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Much of your early career was in animation,
especially with Aardman Animation. How has
that informed your work?
I’ve known Aardman Animations since I was 10
years old — they used to share an office space
with my dad, who is a director. My involvement
with animation has had a very strong effect
throughout my career. A lot of the big feature
films that I have worked on are stories with
heavy visual effects content. Visual effects is
essentially animation, so the visual effects
process is incredibly familiar to me.
The Wallace and Gromit characters I worked
with when I was starting had to seem real.
There’s a certain amount of confidence you
get in making mute wood and plasticine feel
real and take on the weight of a human being
rather than the weight of a four-inch model.
I loved animation. It was a great way of telling
a story and you had a lot of license to be
creative.

James Mather
Mono on the Orient Express — NEAL ROMANEK meets a
sound designer who takes inspiration from Stanley Kubrick

S

ound designer James Mather started as
an assistant film editor in the 1980s.
Taking a year off to travel the world, he
ended up in Australia in the sound
department of George Miller’s third apocalyptic
action-adventure, Mad Max: Beyond
Thunderdome. He quickly became fascinated
with the new sound technologies and went on
to become a sound editor, starting in British TV.
He formed a partnership with the legendary
Aardman Animations, and after some years in
animation, he progressed to drama and then to
feature films. He has gone one step further to
become a highly prized sound designer
working on some of the biggest films in the
business, particularly those requiring carefully
authored and original soundscapes. His work
includes several of the Narnia and Harry Potter
films and last summer’s Wonder Woman. His
latest work is on Kenneth Branagh’s retelling of
the Agatha Christie classic Murder On The
Orient Express. This is his second collaboration
with Branagh, after Disney’s live action version
of Cinderella.
How did you begin your career in postproduction sound?
I started working on Mad Max: Beyond
Thunderdome as an assistant editor. I had been
travelling and working in Australia, and I stayed
in Melbourne to work on that film. They had just
started looking into Synclavier and Fairlight
digital workstations to use as sound design
tools, and I got excited about the possibility of

digital sound. It suddenly seemed more creative
and more fluid, and it touched a note with the
musical interests I had too.
So when I came back to England I threw all
my tools into one bag and decided to start
working on soundtracks rather than on the
picture side of the business. Since I was from
Bristol, my staple diet was in historical
documentary or animation, both of which are
always shot without sound, so there was huge
scope for creativity in the sound side of things.

Your recent film, Murder on the Orient Express,
was shot and in limited release on 70mm film.
How did that affect the way you worked?
The remarkable thing about this new Murder
On The Orient Express is that it has gone back
to film. We did have a 70mm print struck for
Wonder Woman, but that film was
predominantly all-digital, whereas Murder On
The Orient Express was shot on 65mm film,
made digital, and then output onto 70mm film
prints to be screened. It was like a hybrid. In
order for our sound to be linked with the 70mm
print, we had to go and make 35mm time code
negatives that enable the sound to chase the
picture from a hard disk. It’s a real crossover of
old meets new meets old.
I think I was probably the only person on
the crew who has worked on 35mm in its
original form on Moviolas and Steenbecks —
which makes me feel very old. But I get Ken
Branagh’s passion for it. I understand that film
is different. The quality you get with the picture
is different.

/ “When we cut to the exteriors we could use the surrounds in a much more descriptive and visceral way”

March 2018 / 37

Did that analogue film aesthetic on Orient
Express affect how you approached the
sound design?
We made the soundtrack with that very much
in mind. The style and look of the film is classic
cinema. We did do an Atmos mix and all the
other derivative sub-mixes that are required,
but we made the mix very screen-based. We
didn’t go crazy with the surround. We kept the
soundtrack very much on the screen. Especially
when you’re in the train carriage with the
actors, the only thing in the surround channel is
a little music and maybe a bit of reverb.
Ultimately, everything is almost mono. Then
when we cut to the exteriors we could use the
surrounds in a much more descriptive and
visceral way.
Ken and I were talking about the soundtracks
in Stanley Kubrick’s films and how they allowed
the character and dialogue to all sit within a
world, rather than feeling like it was sometimes
suspended. It’s interesting hearing it play, and it
somehow feels quite retro, to keep it so
minimal. It’s all about the dialog and nothing
else can get in the way of that.
Is surround sound misused in films?
There are few projects that warrant a lot of
surround sound detail. The Martian and Gravity
— and a lot of natural history films now mixed
for the cinema — are perfect vehicles for
immersive sound, but it has to be very carefully

