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REVIEW

I was born during the boom of the TV generation, 
but my clearest childhood memories are of 
sound experiences. Buddy Holly on my mom’s 
plastic AM radio, waking up to the sounds of 

bacon frying, and birds outside my window singing 
their hearts out in the steamy Southern spring. Even 
now, years later, after exhausting days filled with work 
and travel, when I fall asleep I sometimes fall into a 
dream that I’ve had since I was in my twenties. This 
dream is laced with sound — scary sounds. Perhaps 
from my years in the 1970s spent living and working 
in Germany, this drama dream is very vocal, lots of 
screams with chases in the Underground during the 
World War. I know that I’m vocally dreaming too, as 
my wife confirms that I am speaking German in my 
sleep. Decades later, I am still dreaming the sounds of 
those dramatic episodes.

As a sound designer, I’m blessed to have been in 
a position of dreaming (while awake) and imagining 
the sound of the last eight Olympic Games — and 
getting paid for it. Now, don’t get me wrong: I don’t 
pretend to take all of the credit for the sound of the 
Olympic sports because I have worked with some of 
the best audio practitioners and sound producers on 
the planet. And they have been very happy to tell 
me how they think things should sound. In fact, I 
will never forget the letter from a Resolution reader 
written in response to my first article in Resolution 
that flatly queried, ‘What does a Yank know about 
football?’ Gotta say that I have learned a lot.

At the end of the day — dreams aside — sound 
design fundamentals still lie with listening, learning 
and critical thinking. I’ve always had a mental image 
of the sound of sports, scenery and life in general. As 
a sound producer, your aural image must meet certain 
listener expectations, but after that you have creative 
freedom to aurally paint a picture of the world.

Recently I had the pleasure to work with fellow 
sound producer, Peregrine Andrews, who produced a 
BBC Radio 4 programme called The Sound of Sport that 
aired on 30 April 2011. I was a little worried about it 
because I have generally worked with sound for the 
televised medium, not radio. Plus, Peregrine asked me 
to be the host of the show — as in the voice.

But once we got into the creation of the 
programme, it became an exciting journey through 

the soundscapes of sport. 
The radio documentary 
featured skilled, creative, 
sound designers and 
mixers who shared their 
techniques and secrets for 
capturing the sound in a 
way that a listener would 
recall it — rich, resonant 
and authentic to the 
experience of the sport.

So, you might ask, what 
is my point? It’s all about 
the authentic memory of 
sound. Consider this on a 
personal level: remember 
when you bought your 
first record or cassette tape 
or CD? Usually the artist 
printed the song lyrics 
on the jacket, providing 

an inspirational pathway through the musical 
soundscape. Just by reading those lyrics, your recall 
of the way the music sounded — the guitar licks, the 
bass rhythms, the vocal qualities — summoned your 
own sound memories. 

In live broadcast sports, there is another game 
being played by the sound practitioner: authenticity. 
A game of producing sound that brings back your 
memories of what it should sound like.

Last week I visited an audio project in Stockholm, 
Sweden, that reminded me of an audio planetarium. 
The Audiorama, located on a picturesque waterfront 
with boats bobbing in the waves, is billed as the one 
and only venue for innovative drama, sound art and 
electroacoustic music in northern Europe. Built inside 
what was once a torpedo factory on Skeppsholmen 
Island, the Audiorama is acoustically and visually 
designed exclusively for the listening experience. It 
houses 21 speakers in discrete channels, surrounding 
the listener from floor to ceiling. The sound is imaged 
from eight Genelec 8260A speakers equidistant in a 
circle around the listener with five 8240A speakers 
above, four Genelec 8130A at floor level, and four 
7260A LFE speakers. Because there is no visual 
image, there is no predetermined orientation.

Sound composer and technical producer, Marcus 
Wrango, created an audio theatre programme for 
school-aged children who visit the Audiorama. When 
I asked how the children reacted to the experience 
— especially of having nothing to look at — Marcus 
beamed in response. ‘The children are completely 
enthralled in the story and experience,’ he said, 
‘and furthermore, are fully attentive for the entire 
70 minutes!’ Character voices, places, spaces, special 
effects and music complete the sound image in their 
minds without any visual stimulation whatsoever.

