
Reflections on Society of Cinema and Media Studies Conference, Seattle 2019 
 
By: James Buhler, Joan Titus, Eric Dienstfry, Brooke McCorkle, and Katherine Quanz 
 
Titus, Joan. “Reflections on Society of Cinema and Media Studies Conference, Seattle 
2019.” Music, Sound and Moving Image 13, no.1 (Spring 2019): 59–82. Co-authored with James 
Buhler, Eric Dienstfry, Brooke McCorkle, and Katherine Quanz. 
https://doi.org/10.3828/msmi.2019.4 
 
***© Liverpool University Press. Reprinted with permission. No further reproduction is 
authorized without written permission from Liverpool University Press. This version of the 
document is not the version of record. *** 
 
Abstract: 
 
Sound and music again had excellent representation on the programme at this year’s annual 
meeting of the Society for Cinema and Media Studies (SCMS) – an immense conference, with 
roughly 420 panels. SCMS has an official Sound and Music Studies Scholarly Interest Group 
(SIG), which identified thirty-one panels and thirty individual papers related to sound and/or 
music, far too many for a single person to cover. Consequently, we have assembled five 
attendees (Katherine Quanz, Brooke McCorkle, Eric Dienstfrey, Joan Titus, and James Buhler) 
to report briefly on their experiences at the conference. An appendix lists all panels and 
individual papers identified by the SIG or mentioned in our correspondents’ reports. 
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Article: 
 
General Introduction 
 
Sound and music again had excellent representation on the programme at this year’s annual 
meeting of the Society for Cinema and Media Studies (SCMS) – an immense conference, with 
roughly 420 panels. SCMS has an official Sound and Music Studies Scholarly Interest Group 
(SIG), which identified thirty-one panels and thirty individual papers related to sound and/or 
music, far too many for a single person to cover. Consequently, we have assembled five 
attendees (Katherine Quanz, Brooke McCorkle, Eric Dienstfrey, Joan Titus, and James Buhler) 
to report briefly on their experiences at the conference. An appendix lists all panels and 
individual papers identified by the SIG or mentioned in our correspondents’ reports. 
 
Katherine Quanz – Sound and Music SIG Co-Chair, NEH Audio Preservation Grant 
Project Coordinator, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin 
 
The Sound and Music Studies SIG sent out daily communications to help members of the SIG 
navigate the extensive programme. Sound and music papers were generally well attended, with 
lively and diverse discussions. At the annual SIG meeting, the board celebrated Darshana Mini’s 
and Morgan Harper’s papers, which won the Claudia Gorbman Graduate Student Writing Award 
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and an honourable mention, respectively. Mini’s revised paper appears in this issue of the journal 
(13.1). The SIG thanked Landon Palmer and Laurel Westrup for their service as the 2018 judges. 
Palmer and Westrup provided each student with in-depth feedback, and students, both at the 
meeting and over email, expressed their gratitude for these valuable comments. Additionally, 
Casey Long and Harry Burson presented their list of publications in the field of sound and music 
media, which will be officially released to SIG members in mid-April. Finally, the SIG hosted a 
well-attended joint happy hour with the Classical Hollywood Cinema, War and Media, and 
Libraries and Archives SIGs. 
 
In the ‘Transmedia Sonic Experiences’ panel (Panel C9), the presenters explored how media 
technologies can shape the ways soundtracks are produced and how we listen. Morgan Harper 
considered the history of white noise, how we learn to interact with it, and how these sounds 
have became a tool to mask various types of distractions so that we can focus or relax. Next, 
Landon Morrison drew upon archived computer scores to gain a deeper understanding of 
composers’ processes when creating new works with digital interfaces. Carlo Cenciarelli 
rounded out the panel by examining the use of headphones and voiceover in films. Cenciarelli 
argued that the combination of acoustic cocooning by headphones and voiceover narration has 
become a stylistic trope that cues audiences to the characters’ ‘inner-speech’. 
 
With respect to some individual papers I heard, Anna Nekola (Panel N11) examined the use of 
world music in the television show, Omnibus (1952–1961). Drawing on archival documents from 
the Ford Foundation, Nekola demonstrated that the show’s producers selected musical acts to 
bolster diplomatic relationships between the United States and strategically important foreign 
countries like Japan and Yugoslavia. In so doing, Nekola deftly argued that Omnibus’s musical 
and dramatic performances helped the American government build relationships with former 
political adversaries. 
 
