reference). Like the bell that caused Pavlov’s dog to salivate, the leitmotiv 
“leads” the audience to expect a specifi c recurring phenomenon. For example, if 
you hear heavy breathing every time you see the psycho killer, you expect to see 
the bad guy again when you hear the heavy breathing, even if the story as told by 
the screen images makes his appearance unlikely. Note that a leitmotiv is eff ective 
only if used repeatedly to signal the same event. You need to build up the con-
nection between leitmotiv and event before you can exercise its predictive power.

S I T U AT I O N

Sounds can describe a specifi c situation. You may, for example, indicate that 
everything is not going according to plan by accompanying the close-up of the 
chief surgeon’s stoic face with the sound of the patient’s irregular breathing. Or, in 
another event, dogs barking madly outside will indicate that someone is coming. 
Literal sounds are especially helpful to extend the visual fi eld of the small video 
screen. If, for example, we see a close-up of a woman telephoning and hear the 
literal (source-disconnected) sound of a baby crying, we don’t have to see the baby 
to know that it is close by and in need of attention.
 Try to listen to the various sounds of specifi c events and select those that 
give a specifi c event its distinction. A creative sound track contains many universal 
sounds with which we are all familiar, but it also has sounds that are unique and 
unexpected. For example, the coff ee maker may be so old that it makes a strange 
hissing sound, the garbage collector may whistle operatic arias while emptying 
the cans, the offi  ce door may squeak in a certain way, and the car radio at the ac-
cident scene may still play a romantic love song until overpowered by the sirens 
of the arriving ambulance.

E X T E R N A L  C O N D I T I O N S

Sound can indicate whether something is big or small, smooth or rough, high 
or low, old or new, fast or slow. Which particular sounds to use depends on 
the structure of the other aesthetic fi elds, especially the relative complexity and 
magnitude of their vector fi elds. Such audio/video matching tasks are explored 
in chapter 18.

The leitmotiv is usually credited to 
Richard Wagner (1813–1883), who 
used it extensively in his operas. But 
the leitmotiv had been used long before 
Wagner by many composers, notably 
by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–
1791) in his opera Cosi fan tutte and 
Carl Maria von Weber (1786–1826) 
in his opera Der Freischütz.
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 An example of using nonliteral sounds for describing a certain external 
event condition is the sudden fl ooding of a ship’s engine room. To convey this 
dangerous condition in literal sounds, you would probably use engine sounds, 
the sailors’ excited voices, the rushing and gurgling of the water’s entering the 
ship, the shouted commands, and the clanging of tools against the metal hull. Or 
you may choose such nonliteral sounds as a thumping that gets more and more 
“squeezed” the higher the water rises, or music that rhythmically and harmonically 
refl ects the rushing and rising water, the desperate pounding of the engines, and 
the confused panic of the crew.
 Creative sound people are ingenious in combining natural and synthesized 
sounds to get just the right combination to create the appropriate condition. 
Th e sound tracks of extraterrestrial stories especially display the virtuosity of such 
sound designers.13

Inner Orientation Functions of Sound
Th e inner orientation functions of sound include those related to mood, internal 
condition, energy, and structure.

M O O D

Music is one of the most direct ways of establishing a certain mood. Music can 
make us laugh or cry, feel happy or sad. It seems to aff ect our emotions directly 
without fi rst being fi ltered through our ratio—our rational faculties. Th is is one 
of the reasons why we so readily accept music as part of a scene regardless of 
whether its inclusion makes any story sense. In relation to the visual screen event, 
music certainly appoints a persuasive context that engenders an audio/video 
Kuleshov eff ect.
 Happy music can underscore the overall happy context of the screen event; 
sad or ominous music will do the opposite. Even if the visual part of a scene 
expresses a neutral or positive atmosphere, accompanying ominous music will 
override the visual cues and forewarn the viewer-listener of an impending disaster. 
As a matter of fact, if you show a relatively neutral scene, such as a mother kiss-
ing her children good-bye and then driving off  to work, diff erent types of music 
can shape our perception of this event. With upbeat music we tend to interpret 
the scene as a happy one; the mother and the children will have a good day. If ac-
companied by haunting music, we will perceive the identical scene as foreboding 
and fear that something will happen to either the mother or the children.
 Obviously, we can also create or underscore mood by a variety of nonmusi-
cal sounds (usually synthesized or otherwise electronically distorted sounds) or 
a combination of music and nonmusical sounds.

I N T E R N A L  C O N D I T I O N

Sounds can express a variety of internal conditions, such as an unstable envi-
ronment (oft en in conjunction with the contextual visual clue: the tilting of the 
horizon line) or a person who feels calm, excited, or agitated. For example, to 
reveal the fear and the panic of sailors in the fl ooded engine room, you could put 
yet another layer of “internal fear” sounds on top of the sounds that depict the 
squeezing of space. Recall the pounding rhythms that accompanied the scene in 
the psychiatric ward. Th is nonliteral use of music intensifi ed the internal condi-
tion of the patient.



T H E  F I V E - D I M E N S I O N A L  F I E L D :  S O U N D 347

E N E R G Y

Music and other nonliteral sounds, such as electronic hisses, whistles, and whines, 
can provide or increase the aesthetic energy of a scene. Again, the immediate 
way in which sound aff ects our emotions is a perfect tool for establishing or 
supplementing the energy of the screen event. Cartoons, for example, rely heav-
ily on music and sound eff ects as an energy source. In a cartoon there is no such 
thing as the villain simply plunging toward the earth; he is literally driven into 
the ground by the accompanying sound eff ects. In a slightly more subtle way, car 
chases are oft en energized by frantic music as are scenes in which people run 
from or toward disaster.
 Internal energy is just as easily expressed or supplemented by music. Even 
if you show a static scene of two people staring at each other, appropriate music 
will reveal their inner state and the general energy level of the scene.
 People have used music and sound eff ects as energizing elements of the per-
forming arts for quite some time. Th e high energy of an African dance is primar-
ily dictated and communicated by pounding drums. When the long Greek plays 
threatened to lose energy and the audience’s attention despite the tragic battles 
of gods and mortals, fl ute players were called on-stage to keep things moving.14

Some 2,500 years later, it is a rare play that does not make some use of music and 
sound eff ects not only to underscore the mood of certain scenes but also to add 
aesthetic energy. Th e sounds eff ects accompanying video games are based on 
the same aesthetic principle. You must be careful, however, not to overwhelm 
the visual with music. Aft er all, the music should be an accompaniment, not the 
major attraction of the scene. You may also fi nd that not using music but only 
exaggerated literal sounds and long silences in an especially tense scene can be a 
startling intensifi er.

“If the music draws away or diverts from the dramatic shape, line, or impulse, it 
doesn’t fi t the fi lm. If it understates the case, it will be a disappointment. And if it 
overstates a particular situation along the way, it will cause a problem of balance 
or a distortion of the dramatic line. On the other hand, if the music connects with 
the fi lm in terms of dramatic shape and meaning, bringing out various aspects 
in a corroborative manner without overdoing it, the music begins to fi t the fi lm. 
How this is done in each situation is the basic question—the most important 
question for all fi lm music composers.”15

—George Burt, Th e Art of Film Music (1994)

S T R U C T U R E

Probably one of the most important, though least conspicuous, functions of sound 
is to establish or supplement the rhythmic structure of the screen event. You may 
discover that despite great care your editing has little structural coherence and lacks 
a precise tertiary motion beat. Such problems frequently occur during continuity 
editing, when vector continuity rather than rhythm is the major criterion for the 
cut. In this case, a highly rhythmic sound track will help establish a precise tertiary 
motion beat even if the visual editing is rhythmically uneven. Th e sound rhythm 
acts like a clothesline on which you can “hang” shots of various lengths without 
sacrifi cing rhythmic continuity. SEE 17.6
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 When sound rhythms and picture rhythms parallel each other, the total 
structure becomes unifi ed and stable.  SEE 17.7  Be careful, however, that the beat 
does not become too regular for too long; this can make the total rhythmic 
structure become monotonous and boring. An interesting rhythm is not one that 
has parallel tertiary motion and sound track beats but rather one that is slightly 
syncopated. In such a picture/sound counterpoint, the editing and sound rhythms 
run parallel for a while but then shift  to a contrapuntal structure in which a rela-
tively fast video-editing sequence is juxtaposed with the slow beat of the sound 
track, or a relatively slow picture sequence is counterpointed with a fast sound 
rhythm.  SEE 17.8

 Th is juxtaposition of fast and slow video and audio rhythms is simply another 
application of the dialectic principle, which is based on putting opposing elements 
side-by-side (see chapter 16). Sensitively applied, such an audio/video dialectic 
will increase the complexity of the screen event without impairing its communi-
cation clarity. You can also analyze the relative magnitude and complexity of the 
visual vector fi eld and match it with a sound vector fi eld of similar or opposing 
characteristics. Th is aspect of structural matching is discussed in chapter 18.

17.7 Parallel Picture/Sound Structure
In a parallel structure, the tertiary motion of the 
picture portion (editing beat) is accompanied 
by an identical beat in the sound portion. 
The picture and sound rhythms match.

17.8 Picture/Sound Counterpoint
In a picture/sound counterpoint, the rhythm of 
the video portion (editing beat) relates to the 
sound rhythm contrapuntally. This can mean 
that a relatively fast video beat is juxtaposed 
with a rather slow sound beat and vice versa.

