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With TASCAM Portable Recorders
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TASCAM Field Recorders offer the features 
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Editor’s Note

I usually try to keep my column 
light and funny, but that’s hard to 
do with this particular topic. Re-

cently, someone new to our industry 
asked a very good question on the 
discussion group at www.jwsound.
net. He wanted to know “How Do We 
Do A TV Series?” When the member 
posters started explaining the techni-
cal aspects, he said he didn’t mean it 
that way. Instead, at this early stage of 
his career, he was (wisely) questioning 
the sheer insanity of being forced to 
work those crazy long hours we do on 
sets. I think he’s right to do so. 
 Everyone starting out needs to 
come to terms with working brutally 
long hours every day. Duke Marsh put 
it best when he said, “Our business is a 
trade-off, it’s our life in exchange for a 
paycheck. ” That’s why my perspective 
was always a love-hate relationship 
with our wonderful business. I loved 
the job, for most of the day, but I hated 
every minute after about ten hours had 
gone by because then I simply wanted 
to go home. I never accepted that no 
one could even tell us what time we 
would even get to go home.  I would 
still be mixing today if it was “only” 
a 50 hour a week job, but it was the 
60 and 70 hour work weeks that drove 
me to look for an alternate career. That 
was easier said than done because the 
truth was that I really wasn’t skilled at 

anything except recording sound. That 
led to me bitching too much on set 
about the long hours. Then the major-
ity of the crews, who liked getting the 
O.T., acted like I was a traitor. They’d 
say, “Hey man, if you don’t like the 
hours, then shut the hell up and get out 
of the business.” Whereas I’d usually 
retort that if they wanted to work their 
whole life away, they should be the 
ones who go get a second job and let 
the rest of us have a life. 
 The bottom line is that most 
studio workers won’t support any 
movement to shorten the work week. 
It’s probably because they need the 
money to support their families. I un-
derstand that and like everyone, in spite 
of my complaining, my fi nancial obli-
gations also kept exponentially ahead 
of whatever I earned. So, I needed my 
job too. It’s just the massive overtime 
I could live without. Okay, I admit it; 
I was also never tough enough for the 
job. Whenever I heard a grip complain 
because he wasn’t getting enough 
O.T., I wanted to puke. I was the pan-
sy-wansy who wanted to be home with 
my family more. However, resistance 
was futile, so as the years fl ew by, I 
kept working those long hours with 
everyone else down in the fi lm mines. 
 Still, I always harbored a faint 
hope that sanity would prevail some-
day and the balance needed for hav-
ing a real life would fi nally be recog-
nized.  I thought that by now at least 
the “French Hours” (a ten hour day 
with catered meals always available) 
concept would be embraced. For a 
short period, there was fi nally some 
hope from all the Brent’s Rule talk 
resulting after the camera assistant 
with a wife and three kids, died after 
falling asleep at the wheel while driv-
ing home after a 16 hour day. But the 
grips, electricians and back lot crafts 
never supported Brent as a martyr for 
their rallying cause to shorten hours. 
Brent’s Rule only asked for a 14 hour 
cap day and still it couldn’t garner 
enough crew support?  That says it 
all. Producers then simply protected 
their own exposed liability by offer-
ing rooms after 14 hour days, but of 
course too few crews take the offer 
because the last thing they want to do 
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is stay in a hotel when they are on a 
local location.  Who can blame them 
for wanting to be home for just a few 
precious minutes a day?  
 Then Haskell Wexler’s fi ne 
fi lm, Who Needs Sleep and the 12 
ON/12 Off group, came along. The 
most telling quote was that “humans 
are the only animal that are purposely 
deprived of sleep.” It was a spark of 
hope, but since they only asked for a 
12 hour day, it was still way too long a 
day for a daisy like me. Very few jobs 
in “real life” require working 12 hours 
regularly, unless they get extra whole 
recovery days off too. There is a good 

Very few jobs in “real life” require working 12 hours regularly...

reason why the fi rst weekend Satur-
day “day off” is now called Fraterday. 
I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m amazed 
that we still have those wicked hours 
happening in this enlightened age. Of 
course it’s an industry, but at least when 
I started out, we made doctor/lawyer 
kind of money as a fair exchange for 
working on the fi lm industry assembly 
line. That excellent money helped us 
afford to take off a period of recupera-
tion time between shows. We were 
very highly paid for not being able to 
do the normal things during the week, 
like take in a movie and dinner or at-
tend a birthday party. As the years 
rolled by, I was jealous of the very few 
mixers who were able to take time off 
without being fi red. I tried many times 
to make the grind more bearable by 
trying to split my TV series up with 

another mixer, but I could never sell 
my producers on the idea. They said 
they wanted the sound continuity even 
though it was fi ne for DPs, 1st ADs 
and directors to not work on every 
episode.  There was always the unsaid 
implication that if anyone took too 
many days off, they would be fi red.
 My search to fi nd another ca-
reer continued for over thirty years 
before I could walk away from the 
sets. Now looking back, I feel like 
working on fi lm products stole too 
much from the best years of my life. 
As I get older, I sure wish I had gotten 
an extra ten or twenty hours a week 

just for “me time.” I would gladly pay 
back that blood OT money now to 
have had more time to enjoy my real 
life with my loved ones. I’m not just 
saying this now that I have clawed my 
way out. I’m saying it because now I 
know what real life is like. Those who 
worked with me can tell you I always 
vocalized the injustice of long hours. 
So I know how tough it is on set, and I 
don’t mean my words to bite the hand 
that fed me. It paid for a lot of my stuff 
I accumulated over the years, but it 
should not have been so damn hard a 
life. There could have been some com-
promise point in the long hours.
 For instance, studios could al-
ways add another day to an episode or 
go back to shooting one hour episodes 
in seven days without the elaborate 

set-ups. In fact, studies have proved 
conclusively that shows would be 
shot cheaper if the shooting schedules 
were extended instead of having forc-
ing OT (Google a paper called Eight 
Hours For Hollywood). At the least, 
the producers could have encouraged 
their crews to freely rotate themselves 
when they wanted some time off to 
live life, without worrying they’ll lose 
their job. I don’t know why more crew 
members don’t share my passion for 
this, but that’s the way I feel and I’ll 
continue to get on my soapbox for this 
cause at every opportunity. 
 The hours don’t lie. It’s plain-

ly uncivilized! Being employed as 
part of this art form can be a satisfying 
job, but it’s still just a job, not an en-
durance contest.  Now that I’m off the 
sets, why do I even care? It’s because 
I see you tired to the bone after work-
ing an all-nighter or a 17 hour day. It’s 
because most of my friends still work 
in sound and I get to see very little of 
them when they are working. I will 
never forget how grueling your hours 
are. It crosses a line that has blurred 
between living to work and working to 
live. Life is short enough already. So, 
I’ll continue to espouse saner working 
hours for you.

Regards,
John Coffey, CAS
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THANKS FOR MAKING A COOL 
magazine. I received the current issue 
the other day and really enjoyed the 
issue. It is getting better and better. 
Your China adventure sounded like a 
hell of a lot of fun (and stress). Great 
stuff!

-J.H.Coburn IV

Letters to the Editor:

SNIPPETS

I JUST WANTED TO DROP YOU A 
line and let you know how much fun 
I had reading your articles in the new 
Sound & Picture magazine.  I snick-
ered all day long thinking about the 
Nagra roll out Russian roulette - only 
those that have been there will under-
stand.  

Your trip to China report was great 
too! I also enjoyed Jim Tanenbaum’s 
report. I’ve never met him, but he 
sounds like an interesting guy with a 
million stories to tell.

-Kenny Mantlo

I JUST GOT MY COPY OF YOUR 
newly broadened magazine and it is 
really quite good. It’s substantive with 
a good mix of articles!

-David Waelder

Don Coufal, Nina Coffey, Glenn Sanders, Peter Devlin & Colleen Goodsir

Coffey Sound navigates dangerous audio waters everyday
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CONTACT US

Robert Kennedy talks with visiting Vietnamese fi lmmakers hosted by AMPAS

Malcolm Cromie from New Zealand with Robert
Susumu Tokunow on set with his cart

John with his 1st employee Buck 
Robinson at his Catalina wedding

Birthdays are fun at Coffey Sound... 

Jeny celebrates with cake! ... and so does Emily!
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Zaxcom Coffey Klatch & BBQ

Albee Gordon sharing a rib

Don Coufal & Robert Kennedy talking shop Jim & Glenn gettin’ some eats 

Colleen & Glenn on Parks & Rec’s set with Mitch Cohn (utility) & Steve Morantz (mixer)   

Glenn Sanders introducing the 
new MicPlexer & ZaxPaq

A spread of spreads!

IT WAS A DAY OF FUN, EATS AND 
learning at Coffey Sound when they re-
cently opened their doors for a pretty cool 
look into some new Zaxcom products. 
President Glenn Sanders and Colleen 
Goodsir of Zaxcom fl ew cross-country to 
introduce the sound world to the ZaxPaq, 
the MicPlexer, the TRX900LTS and the 
TRX942. 
• ZaxPaq is a modular metal case that holds 
three QRX100 receivers and one MicPlexer 
to form a modular RF microphone system. 
Designed to be portable, it can be used from 
a sound bag or cart. Paired with the MixPlexer 
it provides, the complete package provides 
interference-free transmission of a Zaxcom 
Stereo transmitter at a 250 mW power output 
and reception of up to 12 audio channels from 
six Zaxcom Stereo Transmitters. 

• MicPlexer is a new classifi cation of product 
for the production sound mixer. It allows for 
the seamless operation of wireless in a sound 
bag without the typical interference and inter-
modulation generation common to all sound 
bags with FM wireless microphones transmit-
ting and receiving at the same time. 

• The TRX900LTS is a two channel digital 
wireless bodypack style transmitter. It also fea-
tures two channel internal recording and Zax-
Net remote control reception.

• The TRX942 is a wireless microphone trans-
ceiver supporting both analog 48V powered 
and AES42 compliant digital microphones.  
It features a built-in IFB receiver, headphone 
monitor mixer, internal backup recorder, 100% 
digital hard wired audio quality, up to six hours 
of battery life and ZaxNet remote control re-
ception.
 After the Coffey Klatch, a deli-
cious BBQ spread was provided. A good 
time was had by all who stopped in for 
conversation, catching up and to see the 
latest in professional audio production. 
Special thanks to everyone who came by.
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seriously 
funny
seriouseriou

Near the back of Stage 5 on the 20th

Century Fox lot, sound mixer, Ste-
phen Tibbo, CAS, sat quietly illu-

minated from the glow of the two moni-
tors on his cart. He was in the middle of a 
take. I could hear him giving notes to one 
of his boom ops telling him he could come 
down a little bit. Focused, it was like I 
wasn’t even there until the bell rang. Then 
instantly, he fl ipped his cans from his ears 
and switched into this thoughtful and po-
lite conversationalist. “Hey, let’s get you 
some Comtek’s so you know what’s going 
on,” says Tibbo.
 Our conversation is interrupted 
by frequent takes. Stephen, a California 
native, is a true sound techie. He built his 
own post sound studio at his house where 
his loving wife and two adorable girls 
stay. “Golf used to be my hobby, but when 
I started college, it changed to sound,” 
says Tibbo. His gear on Modern Family
doesn’t take any shortcuts either. Chin-

hda built a special cart for him. The lower 
chassis is Chinhda’s standard design. The 
superstructure clamps an SKB case which 
has shock protected shelves and holds 
the recorders and mixer. This way when 
Stephen closes everything up, he doesn’t 
have to worry about his gear getting dam-
aged. A Zaxcom Deva is Tibbo’s main 
recorder and he uses a Sound Devices 
788T for back up. The show records at a 
48K/24 bit rate. Yamaha’s O1V96 digital 
mixer is the backbone to Tibbo’s mix. His 
sound team, Dan Lipe (boom) and Pres-
ton Connor (boom) are always equipped 
with Schoeps CMIT-5Us onto K-Tek 
boom poles. “While we were shooting the 
beginning of the series, we realized there 
wouldn’t be too many close up shots or 
coverage to get clean audio. We tried us-
ing an MKH 50 or 60 but there wasn’t 
enough reach. So we went for the Schoeps 
shotgun which has an amazing amount of 
pull or presence from a distance. It has 

a perfect and natural sound for us,” says 
Tibbo.
 Dan Lipe pulled their radio case 
out, and a slew of Lectrosonics were 
nestled in foam compartments. They use 
a combination of UM400s for the boom 
poles and MMs SMs & SMQs for the ac-
tors. Attached to the wireless are Country-
man’s B6 lavs, which in Lipe’s opinion, 
are the best at keeping clothing noise 
down. Comtek receivers are used for pub-
lic communication and a Lectrosonics IFB 
system is used for private communication 
for the sound crew on set.  During driv-
ing scenes, Stephen records with a Deva, 
a Mix-8 and several Schoeps BML 03s. 
They usually place one in the front and 
rear of the vehicle’s ceiling. “The pick up 
pattern is just perfect so two is all we gen-
erally need,” mentions Lipe.
 With a regular cast of ten that 
can be on screen at one time, eleven if 
you count Baby Lily, Tibbo and his crew 

modernfamily
Behind the scenes with Stephen Tibbo 
& his sound crew

ABC TV’s hit show, Modern Family, created by Steven Levitan and Christopher Lloyd, is genius meets 
hilarity. Gilarity. The show is set in a nameless suburban neighborhood and documents the lives of three 
families, each portraying a specifi c yet contemporary domestic lifestyle. The best part about the series is 
the connection between the families. They openly admit they’re dysfunctional and know each other’s short 
comings, but all that doesn’t matter because they still love each other in the end. This modern reality is why 
you might fi nd that the show hits home so much (and it doesn’t hurt it’s funny – really funny). 