Michael Slowik (Panel F13) presented research in his paper ‘“That’s a Very Pretty Speech”: The 
Equation of Sound Films with Truth in the Late 1920s’ on how fan magazines depicted sound 
technologies during the transition to talking pictures. He observed that fan magazines reported 
that sound reproduction technology would uncover deception and expose untalented actors. 
Slowik noted that such discourse was written at the behest of studios. He then demonstrated how 
sound’s relationship to truthfulness became a narrative trope across several early talking pictures, 
including Sunny Side Up (1929) and Coquette (1929). 
 
In relation to music, Brooke McCorkle (Panel J14) explored how director David Lynch 
repurposed Angelo Badalamenti’s music when creating the soundtrack for Twin Peaks: The 
Return (2017). McCorkle analysed the subtle changes in instrumentation and pacing that made 
the familiar opening credit theme, ‘Falling’, familiar, yet different from the original series. 
Similarly, she demonstrated how Lynch’s use of ‘The World Spins’ invited audiences to feel the 
bittersweet emotions of nostalgia, particularly during the show’s reunion of characters like Dale 
Cooper and Laura Palmer.  
 
Carolyn Birdsall (Panel G9) investigated the role of female labour in British and German radio 
between 1930 and 1950. Birdsall noted that the women often remained nameless, despite their 
leadership roles and having careers that spanned multiple decades. Birdsall cautioned against the 



‘pioneer women’ discourse and encouraged scholars to follow Erin Hill’s lead and take an 
expanded view of creative labour. 
 
Brooke McCorkle – Assistant Professor of Music, Carleton College 
 
SCMS can be overwhelming; the vast amount of papers presented leaves me overcome by 
indecision. But, thanks to daily emails from the Sound and Music Studies SIG that related the 
schedule of sponsored panels and papers of interest, I was able to narrow my schedule of papers 
down to a manageable amount. In this summary, I’d like to mention a few papers that lingered in 
my mind weeks after leaving Seattle. 
 
Hannah Lewis’s paper ‘Cinematic Expectations and the Live Television Musical’ (Panel K14) 
stands out. She illuminated the ways the recent trend of television live broadcasts of musicals has 
successfully (and not so successfully) engaged with movie musicals. While the initial entry into 
the recent wave, Sound of Music (2013) starring Carrie Underwood, tried to recreate the Julie 
Andrews and Christopher Plummer classic, it of course came up short. Its mimicry of the von 
Trapp mansion set design and choreography allowed critics to make easy negative comparisons 
between the television broadcast and the 1965 film. Conversely, other live musical broadcasts 
have found more critical success; they accomplished this by making apparent the apparatus of 
live television. Examples of this included Fox’s broadcast of Grease: Live in 2016, in which the 
opening number follows a singer walking through the backstage areas in a single long take. Jesus 
Christ Superstar from 2018 and starring John Legend likewise embraced the liveness and 
television aspect of the production; the cameras frequently showed shots of the audience 
members, and the production itself navigated a path between musical and rock show that suited 
fans watching at home. Lewis, in examining the different approaches taken in live musical 
broadcasts illuminated how emphasising the liveness and artificiality of the show enables a more 
genuine performance. 
 
A second paper that I am still musing on was delivered by Liz Greene (Panel H3). She is a 
leading scholar on David Lynch, and her meticulously researched talk titled ‘(Re)placing Sound: 
Postproduction Tensions During the Making of The Elephant Man (1980)’ outlined the 
challenges Lynch and his colleague, sound designer Alan Splet, faced in recording the sound 
world for The Elephant Man. While I am a Lynch fan, I never knew about the various challenges 
Lynch dealt with in making the film, specifically the road blocks he ran into when working with 
British dubbing mixers. According to Greene’s talk, the mixers were so concerned about Lynch’s 
and Splet’s atypical sound effects that the British technicians created an alternative mix that 
replaced Splet’s auditory designs with more conventional sounds. Most strikingly, the studio at 
one point insisted that John Hurt rerecord some of his lines as they were unintelligible. Lynch 
argued against this vehemently; the challenge of elocution is a crucial part of Hurt’s character, 
John Merrick. In the end, Hurt’s rerecorded lines were not used, and producers ultimately 
decided that Lynch’s and Splet’s version of the soundtrack was a better fit for the film. While I 
have made this paper sound like a tale of the auteur and his team victoriously winning out over 
the studio, the paper was so much more. Greene’s details of archival sources and her vast 
knowledge made this oft-told narrative unique and incredibly engaging. I can’t wait to read the 
longer treatment of this topic. 
 