17.6 Irregular Picture Sequence 
Structured Through Sound
In an irregular picture structure, a prominent 
audio beat will dominate and can, in most cases, 
make the irregular video rhythm seem structured.



T H E  F I V E - D I M E N S I O N A L  F I E L D :  S O U N D 349

Aesthetic Factors
Even if you are not a sound expert, you need to be aware of three basic aesthetic 
factors in the treatment of sound: fi gure/ground, sound perspective, and sound 
continuity.

F I G U R E / G R O U N D

Th e fi gure/ground principle, according to which we organize our visual envi-
ronment into a mobile fi gure and a relatively stable background, also applies to 
sound.16 In sound design fi gure/ground means that you choose the important 
sounds to be the fi gure while relegating the other sounds to the background. For 
example, in a location news report, you need to emphasize the reporter’s voice over 
the ambient sounds of the fi re engines and other rescue equipment. Th e reporter’s 
voice functions as fi gure, and the environmental sounds are the ground.
 Th e same fi gure/ground principle applies when you show two people whis-
pering sweet nothings into each other’s ears while standing at a busy downtown 
street corner.  SEE 17.9  In a long shot, the visual fi gure/ground relationship between 
the couple, the other people, and the cars on the street is ambiguous. Th e visual 
aspect of cars and people rushing by the happy couple is equally prominent. 
Consequently, you can mix the couple’s voices liberally with traffi  c and other 
ambient sounds.
 But as soon as you take a close-up of the couple, you establish a much clearer 
visual fi gure/ground relationship.  SEE 17.10   Now the couple stands out as the fi gure 

Image not available due to copyright restrictions Image not available due to copyright restrictions
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from the partial street background, and viewers expect the sound to follow suit. 
Regardless of what the actual volume relationship may be between traffi  c sounds 
and the couple’s voices, their fl irtation must now become the sound fi gure, and 
the traffi  c sounds become the ground.
 You have surely noticed that this fi gure/ground principle of sound is identi-
cal to that of aerial perspective. In both cases, we “focus” on a particular visual or 
aural plane while rendering the other picture and sound elements as “out-of-focus” 
background (see chapter 9). Th is fi gure/ground control is possible, however, only 
if you have separated as much as possible the various sound “planes” during the 
sound pickup and recorded them on diff erent tracks. Th is way the sounds can be 
remixed in postproduction according to the various fi gure/ground requirements. 
In critical sound mixing, you may have to record and lip-sync the couple’s intimate 
chatter and mix it with traffi  c sounds in the studio. Obviously, this technique is 
much more cumbersome and time-consuming than spending a little more time 
on the fi eld pickup.

S O U N D  P E R S P E C T I V E

Sound perspective means that you match close-up pictures with “close” sounds, 
and long shots with sounds that seem to come from farther away. Close sounds 
have more presence than far-away sounds. Presence is a sound quality that makes 
you feel as though you were close to the sound source.
 Sound perspective also depends on the fi gure/ground relationship. When 
we see the happy couple in a long shot standing on a busy street corner, we should 
hear their voices as coming from equally far away. On a close-up, however, we 
want their voices to come from a closer distance. Th e “close-up” sound must have 
considerably more presence than the sounds in the long shot.
 As you have probably noticed, most everyday broadcast television produc-
tions, such as news, interviews, game shows, and routine fi eld productions, do 
not bother with sound perspective. In many cases, the talent wear lavaliere micro-
phones that are fi xed to their clothing and therefore do not change the distance 
from sound source (mouth) to microphone during fi eld-of-view changes (such 
as a cut from a long shot of all the guests in an interview show to a tight close-up 
of one of the guests). Because in such cases the perceived distance between long 
shot and close-up is relatively small (moving, perhaps, from a medium shot to 
a tight close-up), the lack of sound perspective is not detrimental to the overall 
eff ect. If, however, you use lavaliere mics for more-ambitious productions, such 
as dramas or soap operas, the lack of sound perspective becomes painfully appar-
ent. In this case, you need to resort to boom- or fi shpole-supported microphones, 
which can be moved closer or farther away from the sound source for proper 
sound perspective.17

S O U N D  C O N T I N U I T Y

Sound continuity means that the sound maintains its intended volume and quality 
over a series of edits. As with visual vector or color continuity from shot to shot, 
we expect a similar continuity of sound vectors. For example, if you cross-cut 
between close-ups of two people talking with each other, their voices should not 
change perceptively in either volume or presence during the cutting sequence. You 
can achieve continuity most easily by keeping the background sounds as even and 
continuous as possible. So long as you maintain an even level of ambient sounds, 
viewers will perceive the foreground sounds as continuous even if they change 
somewhat in volume, quality, and presence from shot to shot. You may fi nd that 
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such a technique works especially well when a reporter uses a wireless lavaliere 
mic during the fi eld pickup and then uses a higher-quality mic for the voice-over 
narration once back at the studio.
 Th e same aesthetic principle applies to lighting and color. Despite a cluttered 
set that has a great variety of brightly colored foreground pieces, you can achieve 
some sort of visual continuity by keeping the background evenly illuminated 
and painted with a uniform color of low saturation. As you can see, the basic 
principles apply in some way to all fi ve aesthetic fi elds; they are, at least to some 
degree, dependent on one another. Th is interdependency of aesthetic elements is 
the main attribute of the various media aesthetic fi elds.

S U M M A R Y

The five major aspects of the five-dimensional field are: sound and noise, 
video and fi lm sound, literal and nonliteral sounds, the functions of sound, and 
aesthetic factors.
 Sound and noise are both audible vibrations of the air or some other mate-
rial. Th e diff erence is that sound has a communication purpose; noise is random 
and unwanted.
 In video, including broadcast television, sound is especially important 
because much of the programming is reality based, and we experience the world 
as an audiovisual environment. Th e low-defi nition, inductively presented video 
pictures also need sound as an important informational supplement. Production 
restrictions, such as low-fi delity speakers and the simultaneous pickup of sound 
with the pictures, render broadcast television sound usually low-defi nition. With 
respect to energy matching between video pictures and sound, the low-defi nition 
television sound seems more appropriate to the low-defi nition image than would 
high-defi nition, high-energy sound.
 Film and large-screen, high-defi nition video sound require a higher fi del-
ity than normal television sound, which is important when matching audio and 
video energies on the large screen. HDTV and certain video programs use post-
production sound techniques that are similar or identical to those of fi lm. Th e 
5.1 surround-sound system is an important feature of large-screen video displays.
 Literal sound is referential. It conveys specifi c meaning and refers to the 
sound-originating source. Literal, or diegetic, sounds can be source-connected 
(we see on-screen what is making the sound) or source-disconnected (we see 
something else on-screen while hearing the sound).
 Nonliteral, or nondiegetic, sounds do not carry a particular meaning or 
point to a sound source. Th ey are deliberately source-disconnected. Some sounds, 
such as music, can be literal or nonliteral, depending on the visual context.
 Video and fi lm sound has three basic functions: information, outer orienta-
tion, and inner orientation.
 Th e information function of sound includes all forms of speech, such as 
dialogue, direct address, and narration. Dialogue is the major form of speech in 
fi lm, with direct address used only on special occasions. In broadcast television 
all three forms of speech are common.
 Th e outer orientation functions of sound include orientation in space, in 
time, to situation, and to external event conditions.
 Sound can identify a particular location (downtown, countryside) and the 
relative position of the sound source on the x-axis of the wide motion picture or 
video screen. It can indicate spatial characteristics of an environment (large empty 
hall, small constricted space) and events that happen in off -screen space. We 
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readily identify specifi c sounds with a particular clock time or season. Predictive 
sound means that certain sound changes or repeated sound phrases (leitmotiv) 
can portend an upcoming event.
 Sound can also give clues about the prevailing situation and reinforce the 
external condition of an object or event, such as big or small, or fast or slow.
 Th e inner orientation functions of sound include mood, internal condition, 
energy, and structure.
 Music is one of the most effi  cient aesthetic elements to create a specifi c mood 
or describe an internal condition. Music and nonliteral sounds are oft en used to 
provide additional energy for a scene. One of the most important functions of 
sound, especially for video, is to supply or supplement the rhythmic structure or 
the vector structure of the visual fi eld.
 Th e aesthetic factors in the treatment of sound include the fi gure/ground 
principle, sound perspective, and sound continuity. Figure/ground means that 
some sounds are treated as the more prominent foreground sounds (fi gure) while 
others are kept in the background (ground). Sound perspective refers to how 
close we perceive a sound to be; close-ups should sound nearer than long shots. 
Sound continuity means that the sound should maintain its intended volume and 
quality over a series of related shots. Th is is especially important when diff erent 
microphones are used for the same talent.
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In this chapter you will encounter terms that are quite familiar 
to musicians and people who deal with music theory but that may be new to you. 
You may also be somewhat reluctant to make sense out of the many examples 
that use musical notation, much like our tendency to skip examples that contain 
mathematical formulas. But even if you don’t read music, you can understand 
the examples by simply connecting the notes so that they form vectors. When 
translated into graphic, index, and motion vectors, musical notation can describe a 
line, a direction, a movement, and horizontal and vertical vectors. Take a moment 
to look ahead to the fi gures indicated in the following paragraph.
 If the horizontal vectors have an uphill slant, the tune is rising; if they go 
downhill, the tune gets lower (see fi gure 18.25). If the vectors go up and down, 
the melody similarly goes up and down. If the vertical vectors show many notes 
stacked on top of each other, the chords are dense; if they consist of only two or 
three notes, the chords are less dense (see fi gures 18.18 and 18.19). A single note 
can be subdivided into several shorter notes, which are played faster (see fi gure 
18.3). Th e basic beat is indicated by the numbers preceding the fi rst note, such as 
4/4 or 3/4. Th e 4/4 has four beats to each unit, called a bar; the 3/4 has three beats 
to each bar (see fi gure 18.20).
 Now that you have some idea of how to deal with musical notation, I sug-
gest that you listen to the examples by taking the shortcut to the book’s Com-
panion Web Site: www.zettl-ssm.com. Each track is labeled by fi gure number as 
referenced in this chapter. Try to listen to the music while following the various 
notation vectors.
 Th at’s all there is to it, at least so far as this chapter is concerned. Even if you 
don’t intend to deal this closely with sound structures, you will nevertheless learn 
patterns that transfer quite readily to the organization of visual elements.
 In this chapter you need to pay particular attention to elements of sound, 
basic sound structures, picture/sound combinations, and picture/sound matching 
criteria. When talking about sound, you will have to consider not only its physi-
cal characteristics, such as the frequency of a sound, but also its psychological 
characteristics, such as how high or low we perceive a tone to be. As with color, 
however, neat physical formulas for sound use do not always translate into equally 
neat perceptions. Our defi nitions are therefore oft en based on perceptual rather 
than strict physical phenomena and processes.