By Daron James
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Boom Dan Lipe, mixer Stephen Tibbo & boom Preston Connor

Tibbo at his cart - color coded and in a mix

Gloria (Sofía Vergara) & Jay Pritchett (Ed O’Neill) laugh between takes

have one of the hardest shows on TV to 
mix. “Being organized and ahead of the 
game are keys to being successful on this 
show,” says Tibbo. Everyday, Stephen has 
a morning routine where he powers on, 
color codes his sides, pops in the DVDs 
for the decks and slates everything. “You 
have to be ready, cause you never know 
if they’re going to need a quick wild line, 
promo or interview,” explains Tibbo. He’ll 
then layout the wireless for the fi rst scene 
and labels them one by one.
 Since the cast can grow from 
ten people in one scene and up, Stephen 
groups his wires by family, assigning a 
specifi c color for each character. “It’s more 
logical for me this way,” says Tibbo. With 
such a talented group of actors, Tibbo kept 
an open dialogue with them from the be-
ginning. The cast is wired all the time and 
before they go on set, they know to come 
to Stephen and his crew. “It’s great they’re 
willing to be wired. There’s nothing worse 
than shutting down production because 
you can’t get a line with the boom and 
need to wire someone,” explains Tibbo.
 When producer Jeff Morton fi rst 
started developing the look and style of 
the show with Levitan and Lloyd, they had 
a very small budget. Determined to keep 
hours short and setups moving quickly, 
Modern Family’s main sets are not shot in 
practical locations. Rather, they are shot 
in sets designed a little bit bigger, which 
they treat like practical locations. No wild 
walls. Cinematographer, James Bagdonas, 
ASC was brought in to help create this 
“documentary” styled show where two 
cameras (Sony F35s) at almost oppos-
ing 45 degree angles would capture each 
family as if we were standing in the room 
watching their lives. The crew captures 
most scenes in just one two-camera setup, 
incorporating wide, medium and close up 
coverage.  Tibbo says, “You don’t get the 
opportunity to clean a line up in close ups 
on this show.”
 Constantly rolling two cameras 
at the same time made things a bit diffi -
cult at fi rst for boom ops Lipe and Con-
nor. Once they would position the length 
of the boom, they wouldn’t be able to 
shrink or expand it during a shot. Gener-
ally, what happens is they work in zones. 
One would take the short stuff, the other 
the deep stuff or they’ll work side to side 
in a set depending on how the actors play 
the scenes. “The only reason why working 
on this show is so perfect is because it’s a 
team effort. We move fast and it creates 
a lot of pressure. The key ingredients are 
having so much cooperation from our DP, 
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Preston, Stephen & Dan on set during rehearsal

camera operators, set lighting, grips and 
art department. They’re helping us all the 
time by putting up fl ags and doing other 
stuff,” says Tibbo. 
 Stephen mentions the relation-
ship with post sound is no different. While 
working on Life, Victor Iorillo, the sound 
supervisor at the time, came up to Stephen 
and told him if he ever had trouble with a 
scene to give him a heads up. This ended 
up working beautifully so Stephen carried 
it over to Modern Family with supervising 
sound editor Lisa Varetakis and rerecord-
ing mixer Dean Okrand. Post sound only 
gets about a week to do everything for 
the episode, and Dean gets one day to re-
record the episode. Since the show rarely 
loops lines, Stephen gives them a heads 
up which allows the team to mark it early 
and work on it a little longer. “Any input 
you can give them to speed up the process 
is really appreciated,” mentions Tibbo. 
Besides his mix track, Stephen provides 
additional ISOs that post can pull from.
 You can tell there is a lot of fun 
on this set… a lot of hilarious moments. 
But you also notice everyone is work-
ing very hard. The dialogue is constantly 
changing. There are so many overhanging 
beams that break up rooms, not to men-
tion, the countless scenes or props that 
require special attention from the sound 
department. For instance, they shot an 
episode during season one in a working 
airport terminal. Another episode was 
shot during a Lakers game which became 
a frequency nightmare for Stephen, but he 
was able to work everything out. More re-
cently, Luke Dunphy (Noland Gould) had 
to wear a helmet for an episode, and work-
ing with the producers, they were able to 
come up with a bubble helmet that was 
both sound friendly and funny. The art de-
partment even constructed an extra ceil-
ing piece that was open to boom through 
the playhouse behind Cam and Mitchell’s 
home for the sound department. Everyone 
seems to be working as one on set. 
 When I asked Stephen how he 
became a mixer, he recalled in college Pat 
Toma asked him to boom a short fi lm she 
was mixing. Steve enjoyed booming, but 
realized he wanted to get his hands on the 
Nagra and record for himself.  When re-
cording a few shorts and a feature while 
still in school, Stephen knew he wanted to 
mix movies for a living. After he gradu-
ated, Stephen bought $30,000 worth of 
sound equipment on credit cards and said 
to himself that he better sink or swim. It 
looks like he’s swimming just fi ne now.

S&P

The playhouse behind Cameron (Eric Stonestreet) & 
Mitchell’s (Jesse Tyler Ferguson) house

Phil Dunphy  (Ty Burrel) & Dylan (Reid Ewing)
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I’ve always said the utility person is the 
“Swiss Army knife” of the sound de-
partment. He (or she) has to have skills 

in several areas of production sound and 
should be able to perform the other sound 
department member’s jobs at the drop of a 
hat. 
 It’s critical that the sound depart-
ment has the advantage of a triple threat 
team while shooting. The utility person 
must have knowledge of sound mixing, 
audio playback,  boom operating, radio 
mics, on set politics and understand the 
needs of the sound mixer and boom opera-
tor. I like to consider the utility position as 
the “best boy” of the sound department. 
 At the start of each day, I like to 
go through a morning ritual to prepare the 
department for the day’s work. This often 
requires making sure all equipment is set 
up and working properly, formatting 
DVD’s, creating audio folders on hard 
disk recorders, supplying the needed me-
dia, sound reports, batteries, testing the 
Comteks and setting up the time code 
chain for the jamming of slates. Once I’ve 
accomplished this, I know I’m ready to 
tackle any production sound challenges 
throughout the day.
 I’ll normally watch all blocking 
rehearsals with the boom operator to see if 
a second boom is needed for a particular 

Ross on set at the 
USC Coliseum

One Man’s View:
Ross Levy talks utility on NCIS: Los Angeles

scene. If radio mics are required, I like to 
tackle that responsibility while the boom 
operator stays on set to focus on any shad-
ow issues with  lighting and coordinate the 
microphone placement for the upcoming 
scene. Once the boom operator and I have 
worked out how to mic the shot, I try to 
solve any potential sound problems that 
may occur during the scene. 
 When shooting at a practical lo-
cation such as a restaurant, I’ll touch base 
with the location department immediately 
to make sure all extraneous noises can be 
shut off, such as air conditioning, refrig-
erators, etc. I also talk to the electrical de-
partment regarding their cable runs on set. 
I’ll always ask that they avoid running 
cables through doors that lead directly to a 
noisy street and to place lighting dimmer 
packs and HMI light ballasts (both use 
noisy cooling fans) as far away from set as 
possible. I also make sure the extras are 
quiet so they do not interfere with charac-
ter dialogue.
 The utility person must always 
be aware of the day’s schedule to antici-
pate any pre-rigging that may be needed. 
If there’s a car-tow shot, I like to break 
away from the set and pre-rig the process 
trailer or camera tow vehicle for audio. 
There’s nothing more effi cient than hav-
ing the vehicle rigged for audio before the 

camera is mounted. I’ll go ahead and 
roughly place any microphones which can 
be easily adjusted by the boom operator 
once the frame is set.
 If the company is doing a lot of 
stage moves during the day, I move and 
set up the sound equipment while the 
boom operator and mixer watch the re-
hearsal. It’s not uncommon that as soon as 
I’m done setting up equipment, I’m need-
ed as a 2nd boom operator for a compli-
cated scene. Overall, the utility person 
must be fl exible to sudden changes and 
strong in multi-tasking.

Sound mixer David Schneider, boom 
Andy Adams & utility Ross Levy

By Ross Levy
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Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios

Part of the MGM studio lot circa 1926

MGM studios in 1932. The view looks northeast from the intersection of 
Washington Blvd. and Overland Ave. in Culver CIty, CA

Founded in 1924, when the entertain-
ment entrepreneur Marcus Loew 
gained control of Metro Pictures, 

Goldwyn Pictures Corporation and Louis 
B. Mayer Pictures, Loew combined them 
into a new fi lm company with Mayer as 
its head of production. The newly formed 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was intended 
to provide quality feature fi lms for the 
Loew’s theatre chain and was wholly 
owned by Loew’s Incorporated. MGM is 
tied for the fi fth-oldest movie studio in 
history with Columbia Pictures. The stu-
dio’s motto, “Ars Gratia Artis”, is Latin 
meaning “Art for art’s sake.”
 In 1928, MGM released The Vi-
king, the fi rst complete Technicolor fea-
ture with sound (including a synchronized 
score and sound effects but no spoken dia-
logue). MGM’s fi rst all-color, “all-talking” 
sound feature with dialogue was the 1930 
musical The Rogue Song.
 The heyday of MGM was the 
1930s. During this fertile period, MGM 
was responsible for turning several un-
knowns into screen legends, including 
Clark Gable, Mickey Rooney, Jean Har-
low, Spencer Tracy and Judy Garland. In 
part, the rise of MGM can be attributed 
to boy wonder producer Irving Thalberg, 
who turned MGM into the foremost pro-
ducer of highbrow movies and did much to 
create the MGM philosophy. When Thal-
berg fell ill in 1932, Mayer restructured 
the production hierarchy; putting himself 
in overall charge of the studio with a staff 
of nine supervisors under him… one of 
those foremost “producers” was David O. 
Selznick. 
 Selznick started producing Gone 
With The Wind in 1936. Though MGM 
would only help distribute the fi lm, it 
grossed over $20 million by the end of 
1940, a feat never seen before. Selznick 
won an Academy Award for “Outstanding 
Production” while the fi lm went on to be 
one of the all time fi lm classics of motion 
pictures. 
 Today MGM boasts an impres-
sive library comprised of titles from the 
United Artists, Orion Pictures, Goldwyn 
Entertainment and PolyGram Filmed En-
tertainment libraries. With approximately 
4,100 fi lms and over 10,400 hours of 
television programming, the library also 
includes the celebrated James Bond fran-
chise, the longest running and most profi t-
able series in fi lm history.
Sources Used: MGM.com, Wikipedia, & David O’ Selznick’s Holly-
wood – copyright 1980 Ronald Haver. Published by Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc.

Hitchcock used multiple cameras & booms during the fi lming of MGM’s The Paradine Case 

To
p 

tw
o 

ph
ot

os
 c

ou
rte

sy
 o

f B
is

on
 A

rc
hi

ve
s

 B
ot

to
m

 p
ho

to
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

 S
el

zn
ic

k 
Pr

op
er

tie
s



18 Winter 2010                Sound & Picture

in the mix

By Daron James

Little Fockers
WIllie Burton looks back at how Ben Stiller
came to Meet his Sound Crew

When I fi rst met Wil-
lie, I never knew by 
seeing how humble 

he was that he’s already won 
two Oscars, has countless 
nominations amongs his peers 
for sound and has been work-
ing in the industry for thirty-
fi ve years already  – neither 
did Ben Stiller (more on that 
later). 
 Like I said, Willie is 
a very modest man. He even 
took it upon himself to drive 
over to my offi ce for the inter-
view. But he’s been like that his 
entire life. A go-getter. Born in 
Tuscaloosa, Alabama, Willie 
lived in a neighborhood with 
a radio station nearby called 
W-TUG. Around the age of 
15, he started visiting it con-
stantly and became enthralled 
with all the little knobs on the 

boards, the turntables, the 
microphones in the room and 
everything the DJ was doing. 
He couldn’t get enough. Wil-
lie got his bug for sound here 
and realized it was something 
he would enjoy doing. 
 After graduating 
high school, a minister from 
Long Beach, California came 
to speak at his church and 
Willie realized this was his 
ticket to get out of Alabama. 
With 75 dollars (25 of which 
came from a store clerk who 
wanted to wish him well) 
Willie found himself mov-
ing to California. He ended 
up staying with a friend of 
his cousin and struggled be-
tween jobs and school for 
about three years. 
 Eating his way 
through bologna sandwiches 

and taking classes at several 
schools, he met a girl during 
college. Eventually getting 
married and starting to have 
a family, Willie landed a job 
with the United States Navy 
as a sonar engineer. It was a 
good paying job, but he knew 
he didn’t want to do this for 
the rest of his life. During his 
three plus years with the Navy, 
one of his classmates applied 
for a job at ABC for a techni-
cal position. This gave Willie 
new hope and he jumped at 
the chance, knocking on all 
the broadcast studios doors, 
but they weren’t hiring. They 
mentioned he should try to get 
into the fi lm industry so he 
tried just that.
 There was a catch 
with working in fi lm. The 
studios controlled the jobs 

Jack (Robert De Niro) & 
Greg Focker (Ben Stiller)By Daron James

and you couldn’t get a job 
without being in the union, 
and you couldn’t get into the 
union without having a job. “It 
was a round robin situation,” 
explains Burton. The sound 
union did offer a program 
back then where they hired 10 
or so people, but Willie was 
never one of the people select-
ed. Luckily, elections came 
around and a man by the name 
of Jack Coffey was in charge. 
He told Willie he would do 
anything he could to help him 
get into the local. After several 
meetings in front of the board 
where Willie pleaded his case, 
he was given the opportunity 
to be in the sound union. 
  His fi rst call was for 
Land of the Giants from Skip-
py over at 20th Century Fox. 
That job turned into a couple 

A lot can happen in 10 years.  In the case of Greg Focker (Ben Stiller) it can mean marriage, twins and the 
acceptance of a highly skeptical father in law (Robert De Niro).  When the twins’ birthday party brings the 
Byrnes and Focker clans together again, Greg’s decade of progress appears ready to crumble around him 
in the most painful, awkward and hilarious ways imaginable.  Sound & Picture had a chance to chat with 
sound mixer Willie Burton to fi nd out what it took to get these Little Fockers on the big screen. 
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Willie Burton on location with his cart

The crew setting up for the birthday party scene

Robert De Niro, Owen Wilson, Ben Stiller & Harvey Keitel all star in Little Fockers
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of weeks so he took a leave of absence 
from the Navy. He cabled everyday he 
could. Back then, the studios had sound 
departments who controlled the jobs and 
Skippy really helped to guide him in the 
beginning of his career. 
 Willie snagged every opportuni-
ty he could. He worked on a MGM show 
called The Medical Center and instead of 
going to lunch, he brought his own and 
learned how to operate the Fisher Boom 
during his break. They would even let him 
boom close ups from time to time. Frank 
Milton, the head of MGM Sound Depart-
ment heard Willie wanted to boom and 
gave him the opportunity to do so on the 
show as a 2nd boom op when someone left.
 The hierarchy of things back then 
was different. Usually you’d boom for 
years and years before you’d get moved 
up to mixer. “The system was just set up 
differently back then. It was a seniority 
system” says Burton. Willie didn’t care. 
He sat down and learned all he could from 
the mixers on set. While he was booming 
for a show at Burbank Studios, the mixer 
was leaving so Willie asked the sound 
department if he could mix it.  They told 
him no, saying he wasn’t quite ready yet. 
Willie decided to turn his other cheek and 
go and mix anyway. He took and passed 
a mandatory test to classify himself as a 
mixer and bought himself some gear. 
 Being a mixer in your twenties 
“back in the day” was unheard of, but 
nothing stopped him. Neither did the in-
dustry, but the worst part was, he couldn’t 
land a job. 
 He would pick up small jobs on 
the weekend, but nothing big. He did that 
for four months and then one day he woke 
up and called Skippy to ask her if he could 
come in and learn how to do foley and 
record ADR. It was just two weeks later, 
after his day with Don Mitchell, where 
Skippy called him up and gave him his 
fi rst job mixing foley. 
 From there, Willie’s career slow-
ly started talking off. His fi rst feature fi lm 
was Let’s Do It Again with Sidney Poitier 
and Bill Cosby. While in the interview, the 
producer was saying good luck and maybe 
next time… Willie thought he didn’t land 
the job. However, Sidney stood up and 
said, “I’ll take a chance on you, but you 
better not let me down.” Willie said he’s 
never forgotten that and they have been 
friends ever since. 
 After that job, Willie’s passion 
stayed with feature fi lms. He has gone 
on to do some awesome movies like The 
Goonies, The Color Purple, Indiana Jones 
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QUESTIONS with 
LITTLE FOCKERS 
Director Paul Weitz10

What was your most memorable mo-
ment while fi lming Little Fockers?
Probably the night of my birthday when 
Bob DeNiro and Jessica Alba came out 
and sang me Happy Birthday with the 
crew, who I love. 

