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”Walking with Dinosaurs aims to present the viewer with a 

look into the dinosaur era from an accurate a perspective 

as possible.” 

  

”It’s a complete recreation of the dinosaur era, filmed like 

the natural history documentaries for which BBC is 

renowned.” 

From the Making of ”Walking with Dinosaurs” homepage on BBC-online1 

                                                 

1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml, 4.4.2000 
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Synopsis 

“Walking with Dinosaurs” is a 1999 BBC produced natural history documentary series about 

dinosaurs. While such a representation of dinosaurs is usually treated with focus on either the visual 

image, the technology used or the narrative structure in such films, this thesis deals with how sound 

works in such representations. Sound is in this thesis seen as central to film in general, because the 

members of the audience, whom the French music scholar Michel Chion calls the audio-spectators, 

rely on the successful combination of the images and the sounds into what can be called the audio-

visual illusion. This is the illusion that the sounds we hear are produced by the characters or objects 

on the screen, and it is an illusion that makes the audio-spectators enter the so-called audio-visual 

contract, which both the audio-spectators and the producers enter, the audio-spectator agreeing to 

believe what the producers of the presentation tell them. The analysis of different layers of sound in 

the series is used as a tool for investigating how the popular image of the dinosaurs is constructed 

and reproduced. The dinosaur sounds themselves are seen as one expression of this image, being 

imaginatively produced by a mixture of imagination, popular conceptions and scientific knowledge. 

 

The thesis discusses how the series can be seen upon as a natural history documentary series, and 

how it can be said to be an example of popularisation of science. This might be said to lie in the 

authority of the narrative structure of documentary film, claiming to reflect realistically and 

truthfully upon nature. In this the documentary film differs from the fiction film, which holds no 

such claim. One definition of popularisation of science can be scientific knowledge is made 

understandable to a large audience. WWD, presenting the dinosaurs and their lives as naturally and 

truthfully as possible can be seen as science made understandable to a large audience, and WWD 

can therefore be seen as popularisation of science. 

Keywords: Sound, documentary, dinosaurs, popularisation, science 
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Preface 

When I first came to Maastricht to start the second semester of the ESST2-programme, I had a 

vague idea that I wanted to write about how science was perceived by audiences of mass media. I 

have also always been interested in the use of music in film, and I have always liked watching 

natural history documentaries, using them as a source for learning more about nature. I have studied 

music since I was eight years old, and the hobby has taken me into such academic fields as 

ethnomusicology, social anthropology and psychology, finding out about how music works on 

people and their perception of the world around them. The interdisciplinary qualities that 

characterised ESST made me immediately interested in the first place, and a wish to broaden my 

knowledge in many fields at once made me apply for the Master-programme. A lecture by Boudoin 

Jurdant in the first semester has given inspiration for my thoughts about popularisation, and was 

one of the reasons for performing this study. This thesis about the way sound works in a natural 

history documentary to help construct the image of dinosaurs and prehistory has been a way to 

make use of former academic knowledge and many of my interests at once. It came into being by 

the help of many people, and it has resulted in an article on the homepages of the Norwegian 

Broadcasting Corporation (NRK) 3 where the series “Walking with Dinosaurs” is being shown 

during September and October 2000. First of all I would like to thank my supervisor Jack Post for 

helping me find the way. I would also like to thank Jessica Mesman and Jose van Dijk for 

inspiration, Karin Bijsterveld and Renee van de Val for interesting viewpoints.4 I’d also like to 

thank my friends and colleagues in the second semester for contributing with points of view and for 

being good companions, and last, but not least my sister, mother and father for being good 

supporters in hard and pleasant times. 

                                                 

2 Master of Arts, Education in Society, Science and Technology in Europe 
3 The article can be found on the following web site: http://www.nrk.no/viten/nyheter/W1171.html  
4 All are members of the staff in the Faculty of Cultural Sciences at the University of Maastricht 
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      Maastricht, September 29, 2000 

I Introduction 

Popularisation has since the very start been a part of scientific practice. According to Ludmilla 

Jordanova,5 editor of the book ”Languages of Nature, Critical Essays on Science and Literature” 

science in the original meaning signified any kind of knowledge and learning ”with increasing 

emphasis on theoretical knowledge, and on the ability to demonstrate the certainty of such 

knowledge. Gradually science has come to mean specifically knowledge of nature, that is of the 

external, observable world.”6 Science used to oppose itself to metaphysics and subjective 

knowledge, and preached objectivity as a goal. The written word was then, and continues to be 

today, particularly important for scientists to establish an authoritative account of reality, to store 

and convey information, to reach audiences, to ”change their ways of thinking, to persuade people 

of the value of science and to legitimise the position of the practitioners.”7 The scientific debate has 

since around 1850 often been conducted in the public arena, and ”the marvels of the universe and 

the wonders of nature,” of which dinosaurs can be seen as an example, captured the public 

imagination.8 Popularisation continues to be a part of scientific practice today, and while scientists 

used to oppose journalism and the popular representation of their knowledge they have now (since 

the 1960s) accepted and even appreciates the ability to spread their knowledge to larger audiences 

through a variety of channels.9 Popularisation still works to legitimise the position of the scientists, 

but while they have power over a number of representations, they do not have control over how the 

information is conveyed. This belongs to the field of journalism, as the Dutch professor of literature 

Jose van Dijk points out in her book ”Imagenation.”  

                                                 

5 Ludmilla Jordanova is Professor in the school of World Art Studies and Museology at the University of East Anglia 
6 Ludmilla Jordanova, “Languages of Nature,” p. 29 
7 Ibid p. 23 
8 Ibid p. 26 

 6 



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

 

”Popular images are si

the control over scien

representatio

Jose van Dijk writes about how popularisation works 

as a continuous and dynamic process where scientific 

conceptions and popular imaginations are mutually 

shaped. Instead of the usual linear conception where 

knowledge is being

proposes the term ”i

circular transformati
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But both the ”image”

 

 Image can either sig
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9 Jose van Dijk, “Imagen
10 Ibid p.198  
11 Ibid p. 12 
12 Ibid 

 

 

tes where simultaneously 

ce and the control over 

ns are at stake.” 
 produced by scientists and then diffused into the public arena, van Dijk 

magenation” as a neology of image and imagination to signify ”the recursive, 

on of knowledge”10 within the matrix made up of the scientific field and the 

r images influence scientific conceptions and images, and these images again 

ion of the popular images in a continuous process without beginning or end. 

 and ”popular” are ambiguous terms. 

nify ”tangible, vivid representations as they are employed to call up mental 

ting the second type of image, which are also referred to as popular 

 to ”fixed ideas or portraits engraved in our collective consciousness.”12 The 

er be called the image, the second type the conception of dinosaurs. I will also, 

e image as “the visual image,” the one that is produced as a result of camera 

 refer firstly to: 

                                                                                                                                

ation,” p. 25 
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 ”science ’relating to the general public’ or ’suitable to the majority.’ Secondly, the term pertains to 

science that is ’easy to understand.’ And last, the term refers to scientific ‘issues frequently 

encountered’ or ’commonly accepted’.” 13 

 

Equally the term popularisation ”wavers accordingly between ’rendering prevalent among a general 

audience’ and ’presenting science in a generally understandable form’.”14 Popularisation of science 

has been looked upon as ”’selling science to a general audience’, that is to make as many people as 

possible ’buy into’ a particular scientific theory or practice.”15  

 

The purpose of this thesis is to look at 

how one expression of the conception of 

dinosaurs is constructed in the 1999 BBC-

produced series ”Walking with 

Dinosaurs” (WWD), and how sound 

contributes to this construction. In this 

”natural history documentary”16 about the 

d

v

c

c

p

i

  

1

1

1

1
1

8

”popularisation is part of what science is all about – it is a part 

of science, a kind of soap opera that shows how science 

orks. The problem is - the public respects scientists and fearw s

t

f

be likened to explanation.” 

hem too. There is no use in having respect for personalities –

all they do is find things out, and being afraid of what they 

ind out is no use either, because it is true – popularisation can

Steve Jones on BBC Online, November 2 1999
inosaurs one might say that the sounds that the animals make in the series are part of the ”tangible, 

ivid representations” of these animals. The conception of the dinosaurs and their world that is 

onstructed through the interaction of the different elements in the series is one of different 

onceptions of the world, as humans in the Western world see them - what might be called the 

opular images of the dinosaurs. Both of these images are products not of journalists’ or scientists’ 

magination and workings alone, but of both together with each other, with the advantages that the 

                                               

3 Ibid p. 9 
4 Ibid  
5 Ibid, For a more thorough discussion of the image see Jose van Dijk’s ”Imagenation - Popular Images of Genetics”, 
998 

6 See quotes at the beginning of the thesis 
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palaeontologists draw attention to their work, and the BBC gets an audience. That this is 

popularisation is also reflected by the Professor of Genetics, Steve Jones, at the University of 

London in an interview on November 2 1999.17 It also becomes apparent when reading the BBC 

homepages on the making of WWD.18  

  

The thesis only deals with a small part of the diverse popular image of dinosaurs. Through the 

analysis of sound in the series I will investigate what kind of image of the dinosaurs we as audio-

spectators19 are presented with.  

• How is the representation constructed, and how does sound contribute to the construction?  

• How is the image of the dinosaurs presented in WWD related to former images of dinosaurs?  

• How can WWD be seen as a populariser of science?  

The main basic assumption in my thesis is that sound is important for this presentation and also that 

sound in itself can function as a representation of a popular image, in this case with the dinosaur as 

a representative of nature. The thesis can then be seen on a higher level to deal with how science 

and nature are constructed and conceptualised in the media, WWD being an example of the natural 

history documentary, the dinosaurs an example of the popular image of nature.  

 

CASE AND APPROACH 

This investigation could have been performed in many ways. I have chosen my case and approach 

for a number of different reasons. Sound is chosen as a tool for investigating the image and 

conception of dinosaurs because not very much investigation has been performed on sound in film, 

                                                 

17 http://news6.thdo.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/tech/newsid%5F501000/501832.stm, 19.5.2000, see quote above 
18 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/production.shtml, 4.4.2000 
19 A notion borrowed from the French scholar Michel Chion, implying that ”films, television, and other audiovisual 
media [not only] address they eye” but ”place their spectators – their audio-spectators – in a specific mode of 
perception” which Chion in his book “Audio-vision, Sound on Screen,” calls audio-vision, p. xxv. I choose to adopt this 
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and particularly not in documentary, even less in natural history documentary film. Sound is usually 

only taken for granted and talked about as an accompaniment to the moving image, but, as will be 

suggested in this thesis, is of great importance for the credibility of film in general. I also have a 

personal motivation for this choice. My interest in sound and music has carried me into academic 

fields like ethnomusicology, anthropology and psychology before ESST.  

 

WWD was chosen as a case study first of all because the series is stated by its producers to be a 

natural history documentary series about dinosaurs. Drawing on elements from classical fiction 

filmmaking the producers at the same time seem to want to keep the claim on reality that most 

documentaries see as their trademark. Because the dinosaurs became extinct 65 million years ago it 

is interesting to see how the makers have tried to create a credible presentation of ”the dinosaur 

era,”20 and it is particularly interesting to investigate the conception of dinosaur sound in this 

respect. This is also interesting because the filmmakers seem to think that this feature is not 

important, leaving it out of the “Making of WWD” film. Sound is one of the features of the 

dinosaurs that cannot be fossilised. Nevertheless the makers have made the dinosaurs complete with 

sounds, colours, movements and social interaction. The choice has also been made because WWD 

is not only a television series. BBC On-line has a site particularly devoted to WWD, Tim Haines, 

the producer has also written a book called “Walking with Dinosaurs – a natural history,” and the 

music that was specially made for the series is being sold on a music CD. That WWD is not only 

the television series, but a whole package of products, makes it even more interesting as a case, as it 

is possible to draw material from all the sources, as well as seeing the package as one, as a 

phenomenon of popularisation. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

notion because it in a thesis about sound seems appropriate to talk about film not only in the visual sense, but as a 
mixture of sound and image, as an audio-visual medium, like Chion suggests. 
20 A term implying that this era can be looked upon as one era, while, in fact consisting of many different and distinct 
periods in the earth’s history 
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THEORETICAL POSITIONING  

By placing the thesis within the realm of Popularisation of Science, Cultural Studies, Docudrama, 

Film Studies, Musicology and Science and Technology Studies (STS) I am able to investigate 

issues that I would otherwise not have been able to look into. Using Jose van Dijk’s theories as a 

basis for my thesis I will place my investigation and the field of Popularisation of Science in a 

border position between STS and Cultural Studies.21 I will try to open up one part of the ”black 

box”22 of film and film technology, while drawing heavily on Cultural Studies, Cultural History and 

Iconology23 to discuss how the popular conception of dinosaurs has developed in the Western 

world. The interdisciplinary approach to science, technology and society that the ESST-course 

promotes has made this thesis possible. 

 

TECHNOLOGICAL CULTURE 

 The term technological culture is often associated with people in Western societies being 

surrounded by and fairly dependent upon technology. Technology is part of our entire culture, and 

we tend to treat technology, whether it is the computer we work at during the day or the lamp we 

light at night as “black boxes.” The term refers both to elements we take for granted and for 

elements or processes we do not understand.24 Such elements often become visible only when they 

fail. This is also what the whole concept of film is built upon. We don’t see the technology as we 

enter the filmic experience, and we only notice it when something goes wrong. In fact, the whole 

                                                 

21 Referring to a conversation with van Dijk 5.7.2000 
22 Latour, “Pandora’s Hope,” p 304 
23 An iconologist defined by Mitchell in “The Last Dinosaur Book,” as “an analyst of images…whose object is not 
nature, but culture, or nature as it is constructed within culture,” p. 7. They are particularly interested in “the images that 
people produce and consume,” p. 52 

 11



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

success of film is built upon the illusion that the combination of sounds and image by the help of 

technology creates. While the image is visible, trapped in a frame, sound is all around us during the 

perception, and is thus more prone to be noticed only when there is something wrong, for instance 

in the case with non-synchronous lips.25 But film is also a cultural expression, and as a 

technological phenomenon it forms part of the tradition called art, but which is also talked about as 

belonging to the “cultural sphere.” For this thesis there are therefore two ways in which we can talk 

about technological culture – film forms a part of the technological culture that surrounds people in 

the Western world, and film is technological culture.  

 

In WWD the fact that film is technology becomes more apparent than usually – the dinosaurs are 

dead, their surroundings have changed and no one has ever heard one. Unlike the usual fiction and 

documentary films, where there are real people or real animals making out the characters, all the 

features of this series are created by help of technology. Only by advances in technology could the 

making of WWD come into being, and with the conception of dinosaurs also being a part of the 

Western culture, WWD can be seen as part of our technological culture. This thesis is therefore also 

an attempt to open up another “black box,” the one of natural history documentary film, both as a 

technology in itself, and as part of a general cultural phenomenon. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

As a structure for the thesis I will, in chapter two, present the series ”Walking with Dinosaurs” and 

discuss the implications of it claiming to be a natural history documentary. I will then go on to 

discuss how meaning is created in film, and why the notion of the spectator is important in this 

                                                                                                                                                                  

24 Firth, ‘The black box: the value of television and the future of television research,’ in “Screen,” 41:1 Spring 2000 p. 
37 
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respect. I will finally give an introduction to sound in film, as this will form the basis for carrying 

out the analysis in chapter 7 and 8 about diegetic26 and non-diegetic27 sounds in WWD. In the 

concluding chapter I will discuss the popular image of dinosaurs as presented in WWD, and discuss 

how this is in accordance or in contrast with earlier conceptions of the dinosaur and pre-history. In 

this last chapter I will also discuss further the how WWD can be seen as popularisation of science. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

25 This happens when the words that we hear are not synchronised with the images of the moving lips of a character on 
the screen – the result of which is that the illusion is broken. 
26 The sounds presented as originating from within the storyspace of a film. 
27 The sounds presented as originating from outside the storyspace of a film. 
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II ”Walking with dinosaurs” 

 

“The production of vivid, colourful, lifelike images

of dinosaurs in painting, sculpture, and cinema

requires an arguably greater degree of imaginative

activity than that of any other animal images, simply

because there is such a large gap between the “real”

creature (which no longer exists), the fragmentary

traces and fossil remains, and the final image that we

construct.” 

Mithcell, “The Last Dinosaur Book,” p. 54

 The BBC produced ”Walking with Dinosaurs” is 

claimed by its makers to be ”a complete 

recreation of the dinosaur era, filmed like the 

natural history documentaries for which BBC is 

renowned,"28 and it is meant to “present the viewer 

with a look into life in the dinosaur era from as accurate a 

perspective as possible.”29 For the general audience it 

can be said to be a presentation in six parts of what life was like in the so-called dinosaur era (220-

65 million years ago), produced by Tim Haines, narrated by Kenneth Branagh, it cost £6 million 

and it took three years to make. In the series there are several animals presented, some of them non-

dinosaurs, but the dinosaurs are the main characters. Some of them are big, some are small, some of 

them are herbivores and some of them are carnivores, who normally kill for their food. Because it 

was so expensive it was important for BBC that the series was a success,30 and indeed 13.2 million 

people (or 51% of the British audience)31 watched the first episode. It was therefore important that 

the presentation of the dinosaur world was credible in order for people to believe in it. How was this 

done? The statements above can give us some clues. 

 

First of all the series is claimed to be “a complete recreation of the dinosaur era”. How is it 

possible to recreate a world where no human being has ever been? By making use of elements 

                                                 

28 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml 4.4.2000 
29 Ibid 
30 ”As the most expensive documentary series the BBC has ever made, it is important that it is a success.” On 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/entertainment/newsid_453000/453310.stm  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/entertainment/newsid_453000/453310.stm


”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

known in both fiction and documentary film a plot and a story is constructed to form a narrative that 

works on different levels to influence the audio-spectator’s perception of the filmic experience. 

Secondly the series is “filmed like the natural history documentaries for which BBC is renowned.” 

