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Sound Pipeline
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This module is split into 6 chapters and will cover the following topics:
· Introduction
· Chapter One: An introduction to the sound pipeline
· Chapter Two: Development and pre-production
· Chapter Three: Production
· Chapter Four: Post production: sound editorial
· Chapter Five: Post production: mixing and delivery
· Chapter Six: Conclusions
Introduction
This module is part of a series on sound within film and TV post-production. In this module, we will discuss sound pipelines. 
[bookmark: _Building_trust_with][bookmark: _Chapter_One:_An]Chapter One: An introduction to the sound pipeline
In this module, we are going to discuss the sound pipeline. While the workflow and personnel setup throughout are tailored to bigger projects, the core concepts are applicable to non-fiction or smaller-scale productions as well. For such projects, you may need to streamline certain parts of the workflow or work with smaller teams. To provide a comprehensive understanding, we will outline the most detailed approach, allowing you to decide how to adapt it to the scale and budget of your production.
When we talk about the 'Sound Track' of a film or TV show, there's a common misconception: many believe it’s just the production sound mixed together with the music. But in reality that’s far from the truth.
A Film or TV “Sound Track” is a highly complex creation, crafted by many skilled professionals. 
Recordists will provide the production sound from on-set and additional recordings to enhance the visuals. Specialist Sound Editors will work with dialogue, FX and music and cut them into sync. And Re-Recording Mixers will combine all that sound into a seamless blend, to ensure everyone’s work can be heard.
A film or TV programme is only completed when all the sound elements are in place as sound is considered to be 50% of the viewing experience. On a large-scale movie or TV production, up to 90% of the sound you hear wouldn’t have been recorded on set and instead has been carefully added during post-production. 
Unlike visuals, which allow audiences to immediately 'see' an issue, sound is more subjective as viewers may sense something is off without being able to identify it. While an audience may struggle to pinpoint what they love about the sound, they undeniably feel the emotion and atmosphere it creates. It’s often said that when it 'sounds right,' it 'looks right.' Sound smooths jump cuts, enhances VFX and ensures the audience can fully immerse themselves in the story.
The sound work across an entire project includes:
· Recording sound on set 
· Turnover to offline editorial
· Sound editorial
· Music (this includes both composition and the acquisition of source music rights)
· Sound mixing
· [bookmark: _Creating_inclusive_work]And Sound delivery
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In an established sound pipeline, sound is considered from the outset to avoid costly fixes later.
Involving the sound team earlier on during development and pre-production gives them the greatest opportunity to contribute and ensures a more cohesive approach to sound throughout the project.
The Supervising Sound Editor or Sound Designer, who heads up the sound editorial team, can play a key role in planning the budget and schedule for their department during pre-production. Input can range from consulting around timings and workflow on a smaller project to more complex on-set recording setups or problem-solving for larger or more complicated productions such as how best to deal with noisy locations.
In addition to the sound team, involving the Music Supervisor early on to assess the script is crucial. This allows the production team to anticipate potential music-rights related challenges, such as clearance issues, and address them well in advance of shooting. 
The Music Supervisor may also aid in the recording of any live elements on set, or assist with any playback or performance that is required on set.
Regardless of the specifics, early involvement and proper planning helps ensure that the project and crew are well-equipped to make the most of sound and music, enhancing the overall production.
[bookmark: _Chapter_Three:_Production]Chapter Three: Production
During the production stage, the work of the post-production sound team is typically minimal. However, fostering a relationship between the offline editorial department and the sound teams can be incredibly valuable for addressing sound-related queries, resolving early issues with audio captured on set or ensuring all musical elements are properly handled. This type of intervention, whether for sound or music, is only made possible by a proactive approach from the editorial team and the Post Supervisor or Producer.
Having close relationships between sound editorial and the Sound Recordist or Mixer on set is critical. If alerted to any issues, they can assess and adjust their approach going forward.
The same is true of the Supervising Sound Editor or Re-Recording Mixer. If involved, they may receive early recordings from the set to assess whether additional time or budget will be needed to address unforeseen or emerging sound problems. 
This may help save time and or money later on in the project.
The Sound Recordist and Sound Mixer have clearly defined roles on set.
Sound is recorded separately from the camera using a variety of microphones. The Sound Recordist adjusts and optimises the microphone outputs and ensures they are correctly recorded onto a solid-state recorder. 
They monitor audio levels with headphones and capture Isolated Tracks, known as ISOs, which are individual tracks for each microphone, along with a mix track for guide and editing purposes. 
The Sound Recordist or Sound Mixer on set documents good audio takes as "circle takes" on sound report sheets, noting any issues that arise. These sound reports are a key reference for the editorial team, helping them edit the original sound while cross-checking that they have received all of the media.
Sound logs, created by the sound team on set using software like Silverstack, provide detailed information about the audio being turned over to offline editorial. These logs are a valuable resource for the 1st Assistant Editor to help align the audio with the pictures, ready for the editing process. Cameras may also record guide sound as a precaution, providing backup to sync audio with pictures if other methods fail.