Sarah Kessler (Panel N6) also offered a stimulating evaluation of voice, bio-acoustics, and 
politics in her presentation ‘Songs from the Final Frontier: Listening to Whales in Star Trek IV: 
The Voyage Home’. Kessler explored the connection between the Star Trek franchise and notions 
of the American West, looking specifically at Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home (1986) and whale 
song. She discussed the history of whaling and of the ‘Save the Whales’ campaign, noting that 
circulation of recordings of whale song made by Katy Payne anthropomorphised the megafauna. 
This in turn led ‘whale song listeners’ such as Star Trek IV director and star Leonard Nimoy to 
support international bans on whaling. Yet crucially, in the film Nimoy insisted on not 
translating the whale’s speech/songs, nor their communications with the deadly probe searching 
for them. Instead Nimoy, as well as his character Spock, promoted a mode of listening to whales 
that does not insist on human intelligibility. It is this promotion of a change in listening practices 
that unexpectedly makes Star Trek IV more than a simple entry into ‘Save the Whales’; rather, it 
is among the most successful films to seriously grapple with voice, animal adjacencies, and the 
ethics of listening. 
 
Eric Dienstfrey – Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for American Music, Sarah and Ernest 
Butler School of Music, University of Texas at Austin 
 
The annual conference of SCMS benefited from the many graduate students who presented 
original research and new inquiries into the fields of sound and music studies. Though it is 
common for conference-goers to prefer the panels of senior scholars – often in lieu of younger 
speakers – this year’s SCMS was different. Graduate students who investigated music and sound 
media were greeted with sizeable crowds. This was thanks to the many Sound and Music Studies 
SIG members who made their best efforts to attend every panel highlighted by the SIG chairs. 
 
A popular theme among graduate students was the intersection of sound and technology. Casey 
Long (Panel G2), for example, proposed a unique method of analysing vocal performances, 
hyper-exaggerated accents, and dialects in video games. By using the character of Cindy in Final 
Fantasy XV (2016) as a case study, Long then engaged with the work of translator Marianna 
Sacra to determine how class, race, and other demographics are communicated through dialect, 
and how these narratological cues provide an entryway to understand the work that goes into the 
under-appreciated elements of video game sound design. Harry Burson (Panel C13) considered 
the relationship between technology and acoustical pleasure by tracing the history of Clément 
Ader’s 1881 stereophonic transmitter. The machine narrowcasted operas and other theatrical 
performances by way of two-channel telephones, which curiously anticipates contemporary uses 
of cell phones as music players. Burson contends that Ader’s invention marks a significant 
moment in the history of stereophonic sound, for it reveals how the conventions for representing 
space were being negotiated following the emergence of long-distance information technologies. 
 
Similar issues were raised by graduate students during the panel ‘Recalibrating the Threshold of 
Women’s Visibility’ (C13). The four-person discussion considered how audiovisual technologies 
capture female performances, and how music and dance in media can embody and express 
agency, affect, and political resistance. Jaime Gray presented a fascinating analysis of Beryl 
Karot’s multimedia art installation, titled ‘Text and Commentary’ (1976–1977), to explore how 
the representation of computer programming and other professional labour was made manifest 
through Karot’s rhythmic dancing and its associations with feminised domestic labour. Steven 



Maye offered a close reading of silences in Wim Wenders’s documentary Pina (2011) to 
consider the forms of communication and subjectivity that become possible when speech is 
subordinated to listening, movement, and touch. Amy Skjerseth presented a reading of Janelle 
Monáe’s visual album Dirty Computer (2018) that clarified the text as a rejection of traditional 
representations of recorded female voices, one that uses signal distortion and other forms of 
electronic interference both to dramatise verbal and nonverbal bounds of consent, and to generate 
deliberately abstract messages of non-compliance. Sarah Lerner concluded the panel with a study 
of breaths in Lucrecia Martel’s La Niña Santa (2004) to detail how the female body becomes a 
site of tension between saintliness and erotic carnality, a tension created through the film’s 
highly evocative sound design. 
 
