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BRoAdCAST ASIdE

This all came to a crashing halt in 2006 when 
regulators discovered the frauds, estimated to total 
over US$300 million, and put out a warrant for 
Pearlman’s arrest. Most of the money was gone, as 
was Pearlman — he was finally caught later that year 
in Bali, Indonesia. He was convicted of bank fraud 
and sentenced to 25 years in Federal prison in 2008. 
(In a surprising move, the sentencing judge gave 
Pearlman the chance to cut his prison time, offering 
to reduce his sentence by one month for every million 
dollars he helps a bankruptcy trustee recover.)

But the story doesn’t end there, and in the 
coda to his tale Pearlman once again becomes the 
quintessential entrepreneurial record man. From his 
Federal prison cell 50 miles outside of Orlando, the 
city where he once owned a house with 11-and-
a-half baths and an 8-car garage, Pearlman is 
promoting a Southern rock band called Biteboy. The 
band is managed by an acquaintance of Pearlman, 
who had been pestering the tycoon to give his now-
21-year-old son and currently Biteboy’s lead singer a 
break in the music business. Pearlman had ignored 
them for the better part of a decade, but now, facing 
another 24 years with little to do but work in the 
prison laundry, the mogul decided to give them a shot.

He didn’t have much to work with, but what was 
there was very much Pearlman’s cup of tea. The band’s 
biggest publicity break had come when, in the wake 
of a high-profile murder of a young child in South 
Florida in 2008, the band pulled up to the victim’s 
home on a flatbed lorry and belted out a song about 
the child. Within days, a crew of FM-radio shock jocks 
did a broadcast ridiculing Biteboy for trying to milk a 
murder for publicity. Pearlman’s strategy then turned 
on something that had worked for him before: reality 
TV. As with his hit show Making The Band, which 
chronicled the assembly of yet another boy band, 
O-Town, Pearlman put the band’s manager in touch 
with Jonathan Murray, the producer behind MTV’s 
Real World show. In what will have to be one of the 
best lines of the century when it comes to this sort 
of thing, according to a recent profile on the prison 
producer, he told the manager to ‘say he was calling 
“from the office of Lou Pearlman.”’

Pearlman is operating at a logistical disadvantage: 
his direct interface with the band’s manager is limited 
to the occasional visit and phone call, and while he 
can have a radio, he’s not allowed to have a CD player 
in prison. The manager got around that last one by 
installing a half-watt transmitter, the kind used by real 
estate brokers to broadcast information about homes 
for sale to listeners in the immediate area, in his car. 
He then transmitted Biteboy tunes over the airwaves 
while driving by the Orange County Jail.

One other little issue: Federal prison rules prohibit 
inmates from running a business from within the 
prison. But the way around that is to have the 
reality show declared a documentary project, which 
the rules do allow prisoners to participate in, so 
long as any money they earn is used as restitution 
for their victims. If the show ever makes it to the 
air, Pearlman’s voice will be allowed to be part of 
it, played through a speaker from a recording. And 
thanks to that special provision by the sentencing 
judge, Pearlman’s profits, if any, could edge him closer 
to an early release.

You have to wonder if Phil Spector is going to be 
anywhere nearly that entrepreneurial during his stint 
in the clink. The producer is 69 years old and won’t be 
eligible for parole until he’s served 19 of his 19-years-
to-life sentence. And there’s no get-out-of-jail-early 
card like the one Pearlman is cunningly constructing. 
For some producers, the last take is the one they 
simply can’t fix in the mix. n

F rom the carnival to the cinema, from 
radio to television and now computers, 
the human race has had a love affair with 
entertainment. In fact, this obsession has 

never faded. Even in times of economic recession, 
people still spend to escape to the excitement and 
enchantment of entertainment.

It’s interesting that much of the sound/picture 
evolution — if not all — has been driven by the 
audience’s love affair with entertainment. A good 
example is the history of the ‘talkies’. Up until the late 
1920s, motion pictures were silent — with theatres 
providing live orchestras to accompany the picture. 
All that changed in 1926 when Warner Brothers, in 
conjunction with Western Electric, introduced a new 
sound-on-disc system in which sound effects and 
music were recorded on a wax record that would 
later be synchronised with the film projector. Live 
orchestras were suddenly obsolete. Prerecorded audio, 
sound effects and music were suddenly in.

