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editors. I really liked the AVID Audiovision, as it
was. The functionality of it was brilliant. You
could have multiple sessions open, you could
take an individual clip and really sort of dive into
the detail of that clip and chop little bits out
very easily. It did feel closest process-wise to
how you did it on film, though the accessibility
for it was a little bit different because it was
mouse and keyboard based. But, as we all
learned computers it was like driving a car, you
know, you just get on with it.”
Are you largely still in the AVID workflow now?
I used AVID Audiovision, then they stopped
making it. That felt very filmic, but eventually
Pro Tools took over. That came through the
music world, and was a little bit frustrating
for a lot of people who’d been used to
Audiovision. AVID took over Pro Tools when
it became the main software that people were
using to edit.
Pro Tools is great, it has so much
functionality, but weirdly the compatibility
between Media Composer and Pro Tools is still
not ideal. You feel like you should be able to
grab media from one and just plop it in the
other, but it’s still really tricky and has all sorts
of hiccups and clunkiness. But, I understand
that it’s all to do with the architecture behind
the software. They’ve come up completely
different ways, so that there’s only so much
they can do.

Nina Hartstone
The Oscar-winning dialogue and ADR specialist talks
through her work on Bohemian Rhapsody, Gravity,
and Cats, with JOHN MOORE

W

ith a 30 year career in the film
sound industry, Nina Hartstone
has seen a lot of trends and
technologies come and go. While
serving her apprentice dues behind the scenes
at Pinewood as the ’80s became the ’90s,
moving from Art Department work on Tim
Burton’s Batman, to working as a runner and
eventually “making charts and drawing with
Chinagraphs to do cues and all that kind of
thing,” in the sound department, she eventually
pledged to make herself as useful as possible
by becoming au fait with the quickly evolving
DAW technology of the time.
She talks of that time fondly as we chart the
progress of her career from assistant sound
editor, through her specialisation in dialogue and
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ADR, and on to her more recent supervisory
roles, one of which — her work on dialogue and
vocals for Bohemian Rhapsody — bought her
Oscar success alongside John Warhurst.
“When the digital audio workstations came
in,” she tells me, “I wasn’t particularly looking
for something that replicated that feel of
working on film. In a way, I think a lot of sound
editors wanted something that wasn’t like a
computer with a keyboard and a mouse, they
wanted things that had a jogwheel, kind of
somewhere between a mixing desk and an
editing station type-thing. I thought the AMS
Audiofile was really good for that to begin.
That had that felt a quite tactile way to work.
“I know the Digital Audio Research
Soundstation was favoured among quite a few

Are you generally working in the box? Are
you working with a control surface? Or are
you just working with mouse and keyboard?
I’m mostly mouse and keyboard, I’ve got an
AVID Artist Mix, but so much of the work I do is
very, very detailed editing. The main things that
I use all the time are, obviously, Pro Tools to edit
and cue ADR; and Isotope RX, because I can
edit within the frequencies, which is fantastic.
The other thing that’s vital for me is having my
Zoom H6 recorder to be able to just record
things whenever I need to.
I’m constantly capturing things on that, when
we need some extra breaths or those kind of
things, just being able to record sounds and
pop them into Pro Tools is more useful to me
than having lots of outboard kit. The most
important role for the editor, I think, is to put
together the right sound and construct
something where every detail is covered.
The whole conforming process, I guess, would
have been a big part of your work in the past.
But now you’re a supervisor do you just point
at somebody and say, ‘sort that out, please’?
There is a little bit more of that, but I’m quite a
hands on supervisor. I’m quite the control freak,
I love doing stuff myself. It is lovely to be able to
turn over some of those more monotonous
tasks like conforming to somebody else, so I
feel like I’m not as knee deep in that as I would
have been a few years ago. But I’m editing all
the time, even though I’m supervising. I just I
can’t step away from it enough to just delegate
the whole process.