Structuring the Five-dimensional Field: 
Sound Structures and Sound/Picture Combinations



Middle C A'
440 Hz

A"
880 Hz

Octave:
440 × 2 = 880 Hz

A
220 Hz

Lower octave:
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356 S I G H T  S O U N D  M O T I O N   C H A P T E R  1 8

Elements of Sound
When you strike a single piano key, blow into a trumpet, or draw the bow across 
a violin string, you can hear fi ve distinct attributes, or elements, of sound: pitch, 
timbre, duration, loudness (dynamics), and attack/decay.

P I T C H

Pitch indicates the relative highness and lowness of a sound measured against 
an agreed-upon scale. Th e pitch of a tone is perceived and measured by its fre-
quency—its vibrations per second. A high-pitched tone vibrates with a higher 
frequency than a low-pitched tone. Th e generally accepted pitch standard is the 
A above middle C, called A prime (A'). It vibrates 440 times per second, which is 
expressed as 440 Hz (hertz, the international unit of frequency).  SEE 18.1

T I M B R E

Timbre (rhymes with “amber”) describes the tone quality or tone color. Th e timbre 
of a tone tells you whether it is produced by a trumpet or a violin. Technically, 
the timbre of a sound is created by the kind and the relative number of overtones. 
Overtones are a number of frequencies with which a sound-producing source 
vibrates in addition to its fundamental frequency—the one that we hear as a 
specifi c pitch.
 All overtones have a higher pitch than the basic tone, although you don’t 
hear the individual overtones as higher pitches in combination with the basic 
tone. Rather, you perceive the overtones more like a superimposition, as a richer, 
more complex tone than one without any or with fewer overtones. Th e fi gure on 
the facing page illustrates the formation of overtones.  SEE 18.2

 Th e point to remember is that a rich, full sound has many overtones; a thin 
or hollow sound has few overtones. Some instruments, such as the fl ute, produce 
sounds with fewer overtones than the violin or cello. Th e human voice has more 
overtones than most instruments. When computers were fi rst used to synthesize 
the human voice, it was the lack of suffi  cient overtones that gave the voice its 
robotic monotone “computer-speak” quality.

To listen to the audio fi les of the music 
examples in this chapter, take the shortcut 
to the Sight Sound Motion Companion 
Web Site: www.zettl-ssm.com.

18.1 Pitch
You can recognize the pitch of a tone 
by its relative position on the staff . 
Note that a higher octave of a tone 
is exactly twice its frequency; the 
lower octave is half its frequency.

www.zettl-ssm.com
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Th e frequency of the fundamental tone—and those frequen-
cies that are simple multiples of the fundamental tone, such 
as double, three times, or six times the frequency of the fun-
damental—are called harmonics. Th us the fundamental tone 
(the one that determines the pitch) is the fi rst harmonic. Th e 
second harmonic may be a frequency twice as high as that of 
the fundamental. Th is second harmonic represents the fi rst 
overtone. Because it has a frequency twice that of the funda-
mental tone, it is an octave higher. Th e second and all subse-
quent harmonics have a progressively higher frequency than 
the fundamental tone. Let us assume that the fundamental tone 
(fi rst harmonic) vibrates at a frequency of 440 Hz. You would 
hear an A'—the normal A you hear when an orchestra tunes 
up. If the fi rst overtone (second harmonic) vibrates at 880 Hz, 
which is twice the frequency of the fundamental, you would 
hear a tone that is an octave higher than the fundamental. If 
the second overtone (third harmonic) vibrates at three times 
the frequency of the fundamental, you would have a 1,320 Hz 
tone (which is a very high E added to the overtones).

Images not available due to copyright restrictions



1 whole note = 2 half notes = 4 quarter notes =

8 eighth notes = 16 sixteenth notes
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D U R AT I O N

Duration refers to how long you hear a sound lasting.  SEE 18.3  You may perceive 
very short bursts of a tone or a rather long, continuous one. Most musical instru-
ments permit some control of sound duration, like the bow that one pulls across 
the strings or piano pedals that one depresses or releases. In musical notation there 
are specifi c symbols that determine the relative duration of various sounds.

L O U D N E S S   D Y N A M I C S 

Th e loudness of a tone is its apparent strength as we perceive it. You can play a 
tone of a certain pitch and timbre either loudly or soft ly. Essentially, when you 
have to hold your ears while listening to music, the sounds are loud; when you 
have to strain to hear them, they are soft . Loud sounds have a high magnitude; 
soft  sounds, a low one. Th e variations of perceived strength are the dynamics of 
the sound.1  SEE 18.4

18.3 Duration
In musical notation the duration of a tone is precisely determined by a specifi c symbol, such 
as whole notes, half notes, quarter notes, eighth notes, and so forth.

f  = forte (loud)ff  = fortissimo (very loud)fff = forte fortissimo (extremely loud)p  = piano (soft)pp  = pianissimo (very soft)ppp  = piano pianissimo (extremely soft)

18.4 Loudness (Dynamics)
In musical notation the loudness of a tone is indicated by 
symbols. The electronic volume control on an audio console 
ultimately aff ords, of course, more loudness variations.

www.zettl-ssm.com
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AT TA C K / D E C AY

Th e attack or decay of a sound is part of its dynamics and duration. Attack refers 
to how fast a sound reaches a certain loudness level. Th e time it takes for the sound 
to reach the desired maximum loudness is sometimes called rise time. Th e sound 
remains at slightly fl uctuating sound levels for some time before it gets soft er and 
fi nally dies away. Th e time it remains at the high levels of loudness is called the 
sustain level; the sustain level is sometimes called duration. From the point the tone 
starts to get soft er until we can no longer perceive it is called its decay. Th e whole 
process, from initial attack to fi nal release, is called the sound envelope or, simply, 
envelope. Th e envelope, then, represents the total sound duration and not just its 
sustain level.  SEE 18.5  Much like timbre, the stages of the sound envelope, such as 
the attack phase, have some infl uence on how we perceive a specifi c tone. A fast 
attack gives the tone a more aggressive edge than would a slow attack.2

 Both attack and decay can be fast or slow. In vector terminology a fast attack 
means that the sound vector achieves its maximum magnitude quickly.  SEE 18.6  
In a slow attack, it will take the sound vector some time to get up to its maximum 
strength (loudness).  SEE 18.7  Th e sustain level is how long the vector maintains 
at a relatively steady high magnitude. When its magnitude starts to decrease, the 

18.6 Fast Attack
In a fast attack, the sound gets loud quickly; the rise 
time is short. It is a high-magnitude sound vector.

18.7 Slow Attack
In a slow attack, the sound takes a while to reach the desired 
loudness; the rise time is slow. It is a low-magnitude sound vector.

18.5 Envelope
The basic sound envelope consists of attack, 
initial decay, sustain level, and fi nal release.
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sound has entered its decay phase. If the sound vector drops from its high mag-
nitude to zero relatively quickly, the sound has a fast decay.  SEE 18.8  When it takes 
some time for the vector to lose its strength, the sound has a slow decay.  SEE 18.9  
In musical language crescendo stands for a relatively gradual change from soft  
to loud, and diminuendo is a gradual change from loud to soft . Th ey diff er from 
attack and decay mainly in terms of speed. Even a slow attack is usually faster 
than a crescendo.
 Not all instruments have the same control over the sound envelope (dura-
tion and dynamics from attack to fi nal decay). As a violin player, for example, 
you would have maximum control over the attack time, the sustain level, and the 
decay time. Depending on how you use the bow, you can produce a fast or slow 
attack, a short or long sustain level, and a fast or slow decay. When playing the 
piano, however, you have control over the dynamics of the tone (its loudness or 
soft ness) but not over its attack and sustain level. Th e only control you have is over 
the decay period. When you press the sustain pedal, the sound takes more time 
to fade; the pedal stretches the decay. Th e dampening pedal shortens the decay; 
the tone dies more quickly. When playing the drums, you are at the mercy of the 
instrument for the entire envelope. You can strike it only soft ly or hard, to produce 
a soft  or loud bang, but you have no control over attack or sustain level.
 Th e decay of sound is also infl uenced by the acoustics of the room. In a fairly 
“live” acoustical environment, the decay is slower (more reverberations) than in a 
rather “dead” environment (fewer reverberations). Also, controlling the elements of 
the sound envelope is especially important if you electronically synthesize sounds 
and sound combinations.
 When you combine picture and sound vectors, you can match the attack 
and decay variables of both vector types. For example, a visual motion vector can 
refl ect a variety of attack and decay modes, depending on how fast it reaches or 
loses a specifi c maximum magnitude. If an object accelerates to a specifi c speed 
quickly, you have a motion vector with a fast attack (or fast rise time); if it acceler-
ates more gradually, you have a slow-attack motion vector.  SEE 18.10  If the object 
motion decelerates quickly, its magnitude drops equally quickly, and you have a 
fast-decay motion vector. If it decelerates more gradually, it produces a slow-decay 
motion vector.  SEE 18.11  Th e advantage of translating sound into vectors is explored 
more fully later in this chapter.