The power of sound in a digital world with so much 
visual stimulation is not to be underestimated. Long 
form listening does not exist in an abridged world 
— with social media, games and video on demand. 
Personally, I believe that immersion in audio imagery 
is useful in developing the imagination and brain. 
Simply reading stories to my two grandchildren — 
aged 5 and 7 — has reinforced that belief. They bring 
me their books saying, ‘Papa, read to us! Take us 
somewhere!’ n

more than a few studios. Tornados have ripped up 
huge swatches of land in the central states, including 
most of Joplin, Missouri, which had several studios 
listed in the commercial directory.

I called around to a few of them. Some were 
answered by voicemail; one was ominously 
disconnected. I reached Glen Guttenfelder, owner of 
Big Fat Rooster Studios, a small facility in Joplin that 
handles mainly vocal and instrumental overdubs, as 
well as web video services. Guttenfelder told me that 
his home and studio were out of the tornado’s path. 
Nonetheless, when much of your client base is now 
homeless or worse — the official death toll as of early 
June was a little over 130, but Guttenfelder says the 
city’s morgues still held more than 100 more awaiting 
identification — it will inevitably impact business. 
‘There’s over a thousand buildings gone here, so just 
imagine what it’s going to take to get people and 
businesses back on their feet,’ he told me.

In the wake of the 2005 Hurricane Katrina-induced 
flooding of New Orleans, the music industry was one 
of the entities that helped raise awareness and funds 
for the city’s music infrastructure. But New Orleans’ 
chamber of commerce press releases to the contrary, 
the city’s music infrastructure is not back to where it 
was before the flood and may never be. A number of 
the iconic studios of the city, such as Ultrasonic, are 
still shuttered. And for those who remain, as Glen 
Guttenfelder is finding in Joplin, when your client base 
is still trying to right itself, it matters little how dry 
your cabling is. In fact, the psychological effects of a 
disaster like this extend outward for years. A report 
cited by the Caribbean cultural website Lamenca.org 
in 2009 stated that the rate of heart attacks in New 
Orleans had tripled since the flood. 

The biggest disaster to befall a major music centre 
in the US took place a little over a year ago, in 
Nashville, when over 13 inches of rain descended 
on Music City in less than 48 hours, creating a kind 
of inland Katrina. The overall toll of the flood was 
estimated at $1.4 billion, including the inundation of 
key venues, including the Grand Ole Opry’s Opyhouse 
and the Nashville Symphony Schermerhorn Concert 
Hall, as well as Soundcheck, the Nashville touring 
industry’s single biggest rehearsal, staging and 
storage company. 

These are all disasters of the type that you can’t 
control, and if the climate scientists are correct, there 
will only be more of them. Insurance will provide 
a bit of a hedge — and I’d take all of it I could 
afford — but it won’t cover everything. I was at 
the annual Audio Masters charity golf tournament 
in May in Nashville while writing this and ran 
into Joe Montarello, the closest thing the pro audio 
business has to an insurance guru. The one area 
that Montarello constantly emphasises to those of 
us in the industry is business interruption insurance, 
which he says is the most overlooked component 
of any insurance package, adding that Hurricane 
Katrina really brought this point to the fore. But it’s 
not as straightforward as you might think. When I 
mentioned that since Glen Guttenfelder’s studio was 
part of his home in Joplin and thus may not have had 
business interruption coverage, Montarello replied 
that it likely wouldn’t have made any difference, since 
in order for the interruption coverage to kick in, his 
studio would have to had sustained direct damage; 
damage to his client base doesn’t count under the 
terms of such policies. 

So when you get the chance to change something 
so relatively minor about the way you work that can 
have such far-reaching implications, take advantage 
of it. Like I’m about to, having sat way too long 
writing this. n

Sound imagery
It’s a visually orientated world; DENNIS BAXTER says we shouldn’t underestimate the full 
power of audio in isolation.