Alongside the DAW developments, how
would you characterise the advances you’ve
seen in production sound? The raw material
you’re provided must have changed your job
quite a lot as well over time.
Basically [it’s changed] everything. I’ve digitised
on-set audio from 1/4” tape, timecoded
NAGRAs, DAT machines. You know, all sorts of
different things have been recorded on.
Gosford Park was one of the most ambitious
projects because we had two Tascams locked
together on set. While they were shooting the
big ensemble pieces, the sound recordist was
recording 16 tracks so that each of the actors
could have a radio mic on. Moving on from that,
probably the toughest one recently has been
Cats, where Simon Hayes recorded across 32
total tracks on two Zaxcom DEVAs. That was a
massive, massive job in terms of putting all that
together and dealing with that on the post side.
As you say, Microphones have really come
on. So on that film we had dancers who are
singing live, and they’ve all been recorded on
radio mics, but mounted up on their forehead.
And to be honest, the quality of the
microphones, the DPA 4061 miniature

/ Nina celebrates her 2019 Oscar win for Bohemian Rhapsody alongside colleague John Warhurst

omnidirectional core mics, and the 4066
omnidirectional headset mics, that we use, it’s
great. You know, it kind of sounds like a close
boom, It’s not quite the same width of response
on a radio mic, but at the same time, it sounds
really, really good — and I think everything is
getting better and better all the time.
On Mowgli and Detective Pickachu, we dealt
with lots of head-mounted camera work [for
motion capture process]. So that the actors can
perform with their big headmount camera, we
had to mount microphones on them. For
Mowgli in particular, we wanted to get really
good, heavy, decent recording… everything in
96kHz. We recorded on Sennheiser MKH8050
[cardioid condenser], ‘8020 [omni condenser]
and ‘8060 [super-cardioid ‘shotgun’
condenser], because you can unscrew them

and you end up with a mic that you can then
mount on their helmet. It meant you always
have that perfect proximity. And you also had a
really, really rich recording that you had the
capability to do stuff with, you can really boost
the low end on it, if you needed to pitch it
down, you know, at 96kHz as well, you have the
ability to do that.
So things have really moved on in terms of
recording and microphones. I’m noticing it just
get better. The issue we still have is placement.
It’s a tricky thing… and costumes make noise, so
they can be quite tricky on radio mics.
Depending on how you director shoots, you
might get the boom in close enough, but again,
now you have further options. These days of
some productions will decide ‘okay, keep the
boom in there. We don’t want to ADR and we’ll

Source: Netflix

Do you see value in keeping those skills fresh,
when projects vary in size and you may need
to ‘muck-in’?
It’s still really important to me, because I want
to make sure that the outcome is exactly as I
want it to be. I’ll have my own creative ideas
about what I want to input into the sound, but
you can’t always explain to someone else how
to do it, you know? You have your own
thoughts about it.
What’s great about being a supervisor is that
overview is being on the project from early
doors; speaking to the filmmakers in preproduction and thinking about ways you can
maybe maximise opportunities for sound once
they’re on set that will really help in post
production. Things like that are fantastic, and
actually being able to step back from the whole
process rather than spending all your hours
every day literally looking at your little area. You
know, being able to look at the whole
soundtrack, that side of it is great because it
feels very like storytelling and creating a bigger
whole than just dealing with your little area.

Source: Bigstock

I’m editing all the
time, even though
I’m supervising. I
just can’t step
away from it
enough to just
delegate the
whole process.

/ Actor/Director Andy Serkis utilises the custom mo-cap camera rig, adorned with a range of Sennheiser
condenser mics, during the making of Mowgli for Netflix
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/ Goldcrest studio’s main dubbing theatre, part of a Soho complex Nina describes as “one of my second homes.”

have the effects people remove that later’.
Those kind of things are an option now, which
weren’t before.
The main thing for getting ADR right is the
performance and the movement. To be honest
you can have exactly the same-sounding audio
but, if the performance doesn’t flow into what
was already there, and the movement and the
liveliness of it, that’s when it sticks out.
To start with, I make sure I get all the source
microphones to work with, but the other thing I
always make sure I get is the absolute sync
track. Because in the AVID it’s not always the
absolute sync. You’re getting shot-by-shot...
somebody might cut away to a reaction shot
and the person that carries on speaking, I want
to know what the sync audio on that shot is,
they might have done a little breath, there
might be something going on there that I want
to know and want to recreate in ADR. But I
want to know what the sync sound for every
single shot is as well.

only small parts of ADR that I actually record
standing in front of the lectern and boom. I’m
generally saying ‘move around’.
Fairly often, I have a boom swinger up in an
ADR session. On Everest, the actors were doing
press ups, they were lying on the ground, they
were doing ADR in the plank pose to feel
constriction in the chest, feel like they were
lacking oxygen on the mountain. I have people
running around because it’s more important to
me that they’re able to get the performance
and get out of breath and do whatever they
need to do to feel real, than have a beautifully
clean recording.
Even if I’m putting voice over somebody
who’s literally sitting in a chair and doing nothing,
I’ll always make them mimic what they’re doing.
So if they’re leaning over their shoulder towards
someone, I’ll get them to sit sideways, and then
face the mic. So you’ve got a bit of twist in your
neck, just to try and make the voice match what
they’ve done previously on set.