Capturing high-quality sound on set is incredibly valuable. Production sound provides the starting point for all other sound work, but other recordings can also be done on-set which doesn’t need sync. This may include wildtracks to capture the ambience of the location and location sound effects or specific recordings of key sounds such as vehicles or an animal. 
If anticipated and time is allowed to do the work, these types of recordings can greatly reduce the costs in post, saving time AND money.
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During the offline picture edit, the Picture Editor or their Assistant Editor may add temporary sound effects to the cut to make it feel more cohesive. These are called 'cutting copy' sound effects. If the budget allows, the Sound Editors may work collaboratively with the Picture Editor to contribute sound design elements at this stage as well.
The same process is applied to music. For projects without a dedicated Music Editor, the responsibility for music falls to the Picture Editor, who will be given a palette of music to choose from by the Music Supervisor, Director and or Producers. This selection, often referred to as "music sketches," consists of a playlist of approved tracks, which have been cleared for use, and are curated to suit the project’s tone and style. 
On higher-budget projects, a Music Editor usually collaborates with the editorial team from the outset. They supply pre-edited music options for the edit and take the pressure off the Picture Editor.
The start of sound editorial varies depending on the production. For lower budget projects, it would be picture lock and for bigger budget projects it will be at the Director’s cut stage of the edit.
Regardless of when sound editorial starts, as work progresses through the sound pipeline, media is turned over to the sound and music departments, and spotting sessions are scheduled.
Spotting sessions are when the Supervising Sound Editor or Sound Designer works with the Director or main Producer to go through the film or TV show to identify key narrative beats and emotional shifts for the sound design to support. They will also begin to plan specific sound design elements, such as ambient sounds, Foley, and dialogue clarity in the spotting session.
The sound editorial team is led by the Supervising Sound Editor, who may double up as the Sound Designer or Effects Editor depending on the size of the team. 
Sound editorial is made up of a number of different departments. These are… 
· Dialogue - Production, which uses the sound recorded on set
· Dialogue - ADR and Crowd, which involves re-recording dialogue to replace the original performances, and creating crowd recordings
· Sound Design, where sounds are created and manipulated to build the project’s unique soundscape
· Sound Effects - Hard FX (also called spot FX) and Atmos, where missing sound effects are filled in and atmosphere backdrops are created
· And Foley, where everyday sound effects are recorded directly in sync to the picture, such as recreating footsteps. Foley is used to add realism and texture to a film as well as ensuring a consistent sound bed for when films are dubbed for audiences worldwide.
Post-production sound offers a fantastic opportunity to enhance production value. For example, high-quality sound can elevate VFX, making visuals feel more immersive and enhancing the overall polish of the final product.
If you would like to know more about the sound editorial process, we recommend referring to the Sound Editorial module.
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Finally, we get to mixing!
First, we start with the pre-mix, which happens before the final mix.
At the pre-mix stage, we focus on isolating and refining the different types of sound to create pre-mixes for each category.  For example, the dialogue, which would include production sound, ADR, and crowd recordings. 
There are normally two types of pre-mix:
A sound effects premix which includes sound design, FX and Foley.
And a Dialogue premix which includes production sound, ADR and crowd.
This dialogue pre-mix will eventually need to work together with the sound effects and music but keeping it separate during this stage ensures that each element receives the proper time and attention needed before they are combined.
The Re-Recording Mixer creates the mix in an environment designed to replicate the audience's final viewing experience. If it is a TV show, this is likely to be in a “home entertainment” or smaller calibrated room for replicating home viewing. A theatrical release would be mixed in a cinema-size large theatrical mix stage.

The length of time working on the final mix of a project is influenced by the scale and budget of the production, with approaches varying between scripted TV or film and factual productions.
For TV and film projects, the Director, Lead Producer, or Showrunner typically participates in the mix in a room referred to as the Re-Recording Mixing Stage, where they collaborate with the Re-Recording Mixers with support from the Supervising Sound Editor and sound team. 
During this process, they work through the project, blending the sound effects pre-mix, the dialogue pre-mix and the final music. To ensure the mix proceeds smoothly, all music should be delivered at the start of the final mix.
If you would like more information on this stage of sound mixing, we recommend you refer to the Sound Mixing module.
And finally to delivery…
The range of sound deliverables is extensive within film and TV and is designed to accommodate various listening environments. In addition to the master deliverables, there will also be secondary assets and accompanying paperwork that need to be provided to the broadcaster, streamer, or distributor. The complexity of the sound mix directly impacts the time required to create these deliverables, as each one must adhere to precise industry standards.
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This concludes our session on sound pipeline. Our takeaways from this session should be:
1. There are many stages of sound which need to be addressed in pre-production, production, post-production and delivery.
1. Although the sound department's work may go unseen, with good communication and careful planning, it can help elevate a project far beyond its budget level.
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