The makers thus place themselves within the field of natural history documentary, and counts on 

the credibility of the BBC and the documentary genre itself for support. Credibility is thus created 

in two ways: in the successful combination of the filmic elements themselves and in the placing of 

the series within a previously established system of conceptions of belief, that is - the documentary 

holds some portion of the truth and reflect upon reality to a certain degree, as will be discussed 

below; and that the BBC makes natural history documentaries with some degree of truthful content.  

 

“Presenting a look into the dinosaur era from as accurate a perspective as possible” is also a 

statement that needs some thought. First of all the statement implies that the time of the dinosaurs 

was “one era”. The period of time during which we know that the dinosaurs lived, the time that the 

series spans over, consists of 155 million years. Considering the time that the human species has 

been around this seems like an almost unimaginable long time, and during this period of time the 

earth underwent great changes, for instance with the movements of continents. At the same time 

human beings have a tendency to think about the time before them as one period of time – the time 

before humans (also called the Deep Times or prehistory32), so to say, and about it they knew very 

little before one started to investigate the fossilised bones that turned out to be millions of years old, 

and some of which have been classified as dinosaurs. The conception of this time has also 

undergone developments. These issues will be discussed in the concluding chapter. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

31 http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/entertainment/newsid_465000/465998.stm  
32 Martin Rudwick, ”Scenes from Deep Times”: Deep time: an unimaginable distant past measured in hundreds of 
millions of years, in Mitchell, ”The Last Dinosaur Book”, p. 4 
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The second issue to discuss from this last statement is what “an accurate perspective” might be, 

and who is to hold it. WWD was produced as a co-operation between filmmakers,33 scientists, 

animators, sound engineers, a composer and other groups needed for a television production. In an 

interview one of the producers, Tim Haines, explains how the process of establishing the characters 

of the series was a co-operative process where the filmmakers created a character, and then showed 

the features of the character to scientists and asked for their opinion, after which the characteristics 

were corrected accordingly.34 The imagination and knowledge of both producers and scientists have 

thus been in work to create the series and construct the image of the dinosaurs as they appear in 

WWD. For the sound of the dinosaurs, however there is very little research done.35 Because of this I 

ask whether the sounds that we hear in the series are not based more on how the makers and the 

sound engineers conceptualised (imagined?) them than information they have received from 

scientists in different disciplines. If this is so one might expect the big dinosaurs to sound big, and 

the small dinosaurs to have softer, less audible calls. In addition one might expect that the makers of 

the dinosaur sounds would think about such things as how the animals that were dangerous should 

sound dangerous. For this they might have been influenced by earlier images of sounds established 

through different contexts where dangerous animals appear. This will be discussed further in 

Chapter 7.  

These statements made about “Walking with Dinosaurs” by its producers will form basis for my 

further discussions. The series relies on the reputation of BBC and of the documentary genre for its 

                                                 

33 The producers Tim Haines and Jasper James and their crew 
34 http://ww.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/production.shtml 4.4.2000 
35 There is one study done on Parasaurolophus’ nose cavities, and one study done by David Weishampel, one of the 
scientists that were consulted during the making of the series, on Mattaburrasaurus which appears in the fifth episode of 
the series about the Polar Forests. For a link to the Parasaurolophus study, see: 
http://news2.thls.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/tech/newsid%5F37000/37315.shtml   
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credibility, and uses elements from several genres to build up its story. Because the animals and the 

time span the series describe no longer exist there has to be some imagination involved in the 

making of the series, and not least concerning the sounds of the animals in the series. 
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III Modes of documentary film 

 

How we think a film is made has implications for how we perceive it and categorise it.36 WWD is 

presented as a natural history documentary. This has implications for how we perceive the series, 

and the conceptions of the dinosaurs we are left with after having experienced the series.  

 

There have been several attempts at defining what a documentary film is.37 Carl Plantinga38 

suggests seeing documentary film in relation to broad purposes or functions. He suggests that one 

should rather use as heuristic device distinctions like the use of formal, open or poetic voices, based 

on a degree of narrational authority.39 Use of poetic voice is common in all Avant Garde films, 

metadocumentaries, and documentary parodies – all films that foreground the aesthetic qualities of 

what it presents.40 The open voice is epistemically hesitant, it is a form of observing, exploring and 

implicit narration, and it signifies limitations in the character’s knowledge, but it is character-

centred, as opposed to plot-centred in classic narrative. It shows, provokes and explores, it implies 

rather than explain,41 and it is unpredictable. Open voice is common in Direct Cinema, cinema 

vérité. The third kind of voice explained in Plantinga is the formal voice. This explains some 

portion of the world to the viewer, and therefore has a “high degree of epistemic authority.”42 It is 

                                                 

36 Thompson and Bordwell, “Film Art,” p. 29, see also Roger Odin, ‘For a Semiopragmatics of Film,’ in Warren 
Buckland, “The Film Spectator,” p. 220 
37 Bill Nichols in ”Blurred Boundaries”, p. 95 suggests the following five modes according to authority of the narrative 
voice: Expository, observational, interactive, reflexive and performative. Another distinction that Carl Plantinga 
suggests is one between narrative, categorical and rhetoric structures, p. ... For one of the earliest theories on the 
documentary film, see Grierson,  "Documentary" (I), in Cinema Quarterly (Winter 1932), 67-72), in Plantinga, 1997 
38 Carl Plantinga is associate professor of film, and author of the book “Rhetorics and Representation in Non-fiction 
Film” 
39 Plantinga, “Rhetorics and Representation in Non-Fiction Film,” p. 106, the following definitions and characteristics 
of the poetic, open and formal voices are taken from Chapter 6 in the book. 
40 For a more thorough discussion on this style, see p. 172-190 in Plantinga, “Rhetorics and Representation in Non-
Fiction Film” 
41 Ibid, p 115 
42 Ibid p 107 
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“classical” in form and style, harmony, unity and restraint is important, and not only is this visible 

in the voice-over, but also in the overall structure of the episodes. In my view WWD belongs within 

this form of voice, and I will therefore go on to explain this form of authority further because it has 

significant importance for how we perceive the dinosaurs and for the structure of the episodes in the 

series.  

The formal narrative voice is similar to the classical fiction film – it has what Noel Carroll calls 

“erotetic narrative”43 – it tells you everything you want to know and answers every question. There 

are two significant operations that need to be performed in order to achieve the status of a formal 

voice. First it needs to pose a clear, relevant and coherent set of questions, then it needs to answer 

every salient question it poses. The formal voice will tempt to be optimistic rather than sceptic 

because there is possible knowledge ahead. It assumes complete knowledge on a high level, which 

seems to imply that it is possible to know everything, and it knows more than the subjects (in this 

case the animals) in the depicted world. The authoritative voice (the voice-over) seeks to impart 

prior knowledge, and delays in the impartation are used to create suspense.44  The voice is highly 

communicative and reliable, even though “this does not refer to the truthfulness of the discourse,”45 

maintaining its reliability all the way. The tone tends to be described as “serious,” “forthright,”46 

but not dull. Being omnipotent it sits with full and adequate knowledge of its subjects on the screen. 

It also acts in a hierarchical relationship with its audience, by acting like a teacher to it. When 

noting on the voice-over in the formal style Plantinga explains that it carries authority over the 

                                                 

43 Ibid, p. 107 
44 As for instance when the narrator tells us that the Leaellynasaura might get use of his ”agile moves” (narrative point 
15.08) to save his life, and later this is justified by the attack by the Koolasuchus and the narrator tells us that he was 
”saved by his lightmoved reactions” (narrative point 17.35 in Appendix 1) 
45 Plantinga, “Rhetorics and Representation,” p. 112 
46 Ibid p. 114 
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meanings that the images seem to present, and according to the French social and literary critic 

Roland Barthes it works to narrow the meaning of the images.47  

In this description of how the authority of the formal voice works in documentary film, we can see 

how the credibility of the film seems to be built in to every part of the film’s structure. The image 

and the text end up in mutual justification, and this can be said to be a “typical process of 

naturalisation of the cultural.”48  This kind of structuring also has implications for all the elements 

of the film in question, with all the elements striving for the common goal of unity and harmony,49 

in this case to construct a consistent image of the dinosaur world. 

 

IV WWD as a natural history documentary 

 

Plantinga operates with the division of film into the general fiction and non-fiction.50 Non-fiction 

film can again be divided into documentary films and nature and science films. WWD, presented by 

its makers as a natural history documentary51 is thus classified as a non-fiction film. Even though 

Plantinga operates with the subdivision of documentary and nature- and science films, WWD will 

here be treated as a documentary film series firstly because it is classified as such by its makers, 

secondly because this is the generally known term for these kind of films, and thirdly because the 

characteristics and the expectations associated with documentary films are important for how we 

come to perceive the series, the dinosaurs and prehistory. As the term “non-fiction” implies, all 

                                                 

47 Ibid p. 158 
48 Ibid p. 159 
49 Ibid p. 165 
50 See discussion on the distinction in the introduction to Carl Plantinga, “Rhetorics and Representation in Non-Fiction 
Film" 
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non-fiction films are expected to reflect upon some part of the real world. As the media scholar 

John Corner point out in his “The Art of Record, a Critical Introduction to Documentary” the 

question of “realism” is complex. But documentary films nevertheless claim to represent reality, 

and the audience believes that “truths” are communicated.  

 

If we imagine that all films can be placed on a scale where some (extreme) cases were able to 

represent the reality as it was, truthfully, one might say, and some other (also extreme) cases made 

no claim on the truth at all (some fiction films, for instance), the documentary film would situate 

itself towards the reality-, truthholding end, while the classical Hollywood fiction film would 

situate itself towards the other end: 

 

No truth/fiction content    Reflect truth 

 

 

Classical Hollywood film                 WWD  Documentary 

 

Another way of thinking about the distinction between fiction and documentary film might be to 

think of the documentary to be expected to have less control over the script than fiction film. As a 

result documentaries are thought to reflect more “realistically” and “truthfully” on nature, just 

showing things “as they are”, supporting their statements with scientific facts.52 Again it is possible 

to imagine a scale where total control over the script is situated towards one end, and no control 

                                                                                                                                                                  

51 Tim Haines comments on this in an interview on BBC online: The series turned into ”the natural history of dinosaurs 
with as many dinosaurs as possible” http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/production.shtml, see also: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series_graphics.shtml  
52 Thompson and Bordwell, “Film Art,” p. 29 
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towards the other. Situating WWD on the first scale would place it somewhere in the middle, while 

placing it on the second scale it would fall somewhere towards the total control-side: 

 

Total control  WWD     No control 

 

 

Classical Hollywood film     Documentary 

 

The makers of WWD, having to construct all the animals, the surroundings, the sounds and 

everything in the series themselves, have total control over the script. They also employed classical 

fictional structures, building a plot and constructing small stories within the series, making the 

audio-spectators empathise with some characters, and despise others. At the same time, placing 

themselves in the category of documentary film, it is expected that the series should reflect some 

part of the truth about dinosaurs. To ensure this they employed over a hundred palaeontologists in 

the making. Where controversies existed between scientists the best-proven theory was chosen. In 

this way the presentation of the scientific facts that are built into the series offers a kind of 

consensus of different scientific theories about pre-history and dinosaurs. 

 

BBC’S ROLE AS A NATIONAL BROADCASTER 

The role of BBC as informer and educator of the people has been an aim for the broadcasting 

corporation since the beginning.  Being the national and a state-funded broadcaster it was important 

that its broadcasting reached the major part of the pubic, and public service therefore became 

important. The BBC is also famous for its informative natural history documentaries, of which 

WWD can be seen as part of. In a way one might say that the credibility of the BBC as a reliable 
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source of information suggests that the vision of the dinosaurs presented in the series is the truest 

vision that has ever been produced. This is also stated by the makers of WWD:  

 

“This is the most accurate vision [of the dinosaur world] anyone has ever produced.”53 

 

That the BBC logo is the first and the last to appear on the screen in each episode suggests that it is 

important that this is a BBC production. The series has also in other countries been broadcasted by 

television channels that reach a large number of people, for instance the Norwegian Broadcasting 

Corporation (NRK, where it is showing during September and October 2000), and the Netherlands 

channel Vara, one of the three countrywide broadcasting channels. This makes it important that the 

image presented is of such a nature that it is suitable to be communicated to a vast number of 

persons, another important characteristic of the popularisation process. 

 

But the credibility of the documentary film is not only a matter of the credibility of the makers, but 

also of the characteristics of documentary film in general. It seems that the credibility of film was 

earlier ensured by the fact that it relied on the photographic image itself to represent reality – what 

you saw with your own eyes had to be true. With innovations within the technical field, the 

equipment with which to make film was improved, to the state of present day filmmaking of which 

WWD can be an example, where computers are used for manipulation of the image and the sounds. 

The early technical innovations, and possibly the most important one made it possible to separate 

the camera and the microphone, the equipment became lighter and portable. This allowed for a 

change in the documentary film – the filming became more spontaneous, and it became possible to 

manipulate the filming and the sound recording. That the two should be recorded simultaneously 

was still important – this seemed to ensure that the impression was given that what people 
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experienced was a part of reality. The synchrony of these two underlies the illusion that all film 

relies upon, that the sounds we hear are issued from the sources we are able to watch on the screen, 

what the French composer and sound theoretician Michel Chion calls the audio-visual illusion54. 

The successful association of sound with image is thus central to the notion of credibility of film – 

without this combination we would not have believed in any of the two, and no film would have 

been successful. It is the result of a phenomenon Chion calls added value:  

                                                                                                                                                                 

 

“the expressive and informative value with which a sound enriches a given image so as to create the 

definite impression, in the immediate or remembered experience one has of it, that this information or 

expression “naturally” comes from what is seen, and is already contained in the image itself.” 55 

 

I will come back to this later in the thesis, but the point is here that sound is central to our 

understanding of film.  

 

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES AND NOISE-REDUCTION 

When the technology allowed for the separation of the sound and the image track, and they no 

longer had to be recorded simultaneously, this ”opened the flood-gates to what was variously 

known as Direct Cinema (in America and Canada), cinema verite (in France) and – slightly later – 

Observational Documentary (in Britain).56 Direct Cinema and cinema verite both ”valued 

immediacy, intimacy and ’the real’”57, and ”rejected the glossy, ’professional’ aesthetic of 

traditional cinema.”58 Instead the grainy impression and the wobbliness that was a characteristic of 

the hand-held camera became a signifier of reality and authenticity, and thus became a desired 

 

53 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/chat_trans.shtml  
54 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 5 
55 Ibid 
56 Macdonald and Cousins, ”Imagining Reality”, p. 249 
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quality.59 The hand-held effects that are employed in WWD60 can thus be seen as a remainder of 

these two documentary forms. Not only has hand-held camera techniques come to signify reality, 

but also certain features of the soundscape have acquired this position. Scarce use of music61 and 

noises mingling in with the other sounds on the sound track, what is associated with what Chion 

calls Materialising Sound Indices (MSI)62, also seem to imply authenticity and reality. These 

techniques are sometimes employed by fiction filmmakers to ”bring a feeling of the ’real’ to their 

projects.”63 In this way one can see that the boundary between documentary and fiction is blurred 

not only in that documentary film sometimes build their structure over classical narrative structures, 

but also that characteristics typical of documentary film are used in fiction to add a touch of the 

real. The analysis of such films can give us a clue to how easily the truth can be falsified. The 

notion of truth is itself problematic, and it is in the STS field widely regarded as constructed by 

scientists and other groups that produce facts.64 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

57 Ibid 
58 Ibid 
59 Ibid p. 250 
60 Appendix 1, narrative point 20.34-22.14 
61 Lizzie Francke, ’When Documentary is not Documentary’, in Macdonald and Cousins, ”Imagining Reality”, p. 341 
62 ”Sonic details that supply information about the concrete materiality of sound production in the film space...Scarce 
MSIs give the impression of perfection, ethereality, abstraction.” In Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 223 
63 Ibid 
64 Knorr-Cetina in  ”The Manufacture of Knowledge” discusses the notion of ”fact”, p. 3, and van Dijk also notes that 
constructivist and related approaches argue that scientists are involved in fact-producing processes, and that facts are 
produced as a result of interaction and negotiation,  ”Imagenation”, p. 11 
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V Meaning in Film  

Meaning in Film is conveyed in several ways. In a way one might say that films operate on 

different levels. The filmmaker usually wants to convey a certain meaning, trying to build this 

meaning into the film, through combining the different filmic element to ensure that his meaning is 

conveyed properly. But it is impossible not to take into account the receiver of the message that is 

conveyed. The early communication theoreticians looked at communication as a linear process,65 in 

which a sender tries to convey a meaning, constructing a message and then sending it, sometimes 

through a medium (for instance the television), to be received by a receiver. If we take into 

consideration that there might exist as many receivers as there are people in this world, and that 

every receiver is different, the problem arises about how the sender will be able to construct a 

message that will be perceived equally by a large number of receivers. To solve the problem the 

producers of such messages in film rely upon different codes, some specific for film and some 

specific for the culture in which they are produced (and for music there also exist specific musical 

codes). These codes are based upon expectations that the receivers, or what most theorists call the 

spectators, have as members of a certain culture or group, and they are inherent in, and established 

by cinema and television themselves. The spectator can be seen as ”not one concrete person, but 

only a part of him/her that goes [to the movie theatre]. It is the psychological mechanism necessary 

to the functioning of the institution, but only for the duration of the show.”66  

 

 

                                                 

65 Similar to the dominant view on diffusion of knowledge as referred to in van Dijk, “Imagenation,” where this is 
thought of as being a one-way process, where scientists produce the knowledge and the facts, and this is diffused into 
the public sphere by journalists and the media, p. 9 
66 Christian Metz, cited in Roger Odin, ‘For a Semio-Pragmatic Approach to Film,’ in Warren Buckland, “The Film 
Spectator,” p. 215 

 26 



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

The spectator thus takes on a role when he watches a film show, and enters what Michel Chion calls 

the audio-visual contract:  

”The audio-visual relationship is not natural but rather a sort of symbolic pact to which the audio-

spectator agrees when s/he considers the elements of sound and image to be participating in one and 

the same entity or world” 67 

 

 According to the French film theorist Roger Odin the audio-spectator and the filmmaker have to 

adopt the same roles in order for what can be called a ”space of communication”68 to be created, 

where the ”production of meaning and affects are harmoniously formed during the filmmaking and 

reading.”69 It his seems that films have meaning because it is attributed to them, by the makers in 

the production process, and by the audio-spectators as they are perceiving the film and when they 

think about it afterwards. The audio-spectators are thus part of the meaning-generating process, 

creating meaning from the cultural and cinematic codes that the producers have built into the 

narrational structure of the film in the production process. This process is the same for both fiction 

and documentary film, and they rely on most of the same codes, but while it is expected that the 

contents of a fictional film have no relation to reality and truth, the contents of documentary are 

expected to hold this kind of truths. As audio-spectators we are more prone to believe in the 

meaning of documentary film when it ”mobilises operations belonging to the process of 

fictionalisation, i.e. the more it resembles the fiction film.”70 Because of this also the codes that 

operate for sound in film are the same for documentary and fiction film. The success of the 

transmission of meaning is thus dependent on the audio-visual contract, which is the basis for the 

                                                 

67 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 222 
68 Roger Odin, ‘A Semiopragmatic Approach to the Documentary Film,’ in Warren Buckland, “ The Film Spectator,” p. 
227 
69 Ibid 
70 Ibid p. 229 
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audio-spectators’ belief in the show. This makes it clear that sound is important for the credibility of 

the dinosaurs that is created in the series ”Walking with Dinosaurs.” 