18.8 Fast Decay
In a fast decay, the sound dies quickly. It is 
a high-magnitude sound vector.

18.9 Slow Decay
In a slow decay, the sound fades more gradually. 
It is a low-magnitude sound vector.
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Basic Sound Structures
Th is discussion of sound structures is not meant to be exhaustive but to aid you in 
dealing eff ectively with the sound portion of a video or fi lm production. It will help 
you especially in developing, or deciding on, a sound track that not only supports 
the video portion but also combines with it synergistically to become an organic, 
maximally eff ective whole. To achieve this you should try to translate musical 
elements and structures into various types of sound vectors whenever possible. 
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, seeing music in terms of sound 
vectors means you can, for example, deal successfully with the basic notation of a 
musical piece even if you don’t read music. More important, vectors allow you to 
compare sound with pictures and fi nd relationships between sound and pictures 
that would otherwise not have been so evident. Vectors convey more readily than 
any other aesthetic factor the contextual nature of media aesthetics.
 Let’s now take a closer look at the following basic sound structures: melody, 
harmony, homophony, and polyphony.

M E L O D Y

A melody is a series of musical tones arranged in succession. Like a sequential 
series of shots, a melody is a sequential series of specifi c sounds that has a logic in 

18.10 Fast and Slow Acceleration
a A fast acceleration (fast attack) creates a high-magnitude vector.

b A slow acceleration (slow attack) creates a low-magnitude vector.

18.11 Fast and Slow Deceleration
a A fast deceleration (fast decay) creates a high-magnitude vector.

b A slow deceleration (slow decay) creates a low-magnitude vector.

a b

a b
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its progression and that forms a tune. Melody can be represented by a horizontal 
vector.  SEE 18.12

 Like life itself, a melody is constantly progressing and is complete only when 
it has ended. You experience the various steps of progression, but you can only 
remember the total melody—the tune. You should note that the logic of melodic 
progression diff ers among various cultures. For example, the traditional melodies 
of Middle Eastern or Far Eastern songs are much more subtle in their progression 
than are Western melodies.
 All melodies are based on specifi c scales. In Western music there are major 
and minor scales, chromatic and diatonic scales, and whole-tone and twelve-tone 
scales. Th ey diff er basically in the number of steps and the interval between the 
steps within an octave (when the tone repeats itself higher or lower on the scale).  
SEE 18.13–18.17

Composer Arnold Schönberg (1874–
1951) established the twelve-tone 
system as a useful compositional de-
vice. He taught in Berlin and at the 
University of California at Los Angeles.

18.12 Melody
Melody moves as a horizontal sound vector in a linear fashion. Each tone leads to another until they become an entity—a tune.

18.13 Chromatic Scale
In the chromatic scale, an octave is divided into twelve equal steps, with the twelfth tone being the octave 
(double the frequency of the fundamental). It consists entirely of half-tone intervals.

18.14 Major Diatonic Scale
In the diatonic scale, an octave is divided into eight steps, with the eighth tone being the octave (double the 
frequency of the tonic—the fi rst tone). The steps are not equal, with half steps between the third and fourth 
tones and the seventh and eighth tones. The diatonic scale is what we (in Western music) normally use in 
melodic and harmonic structures. Generally, a major scale expresses a positive, normal, practical mood.

www.zettl-ssm.com

www.zettl-ssm.com

www.zettl-ssm.com
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18.15 Minor Diatonic Scale
In the minor diatonic scale, the eight steps are not equal. There is a half step between the second and 
third tones and the fi fth and sixth tones. In the ascending minor scale (which is illustrated here), there is an 
additional one-and-a-half step between the sixth and seventh tones and a half step between the seventh 
and eighth (octave) tones. The minor scale refl ects a sad, mysterious, haunting, less defi nite mood.

18.16 Whole-tone Scale
The whole-tone scale uses full steps between all seven intervals.

18.17 Twelve-tone Scale
Some composers simply regard the twelve tones of the chromatic scale as equal and arrange these notes in some form regardless of 
the specifi c intervals. Because there is a total of twelve notes in a scale before the notes begin to repeat themselves as an octave, the 
individual row can contain twelve notes. The structuring of such sets of twelve notes has become known as the twelve-tone scale.

H A R M O N Y

Whereas a melody consists of horizontally successive notes, 
harmony is a vertical combination of simultaneously played 
notes. Melody is linear and sequential; it forms a horizontal 
vector. Harmony is simultaneous and forms a vertical vector.  
SEE 18.18  Contrary to the melody, which you can perceive only 
incompletely in its development, you can hear harmony in 
its totality all at once. Melody leads somewhere; harmony is 
there. It has always arrived. Th e harmonic combination of 
three or more notes is called a chord.
 Th e magnitude of the vertical sound vector depends 
on several factors, principally the relative density, or sound 

18.18 Harmony
A harmonic structure is created by simultaneous 
tones. Whereas melody consists of horizontal sound 
vectors, harmony consists of vertical ones.

www.zettl-ssm.com
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In traditional music, harmonic structures must ad-
here to strict rules. Th e simplest harmonic structure 
consists of two tones that are played simultaneously. 
Chords consist of three or more simultaneous tones.

Two simultaneous tones equal an interval.

! AA
Th e basic unit of the traditional harmonic structure is 
the triad, a combination of three tones.

! AAA
Major Triad

! AAA
Minor Triad

Vertical harmonic structures are usually built from the 
same scale in which the melody operates (that is, the 
chords have the tonality of the melody), but the melody 
and the chords may also operate in diff erent keys or 
outside of any predetermined scale (as in twelve-tone 
structures, for example).

! CC Major C C C
! AY AAY A

G Minor

! #CW > OBW > OBW OBW OBW OBW
# CW > OBW OBW OBW OBW OBW >
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texture, of the chord (the number of notes in the chord and how 
close together they are), its perceived tension (consonant, pleasant 
sounding, or dissonant, consisting of tones that do not blend together 
well), and its tension relative to the melody. Generally, the higher the 
chord density, texture, and tension, the higher the vector magnitude.  
SEE 18.19

H O M O P H O N Y

Homophony means literally “alike sounding” (Greek homo means 
“the same”; phonos means “sound”). In music homophony refers to 
the structure in which a single predominating melody is supported 
by corresponding chords. Th e chords act like pillars (vertical vec-
tors) that hold up the melody bridge (horizontal vector).  SEE 18.20  
In a homophonic structure, the horizontal vector of the melodic 
line is independent. You can re-create its logic by simply whistling 
any tune.  SEE 18.21  But the accompanying chords are dependent on 
the melody; they cannot stand alone—and playing them without the 
melody would make little sense. Th e chords by themselves do not lead 
to satisfactory musical closure.  SEE 18.22

P O LY P H O N Y

In musical terminology polyphony refers to two or more melodic lines 
that, when played together, form a harmonic whole. Unlike homopho-
nic structures, where a single dominating melody is accompanied by 
supporting chords, polyphonic structures are composed of multiple, 
coequal voices (melodies, or horizontal vectors). No single voice is 
relegated to a subordinate role throughout the piece; each runs its 
own course, sometimes dominating the other voices and sometimes 
temporarily assuming a supporting role. When played separately, each 
voice forms a self-suffi  cient entity.  SEE 18.23  When played together the 
various horizontally independent voices form a vertical, harmonic 
structure. Vertical vectors are formed incidentally through planned 
juxtaposition and interaction of the horizontal vectors of the various 
voices. Th e voices must make sense not only horizontally (melodic 
development) but also vertically (harmonic development).  SEE 18.24

Counterpoint Most polyphonic music is written in counterpoint—a 
specifi c polyphonic technique in which the individual notes and 
melodic lines are set against each other. It emphasizes an encounter 
among the various voices, a vector-against-vector aff air. We use 
counterpoint to achieve a certain structural tension, a high-energy 
fi eld. By contrasting in a calculated way the various horizontal vectors 

18.19 Harmonic Density
Chords can vary considerably in their 
complexity—their relative chord density, 
or sound texture. To play this chord on 
the piano, you would have to press all 
the white and black keys between the 
highest and lowest notes of the chord. 

From “Pentatonic” by P. Peter Sacco. www.zettl-ssm.com
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18.20 Homophony
In a typical homophonic structure, the leading melody is supported by a parallel chord accompaniment. 
When we translate into vectors the written music of this waltz in G major by Franz Schubert, we can see 
how the horizontal vector of the melody is supported by the vertical vectors of the chords.