What was the biggest hurdle making 
Little Fockers?
Realizing I can’t control everything. 

How was it working with such a great 
cast?
It was great. Every actor is different, every 
actor has their own instrument, and I like 
working with people who are artists and 
who also get the joke of life. 

What would you do if you weren’t in 
the fi lm industry?
I’d try to be a half-decent elementary 
school teacher. 

How do you defi ne success?
I defi ne success as having one’s own defi -
nition of success. 

Who would you consider to be your 
hero?
Anton Chekhov and my dad. 

What’s the one movie you could watch 
over and over again?
The 400 Blows. 

What is the most useful directing tip 
you’ve picked up?
Move the camera, move the actors, and sit 
down. 

Has your style changed since your 
directorial debut, American Pie?
I hope so, but I still feel as lucky to get 
to do it. 

You’re both an accomplished writer 
and director – is there one you enjoy 
doing more?
Thank you. Each one is the antidote to the 
other. I love sitting alone with a bunch of 
imaginary people, and I love walking onto 
a set and being a crew member myself. 
I’m the crew member who’s directing the 
fi lm. 

and the Last Crusade, Lethal Weapon 2, 
Bugsy, In the Line of Fire, The Shawshank 
Redemption, The Bridges of Madison 
County, Se7en, The Green Mile, Panic 
Room, Antwone Fisher, Jarhead, The 
Kingdom, and countless others. He’s even 
won Oscars for Dreamgirls and Bird. The 
guy knows his stuff and he’d be the fi rst to 
tell you hard work and determination pays 
off.     
 Fast forward to Little Fockers. 
The reason Willie was even offered the 
job was because he did reshoots for Paul 
Weitz’s fi lm Cirque du Freak who was 
now directing Little Fockers. The edito-
rial staff and Paul really like Willie’s team 
so they wanted him on board for this fi lm.  
Networking is another thing Willie would 
tell you pays off. 
 When production started, Willie 
and his crew, Gary Theard (boom) and 
Ron Fremstad (utility), started to do what 
they do on every fi lm - work very well to-
gether. Little Fockers started out shooting 
in Chicago for a few days and then moved 
back to Los Angeles. “Thankfully there 
wasn’t much dialogue during the Chicago 
shoots because dealing with the ‘L’ train 
was an obstacle we couldn’t stop,” men-
tions Burton. 
 Willie used his Zaxcom Deva V 
for recording, a Deva II for back up and a 
Cameo for his mixing (he’s now upgraded 
to a Mix 12). They use Lectrosonics for 
wireless, which were rarely used because 
Burton and his crew really strive to use 
conventional mics on set. One rule Wil-
lie follows while working (unless they 
get kicked out) all three of his sound crew 
members watch rehearsals. By doing this, 
he can listen for the level; if he can hear 
them from where he’s standing he knows 

the boom will be fi ne. If he can’t, he 
knows he’ll need radio mics. They used 
a combination of Schoeps and the Sen-
nheiser MKH 70 for exteriors and the 
Sennheiser MKH 50 for interiors. It was 
this style of working that sparked Ben 
Stiller’s interest in the fi lm’s sound crew. 
 One day on set, Stiller was hav-
ing a conversation with the script supervi-
sor and mentioned that they’ll probably be 
doing a lot of looping for this fi lm since 
they’re not using radio mics. Respectfully, 
the scripty asked Stiller if he knew Burton 
and his crew’s background. Ben decided 
to look Burton up, and the next day came 
to Willie and told him he had no idea who 
he was and how much of an incredible 
background he had. The table seemed 
to almost fl ip and Stiller was impressed 
to work with Burton… either way, from 
that day on there was a better relationship 
between the actors and the sound depart-
ment. “We use the radio mics when we 
have to,” says Burton. “If we don’t need 
them, we don’t even use them for back up 
and Stiller was pretty happy about that.” 
 Other obstacles that came about 
were the phone calls between actors in 
the fi lm and a few annoying birds during 
exterior days. They brought in an owl to 
keep the smaller birds away, but the phone 
calls weren’t that easy. The actors wanted 
to be in different areas, and the cell phone 
in the studio didn’t work too well. With 
the help of special effects, they were able 
to devise a box to connect the cell phone 
to their phone system without having any 
interference or dropped calls. 
 “It was cool working on Little 
Fockers,” says Burton. “It was a really 
good project and a lot of fun.” S&P

Willie Burton on set with the owl that kept the smaller birds “quiet”
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sound
mixing
soundoun

An interviewAn interview  
withwith
sound mixersound mixer  
Griffi n Griffi n 
RichardsonRichardson

Did you have any mentors growing up?
As far as getting my start in the fi lm busi-
ness, I worked primarily as a boom op for 
two mixers in New York. Dan Ferat, who 
has since quit the business and is now a 
high school English teacher; and Theresa 
Radka, who is out in LA now. They were 
very different in their approaches to mix-
ing, which really helped me in fi guring out 
my own style. I learned a lot by working 
for various mixers that I did not like, or 
agree with. Sometimes I probably learned 
more from the bad experiences then the 
good ones.

Did you go to school or were you 
self-taught?
I went to NYU fi lm school. I thought I 

would be a director or some such thing, 
until I ended up in Chat Gunter’s sound 
class. I learned a ton in there and became 
his T.A. for the next semester, where I 
learned even more. Gradually, I started 
mixing more and more for other students 
as there weren’t a whole lot of people do-
ing that. Then there’s always the adjust-
ment when you start working in the real 
world and learn how to work with a pro-
fessional crew.

How long have you mixed? 
I’ve been mixing for around 10 years, I 
guess. I started mixing docs and industri-
als while I was transitioning away from 
being strictly a boom op.

How long did you boom and cable?
I was a boom op for about 5 or 6 years 
on way too many low budget movies that 
never saw the light of day… and a few 
good ones that did.

What did you do before you started 
mixing sound?
Worked in a record store for a while. Then 
I got a job as a PA onetime and realized 
that I defi nitely did not want to do that.

When did you get interested in sound? 
I got interested in sound through music. 
I’d been playing in bands all through high 
school and college and had done a little re-
cording on a friend’s 4-track cassette ma-
chine. Once I was in fi lm school, taking a 
sound class seemed like a good idea. 

What was your big break?
My break was probably the movie Wet 
Hot American Summer. I was the boom 
op on that and ended up becoming friends 
with the people who wrote and directed 
the movie. When they did a TV show on 
Comedy Central (Stella) I got the chance 
to mix it. The producer from that show 
went on to do 30 Rock and took me along. 
(I owe Jerry Kuper a lot).

Do you feel there are higher expecta-
tions for sound mixers today?
Yes and no. It seems like the advent of 
multi-track has changed the basic defi ni-
tion of our job. Whereas I feel like the art 
of “mixing” was once a standard part of 
my life, it feels like nowadays I’m some-
times merely capturing tracks to be dealt 
with later on. But with technology getting 
better and better it’s only natural that ex-
pectations would follow.

How long have you been mixing on the 
show?
I’ve been on 30 Rock since the pilot, I 
think there’s only a handful of us left on 
the crew who’ve been here since the be-
ginning.

Who’s on your  crew? 
Chris Fondulas is the boom operator and 
Bryant Musgrove is the utility. They’re 
both fantastic to work with and have been 
with me since the very beginning. 

30 ROCK30 ROCK

The Emmy award winning 30 
Rock is deep into shooting its 5th 
season. The show centers around 
the crazy lifestyle shenanigans 
of Liz Lemon (Tina Fey) head 
writer of TGS with Tracy Jordan. 
Between the collage of likeable 
characters and the blink-and-
you’ll-miss-the-joke editing style, 
30 Rock is one of the smartest 
shows on television.  S&P caught 
up with mixer Griffi n Richard-
son to fi nd out more about the 
man behind the show’s sound.

By Daron James
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What’s the shooting schedule like?
We’re in the middle of shooting season 5 
right now. We normally shoot from mid-
August until mid-March. And our routine 
is that we shoot for 4 weeks and then take 
1 week off. Our days aren’t so bad - be-
tween 13-14 hours a day. We try to get ev-
ery episode done in 5 days, but sometimes, 
it doesn’t always work out that way.

Tell me a little about mixing 30 Rock.
It’s sort of a schizophrenic job for the 
sound deptartment. On one hand, 30 Rock 
is one of the most forgiving shows I’ve 
ever been on. Because we shoot a hand-
held, almost documentary-style way, I’m 
able to play with perspective and let things 
be a little rough when the scene dictates it. 
 On the other hand, I’ve had 
scenes with dialogue, music, and even 
music fed through an earpiece so a charac-
ter can sing along to a pre-recorded track 
playing on a video monitor. We occasion-
ally shoot in some of the most unforgiv-
ing locations in New York City. The show 
veers wildly between being a very simple 
job and an incredibly complicated job of-
ten in the same day. 

Tell us a general rundown of your sound 
equipment package.
My mixing board is an Audio Develop-
ments AD 149 and my main recorder is a 
Fostex DV824 with a 788T running simul-
taneously. Our primary mics are Schoeps 
CMIT5U for interiors, Neumann shotguns 
for exteriors. I use the Venue system, with 
Lectro SMQ transmitters. Mainly Sanken 
lavs, with the occasional B6 or Tram.

What would you like to add to your 
sound package in the future?
I’m very curious about the Zaxcom wires 
with recording capability. I’m also think-
ing about trying out the Metacorder some-
day, probably with a Mac mini.

Does your sound package differ from 
project to project?
Not really. I’ve found a good assortment 
of equipment I’m happy with and know 
what to expect out of it. Certain small 
things change from job to job, but for the 
most part the core stays intact.

What is your workfl ow from set through 
editorial?  
I turn in a DVD-RAM at wrap each day, 
with a rough mono mix on channel 1. Our 
post department here at the show then 
sends my master out for the fi nal mix. Any 
problems or missing fi les are easily solved 
due to my backups on hand and our edi-

tors working right upstairs from us.

At what sample rates do you normally 
record on for 30 Rock?
24 bit, 48 kHz, 30 and NDF.

What does 30 Rock shoot on?
35 mm fi lm. It feels like we’re one of the 
last ones shooting fi lm. I’ll be sad to see 
it go. Being tethered to the DIT tent, on 
other jobs, isn’t diffi cult but it is just one 
more thing to worry about.

You run into any location issues?
30 Rock shoots primarily at Silvercup Stu-
dios in Long Island City, Queens, but we 
end up shooting at the actual Rockefeller 
Plaza a lot. That place is a minefi eld of 
wireless issues (NBC broadcasts from in-
side), crowd control, and traffi c noise. No 
matter whether it’s daytime or nighttime, 

it’s always a headache.

How do you run your wireless systems?
I use wireless booms all the time on 30 
Rock. Schoeps CMIT 5U on a Lectro 
transmitter. We double boom a lot to try 
and catch all the throw away lines that 
happen off camera. With this many funny 
people, I try not to leave anything off-mic. 
I try to keep wiring to a minimum when 
we’re on the stage, and for the most part 
I’m successful. But when we’re on loca-
tion and shooting exteriors, it’s all wires 
all the time. NYC streets are just too loud 
for anything else.

Do you run into any sound problems on 
your main sets?
The nice part about our set is that it’s a 
“show within a show”. So hiding cables, 

Sound mixer Griffi n Richardson, utility Bryant Musgrove & boom Chris Fondulas

Frank Rossitano (Judah Friedlander) & Jenna Maroney (Jane Krakowski)
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or antennas, isn’t always as big a problem 
as it usually would be. The rough part is 
that our stage isn’t all that sound friendly. 
The AC is not quiet at all, the sound proof-
ing is more theoretical then practical and 
we’re located right under the Queensboro 
Bridge near elevated subway tracks. But 
I’m glad it’s a comedy so at least I can 
laugh while working.

Any wardrobe issues?
We have lots of challenging costumes 
for the TGS bits, yes (Our fi ctional show 
within our show). It can drive you crazy 
sometimes. And Tracy Morgan’s charac-
ter always has a big necklace on. But the 
wardrobe staff here is awesome; they’ve 
helped me out countless times.
How do you deal with the actors differ-
ent voice levels? 
Scenes between Alec and Tracy are al-
ways diffi cult. Alec plays his character in 
a dramatic whisper, and Tracy is constant-
ly yelling. I’ve found a way to anticipate 
them by now and usually I pull it off. I’m 
very happy with the limiters in my board. 
I tend to ask/bribe Tina to speak up from 
time to time. By now I owe her a lot of 
money.

What still persists as a challenge today 
on 30 Rock?
The unpredictable nature of our scripts is 
constantly throwing challenges at us. A lot 
of the time it feels like working on a live 
action cartoon. I’m glad for that though, 
it helps keep the job completely fun even 
after 5 years.

Do you do have any 2nd Units? 
We tend to do a lot of tandem days, be-
cause our scripts are always very ambi-
tious. Lots of little cut away gags or fl ash-
backs that take up a few seconds of screen 
time can take a half day to shoot. Larry 
Loewinger has been my primary tandem 
mixer for the last few years and he does a 
wonderful job.