 

NARRATION AND THE DIEGESIS 

Narration can be defined as ”the plot’s way of distributing story information in order to achieve 

specific effects. [It] is the moment-by-moment process that guides us in building the story out of the 

plot.”71 The Professor in Liberal Studies Claudia Gorbman discusses in her book ”Unheard 

Melodies – Narrative Film Music” how Gerard Genette and Etienne Souriau connect the notion of 

narration to the notion of diegesis, that is it is connected to how the story world, the world that we 

choose to believe in as we enter the audio-visual contract, is constructed. The diegesis can be 

defined on the basis of these two film theoreticians definitions as ”the narratively implied spatio-

temporal world of the actions of the characters.”72 The ”perceived sounds and images, all edited and 

spliced together, give us the impression [that they are supposedly extracted from some] ”real” 

world,”73 and humans seem to have ”the psychological capacity to impose continuity on filmed 

images and sounds before us.”74 What we can infer from this is that the joint effect of sound and 

image in film construct an ”alternative reality” that we, as audio-spectators, choose to believe in. In 

WWD there are two sound layers that seem to be issued from the dinosaur world (the ambient, 

surrounding sounds, and the animal sounds themselves), while two other layers (the music and the 

voice-over narration) seem to comment upon this storyworld where the dinosaurs are the main 

characters. It is these layers of sound and their effects upon out perception of the dinosaurs I will go 

on to analyse in the following. 

                                                 

71 Thompson and Bordwell, ”Film Art”, p. 75 
72  Gorbman, ”Unheard Melodies”, p. 21. For a more thorough discussion on diegesis vs. non-diegesis see Gorbman, p. 
20-22 
73 Ibid 
74 Ibid 
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VI Sound in “Walking with Dinosaurs” 

 

Sound can be defined as small pieces of aural phenomena that are oriented in time.75 These aural 

phenomena cannot be placed outside time and space in the same way as the image can. While the 

photographic image is confined by the frame and locked to it, and thus may exist independent of 

space and time, sound exists in time, and thus imposes a sense of succession on the audio-spectator. 

Because of this it can impose on the image a sense of temporal linearisation. The way that human 

beings focus their attention is also a matter of the physiological characteristics of hearing and 

seeing. While the eye is able to focus on several things at once, taking in everything that is within 

the field of vision, the ear selects one sound and focuses on this. This has consequences for how 

sound is selected both in the production process in filmmaking and in the perception of the film by 

the audio-spectator. We do not either see or hear a film, but we see-hear it, a phenomenon which 

Chion calls audio-vision (the term audio-spectator reflects this76). The effect of this is what sound 

designer Walter Murch describes in the foreword of Chion’s book “Audio-vision” as “the 

conceptual resonance between image and sound.”77 This works so that when we hear-see a film the 

sound influences the way we see the images, which influence the way we hear the sounds, and 

which again influence the way we see the images, and so on. This phenomenon is possible through 

the earlier described added value.78 If different sounds had been put together with the images on the 

screen our perception of the whole experience would have been different. It is therefore important 

that the sounds and the images that are to go together are carefully selected and edited, the cultural 

                                                 

75 Chion, ”Audio-vision,” p. 20 
76 Defined in the Introduction the thesis 
77 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. xxii 
78 Defined in Chapter 3 of the thesis 
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and cinematic codes used and broken, so that the control over the audio-spectators expectations is 

maintained.  

 

Sound can function in several ways. Chion sees sound as functioning mostly through creating a 

unifying sound bath that binds together the flow of images.79 Thompson and Bordwell in “Film 

Art” mention six different functions of film sound: it sets the audio-spectators in a distinct sense 

mode;80 it shapes how we perceive an interpret the image; it directs our attention and guides us 

through the show by “pointing” things out to us; it cues us to form expectations about what is 

supposed to happen in the action; it gives a new value to silence, which through the use of sound in 

film acquires an expressiveness that it did not earlier have; and finally it gives new creative 

possibilities in the filmmaking process, through the possibility of reassociating different sounds and 

images. In WWD it is particularly important that the control over the audio-spectators perception is 

maintained, because the animals that the series is portraying are no longer around – the makers thus 

have to reassociate some sounds with the images of the animals in a way that the audio-spectator 

will believe in to be able to create a credible image of the dinosaurs. The reassociation of sound and 

image, working through synchrony and verisimilitude, is what makes the audio-spectator believe in 

the performance. 

 

 Synchrony can be defined as a sound and an image element occurring at the same time, either as a 

product of deliberate manipulation or naturally and unexpected. If a certain sound element is 

associated with a certain image element more that one time, it is probable that that sound will come 

to signify, and stand in place for, the image, so that when we hear that sound later on it will be 

associated with the character or the situation that is was associated with in the first place. The 

                                                 

79 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 47 
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supposed harmony between images and sounds is therefore an illusion – we are dealing with 

sources and causes that the filmmakers makes us believe in, not some pre-existing connection 

between the two. The way the image and the sound are synchronised is also important - with loose 

synchrony the impression is that the effect is less naturalistic, and the contrary, if there is tight 

synchrony between image and sounds the effect is to establish materiality and the landscape of the 

scene. Sound can also define what belongs to the story space (the diegesis) and what belongs 

outside it (non-diegetic sound), as well as signifying if the sources of the sounds are visible or not, 

what can be called on-screen and off-screen sounds. Both through playing with synchrony and 

through changes in loudness (the breadth of the soundwaves which can give us sense of perceived 

distance)81 and timbre (the harmonic components that give the tone its qualities and colour, and 

which is what gives the texture or feel of the sound, and makes it possible to distinguish e.g. one 

voice from another)82 sound can impose upon the image a feeling of movement. Loudness and 

timbre also help define the physical space of the diegesis.  

 

Verisimilitude (“arising not from truth but from convention”83) will “lead [the audio-spectator] to 

connect a sound with an event or detail.”84 But as the filmmaker is relying upon codes it is not 

strange if we feel that our expectations about how the two are supposed to go together are fulfilled. 

The sounds of the huge dinosaurs in WWD will for instance be expected to have deep, resonant 

sounds, seemingly coming from their huge bodies, while the small animals will be associated with 

sound of higher pitch, and less resonant, as their bodies are smaller.  Our belief in the combination 

is also a matter of the distinction between the definition and the fidelity of the sounds. Fidelity is a 

                                                                                                                                                                  

80 Thompson and Bordwell, ”Film Art,” p. 292-295 
81 Ibid p. 295 
82 Ibid p. 296 
83 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 23, as an example he mentions how the sound of a smashed watermelon might come to 
signify ”a head blown to smithereens in a war film,” and as the smashed watermelon it is in a comedy. 
84 Ibid  
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matter of how well the sound corresponds with the pre-recorded, that is the originally produced, 

sound, or what the audio-spectators believe is the cause of the sound. It was earlier believed, as is 

discussed above, that the fact that the sounds were recorded on site would mean that they more truly 

reflected reality than manipulated sounds (a matter of high fidelity), as is reflected in cinema vérité 

and Direct Cinema. But a sound does not necessarily render the cause of its source, on-site 

recording also involved choices that would have implications for the perception of the film. It thus 

became more important to render the feeling associated with the situation than the rendering of the 

pre-recorded sound itself. For this the definition of sound is a better instrument, giving the sounds 

more materialising indices (MSIs). The definition of the sound is a more technical term, signifying 

the acuity and precision in rendering of detail. Definition is “a function of the frequency band [and] 

the dynamic range,”85 and a higher frequency will give a greater feeling of presence and reality than 

lower frequencies, as the higher frequencies allow for a greater multitude of details, and therefore 

also more MSIs.86 The notion of pitch is also a matter of the definition of sound, being defined as 

the frequency of sound vibrations that helps the listener to pick out sounds from the sound flow.87 

While in classical Hollywood cinema the reduction of noise (reduction of MSIs) became the ideal, 

the sound technology reflecting this by becoming more noise-reducing, in the documentary film 

noises has come to signify reality, reintroducing an acute feeling of the materiality of things and 

beings.  

 

Last, but not least – rhythm is a characteristic of sound phenomena that is usually associated with 

music, which normally has a certain pulse, beat and tempo in the flow of sounds. But rhythm is not 

a phenomenon confined to music alone – both the flow of images and the flow of sounds in film 

                                                 

85 Ibid p 98 
86 Ibid p 99 
87 Thompson and Bordwell, ”Film Art,” p. 296 
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can be perceived as having rhythm, moving in time, and working to give the audio-spectator 

different emotional reactions, like the feeling of speed, a feeling of movement, etc. 

To be able to distinguish these functions and characteristics of sound in film it is necessary to listen 

carefully to films. Chion proposes three ways of listening to films. The first, causal listening, 

“consists of listening to a sound in order to gather information about its cause (or source).”88 

Semantic listening implies listening which “refers to a code or a language to interpret the images,”89 

for instance spoken language, and is more of a linguistic way of listening, while reduced listening, a 

term first used by Pierre Schaeffer, implies a mode of listening that “focuses on the traits of the 

sound itself, independent of its cause and of its meaning.”90 I have used all three modes of listening 

in this thesis in an almost integrated way, but I have tried to make sure that all modes have been 

used, so as to give me a full as possible understanding of the sound in “Walking with Dinosaurs.”  

 

I have divided the soundscape of the series into four layers, the animal sounds, the ambient sounds, 

the music and the ambient sounds, the first two belonging to the diegesis, and the two latter ones 

originating from the space outside the diegesis. I have further selected one segment (14.03 - 22.50) 

in the Fifth Episode of the series, Spirits of the Silent Forest as a case for my analysis. Where 

necessary I will refer to other parts of the series and the specific episode, and I will sometimes refer 

to theoretical perspectives so as to explain the results that are reached in the analysis. The most 

important thing, though, has been to keep in mind the purpose of the thesis, that is to point to the 

construction of an image (or conception) of the dinosaurs and their lives. Therefore the soundscape 

is also set in relation to the images and the narrative – after all it is within the overall presentation 

that the dinosaurs is created. 

  

                                                 

88 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 25 
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For a schematic presentation of the elements in the segment, see Appendix 2. This might also be 

useful to realise the complexity of the presentation, and it also clarifies the texture of the segment. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

89 Ibid p. 28 
90 Ibid p. 29 
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VII Diegetic Sound in “Walking with Dinosaurs” 

 

Diegetic sounds are sounds that are presented as 

originating within the story space, in this series within 

the dinosaur world. These are sounds that are presented 

as originating from the animals themselves, sounds that 

are presented as originating from the surroundings, 

marking the territory of the Polar Forest where the 

action in the fifth episode takes place, as well as other 

so

o

 

T

T

b

li

a

th

p

so

 

 

”We can make something like the buzzing of 

a bee end up as a dinosaur roar. You can 

distort and change the sounds, so you find 

thing and think ’oh we could use th

’whatever’.” 

some is as 

Sophie Taylor, one of the sound designers that

worked for the BBC during the production of

WWD
 35

unds that seem to come from the off-screen space, and that we can expect to see the source of at 

ne time or another. 

HE ANIMALS 

he question of how the animal sounds contribute to the construction of the dinosaurs in WWD 

ecomes a question about how we expect them to sound compared to what they actually do sound 

ke in the series. As has been mentioned already the sounds that we hear are not the sounds that the 

nimals make – they are digitally created animals, and there are none of them around to check that 

e producers of the series have been right in their guesses. In the following I will give a short 

resentation of the four main characters in Spirits of the Silent Forest, as well discuss how the 

unds that they make relate to the image of the dinosaurs that is presented. 
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The main characters in Spirits of the Silent Forest are the 

Leaellynasaura. The WWD book tells us that these ”small, 

elegant biped”91 animals lived in clans on the forest floor, 

that they were ”distinguished by the big eyes and enlarged 

optic lobes that enabled them to see in the dark.”92 The 

evidence for the description of these animals is the finding of 

one skull. They are described as being about two metres in 

length and were just about half a metre tall, with a weight of about ten kilograms,93 and can thus be 

seen as an example of the fact that not all the dinosaurs were huge and heavy. The are striped with a 

greenish colour, which the narrator points out gives them camouflage in the forest in which they 

live. These animals make something like eight different sounds,94 and one of the sounds that we 

hear is even commented on by the narrator. He notes that this clicking sound is made by the sentry 

to ”reassure the other animals that the coast is clear.”95 

 

The other herbivore appearing in the episode is the 

Mattaburrasaura. This animal is considerably larger 

than the Leaellynasaura, and is being described in the 

”Walking with Dinosaur” book as ”a solid, muscular 

herbivore ... distinguished by an enlarged snout that might 

have been used to produce a distinctive call.”96 The 

evidence for its reconstruction is one partial skeleton. It 

                                                 

91 Tim Haines, WWD, the book, p. 205 
92 Ibid 
93 Ibid 
94 See Appendix 3, and http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/leaellyna.shtml  
95 See Appendix 1, narrative point 03.29 
96 Tim Haines, WWD, the book, p. 205 
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”could be as much as nine metres long and about two metres tall at the hip,”97 and it is portrayed in 

a green-grey colour. The most distinctive feature about this animal is its calls, sounding something 

like a very large donkey.98 It also makes some other sounds, but these calls are the most important 

ones. 

 

There are two carnivores in the series that are distinguished from the herbivores in that they both 

seem to hunt alone. The impression of these animals is thus very different from the herbivores that 

seem to operate in herds, apparently because they “find safety in numbers.” The impression is also 

the result of the total effects of the different layers of sound. This will become clear during the 

analysis of the other sound layers in the series. 

 

The first one is the Dwarf Allosaur, ”a smaller descendant of 

the fearsome Jurassic carnivore Allosaurus, but [it is] still the 

largest killer in the area.”99 The evidence for this dinosaur is 

controversial, only one anklebone is found. The Allosaur is 

described as about six metres long and one and a half metre 

tall at the hip.100 It is portrayed as green with orange stripes, 

teeth sticking out of its mouth. The sounds these animals make 

are either like hissing or like elephant trumpeting, only more muffled.101 It is also possible to hear 

deep rumbling breathing sounds from these animals together with close-up shots of the head.  

The last animal of any importance in this episode is the Koolasuchus. This is not a dinosaur, but a 

giant amphibian, and a survivor of the past, in a place where it is too cold for crocodiles to live.102 It 

                                                 

97 Ibid 
98 Appendix 3 and http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/sounds/muttaburra.rm, for soundclip 
99 Tim Haines WWD, the book, p. 205 
100 Ibid 
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is described as lethal in water, but not so dangerous on land, where it has to carry its heavy bulk 

around. It is ”distinguished by its massively powerful 

skull,”103 it is almost five metres long, and heavy, weighing 

over half a tonne. The evidence for this recreation is two 

jawbones. The animal makes a sort of deep rumbling sound, 

almost like purring.104 

 

There are also certain other animals that appear once in a 

while – a Tuatara and a Weta, as well as some Pterosaurs and a small Mammal, but they are not 

important for the episode, and have no real significance in the main characters’ life. They are 

therefore not focused on here. 

 

On the homepages of BBC, there is an interview from which the opening quote of this chapter is 

taken from. About the diegetic sounds of the series, the sound designers, working for ”Adelphoi” 

Design Company, told BBC online that all the sounds had to be created from scratch. They had to 

create the atmospheres that the action took place in (territory, off-screen and on-screen sounds), 

they had to characterise the dinosaurs, and then make sounds to fit them, making the large animals 

seem large and the mean animals seem mean,105 allow them to express themselves through the 

sounds. The sounds were made from sounds gathered from archives, they were synthesised and 

some sounds were ”totally artificial.”106 In addition the sound engineers used some human noises, 

like eating noises and some expressive sounds, that were better produced in this way, or they could 

                                                                                                                                                                  

101 Appendix 3 and http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/sounds/dwarfallosaur.rm, for soundclip 
102 Tim Haines, WWD, the book, p. 205 
103 Ibid 
104 Appendix 3 and http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/sounds/koolasuchus.rm, for soundclip 
105  http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/sound.shtml  
106 Ibid 
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”take a synthetic sound and then add a human mouth element to it.”107 The sound creators then got 

help from palaeontologists who had studied the skulls of the dinosaurs, and from the producer to 

adjust the sounds to the characters, and the sounds were mixed until ”everyone was happy!”108 This 

process of making the sounds of the atmosphere from the images, and characterising the dinosaurs 

to make their sounds would imply that the sound creation process was one that involved a lot of 

imagination. 