18.21 Melody
In a homophonic structure, the melodic horizontal vectors are independent. The melody can exist by itself.

18.22 Chords
In a homophonic structure, the accompanying chords are dependent on the melody. They are 
dependent vertical vectors; that is, they need the melody to form a gestalt.

www.zettl-ssm.com

www.zettl-ssm.com

www.zettl-ssm.com

18.23 Polyphony
In a polyphonic structure, each 
voice (horizontal vector) is basically 
independent; that is, each voice has its 
own logical melodic development.
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of the independent voices, we also create vertical vectors of varying complexity 
and magnitude.
 Although counterpoint in music is limited to specifi c melodic and harmonic 
juxtapositions, for our purposes we can broaden the concept to include techniques 
for creating tension that involve other aesthetic elements, such as the direction 
of the voices (melodies) and their timbre, pitch, dynamics, and rhythm. Some of 
these techniques are similar to those employed in the visual aesthetic fi elds.
 Contrapuntal tension is achieved primarily by having the direction of 
the voices—the melodic lines—go against each other. In the language of media 
aesthetics, the voices act as converging and diverging vectors.  SEE 18.25

18.25 Tension Through Direction
To achieve the desired contrapuntal tension, we can contrast the direction of the voices—the horizontal vectors. 
While one melody line (voice) is going down, the other one is going up and vice versa. We have, in eff ect, 
converging and diverging vectors (and some continuing ones that run parallel to each other).

From Inventio IV by J. S. Bach.

18.24 Horizontal and Vertical Structure
Although in polyphonic music the 
individual voices are basically independent, 
they nevertheless connect vertically 
to form a tight harmonic structure.

www.zettl-ssm.com
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18.26 Tension Through Pitch
We can create contrapuntal tension through a contrast in pitch. In this example the fi rst voice operates 
in a relatively high range (treble) while the other voice progresses in a lower range (bass).

From Inventio III by J. S. Bach.

Counterpoint means punctum contra punctum, Latin for “point 
against point.” In the fi rst half of the fourteenth century, when 
the term counterpoint fi rst appeared, punctum (point) was syn-
onymous with nota (note). Punctum contra punctum means, 
therefore, nota contra notam—“note against note.” In the termi-
nology of media aesthetics, we can defi ne counterpoint as vector 
contra vector—“vector against vector.”

 You can also contrast the pitch of the various voices. While one voice oper-
ates in a relatively high range (treble), the other voice develops in a lower range 
(bass).  SEE 18.26

 You can achieve a contrast between voices by using timbre. One voice may 
be played by the violin, the other by the fl ute.  SEE 18.27

 Contrasting dynamics create various tensions even in a single melody (play-
ing parts of it loud and others soft ), but they are especially eff ective when they 
occur between voices. For example, part of the upper voice is loud while the lower 
voice is soft ; then the lower voice is played louder than the upper one. Th is use 
of contrapuntal dynamics draws attention to diff erent parts (usually the theme) 
very much as a close-up does. If you thought that this is like a fi gure/ground 
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arrangement, you are on the right track. Th rough dynamics one voice can switch 
between being the fi gure for a few bars and then serving as background for the 
other voice.  SEE 18.28

 A rhythmic contrast is similar in eff ect to a dynamic one. While one voice is 
progressing quickly, the contrapuntal voice is slow, or the other way around. You 
can give one voice a sharp staccato beat and set it against another that proceeds 
in a more continuous legato line.  SEE 18.29

18.27 Tension Through Timbre
We can create contrapuntal tension by giving each voice a distinct timbre. This piece relies primarily 
on timbre for contrast. One voice is played by the fl ute, the other by the violin.

18.28 Tension Through Dynamics
We can create contrapuntal tension by contrasting the dynamics of the various voices. Here dynamics are contrasted. One voice (the theme) is 
rather loud; the other (the counterpoint) is much softer and less obtrusive. In eff ect there is a juxtaposition of sound vectors of varying magnitudes.

From March in D Major by J. S. Bach.
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18.29 Tension Through Rhythm
One of the favorite techniques of creating tension in a polyphonic structure is to juxtapose diff erent rhythms among the various voices. While one 
voice is progressing quickly, the contrapuntal voice is slow; while one has a sharp staccato beat, the other proceeds as a continuous legato line.

From The Well-Tempered Clavier by J. S. Bach.

Contrapuntal structures Widely used contrapuntal structures are imitation, the 
canon, and the fugue. All of these musical forms use the polyphonic principle in 
which each voice develops independently of the others yet plays against the others 
in highly calculated ways.
 One of the most common elements of contrapuntal structure is imitation, 
wherein a short theme or subject is stated in one voice and then repeated verba-
tim or in a slightly changed form in the other voice or voices while the fi rst voice 
continues on its way, providing the counterpoint to the imitated theme.  SEE 18.30  
Most contrapuntal structures use some form of imitation.
 Th e canon, or round, is the purest and most obvious form of imitation. Not 
only is the theme repeated verbatim by the other voices but also the entire melody. 
Th e harmonic (vertical) structure is created by a phasic shift  of the identical 
melodies; that is, each one starts a little later than the voice immediately above.  
SEE 18.31  Familiar canons, such as “Th ree Blind Mice” and “Row, Row, Row Your 
Boat,” work on the total-imitation principle.
 Simple repetitions of the same subject without varying counterpoints can be 
boring, however, which is why the masters of polyphony, such as Johann Sebastian 
Bach (1685–1750), vary not only the counterpoint from voice to voice but also 
occasionally the theme itself.3
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18.30 Imitation
One of the key elements of a polyphonic structure is imitation: a theme or short phrase is repeated verbatim one by one in 
the other voices. In this example the theme is stated in voice 2 and then imitated in a diff erent pitch in voice 1.

From The Well-Tempered Clavier by J. S. Bach.

18.31 Canon
In a canon (or round), the complete tune is repeated by phasing. One voice starts the tune, and the others carry the 
same tune at staggered intervals. Note how the same subject is stated in one voice and then repeated verbatim in 
the others. The harmonic (vertical) structure is achieved through a phasic shift of the identical melodies.

www.zettl-ssm.com
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 One of the most intricate contrapuntal structures is the fugue (the word 
comes from the Latin fugere, “to run away, to fl ee”; and fuga, which means “fl ight”). 
In a fugue a theme or subject is chased and fl ees from voice to voice throughout 
the composition. Th e theme is imitated and expanded in each of the voices, relat-
ing vertically at each point to form a complex yet unifi ed whole.
 Th e theme in a fugue is normally introduced all by itself in one specifi c voice 
(such as the middle voice), then in another (the top voice), while the middle one 
proceeds on its own, providing the necessary counterpoint. Th e theme fi nally 
appears in the third voice (the bottom one), with the other two voices continuing 
on their ways, providing the necessary counterpoint for each other and for the 
third voice.  SEE 18.32  When the theme has been introduced once by all the voices, 

18.32 Fugue
After the theme has been introduced once by all the voices, the exposition is fi nished. The theme is then imitated, varied, 
and expanded throughout the voices. This is called an episode. When the theme is clearly introduced again in each voice, 
we have another exposition. There may be several expositions and episodes in a single fugue. Thus the subject “fl ees” 
throughout the composition. In most fugues the theme (subject) is introduced by itself and then repeated in the various 
voices. In this example the theme is fi rst introduced in voice 2, then imitated in voice 1, and fi nally repeated in voice 3.

From The Well-Tempered Clavier by J. S. Bach.
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we have the fi rst exposition. Th e theme is then imitated, varied, and expanded 
throughout the voices in a rather free-fl owing way. Th is part, where the composer 
is showing off , is called the episode. When the theme is clearly introduced again, 
we have another exposition, and when it is imitated again throughout the other 
voices, another episode. Normally, several expositions and episodes occur in a 
single fugue.
 In the complex fabric of a contrapuntal vector fi eld, the vertical vectors 
(the harmonic chords as formulated when we read the independent melodic 
voices vertically at any given point) act as important structural agents. Th ey hold 
the horizontal voice lines together and give the seemingly independent voices 
their necessary structural dependence. Essentially, the vertical vectors represent 
space/time modulators, explicating the spatial (harmonic) as well as the temporal 
(melodic) relationships and interdependence of the individual voices. Th e vertical 
vectors tell us where the individual voices have been, where they are going, and 
how they fi t together.

Picture/Sound Combinations
Even if you are successful in structuring the picture fi eld and the sound fi eld 
independently, you cannot expect to arrive at a meaningful audiovisual structure 
simply by adding the two together. You must combine the video and audio vector 
fi elds so that they form a synergistic structure. Such an audio/video combination 
requires that you hear the screen event while visualizing and sequencing it and 
see it while working with the sound. You should try to conceive and develop the 
video and audio vector fi elds together as much as possible.
 But exactly how should you combine the pictures and the sound so that 
they form such a synergistic unit, a maximally eff ective picture/sound gestalt? No 
easy recipe exists, and each case has its own specifi c requirements. Nevertheless, 
the following structural principles can act as general guidelines: homophonic 
structures, polyphonic structures, and audio/video montage.

