
Ears Wide Open: Considerations of Immersive Sound in the Works of Stanley Kubrick

Dr j Milo Taylor: London College of Communication                                           m.taylor@lcc.arts.ac.uk



FADE IN: 

WARNER BROS. LOGO: 
WARNER BROS. PICTURES WB A WARNER COMMUNICATIONS COMPANY 

LOGO FADES OUT: 

Music: Johnny Wright's "Hello Vietnam" 

TITLE: A STANLEY KUBRICK FILM 

CUT TO: 

TITLE: FULL METAL JACKET 

CUT TO: 

1 INT. BARBERSHOP--PARRIS ISLAND MARINE BASE-- DAY 
Marine recruits having their heads shaved with electric clippers. The hair 
piles up on the floor. 
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• Research interests include sound art, histories of the senses, media 
archaeology, audio-visual culture, archival work, anthropology, 
archaeoacoustics, entanglement and material culture, acoustic ecology, 
decolonising the curriculum, electronic culture, myth, narrative and story-
telling and the sonic world at large. (“the expanded field” (Kraus 1979)

• Cinema theory is a relatively new theme for me! This is a rather 
speculative talk – a dialogue with esteemed colleagues! 

• Broader Context: Just returned from Venice Biennale (Cinema / Fine Art & 
V.R.) : parallel work with ambisonics, new media, binaural and 
stereoscopic immersion, interactivity and UX.



Overview
• Introduction to the Kubrick archive (a very small sample) and the wider 

project8
{… a significant bracket: gender, race, class and immersive media …}

• Acoustemologies of “immersion” (What is it? Why so much of it now?)
• Smalley’s Space-Form (acousmatic / electroacoustic music)
• Cox’s metaphysics (sound art / experimental music)
• Sterne’s audio-visual litany (media archaeology)

• Methodologies of Sound Cinema
• “Sound Matters”: Sergi’s Suggestions for Sound Analysis
• Kerin’s Digital Surround Sound Paradigm: “the ultra-field”

• Case Study: Full Metal Jacket: Reel 2A / 2B
• Conclusion / Future Work / Final Question (to you!)





Diachronic (compare with synchronic)

Spartacus Clockwork Orange The Shining  Full Metal Eyes Wide Shut 
Jacket 

1960     à 1971 à 1980 à 1987     à 1997

Weis 1985 à Sonnenschein 2001 à Sterne 2003 à Sergi 2004 à Chion 2009 à Kerins 2011 à Voegelin 2018 à Cox 2018



Kubrick Chronology

• FEAR & DESIRE (1953)
• KILLER’S KISS (1955)
• THE KILLING (1956)
• PATHS OF GLORY (1957) 
• SPARTACUS (1960)
• LOLITA (1962)
• DR. STRANGELOVE: OR HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING AND LOVE THE BOMB (1964)
• 2001: A SPACE ODYSSEY (1968)
• A CLOCKWORK ORANGE (1971)
• BARRY LYNDON (1975)
• THE SHINING (1980)
• FULL METAL JACKET (1987)
• EYES WIDE SHUT (1999)



SPARTACUS (1960)





A CLOCKWORK ORANGE (1971)







EYES WIDE SHUT (1999)



FULL METAL JACKET (1987)
Sound Credits
Roger Cherrill ... sound transfer
Paul Conway ... assistant sound editor
Peter Culverwell ... assistant sound editor
Mike Dowson ... dubbing mixer
Nigel Galt... … sound editor
Joe Illing ... … dialogue editor
Andy Nelson ... dubbing mixer
Edward Tise ... sound editor / sound recordist
Martin Trevis ... boom operator
Steve Bartlett ... sound (uncredited)

Screenplay by Stanley Kubrick, Michael Herr and Gustav Hasford
Based on Hasford ‘s novel The Short-Timers

Music by Vivian Kubrick.. .(as Abigail Mead)



The Transformation of Laurence Pyle

Pre-Immersion Post-Immersion



FULL METAL JACKET (1987)









Auditory Imagination
“‘The auditory imagination’ is the feeling for syllable and rhythm, for 
penetrating far below the conscious levels of thought and feeling, invigorating 
every word; sinking to the most primitive and forgotten, returning to the origin 
and bringing something back, seeking the beginning and the end. 