 

The controversies that are sometimes reflected in the book and generally not expressed in the 

television series might also have some implications on the making of the series. In the last episode 

it is hinted at the theory that the dinosaurs evolved into birds. This might have had influence on 

how the dinosaur sounds were made. We can notice that the Leaellynasaura for instance make 

sounds that sound like chirping, purring, and a piping whistling-like sound. It might also be that the 

sound engineers have imagined how small animals must sound, and that they must sound smaller 

than the bigger animals, like the Mattaburrasaura. It is also natural that a larger animal sounds 

bigger than a small animal. In any case the function is to make the sounds in such a way that they 

do not contradict the images of the animals. In the process of making the sounds it is probable that 

imagination has been used, but the sounds are also sounds that we would expect the animals to 

have. It would have meant a breach with our expectations if the small Leaellynasaura had made the 

sounds that are associated with the Mattaburrasaura, or if the Tyrannosaurus in the last episode of 

the episode had made very soft sounds of a high pitch. The facts about this animal, however seem to 

point to its sound being more like hissing,109 but not really of the deep roaring that it is associated 

                                                 

107 Ibid 
108 Ibid 
109 See study done by Matsumi Suzuki on http://www.newscientist.com/nplus/insight/rexfiles/trexgrwl.html  
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with in WWD, as well as in other films like Jurassic Park.110 The sounds of the Koolasuchus also 

seem to live up to our expectations – its grunting, rumbling sounds (as if from a manipulated 

rumbling from the stomach or a low burp) goes well with its mysterious appearance. It is also 

classified as a ”bizarre” animal by the narrator.111 The animal sounds thus go well with the image of 

the dinosaurs, and together they form part of the impression that we are left with after having 

watched the episode. The big animals sound big and the small sound small... 

 

Sound has often been divided into speech, music and noise.112 This classification is according to 

Chion based on how we order sounds according to what we see in the images. In WWD this seems 

not to be an appropriate distinction, and this might be the case in several films where animals are 

the main characters. How are the sounds of the animals supposed to be interpreted? They might 

generally be described to be noises, as they cannot be classified clearly as neither music nor speech, 

but when thinking about noises they seem to constitute parts of the surrounding sounds, the sounds 

that help create the atmosphere and that work to materialise the sounds that make up the landscape 

that the dinosaurs seem to be moving within. The animals are also communicated by the use of their 

sounds, and the question arises whether they should not be classified as speech, if one does not treat 

speech as a sole human affair. But the animals are not communicating by help of words, and we had 

never known that they were communicating if it was not for the narrator telling us about it. Another 

problem is that the dinosaurs are extinct, raising a question of how their sounds are produced. Some 

of their sounds even sound like they are produced by musical means, either electronically or by 

instruments,113 and we also know that they could not have been produced by the animals 

themselves, as these are non-existent and extinct. The sounds that these animals nonetheless have to 

                                                 

110 For a description of how one might think in the making of the T-rex sound see:  
http://www.quikflik.com/magic11.htm 
111 Appendix 1, narrative point 04.36 
112 Thompson and Bordwell, ”Film Art”, p. 298 
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be set apart from the music and the voice-over, as well as what will be called the ambient sounds, 

the sounds that define the natural surroundings in this world. So we see that the distinction between 

speech, music and sound is not applicable on the treatment of certain films.  

 

THE SURROUNDINGS 

Chion defines ambient sound as “sound that envelops a scene and inhabits its space, without raising 

the question of the identification or visual embodiment of its source: birds singing, church bells 

ringing.”114 They “are often the product of multiple specific and local sources,”115 they are also 

called territory sounds, “because they serve to identify a particular locale through their pervasive 

and continuous presence.”116 The ambient sounds are not as important as the “space inhabited and 

defined by the sound” and therefore need not be identified.117 

In Spirits of the Ice Forest there can be said to exist different territory sounds for whatever 

environment is shown in the images. The action can generally be said to take place in the forest and 

by the river. Sometimes, however, the point of view of the spectator and the camera is moved 

beyond these, and up to a kind of overview level, either standing still or “flying” over the 

landscape. There are different territory sounds for all of these aspects of the episode, the river, the 

forest and the overview takes. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

113 The Koolasuchus sound, for instance, see Koolasuchus description above 
114 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 75 
115 Ibid p. 79 
116 Ibid p. 75 
117 Ibid p. 79 
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Territory sounds 

The territory sounds marking the river and the forest both have crickets, and what sounds like bird 

sounds, but not songbirds, as these did not exist at the time.118 That the differences between the 

territory sounds of the forest and the river lie not so much in different sounds, as in the density of 

the soundscape, what might also be called the noisiness. The sounds by the river seem to be more 

noisy and open than the ones in the forest. This might be caused by the sound of streaming water in 

the rivers, but this is not really apparent other than at certain points in the river takes. It might also 

be that the impression stems from the forest making the sounds more subdued due to the presence 

of wood and possibly moss. This is a function of different reverberance in the different spaces 

reflecting the sounds.  

 

It seems that the animal sounds by the river are more in the background by the river, and more in 

the foreground in the forest. With close-ups of the river, however, the streaming water becomes a 

strong sound marking the territory. The sounds from the animals also seem to be from further away 

(more distant) by the river than in the forest. This might also be triggered by the fact that the camera 

is sometimes situated on the other side of the river, on the other bank, and so the sounds will be as 

from here – that is with the streaming river in between. In this way the sounds that accompany the 

images might be seen as quite realistic. The soft sounds, the lower volume relative to the other 

sounds makes us perceive the animals as being far away, and in this way reinforces the image. 

 

                                                 

118http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/sound.shtml and 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/glossary_a_b.shtml on birds 
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Suspension as a function of neutrality 

The ambient sounds seem to have several functions. They function to mark the territory, but they 

also work in another way. At several occasions, particularly during attacks, the ambient sounds 

become foregrounded, as if to say that the animal(s) being attacked do not know what is going to 

happen, while the music, and the shots give us a hint. There are two good examples of this in the 

chosen segment of the episode: when the Koolasuchus attacks one of the baby Leaellynasaura 

(17.02-17.46),119 and when the Allosaur attacks the Leaellynasaura clan, and kills the lead female 

(20.34-22.14).  

In the first example we are told that “the young Leaellynasaura ventures down to the river alone” 

(with pressure put on alone).120 There is a close-up take of the river and we can hear the river 

flowing. The ambient sounds are thus loud. The usual ambient territory sounds are there as well, 

and these become more apparent later on. There is a shift in scene, as we are now under water, 

looking up at a creature visible from underneath as a profile against the sun above the water.  In this 

scene the earlier ambient sounds are gone, and only music can be heard, and it starts the moment 

the underwater take starts. The music resembles the sound of rippling water. A shift back to the 

dinosaur by the water and the ambient sounds become audible again, the music continues, but the 

ambient sounds are louder than the music, and are only overshadowed by the music when the music 

reaches its climax (17.33). At the moment the climax is finished the music stops and the ambient 

sounds are again apparent. The moment of the music’s climax is also the moment when the attack 

takes place, and even though the dinosaur’s “lightmoved reactions”121 saves his life, his scream 

comes a second later. The ambient sounds are again foregrounded and peace is restored, with the 

                                                 

119 These numbers within brackets e.g. (17.02-17.46) indicate the points in the narrative, point 0 being the beginning of 
episode 5, Spirits of the Silent Forest. See Appendix 1 and 2 for the whole narrative and chart to see the texture and 
organisation of sounds in the segment 
120 Appendix 1, narrative points 17.02-17.46 
121 Ibid 
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young Leaellynasaura being comforted by an older dinosaur. The ambient sounds thus function in 

what Chion would call an anempathetic way – that is, the territory sounds do not carry any relation 

to the emotions being expressed in the diegesis.122 They persist, as if nothing has happened, and are 

“indifferent” to the action taking place in the diegesis.123 This is not to say that it is not intentionally 

“indifferent”, and the effect of the blow is reinforced by the “indifference” of the ambient sounds. 

The “indifference” of the ambient sounds in this case does also stand in contrast to the 

empathetic124 music, which helps to create the suspense that is apparent in this segment.  

In the other example the cause of the fatal outcome for the Leaellynasaura is the sounds that the 

Mattaburrasaura make, as they get lost in the forest.125 While we at this point hear loud noises from 

the Mattaburrasaura, we can in the background hear the clicking sounds from the Leaellynasaura 

sentry, making these noises, as we have been told earlier on, to reassure the clan that there is no 

danger. There are sounds of breaking branches in the background – these cannot be identified as 

coming from the Allosaur, but seem to be from the approaching Mattaburrasaura, as well as 

possibly from the working Leaellynasaura clan. In fact, no sounds are heard from the Allosaur at all 

until it breaks a branch simultaneously with the Leaellynasaura sentry uttering a loud squeak and 

the Allosaur starts screaming towards the Leaellynasaura with its attack-roar.126 The forest territory 

sounds are present all the time, even though they are barely audible during the attack (21.29-21.38), 

at which time the animal sounds (tsh-tsh, and roar from the Allosaur) and the breaking branches 

dominate the soundscape and overshadows the ambient sounds we heard earlier. The music stopped 

at the moment the attack started (21.29), and can thus be said to have intensified the tension, and 

prepared the spectator for the fatal attack, and the danger of the Allosaur approaching. At the time 

                                                 

122 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 8-9 
123 Gorbman, “Unheard melodies,” p. 24 
124 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 8 
125 Appendix 1, narrative point 20.58 
126 Appendix 3, for Allosaur sounds 
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of the death of the Leaellynasaura the noise has subsided, and the ambient sounds are again 

foregrounded, as in the above example. It seems to me that the sound that we hear when the 

Leaellynasaura is killed, as from something breaking (its spine?) is unrealistically loud, compared 

to the other sounds in the sequence. Again the indifference in the ambient sounds seem to give the 

impression that this is “just the way things are” 

The two attack sequences in the segment resemble each other, and seem to be built over the same 

structure, a structure commonly used in classical Hollywood narratives to create suspense. In the 

first take we are warned by the narrator that something will happen, not so much by his words127 as 

by the fact that his voice changes, and weight is put on the last syllable. This makes us expect 

something from the fact that the Leaellynasaura is alone, it is young and daring, and has not learned 

about the dangers of the forest (as is stated after the attack by the narrator). The music functions to 

warn us of the attack. If we look at the take without the sound, we can observe that the filming of 

the take also gives us a warning that something will happen. The technique of shot/reverse-shot128 

gives us a clue, as we go from one viewpoint to another – that is, in the first segment (17.01-17.46) 

we see a river close-up, entering the Leaellynasaura (17.06). From this we move to the underwater 

shot of the Koolasuchus from beneath against the lighter surface of the water (17.12). Then comes a 

shot of green water with a shade, and we see the Koolasuchus surfacing (17.18). We then turn back 

to the oblivious Leaellynasaura (17.23), and then we see again the Leaellynasaura surfacing and 

diving (17.25). At 17.28 we again move back to the Leaellynasaura and there is a confrontation, 

where Koolasuchus plunges towards Leaellynasaura.  At the end we move towards a shot where the 

smaller Leaellynasaura seeks consolation with the bigger Leaellynasaura. This detailed account of 

shots show us that the time between the shot/reverse-shots become shorter and shorter, from being 

                                                 

127 Appendix 1, narrative 17.02, ”Later under the light of the midnight sun, one of the young Leaellynsaura ventures 
down to the river alone.” 
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5-6 seconds at the beginning to being only 2-3 seconds as we get closer to the attack – this serves to 

increase the intensity of the take. In the second example, where the Allosaur attacks the 

Leaellynasaura clan, we start off with the Mattaburrasaura entering the forest. We then see the 

Leaellynasaura sentry on lookout duty, making its clicking, reassuring noises (20.56). The camera 

moves to shot where the Allosaur comes in from the left, and moving across the screen (21.06). 

Back to the Leaellynasaura working on the forest floor (21.18), and then back again to the Allosaur 

(21.23). At 21.28 there is a close-up of the Allosaur, and at 21.31 we see the Leaellynasaura from 

behind the trees, running, and the filming in this take is done with a hand-held camera – as if we 

were the Allosaur hunting the Leaellynasaura. At 21.33 we turn again to the Allosaur snapping at 

the Leaellynasaura and catching one of them in its jaws, breaking the Leaellynasaura back and 

killing it. The shots here move from being ten seconds long, through six seconds, and finally there 

is only two seconds from one shot to the next. This, as in the first example, increases the intensity 

of the take, and together with the hand-held camera, the wobbly effect of which adds a feeling of 

“reality” to the presentation, and it urges the audio-spectator to take part in the action. After the 

Leaellynasaura has been killed, the narrator tells us that it has been the lead female that has been 

killed, and the music accompanying this is sad, played by a single violin in a minor tune. 

 

OTHER DIEGETIC SOUNDS IN WWD 

There are also some other sounds that need to be treated as diegetic. These are the sounds that are 

not in the visible image, and that make us ask questions like ”What is this? What is happening?” 

and incites us to ”go there and find out”, so to say, at least to expect there to be a source of the 

sounds outside the visual field. These sounds are what can be called the active off-screen sounds. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

128 Defined in Thompson and Bordwell, “Film Art,” p 496 as: “two or more shots edited together that alternate 
characters” 
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Examples of these might be the cracking of branches under the feet of the animals. Chion explains 

that these sounds can function to ”create a curiosity that propels the film forward, and its engages 

the audio-spectator’s anticipation.”129 Territory sounds are not active off-screen sounds, but might 

rather be called passive off-screen sound, defined by Chion as ”sound which creates an atmosphere 

that envelops and stabilises the image, without in any way inspiring us to look elsewhere or to 

anticipate seeing its source.”130 It stabilises the soundscape, and gives the ear some rest, while not 

”contributing to the dynamics of editing and scene construction.”131 The fact that the territory 

sounds go on after the attacks in the sequences described above reinforces the feeling that the 

Leaellynasaura being killed is just a ”matter of life” for these animals. This image of nature which 

is created in through the use of ambient sounds, and which the dinosaurs can be seen as part of 

seems to be that of a nature with no mercy, where some animals are killed by other animals, and 

this is “just the way things are.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

129 Ibid, p 85 
130 Ibid 
131 Ibid 
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VIII Non-diegetic sound in “Walking with Dinosaurs” 

Non-diegetic sounds are sounds that are not presented as originating from within the story of a film. 

In WWD these sounds are the music and the voice-over narration. When in some films the non-

diegetic might at times flow into the diegetic film space, this is not possible in WWD. The world 

that the series is portraying is one before human beings, and thus they cannot take part in the action 

from other places than from outside, otherwise it would mean a breach with the story the series is 

telling. Both of these layers of sound comments on the action and makes us see the images and hear 

the sounds differently, according to what the voice-over and the music cue us to see-hear. This 

chapter will take a closer look into this. 

 

MUSIC  

Answering the question why music in film is so effective, and trying to map the different functions 

it may have is a difficult task. Historically the use of music in film was seen as an advantage for 

several reasons: It could be seen as a remnant from the times of “melodrama”; it could cover up 

distracting noises made by the technology; it could encode geographical and historical settings 

through cultural conventions; it could complement the rhythms of the moving images on the screen; 

it was seen as compensating for the flatness of the screen, giving the images a sense of 

threedimensionality; and lastly it could function to bond members of the audience together. Today 

music is still seen as covering up the traits of technology. It also works to interpret the meaning of 

the images for us, pointing to the “correct” meanings. The producers might in this way control how 

the audio-spectators will perceive the film.  

 

The American music scholar Claudia Gorbman sees the most basic function of music stemming 

from the advantage of being free from the explicitness of language or photogenic images, and thus 
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acquiring the function of “lowering the thresholds of belief,”132 “making the individual and 

untroublesome viewing subject: less critical, less ‘awake’.”133 Like hypnosis, it can make him/her 

more “prone to dream.”134 In addition it is a “useful denotative full of expressive values known to 

listeners raised in the 19’Th century orchestral tradition”135 (as most people in the Western world) – 

it thus “acquires a spatial and complex status in the narrative film experience.”136 Film music is also 

stated as having the best effect when it is not listened to – in fact it is of the utmost importance that 

the music should not be (consciously) heard. Because of this the background, non-diegetic music, 

the type found in WWD, contains little of Materialising Sound Indices (MSIs).137 This is a general 

goal for music in the Western tradition – purifying the music of noises that might betray the source, 

like the cracking of voice, the tapping of finger nails on piano keys, or music out of key. Because 

MSIs have a tendency to give away the sources of sounds, sounds that contain few MSIs will 

generally be perceived as being non-diegetic, and is often described as “pit music.”138 According to 

Chion non-diegetic music contributes to the overall function of unifying the different elements of 

the film. Non-diegetic music can, because it is independent from the notion of real time, “cast the 

image into a homogenising bath or current”, a “unifying sound bath” that overflows the limits of the 

shots on the screen.139  

 

On the CD cover of the music CD that accompanies the series, Benjamin Bartlett states that he saw 

it as his challenge to “invent themes to characterise the specific places and dramas explored in the 

                                                 

132 Claudia Gorbman, “Unheard Melodies,” p. 6 
133 Ibid p. 5 
134 Ibid p. 55 
135 Ibid 
136 Ibid  
137 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 114, and page 23 in this thesis 
138 Ibid p. 223: “the term refer[ing] analogically to the space of the orchestra pit with respect to the drama or spectacle 
on stage” 
139 Ibid p. 47 

 49



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

series.”140 Because the places and dramas vary widely within the series, Bartlett had a major 

challenge – he needed to imagine the different kinds of music that were to accompany the different 

episodes. In addition he created different themes to go with different situations, sometimes with 

different characters, or to signify aspects of the animals. It seems then that the music in Walking 

with Dinosaurs is built up around different themes with variations. It is these different themes that I 

will go on to analyse in the following.  