H O M O P H O N I C  S T R U C T U R E S

Much like the homophonic structure in music, where a single dominant melody is 
supported and undergirded by accompanying chords, you can support the video 
portion step-by-step with appropriate sound, or the audio track with appropriate 
pictures. To accompany the lone cowboy riding through the meadow with the 
familiar clickety-clack banjo tunes is an example of a well-worn homophonic 
video/audio structure. A slightly more elaborate example of homophonic video/ 
audio structure is the scene in which a car loses its brakes and is careening down 
a steep mountain road. Th e accompanying audio track consists of literal sounds 
such as squealing tires and nonliteral nervous music. Th is picture/sound combina-
tion represents a typical homophonic structure. Th e visuals (car without brakes) 
dominate the scene and tell the principal story. Literal and nonliteral sounds are 
precisely in step with the visual event, properly intensifying it from moment to 
moment.  SEE 18.33

 Many music videos illustrate their sound tracks with accompanying pictures 
in a homophonic fashion. Th e lyrics of the song, or at least its major literal themes, 
are supported at each step by pictures with similar meanings.

P O LY P H O N I C  S T R U C T U R E S

In a polyphonic picture/sound structure, pictures and sound seem to develop inde-
pendently as “melodic” lines yet combine vertically into an intensifi ed audiovisual 
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18.33 Homophonic Video/Audio Structure
In a homophonic structure, the audio track (consisting of literal and nonliteral sounds) is in 
step with the visual event. Each audio event runs parallel to its corresponding video event.

18.34 Phasing
In phasing, the audio track of one scene (as event 1 for example) extends 
into the next scene (event 2) or changes to the next scene (event 2) 
while the video portion still shows the previous scene (event 1).

experience. For example, some music videos show pictures that do not in any way 
parallel the lyrics of the song. Th e pictures seem to tell their own story (oft en of 
the lead singer’s psychological frustrations) and are relatively independent of the 
meaning of the lyrics. While the song proclaims tender love, the pictures may show 
the singer’s fi rst unsuccessful auditions. Th e vertical structure is achieved through 
strong parallel rhythms of the pictures (tertiary motion rhythm) and sound.
 Four of the more notable polyphonic audiovisual techniques are phasing, 
transitions, multiple texts, and multiple screens.

Phasing In phasing, the video and audio portions are not tightly synchronized—
they are somewhat out of phase. Either the picture precedes the sound event or 
vice versa, or picture and sound are thematically out of phase, at least for a while. 
In phasing, the sound is asynchronous to the picture.  SEE 18.34

 Flashbacks are a good vehicle for the phasing technique. Imagine, for ex-
ample, a mountain climber surprised by a snowstorm on an especially diffi  cult 
part of the climb. We see him trying to reach a ledge where he can fi nd temporary 
shelter. We hear the howling storm, the sounds of his crampons, and his labored 
breathing (homophonic literal sound). Suddenly, these natural sounds switch to 
a conversation the climber had with his friend before undertaking the diffi  cult 
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climb. Th e friend warns about the fi ckle weather and the dangers of avalanches. 
Th en the sounds switch just as suddenly to the laughter of the climber’s children. 
Finally, we switch back to the literal sounds of the climb.
 While the video tells the story progressively (the climber’s eff orts to stay 
alive), the audio is out of phase: it shift s occasionally to the past (friend’s warning 
and children’s laughter). Phasing lends itself especially well to space/time transi-
tions. Here is an example:

Video Audio

Tight 2-shot: Larry and  LARRY
Barbara in front of the library. Don’t you want to go to a movie tonight?
 You can’t study all the time.

ECU of Barbara. BARBARA (smiles)

 Perhaps.

Zoom back to reveal entrance 
to the movie theater. 
Larry hands her the ticket.

 Now the video has jumped ahead of the audio to the “eff ect” phase, while 
the accompanying sound (Barbara’s reply) still lingers in the “cause” phase. If 
you now switch the phasing and have the audio progress to the eff ect phase 
with the video still lingering in the cause phase, you deal with predictive sound 
(see chapter 17).

Transitions You can use a type of phasing for transitions from one scene to the 
next. For example, you can show a couple driving to a rock concert; the woman 
turns on the car radio and begins to groove with one of the concert band’s catchy 
tunes. Cut to: MS shot of lead singer and bass guitarist of the actual concert scene 
with the catchy tune now being continued by the band. Cut to: CU of woman, now 
in the audience, moving to the tune the way she did in the car.
 Or we may see a young man sitting in a bus, watching the rhythmic play of 
alternating sunlight and shadows caused by the passing trees. A drumbeat par-
allels the syncopated rhythm of the sunlight fl ashes. It increases in volume and 
texture and carries through the next series of cuts: (1) the young man crossing a 
busy intersection almost synchronous to the same syncopated beat, (2) rushing 
to the beat along the busy sidewalk, (3) entering the backstage door of a concert 
hall, (4) sitting at the piano, looking at the audition judges, and (5) playing his 
extemporaneous piece—you guessed it—in the syncopated rhythm of the sunlight 
fl ashes of the bus ride.
 Of course, you can make the sound track as complex as you want (by adding 
traffi  c sounds), but the primary transitional device remains the syncopated beat. 
In such polyphonic structures, it is the audio that sustains the transitions for the 
various video scenes.

Multiple texts Multiple texts are two or more dialogue tracks that run simultane-
ously or in a phasing mode. You can use multiple texts for single-screen presenta-
tions or, more common, for multiscreen productions. Th e following is an example 
of multiple texts playing simultaneously with a single-screen scene.

Video Audio

2-shot of couple. Track 1 (main text)

 SHE: How did it go today?

  Track 2 (slightly delayed subtext )

  SHE: I don’t really care.
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CU of man. Track 1

 HE: Oh, pretty well!

  Track 2  (slightly delayed) 

  HE: What do you care, anyway?

   Track 3  (simultaneous with 2)

   SHE: Liar!

 As you can see from the multiple dialogue, the two people do not feel as civi-
lized toward each other as they pretend to be in the main dialogue track (track 1). 
Such a multiple-text technique is a rather obvious communication device and 
should be treated with discretion and deft ness. Depending on how much of the 
event complexity you want to communicate, you can emphasize track 1, 2, or 3 or 
you can play them all together at equal volume. If you play all three tracks at the 
same time and the same loudness, the audience will no longer be able to follow 
exactly what is being said. Instead of communicating specifi c information, you 
will be providing the audience with a fabric of speech sounds that may refl ect the 
complexity of the moment better than any single track could.
 You can also emphasize a specifi c track by running its volume relatively high 
while keeping the other tracks at a much lower volume. In eff ect you are applying 
the fi gure/ground principle. By emphasizing track 1, you communicate primarily 
the “outer” event—a woman asking a man about his day. But if you emphasize 
track 2 or 3, you shift  from an outer-event orientation (plot) to an inner one (feel-
ing); you add to the horizontal vector (event progression) a vertical one (event 
complexity). Th e advantage of such multiple texts is that you can provide the event 
complexity through sound while keeping the visual event relatively simple and 
straightforward.

Multiple screens You can achieve a truly polyphonic structure by using multiple 
screens. In such a presentation technique, each screen can pursue a diff erent 
story (voice) that relates to the others thematically or through the interaction of 
characters. Each screen may have its own sound track, or you can use an identical 
sound track for all three (or more) screens. Sometimes the various sound tracks 
get muddled into a dialogue fabric, but they allow the audience to associate with 
one or another phrase, sentence, or uttering.
 If you construct the dialogue tracks of the various screens so that they are 
sequential rather than simultaneous, the audience will be better able to follow the 
meaning of each voice. For example, if you have a three-screen setup, the person 
on the left  screen may ask, “How do you feel?” and the person on the right screen 
may answer “Fine,” while the person in the middle screen may simply listen. Th us 
you can establish a relationship among the three screen events even if the scenes 
are not connected by event location and event time. Because the dialogue in the 
three screens is narratively connected, we tend to connect the visual events on the 
separate screens however diff erent they may be.
 As with the single-screen presentation technique, there is a limit to how 
many dialogue tracks we can discriminate among, even in multiscreen presenta-
tions. When played simultaneously, the tracks might lose their informational func-
tion and yet blend into a sound confi guration that serves as a powerful emotional 
intensifi cation device. You may want to arrange the video and the audio tracks of 
multiscreen presentations in a fuguelike way in which a particular theme “fl ees” 
from screen to screen, with the other screens and especially the other audio tracks 
providing contrapuntal contexts. Writing for three screens is not easy and requires 
a nonlinear approach, which means that you must learn to hear in your mind not 
only the horizontal narrative of the dialogue but also the vertical combined eff ect 
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of the multiple tracks. You must add to the horizontal narrative vectors more-
complex vertical ones. You can probably now see the close relationship between 
such multiscreen structures and the polyphonic musical structures of horizontal 
melody vectors and the resulting vertical vector chords.  SEE 18.35

A U D I O / V I D E O  M O N TA G E

Although the montage was originally developed as a sophisticated pictorial 
statement, the audiovisual montage is no less powerful. Let’s take a quick look 
at the four principal montages introduced in chapter 16—sequential, sectional, 
comparison, and collision—and list some of the possibilities of picture/sound 
montage combinations.

Sequential analytical montage Th e sound portion of a visual sequential ana-
lytical montage normally consists of literal sounds and/or music that follows the 
visual sequences. For example, if your sequential montage depicts somebody 
rushing to the airport, you accompany each shot with its appropriate sound track: 
traffi  c, car horns, running and breathing sounds, public-address announcements 
in the airport terminal, beeps at baggage security, and the roar of a plane taking 
off . You simply cut from one environmental sound detail to the next. By adding a 
rhythmically precise music track, you will not only facilitate the visual continuity 
of the montage but also intensify its rhythmic structure.