The sound
shouldn’t take
you away from
the screen and
make things
overcomplicated
done so that everything that’s there has a
reason for being there. Surround can take you
out of that immersive experience and therefore
you’re no longer watching a film.
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We’re now looking at getting albums
released in Atmos, so people can go into the
cinema and listen to an album in a mix
environment that they would be able to hear
anywhere else. Atmos is an extraordinary mode
to listen in, but if it’s a film you’re watching, you
need to be watching it. The sound shouldn’t
take you away from the screen and make things
overcomplicated. Gravity worked so well
because a lot of what happens in the surround
speakers around you is deliberate and there for
a reason. It’s not just a by-product of the
process.
I did a film called Birth with Jonathan Glazer
and he was very uncomfortable with having so
much noise in the rear. So we decided: “Right,
let’s go Kubrick and mix this in mono, and if at
any point we want some width or some space,
we can add it.” We used that wider space as
another tool in the box, rather than something
that you automatically do. I’m doing a project
with Stephen Merchant now, who’s moving into
feature film directing. I anticipate, because of
his television background, hearing a lot of
extraneous effects in the surround is going to
be a distraction for him.
On the other side of it, Mission: Impossible
— Rogue Nation was all about the variety of
sounds, getting as much scale as we could,
throwing things around the room and making it
almost like a ride. Use of surround should be as
and when, as opposed to always.

/ Interview James Mather

In an interview Branagh said he wanted
audiences to be able to smell the steam
coming from the locomotive. How did you use
the effects to build up the reality of Agatha
Christie’s setting?
It’s a bit like creating the layers of an oil painting.
To begin, we recorded several trains — we
recorded the Orient Express train in Switzerland,
and a similar steam train in the UK in Hampshire,
and another in South Africa. We made sure we
had a big library of sound design ingredients.
For the scenes inside the moving train, there
are eight or nine tracks of carriage clicking, train
tracks, and creaking and squeaking wood.
Every time a carriage wobbles, there’s a sound
to that. We wanted the sound of the moving
train to be almost hypnotic. In the dialogue
there’s a reference to the rocking train having
this soporific effect, and it does become this
endless rhythm. We wanted to have that
audible, but we didn’t want it to become
hypnotic and have the audience suddenly
wanting to go to sleep.
So we created subtle dynamic passes. For
example, we used one particular recording
where the train goes over the tracks and has
this hollow sound. It sounds almost like an EQ
sweep. We used sounds like that in and around
the dialog, so you had this sense that the train
is going past things and over things that we
couldn’t see. And in the dining room, we had
glasses rattling, and the sound of workers in the
kitchen.
The real challenge came 30 minutes into the
story when the train has derailed. We created
an outside ambience, which was harsh and cold.
But what we really played with was the idea of a
multi-tonne train sitting on a rickety viaduct a
hundred metres high. I wanted to emphasise
the precariousness of this situation. You’re
aware of the snow and the wind, but also this
straining wood creaking under the train. And
inside, we played with wood straining and
metallic sounds too. We wanted to create the
awareness that this thing was a very heavy
object, perched on a very insubstantial frame.
We also played with a designed chug from
the train. It was a slow, deep ticking over, almost
like a heartbeat. And that heartbeat became a
motif that we introduced very subtly
throughout. We use it when the body is
revealed, and there the effect is embroiled in
the music too.
There were elements of sound design that
were subtle and very much part of the world,
but were unnerving and slightly otherworldly,
without taking us out of the story. We were
creating an ambience that gave a kind of
musical and emotional feeling to the scenes.
How has the technology changed sound
design and the way you’ve worked?
As the years have gone on and technology has
become more digital and more fluid, I’ve
embraced it. I’ve worked with Pro Tools going
on for twenty years now. I work on all things
Avid, including the S3 and S6 control surfaces.
Pro Tools has enabled the sound community to

work in a way that frees us up to experiment.
Many things happen by chance when you’re
working with sound and picture. Often we
come across things that are happy mistakes or
happy coincidences, and we can say “Let’s do
that” because everything is so fluid now.
There are now extraordinary plug-ins too.
The clean up process of production dialog
starts from the moment we start production. It
used to be a two or three week pre-dub to just
clean up, and we’d have to do a lot of ADR
because you couldn’t clean it up well enough.
Now you can do an incredibly forensic and
accurate job in Pro Tools.

These days, everyone can mix using Pro
Tools. It has everything that you need. Now
it’s about the people. What you want now is
someone who can bring a perspective and
experience and some ideas that you haven’t
had.
I liken the process now to casting copper
rather than carving marble. With film
soundtracks, you used to work in a way where
you had the ideas and then you’d try to sculpt it
out of what was there. Now you have molten
metal, and you it into structures that you’ve
created. You’re exploring the unknown. There is
a path, you just need to find it.
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