Any playback on your show? 
There is a lot of playback on our show, 
yes. Usually it’s done by my utility, Bry-
ant Musgrove. We have the system setup 
on an old PSC upright sound cart, ready to 
go at a moment’s notice. Because a lot of 
our playback songs are merely temp tracks 
that get recorded later, we use  a Mac lap-
top through a Mackie board and a JBL 
speaker. Usually it’s just an MP3 emailed 
to me from our composer, Jeff Richmond.

Any projects you wished fared better?
The fi rst TV show I ever mixed and the 

Kenneth Parcell (Jack McBrayer)

Liz Lemon (Tina Fey) & Pete Hornberger (Scott Adsit) during their live show

Tracy Jordan (Tracy Morgan)
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reason I got the 30 Rock job was a Com-
edy Central show Stella. It was cancelled 
after one short season. I also did a movie 
called Tenderness, with Russell Crowe, 
a few years ago. I wanted it to be more 
successful because it completely kicked 
my ass and was one of the hardest things 
I’ve ever done. After that much effort and 
stress, it was a shame to see it get such 
little exposure.

Any memorable highlights from work-
ing on 30 Rock?
30 Rock is sort of a nonstop highlight reel 
for me. I’ve had the chance to meet (and 
wire) Al Gore, Steve Martin, Julianne 
Moore and countless others. And the big 
musical fi nale we did for season 3 was 
just ridiculous. Elvis Costello, Steve Ear-
le, Mary J Blige, the Beastie Boys, Norah 
Jones and on and on.
 But the best would probably be 
that Tina put me in a scene and gave me 
some lines. I play a sound guy who has to 
mic Alec’s character before a big speech. I 
accidentally leave the mic turned on while 

30 Rock is sort of a non-stop highlight reel for me. I’ve had the chance to meet 
(and wire) Al Gore, Steve Martin, Julianne Moore and countless others.

he’s in the bathroom and he embarrasses 
himself. So I got to act opposite Alec 
Baldwin, be directed by Steve Buscemi, 
and have Liz Lemon make fun of me on 
camera. Pretty damn cool.

...what about from your career?
The most memorable job, or at least the 
one that gets the most laughs when I talk 
about it, was when I went on tour as the 
sound man for a documentary about Jay-
Z’s Hard Knock Life Tour with Jay-Z, 
DMX, Method Man, Redman and Ja Rule.  
Sleeping on tour busses with my DAT 
machine strapped to me, running around 
backstage at every arena in the country, 
chasing the rappers around the hotel each 
night was total madness. And if you feel 
the need to see my big head get made 
fun of on camera, check it out. It’s called 
Backstage. 

How did it feel to win an Emmy?
It felt completely surreal, maybe the clos-
est thing to an out-of-body experience I’ll 
ever have. And of course it was fantastic 
being recognized like that. That was one 
of the better nights of my life. I never 
imagined it, winning anything. My mom 

was absolutely beside herself...
 A really nice surprise when I won 
was that several LA mixers made a point 
of fi nding me afterwards and congratulat-
ing me. As a NY mixer, it can feel a little 
strange being in LA for an awards show, 
as I don’t really know that many people 
out there. But I ended up meeting a lot of 
fellow mixers that night.

Do you have one unique aspect of your 
style that you’d like people to notice?
As far as recording style, hopefully people 
don’t notice anything. I want my tracks to 
blend in with the look of the show so that 
everything works together in harmony.
 As far as working methods, I try 
to be a normal person on set. I’ve worked 
with too many mixers in the past who 
were technically good at their job, but so-
cially and politically, they were just awful. 
It seems like a big part of this job is learn-
ing how to lose gracefully. I’d love to say 
that I never sacrifi ce anything, but it’s just 
not realistic especially when we’re mov-
ing this fast and shooting this much. I’m 

able to get my job done and I have a really 
positive relationship with almost everyone 
at 30 Rock.

You mind sharing one of your biggest 
screwup stories - if any?
Oh man, there are lots. The worst one was 
the fi rst commercial I was ever hired to do. 
I had little to no equipment of my own yet, 
and I needed to run a line into the video 
camera. I set the tone levels wrong so the 
audio on camera was border line unusable, 
unbeknownst to me. And the backup DAT 
machine malfunctioned halfway through 
the day. It still bothers me and that was 
over 13 years ago. 

Is there anything you’d like to see 
change in sound?
I’d really like it to become standard for 
mixers to be a part of the scouting pro-
cess, specifi cally in episodic television. 
The pace of the job is so fast, it would be 
nice to know what challenges are ahead so 
I could be ready for them. Taking some-
one else’s word for it doesn’t always work 
out so well.

Any changes in sound over the years 
you like?
 As far as television, I’m really happy the 
“single camera” style of sitcom has been 
so popular the last decade or so. I feel like 
it’s really raised the bar in terms of what’s 
expected from sound on television.

Do you feel that there are higher expec-
tations for audio today?
Whenever I see a show that Matthew Price 
has mixed (Sopranos, White Collar, etc) 
or hear Alex Sullivan’s work on The Good 
Wife, or Ben Patrick’s work on The Offi ce 
or just about any episode of Entourage, 
Lost, SVU, or many others, I feel like ex-
pectations for audio are pretty sky-high.

What advice do you have for sound per-
sons starting out?
Be a boom operator fi rst. Always know 
what life is like on set before you end up 
becoming a mixer. The worst thing when 
you’re a boom op is working for someone 
who’s never done it before. Sometimes 
you win arguments and sometimes you 
lose them.

Learning how to work within the 
crew is really a subtle art form that a lot 
of people don’t seem to know how to do. 
We’ve all worked with a diffi cult actress, 
DP, director, producer or gaffer, and it 
makes an already hard job that much hard-
er. If you’re going to be spending so many 
hours of your life doing this, why not try 
and enjoy it as best you can?

Any other thoughts about the show?
Tina Fey is one of the more incredible 
people I’ve ever met in my life. When 
the boss is that intelligent, that funny and 
works that hard, it really sets the tone for 
the rest of the crew. She works harder and 
is just plain smarter than almost anyone 
I’ve ever come across. I would be thrilled 
if I did nothing but work for her for the 
rest of my career. And yes, I realize that 
sounds like ass-kissing. So be it. She’s the 
real deal.

You can catch Griffi n Richardson, 
and his crew’s work on 30 Rock Thursday 
nights on NBC or anytime online at 
nbc.com. Special thanks to Griffi n for 
taking out of his day to share with us his 
workfl ow.   S&P



Claudio Miranda, ASC 
on the set of TRON: Legacy
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Claudio Miranda, ASC
Talks TRON: Legacy

O
“I tend to do a lot of homework before 
shooting,” says Miranda, “Tron had a lot of 

homework.”

You’ve probably read 
about it, you’ve defi nitely 

already seen it or if you are a 
“nerd” like me, you were at 
the unveiling of the “Light Cy-
cle” teaser at Comic Con. The 
crowd erupted with applause 
and cheers when this teaser 
exploded onto the screen. I 
turned and looked at my friend 
and said, “Holy crap. This. Is. 
Awesome.” Little did we know 
at the time, Kosinski had been 
developing the fi lm for awhile, 
and Comic Con was the step-
ping stone to show the produc-
ing studio, Disney, he had the 
right team for the job.  
 In TRON: Legacy, 
Jeff Bridges reprises his role 
as Kevin Flynn for the De-
cember 17, 2010 release date. 
Bruce Boxleitner also returns 
to play Alan Bradley. The sto-
ry follows Sam Flynn (Garrett 
Hedlund) the tech-savy son of 
Kevin Flynn, who decides to 
look into the disappearance of 
his father. He soon fi nds him-
self pulled into the new and 
exciting digital world of Tron. 
The two reunite and begin a 
life-and-death journey across 
a visually stunning universe 
that has become far more ad-
vanced and exceedingly dan-
gerous. 
 To help tell this digi-
tal tale, Kosinski turned to 

ur wait is over. TRON: Legacy is fi nally here! Don’t let 
the trend in the movie industry fool you, this fi lm is not a 
reboot, remake or whatever you may call it. It’s a sequel to 
the 1982 classic. A very cool and kickass sequel directed 
by Joseph Kosinski. 

friend and cinematographer, 
Claudio Miranda, ASC. The 
two met and worked together 
while Kosinski was directing 
commercials. Miranda was 
excited at the opportunity to 
collaborate with Kosinski on 
Tron, but on the other hand, 
the studio was a little hesitant 
about Miranda (more on that 
later).  
 Before stepping into 
the world of Tron, the South 
American born Miranda began 
his career as a stage manager 
in 1984. From there, as Miran-

da puts it, things kept landing 
in his lap. He found himself 
saying yes to every new op-
portunity that came to him. 
Miranda ended up meeting 
director David Fincher while 
working as a lighting techni-
cian for one of his music vid-
eos. They soon became close 
friends and worked together a 
lot. 
 Se7en became Miran-
da’s fi rst feature collaboration 
as a gaffer with Fincher. While 
shooting The Game, Miranda 

mentioned to Fincher he had 
interest in becoming a cine-
matographer. David gave him 
his shot on a Nike commercial 
called Filmstrips. From there, 
they worked together on Fight 
Club and Zodiac before Miran-
da became the primary DP on 
Fincher’s The Curious Case of 
Benjamin Button. “I owe a lot 
to David, he really gave me a 
chance when I wanted to step 
up,” says Miranda. 
 Like I mentioned 
before, Disney was cautious 
about Kosinski’s DP choice. 

It wasn’t because they didn’t 
like the Oscar nominated 
cinematographer, they just 
IMDB’d the wrong guy. Ap-
parently when Kosinski ap-
proached the studio about 
Claudio, they spelled his name 
wrong and came back with a 
porn star. After the confusion 
was settled and the studio real-
ized “oh, the Benjamin Button 
guy,” they were more than en-
thusiastic about him. 
 Claudio is non-

traditional in his approach 
to cinematography. He drew 
early inspiration from Harris 
Savides and references things 
he’s learned while working 
on fi lms. If someone tells him 
you’re not supposed to do it 
that way, he usually responds 
with a “why not” and then tries 
it out himself. He likes work-
ing in different depths of fi eld 
and took a lot of his father’s 
ideas in architecture about not 
repeating yourself and stay-
ing loose. “I tend to do a lot of 
homework before shooting,” 
says Miranda, “Tron had a lot 
of homework.” 
 “Joe had a confi dent 
vision from the very begin-
ning,” says Miranda. As time 
passed in the world of Tron, 
its technology became more 
advanced. Kosinski developed 
a mesmerizing look that in-
corporated both concepts for 
TRON: Legacy. “Working on 
the teasers that were shown 
at Comic Con really helped 
us shape the world and defi ne 
things visually for Tron. It 
also assisted Joe in compiling 
an advantageous workfl ow for 
production,” says Miranda. 
 Shot mostly in Van-
couver, the fi lm has two 

By Daron James
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Claudio Miranda & director Joseph Kosinski work on set

In the background, Sam Flynn (Garret Hedlund) faces the Tron identity disc 

Olivia Wilde, director Joe Kosinski, Jeff Bridges & Garret Hedlund discuss a scene 

worlds; the 2D reality world and the 3D 
Tron world. Kosinski sought to use 3D in 
a naturalistic approach rather than some-
thing you’d see at a theme park. To cap-
ture these images, they used Sony F35s. 
The production was about to go ahead 
with F23s, but switched at the last minute 
during testing. “Kosinski wanted to create 
a different type of 3D project. The F35s 
depth of fi eld gave it more of a fi lm feel,” 
says Miranda. 
 They brought on eight F35s that 
were being used with fusion rigs. The rigs 
had to be made custom to fi t the F35s and 
were treated as a single camera; one re-
corded the left eye image and the other, 
the right. Three rigs were used throughout 
with a fourth rig for second unit. “In the 
Tron world, everything had to be precise. 
It’s a perfect world so our framing had to 
be the same,” mentions Miranda. To pro-
vide this “perfect look,” they shot almost 
everything at 3200K and used Zeiss Mas-
ter Prime lenses. Recordings were made 
to digital portable devices with dual hard 
drive storage systems and Kosinksi used 
traditional motion capture to create CG 
characters which were animated later. 
“The crew we had was fantastic. They 
were so fl exible and switched from 2D to 
3D and steadicam, with such dedication. 
We even rigged an F35 to a GF-8 crane 
too,” says Miranda. 
 Another reason why Claudio was 
so interested in the project was what he 
saw during pre-production. “It was really 
unbelievable how many sets were built in 
Tron,” says Miranda. “You’d think it was 
all CG, but most of them are real working 
sets.”
 Experimenting with a lot of LED 
lights, Claudio got to use his out-of-the-
box style and explore with lighting con-
fi gurations. The suits worn by the actors 
even had LED lights on them. This pro-
vided a more life-like set for Miranda and 
the actors. In the rooms with glass fl oor-
ing, Miranda had lights coming up from 
underneath to elevate the surreal feel of 
the Tron world. “The fi lm was a lot of fun 
and anywhere I thought we could improve 
Joe’s vision, we tried,” says Miranda.        
 During the two years of develop-
ment before the move was even greenlit 
and the four months of production, you can 
see why TRON: Legacy is one of the most 
anticipated movies of the year. Kosinski, 
Miranda and the rest of the Tron team put 
something special together that has never 
been seen before on the big screen. It’s a 
visual spectacle that certainly beats the 
original – at least in this “nerds” opinion.  