It was also great to see more and more sound media scholars investigate the history of below-the-
line labour in and outside of Hollywood. As Brooke McCorkle mentions above, Liz Greene 
(Panel H3) built upon her prior studies of sound editor Alan Splet to examine the jurisdictional 
conflicts between American and British sound crews while Splet and director David Lynch pre-
mixed The Elephant Man’s soundtrack in London.1 Greene’s talk followed another in-depth 
history of New Hollywood sound labour by Julie Hubbert (Panel H3). Hubbert chronicled the 
rising costs of working with music unions during the early 1970s, and how director Peter 
Bogdonavich skirted these costs by drawing upon Cole Porter’s songs and other inexpensive 
music when filming What’s Up Doc? (1972). Hubbert argued that Bogdonavich’s ‘union 
busting’ was tolerated, if not approved of, by New Hollywood progressives because he framed 
his compilation score as a form of auteurism. 
 
Greene’s and Hubbert’s papers were complemented by other scholars who considered how 
moments of industrial change have at times challenged the economic security of film sound 
workers. Jim Buhler (Panel J14) discussed the way music directors sought to redefine the value 
of their compilation scores following Hollywood’s transition from live musical accompaniment 
to pre-recorded soundtracks. Similarly, Katherine Quanz (Panel H3) examined how Los 
Angeles-based sound practitioners responded to the increase in runaway post-productions, and 
how Fiddler on the Roof ’s (1971) London mix was especially controversial in the eyes of 
Hollywood’s sound community. Each of these presentations was significant beyond its 
individual conclusions as well. The research revealed a treasure trove of archival documents that 
chronicle the work of sound editors and music directors, but that remain virtually untapped by 
most media historians. Indeed, if this year’s conference promises anything, it is that we will 
continue to see scholars drawing upon these documents – and rewriting cinema histories from the 
perspective of below-the-line sound workers – over the next several years. 
 
Joan Titus, Associate Professor in Musicology, School of Music, University of North 
Carolina at Greensboro 
 
Coming from multiple fields – media, film, and communication studies; or from music studies 
(musicology, ethnomusicology, and music theory) – the cohort of sound and music specialists is 
a collegial group with common interests that transcend disciplinary boundaries, all within an 
otherwise dizzyingly large and busy conference. As the first musicologist to serve as co-chair of 

 
1 Liz Greene (2016) ‘The Labour of Breath: Performing and Designing Breath in Cinema’, Music, Sound, and the 
Moving Image, 10 (2) (Autumn), pp.109–133. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3828/msmi.2016.7.  
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the Sound and Music Studies SIG (2015–2017), I am pleased to see how sound and music panels 
continue to flourish in recent programming. 
 
This year’s conference in Seattle offered several interesting panels on sound and music, and 
individual papers scattered throughout on non-sound/music panels. The panels covered a range 
of topics, including radio sound and noir, industry politics, sound production and/or labour, 
transmedia, women and film, television music, early cinema sound, race and sound, compilation 
scoring, ecology and soundscapes, indigeneity and sound, and music and identity, to name only 
some areas of interest. One example of an intriguing panel, ‘Disquieting Labor: The Battles of 
New Hollywood Audio Workers’, (Panel H3) brought varied perspectives to labour and industry, 
an area of research often neglected in music studies. As Eric Dienstfrey also relates, Julie 
Hubbert’s and Liz Greene’s papers dealt with labour and the auteur; and Katherine Quanz’s 
paper provided discussion on international responses to mixing for Fiddler on the Roof. 
Dienstfrey’s paper, also on the same panel, discussed the adoption of wide-range volume for Star 
Wars (1977), a film that generally gains more attention from music scholars in terms of leitmotif 
or musical structure than for its sound production. 
 