You sound like you like to keep things kinetic,
to keep an energy to ADR? Is that something
that you’re conscious of when you’re in the
booth?
Always! In fact, I avoid booths. That’s why
[London’s Soho-based post production facility]
Goldcrest is one of my second homes. My
favourite studios — and Goldcrest — are when
we’re all in the same room together. So the
communication is really easy, and also there’s a
fair bit of space in front of the screen. There’s

So, when you’re doing things like Gravity,
where there’s a lot of movement in the
physical space of the film. Do you speak to
the director and the sound mixer about ‘do
you want to do this with EQs and effects, or
do you want me to move the people around?’
Or is that your creative decision?
The reality is, with Gravity, though there’s so
much movement, we’re always hearing them in
their helmet and on the mic that’s in the helmet.
So what you want is to be able to have the
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movement in their physicality, but in terms of
recording, you actually don’t want them moving
further away. We recorded it with three
microphones. So we had one open head, we
have the boom mic coming in. But then we also
gave them the over-ear mic that you can actually
see, you know, with the helmet, and that was
purely to capture the sort of plosives — the little
blows on the mic that you get with those sorts of
syllables of Bs and Ps and stuff. Again, to give it
that authenticity and that reality of what it what
it sounds like when you hear people who are
speaking in space within their space helmet.
We basically had to ADR most of that film,
because on the set they were in contraptions
moving them around so that they looked like
they were floating in space, and then their
bodies were VFXd in anyway.
Most the time, you just want a decent mono
signal of people’s dialogue, you want to be able
to understand what they said. But if it’s
something quite distant, I do love recording
stuff exterior if there’s an opportunity to record
things outside. You get a much more real feel
about it. If they’re outside on film, trying to
record them outside is always a really good
idea. We do that with crowd all the time, and
we’ll multi-mic it.
So you always want a nice close, decent signal,
but then we’ll give other options. We put in mics
at different distances to be able to capture the
real sound of it at different spaces. That is
particularly useful with crowd. With crowd, we’ll
go with eight mics outside where possible.

/ Craft

On Bohemian Rhapsody, I understand you
started working with a large crowd, and then
you broke it down to groups?
The 600-person crowd [used for parts of the
soundtrack], again, is where it’s really fortunate
to have someone who’s going to be involved in
post production on set. John Warhurst was
supervising sound and music editor, and
supervising the music on set, so he was there
every day.
They were basically shooting the crowd as a
visual reference to create the Live Aid crowd
with VFX. So they were playing the music to
them, and they’re all singing along waving
their arms in the air. But it’s got playback all
over it, so we can’t use the sound. So John
managed to convince everyone on set — who
are only really concerned about the visuals — to
record the crowd singing along in between
setups. He did a call-and-response in Pro Tools
aligned with the Live Aid set, and then the
extras sang it back to him. He got three passes
of that.
Then for the medium and closest shots —
where you can see people’s mouths — we had a
crowd session with about 40 people at
Shepperton, recording outside with a big TV.
We wheeled out loads of headphones, and
recorded them outside singing along with the
headphones on and doing the whoops and the
cheers just so that we had something for
sweeping through the crowd. You get your big
scale shots, but when you come in close, you
want to feel those few voices around you and
you see their mouths all doing slightly different
things. So I made sure that we had something
for every single mouth that you could see, just
to make it really feel like you’re in the crowd in
that moment rather than on-high looking down
on the expanse of it.
When you’re creating the sense of these
different spaces, where does your input end
and the sound mixer begin?
I definitely prefer a real reverb that we can
create. So again, with the crowd there, we
created our reverb by having mics further
away. So we would choose when we’re editing,
we might choose to put in a more distant mic
or close mic depending on where we want that
voice to be placed. But I think it’s best for the
re-recording mixer to decide the reverb in the
mix environment. We might be working on our
of 5.1 setup, but it’s not a true representation
of the cinema space. It’s only really when
you’re in the mix that you’re in the cinema
space, and you can really properly judge those
kind of things.
On Bohemian Rhapsody, we ‘worldised’ all
the audio. While Queen were playing at the O2
Arena, we got all the concert audio, all the
songs, played out of the speakers and just
recorded how it sounded in different places [in
the space]. So that when you’re in the back of
the stadium at Live Aid, rather than going
through, a plugin to put the reverb on, you can
actually just feed up a track that is a recording
in a space, and hear what it sounds like actually