S&P





30 Winter 2010                Sound & Picture

From the very fi rst frame of TRON: 
Legacy, the fi lm places you in a 
world of absolutely amazing aes-

thetics. Director Joe Kosinski had a spec-
tacular vision, and this 3D adventure, set 
in an environment unlike anything else 
ever captured on the big screen, is nothing 
short of tech sexy.  
 Since before the second teas-
er that illuminated a cheering crowd at 
Comic Con in 2009, Kosinski has been 
working alongside digital colorist, Da-
vid Cole at Laser Pacifi c. An Australian 
native, Cole has been grading fi lms like 
Lord of the Rings: Fellowship of the Ring 
and King Kong. It being Kosinski’s fi rst 
feature, Cole was amazed with everything 
Joe brought to the table.  From the high-
end, very complex 3D digital fi lm effects 
to the overall vision of the fi lm, Kosinski 
had a great eye and it was fantastic work-
ing with him.  When Cole sat down with 
Kosinski two years ago to start TRON: 
Legacy, I’m not sure if they knew they 
were making one of the coolest looking 
fi lms ever – at least in this writer’s geek-
fi lled opinion. 
 Talking with Cole, he couldn’t 
help mention how Comic Con played a 
role in developing the look of TRON: 
Legacy.  The fi rst teaser played in 2008 
showed very little “real world” footage 
and nothing at all in 3D. “There are a lot 
of tricks you can do in a 2D world that get 
exposed when they are put into 3D. We had 

More than a Box of Crayons
David Cole discusses fi nal coloring of TRON: Legacy

to test and see what we could and couldn’t 
do and develop new techniques to use in 
our arsenal,” explains Cole. When the 
2009 3D teaser was released at Con with 
an additional fi ve minutes that pictured 
the world outside of Tron, and was met 
with such a positive reaction, Kosinski 
and Cole felt they were on to something. 
“We didn’t stop after Con, we continued 
to develop and hone in on the world every 
day until its release date (December 17th),” 
says Cole. 
 Since the fi lm is set 20 years later, 
Kosinski and Cole wanted to relate to the 
1982 version of TRON, but create a com-
pletely new, modernizing look that paral-
leled the progression of both Tron worlds. 
“Kosinski had a very strong opinion and 
established the Tron look very early on. 
This made polishing the digital pallet of 
the environments a little easier,” mentions 
Cole. 
 Cole exclusively used Autodesk 
Lustre to grade the fi lm, which allowed 
Laser Pacifi c to set up a remote satellite 
station at Skywalker Sound. Lustre gave 
them the advantage of only needing to 
transfer small metadata fi les for render-
ing to Los Angeles, instead of terabytes of 
data, but because Cole also writes his own 
plug-in software for Lustre, it allowed 
them to do things in-house that normally 
would have to be farmed out to visual ef-
fects. Kosinski and Cole were pretty uni-
fi ed working together. Cole had a 2D and a 
3D projector set up and was grading both 

concurrently.  The interesting thing about 
this project Cole mentions is that nearly 
anytime he fi nished something, they were 
watching it with all of the audio (dialogue, 
music, sound effects). Normally, he might 
watch a movie, grade it and then they’ll 
put the sound into it. When I asked him 
if any of Daft Punk’s score infl uenced his 
coloring, he said he had no intentional 
interaction with the music, but he’s sure 
some rubbed off on him.  “If something 
is supposed to be exciting or anxious, you 
can help get that feeling with the use of 
contrast and color and how you focus the 
eye, but having the music was just another 
voice to help me out,” says Cole. 
 There are pieces in the movie 
that take place in the past and Cole experi-
mented with a lot of different color and 
saturation techniques. They ended up tak-
ing a more subtle approach so the mood 
of the fi lm changes, but not to make these 
time transitions too overt. “We wanted 
the audience to be impacted by what was 
heard, but we also wanted them to be im-
pacted by what they saw,” says Cole. Cer-
tain elements in the fi lm Cole could have 
swore were practical because he knows 
the tricks to look out for, but was blown 
away when he learned they were CG... 
and vice versa. Some shots he couldn’t 
believe were physically done by the actors 
without wires. 
 The fi rst time Kosinski and Cole 
watched the movie, they were really happy 
about it. “When you work on something 
so hard, you get lost in some of the details, 
but looking at it as an audience member I 
was blown away,” mentions Cole.  He goes 
on to say that none of it could have been 
possible without the help from the entire 
crew. From Joe and DP Claudio Miranda 
to the entire team at Laser Pacifi c, includ-
ing Nancy Fuller, the in-house DI produc-
er, and Damian McDonnell, who assisted 
with the color work and was Cole’s eyes 
back in Los Angeles, everyone pitched in 
to help make this movie great. 
  I tried to get Cole to give me a 
logline of the fi lm’s look and he said, 
“TRON: Legacy looks like TRON: Lega-
cy.” And it’s true. They created something 
unique and inspiring. It doesn’t look like 
anything else. It’s something very differ-
ent. Very strong. And very powerful. It’s 
TRON: Legacy. 

David Cole works inside the grading theater at Laser Pacifi c 

By Daron James
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Daft Punk, Dialogue & Sound Effects
Skywalker Sound sets faders for the fi nal mix of TRON: Legacy

Front: (Left to Right) Steve Boeddeker, Gary Rizzo, Gwen Whittle, Joe Kosinski, Chris Boyes, 
Addison Teague - Back: (Left to Right) Juan Peralta, Ken Fischer, Krysten Mate, Mac Smith, 

Nathan Nance, Brian Chumney, Josh Gold, Brad Semenoff, Stuart McCowan

When S&P spoke with supervising 
sound editors Gwendolyn Yates 
Whittle (dialogue, ADR) and 

Addison Teague (sound effects) about the 
sound of TRON: Legacy, they were in the 
fi nal stages of the fi lm’s massive 7.1 Dolby 
Surround print master. 
 The sound design process began 
almost two years before the movie was 
even greenlit. TRON: Legacy’s vision-
ary director, Joe Kosinski, had the idea to 
piece together a sequence, now known as 
the “Light Cycle” teaser, to show the studio 
(Disney). With the help of sound designer, 
Steve Boeddeker, and mixer Chris Boyes, 
the teaser debuted to a crowd at Comic Con 
in 2008, unaware of what they were going 
to see. The response was overwhelmingly 
positive. The studio realized they had the 
right team for the project and gave Ko-
sinski his fi rst feature fi lm to direct.  This 
teaser and a longer one at 2009’s Comic 
Con, made it clear that Kosinski embraced 
sound as an integral part of his workfl ow. 
“He worked with sound in the beginning of 
those projects, so he wanted sound involved 
for the whole production of the fi lm, which 
isn’t typical,” says Teague.”
 In March 2010, Kosinski started 
spotting the fi lm with Teague, Boyes and 
Whittle. “Kosinski is very hands on and 
loved to play and experiment with sound. 
Since we were brought in from the begin-
ning, Boeddeker already had a library of 
sound effects in place that normally repre-
sents what a fi lm ends with, instead of what 
you begin with,” mentions Teague. Work-
ing with Kosinski early, they got a feel how 
he wanted to do things - lots of experimen-
tation, and try to save as much production 
dialogue as possible. During this phase of 
the editing, Joe would work with Addison, 
changing some sounds, enhancing others, 
honing in on the sound design of the fi lm. 
 It was unusual that the music score 
was available to work against from the be-
ginning; there were no temp music place-
holders. “Daft Punk had the music done 
before the script was locked – usually it’s 
last,” mentions Whittle. Teague and Whittle 
explained how helpful it was to have the 
fi nal score of the movie to work against. 
Since the music wasn’t going to change, 
they knew what timbre of sound effects and 
dialogue would fl ow with the mood set by 
Daft Punk. “If there was a thing called mu-
sic casting, Daft Punk was perfectly cast. 
I can’t imagine anything else in this fi lm,” 

says Whittle.
 Certainly, there was no shortage 
of sound challenges in this fi lm, between 
the abundance of action sequences and the 
contrast between the Tron world and the 
real world. Kosinksi wanted the sound ef-
fects in the Tron world to be reality based, 
not too Sci-fi . He wanted the audience to 
feel grounded in the unreal world with the 
help of real world sounds.
 For instance, the life cycle visu-
ally resembles a motorcycle, so the sound 
effect is based on a Ducati. Once Joe was 
happy with the base effect, the team would 
then process and manipulate the sound. In 
one scene, they needed to create a vintage 
arcade environment, so Addison went out to 
an old arcade in Glendale, CA and recorded 
the sounds they wanted instead of relying 
on an effects library. “It’s all about creating 
a world that sounds real,” says Teague. 
 Dialogue presented another set of 
obstacles. The suits in the movie had real 
lights on them during fi lming.  The lights 
created a whine which changed as the ac-
tors got closer to one another. At fi rst listen, 
this made the production dialogue seem 
unusable. Marie Ebbing was brought in 
to surgically remove all the whines with-
out affecting the quality of the voice, in a 
process called Nova. Then Gary Rizzo, the 
dialogue mixer, did another EQ and clean 
up pass during the pre-mix and again dur-

By Daron James

ing the fi nal. “In the dinner scene, it was 
a miracle the production audio was usable 
at all,” says Whittle. There are scenes that 
portray huge crowds of people in a stadium, 
so the team came up with the idea to record 
the Tron fans at Comic Con. They set up 
a multitude of mics and had recordists in 
catwalks while Kosinksi directed the crowd 
to chant and react in specifi c ways– “Comic 
Con Crowd – Hall H” is even credited in 
the movie. 
 The 7.1 mix allowed them an ex-
tra set of speakers to move around in, but 
the Tron world itself gave them the oppor-
tunity to try effects they normally wouldn’t 
even think about doing. When playing with 
the processing of the audio, there is a point 
during the deconstructing of a sound where 
it begins to fall apart and create digital ar-
tifacts. Since the Tron world is computer-
ized, they found these artifacts and char-
acteristics appropriate, and tried to push to 
fi nd even more ways of producing the most 
interesting sounds possible. 
 Through all the editing, pre-mix-
es, and fi nal mix the entire sound team at 
Skywalker was very supportive of each oth-
er, a very united front, which made working 
the intense hours possible. They kept each 
other sane. Whittle says, “Joe put in a lot 
of hours, but we were right there with him, 
striving to give him every option and nu-
ance he asked for.” S&P
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 The directorial effort of Florian 
Henckel Von Donnersmarck, who won 
the foreign fi lm Oscar for The Lives of 
Others, was the visionary for this beauti-
fully fi lmed movie. Though it took Von 
Donnersmarck fi ve years to fi nish The 
Lives of Others, he was given only a year 
to complete The Tourist due to Depp’s 
busy schedule. The cinematographer 
tasked to help accomplish this was John 
Seale, ASC, ACS.
 Seale was born in Warwick, 
Queensland, Australia, where he started 
off as a camera assistant in the fi lm de-
partment of the Australian Broadcasting 
Company. At a young age, Seale always 
imagined himself working as a camera 
operator on documentaries, fi lming re-
mote people and animals in the outback. 
Luckily for him, the ABC gave him that 
opportunity. Their system was set up a lit-

John Seale, ASC, ACS, 
navigates his way through the 
canals of Venice

tle differently than ours though. Australia 
didn’t want cameramen to stay stagnant, 
so they would move them around to learn 
different genres. One year you would be 
doing documentaries, the next, news sto-
ries and so on and so forth. It wasn’t until 
Seale landed in the theatrical department 
that everything changed for him. “The 
cameras bumped up to a 35mm negative 
and suddenly we were creating drama 
rather than documenting it. I fell pretty 
much in love with it from that very mo-
ment,” says Seale.
 Needing to basically work back-
wards to get his chops as an operator, 
Seale started to freelance until he landed 
on a TV series called Wandjina. He even-
tually landed his fi rst major camera op-
erating role on Picnic at Hanging Rock 
with director Peter Weir. After working 
as an operator and getting recognition, 

Seale became a bit torn between stay-
ing as an operator or to begin working 
with lighting. His solution – he did both, 
and still enjoys being behind the camera 
to this day. When Seale started winning 
awards in Australia for his cinematog-
raphy, Weir asked him to fl y out to the 
United States to shoot Mosquito Coast, 
but that collapsed. A few weeks later, 
Weir and Seale went on to fi lm Witness. 
The success of the Oscar nominated fi lm 
gave them the fi nance to do Mosquito 
Coast. From there, Seale’s career took off 
and he’s gone on to do movies like Rain 
Man, The Firm, The English Patient, The 
Perfect Storm and Harry Potter and the 
Sorcerer’s Stone.   
 Working with all new directors, 
Seale really tries to fi nd their bandwagon 
and jump on it in pre-production. With 
Von Donnersmarck, it was no different. 

In the new fi lm The Tourist, which is adapted from a 2005 French fi lm, Anthony Zimmer, Johnny Depp 
takes the lead playing an American tourist traveling abroad to mend a broken heart. While on a train from 
France to Italy, he fi nds himself in a fl irtatious encounter with Elise (Angelina Jolie) an elegant English 
Interpol agent.  The pair is soon sought out by the police and criminals who mistake Frank for Elise’s lost, 
law-breaking love. Their whirlwind encounter quickly evolves as they fi nd themselves unwittingly thrust 
into a deadly game of intrigue, romance and danger.

John Seale overlooks a scene

The Tourist

By Daron James
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Seale operates his Panavision on a Fisher Boom

For this fi lm, Florian knew he wanted to 
reference an older style of fi lm similar to 
Alfred Hitchcock’s To Catch a Thief. He 
wanted to capture the warmth and fi lm as 
much of the beauty as he possibly could 
for The Tourist. Thankfully for Seale, the 
backdrop of the narrative moves through 
Paris to the canals of Venice, a much 
friendlier place to capture breathtaking 
landscapes. Having worked in Italy be-
fore on The Talented Mr. Ripley, Seale 
decided to bring along most of the same 
crew from that movie and the Prince 
of Persia, including supervising gaffer 
Morris Flam. This way he knew he had a 
proven crew he could work together with 
and make the best possible fi lm.  
 The straight-talking Seale ex-
plains the way he works is quite simple – 
he always uses multiple cameras, zooms, 
cross-shooting and high-speed Kodak 
stock. It’s the way he does all his mov-
ies. “It takes a while for some directors 
to warm up to this style of shooting,” 
mentions Seale, “The actors love it since 
eveyrthing they perfrom could possibly 
be used. The best part, it moves produc-
tion along and keeps everyone working… 
one of the worst things on a big show is 

Elise (Angelina Jolie) & 
Frank (Johnny Depp) 
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stopping and waiting for something to 
come together.” 
 Since Florian was determined to 
give life to every shot, up to three Panavi-
sion cameras were used at once with an 
11:1 [24-275mm] zoom lens being their 
staple. This helped keep the “always 
moving, always working pace” Seale has 
grown accustomed to. “I tend to move 
along and have a respect and regard to the 
schedule and budget… something I never 
try to go over,” says Seale. 
 Most of the fi lm was locked 
down with very little steadicam. The 
Venice canals, on the other hand, brought 
their own problems with lighting. The big 
action scene in The Tourist is a boat chase 
at night. The wide angle lenses they were 
using were too slow and they couldn’t lift 
everything up to 4.5 like they wanted to. 
As for placing lamps on buildings and 
balconies, it was too expensive. Using 
balloons became too windy, and the canal 
lights only gave about three feet of light-
ing. They had to boost every shot. Seale 
couldn’t thank enough the Italian crew 
that helped them get through everything. 
“They have a system put in place and they 
do an unbelievable job,” mentions Seale. 
 A lot of big lights ended up be-
ing in the shots and Seale relied heavily 
on the new fi ne grain negative and high 
speed fi lm to help compress the fl air out – 
which it did. With the anamorphic lenses, 
he relied more on the DI for exposure. 
By adding smoke to the scenes, it helped 
fi x things up on the negative. Even if the 
DI started to gray out a little, it at least 
matched the smoke a bit. 
 During the fi ve months of shoot-
ing, Florian really wanted to develop a 
very rich, surreal fi lm where nothing was 
dark. He wanted the audience to see Ven-
ice all the time. “Jon Hutman, the produc-
tion designer, was extremely helpful and 
did everything he could to accommodate 
Von Donnersmarck’s vision,” explains 
Seale. Hutman made things a lot easier 
for Seale as well. “They built us sets in 
such short notice that looked just as au-
thentic as anything in the street,” says 
Seale. 
 The fi nal result of the entire 
team’s efforts represents another exam-
ple of how good people come together 
to make something great.  Coming from 
an Australian background of a smaller 
crew means more work; Seale mentions 
this show was no different. “Everyone 
worked extremely hard and without that 
taking place, they couldn’t have done it.”