Audiences were amazed with this sound 
technology which premiered with the landmark 
film The Jazz Singer in New York City in October 
1927. Box office sales sky-rocketed as audiences 
fell in love with the talkies. As a result, the rush 
to produce sound pictures revolutionised the film 
industry around the world — illustrating the impact 
the audience factor has on innovation.

And innovation continued at a rapid pace through 
the 1930s and 1940s: television was invented and 
brought to market, directional microphones were 
invented which increased the frequency range of film 
recording, reduced ground noise and extended the 
volume range, technological advances that opened up 
creative possibilities for increasing the quality of sound 
recording. In the 50s and 60s we saw the migration 
from black and white television to colour and mono 
sound to stereo sound. Video brought instantaneous 
capture and playback — not possible with film. The 
invention of the personal computer in the 80s and 
90s brought another medium to audiences and entire 
industries were (and are) born to fill the audience 
demand for content — software, electronic gaming, web 

conferencing, telephony, social networking. So much 
has changed over the decades  and yet so much hasn’t. 

From a sound man’s perspective, the transition 
over the last 20 years from analogue to digital allows 
higher level of broadcast quality in both sound and 
picture, although this too is subject to debate because 
of compression schemes. But the technology was 
designed to enhance the viewing — and listening 
— experience. 

Looking at the today’s broadcast sound/picture 
landscape, I see another innovation: high definition 
television. Once again, it was designed to bring a 
higher level of quality to the audience — and it is 
bringing an evolutionary visual improvement to 
audiences — but unbelievably, high definition is 
broadcasted in stereo sound, even though we already 
have the technological advance of surround sound to 
match the high definition picture.

So why the disconnect? Tight budgets, low 
production values, pissy producers, and a complete 
disregard for the love affair.

So what does high definition television mean to the 
audience? Well, there are a couple of different video 
scan rates, although all the pictures have a 16 x 9 
aspect ratio so you get wide screen, while standard 
definition has the boxier 4 x 3 aspect ratio. A wider 
screen expands the viewing real estate — so now 
you get to have crawling graphics and split screens to 
distract us from the content. I’ve even seen sporting 
events split the screen with the commercial. 

The case for high definition is that it ‘enhances 
the viewing experience’. An enhanced viewing 
experience should be as much about the sound as 
the scene. And I don’t mean yappy commentators 
telling us what we just saw I’m talking about the 
visceral excitement of an event that we love to 
experience — and nothing captures it better than 
sound. By definition, high definition television has 
5.1 sound minimum. So why aren’t we broadcasting 
high definition in surround sound? 

There are a couple of things that drive the answer: 
commercials, archives, production value, television 
management and audience expectations. Commercials 
often lead the curve in production value and most 
commercials are produced in surround. Multichannel 
sound is here to stay and future value will be 
enhanced with surround.

Interestingly enough, producers are not even 
considering that older home satellite and cable 
systems deliver two-channel analogue stereo audio, 
which, if you run your TV sound through your home 
stereo with Pro Logic II or DTS will give you surround. 
Your sound is already being upmixed, downmixed 
and crossmixed with unpredictable results.

Notably, that even with all of the technological 
innovations that have taken place since film first 
began enchanting audiences with its beauty, creativity 
and clarity, the filmmaking industry has survived. 
Why? They have never forgotten the audience love 
affair factor. Filmmakers use their celluloid creativity 
to push their art form to higher levels and take pride in 
doing so. Sound producers for film look for new ways 
to enchant, to excite, to entertain.

There’s a lesson for broadcasters here: if producers 
allow the sound/picture quality and entertainment 
value of their broadcasts to be diminished, audiences 
will go elsewhere. The love affair will be over. n

Never forget the love affair
Throughout the history of entertainment, there has been a love affair between the 

production and the audience, says DENNIS BAXTER.