 

The title music 

According to Claudia Gorbman the title music of any film can tell us something about the film that 

we are watching. The title music in WWD is the same for all the episodes in the series, and 

therefore acts as a trademark binding the different episodes together into a coherent whole, telling 

the story of life in “the dinosaur era.” Starting off with a close-up of a yellow-orange sun, 

accompanied by a choir and the following long shot of the same, still rising sun with an animal cry 

over it, the opening of the series at once creates an image of displaying something dramatic. The 

effect is largely due to the use of music in this opening sequence, but it is supported by thirty 

seconds of colourful displays of different colours, largely synchronised with the rising chords of the 

title music.141 For every rising chord we see the profile of a new dinosaur over different colours. As 

we start off with the red/yellow of the beginning at the sight of a Stegosaurus, the colour changes to 

blue with a sea-reptile, the Lipleurodon, to green over a shot of the forest tree-line and the back of 

Diplodocus, to orange/peach and Ornithocheirus, back to blue as a background for Ornithocheirus 

before the sight of an Allosaur, back to orange again over a bird and a Peteinosaurus, and finally a 

kind of purplish blue as a Tyrannosaur is seen roaring over the last shrilling chord, and the title 

fades in through mist and through the Tyrannosaur image. After this only the title and the sky are 

                                                 

140 WWD music CD cover 
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left, before it goes dark and the different episodes start. The intervals that the music moves to and 

from are in a minor, but quite unstable scale, moving from one to another without being resolved – 

because of this they raise expectations and seem to be moving towards some goal. In the title music, 

there is no such resolution – the music ends in a high-pitched shrill. The title music also comes back 

at the end of each episode, ending in a major chord, thus giving the audio-spectators a resolution, 

and because of this, relief. Only the last episode differs. Here the title music is substituted by a roar 

of a Tyrannosaur, with only silence afterwards. The effect of this silence, or absence of sound, is 

that the audio-spectators are left with the impression of the glimpse into the dinosaurs’ world 

sinking in. There seems to be mystery, and because the whole ending of the series is a Tyrannosaur 

roar over the sight of an African savannah with wild animals and birds, and the narrator tells us that 

the dinosaurs are nor gone, they evolved into birds, it is as thought the producers are implying that 

the dinosaurs might come back. After this ending sadness is all that is left, as these magnificent 

animals that we have been following through their daily life are all dead. The title music in the 

opening sequence ending in a shrill might therefore come to signify the dramatic ending of the 

dinosaurs. 

 

Analysing this part of the series, one might wonder why the producers have chosen to have such a 

dramatic start to it all. While one of the purposes of such a dramatic opening is surely to capture the 

audio-spectators’ attention, the opening, with its rising chords might also signify something larger 

than this – perhaps implying something about the series itself. The story told in the series is of a 

time of several million years when the dinosaurs lived and ruled the earth. Their ending was 

dramatic as is the end of the title music, the theories implying that all of them died out some 65 

million years ago, by a major impact from a giant meteorite that killed all life for several years. The 

                                                                                                                                                                  

141 Track 1 one WWD CD 
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rising chords might imply the time passing by, the continuous development of the dinosaurs until 

the Tyrannosaur, but even that dinosaur had to die in the end. The dramatic impression we get is 

also reinforced by the strong and contrasting colours that are displayed across the scenes as 

background for see-through dinosaurs (make colour displays to show this…). The constant moving 

from warm colours like red and yellow and green to cold colours like blue and purple also makes 

the effect even more powerful, and it does capture our attention. The titles of the different episodes 

as well as the opening sequence tells us that they too seem to imply something dramatic: From the 

first episode called New Blood, through Time of the Titans, Cruel Sea, Giant of the Skies, Spirits of 

the Ice Forest to the last in the series called Death of a Dynasty we see that the different episodes, 

corresponding to different time eras, have titles telling us quite a lot about what is to come in the 

episodes. In the homepages and in the series itself the time of the dinosaurs is talked about as the 

era of the dinosaurs, even though “the era” spans over millions of years and a vast variety of 

animals.  

 

Episode themes 

In Walking with Dinosaurs every one of the six episodes have their own theme. These themes are, 

as I have stated earlier, meant to reflect “the specific places and dramas explored in the series.”142 

The first episode, New Blood, has a “primitivistic harmonic language”143 with “relentless 

rhythm”144 expressing the desert regions, and the struggle the first dinosaurs among have to put up 

with to survive in this harsh world. The second episode, Time of the Titans tells us about the 

biggest animals ever to have walked the earth, and they are described as peaceful. Episode three, 

                                                 

142 WWD music CD cover 
143 Ibid 
144 Ibid 
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Cruel Sea, about life in the oceans has an “eerie soundscape and vibrant sonorities”145 as its theme, 

while in episode four the Giant of the Skies’ last journey is signalled by a sad, solo violin piece, 

picturing the “lone hero, who travels the world high on the thermals.”146 The solo violin melody is a 

“lament for one of the most noble animals to have lived on earth.”147 Episode five, Spirits of the Ice 

Forest, has a “romantic theme tinged with Hispanic harmony”148 connected to it. Finally the last 

episode, the Death of a Dynasty is meant to signal the disaster at the end, when all the animals of 

the dinosaur era die out. Over this episode the music is meant to mirror the greater picture – that is 

the catastrophe in the end is more important for the musical reflection than the growing up of the 

baby Tyrannosaur.  
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Character themes 

There is one particular example of how a musical theme functions as a signifier of one character’s 

situation. This is the Ornithocheirus theme, described as the theme for the fourth episode above.149 

Even though, when setting the different episodes apart, there might seem that other themes might 

function as characterising one character, or a set of characters (e.g. the Mattaburrasaurus in episode 

five), when watching the whole series one realises that many of the themes come to signify 

situations rather than characters in themselves. The Ornithocheirus theme is taken up in the last 

episode (where it comes back to signify the end of “the dinosaur era," with all the dinosaurs dying) 

as well as in the fourth, but it is nevertheless treated as a character theme here, because it is strongly 

associated with it in one particular part of the series. The theme is a sad melody, played in the 

beginning by one solo violin150, but it is used extensively as basis for variations. This seems also to 

be a conscious choice from the composer – he wanted to make a theme that could be used for a 

number of situations, comparing the making of the music with improvising over a blues theme.151 

The Ornithocheirus theme cannot be said to be a motif, that is “a theme whose recurrence remain 

specifically directed and unchanged in its diegetic associations”152, because even though the melody 

in itself stays the same, there appears different variations over the theme. The theme is also 

associated with the Ornithocheirus because it goes away when other animals become the centre of 

attention in the narrative. Even though the narrator calls the Ornithocheirus “the undisputed king of 

the skies, the music contradicts this, being so sad, and in a way telling us of the ending of his life.153 

The whole journey seems to be leading towards the goal, that is his death. This is reinforced by the 

narrator, who, every time there could be some hope for the Ornithocheirus, tells us that he is either 

plagued by insects or by rain. The Ornithocheirus could be glorious, if it was not for the sad music, 

                                                 

149 Track 6 on the WWD music CD 
150 Featuring Adonis Alvanis as the soloist 
151 Benjamin Bartlett on BBC Online, Making of WWD, http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/sound_2.shtml  
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which nearly breaks into a grand major chord, but instead takes us by surprise and goes back to the 

minor, which makes the sadness even more compelling. If we were to imagine another music and 

another text for the narrative, the possibility is that the story of the old Ornithocheirus would not 

have been so sad. 

 

The theme, as stated earlier, has variations. When the Ornithocheirus is travelling wind instruments 

play a very rhythmical theme under the melody. This variation moves into a full orchestra where 

strings have taken over the functions of the wind instruments. This variation is a very dynamic one, 

while the first and the last in the episode, where the Ornithocheirus is dead, is a slow, static melody. 

At certain points the theme melody is played by a cello which gives a thicker, lower and more full 

tone than the hesitating violin in the original theme.  

 

Situational themes 

There are certain themes in Walking with Dinosaurs that come back in several of the episodes. One 

of these is the one marking the arrival of the Mattaburrasaura in Spirits of the Ice Forest. This theme 

has occurred several times during the course of the series,154 and it seems to be connected with 

hugeness and large animals. This is reflected also in the music itself. The use of deep brass with a 

slow moving theme in strings and winds over, makes the music in itself seem heavy, matching the 

movements of the huge animals (Brachiosaurus and Mattaburrasaurus).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

152 Claudia Gorbman, “Unheard Melodies,” p. 27 
153 See textbox above 
154 In Time of the Titans it enters as the Brachiosaurus, the hugest of the dinosaurs enters the image. 

 55



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

Another theme is what I choose to call the “danger” theme, as it is associated with situations 

involving carnivores and herbivores in possible confrontation.155 I say possible because it is the 

anticipation of danger that is important here. The situation is not always followed by a clear 

confrontation. The music can be associated with music that is common for many science fiction 

films today – music that sounds eerie, almost electronic, and has an unsettling effect on the audio-

spectator.156 It might even have some electronic elements in it. Here, the music is made to sound 

scary because of a dark background, featuring muted trumpets making sforzandos (sudden 

increasing loudness), and strings in an array of upwards pizicatto glissando (plucking the strings 

with the fingers without any clear harmonies).157 The whole impression is messy, unsettling on the 

spectators. The interesting thing about this theme is that in Spirits of the Silent Forest it is in the 

very beginning associated with the “giant amphibian”158 Koolasuchus, who eats a dead 

Leaellynasaura. In this situation no real danger is present, as in the next scene where Koolasuchus 

appears, dragging itself up from the pond in which he has been spending the winter months. Even 

though the music implies something scary we are informed by the narrator that the Koolasuchus is 

not really dangerous on land – nevertheless the Leaellynasaura react to him as if it was, and the 

music also implies that he is. This theme is not only associated with Koolasuchus but is in Spirits of 

the Silent Forest generally associated with danger. It also appears in other episodes in the series (for 

instance in Episode 1 when some Placerias die of the heat in the desert). There is in this episode 

also another danger theme associated more with the Polar Allosaur (more rhythmic, in percussion).  

 

Taking the music from Episode 5 as an example here does not mean that other themes are not 

present in other episodes – rather the contrary. In Episode 2, for instance, a very distinct rhythmic 

                                                 

155 This can be heard on track 15 on the music CD, and seems to be treated as part of the theme for episode 5 
156 The music for the film Aliens can be an example of this 
157 Track 15 on the WWD music CD 
158 Appendix 1, narrative 03.52 
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music is used to signify the threat the Utahraptors were to other animals. It is also an important 

observation that in situations where there really is no danger (like the last time Koolasuchus gets up 

of the river in Episode 5) there is no scary music either. Therefore one cannot say that the scary 

music signify the animals by themselves, but the situations they are part of.  These themes give 

meanings the images, but they are not alone – together with the other sounds and the images that are 

displayed on the screen the perception of a scary situation is created. Thus it is not only the sounds 

that influence the way we perceive the images, but the images also influence the way we hear the 

sounds.159 In addition there are cinematic and pure musical codes in action. The fact that most 

people watching television and film associate some sounds and some kinds of music with 

frightening or horrible situations makes it plausible that the composer of any production will make 

use of these codes and accompany a situation which is meant to be scary with the music that people 

in general will associate with such a situation. Certain characteristics of music itself also have 

effects on the listener – this has got to do with tempo, pitch, rhythm and other elements of musical 

production. In the Koolasuchus example above there is no clear tempo or rhythm, which makes the 

listener unsettled as a start. The pitch at different levels is at once dark and high, rising in an 

unstable way towards something unknown. Pure musical codes, and the fact that the series is made 

for a largely Western audience, used to the tradition of Western classical music, makes the audio-

spectators expect certain endings from the music. If this norm is not followed it has an upsetting 

effect on the audience. This is also the reason why we in the Ornithocheirus theme above find it 

unsettling that the theme almost gets resolved into a major chord, but then turns out to be minor 

after all. Even though the movement is the same every time, we never get used to it, and wish for a 

happy resolution to the sad story told by the music. The music therefore guides our attention, our 

vision and hearing, and finally our perception of the series as a whole. The title theme tells us that 

                                                 

159 Claudia Gorbman, “Unheard Melodies,” p. 15; Michel Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 22 

 57



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

the series is a dramatic on, portraying the “rise and fall” (to use a common phrase) of the dinosaur 

“dynasty.” The different episode themes are meant to tell us something about the different times 

that the episodes are about, and the different themes within the episodes, sometimes only used in 

one episode, other times used extensively throughout the whole series, tell us something about what 

the story is all about and what we can expect of the further action.  

 

Music in Spirits of the Silent Forest 

Spirits of the Silent Forest starts off very softly with a theme beginning with a steady, repetitive 

figure of xylophone chords forming the background for violins playing a sad tune.160 This theme 

accompanies the scene of dawn in the Polar Forest, the melody starting off in synchrony with an 

animal call, as if to tell us that this is an animal film. The camera then moves to the forest, its 

colours being a bluish green, giving the impression of the “cold, harsh world” that the narrator tells 

us it is.161 As the theme continues it is intruded by another sound, the sound of rippling violins in a 

disorderly array in upwards glissando and a thunder in bass drums (the first dark elements of this 

musical theme, even though there has already occurred one swelling). This as we see the image of a 

strange, black animal coming up from a pond, dragging another animal into the water. Immediately 

this strange, somewhat upsetting theme is associated with this strange animal, making it seem 

dangerous.162 At the same time the theme melody is playing underneath the whole sequence, in 

minor, but the resolution is in major. Because the xylophones play in a steady beat, there is no real 

movement in the theme at this point, even though the swelling has some moving effect – the 

audiospectator awaits some kind of movement soon – in a resolution, or some change.163 The 

variations described above does not really change our perception of the steadiness, as the theme 

                                                 

160 Track 15 on the WWD music CD 
161 Appendix 1, narrative 00.35 
162 See danger theme above 
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continues to be played all along. The theme might be said to accompany the first images well, 

setting the mood for the perception of the episode by the calm, soft violins signifying the 

“silentness” of this forest, and the gloomy, strange music signifying that there are some strange, 

possibly dangerous animals or “spirits” (spirits might be associated with supernatural beings or 

creatures) in this forest.164 The beginning of the episode has only presented the theme. The same 

theme comes back several times during the course of the episode, sometimes as calmly in the 

beginning, at other times in a grand, swelling manner, often associated with overview takes, 

seemingly to mark changes in the seasons.  

 

There is a special theme in the series that can tell us something about the main character in the 

episode, the Leaellynasaura. This theme, called “Sleeping Leaellynasaura” on the music CD that 

accompanies WWD, 165 signals peace and quiet, there is no danger. The tempo is low, the tune is a 

major one, and the melody is played by one single flute. This tells us that the Leaellynasaura do not 

pose any danger to anyone, they seem (from images, as well as the narrative [02.55]) cute, kind to 

each other, they are herbivores, implying that herbivores are normally harmless animals (The 

carnivores are, as described above, associated with more unsettling music). This impression is not 

always consistent throughout the series, as some herbivores when defending themselves might be 

hostile towards other herbivores, and even kill them. There is nevertheless a difference between 

these animals and the carnivores that kill to eat. They do pose a threat to the other animals, and by 

using music as signifier of danger, the point-of-view of the action seems to be the herbivores’ point 

of view, and in particular in Episode 5, the Leaellynasauras’ point of view, to whom the Allosaur 

and the Koolasuchus are great threats. Thus the music that we hear can tell us something about the 

                                                                                                                                                                  

163 Chion, “Audio-vision,” p. 15 
164 On the music CD accompanying the series the musical theme for episode 5 is not called Spirits of the Silent Forest, 
but Spirits of the Ice Forest – the music might then also be associated with the coldness of the forest, also indicated by 
the narrator. This is indicated by track 15 on the CD cover.  
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animals that we are informed about – the herbivores and in particular the Leaellynasaura are the 

kind ones, and the herbivores are the “evil” ones, threatening the smaller animals.  

 

For a detailed analysis of the music in the chosen segment of Spirits of the Silent Forest, see 

Appendix 4. 

 

VOICE-OVER NARRATION 

According to Michel Chion ”the voice 

captures our attention before any other 

sound.”166 This, in addition to the fact 

that it in WWD seems to be at the front 

of the soundscape (in loudness) 

whenever it appears, makes the voice-

over an important feature of the 
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Robert Drew in ’Narration can be a killer’, In ”International

Documentary”, Summer 1983, In Macdonald and Cousins,

”Imagining Reality”, p. 271
 soundscape. While such things as the 

usic, ambient sounds and animal sounds have generally not been treated according to their 

unctions by scholars writing about documentary, the voice-over has, the quotation above being an 

xample of this. The reason might be that this part of the soundscape has so great implications for 

he meaning that is communicated through the films in which it is used.  

bove all we can say that the function of the voice-over is to guide our attention, to inform us about 

hat is going on in the screen, and through years of this the verbal traditions have become so 

ingrained in documentary films [that] whole generations of audiences, managements, assignment 
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65 See WWD music CD cover, track 17  
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editors and critics [are] trained to expect ... narration formulas.”167 That is to mean that without 

voice-over narration the audio-spectators might not have thought the film to be a real documentary. 

Because of this the audience, while maybe asking questions about the features of the dinosaur 

features themselves, like sounds and colours, might not question the tone of voice of the narrator, 

even less doubt what the voice tells them. This is not only a matter of habit, but, as will be shown, 

is a result of the voice itself, how it is constructed, and how it works on the audio-spectator’s 

perception, both consciously and unconsciously. 

 

Authority in the voice-over 

The voice-over in WWD fits into the earlier description of the formal voice (Chapter 3, on 

documentary film) of documentary film. Kenneth Branagh’s voice is highly communicative and 

reliable, it sounds ”forthright” and ”serious,” but not dull, and even though this is not a 

measurement of it actually communicating reliable information, the effect on the audio-spectator is 

that they believe in it, and do not suspect it to tell them something that is not true (why would it?). 