Frank (Johnny Depp) outside of Venice

Seale on location

Inspector John Acheson (Paul Bettany) & Frank (Johnny Depp) inside Interpol
S&P
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T    his new fi lm stars Johnny Depp as 
an American tourist whose playful 
dalliance with  Elise (Angelina Jo-

lie) leads them on a whirlwind romance 
which quickly evolves as they fi nd them-
selves unwittingly thrust into a deadly 
game of cat and mouse.
 When I drove up to Mark Ulano’s 
home to ask him about The Tourist, he 
greeted me with his two dogs and offered 
me a cup of Joe. If you never met Mark, 
at fi rst glance you might wonder what to 
expect, but don’t expect anything less than 
awesome. He’s a real cool guy. Intelligent. 
A scholar of his work. A great person to 
talk to and a true family man. 
 Born in New York, Ulano was 
raised in a family with musical talent. His 
father (Sam), who recently celebrated his 
ninetieth birthday, was the go to guy in NY 
to become a fl uent reader of music. Since 
1936, Sam has been playing jazz, teaching 
music, writing books and even played for 
Johnny Rotten in the Sex Pistols. Ulano 
looked up to his dad, and from 13-17 years 
old, he studied percussion under his fa-
ther. 
 It wasn’t just Sam who encour-
aged his talents; Mark already had an inter-
est in fi lm at an early age. Ulano built his 
own dark room under the basement when 
he was just eight-years-old. He ended up 
making little fi lms here and there when 
he was twelve that won awards. His pas-
sion for fi lmmaking didn’t stop there. An 

art teacher and mentor in high school set 
up special academic programs so Ulano 
could continue his creativity with fi lm. Af-
ter high school, he went on to study at the 
School of Visual Arts in New York. From 
there, Ulano’s fi rst feature as a sound mix-
er was Falling in Love, Michelle Pfeiffer’s 
fi rst fi lm. He went on to mix over thirty 
sci-fi /low budget movies for Roger Cor-
man and Canon Films followed by years 
of work in television. In 1995, he hooked 
up with Robert Rodriguez on Desperado. 
Since then, Mark has gone on to mix 
some amazing movies like From Dusk Till 
Dawn, Titanic, Jackie Brown, both Kill 
Bill’s and Iron Man’s, Wedding Crashers, 
Disturbia, State of Play, Inglorious Bas-
tards and Cowboys and Aliens.   
 To say Ulano knows his craft 
could be an understatement. He has been 
mixing sound for over thirty-fi ve years, but 
he’d be the fi rst to tell you he learns every 
single day on set. “The day you think you 
know everything is the day you should 
quit,” says Ulano. Mark also had the lux-
ury of working with his wife, Patrushkha, 
on set for fi fteen years. “It was great and 
when I come home now, she understands 
everything I’m talking about.” The two of 
them have a daughter, Molly, and a son, 
Max, together that infl uence Ulano’s de-
cision making on jobs immensely. “You 
can’t afford to jeopardize your outside 
life with work. There needs to be balance. 
You can have a mantle full of Oscars, but 

if there’s no meaning in your life, it’s not 
worth it, says Ulano. As busy as Mark 
may get, he keeps his family involved in 
anyway he can. Working on The Tourist 
was no different.  
 He ended up leaving the U.S. for 
Venice at the end of January and came 
back near the end of June. Ulano brought 
his fourteen year old daughter along where 
she got to be close to her father and study 
school in Italy. Other than part of his fam-
ily, he took his long standing boom opera-
tor, Tom Hartig, who has been working 
alongside Ulano for fourteen years. As for 
his gear, Mark packed up his sound cart, 
a few Zaxcom Deva recorders for tandem 
recording, a Yamaha O1V96 mixer, mi-
crophones, Lectrosonic wireless with a 
pair of venues, one broad spectrum high 
band wide and one low band wide. He 
also coiled up his modifi ed 16 by 16 digi-
tal snake for quick multiple drops, which 
allowed the front end of his cart to be re-
mote up to 1000 feet from where he’s mix-
ing.  
 When he landed, Adriano Di 
Lorenzo, who was referred to Ulano by 
Ivan Sharock and Jeff Wexler, stepped 
in as the utility on set. Though there was 
little playback, it was needed during a big 
gala scene that had 300 extras and a cho-
reographed dance sequence between Depp 
and Jolie. Among the actors was a huge 
orchestra that was playing music by com-
poser Gabriel Yared. Robert Houston, who 

Mark Ulano, CAS 
mixes Venice thriller

The Tourist

By Daron James

Mark Ulano on the banks of Venice
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Boom operator Tom Hartig

already had a great partnership with Yared, 
came in to operate the playback. “Every-
one worked amazingly well together,” 
marveled Ulano. (Side note: the original 
recording to the music in this scene was 
recorded at Abby Road in England.)
 During the fi ve months of shoot-
ing (recorded on 48048K) they worked in 
some of the most beautiful backdrops in 
Europe. First being Paris, then they moved 
to Venice. Other than the train sequence 
that was shot in a studio, and a few exist-
ing locations in Venice that were convert-
ed to accommodate the fi lm, everything 
was shot in practical locations.  
 While cars and bikes are not legal 
in Venice, this didn’t make it any easier for 
Ulano and his crew to work. Everything is 
on foot or in canals. Instead of teamsters 
driving you to different locations, they 
had boat people. Ulano knew from pre-
production that his audio package needed 
to be extremely small but still have the 
same technical capability when he went 
mobile. He strapped in a single Zaxcom 
Deva with a Mix-8 and a Lectrosonics Oc-
topak and eight channels of receivers with 
dual monitoring out for public and private 
lines. “My mobile package was extremely 
powerful and fl exible. There was no wait-
ing and it was all on my shoulder,” ex-
plains Ulano. Working on location with a 
lot of moisture didn’t help either. “When 
we were in sea salt air all day, we had to 
make sure the gear was dry and covered 
correctly during storage,” says Ulano. 
 Cinematographer John Seale has 
a style of shooting where he’s running 
multiple cameras all the time. None of 
it is predictable until rehearsal and even 
after, it could change. Ulano’s approach 
was to have ten game plans ready at all 
times even if they didn’t use nine of them. 
His crew took a naturalistic approach to 
recording, but Mark doesn’t just plan for 
the boom only. He would also run wireless 
with pre-fader isolation tracks on all the 
key players in the scene to get some kind 
of consistency and protection for the show 
if there were issues. It improved scenes, 
as they were able to use a hybrid zone 
coverage method without needing to slow 
down. “It’s a matter of having everything 
under the tent available to work with all 
the time,” says Ulano.
 With this style of shooting, mics 
couldn’t be placed where you wanted them 
or how you wanted them all the time. In 
the boat chase scene, the sound crew was 
really put to the test. There was no single 
solution for getting all the audio, and they 
ended up doing a multitude of tasks. Be-
sides being mobile, Ulano had to hide be-

low decks, use pure wireless from boat to 
boat, build boxes so they could lock off 
and let it go and they even ended up sta-
tioning themselves in boats that were part 
of the background. 
 Though it was his fi rst time work-
ing with John Seale and his crew, Ulano 
best describes fi lmmaking with a music 
analogy. “We are session players that 
play in an orchestra with the conductor, 
named the director, and the score, called 
the script. Everyone has to contribute their 
piece to make something great and every-
body did on this set.” 
 When I asked Mark what it was 
like to work with Depp and Jolie, he 
couldn’t have been happier. “They’re true 
professionals. Both comfortable in their 
own skin and come very prepared. It also 
didn’t hurt they had a sense of humor,” 
says Ulano. Depp even has his own sound 
man, Keenan Wyatt, who feeds Johnny his 
tracks and music. “It makes it easier when 
you have actors who have been working 

for decades as opposed to someone who 
doesn’t have any skill set at all on set,” 
mentions Ulano. 
 One of his favorite scenes to 
work on was the previously mentioned 
gala scene. Between Depp and Jolie mov-
ing through the scene together, the danc-
ing extras, the orchestra and a 15th century 
backdrop, he just loved the interactions 
that took place. “It took us two weeks to 
prepare for that scene and I really enjoyed 
being in the environment together solving 
all these tasks with such an amazing, in-
ternational group,” mentions Ulano. (Ger-
man born director Von Donnersmarck, 
Seale from Australia the French composer, 
Yared and an Italian crew.)
 “The fi lm process dominates,” 
explains Ulano, “At the end of the day, 
it’s not how much money you throw at the 
fi lm, it’s what’s going on and how much 
you connect to the audience. It is our job 
as crew members to contribute to that, not 
compete.” S&P
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Elise (Angelina Jolie) & Frank (Johnny Depp) meet during the train sequence 
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In the Mix with 
David MacMillan, CAS

In Burlesque, retired dancer 
Tess (Cher) struggles against 
fi nancial and creative chal-

lenges to keep her beleaguered 
theater open. The looming threat 
of a wealthy businessman’s cru-
sade to buy the Burlesque Lounge 
only adds to the immense chal-
lenge put upon Tess; but when 
Ali (Christina Aguilera) is hired 
on as a waitress at the lounge, no 
one realizes just how dramati-
cally things are about to change 
for everyone.
 Sound & Picture recently 
chatted with Burlesque sound mix-
er, BAFTA, Cinema Audio Soci-
ety, MPSE & three time Academy 
Award winner David MacMillan to 
discuss the intricacies of recording 
sound on Burlesque, his decorated 
career and the list of boom ops 
turned successful mixers he’s em-
ployed and still talks to everyday. 

How did you get into sound?
My dad was a studio coordinator at the Ca-
nadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) 
in Toronto, Canada. He took us to the stu-
dio as kids to hang out, and it was there I 
found my interest in sound. Unfortunately, 
they had an anti-nepotism clause where 
no two members of the same family could 
work in the same area of the government. 
In other words, I couldn’t work in televi-
sion. I went on to get a job at National 
Cash Register were I worked in the com-
puter fi eld for a couple years. Thankfully, 
Canada changed their anti-nepotism law 
so more than one family member can now 
work in government together, just not in 
the same department. I took my electron-
ics knowledge from National Cash Regis-
ter and was accepted into the apprentice-
ship program for the technical department 
at the CBC. From there, I worked towards 
becoming a sound mixer. 

Tell me about mixing Burlesque?
Burlesque was kind of diffi cult. When I 
got interviewed for the show, the direc-
tor, Steve Antin, told me I’d be working 
with cinematographer Bojan Bazelli, who 
I also worked with on Hairspray. I was 
sure he was going to use Vari Lites for 

the show lights, which have fans in them. 
Knowing we were going to have dialogue 
on stage, I was going to need to control 
those lights. He told me not to worry and 
that he’d be shooting most of the dialogue 
in the opposite direction toward the bar. 
Of course, the whole room was mirrored 
and no matter which way you looked, 
you could always see the refl ection of the 
lights. This affected the shots a lot and I 
wound up having to use radio mics to fi ght 
the fan noise on the lights. The lighting 
crew had done mostly Broadway shows in 
New York. They put the lights up in banks 
of ten and there was no easy way to con-
trol individual lights or their fans without 
having to climb up into the rafters and 
manipulate them individually. The music 
portions were pretty straightforward, but 
there was an unusual situation where the 
music editor had been using JBL Eon PA 
speakers during rehearsals, but I noticed 
they were being overloaded, so replaced 
them with a 3500W, six speaker/two sub-
woofer Apogee system. It sounded great, 
but on the fi rst day of the shoot the music 
supervisor was rather upset that I had done 
that. We discussed it, but he insisted on 
driving the JBL’s until he blew out fi ve of 
them. Then we used the Apogee system.

By Steve Wolstrup
Ali (Christina Aguilera) 

peforms on stage
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Tess (Cher) and Ali (Christina Aguilera) at the Burlesque Lounge

The crew sets the stage for a dance number

Did you guys shoot on fi lm or HD?
It was fi lm and the audio was recorded at 
24 bit/48khz.

Who was on your crew?
Perry Dodgson was boom and Mike 
Mesereau was the cable man. Chet Leon-
ard was my Pro Tools playback guy.

What kind of equipment did you use?
I have 4 Schoeps microphones with all 
the bits and pieces. I use a Neumann mic 
which I really like. I have eight Lectroson-
ics SM’s, the waterproof Lectro MM400, 
some Sanken lavs for them and some 
Countryman lavs for rainy weather or 
working with water. I still have an older 
PSC mixer that I’m looking to upgrade 
to their new Solice as well. My recorders 
are a Fostex DV824 and a Sound Devices 
788T.

Does your sound package differ from 
project to project?
No, it’s pretty much the same, unless there 
are special things the project needs. I have 
some JBL 15’s and some JBL 10’s, but 
when it comes to a big musical, I really 
loved that Apogee system. I’d use that 
again if I do another musical. 

How long were you working on Bur-
lesque?
We started in early November 2009 and 
we stopped at Christmas for about 2 
weeks. Then afterward, it was straight 
through until mid March 2010. About four 
month’s altogether.

How long were the days on average?
Pretty long. We’d start at 6:30 AM on a 
Monday then we’d be starting by 12:30-
1:00PM by Friday, just like a television 
show. We were doing 14-15 hours a day 
easy. Most of it was shot on a stage. We 
did have some location work of course. 
Some stuff in Piru, CA and some stuff 
on the backlot. They were trying to keep 
Christina Aguilera away from crowds and 
the paparazzi. 

What is the relationship between you 
and post sound?
It usually starts at the beginning of the fi lm 
with the post production supervisor. We 
fi gure out what needs to be done and how 
I’m going to do it. I always send notes to 
the post guy about things they should look 
out for, problems, suggestions, etc. If they 
have any questions or any needs, I encour-
age them to contact me. 