In addition to the multitude of sound and music papers, Panel O8, ‘Redressing the Global in Film 
Music: Perspectives on Music, Cinema, and the Transnational’, re-examined the idea of music 
and sound in global cinema with papers that focused on music and sound in cinema through a 
transnational/transcultural lens. I assembled this panel by drawing from specialists in media 
studies and music studies, including myself, Jacqueline Avila, Nina Cartier, and Ling Zhang. 
Avila’s paper concerned Disney’s Coco (2017), and how Mexican Golden-Age film-musical 
tropes persist in what was a transnational production. Cartier’s paper examined scores by Sun Ra 
and Herbie Hancock to Space Is the Place (1974) and Spook Who Sat By the Door (1973) in the 
light of Afrofuturism, connections to West Africa, and what she names ‘Afrosonic Iconicity’. 
Zhang’s paper discussed scoring to several films in 1980s post-Cultural Revolution Chinese 
cinema in regard to Chinese transcultural and transnational musical identity. My own paper 
analysed Dmitry Shostakovich’s weighty score to the Soviet cold war film Meeting on the Elbe 
(1949), a film known for its cinematic characterisations of US/Soviet relations but less so for its 
music. In all, the panel demonstrated new ways of approaching sound and music in cinema as 
transnational phenomena. 
 
In addition to paper and panels, other events were also integral to engaging the sound/music 
subculture of SCMS. The lively engagement that I have witnessed at such panels continues 
through other scheduled events in the programme, including the Sound and Music SIG’s 
meetings and activities. This year, the Sound and Music Studies SIG put on a mixer, co-hosted 
by the outgoing SIG co-chair Katherine Quanz, in co-ordination with other SIGs in the Society 
such as Classical Hollywood and Silent Cinema. Such a convivial event allows music and sound 
scholars, especially those new to SCMS, to socialise with film/media scholars who might not 
otherwise engage sound/music studies. 
 
James Buhler, Professor of Music Theory, Sarah and Ernest Butler School of Music, 
University of Texas at Austin 
 



I have been attending SCMS for several years now, and during that time, coverage of music and 
sound topics has grown more robust even as the Society itself has moved from its origins in 
cinema studies over to a more general focus in media studies. Papers on music and sound are 
now common (this was not true when I first attended back around 2000), and as the very large 
set of panels and papers distributed by the Sound and Music Studies SIG suggests, it is now 
possible to put together a relatively full conference slate only attending papers on music and 
sound. 
 
Besides my own session (Panel J14) that included Brooke McCorkle, K.E. Goldschmitt, and 
David Roche and examined the practice of compilation scoring, I managed to take in a number 
of sessions devoted to music and/or sound as well as a fabulous panel (Panel N16) on 
‘Intoxicated Spectatorship’. This latter panel looked primarily at connections of cinema and 
drugs and alcohol, including attempts to use cinema to demonise drugs. Caetlin Benson-Allott’s 
contribution, which focused on alcohol, and especially drafthouse-style cinemas, was the most 
controversial, worrying that such cinemas tend to make selection of films on the potential for 
alcohol and food sales rather than on the quality of the film or its popularity. The worry itself is 
less controversial than the presupposition of some kind of ‘pure’ cinema that is beyond all that. 
The session as a whole featured four excellent papers (Jocelyn Szczepaniak-Gillece, Janet 
Staiger, and David Church were the other panelists), but it could have been strengthened with 
better attention to music. If cinema is, like alcohol and drugs, a medium of intoxication, then so 
too is music, and more awareness of music’s role in the complex of intoxicated spectatorship 
would have only bolstered the panel’s charge. 
 
As mentioned by others, labour was a prominent theme at the conference, with Panel H3, 
‘Disquieting Labor: The Battles of New Hollywood Audio Workers’, including papers by Julie 
Hubbert, Katherine Quanz, Liz Greene, and Eric Dienstfrey, and several individual papers 
looking at intersections of representation and labour. Murray Pomerance (Panel F3) gave a 
fascinating paper on filmic representations of piano playing and emphasised ways in which the 
work of piano playing is both elided through cheat cuts and reinscribed through excessive 
gestures of emphatic but unnecessary bodily movement. Amy Herzog (Panel Q17) examined the 
precarious labour of YouTube exercise videos and the difficulty in managing monetisation when 
faced with needing to clear music rights. Jack Curtis Dubowsky (Panel Q9) was similarly 
concerned with the labour of sound editing. 
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