Sectional analytical montage If the sectional analytical montage explores dif-
ferent environments, you can simply cut with the visuals from one sound environ-
ment to the next. For example, if you show a quick sectional montage of a young 
woman exploring downtown shopping areas, you once again accompany each 
shot with the sound characteristic of the location depicted. As in the sequential 
montage, you can cut from one sound environment to the next: sounds of a de-
partment store, the quiet yet intense sales pitch of a jeweler, and the noisy coff ee 

Sound: Telephone (slightly 
later than center screen).

BOY:  Dad, the phone is ringing.
HE:  Let it ring.
(She is no longer present.)

All three sound tracks are phased 
to overlap to some extent.

Right screen (three years later)

18.35 Multiscreen Sound Tracks
In this example of polyphonic dialogue, the three screens display a time shift. The left screen represents 
the present, the center screen two years later, and the right screen three years later.4

Image not available due to copyright restrictions Image not available due to copyright restrictions
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shop environment. Th is time the sound is not supporting the progression of the 
event but rather the mosaiclike environment. Th e sound portions contribute to 
the vertical rather than the horizontal vector. You could instead choose to run a 
continuous sound track of a single event, such as the sounds of the department 
store, throughout the montage. Although basically a contrapuntal treatment (an 
uninterrupted sequence of literal sounds versus quick discontinuous visual cuts), 
such a video/audio juxtaposition can provide much-needed montage continuity. 
Rhythmically precise music can fulfi ll the same structural function.5

Comparison idea-associative montage In the comparison montage, you choose 
sounds that are congruent to the event. If the event is romantic, you use romantic 
music; violent visuals are accompanied by violent sounds. In such a comparison 
montage, the literal and nonliteral sounds are similar in meaning and feeling to 
what you see on-screen.

Video Audio

CU of politician, whose  Actual speech. Crossfade to 
speech becomes more  schoolchildren reciting a patriotic 
and more emotional. poem in chorus.

 Th e tertium quid—the main idea—of the montage is that the politician is spouting 
shallow slogans no better than the mindless recitation of children. Here is another 
example of a comparison montage:

Video Audio

MS of shooting gallery in an  Natural, literal sounds.
amusement park.

CU of boy taking aim. Segue into actual war sounds.

Collision idea-associative montage In a collision montage, the accompanying 
sound track is contradictory in meaning and feeling to what you see on-screen. 
When perceived as a whole, however, the picture/sound combination intensifi es 
the visual scene or produces a tertium quid that grows out of the video/audio 
contradiction.
 For example, to intensify an especially violent scene, you may counterpoint 
the visuals with soft , romantic music. Or by accompanying an intimate love scene 
with violent sounds, you may hint at the underlying menace of the relationship. 
Some audio/video collision montages might look like this:

Example 1:

Video Audio

CU of slum areas. Narrator describing the wealth 
 and historical signifi cance of the city.

Example 2:

Video Audio

Attack helicopter  Soft, romantic music.
with rockets blazing.

Example 3:

Video Audio

Couple drinking coff ee Romantic music changing into dissonant chords 
in sidewalk café.  mixed with synthesized high-pitched hisses.

 In the slum montage, the narration will certainly intensify the terrible 
blight conditions. Th e overriding message is the blindness of the city council, 
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whose members still don’t seem to realize that their city is in deep trouble. In the 
helicopter montage, the soft , romantic music sharpens the cruelty of war. And in 
the coff ee-drinking scene, trouble is brewing.
 Th e video/audio collision montage is no less obvious than the visual colli-
sion montage; you need to be extremely cautious about how and when to use it. 
If, for example, you have a scene in which a veteran is sitting in front of a cozy 
fi re, recalling some of his war experiences, you may achieve a startling collision 
montage by subtly segueing from the peaceful crackling of the fi re to the menacing 
sounds of machine guns.6 But to accompany his pictures of badly wounded soldiers 
with the sounds of intoxicated guests in the adjoining room will not intensify the 
scene but merely refl ect the director’s bad taste.
 Th e audio/video collision montage can produce comic eff ects with relatively 
little eff ort. All you need to do is use literal sounds that go against our expectations. 
Th e sleek racecar that sounds like an old truck, the glamorous soprano who sings 
her aria in a deep bass voice, or the lion that meows like a kitten—all are collision 
montage clichés.

Picture/Sound Matching Criteria
Ideally, you should conceive pictures and sound together as a unit, trying to 
see and hear the screen event simultaneously as an aesthetic whole. In practice, 
however, such a complete preconception of the whole event is not always pos-
sible. Even if the audio portion of your show consists mainly of literal, source-
connected sounds, you will most likely need to add some music to intensify the 
overall screen event.
 You probably fi nd that you think in pictures fi rst and then try to locate the 
appropriate supporting sounds, such as background music. Or you may have a 
piece of music, such as a popular song, for which you need to fi nd appropriate 
visuals. But what specifi c types of music should you use? What if your unfailing 
instinct fails you just when you need it most? What you obviously need are more-
reliable criteria for selecting the appropriate music for the more common video 
events. Although they are hardly foolproof, you may fi nd some guidance in apply-
ing one of the four basic picture/sound matching criteria: historical/geographical, 
thematic, tonal, and structural.

H I S T O R I C A L / G E O G R A P H I C A L

Historical matching means that you pair pictures with music that was created in 
approximately the same historical period. For example, you would match the pic-
ture of a Baroque church with the music of Johann Sebastian Bach; an eighteenth-
century scene in Salzburg, Austria, with music by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart; a 
scene of 1960s London with music by the Beatles; or the brand-new, supermodern 
museum building with music by a contemporary composer.
 Geographical matching means that you select music that is typical of the 
geographical area depicted in the scene. You could, for example, match a scene 
that plays in Vienna with a waltz, a scene in Japan with traditional koto music, or 
one in the American South with Dixieland jazz.
 Once again, a word of warning: matching the sights and sounds of histori-
cal periods does not automatically make for eff ective and smooth picture/sound 
combinations. For example, the precise, carefully structured music of Bach does 
not necessarily fi t the light, fl amboyant Baroque architecture. Also, geographical 
matching is such an obvious aesthetic device that it might annoy or even insult 
the sensitive viewer. For example, to introduce an interview show featuring a 
famous scholar from China with what we consider to be typical Chinese music, 
or the ambassador from Austria with a waltz, would certainly off end the guests 
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and annoy the viewers. On the other hand, if you do a documentary on Tibet, 
you might as well have Tibetan music and the sounds of prayer bells under the 
opening scenes and titles.

T H E M AT I C

When using thematic matching for video and audio, you select sounds that we 
are accustomed to hearing at specifi c events or locales. For example, when we see 
the interior of a church, we probably expect organ music. Or when you show a 
parade or a football stadium full of people, marching-band music is the themati-
cally correct choice.

T O N A L

Tonal matching requires sounds that fi t the general tone, that is, the mood and 
the feeling of the event. If you show a sad scene, the music should be sad, too. 
Similarly, you can match a happy scene with upbeat sounds. Romantic music that 
engulfs the lovers’ tender moonlit embrace is another familiar example of tonal 
video/audio matching. Th e diff erence between thematic and tonal matching is 
that in thematic matching you choose music you might hear at a specifi c event or 
location; in tonal matching you select music according to how the event feels.

S T R U C T U R A L

When using structural matching, you parallel pictures and sound according to 
their internal structure. For example, take a look at the following fi gures and see 
whether you can “hear” them.  SEE 18.36–18.38

18.36 Structural Matching 1
How does this picture sound? Loud or soft? Fast or slow? Does it have a simple or a syncopated beat?
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18.37 Structural Matching 2
Compare the sound of this picture to that of fi gure 18.36. Do you hear a diff erence? Try to 
verbalize it. What audio characteristics can you isolate that are unique to this picture?
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 How did you do with “listening” to these pictures? Could you assign each 
picture a specifi c type of music? Did they sound diff erent from one another?
 Now go back and try to identify some of the specifi c pictorial characteristics 
that prompted you to select a certain type of music. Was it the direction and the 
arrangement of dominant vectors within the pictures? Th e relative harshness or 
soft ness of the lines? Th e graphic weight, the degrees of balance, or the relative 
shadow falloff ? Does the picture feel heavy or light? Simple or complex?
 You probably went more by how the pictures felt to you, and whether they 
were round, soft , hard, brassy, simple, or complex, than by a careful vector analysis. 
Most likely, that was all you needed to accurately match the video and the sound 
structures. Nevertheless, even with your intuitive approach, you applied—however 
quickly and subconsciously—a series of vector analyses and comparisons. What 
you were actually doing was analyzing the visual vector fi elds and constructing 
aural vector fi elds of similar characteristics.
 But when your intuition fails you, or if the matching task becomes too com-
plex for quick guessing, you need to apply specifi c criteria to analyze the video and 
audio vector fi elds for compatibility. To isolate the dominant structural element 
within a picture or picture sequence and to grasp the overall structural tendency 
(simple, complex, directional, confused) is not always an easy task. Sometimes 
a picture or picture sequence just does not seem to “sound” right, or it seems so 
indistinct that any number of musical structures could fi t it equally well or badly. 
In such a situation, you must be patient enough to analyze the picture sequence 
step-by-step according to the major aesthetic criteria developed throughout this 
book: light, color, space/time, and motion. You should then be able to establish 
primary connections between the major visual vector fi elds or the dominant 
aesthetic elements and similar aural ones.
 Exactly how does such a structural analysis work? And how can you translate 
pictorial characteristics into music? Th ere is no single or simple answer. Structural 
matching, like any other matching criteria, depends on many contextual variables, 
such as the desired overall eff ect, what immediately preceded the picture sequence 
and what follows it, and whether you intend to create montage eff ects.
 Th e following table shows how you might approach a structural analysis 
of the video and its translation into musical terminology for audio matching. In 
fact, this table is an apt summary of the major elements of the fi ve aesthetic fi elds 
and how they might relate to one another.  SEE 18.39