Burlesque seems like it would have some 
challenging wardrobe problems. Was it 

diffi cult?
There was challenging wiring because of 
the skimpy costumes. The costumers are 
getting better and better though, especially 
with women. Cher and Christina Aguil-
era’s costumers were really terrifi c. Stan-
ley Tucci was a lot of fun to wire as well 
because he’d always have a dirty joke to 
tell and I’d have a few of my own to share. 
He’s a really great guy. There was a lot of 
radio mic work, of course, from the noise 
of the show lights.

Were there any problems dealing with 
the actors’ different voice levels?
Not really, because none of the singing 
was live. At one point they wanted to re-
cord live, which was fi ne with me, but I 

think they realized how hard it was going 
to be to mic with three and sometimes fi ve 
cameras. I’d encouraged them all along to 
pre-record everything, but they still ex-
pressed interest in doing some live stuff. 
It never happened though and everything 
was pre-recorded.

What were some of your favorite proj-
ects to work on?
I loved working with Alan Parker and talk 
about a movie that should have fared bet-
ter was The Life of David Gale. It was a 
beautifully acted fi lm and great to work 
on, but it got hammered by the critics. I 
met my wife on Black Widow so that’s a 
defi nite favorite. And of course The Right 
Stuff.
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David MacMillan with his three Oscars

You have any stories from set?
When you’ve got three Academy Awards, 
sometimes the expectations can be very 
high from directors. They expect to 
have perfect sound, so you really have 
to excel. When I was working on “The 
Time Machine,” and Gore Verbinski took 
over as director, he met with me and told 
me what he wanted from sound. I really 
didn’t mind that at all, but he was very 
keen on having perfect sound and since 
we hadn’t worked together before, he 
took the time to let me know. He took 
over for another director with only a 
month left of shooting and I wound up 
not doing anything different than I’d 
done before, but he wanted to express his 
desire for great sound, which I respect.

Talk about how some of your old 

mixing days compared to now.
Back 20 years ago everything was single 
camera and most of the really good cam-
eramen insisted that the only proper way 
to light a set was to light it from one par-
ticular angle. Nowadays, the lighting is set 
up so they can shoot two or three cameras 
in every shot, which always leaves you 
servicing the wide shot. Even when you’re 
on stage, you don’t get the chance to get 
the perspective you would get if you were 
going from a wide shot to a closer one. I 
use a Neumann shotgun for the wide shot 
because it has great perspective even at 
3-5 feet, it sounds much closer than it re-
ally is. Your boom op has to be on his toes 
though because even though it has great 
off axis sound, he has to be very aware of 
what the dialogue is.

 Do you have one unique aspect of your 
style that you’d like people to notice?
I’m not a technocrat and I try to do the job 
as invisibly as possible.

Biggest screw up story?
Yeah, working in television (laughs).

How did it feel after winning 
your Academy Awards? 
The fi rst one was for The Right Stuff. It’s 
kind of funny, I’d broken my leg skiing 
about six weeks before the awards cer-
emony. I was born in Ireland and lived 
in Ireland and Scotland growing up, so I 
went and got a kilt, since I couldn’t fi t into 
tuxedo pants because of the cast. 
I had a feeling we were going to win and I 
just felt great and not nervous at all. When 
I accepted the award, I said a line from an 
old Scottish song that Harry Lauder used 
to sing (recites an Scottish lyric) which 
means “The rare beautiful moonlit night 
tonight” and I thanked my boom guy. It 
really felt great… and with the kilt, I made 
Women’s Wear Daily the following day 
(laughs). 
The other two times I won felt great too. 
Getting work now is easier, at least in that, 
when you cold call production companies, 
they tend to have more respect and pay 
more attention to your resume when they 
fi nd out you’ve got an Academy Award. 
Most of the time, of course, you’re work-
ing with people you’ve worked with be-
fore. It’s really a business of relationships. 
You build a relationship with somebody, 
whether it’s a mixer who passes a job 
onto you or a production coordinator who 
becomes a unit manager who becomes a 
line producer, etc. Those are the people 
you stick with, but the Oscars do certainly 
open doors.

Is there anything you’d like to see 
change in sound?
The equipment is really terrifi c. I just wish 
we wouldn’t shoot multiple cameras so of-
ten because the reliance upon radio mics is 
unfortunate. There is no better sound than 
a well boomed shot.

What advice do you have for sound 
guys today?
I have fi ve boom guys who’ve worked 
for me that are quite successfully mixing 
now (Jeff Patterson, Dave Kirshner, Duke 
Marsh, Dan Kent and Steve Bowerman). 
I’ve always encouraged them to move up 
and told them “If I can do it, you can do 
it.” For anyone starting out, I’d say build 
up your resume by taking any job. Don’t 
worry about the wages, just get the experi-
ence.

Daniel Kent, Perry Dodson, Geoff Patterson, David MacMillan Duke Marsh, 
David Kirshner & Steve Bowerman - reunited again. 

S&P
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With over a dozen new handheld digital audio recorders on the market, choosing a good one can be daunting.  The favor-
ites in the motion picture world feature XLR inputs.  With a price-point of approximately $300 and unique feature sets, 
these two options are turning a lot of heads.  Below is a handy chart to help you decide which one is right for you.

MICROPHONES
Built-in stereo pair of directional 
condenser microphones
Built-in stereo pair of omnidirectional 
condenser microphones
Adjustable stereo width (90 degrees / 120 degrees)

INPUTS AND OUTPUTS
Balanced XLR inputs - microphone level
Hi-Z 1/4” unbalanced input for instruments
Unbalanced, stereo, -10dBv line-level input
-10dBv Line-level output
Headphone output
Independent level adjustment
Mic sensitivity coarse adjustment (L /M / H)
Phantom Power (in pairs)
Plug-in power for electret mics (selectable)
Lo-cut Filter

RECORDING
24-bit 96khz Linear PCM recording
MP3 recording up to 320kbps VBR
Four-track recording from four inputs at 48khz
Peak Indicator
Markers
Overdub
Pre-Record
Mono Mixdown
Compressor/Limiter Settings
M/S Stereo Decoder
Auto-Record and Redact silent portions
Mark redacted silent portions (non-sync use)
Auto-gain

H4n DR-100

X/Y

No

Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Shared
Shared

Yes (new fi rmware)
No

48V or 24V
Yes
10

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
2s

Yes
6

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes
No
Yes

Dedicated
Dedicated

Yes
Yes
48V
No
3

Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
4s

Yes
1

No
Yes
Yes
Yes

BUDGET HANDHELD RECORDERS with XLR inputs
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MUSICIAN FRIENDLY FEATURES
MTR mode, punch in and bounce with pan and mix-level
50 effects in MTR mode
Tuners
Metronome
Works as a USB Audio Interface for Mac/PC
Karaoke function
Bundled DAW software

FILE HANDLING AND PLAYBACK
Built-in speaker
Repeat options for playback 
(all fi les, single fi les or portion of fi le)
Delay Record
Off-speed playback
Pitch change optional during off-speed playback
Jog Wheel
Playlist
Encode existing PCM recordings into MP3
Normalize existing recording
Divide existing recording
Mix 4-track fi le down to stereo

ASSORTED
Wired Remote Control
Wireless Remote Control
Encode existing PCM recording to MP3
Strap mount
Hold function
1/4”-20 mount for convenient mounting

POWER
Powers off AA batteries
Powers off USB connection
Powers off included rechargeable lithium ion battery
DC in 5V
Stamina Mode

H4n DR-100

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

No
-50% to +150%

No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Yes
Yes

0.3s
-50% to +16%

Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
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video
games

 The newest entry in the Medal of 
Honor franchise is a reboot of sorts. Ev-
erything is real. The Speilbergian World 
War II backdrop is replaced with a gritty 
and visceral post 9/11 Afghanistan. This 
time around, military “Tier 1 Operators” 
hit the ground to fi ght the Taliban. The au-
dio in the Medal of Honor series has de-
fi ned the genre of fi rst person shooter (fps) 
games. From the true-to-life gameplay to 
the crisp plink of a spent shell dancing on 
the concrete; Medal of Honor brings you 
into a real war zone.
 The sound design, orchestration 
and implementation in the Medal of Hon-
or series are unparalleled. So what goes 
into capturing the sound of an interac-
tive, dynamic war zone? A whole lot. As 
Paul Lackey puts it, “Creating the sound 
is the easy part; on the other hand, sound 
integration for video games is akin to con-
stantly solving a puzzle.” Indeed, he and 
his team are very aware and humbled by 
the tradition of Medal of Honor they must 
uphold. 

In fi lm, some say the sound perspective 
is dictated by the cut of the fi lm and the 

A Medal Mix
The EA Sound Team talks 
Medal of Honor 
Audio Production

Sound & Picture had the chance to chat with the sound team behind 
the new Electronic Arts game Medal of Honor.  Audio Director Paul 
Lackey, Audio Leads Tyler Parsons and Jeff Wilson, Dialogue Edi-
tor Joshua Nelson and Audio Software Engineer Eduardo Trama sat 
down with us to elucidate one of the least discussed and oft mysteri-
ous avenues of audio production and mixing in entertainment: Video 
Games.

single plane of audio. In video games, 
because it’s interactive, sound has to ex-
ist on multiple planes. What kind of au-
dio setups would you describe as unique 
to the video game industry?
Paul Lackey: I think our work in the fi eld 
would closely resemble source gathering 
for fi lm, except we tend to record from a 
lot of positions at once.  Our recordings 
need to transition seamlessly in real time 
from a 1st person perspective in 5.0 (mix) 
to distant 3rd person or interior to exterior.
All the story requirements are the same 
as with features. The interactive nature of 
video games compounds the complexity. 
Jeff Wilson: Firearms are a good 
example of how we uniquely use distance 
modeling for audio assets. We record 
fi rearms with multiple perspectives in 
mind: close, medium and distant. For our 
close recording set up, we arrange our 
microphones within 2 to10 feet of the 
weapon. For our medium perspective, we 
set up our microphones between 50 and 100 
feet away. And for distant perspective, we 
have recording rigs set up anywhere from 
200 to 500 yards away. We simultaneously 

record from all three locations and then in 
the editing phase we create distance layers 
that are designed to blend together to form 
one composite weapon sound.
Tyler Parsons: Variety is defi nitely 
crucial. Something as simple as a “dirt 
walk footstep” may have ten layers to it. 
Each of which may have ten constituent 
sound fi les to be randomly selected from 
and assigned semi-random parameters 
upon playback. Recording and editing 
massive amounts of source material is 
necessary in order to deliver a fi nished 
soundtrack that feels natural and won’t 
get repetitive.

What  are your (audio) weapons of 
choice? What  gear  can’t you live 
without?
PL: In the fi eld, I can’t live without my 
Remote Audio headphones. Having 
hearing protection incorporated into my 
monitoring is just essential to capturing 
good high SPL content and on Medal of 
Honor we record a lot of loud stuff.
TP: I’m a fan of the Sound Devices 
recorders and RSM 191 (stereo mic) for 
a lot of effects recording. In the studio, 
nearly everyone on the team is editing 
and mixing in Nuendo 4 on PC, which 
allows us to do all our development 
(including integration into the game) on 
one machine.  Sound Forge also came into 
play quite often for mastering and simpler 
edit work. Kontakt was really handy as a 

By Merrel Davis
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sampler for ambient battle sounds; it made 
it easy to rapidly create organic sounding 
backgrounds with a lot of weapon variety.
JW: I can’t live without the Sound Devices 
744t, Nuendo 4.0 and the Waves Diamond 
software suite.

“Worldizing” is a process of playing 
back existing recordings through a 
speaker then re-recording the playback 
along with new sound recordings. This 
allows for a more uniform acoustic 
characteristic - have you used this 
tactic?
TP: A lot of the dialogue in the game 
is meant to be coming from across the 
Afghanistan wadi (valley or dry riverbed). 
We wanted to get that dialogue to sound 
more authentically affected by the 
acoustic space of the wadi than it might if 
we simply processed it on a DAW.  So we 
headed out into the Southern California 
desert and played back dialogue assets 
into canyons and against cliff faces.  We 
experimented with different positions for 
both mics and speaker -- some of it came 
out fantastically well and sounded very 
natural, while other parts just sounded like 
a loudspeaker.

Did the team have access to the original 
Medal of Honor sound libraries? How 
much of the sound was a synthesis of 
existing content?
PL: We did have access to sound libraries, 
but most everything except for explosions 
and impacts came from new source. 
JW: Since Medal of Honor originated at 
our studio in Los Angeles, we do have a 
large catalog of specifi c audio recordings 
at our disposal.  However, very little of that 
material was used in the latest title.  We 
recorded a new set of weapons, cloth and 
gear foley and a large number of unique 
sound effects specifi cally to represent the 
modern soldier.  We try to capture as much 
original material as possible, utilizing 
commercial sound libraries as little as 
possible.
Josh Nelson:  Additionally, we did almost 
9,000 lines of original dialogue that 
shipped with the game.

Does the sound production team have 
to take into account whether or not 
a game is “online” or has an online 
component?
TP: Not from a recording standpoint 
and not signifi cantly from an integration 
standpoint.  For both singleplayer and 
online multiplayer games, we’re creating 

and integrating sounds for a fi rst person 
player’s perspective of non-player 
opponents; the main difference to us 
would be in the naming conventions used 
for the thousands of sound and dialogue 
cues in each version.
JW: For titles that have an online multi-
player component, you have to consider the 
number of audio voices that will be used. 
Since gaming consoles have a set ‘voice 
limit,’ you have to implement a system for 
fi ltering the number of active voices being 
used based on priority and distance. If you 
exceed the console hardware voice limit, 
without a voice limit/priority system in 
place, important sounds may be prevented 
from playing or prematurely cut off. This 
is an issue in offl ine games as well, but 
is even more of an issue when you join a 
server with 60 other players.

Biggest pet peeves regarding audio in 
video games?
JW: Lack of variety. Especially with 
dialogue. People rarely use dialogue well. 
A line like “I’m reloading” in the middle 
of a battlefi eld is not realistic, but if you 
only have three asset variations, and 
they trigger once every few seconds, that 
noticeable repetition completely removes 
you from the experience. 
TP: Mix dynamics. There are lots of fi rst 
person shooters that gradually devolve 
into a “wall of sound.”
JW: Defi nitely, dynamics.  Silence is 
sometimes just as important. We excel at 
a very cinematic mix. We give the player 
a sense of space as opposed to a nonstop 
barrage of sound.

Do you have any stories or tricks up 
your sleeve for a good unique sound? 

