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Audio designer Jascha Dormann details the intricacies of the
relationship with sound and exhibition spaces, ahead of Bowers &
Wilkins audio collaboration with Imperial War Museum’s: Real to
Reel: A Century of War Movies.
Exhibition takes place from 1st July 2016 to 8th January 2017
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To mark the 100th anniversary of the release of the original blockbuster, The Battle of the Somme, Imperial War Museum
London has created an immersive exhibition to explore how film-makers have found inspiration from war’s inherent drama
to translate stories of love and loss, fear and courage, triumph and tragedy into movies for the big screen.

Real to Reel: A Century of War Movies explores how war has proved a profoundly compelling subject for feature films
since the earliest days of cinema. Recognising that the cinema-going experience is as much about what is heard as about
what is seen, IWM worked closely with Swiss audio designers Idee und Klang, as well as audio providers Bowers &
Wilkins to create an immersive soundscape that underpins the visitor’s journey through the exhibition.

Twenty-five AM-1 speakers, which have been used to fill the gallery with soundscapes that reflect the essential role of
sound in war movies. They carry some of the most famous examples, from the mood-stirring musical scores and iconic
theme tunes, to classic lines of memorable dialogue, and the shocking sounds of violence in recreated war scenes.

Jascha Dormann, audio designer and project manager at Idee und Klang explains the challenges of designing
sound for exhibitions.

My two primary fields of work as an audio or sound designer are film and exhibition design. These two spheres are related
in some ways and very different in others. Therefore, switching back and forth between them requires two different
working modes. I have found making this switch to be stimulating as it prevents me becoming too set in my ways.

The Potential of Sound 
We live in a visual world. While most people are extremely skilled in the perception, assessment and prioritisation of still
and moving images, sound tends to fly under the radar. Even though well-known representatives of the movie world such
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as David Lynch and George Lucas have proclaimed sound to sometimes account for “more than 50%” of a movie
experience, it is often taken for granted.

For sound creators like myself this is both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand it seems to create the need to
constantly explain several aspects about what I do. The benefits of an elaborate sound production on a project are by no
means obvious to everybody. Neither is the amount of work that goes into it. On the other hand, it enables sound to take
full effect even more. Because the subliminal nature of sound is one of its biggest strengths.

In film terms ‘sound design’ usually refers to everything that is not dialogue or music, meaning sound effects and noise of
all sorts. But the term is very flexible as sound design and music blend seamlessly into one other.

For exhibitions, soundscapes turn venues into auditory environments that can be explored by the listener. Interaction
sounds are dynamic, responding to the listener’s physical engagement with exhibits or the venue itself. On top of that
comes the sound for various media that might be part of the exhibition, such as films or games.

The Auditory Perspective of the Listener: Static vs. Dynamic
One of the main differences between the film sound and exhibition sound is the nature of the listener’s visual and auditory
perspective. When watching a film, the listener stays in the same place throughout. The screen serves as a neutral space
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on which any kind of imagery can be projected. The same goes for sound: the acoustics of cinema halls are heavily
dampened, neutralizing the actual characteristics of the room. On this ‘auditory screen’ all sorts of acoustics are being
‘projected’. Various environments are being simulated around the listener by the sounds coming through the speakers. All
of those sounds are panned in order to reach the listener from a designated direction.

In an exhibition context, the situation is completely different. Here, the listener is able to move autonomously. By making
their way through the venue, their perspective is constantly changing both in the visual and the auditory domain. It doesn’t
seem far-fetched that the AROS* system developed by Idee und Klang regards sound as a part of the architecture.
Soundscapes mixed for this system can be described as three-dimensional walk-in sound sculptures.

Getting a Feel for Exhibition Sound
In film sound design there are lots of conventions that have been adopted over the years. These conventions have
influenced the audiences’ listening habits and vice versa.

Since exhibition sound hasn’t been around for that long and still isn’t as widespread, there are next to no conventions.
Since a lot of exhibitions are still mute, the listener isn’t even necessarily expecting an exhibition to feature designed
sound at all.
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Nonetheless there is a huge potential in consciously designing the way a venue sounds. The creation of auditory
environments ranges from subliminal ambiences that the listener might not even be aware of to spectacular three-
dimensional sound stories. The absence of convention and the non-linear way listeners consume an exhibition call for the
right characteristics of the sound content and, quite simply, the right volume. There is a certain risk of annoying visitors
and/or staff with sound pollution. Furthermore, in many cases multiple auditory environments have to coexist without
disturbing one another. This is the case if an exhibition has an open architecture or at least features multiple adjacent
rooms that each has their own soundscape.

As a member of Idee und Klang, I have had the opportunity to lead the sound content production for ‘Real to Reel: A
Century of War Movies’ exhibition at the IWM London. We have created soundscapes that bring the sounds of film and
filmmaking into an exhibition context. It has been a very interesting experience that has inspired this comparison between
film sound and exhibition sound.

Jascha Dormann has worked at Idee und Klang since 2012, working on several projects including The WW1 Centenary
Exhibition at Melbourne Museum or the Autowerk exhibition at Autostadt Wolfsburg.

* www.ideeundklang.com/audio/en/ideas/research/aros.html
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