It works through meanings, certainly, or not without meanings in the ordinary 
sense, and fuses the old and obliterated and the trite, the current, and the new 
and surprising, the most ancient and the most civilized mentality.”

T.S. Eliot channeled by Sterne (2012) in The Sound Studies Reader. Routledge



Denis Smalley (acousmatic / electroacoustic composer)



Smalley’s Space-Form



Sound Matters: Sergi’s Suggestions for Sound Analysis

“Textual analysis is an important tool for film scholars […] it has played 
a crucial role in, at the very least, legitimising some of the most 
influential currents in film studies. However, despite its continued 
influence, textual analysis has been remarkably impervious to all things 
sound.” (Sergi 2004:136)

Sergi’s focus is upon “sound in film in terms of practices and dynamics 
and less as a means to ascertain meaning”.  (ibid)

Sergi,G.(2004) The Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywood. Manchester University Press



ORTHODOX CULTURAL THEORY IS (textualism / discusivity)
• Semiotics                
à de Saussure “banishes sound”
• Psychoanalysis      
à Lacan “words make things”
• Post-Structuralism 
à Barthes  “there is nothing beneath”
• Deconstruction
• à Derrida “"there is no outside-text”

AND ARGUES..

• Contingency of meaning and the multiplicity of interpretation

• Culture is a system of signs, subjects + objects of signification

• Associative networks (in flux) give meaning to these nodes

• Perception + experience are always moderated by the symbolic field

• Consequently meaning and being are contingent and indeterminate

ESSENTIALIST 
(SIGN = ESSENCE)

REALIST

ANTI

ANTI

KEY OPPOSITIONS of Orthodox Theory

Culture   | Nature
Phenomena | Noumena

Text   | Matter 

Re: OOO, entanglement theory

KEY DYAD of Orthodox (Sound) Theory

Literacy | Orality
Urban | Rural (acoustic ecology) 



KEY OPPOSITIONS of Orthodox Theory

Culture   | Nature
Phenomena | Noumena

Text   | Matter 
Literacy  | Orality 

Symbolic Order | “the real”

KEY OPPOSITIONS of Orthodox Film Sound Theory

Dialogue| Ambience
Dialogue | Effect
Music | Dialogue

Music | Ambience
Music (creative)| Sound (technical)



Cox’s Sonic Flux
• Cox proposes instead a “rigourous materialism” that construes human symbolic life 

as a particular instance of transformative processes evident throughout the natural 
world.” (Cox 2018:18)

• He observes that music as an art-form has eluded analysis in terms of 
representation and signification (consider Sergi’s comment earlier) it being “self-
contained and in no need of content from the outside world”

• 20th and 21st century sound art explores the materiality of sound and “what these 
work reveal […} is that the sonic arts are not more abstract than the visual , but 
rather more concrete, and that they require not a formalist analysis, but a 
materialist one” (ibid.)



“Music differs from all the other arts by the fact that it is not a copy of 
appearance […] but is directly a copy of the will itself, and therefore expresses 
the metaphysical to everything physical in the world, the thing in itself to every 
appearance. Accordingly, we could just as well call the world embodied music 
as embodied will.” (Cox 2018:20)



Western Metaphysics: A Dyadic Case Study

Dionysus | Apollo

Titans | Olympians

The Barbarian | The Civilised

Lyric poetry | Epic poetry

Music | Sculpture

Excess | Measure

Unity | Individuation

Pain | Pleasure

“The  central opposition between Dionysus and Apollo is certainly not properly dialectical. Were it so, the Dionysian 

would be sublated in a higher form. But tragedy does no such thing. Rather it affirms the Dionysian, which is made 

sensible through Apollonian figures and forms. We must understand Greek tragedy as the Dionysian chorus which ever 

anew discharges itself in an Apollonian world of images.” (Cox 2018:22)



Dionysus: The Intensive

“the eternal and original artistic power” 

”dissonance”

“the contradiction at the heart of the world”

“excess”

“creation and destruction”

”savage natural instincts”

“a world eternally self-creating and self-destroying”