From front then left to right, Paul Lackey, Eduardo Trama, Jeff Wilson, 
Josh Nelson & Tyler Parsons

Various mics and weapons are set up to capture sound for the game
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PL: Never assume that what you set out 
to record is going to be the best or most 
useful thing you capture.  In fact, I was 
at Fort Carson to record Apache “live 
fi re” training. Before the range went hot, I 
placed portable recorders near the targets. 
I really padded my recorder’s inputs as 
I expected the rockets and 30mm to be 
exploding. I was pretty disappointed as 
the fi rst attack took place and nothing 
went boom!  I did not know “live fi re” 
meant inert projectiles. Two hours later 
I retrieved my recorders, and I found 
just above the noise fl oor some amazing 
ricochets and impacts.  After a shameful 
amount of gain and EQ, these became the 
basis for the 30mm and 50 caliber impacts 
that break apart walls and rocks.  However, 
had the practice rounds been explosive, I 
never would have captured these gems.    
JW: Loose change makes good whizbys. 
(Note: The team used little slingshots to 
propel the coins into the air, to create a 
whizby effect for various bullets.)
TP: Looking back, I’m amused by the 
number of washing machine recordings 
that found their way into the game.  We 
had a session in which we destroyed an 
old washing machine in creative ways.  I 
ended up using impacts, ronks, and scrapes 
from that session as sweeteners in vehicle 
collisions, RPG impacts on helicopters, 
anti-aircraft gun explosions, and more. 
Still more washing machine source came 
from a recording I made while vacationing 
in Sydney – my friend had a very modern 
washer that generated an intense, almost 
sciencefi ctiony roar/whine. The spin cycle 
sounded so much like a big turbine that  
I ended up sweetening some of our real 
Chinook helicopter source with it.

What resources are there for designers 

and mixers interested in being involved 
in the industry?
TP: Game development conventions like 
GDC  (Game Developers Conference) 
feature presentations by game audio teams 
discussing their recent work.  There’s also 
GameSoundCon, a convention dedicated 
entirely to sound and music in games.
PL: The Game Developers Conference 
is a very good place to start and make 
connections.

How did you end up in the industry? 
PL: I had been working in TV post when 
my roommate who worked at a small 
game company said “Hey…we are hiring 
a sound designer” in a voice that indicated 
he wasn’t sure what a sound designer 
would do.  “You interested?”  This was 
for the Nintendo 64 and I thought games 
would be fun for a year or two…but with 
every console transition has come new 
challenges and features that have kept 
each new title as fun and interesting as my 
fi rst.  
TP: I went to school for fi lm production 
and computer science, leaning at fi rst 
toward editing picture, but got interested 
in production dialogue mixing and then 
sound design. After working on a number 
of student and independent projects, I got 
a break in 2004 when Electronics Arts 
LA was looking for audio integrators to 
help fi nish Goldeneye: Rogue Agent. A 
friend at the studio recommended me for 
the position and I was lucky enough to 
get hired. I started doing technical sound 
design on my second game Medal of 
Honor: European Assault and have been 
loving it ever since.
JW: Defi nitely attend GDC (Game 
Developer Conference) and meet people 
who worked in the industry.  Most game 

companies have job postings on their 
websites and at that point it becomes like 
any other job search. However, the only 
way you will get noticed is if you have 
some basic knowledge of interactive 
audio.  If you are new to the industry, 
research the tools and methods used by 
interactive sound designers (this is not a 
linear medium, so it requires a different 
way of thinking). Your skill as a sound 
designer is important, but knowing how to 
author audio for interactive games is key.

What is the biggest challenge in this line 
of work? 
TP: The toughest part is probably just 
keeping our sounds integrated and playing 
as expected. Given the vast number of 
changes being made to the game as it 
evolves, it’s not uncommon for sounds 
that were working exactly as intended 
yesterday to be somehow broken by a 
well-meaning designer, artist, or animator 
within a week or two.  We record, edit and 
integrate the sounds to play exactly the 
way we want them to, but the real fi ght 
is shepherding them all the way to the 
shipped product.
PL: Honestly, making good sound is the 
easiest part of our job…still hearing it 
in the game as intended on the shipped 
product takes a lot of vigilance and time. 
“Optimized out of existence” became a 
late night catch phrase on the audio team 
during fi naling. Because audio is attached 
in so many ways to bring animations, 
physics, visual effects, design scripts and 
coded events to life, a lot of our work 
tends to get unintentionally broken by 
last minute changes in other areas of the 
game.

As we were leaving EA, the sound 
team shared wisdom from Erik Kraber, the 
senior audio director on Medal of Honor, 
who oversaw all dialogue recording and 
coordinated its entire musical score. His 
wisdom: “without a valley, a peak means 
nothing.” Indeed, in playing Medal of 
Honor, the level of audio detail is truly a 
feat to behold. The world is organically 
punctuated by the warmth and depth 
of an interactive seven hour movie that 
can be dynamically played out anyway 
you’d like it. You can hear the crackle of 
machine gun fi re in the distance, the wind 
in hollowed out fuselage or prone yourself 
to the ground and drag your body over the 
rocky riverbed – whatever the scenario or 
sound, the Medal of Honor team has got 
you covered. Now, duck!  

Audio Lead Tyler Parsons at Fort Irwin

B

S&P



PETROL
B A G S TM B L A C K  D E C AB L A C K  D E C A

In honor of our 10th Anniversary,
Petrol Bags™ introduces the
Black Deca line – setting a new standard
in professional equipment bags.
Through our close relationship with working
professional's worldwide, Petrol Bags has
succeeded in designing products that will exceed
the expectations of those who use them.

For additional information and more items
please visit our new website www.petrolbags.com

Buy

FREE

and getand get
Rain poncho
PRP-2
for

* Offer valid until February 1st 2011    ** Offer valid while supplies last

Petrol Bags™
DECA Eargonaizer S / L / XL
PS601 / PS602 / PS603
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Monitor Yoke MountsMarketplace

To advertise in our 
marketplace

please contact
daron@coffeysound.com
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Consignment Used Rental Gear
•LECTROSONICS MC40 CABLE 
•PSC MC40 CABLE 
•ZAXCOM DEVA II, 1 40G, 2 80G, WITH 
PS AND CABLES
•ANVIL CASES BLUE (LARGE) 
•BNC 100’ CABLE 
•50’ 1/4”M TO 1/4”M CABLE 
•WHITE F CONNECTOR CABLE 
•SENNHEISER 415T 
•SONOSAX SX-8 8IN/2OUT 
•COOPER 208 MIXER 
•SENNHEISER SK50 TRANSMITTER 
SENNHEISER 
•KK AUDIO KD-6 6U RACK 
•PSC MILLIMIC TA5F OLD LECTRO 
WIRING 
•SENNHEISER 815T RED DOT 
•PORTAMOUNT FOR DR-100/H4N 
WORKS WITH AH-2H
•LECTROSONICS M-150 WIRED FOR 
MM400A
•LITTLELITE GOOSENECK 12’ LED 
W/ BNC 
•JOSEPHSON PODIUM/GOOSENECKMIC 
W/ HYPERCARDIOD CAPSULE
•ZAXCOM DEVA II 
•GOOSENECK 18” 
•SENNHEISER WIRELESS 
SYSTEM(EK3041, SK50)
•LECTROSONICS UT200 BLOCK 21 
•NEUMANN KM150 
•COOPER CS104 VU METERS 
•MTO PONCHO 
•LECTROSONICS SM BLOCK 28 
•BACKSTAGE SHELVES 36/18/1.5” FOR 
•MAGLINER W/ CARPET
•TASCAM LINE INPUT MIXER
•IDX I400 4-BAY NICKEL METAL 
CHARGER 
•PSC DVPROMIX 
•SENNHEISER MKE-2 TO 4 PIN LEMO 
•LECTROSONICS UMC200D BLOCKS 
21/22 MULTICOUPLER
•VDB LARGE BOOMPOLE W/ STRAIGHT 
CABLE
•SENNHEISER 816T 
•LECTROSONICS IFB T2 TRANSMIT-
TERS BLOCK 29
•LECTROSONICS RACK WITH 2 200 
SERIES SYSTEMS BLK 27/28
•NAGRA 468 1/4” 7” REEL 19
•RASTORDER SOUND CART 
•AMBIENT TC SLATE ACD301 W/ CASE 
AND SLEEVE
•RME ADI-4DD ADAT TO AES CONVERT-
ER FOR 5.1 SYSTEM
•AUDIO TECHNICA AT101 UHF 
WIRELESS
•FOSTEX PD-6 W/ CASE/CORDS/MAN-
UAL 
•“H” ANTENNA 
•PSC M6 RETRO MIXER W/ MODS AND 
CABLES

•SENNHEISER EK3041/SK3063 C RANGE 
•CHAUVET DMX-10 33’ XLR CABLE 17
•HOSA 5’ XLR CABLE 
•CHAUVET DMX-1.5 XLR CABLE 
•PEAVY 25’ XLR CABLE 
•SONY DIGITAL 4-CHANNEL MIXER 
•DMXPO
•PSC POWERSTATION 
•TRAM TR-79 AUDIO LIMITED MICRON 
POWER SUPPLY
•MACKIE 1402 VLZ PRO MIXER 
•SENNHEISER MKE-2 LAVALIER MICRO-
PHONE W/LEMO CONNECTOR
•NEUMANN KMR82 W/ CASE 
•FOSTEX PD-4 
•SONY WR WIRELESS SYSTEM 
•JK AUDIO BROADCAST HOST 
•LECTROSONICS M-152 LAV MICRO-
PHONE
•RYCOTE STEREO “AG” WINDJAMMER-
OLD STEREO R16
•NAGRA 4.2 W/ LEATHER CASE/ MAN-
UAL
•BACKSTAGE BUCKET 
•BACKSTAGE SHELF 13” X 16” 
•CABLE DSUB25-AES FOR TASCAMYA-
MAHA
•HOSA 23’ CABLE D-SUB - 1/4” CSS807 
•HOSA 8 CHANNEL 9’ D-SUB-1/4” CABLE 
-CSS803
•OPTIMUS NON-POWERED SPEAKERS 
•TIMECODE SWITCHBOX 
•APHEX COMPELLOR 320A 
•COOPER CS106+1 MIXER CS106+1 
MIXER
•SCHOEPS CMC4 W/ MK41 T-POWER 
•MOTOROLA CDM1250 MOBILE UHF 
STATION
•HHB PDR1000 TC 
•COMTEK CRYSTALS 
•SCHOEPS CMC6 WITH MK41 CAPSULE 
•GLYPH 4.7GB PORTABLE DEVAMATE 
DVD-RAM BURNER
•COMTEK NTC-102 NECKLOOP 

All Coffey Sound gear is tested 
and ready for 
production.

Questions? 
Call 323-876-7525 or visit

www.coffeysound.com

•BEACHTECH DXA-4 or 4S 
•COOPER CS-104 Includes (1) PORTABRACE 
CASE, POUCH & STRAP
•DENECKE PS-T 
•FOSTEX PD-606 Includes (1) IDX BATTERY  
SLED
•FOSTEX DV-40 Includes (1) OSHA POWER 
CABLE
•LECTROSONICS SM (BLK 21) Includes 
(1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS UCR411 (BLK 21) Includes 
(2) ANTENNA
•LECTROSONICS UM400 (BLK 21) Includes
 (1) ANTENNA, (1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS UM400 (BLK 22) Includes 
(1) ANTENNA, (1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS UM400 (BLK 24) Includes 
(1) ANTENNA, (1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS UM400 (BLK 25) Includes 
(1) ANTENNA, (1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS UM400 (BLK 26) Includes 
(1) ANTENNA, (1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS R1 (BLK 22) Includes 
(1) BELT CLIP
•LECTROSONICS R1 (BLK 24) Includes 
(1) BELT CLIP
•SCHOEPS CMC-4 PRE-AMP 
•SOUND DEVICES 442 Includes (1) 
PORTA•BRACE CASE, POUCH & STRAP
•TASCAM DA-98 Includes (1) OSHA POWER 
CABLE
•WENDT X5 Includes (1) PORTABRACE CASE, 
POUCH & STRAP
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Sennheiser SK5212 II Transmitter 

K-TEK Woods Quick Connect

Lightpanels Bi-Color LED
The new 1x1 Bi-Color from Lightpanels is one of the fi rst professional lights to 
utilize both 3200°K and 5600°K LEDs in a single housing. This new concept in 
lighting puts virtually unlimited color control right at your fi ngertips. Litepanels’ 
design delivers soft, directional output in any color you desire - from cool white 
daylight to soft, warm tungsten, or any temperature in between. With the 1x1 Bi-
Color, a single light fi xture can do it all. The Bi-Color has a full-range dimmer and 
remains cool to the touch. The LEDs can run on either AC or an optional snap-on 
battery system.  

The K-Tek Woods Quick Connect is a dream-come-true for boom op-
erators seeking to simply switch microphones. It only takes a few days 
of switching between an interior and an exterior mic before the foolish 
act of rotating the mic starts to wear on a boom operator. This is espe-
cially true if the mixer calls for a mic change between takes. 

With other quick connect system, the rotating the mic goes away, but 
the wear and tear and lost time of reconnecting XLR cables remains. 
K-tek’s elegant microphone quick connect has the XLR connector built 
into the boom pole so that there’s no need to re-plug the XLR connec-
tor. K-tek is expected to present a stereo version to easily switch be-
tween stereo and mono microphones with the same boom pole! New 
poles can be ordered with the Woods Quick Connect and many exist-
ing K-tek poles are eligible for a reasonably-priced upgrade.

The new extended switching bandwidth of up to 184 MHz provides extra fl exibility 
no matter where your project takes you. The transmission power can be adjusted 
to improve transmission duration while meeting regional regulations. With its ex-
tensive power spectrum, the low power consumption of the SK 5212-II is particu-
larly impressive: one alkaline manganese battery (Mignon/AA) lasts for at least 
5½ hours of operation. Put in a primary lithium AA and hear it work all day.

Sennheiser EM3732 II Receiver
The EM 3731/3732-II series is characterized by high transmission reliability, ex-
ceptional audio quality and simple operation. A switching bandwidth of up to 184 
MHz is more than double that of its predecessors. A reference-
grade spectrum analyzer ensures clear channel selection. The 
integrated Ethernet connection means that the receivers can be 
linked into any network and controlled remotely. Standard inter-
connections include AES3/EBU digital audio interface facilitates a 
direct connection to digital mixing consoles. A high-contrast OLED display and in-
tuitive user interface complete the scope of features of this high-quality receiver.  