 To witness the structural power of music, take any video sequence and run 
some arbitrarily selected music with it. So long as the tempos of the primary and 
tertiary motion of the video and the music are similar, you will be amazed at how 
frequently the video and the audio seem to match structurally. Apparently, we are 
using the tempo—the basic beat—and the relative complexity of the musical piece 
as the primary reference and expect the video to follow suit. If the visual beats do 
not match the aural ones, we apply psychological closure and try to make them 
fi t until they drift  too far apart. Again, the basic beat—the rhythm and the speed 
of the music—seems to be the primary agent that determines whether the video 
portion is a match or a mismatch. Once the tempos are similar, you can look for 
further matching criteria as indicated in fi gure 18.39.
 When watching a video production or a fi lm without sound, you will become 
surprisingly aware of the visual structure, especially the tertiary motion. Th e rhyth-
mic beat of tertiary motion, or the lack of it, shows up with undue prominence 
without the benefi t of the accompanying sound track. When watching the same 
sequence with sound, however, you may not even be conscious of the tertiary 
motion employed in the video sequence. Again, the organic structural power of 
music greatly facilitates the pictorial vector fl ow. Exactly why will remain as much 
a mystery as the power of music itself.



Aesthetic Field Video Audio

Light

Type
Staccato

Legato

Mode
Major

Minor

Falloff
High-contrast (loud/soft)

Low-contrast (even)

Directional

Nondirectional
Rhythm

High-key

Low-key
Key

Fast

Slow
Dynamics

Color

Energy

Hue
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Saturation

Brightness

High

Low
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High

Low

High

Low
Pitch

Dynamics

Timbre

Space

Screen size
Loud (high-energy)

Soft (low-energy)
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Simple (unaccented)
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Consonant

Dissonant

Balance of objects
within frame

High (dissonant)

Low (consonant)

Texture
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in single frame)
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Field density (number
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High
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single frame or shot
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Large

Small
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Light (long shots)
Chords and beat

Regular

Irregular

Sound shape
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Dynamic (high tension)
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Heavy

Light
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High

Low

Low

High

Low

Low

High

LowLow

High

Low

Brass, strings

Flutes, reeds

Loud

Soft

Key
Major

Minor
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18.39 Video/Audio Structural Analysis



Aesthetic Field Video

Simple

Time/motion

Audio

Motion vectors Volume and tempo
High

Event rhythm (flow)
Even

Uneven
Sound rhythm

Even

Uneven

Dynamics

Fast crescendo and diminuendo
(fast attack and decay)

Slow crescendo and diminuendo
(slow attack and decay)

Vector continuity
Good

Bad

Melodic progression
and rhythmic continuity

Even

Uneven

Transitions
(cuts, dissolves)

Seamless

Conspicuous

Modulation
(change from one
key to another)

Extreme

Conservative

Rhythm
Complex

Simple
Sound rhythm

Complex

Aesthetic
energy

Vector magnitude

High

Low

Dynamics
Loud

Soft

Vector field energy
(total energy
communicated)

High

Low

Sound vector
field energy

High

Low

Low

High-magnitude

Low-magnitude

Space (continued)

Definite

Principal
vector
orientation

Horizontal
High-magnitude

Low-magnitude Sound
vector
orientation

Melodic
Vague

Vertical
High-magnitude

Low-magnitude
Harmonic

Complex

Simple

Field complexity
in successive
frames or shots

Melodic or
contrapuntal
density

High

Graphic vectors

Low

High

Low

High-magnitude

Low-magnitude
Melodic line

Definite

Vague

Index vectors
High-magnitude

Low-magnitude
Melodic progression

Vague

Definite

Change in field
of view (zooms)

Fast

Slow
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18.39 Video/Audio Structural Analysis  (continued)
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S U M M A R Y

In structuring the fi ve-dimensional fi eld, we concern ourselves with the elements 
of sound, basic sound structures, picture/sound combinations, and picture/sound 
matching criteria.
 Th e elements of sound, or basic sound attributes, include pitch, timbre, 
duration, loudness (dynamics), and attack/decay.
 Pitch refers to the relative highness and lowness of a sound measured 
against an agreed-upon scale; the pitch of a tone is perceived and measured by 
its frequency. Timbre describes the tone quality or tone color, whether a certain 
note is played by the violin or the trumpet; timbre depends on the amount of 
overtones that vibrate with the fundamental tone. Duration refers to how long a 
sound can be heard. Th e loudness (dynamics) of a tone is its apparent strength as 
we perceive it; you can play a tone either loudly or soft ly. Th e variations of loud-
ness are the dynamics of the sound. Th e attack/decay is a part of the dynamics 
and the duration of a sound. Attack refers to how fast a sound reaches a certain 
level of loudness. Decay means how fast a sound becomes inaudible. Th e period 
during which a tone remains at its maximum loudness is called the sustain level. 
A sound envelope includes the whole tone from initial attack to fi nal release.
 Th e basic sound structures include melody, harmony, homophony, and 
polyphony. Melody is a series of musical tones arranged in a consequent succes-
sion. A melody forms a horizontal vector. Harmony is a vertical combination of 
simultaneously played notes. Harmonic combinations of three or more tones are 
called chords. Harmonic structure forms a vertical vector.
 Homophony refers to a musical structure in which a single, predominant 
melody is supported by corresponding chords. In a homophonic structure, the 
melodic line (horizontal vector) can stand alone, but the chords (vertical vectors) 
make sense only in the presence of the melody.
 Polyphony stands for “many voices” and refers to two or more melodic lines 
(horizontal vectors) that, when played together, form a harmonic whole. When 
played separately each voice forms a self-suffi  cient entity. Together they form a 
vertical harmonic structure. Most polyphonic music is written in counterpoint, 
which means that the elements of various voices (vector direction, pitch, timbre, 
dynamics, and rhythm) are countering one another to produce structural tension. 
Imitation, a common structural element in polyphony, means that a short theme 
of one voice is repeated in the other voice or voices. 
 Th e canon (round) is a direct imitation. Th e fugue introduces a theme that 
appears in diff erent voices.
 Th e picture/sound combinations should form a synergistic structure in 
which picture and sound reinforce each other. In homophonic combinations, the 
picture dominates and is supported by sound or vice versa. In polyphonic com-
binations, picture and sound seem to develop independently as melodic lines yet 
they combine vertically into an intensifi ed audiovisual experience. Multiple texts 
refer to several sound tracks that are run simultaneously or in a phasing mode.
 Pictures and sound can be combined according to the montage principle. 
In the sequential analytical video/audio montage, the sound simply accompanies 
the video of the montage elements. In the sectional analytical montage, the sound 
either follows the picture elements or creates a general sound environment char-
acteristic of the montage scene. In the comparison idea-associative video/audio 
montage, the literal and nonliteral sounds are similar in meaning and feeling to 
the visual event. In the collision video/audio montage, the accompanying sound 
track is purposely contradictory in meaning and feeling to the visual event.
 Th ere are four basic picture/sound matching criteria: historical/geographical, 
thematic, tonal, and structural. In historical matching you select music that was 
played in the historical period of the visual event. Geographical matching means 
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that the music chosen has its origin in the geographical area depicted. In thematic 
matching you select sounds that you expect to hear at a particular event or locale. 
When using tonal matching, you choose sounds that fi t the general tone—the 
mood and the feeling—of the pictorial event. Structural matching means that 
we parallel pictures and sound according to the internal structure, that is, their 
specifi c vector fi elds.

N O T E S

 1. Th e background music you oft en hear in elevators, waiting rooms, and supermarkets 
has a drastically limited range of dynamics. Th e music sounds equally soft  throughout 
and is therefore highly unobtrusive. All other elements (melody, timber, harmony, 
and rhythm) are kept intact.

 2. Stanley R. Alten, Audio in Media, 7th ed. (Belmont, Calif.: Th omson Wadsworth, 
2005), pp. 20–21.

 3. Listen to a relatively simple polyphonic composition (such as J. S. Bach’s Two-part 
Inventions) and follow the theme throughout the piece. Note the counterpoint that 
works opposite the theme or the slight variations of the theme itself when it is rein-
troduced in each of the two voices. If you are a skilled listener, follow the themes in 
Bach’s Th e Well-tempered Clavier and in his fugues.

 4. Th e basic idea for the telephone conversation was developed by students in my seminar 
on experimental production.

 5. During another semester students of the experimental production seminar produced 
a video essay on the Broadcast and Electronic Communication Arts Department at 
San Francisco State University called Impressions. It was based on the video/audio 
montage principle in which the quick cuts of the inductive visual sequence (showing 
student and faculty activities) are supported by a continuous fl ow of comments by 
students and faculty about their impressions of the department.

 6. Th is sound eff ect was used in Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979).