Sterne’s audiovisual Litany

Ong’s account of communication history is structured by sets of paired 
assumptions about the differences between seeing and hearing, a 
grouping I have termed “the audiovisual litany” (Sterne, 2003, p. 15):



• hearing is spherical; vision is directional
• hearing immerses its subject; vision offers a perspective
• sounds come to us, but vision travels to its object
• hearing is concerned with interiors; vision is concerned with surfaces
• hearing involves physical contact with the outside world; vision requires distance from it
• hearing places you inside an event; seeing gives you a perspective on the event
• hearing tends toward subjectivity; vision tends toward objectivity
• hearing brings us into the living world; sight moves us toward atrophy and death
• hearing is about affect; vision is about intellect
• hearing is a primarily temporal sense; vision is a primarily spatial sense
• hearing is a sense that immerses us in the world, while vision removes us from it.



Returning to Sergi’s Suggestions for Sound Analysis

“a more organic approach – Part One: A question of attitude.” His 
considerations include thoughts on:

• Audience (Academic / Industry / General Public)

• Technology (passive) vs Creativity (active)

• Sound vs. Image: “The belief that aural techniques are a means of 
expression inferior to visual ones is shared by most film scholars and, 
indeed, by many filmmakers.” 

Sergi,G.(2004) The Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywood. Manchester University Press



“a more organic approach – Part Two: Sound Dynamics

• Orchestration: Overall impression of a few key relationships. “ Virtually all 
movies will have a proportion of music, dialogue, sound effects and silence. ”
The “aesthetics of surround”: the relationship between front and surround 
speakers. Creative choices range from mono, stereo, 5.1, Atmos
• Temporal Contrast: : Within, and between, sequences.
• Conceptual Focus: Murch’s “two-and-a-half things.”
• Definition: Designed sounds that define an environment, a sequence, 

character, or entire film

Sergi,G.(2004) The Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywood. Manchester University Press

Sergi’s Suggestions for Sound Analysis: Sound Dynamics



Kerins’ Digital Surround Style and the “ultrafield”.
Production and Style

History & Origins of Multichannel and Digital Surround
The Sound and Look of 5.1 (aesthetics)

Analysis
Studying Multichannel Soundtracks
Studying Image / Sound Interactions

Theory
Apparatus Theory
The Real and the Symbolic

Kerins, M (2011) Beyond Dolby (Stereo) Cinema in the Digital Sound Age. Indiana University Press



Studying Multichannel Soundtracks
“Formal analysis is one of the fundamental tools of cinema scholarship. Meticulous 
examination of film’s images, sound and story reveal how it functions and can even 
suggest more universal truths about cinema in general.” (:201) 

Practical challenges of audio-viewing DSS films multiple times.

Criteria and difficulties for an analytical model (“Aural analysis is an inherently more 
difficult and more subjective endeavour than image-based analysis.” (re: Sterne)

Kerins, M (2011) Beyond Dolby (Stereo) Cinema in the Digital Sound Age. Indiana University Press



Studying Multichannel Soundtracks
Kerin’s Criteria for an analytical model: (p. 203
1. A focus on the filmic text itself (author’s original italics!)

• Attention to the actual use of the multichannel environment (“surroundscape” p.204)
• Point of audition (POA)

2. Flexible and robust enough to be employed on a variety of films.
• Belton claims that surround “is not meant to heighten realism at all, but just the opposite, to 

denounce it” (re: Whittington’s work on science fiction “artifice and self-reflexive awareness 
of it by filmgoers) Methodological implication “searching a film for places where surround is 
used to heighten artifice or spectacle” (p.205)

• Examine every element of the soundtrack (unpacking the established taxonomy of dialogue, 
music, effects and silence)

• Identify key moments (i.e. when the sound design deviates from traditional practies – i.e. 
where sound is not bound to the screen

3. Accessible to any film scholars who may wish to use it



Kerins’ methodology
1. Does the film rely mainly on a screen-centric mix that rarely uses the ultrafield
or, conversely,  is it used heavily?

2. What kind of relationships are accordingly created  between image and the 
surroundscape?

3. Break down sequences foregrounding patterns and shifts in multichannel 
usage



Kerins’ Paradigm: Digital Surround Style

“The close relationship between cinema and our psychic life emerges 
not only from the way in which a subject is modelled, but also from the 
trends and themes that films repeatedly introduce.”