These days some productions will decide ‘okay,
keep the boom in there. We don’t want to ADR
and we’ll have the effects people remove that
later’. Those kind of things are an option now,
which weren’t before
coming out of the PA there. I think it’s just, it
feels much more real if you can just do it in a
real way. Much better, more organic.
Has the change to more immersive audio for
cinema changed the way that you look at
what you’re trying to provide?
It’s always in our heads. From a very early
stage, the editor and the director are starting
to sketch out how they imagined the interplay
of the sounds and music is going to be in any
film. So, you know, that’s your sort of starting
point for thinking ‘what are we focusing on
here? How do you want to shift to the focus in
this scene?’
So certainly, if the they’re going to be mixing
in Atmos, you’ll be thinking about how we’re
going to use Atmos. For Live Aid we knew we
wanted to be completely immersed by the
crowd or by the music, depending on where
you were. So you’re obviously aware of that,
from an editorial perspective. Cutting dialogue,
it doesn’t have too much of an effect. We might
think about crowds going further into the
Atmos speakers, into the surrounds and stuff.
And for that, again, we’d have some of our
wider microphones available. Even Gravity
where the Atmos was well used on the
dialogue, you’re still talking about basically a
signal from the voice. It’s just being moved
around.
How much do you lean on liquid audio and
time stretching? Or do you spend a lot of time
making sure you don’t have to tweak?
We’ll always get it as close as we can. The most
important thing to me, when I’m recording ADR
and stuff is that we’ve captured every bit of
detail about the performance, which could be
an inhale or a lip smack on the closing of a
mouth at the end of the line — open will be
ending in a breath. All those details make the
capture.
We’ll obviously make sure that the rhythm of
it and the timing is close for sync, but I fit
absolutely everything. I don’t do much time
stretching, to be honest, I kind of go through
and I just get in very, very tight with the
scissors. And I go in and I’ll cut tiny, tiny pieces,
particularly with vocals. You know, you don’t
want to be time stretching vocals because as
soon as you’ve got any kind of vibrato on there
it goes weird really quickly.
There’s a lot more, actually an awful lot, you
can do by cutting in clever places. As long as

everything is bang on in sync — and I will make
sure that every single syllable is bang on in sync
and every little lip smack is there that was there
on the original and everything else about it —
then you would
buy it.
I don’t think any of the processes where you
sort of go ‘right, fit that to that’ would ever do it
how I would do it, and it always feels somehow
inorganic.
When you’re working on smaller projects,
what do you think your services do to raise
the standard? What do you think good ADR
and good dialogue editing brings that’s vital?
Most people will probably agree that the
dialogue side of a show is the thing that’s
delivering the story. The performances of the
actors are the things that draw you into that
movie, or that story. So any disconnect, you feel
there, pushes you away from the story. In terms
of good dialogue, editing and a naturalistic
dialogue track pulls you into the story. With
level and with the detail of breaths, and with all
sorts of things, you can really sort of bring
things up to the next level in terms of the
dialogue track that you have, you can make
your audience lean into the screen, just hang on
the next word of the actor. Or you can surprise
and push them away, you can overwhelm them,
there’s all sorts of things you can do with the
dialogue track.
In terms of bringing the level up, it doesn’t
have to be a big budget to get good sound and
to get a decent dialogue track, because there’s
been so many times I’ve done crowds sessions
where I’ve brought in friends and family and I’ve
dragged them outside.
So much of that, particularly on the dialogue
side of things, is about performance. It’s about
the energy, and it’s about matching what you
see on screen. The thing that pulls someone
into movies is believing that they are hearing
what they are seeing and just diving deep into
that world. Anything that suddenly feels a bit
weird — so it might be weird visual effects that
haven’t quite stuck, or it might be some ADR
that isn’t quite fitted or doesn’t sound quite
right — is what jumps out at you. Those things
just push you out of the story.
I think it’s all those tiny little details and
making sure that every single bit feels
absolutely right all the way through. That really
ended up making a great whole and making a
film really moving, or interesting to watch.
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