The formal authoritative voice also tends to be optimistic, because there is possible knowledge 

ahead, it seeks to impart knowledge and creates suspense by delaying the impartation. It is 

omnipotent, that is it knows everything there is to know, and it has the possibility to act upon the 

images, making visible things that the audio-spectator would not see if he/she was not told to look 

for it by the narrator. This is what Chion calls textual speech,168 and the cinema critic Noel Carroll 

calls an ”erotetic narrative.”169  

                                                                                                                                                                  

166 Chion, ”Audio-vision”, p. 6 
167 Drew, ’Narration can be a killer,’ in Macdonald and Cousins,  “Imagining Reality,” p. 271 
168 By Chion defined as: Speech in a film having the power to make visible the images that it evokes, ”Audio-vision”, p. 
172 
169 Defined in Chapter 3, Modes of Documentary Film 
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The omnipotent narrator 

The narrator in WWD seems to know more than the subjects themselves, and it tells us, the audio-

spectators, about certain things that would are do not become apparent just by looking at the images 

alone. In fact, it is rather the other way around – the sounds without the images works well to tell a 

story, while the images without the sounds seem inadequate and almost boring. The images can tell 

us that the Leaellynasaura are building a nest, and later on that the babies are fed in this nest after 

they are born, but they do not tell us that these animals have a hierarchical relationship within a 

clan, and that the dominant female is allowed to build her nest at the centre, so that her eggs are the 

least susceptible for attack by egg-thieves. Without the voice-over we would not know that these 

animals use the clicking sounds that they make for communication, to tell each other that the coast 

is clear, nor would we know that the animals have sentries that are on duty to warn others of 

potential danger. All these features of these animals, and many more, are described to us by the 

narrator. The voice never hesitates, never struggles to find words, all the words are correctly, clearly 

and understandably spoken. All of these characteristics make us believe that what the voice tells us 

is true. The narrator communicates none of the controversies that are connected to these animals, of 

which only one skull has been found. In addition the whole structure of the series, striving towards 

unity and harmony in structure and presentation, would probably not allow for such a hesitation – 

the recreation of the dinosaurs world would not have been successful. The voice-over is able to act 

upon the characters, thus taking on a God-like existence, seemingly having created their world, and 

is telling us what this world is like. In a way, because the voice-over is invisible, and seems to come 

from nowhere, like God, we can say that it Aquarius a voice-of-God quality.   

 

Characteristics of the narrator’s voice 

The voice of the narrator, being so noiseless, seems to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. 

In this it differs from some other natural history documentaries that the BBC is renowned for, where 
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the narrator often walk around in the wilderness, breathing (just think about David Attenborough’s 

many films about plants and animals), the voice often getting mixed with the ambient, territory 

sounds on site, the narrator even struggling sometimes to make him/her-self heard through the 

noise.170 The narrator in these cases often move from taking part in the diegesis, to commenting on 

the actions from outside, without this posing any problems for the credibility of the films. The 

ambient sounds surrounding the voice, and the space reflecting it, work more as signifiers of reality 

than spoiling the story that the film is trying to tell. In WWD, even though the voice-over clearly 

originates from outside the story world, and is thus non-diegetic, it also comments upon the 

dinosaur world, as though being present in their lives. This is, of course, impossible, the dinosaurs 

being dead, as well as these particular representations of them being digitally constructed. Thus the 

above situation where the narrator takes an active part in the story world is also impossible. 

According to Mary Ann Doane171 the noiselessness of the voice-over narrator in many such 

documentaries carry authority as a function of its ”radical otherness.”172 Because it comes from 

outside the diegesis and has no visible body it may appear as beyond criticism, and beyond censors 

of origin and identity.  

 

Even though Kenneth Branagh’s voice is characteristic for him, it is probably his ability to speak 

fluently, with a secure, stable voice, and his ability to show empathy with the characters through his 

voice (for instance after the lead female has died, where the narrator comments that ”it is a bitter 

                                                 

170 Roland Barthes, in Kahn and Whitehead, ”Wireless Imagination,” p. 424, explains ”the grain of the voice” and 
”subvocal speech” as ”a language lined with flesh, a text where we can hear the grain of the throat, the patina of the 
consonants, the voluptuousness of the vowels, a whole carnal stereophony: the articulation of the body, the tongue, not 
that of meaning.” Here the voice comes to encode meaning in itself. William Burroughs also had a theory about how the 
voice in itself could communicate, and that the way the voice is used today, with its ”grain” taken away from it, makes 
it carry power, and can function as a powerful tool to create and maintain power. For more on this, see Robin 
Lydenberg’s essay on William Burrough’s tape experiments in Kahn and Whitehead. 
171 Professor in modern culture and media at Brown University 
172 Plantinga, “Rhetorics and Representation,” p. 159 
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blow,”173 both the words and the tone of voice signifies the tragedy of the killing, and the feeling is 

reinforced by the sad music that is played over the sequence) that has made the makers take the 

choice to hire him for this job. The effect that the voice-over has on the audio-spectators might also 

come from its being heard with no reverb: 

 

 “In a film, when the voice is heard in sound close-up without reverb, it is likely to be at once the 

voice the [audio-] spectator internalises as his/her own and the voice that takes total possession of the 

diegetic space. It is both completely internal and invading the entire universe.”174 

  

This characteristic of the voice is what Chion calls the “I-voice,” and it occupies the special status 

because “it is the original, definitive sound that both fills us and comes from us.”175 Even though 

the voice-over in WWD is not diegetic, it nevertheless fills the whole soundscape when it is present, 

all the other sounds becoming secondary to it. 

 

The series also takes a seemingly neutral look into the dinosaur world, just ”watching the dinosaurs’ 

everyday life,” as the makers say on the homepages.176 But the image of nature as we can perceive 

it from WWD is constructed to seem like a reflection of things ”how they are,” that is neutrally. 

This image of nature is also one that science claims to have, and even one that is cultural. The look 

is one in which Western values and conceptions are heralded, even though the series claim to take a 

neutral look into the world. The fact that where there were controversies in the scientific material 

that was used, a consensus was reached by using the material which had most evidence attached to 

                                                 

173 Appendix 1, narrative point 21.47 
174 Chion, ”Audio-vision,” p.  79-80 
175 Ibid p. 80. He goes one to explain that ”in the play of on-screen and off-screen space, background music also stands 
out as a type of exception that proves the overall rule 
176 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/graphics.shtml  
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it,177 makes this even clearer – these remarks, although visible on the homepages are totally left out 

in the final product. 

 

Voice-over as a mediator between worlds 

The voice-over narrative notes on the action of the series from a place where it is never seen, and it 

seems to act upon the characters it talks about. We know that the dinosaurs died millions of years 

ago, but in the series they are nevertheless showed to us as if they existed some other place on earth, 

where no human being has ever been, or it would be possible to draw the line to science fiction and 

imagine that the dinosaurs that we watch exist in our time on another planet, or that someone had 

taken a time travel back to the world as it looked during the six different time eras that are presented 

in the series. This is also a possibility that seems to be favoured by the filmmakers as it takes the 

audio-spectators on a journey back in time in the first episode, and back to our own time during the 

last episode. The dinosaurs are thus present in their own time, and looked upon from our time, but 

as if we were there together with the dinosaurs. This is also implied by the hand-held camera 

effects, the wobbliness of which produces the feeling that someone is there, holding the camera, 

taking part in the action on the screen, that is, taking a part in the diegesis, sometimes even taking 

on the point-of-view of the dinosaurs, as in the second attack sequence described above.178 So there 

is one world in which the dinosaurs live, and one world from which the makers are giving us a look 

into this world, using a voice-over narrator and music to comment on the action. The voice-over 

clearly comments from our world as well, because it makes comments that imply that it has 

knowledge of both worlds – the egg of the Diplodocus being as large as a football. In addition there 

is one world from which we are watching, outside the whole presentation, being influenced by all 

the elements in the episodes, which are striving for unity of presentation, and from which we reflect 

                                                 

177 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml  
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on the presentation of the animals that we are given, and forming an impression of the dinosaurs, 

which will form the subject from my concluding chapter. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

178 Described in Suspension as a function of neutrality, above 
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IX Popular images of dinosaurs – science and imagination in interaction 

 In the previous chapters I have attempted to 

show how sound works in the natural history 

documentary series ”Walking with Dinosaurs” 

to create vivid, tangible representation179 of the 

dinosaurs. This representation can be 

understood as an expression of a mental 

picture180 or popular conception181 of dinosaurs. 

In this chapter I will investigate and discuss 

how this image is related to other popular 

images of dinosaurs, how they are related to the 

field of science, culture and nature, and how 

WWD can be seen as an example of 

popularisation of science. To establish how 

WWD can be an example of popularisation I 

will take a look into some processes of 

p

w

w

 

 

1

1

1

1

”I saw again a fern of the preceding period, and I

wanted to get nearer this tree, the roots of which were

in the water; I was already putting out my hand to

pluck a leaf, which I intended for the herbarium of the

Museum of Natural History in Paris, when an acute

menacing whistle could be heard nearby. I recoiled in

terror on seeing the scaly head of a horrible reptile

looking at me with flashing eyes. Its open mouth with

sharp teeth menaced me with a forked string; its neck

was of a prodigious length, like a cable, or rather like

huge snake; its massive body, covered with large

yellowish scales, was rather like that of an enormous

fish; but it had four short legs, of which the digits were

covered with a thick membrane, which gave them

some resemblance to those of a sea turtle; the short

stout tail of a crocodile served it as a rudder. ”It’s a 

plesiosaur,” said the genie. – It’s a strange monster, the 

form of which is so fantastic that, if I hadn’t seen it

with my own two eyes, it would seem the product of

the delirious imagination of a poet, rather than of the

hand of nature.” 

Pierre Boitard, Paris before Men (1861)

Source: Martin Rudwick, Scenes from Deep Times
 67

opularisation that has occurred during the time since George Cuiver “caught the imagination of the 

hole world [and started the process of] reconstruct[ing] complete prehistoric scenes,”182 a process 

hich continues today, and of which WWD can be seen as an example. 

                                                

79 See Introduction of the thesis 
80 Ibid 
81 Ibid 
82 Rudwick, “Scenes from Deep Times,” p. 32 
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The image of dinosaurs presented in WWD is not the first popular image to emerge, neither is it the 

first of its kind. But it is the first natural history documentary to be made about dinosaurs in this 

way. Other natural history documentaries have usually treated the palaeontologists’ work, their 

theories, and sometimes the controversies that surround these theories, and while these films work 

to form popular conceptions of dinosaurs, the dinosaurs themselves are never seen as in WWD, in 

“live flesh,” with sounds, colours and behaviour. Fiction films like Jurassic Park and the IMAX 

show Back to the Cretaceous have all the freedom in the world to elaborate their stories,183 but 

WWD, as a documentary series, cannot do this. It has to convince its audience that the stories that it 

presents have some kind of truthful content, claiming to reflect some part of reality to its audience. 

While the two other films imagine that people are interacting with the dinosaurs, WWD has none of 

this, but these films nevertheless have something in common. All the films rely on palaeontologists 

for information about the animals to make them appear as naturalistic and realistic as possible,184 

and all rely on the popular conception of the dinosaurs for making the image credible for a large 

audience.185  

 

As have been shown in the analysis of the layers of sound in the series the producers make use of 

features that are more typical for the fiction film, like Jurassic Park, than for the documentary. It 

carries a high degree of ”epistemic authority,”186 the series fitting into the classification of the 

formal voice of authority, as described earlier in the thesis. The arguments for employing these kind 

of narratives might originate in the producers wishing both to ”pull all the research into a cohesive 

set of programmes [and] making it interesting, entertaining and informative”187 at the same time, 

                                                 

183 Gould, “Dinomania,” p. 54 
184 Ibid p. 52 on Jurassic Park, and http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml for WWD 
185 According to Gould, Steven Spielberg did not “choose to challenge pop culture’s canonical dinosaurs in all details of 
accuracy…blockbusters must, to some extent, play upon familiarity,” “Dinomania,” p. 54 
186 As described in Modes of Documentary Film above 
187 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml  
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that is ”rendering it prevalent among a general audience,”188 and to ”present science in a generally 

understandable form,”189 to use Jose van Dijk’s words.  

 

WALKING WITH THE DINOSAURS 

The structure of the narratives that make up the episodes of WWD seem to imply that ”we,” the 

audio-spectators are watching the dinosaur world ”as it was,” independent of the point of view of 

the camera, the narrator, or the producers. In a way the title and the structure invite us to ”walk with 

(among) the dinosaurs,” and as a guide to this wonderful, thrilling world there is the reassuring 

voice of the narrator. This in contrast to for instance the natural history documentaries with David 

Attenborough, mentioned earlier, where he, a human being, actually “walks” with and among the 

animals that the film portrays. Thus, as WWD invites us to “walk with [the] dinosaurs,” it does so 

in relying upon the imagination of the audience.190 By making the dinosaurs complete with sounds, 

colour, and movement, as well as social structure, the producers construct an image of the dinosaurs 

that can be associated with what the American iconologist191 W.J.T. (Tom) Mitchell calls ”the post-

modern dinosaur.”192 This reconstruction is only possible as a result of innovations in technology 

(computer animatronics and modelling) which such films as Jurassic Park and the series WWD 

themselves have incited.193 But the image that is constructed is also a combination of different kinds 

of knowledge – the knowledge of the filmmakers about how documentary films should be made, 

the knowledge of scientists, palaeontologists and others. WWD can thus be seen as a place where 

popular imagination and science come together, and at the same time construct, reconstruct and 

reproduce a popular image of prehistory and the dinosaurs.  

                                                 

188 van Dijk, ”Imagenation”, p. 9 
189 Ibid 
190 Kenneth Branagh even invites us to imagine a time travel “back to a time long before Men” in the introduction to the 
WWD music CD 
191 See Introduction above for definition 
192 Mtichell, “The Last Dinosaur Book,” p. 208, see also a picture of the Post-modern Dinosaurs in Appendix 5 
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POPULAR IMAGES OF SCIENTISTS 

WWD borrows authority and prestige from the ascribed status of science as neutral reflector, and an 

objective finder of knowledge about nature, using scientific material to combine the images and the 

sounds to construct whole dinosaurs. These might be said to fit our mental conception of the 

dinosaurs, while still being shaped by the representation that we are witnessing. But as several 

scholars have pointed out the production of facts by science is in no way neutral, scientific fields 

having cultures of their own, constituting traditions, values and taboos.194 These notions are not the 

least true for the field of palaeontology, which from the very beginning has been shaped by the 

people that performed the early studies. Capitalists, who wanted the findings to be associated with 

them, so that their status would be one of fame and grace, often sponsored the expeditions. Today 

the field is characterised by people with a strong interest in and passion for dinosaurs, an interest 

they have often had since their childhood. The popular image of a palaeontologist is, according to 

Mitchell, Indiana Jones (”the bone hunter”)195 willing to go through great pains to reach his goal – 

that is to find the biggest bones, like the two doctors in Jurassic Park before they are headhunted to 

the dinosaur park. They are also perceived as not being interested in the popular images, but only 

the ”real” dinosaurs,196 that is in the dry bones that they can put together as jigsaw puzzles into 

whole animals, and from which the popularisers can imagine whole dinosaurs of flesh and bone, 

roaring and wheezing to each other or to us. The scientists can therefore be understood as pursuing 

the ”truth”, and the more knowledge they gather the more complete the puzzle gets, and the better 

the popularisers are able to construct the dinosaur images as we see them in Jurassic Park or WWD. 

                                                                                                                                                                  

193 Ibid p. 32, p. 50 
194 Ibid p 62 
195 Ibid p. 288 
196 Ibid p. 6 
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The dinosaurs are seen as “progressing from error to truth, from ignorance to understanding,”197 

along with the scientific research, progressing from little knowledge to more knowledge.198 The 

popular images can thus be seen as bringing life into dry bones by combining the advances in 

knowledge and the advances in technology.199 But the notion of truth and the desire for progress 

don’t go so well together, even though they are both at centre for science in general. The desire for 

progress means that the scientists will all the time advance and change the truths and the facts they 

arrive at.200 

 

Because of this an effort is made to present the 

dinosaurs as ”purely scientific objects” 

untainted by magic, money or ”cultural” 

interest.201 Even though they might themselves 

have imaginations about how the animals 

th

of

 

C

ev

    

197

198

199
”The truth will always be provisional, temporary, and 

dependent on a more or less fragile consensus that is, in

principle, always subject to challenge and therefore to 

change. This, in fact, is also part of the internal rhetoric 

of science when it is being frank about its claims, and 

not touting its latest results as ”the truth” for popular 

looked, sounded, behaved, etc., the dinosaurs 

at the palaeontologists are dealing with are not the live versions presented in WWD, but the bones 

 prehistoric animals. The imaginations might nevertheless become conveyed through the series.  