(F. Cassetti in Kerins 2011: 297

m
Kerins, M (2011) Beyond Dolby (Stereo) Cinema in the Digital Sound Age. Indiana University Press



Kerins’ Paradigm: Digital Surround Style

• Kerin’s notes that Sergi “even goes so far as to argue that the introduction 
of Dolby Stereo led to changes “so pervasive as to make it possible to 
suggest that they ushered in a new ’era’ of cinema.” (Kerins 2011:4)

• Addresses themes of “the real and the symbolic”

Kerins, M (2011) Beyond Dolby (Stereo) Cinema in the Digital Sound Age. Indiana University Press



The Transformation of Laurence Pyle

Pre-Immersion Post-Immersion



HARTMAN Holy Jesus! What is that? What is that, Private Pyle?! 
PYLE Sir, a jelly doughnut, sir! 
PYLE Sir, yes, sir! 
HARTMAN How did it get here? 
PYLE Sir, I took it from the mess hall, sir! 
HARTMAN Is chow allowed in the barracks, Private Pyle? 
PYLE Sir, no, sir! 
HARTMAN Are you all
owed to eat jelly doughnuts, Private Pyle? 
PYLE Sir, no, sir! HARTMAN And why not, Private Pyle? 
PYLE Sir, 
because I'm too heavy, sir! 
HARTMAN Because you are a disgusting fatbody, Private Pyle! 

HARTMAN Private Pyle has dishonored himself and dishonored the 
platoon! I have tried to help him, but I have failed! I have failed 
because you have not helped me! You people have not given Private Pyle 
the proper motivation! So, from now on, whenever Private Pyle fucks 
up, I will not punish him, I will punish all of you! And the way I see 
it, ladies, you owe me for one jelly doughnut! Now, get on your faces! 
HARTMAN(to PYLE) Open your mouth! He shoves the jelly doughnut into 
PYLE's mouth. 
HARTMAN They're paying for it, you eat it! 

C: Dialogue
L R: Reverb Dialogue
Ls Rs: unused
LFE: unused



C: Dialogue
L R: Reverb Dialogue
Ls Rs: unused
LFE: unused

30 INT. BARRACKS--DAWN JOKER checks PYLE's Uniform. 
JOKER (quietly) You really look like shit today, Leonard. 
PYLE Joker? Everybody hates me now. Even you. 
JOKER Nobody hates you, Leonard. You just keep making mistakes, 
getting everybody in trouble. 
PYLE I can't do anything right. I need help. 
JOKER I'm trying to help you, Leonard. I'm really trying. 
PYLE grins, trustingly. 
JOKER Tuck your shirt in. 

31 EXT. TRAINING FIELD--DAY 
The platoon does squat thrusts as PYLE sits, his cap on backwards, 
sucking his thumb. HARTMAN watches. 

RECRUITS (counting in unison) One, two, three . . . nineteen! One, 
two, three . . . twenty! One, two, three . . . twenty-one! One, two, 
three . . . twenty-two! One, two, three . . . twenty-three! One, two, 
three . . . twenty-four! One, two, three . . . twenty-five! One, two, 
three . . . twnty-six! One, two, three . . . twenty-seven! One, two, 
three . . . twenty-eight! One, two, three . . . twenty-nine! One, two, 
three . . . thirty! 

FADE TO BLACK 



32 INT. BARRACKS--NIGHT We see a towel on a bed. 

A bar of soap is tossed on the towel. 

The towel is folded over the soap forming a weapon. 

A hand picks up the towel-weapon and bangs it on the mattress making a 
dull thud. 

PYLE is asleep in his bunk. 

The platoon silently slip out of their beds and form up around PYLE. 

A blanket is thrown over PYLE, each corner held down by a recruit, 
pinning PYLE to the bed. 

COWBOY shoves a gag in PYLE's mouth. 

PYLE is helpless. 

C: unused
L R: sync ambience
Ls Rs: electronic texture
LFE: low drone



The platoon files past beating PYLE with the bars of soap wrapped 
in towels. 

PYLE's screams are muffled by the gag. 

JOKER is the last one. He stands back from the bed. 

COWBOY (to JOKER) Do it! Do it! 

JOKER hesitates, then moves forward and hits PYLE hard several 
times. 

Then JOKER jumps into his bunk. 

The recruits yank the restraining blanket of PYLE and run back to 
their bunks. 

COWBOY (removing gag) Remember, it's just a bad dream, fatboy. 

C: voice, grunts
L R: sync sound, hits
Ls Rs: electronic texture
LFE: lo drone



PYLE sobs loudly and sits up, holding 
himself in pain. 

Lying in his bunk, JOKER covers his ears. 

C: sobs
L R: reverb sync
Ls Rs: electronic texture
LFE: lo drone





33 EXT. PARADE DECK--DAY The platoon is lined up. 

HARTMAN Port... hut! Left shoulder ... hut! Right shoulder ... 
hut! Port ... hut! Do we love our beloved Corps, ladies? 
RECRUITS (shouting in unison) Semper fi, do or die! Gung ho, gung 
ho, gung ho! 
PYLE says nothing, just stares straight ahead. 
HARTMAN What makes the grass grow? 
RECRUITS Blood, blood, blood! 
PYLE stares. Does not join in the shouting. 

HARTMAN What do we do for a living, ladies? 
RECRUlTS Kill, kill, kill! 
PYLE remains silent. 
HARTMAN I can't hear you! 
RECRUITS Kill, kill, 
kill! Bullshit! I still can't hear you! 
RECRUITS Kill, kill, kill! 
PYLE continues to stare blankly ahead. 

C: Dialogue
L R: Reverb Dialogue
Ls Rs: unused
LFE: unused





HARTMAN What is your major malfunction, 
numbnuts?!! Didn't Mommy and Daddy show you 
enough attention when you were a child?!!! 

BANG! The round hits HARTMAN in the chest. 
He falls back dead. 

JOKER and PYLE stand looking at the body. Then 
PYLE looks at JOKER and slowly raises his rifle. 

C: dialogue, gun shot
L R:
Ls Rs: electronic texture
LFE: lo drone



JOKER (trembling) Easy, Leonard. Go easy, man. 

PYLE breathes heavily, and Keeps the rifle aimed at JOKER. 

JOKER is scared shitless. 

PYLE looks at JOKER for several seconds and slowly lowers the rifle. 
Then he stumbles back a few steps and sits down, heavily on the 
toilet. 
PYLE turns away from JOKER and stares into space, a strangely peaceful 
look transforming his face. He places the muzzle of the rifle in his 
mouth. 
JOKER No!!! 
BANG! 
PYLE pulls the trigger and blows the back of his head over the white 
tiled wall behind him. 
SCENE FADES TO BLACK 

C: dialogue, 
L R: reverb
Ls Rs: electronic texture
LFE: lo drone



Kerins’ Conclusion: Identity Politics and DSS

• Barriers to entry: gender, race, class, location, age.
• Financial
• Societal norms
• Self-perception

• Contemporary listening habits (ear-bud / binaural?)
• Genre conventions: how many rom-coms with surround sound?
• Societal biases around immersive sound should not be silenced nor 

unconsidered



Conclusions / Future Work
• A more rigorous review of notions of “immersion” from diachronic / synchronic 

perspectives (sound art, games, acoustic ecology, media theory, philosophy, 
VR/AR, UX, architecture, dance, theatre sound, urbanism, rural studies, 
wilderness theory)

• Deep sonic analysis of FMJ, and the continuation of the diachronic comparison 
and fuller excavation of the Kubrick archive and the retrospective remixing of this 
oeuvre into the cinematic ultra-field.

• Development of tools for the analysis of immersive sound – how, what?

• Decolonising the curriculum, exploring diverse traditions and contemporary 
practices of immersion, sound art and ethical listening and an explicit move away 
from canonical and hegemonic practices and practitioners.
• Development networks, contacts, discourse, documentation and audiences 

between stakeholders.



A Final Question..

Immersive sound = a territorialisation of cinematic space?  … prompted 
today by Prof Frisk!!. What might this mean, why is it happening and what 
are the implications for film-makers (not primarily the sound department!)