ONSTRUCTION OF THE POPULAR DINOSAUR IMAGE 

Part of the popularity of dinosaurs and the 

”vivid, tangible representations” of them, as 

reflected in for instance WWD, is that nobody 
The ”real” dinosaurs may remain securely buried in the 

earth or mounted in the museum, but its image has 

escaped into every dimension of cultural space, 

evolving into new species, colonising new habitats.” 
 71

has ever seen or heard one. Nevertheless, 

erybody seems to know what they are like. Because no one has ever seen or heard one the 

                                             

 Ibid p. 103 
 Rudwick, “Scenes from Deep Times,” p. 220 
 Mitchell, “The Last Dinosaur Book,” p 103 



”Look who’s talking now”                                                                                                                         Pia Kristine Lang   

producers of any kind of dinosaur representation are relatively free to do what they want with the 

representation. This goes for both fiction films and WWD. At the same time the ”imagineers,”202 

the ones that make up the images, like the producers of Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg) and WWD 

(Tim Haines and Jasper James), have to take care not to violate the conception that people already 

carry within them. This conception has been created through a process of mutual shaping by 

scientists and popularisers earlier, and it is probably the reason why the Tyrannosaurus in WWD 

makes a roar that make drops of saliva run down the lens of the camera in episode Six of WWD,203 

and not the ”noise made by a human stomach after a bad night in a cheap restaurant (the sound of a 

”gippy tummy”)204 that the Japanese voice-expert Matsumi Suzuki suggests, after studies of the 

animal’s nose and head cavities. His verdict on the sounds in Jurassic Park was: ”I like the sounds 

very much ... but they are not accurate. That’s OK, it’s a movie, just for fun.”205 The problem with 

WWD in this sense is that the presentation, even though meant to be “entertaining and interesting,” 

is that it is also supposed to be informative and reflect upon the reality of the dinosaur world. It is 

not “just for fun.” The different examples of Tyrannosaur roars, are just some of the conceptions 

people have of the dinosaurs. They are not surprising, which might tell us that we are dealing with 

are stereotypical conceptions of the dinosaurs, even though the stereotypes in WWD are not so 

clear. The post-modern image of the dinosaur that I mentioned earlier is one in which the dinosaur 

is smart, brightly coloured, agile.206 This fits well with some of the dinosaurs in the series, while 

other can better be described as the heavy, dull, green herbivores, that is, the modern image of the 

                                                                                                                                                                  

200 Ibid p. 106 
201 Ibid p. 83 
202 Ibid p. 216, Imageneering describing the combination of the frontiers of science and technology to show us the 
wonders of ”tomorrowland.” 
203 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/fact_files/sounds/tyrannosaurus.rm for listening to this sound 
204 http://www.newscientist.com/nsplus/insight/rexfiles/trexgrwl.html, or 
http://www.discovery.com/exp/fossilzone/zooms/sound1.html for a Tyrannosaurus sound 
205 Ibid 
206 Appendix 5, the Postmodern Dinosaurs of the Cretaceous 
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dinosaur, as described by Mitchell’s.207 Their sounds, however have kept their stereotypicality – the 

big animals sound big, like the Tyrannosaur, and the small animals sound small like the 

Leaellynasaura. These are stereotypical images that do not have their origin solely in other dinosaur 

representations, but also in other films about giants, like King Kong. 

 

 

Construction of the popular image of dinosaurs through sound 

With all the elements of WWD striving towards unity and harmony. The animal sounds are made to 

fit the different characters, they fill our expectations about them, and can therefore be said to be 

stereotypical. The ambient sounds create the world that the dinosaurs move within, characterising 

the different territories and atmospheres. They work as stabilisers, so that the audio-spectators 

might better focus on the action of the story, and this stability also works to create suspension, 

tension and anticipation by signifying that “life goes on,” what might be called their ability to be 

“conspicuous indifferent” to the action in the story. The active off-screen sounds make the audio-

spectator ask questions about what is going on outside the field of vision, and thus might “propel 

the action forward”208 as well as creating in the audio-spectators a feeling about there being space 

outside what they are able to see, thus helping to create the diegesis. The music and the narrator 

comments upon the dinosaur world that we are perceiving, working as mediators between that 

world and our own. They guide our attention and make us see and hear the images and the sounds 

differently, pointing to aspects of the story that they want us to notice. The music envelops the 

audio-spectator in a “unifying sound bath”209 and incites emotions in the audio-spectators, making 

them feel empathy towards some characters and contempt towards other. The voice-over, carrying 

                                                 

207 “The “classic” and still popular image as “swamp-bound monsters of sluggish disposition, plodding with somnolent 
strides…dim-witted and unresponsive to change” on a slow path to extinction,” Mitchell, “The Last Dinosaur Book,” p. 
104 
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authority over the meanings of the diegesis, sounding “serious” and “forthright,” gives us 

information that we would otherwise not have acquired, and while what might be called the formal 

voice of authority is built into every element in the narrative structure of the series, it is particularly 

present in the voice-over narration. The hand-held camera effect, which sometimes gives an 

impression of wobbliness to the action, seems to indicate that someone is present to film in this 

world, and it invites the audio-spectator to take part in the action. All the elements in the series thus 

seem to work towards the same goal – the successful construction of the dinosaur world. 

 

Myth and metaphor in ”walking with dinosaurs” 

WWD invites us to ”walk with the dinosaurs,” as if they were real and walking around on earth 

today.  It also invites us to use our imagination, building into the structure of the episodes elements 

of myth and metaphor. Taking a look at the titles of the different films makes it possible to explain 

this.  

 

The first episode, New Blood, plays on the paradox between blood, which is normally associated 

with old traditions and family ties (blood is thicker than water, and the like), and new – signifying 

that some new reign is beginning, the dinosaur reign, lasting 155 million years. The episode 

portrays some of the first dinosaurs we know existed, together with some of the animals that lived 

before them, and that in the series die. The ”new blood,” that is the dinosaurs, is taking over, and 

“the dinosaur era”210 is about to begin. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  

208 See chapter on Other Diegetic Sounds above 
209 See chapter on Music in WWD above 
210 http://www.bbc.co.uk/dinosaurs/tv_series/making_of.shtml 
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The second episode Time of the Titans makes use of the association of titans with giantness – and 

the episode portrays what the palaeontologists call the titanosauroids,211 the largest animals that we 

know of. The title can also imply that this is their time, and at the end of this episode the narrator 

notes that they have had their time, ”the time of the titans.”  

 

The title of the third episode, Cruel Sea, gives associations to horror films of today, such as Jaws – 

it is all about the monsters of the sea. At the same time it tells the story of some smaller sea-reptiles, 

having to be cautious at all times, so as not to be eaten by the giant animals with the sharp teeth. 

The title implies that there are unknown creatures lurking under the surface of the water. 

  

The fourth episode Giant of the Skies portrays a huge flying reptile. The title tells us both that the 

story is about one single one of these (the Ornithocheirus of the story), that this single one is a giant 

among his species, and that his species is larger than most of the other species. Again the use of 

giant has connotations. Giantness can also be associated with the heroic features of the 

Ornithocheirus, he is King of the Skies.  

 

The title of the fifth episode, Spirits of the Silent Forest implies that we are dealing with a silent 

forest, where it is cold for many months during the year. The term spirit can be associated both with 

supernatural beings (the Koolasuchus being so weird, almost like an alien to us) and with the small 

Leaellynasaura struggling to stay alive during the long winter months. The forest thus becomes very 

quiet in the winter, with all the other animals away, only the Leaellynasaura and the Koolasuchus 

back.  

 

                                                 

211 Tim Haines WWD, the book, p. 94 
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The title of the last episode, Death of a Dynasty tells the story of how the makers of WWD see the 

dinosaurs. Along with the palaeontologist Robert (Bob) Bakker,212 the makers seem to imply that 

the time when the dinosaurs ruled the world was ended by the explosion of a giant meteorite: 

 

 ”like the Mongol hordes sweeping across the old cities of eastern Europe. Dinosaurs wasted little 

time in expelling...well-established kingdoms... During their long reign, the dinosaurs faced potential 

threats from dozens of new clans that evolved even higher grades of teeth and claws, bodies and 

brains. Despite the evolutionary vigour of the potential opposition, dinosaurs kept their ecological 

frontiers intact.213 

 

The attitude seems to be that like some human civilisations, the dinosaurs totally ruled the earth, 

almost adopting the pre-evolutionary stand that the dinosaurs died out to make place for (white) 

Man.214 The makers are thus telling us the story of the reign of the dinosaurs, lasting 155 million 

years. This conception of the periods during which the dinosaurs lived being one era, called “the 

era” by, among others, the makers of the film,215 is also an old conception, associated with myth 

and metaphor. The era of the dinosaurs lasting several million years might seem almost 

unimaginable long for human beings, who have only lived for some thousands years, and it might 

be that it is easier to think about the period as one time. It is also reflected by earlier images and 

conceptions of the period, what the history professor Martin J.S. Rudwick calls deep times.216 In a 

way their reign can be equated to the human reign over the world, including nature, today. The 

early popularisers of dinosaurs, like Gideon Mantell, believed that an “alliance between geology 

                                                 

212 Bob Bakker is called “the leading figure of the contemporary “dinosaur renaissance” in Mitchell, “The Last 
Dinosaur Book,” p. 63 
213 Bakker in ibid p. 64 
214 Rudwick, “Scenes from Deep Times,” p. 206 
215 As indicated in the statements at the introduction of the thesis 
216 Rudwick, “Scenes from Deep Times,” p. 3 
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and the Romantic imagination would promote the popularity of science,”217 and the geologist’s 

distinction between different periods of pre-human history did not matter for these kind of 

representations or interpretations. All the periods together collectively constituted “the ancient 

world,” the era seen in unified contrast to the present.218 Indeed, Rudwick notes that rhetoric was 

needed to bring palaeontology and geology into the mainstream of respectable science.219  

 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis has been to show how sound can be used in the construction of a vivid, 

tangible representation of the dinosaurs. It has been a goal for the analysis and the discussions in 

the thesis to make clear that even though sound is usually almost neglected in the treatment of 

documentary film, it is important for the perception of film. And while the producers and the BBC 

put much effort into explaining the new technology, the use of animatronics and modelling in the 

production of the dinosaur images, as well as the scientific facts that WWD build upon, the sounds 

that the dinosaurs make, and the role that sound plays in the representation of the dinosaur world is 

largely overlooked. There are two sites on the BBC homepages relating to the production of sound, 

and in the Making of WWD film that accompanies the series, the sound production is not treated at 

all. What has been attempted at in this thesis is to show how the dinosaur sounds can be seen as one 

expression of the mental picture or popular conception of the dinosaurs. Not only the visual image 

of the dinosaurs make up the dinosaur image, but also the sounds that they make, the world in 

which they live in, and the assumptions that are conveyed through such a presentation that WWD 

is. These assumptions can be said to rely partly upon the scientific conception of dinosaurs, which 

might differ from the popular image, but nevertheless contributes to it, partly upon the popular 

                                                 

217 Ibid p. 96 
218 Ibid 
219 Ibid p. 142-144 
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conception that members of certain Western societies carry with them, and which contributes to 

shaping the scientific conceptions of the dinosaurs. The process is one of mutual shaping, where 

knowledge and images flow continuously from one sphere to the other within “the matrix” that 

might be called culture. WWD can be seen as popularisation of science in that the series is a place 

where science and popular imagination meet and get mixed to construct, reconstruct and reproduce 

the dinosaurs.  

 

To perform this study I have relied heavily on scholars such as Jose van Dijk for the conception of 

popularisation of science and popular images, W.J.T. Mitchell and Martin Rudwick for the 

treatment of dinosaur images, Carl Plantinga for the treatment of documentary film, Michel Chion 

for the treatment of sound in film and Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell for their introduction 

to basic film theory. For raw material I have relied upon BBC on-line, the book “Walking with 

Dinosaurs – a natural history,” the “Walking with Dinosaurs” music CD and, of course, the 

“Walking with Dinosaurs” television series.  
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Appendix 1 - Episode 5, "Spirits of the Silent Forest," Narrative and 

structure 

 

Bold font signifies the voice-over narration, the commentaries in Spirits of the Silent Forest, while the italic font 

signifies other elements that might occur, either as part of the overall soudscape or in the images. 

 

00.00 

Music + introduction (same for all the episodes) – colourful display of dinosaurs (colours in series: red [dawn], blue, 

green, orange, blue, yellow, purple/blue), title (Walking with dinosaurs”) over a lightning between clouds  dawn – 

straight on to this particular episode’'s music (Silent, subdued music   title over dawn)  

 

 

0.35 

Dawn - over a silent forest a few hundred miles from the South Pole.  

It is the end of months of total darkness, and as the sun's rays filter down through the trees they reveal a cold, 

harsh world. 

Here there are polar dinosaurs, adapted to cold, extreme conditions, but even they struggle to stay alive. 

 

In: Koolasuchus with “messy,”, disquiteting music, pizicatto, atonal, subdued even more when Koolasuchus noises, but 

the music keeps on playing all the time 

 

1.16 

This far south the first day of spring lasts only a few minutes, but it triggers the start of an astonishing story of 

survival through the polar year. 

 

- music resolves 

 - title and time displayed in text across the screen 

 

1.41  
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Same music as earlier, but more volumous (not only in strength of sound, but also in the way the music is composed  

 

1.47 

It is the mid Cretaceous period and dinosaurs are now more wide spread than ever, reaching every part of the 

world, but one place is a special challenge, the South Pole. 

1.56 Animal scream  

Music continues all the way, although subdued when voice-over. Music finished at 2.13, with a single flute fading out 

with two barely audible tones. 

Here a giant continent, made up of South America, Australia and Antarctica is kept warm by ocean currents 

that are forced down from the Equator to encirculate. 

 

2.09 

Instead of ice caps there are lush forests. 

But unlike the unchanging tropical climate elsewhere, Antarctica has seasons, from hot summers under 

midnight sun to cold winters of total darkness. 

During this time there is another animal sound heard  

 

2.26 

Cracking sound, of  breaking branches – a single Leaellynasaura appears 

 

2.34  

Music 

 

2.35 

Leaellynasaura are a dinosaur that has adapted to this extreme climate. 

Music pauses and at 2.41 starts again 

2.41 

Throughout the winter they survive in the warm, sheltered heart of the thick forest, but now in spring they 

emerge to feed on the fresh plant growth. 

2.55 Music has ceased, faded out. 

They are just two meters long, and their most distinct feature is their large eyes, which help them find food in the 

dark winter. 

Eating sounds + what sounds like bird sounds 
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These dinosaurs are sociable little animals that live in small clans enabling them to make the most of scarce 

resources. The clan is dominated by one breeding pair, and the hierarchy ensures that the Laeallynasara are 

always on lookout duty. (Other, deeper sounds – other animals in the background – pointing to the Koolasuchus, even 

though we have only seen him once, and don’t know his name) He regularly issues reassuring clicks, as long as the coast 

is clear. (E.g. of the clicking sounds) 

3.29 Music/noise – disturbing, electronic music – rippling, atonal, (non-rhythmical) pizicatto in  upwards glissando + 

picture of Koolasuchus pond (implying that we are about to see him, and that the music signals his entering) 

3.52 

The sentry has spotted a giant amphibian, Koolasuchus. He has massively powerful jaws, weigh about half a ton, 

and is a carnivore. 

 

4.08 

In the water Koolasuchus is lethal, but on land his legs have trouble dragging his bulk around, and he is no 

threat to the lithe little dinosaurs. Sounds - Koolasuchus 

He has been hibernating over the winter in the forest and is now facing what for him is an arguous journey of 

two hundred metres to get back to the river where he will spend his summer. 

 

4.36 

The bizarre-looking creature is a relic from the time before dinosaurs.  

In most parts of the world competition from crocodiles have driven these magnificent amphibians to extinction, 

but here the waters get too cold for crocodiles, and the world's last Koolasuchus survive, still patrolling the 

waterways just as their ancestors did one hundred and fifty million years before them. 

4.52 Music – thin line of violins – minor (sad?) – building up towards  

5.09 Resolved – major music, “theme” in vibraphone – streaming water in the background. Music continues during the 

following. 

 

5.27 

As spring takes hold and the days grow longer the forests bursts into life. 

5.43 Music 
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5.46 

Many of the plants in these unique colourful and ferned forests are specially adapted to lie dormant during the 

dark winter, and only with the spring light do they start to phtosynthesise again. 

 

Music building up towards 6.02 

 

6.07 

Leaellynasaura enters. Music finished, ambient, territory sounds like frogs and birds. 

For the clan it is also a time of feverish activity, and they mated with the first spring sunrise, they are now 

building nests. 

6.18 

It is a team effort, with the dominant pair building in the centre and other subordinate animals working around 

them. 

Many of these powers of league will never hold eggs, but act as decoys to help protect the main nest.  

But no matter how busy these little dinosaurs are they always have to remain alert to danger. 

Possible to hear deeper, trumpeting noises in the background, which we will later recognise as Mattaburrasaurus. 

Baby L. sounds (like baby crocodiles more than baby birds…) 

 

6.45 

A polar Allosaur, a summer visitor from warmer lands to the north. 

6.48 Music in while voice-over – drums, anticipation, the theme in another interval. 

He is a one-ton, ambush predator. 

7.07 Grunting sound – Allosaur, “dark” music in brass, later in strings as well 

7.24 

The Allosaur is the largest and fiercest killer in the forest, but he is spotted early enough by the sentry, and as 

the clan melts into the undergrowth he is no match for their speed and agility. 

Dramatic music + a roar, as from an elephant 

 

7.38 

Music 
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7.43  

Animal sound (from far away) 

 

7.47 

Spring across the polar forest brings the movement of many animals. 

In the skylines the pterosaurs head south for their summer roost. 

And among the trees there is the echo of unfamiliar sounds. The largest of all the summer migrants is coming to 

the forest. 

 

8.01 

Animal sounds heard – what will later be known as Mattaburrasaurus calls 

 

8.10 

Mattaburrasaura enters the picture 

 

8.17 

Music swells and reaches a climax  

The music and the calls at this moment almost blend to the extent that it is impossible to hear which is which 

 

8.31 

These unusual calls herald the arrival of huge herds of Mattaburrasaurus from the north. 

8.34 

Music descends to an almost inaudible carpet of strings ends with a single violin 

Animal calls in the background (seems like it is the same calls heard as a background call – but never presented with 

the animal that make them…) 

 

For the last two months they have been migrating eight hundred kilometres down the coast of Australia, 

following the sun to the south. 
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These dinosaurs move towards the pole every year to strip the lush vegetation and find secure sites to lay their 

eggs. 

The herds have a major impact on the forest. 

9.00 

Sounds as of breaking branches as well as Mattaburrasaurus calls are heard throughout.  

Each massive adult weighs about three tonnes, and can pluck food from branches several metres off the ground.  

While feeding, the dinosaurs keep in touch, using their specially adapted noses to produce a range of trumpeting calls. 

Picture of dinosaurs calling and sounds – how they make them 

 

9.23 

As the forest becomes more crowded the clan's nests need constant attention. 

The leading female treats her pile of leaves like an incubator, and uses her sensitive beak to monitor the 

temperature.  

Sounds of what will be known as baby Leaellynnasaura  

Then she adds and removes vegetation to keep the eggs about thirty degrees centigrade. 

 

9.43 

Already the baby Leaellynasaura can be heard inside responding to their mother's clicks. 

 

9.54 

The nests also have to be protected round the clock. 

Furcoated mammals thrive in these Antarctic forests, and some are easily large enough to steal a dinosaur egg. 

 

10.10 

But the Leaellynasaura has an unusual defence. 

10.23 

It is enough to set off this egg thief, but the little dinosaur knows there will be others. 

 

10.35 

Sounds as of streaming water as well as Mattaburrasaura calls – rather a sharp cut from the other scene 
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10.38 

The Mattaburrasaurus continue to arrive on the floodplains, and are watched from the forest edges by hungry 

eyes –  

10.49 

Allosaur shown at once – music – the soundscape changes radically – no longer any Mattaburrasaurus sounds and 

music is at front in the soundscape 

the Allosaur is testing the herd, probing for sick or old animals. 

These herbivores are slow, but find safety in size and numbers. 

 

11.21 

Allosaurus sound as attacking the Mattaburrasaurus – the stepping sounds of the Allosaur are not audible 

 

11.26 

The Allosaur is no match for a healthy bull Mattaburrasaurus, and he is forced to back down. 

 

11.37 

By late spring the tree ferns and conifers are in full flush, and have formed a thick canopy, soaking up every bit 

of sunlight. 

Accompanied by “summer sounds” – irises, frogs and other animal sounds 

11.49 

Many of the nests have now fallen victim to predators, but the clan is insured that at least the dominant pair's 

has survived.  

Secured within are three hatchlings. 

11.55 Baby Allosaur sounds 

 

12.03 

For the firsts two weeks of their lives they will stay in their nest, while the adults take turns collecting food and 

bringing it back to them. 

12.06 
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Music starts and Leaellynasaura sounds. Music is stable and dynamic, harmonious, repeated (almost drone-like) 

figures in wind instruments + horn over this with melody 

 

12.21 

The lead female takes great care to maintain the nest. 

To stop predators sniffing out her brood she removes the old eggshells and eats the unhatched eggs. 

This also recycles the nutrients. 

 

12.47 

Music stops 

 

12.49 

Eating sounds, Leaellynasaura 

 

12.52 

At this stage the hatchlings are vulnerable and can easily become lost on the forest floor if they stray. 

All the adults watch out for wanderers in case a predator moves in. 

Within week this little hatchling will be strong enough to keep up with the adults, but for now he is promptly 

returned to the safety of the nest. 

 

Almost totally quiet before: 

13.24 

It is now full summer, and permanently light – the sun will not set for another five months. At this time of year 

the forest floor around the nest comes alive with polar insects, like this Weta (13.40, Walking sounds can be 

heard), out hunting for food among the leaflitter. 

13.45 

They themselves are food for larger animals like the Tuatara – it is a reptile, but one surviving from a time long 

before the dinosaurs. It will remain long after them too, clinging on in the land that will become the islands of 

New Zealand. 

Rustling of leaves can be heard, but the voice-over is stronger 
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SEGMENT START 

14.03 

Out in the open the Mattaburrasaurus herd is being tormented by bloodsuckers. Summer brings out swarms of 

biting flies, and although dinosaurs are covered in tough, scaly skin they do have softer parts. The insects 

concentrate on areas like the inside of the ear, where their mouths can pierce the skin and suck out a meal. 

14.21 Buzzing insect sounds, like flies can be heard 

These swarms can drive their gigantic hosts wild, and soon the herd has to move away from the river. 

 

14.47 

Music starts, calm, background 

 

14.48 

Inside the forest the Leaellynasaura enjoy the summer bounty, and, despite the dangers about them, sleep. 

During these long months of sun, they rely heavily on their patterned skin to camouflage them among the ferns. 

15.08 

Leaellynasaura sounds heard 

Sleep is the last thing on the minds of the hatchlings that are playing nearby. 

They have grown, and are now practising the sort of agile moves, which may one day save their lives. 

 

15.26 

Wherever the young are their mother is not far away acting as lookout for her increasingly active brood. 

 

15.40 

Music (electronic) 

 

15.41On the banks of the river an old Mattaburrasaurus has been brought down, and a male Allosaur feeds off 

the rotting flesh. 

15.53  

(Sound of flies. Allosaur walking sounds in the gravel, but the Allosaur is not yet eating as the narrator claims) 

The polar Allosaur are smaller descendants of the great carnivores of the Jurassic, fifty million years before. 

These types are rare in the Cretaceous, but they survive here at the South Pole. 
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15.57 

Dark, rumbling sounds can be heard in the background. The Allosaur responds by lifting his head  

 

16.11 

Although there is enough meat of this kill for twenty Allosaurs, it is unlikely the approach of a rival female will 

be tolerated. 

 

16.20 

The Allosaur roars against the other Allosaur who “answers” (16.27) 

 

16.36 

She is driven away by the hungry male. 

 

16.46 

A fully-grown polar Allosaur needs about one hundred kilos of meat a week. 

16.47 

Music starts 

She will need to come back once the male has eaten his fill. 

Streaming water heard 

17.02 

Later, under the light of the midnight sun, one of the young Leaellynasaura ventures down to the river alone.  

17.13 

Electric music, glissando in strings, as well as splashing and baby Leaellynasaura sounds 

17.33  

Scary music reaches a climax 

17.35 

Saved by his lightmoved reactions. 

17.38 

Music resolved (calm) 
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17.41 

But the young Leaellynasaura has much to learn about the dangers of his forest home. 

 

17.46 

Episode theme – overview of the forest (while narrator is still talking) 

 

17.55 

Splashing sounds and music 

 

17.56 

In the time of dinosaurs, the Antarctica suffers regular summer thunderstorms that sweep across the polar 

forest, causing widespread flooding. 

These floods drive forest creatures together, and this can lead to confrontation. 

 

18.16 

Leaellynasaura cry, fierce (music has ceased) 

 

18.21 

The Leaellynasaura has spotted a rival clan, and it is enough to trigger an aggressive response. 

Each clan must defend its area of forest, so it does not face competition for food. 

It is crucial that the interlopers are put off by a convincing show of strength. 

 

18.58 

It has worked - the rivals retreat, and for the moment the clan's territory is safe. 

 

19.09 

After the rains the floodwater quickly subside, and dinosaurs can return to the riverbanks to feed. 

When there is plenty of food, herbivores can be very tolerant with each other. 
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As the Mattaburrasaurus pluck the podocarp trees, the Leaellynasaura scamper among them, gathering up the 

red fruit that gets scattered on the ground. Leaellynasaura and Mattaburrasaura sounds very subdued in the 

background and some other unknown animal cry in the background (we never see it). 

 

19.43 

Although a risky harvest, the clan must take every opportunity the forests offers because time is running out. 

 

19.53 

Music and river overview (theme) 

Building up towards 20.08 (Theme or Mattaburrasaurus leitmotif?) 

 

19.55 

The seasons draw on, and for the first time in four months, the sun sets. 

Autumn has arrived, and the forest prepares for a Polar winter. 

Overview take 

 

20.15 

Mattaburrasaura in the picture – walking away from the camera 

 

20.20 

Up and down the river valleys, the Mattaburrasaurus sense the change, and begin their long track north. 

 

20.34 

Music has faded out and Mattaburrasaura sounds in as well as picture of Mattaburrasaura 

 

20.41 

Occasionally some of these giant migrants get lost in the forest. 

But what for them is a minor problem can be life or death for the Leaellynasaura clan. 

 

20.58 
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The noise these huge herbivores make prevents the Leaellynasaura sentry from hearing other, more threatening 

sounds. (Cracking of branches in the background) 

 

21.09 

Dramatic (ugly) music 

 

21.30 

Following the gaze of the Allosaur? Handheld camera effect 

 

21.32 

Allosaur sound and frightened Leaellynasaura sounds (particularly from the one that gets killed, 21.37) 

After this – silence, only the ambient sounds left, back to normal + breathing of the Allosaur 

21.44 

Sad music starts, “thin” 

21.47 

The giant carnivore has killed the dominant female. 

It is a bitter blow. 

 

21.57 

Ripping sounds as Allosaur rips off the dead Laellynasaura’s head 

 

 

22.06 

Winter is coming, and without a lead female there will be tension in the clan. 

 

22.14 

Scene change, and music goes on – bridges the scenes 

 

22.23 
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Koolasuchus + sounds of grunting (animal and the dragging tail in the gravel), sounds of streaming water are still 

audible as well as music, but all other sounds are gone 

 

22.26 

In the gathering gloom the Koolasuchus senses the drop in temperature, and reluctantly leaves his summer 

home. 

Once again he lumbers into the forest in search of a suitable shelter to hibernate through the cold, dark months 

that lie ahead. 

 

END OF SEGMENT 

 22.50 

Music stops 

 

22.52 

Scene changes to the pond. 

 

22.55 

The low light also triggers a change in the forest plants - they stop growing and photosynthesis grinds to a halt. 

Some will shed their leaves, others will just lie dormant. 

 

23.08 

Stream (picture and sound) 

 

23.14 

The Leaellynasaura now have to work extra hard to find food, searching for fungus and nutritious roots beneath 

the forest floor. 

23.20 

Stream sounds gone with view of mushrooms 

At this time of year their survival strategy is to move to the heart of the forest where it rarely freezes, and to 

keep active to maintain their body temperature. 
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But as the clan gathers around the waterfall it is clear that the summer predators have taken their toll, only one 

hatchling has survived, and they still have no lead female. 

23.52 

Darkness and theme music, low and “thin” 

 

24.00 

Towards the end of autumn the last day passes in a few minutes, and the long twilight begins. 

 

24.15 

Freezing can be heard with the view of freezing plants 

 

24.16 

Life in the polar forest faces its biggest killer, freezing temperatures. 

Some polar creatures, like the Weta have learned to cope with the cold by allowing themselves to become frozen. 

In the winter sky, the southern lights wipe and flicker over the silent forest. 

 

24.51 

Animal sounds heard  

 

25.00 

Under the sleeping trees it is almost pitch black, but with image enhancement it is possible to get the 

Leaellynasaura eye view of the clan. 

25.12 

The dinosaurs are still active, but this year the ground has frozen, and it has become almost impossible to scrape 

a living out of the soil. 

25.25 

Scratching on the ice heard 

Even pond water has frozen. 

The Leaellynasaura resort to using their hard beaks. 

Again animal sounds heard – which animal? 

25.46 
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Temperatures this low don't usually last long in the forest, but facing this harsh time with their strict social 

order in tatters means the fate of this clan hangs in a balance. 

They push deeper into the forest. (Leaellynasaura are seen leaving the pond) 

 

26.05 

There has been no light for two months, and another cold snap forces the clan to take drastic action. 

They have evolved further adaptations to the cold, as a group they huddle together and drift into a state of 

torpor.  

In this suspended animation their bodies can resist the effects of the cold, but the cannot stay like this for more 

than a couple of days. 

 

26.18 

Animal sounds heard again 

 

26.30 

Water dripping and ”melting” sounds 

 

 

26.31 

The first hints of salvation are small. 

Under his rock the Weta has revived from his deepfreeze by a slight, but sustained rise in temperature. 

 

26.55 (Low windblowing sound heard) 

On the horizon the sun's rays grow stronger, and there is the promise of spring. 

 

27.02 

Leaellynasaura sound heard – no ambient sounds 

 

27.06 

The forest silence is shattered by an agitated clamouring. 
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Two males are fighting. 

This is the mating season for the Leaellynasaura, and the males as competing for dominance. 

These fights are short, but can sometimes be vicious. (Hand held camera filming again) 

 

27.44 

Having asserted his authority, the victorious male chooses a mate, and at last the clan can start to re-establish 

round a dominant pair. 

Their annual struggle to survive can begin again. 

 

27.59 

Leaellynasaura mating 

 

28.05 

Life at the Poles is a remarkable evolutionary achievement for the dinosaurs, but eventually a slight cooling in 

the world's climate will spell doom for these lush Antarctic forests, and without them, all these unique dinosaurs 

will also disappear. 

 

28.13 

Music, series theme  landscape shot and credits 

 

28.39 

Away from the poles the dinosaurs continue to thrive for another forty million years before extinction. 

In the final program we will see how, just before the end of their reign, they evolved the most terrifying predator 

that has ever walked the earth. 

 

28.50 

Music stops 

 

28.55 

Tyrannosaurus roars at the camera with droplets from the moist breath stains the camera 
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END 

 29.00  

Music resolves in a final chord built up to by drums 
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Appendix 2 – Texture in Episode 5, segment 14.03-22.50 

The different colours signify that there are changes within the layers.  

 

Images 

 River takes where Mattaburrasaura appears 

 Forest takes where Leaellynasaura appears 

 River takes where Allosaurs appears 

 River takes where Koolasuchus appears 

 Overview takes 

This chart does not show the differences between the shots, even though these are of great 

importance to the structure of the episodes. For more details see the chart of the two attack 

sequences. 

 

Music  

The three different colours signify different themes 

 Episode theme 

 Scary music associated with Allosaurs 

 Scary music associated with Koolasuchus 

 

Voice–over  

There is only one voice-over narrator, therefore no different layers. 
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Animal sounds  

  Mattaburrasaura calls 

  Mosquito buzzing 

  Leaellynasaura 

  Allosaurs 

  Koolasuchus 

    

Ambient sounds  

There are different colours for different territory sounds 

River I   

 Forest 

 River II 

 Under water 

 Windy
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FIGURE: CHART OF THE DIFFERENT SOUNDLAYERS 

Images

Voice-ver         

Animal sound

         

Music         
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Ambient          

14 15     16         17            18                19                   20                       21                           22  23 
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Appendix 3 – The Animal Sounds 

 

Leaellynasaura 

Makes many different sounds - only one of these is commented upon by the voice-over. This is the 

clicking sound that the sentry makes as a "reassuring"220 sound to the other animals in the clan that 

everything is safe.   

Sound 1: A birdlike squeak (02.41) 

Sound 2: A kind of purring sound (curr?) (02.41) 

Sound 3: Piping sound, like whistling (03.17) 

Sound 4: Clicking noise (03.25) 

Sound 5: Another squeaking sound that is more agitated than the first one, louder and higher 

pitched (03.52) 

Sound 6: Soft squeaking sounds from the baby L, like baby crocodiles (09.57) 

Sound 7: Bubu, softish (12.15) 

Sound 8: Soft cracra-sounds (12.15) 

 

 

                                                 

220 See narrative of Episode Five, "Spirits of the Ice Forest" 3.29 in Appendix 1 
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Mattaburrasaura 

More difficult to distinguish, but 

Sound 1: tsheore (a bit like a donkey) (Giss - F one octave lower down) (introduced early, but best 

heard at 09...) This sound is mentioned by the narrator at 08.31 

Sound 2: Deep rumbling sound  

Sound 3: Mm Mm (as if sitting pushing at the toilet...) 

Sound 4: Wheezing sounds, grunting 

When attacked the sounds intensify and there are more grunting sounds. 

 

Allosaura 

Sound 1: Breathing sounds, deep, noisy breathing, heavy 

Sound 2: Elephant trumpeting, but more muffled, used when attacking 

Sound 3: Rumbling sounds 

Sound 4: Wheezing (tsh-tsh) 

Sound 5: Deep rumbling sounds, breathing?  

Sound like they have enormous bodies and bellies, but they were considerably smaller than the M 

Sound 6: Clipping sounds when snapping the teeth together (shorter tsh-tsh) 

Sound 7: Grunting sounds when eating 
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Koolasuchus 

Sound 1: Burping sounds (deep) almost electronic sounds, blaaaaaaeh 

Sound 2: Grunting sounds, stomach sounds (prpr) - sounds almost a bit like M 
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Appendix 4 – Music in segment 14.03-22.50 

 

In the beginning of the segment there is no music, as we see the Mattaburrasaura being “tormented” 

by “bloodsuckers”, that is mosquitoes. Summing up the musical events in the segment the “Sleeping 

Leaellynasaura” theme is introduced at 14.47, then the music stops, then a kind of distressing, 

upsetting music is alerting us to a scene in which an Allosaur is eating the carcass of an old 

Mattaburrasaurus. This music is difficult to identify as music, part of it could well be said to be 

ambient sound, but the same kind of sound or noise comes back at the end of the scene. We then 

move to another scene in which the scary, rippling violins is again associated with the Koolasuchus, 

which in this scene is attacking a small Leaellynarsaurus – the music stops the moment the music 

reaches its climax in muted trumpets and the Leaellynasaurus avoids the Koolasuchus.221 After this 

the “Sleeping Leaellynasaura” theme comes back, but seems this time to be a kind of build-up to the 

episode theme, which swells, and bridges different takes. In this way certain usages of the theme 

music seem to be connected with the marking transitions of seasons, letting time be a relative 

element (the episode is meant to be taking place over a little more than a year). The music then 

stops, as there is a scene where two Leaellynasaura clans get confronted and have to fight for the 

right to remain in an area, as well as the feeding habits of the Mattaburrasaura and the 

Leaellynasaura. There is no music during these scenes. After this the theme music starts again as 

there is a change in scene, and again it seems to signify the transition of time.222 It fades out, and the 

scene changes to the forest, where two Mattaburrasaurs have gone wild in the forest on their way 

home, and causes the attack and subsequent death of one of the Leaellynasaura. This segment 

contains another theme that corresponds with the attack by the Allosaur. The music here stops just 

                                                 

221 See ambient sound part for details on this sequence 
222 This is what is called the ”Departure of the Mattaburrasaurus” theme on the music CD 
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before the big hunt starts.223 Again there is the upwards glissando of disorderly instruments, but this 

time it is not violins, but.... When the attack is over, the episode theme is played sadly in one violin 

as we watch the dead Leaellynasaurus being eaten by the Allosaur. This sadness is reinforced by the 

comments of the narrator who tells us that it has been “a bitter blow.”224 At the end of the segment 

the sad theme continues and bridges over to a grey riverbed image, of misty mountains, and to bring 

us back to some kind of a conclusion we watch the Koolasuchus dragging himself up from the river 

– the music ends before Koolasuchus disappears behind some logs on the riverbed. The segment 

can be divided into five main parts.  

 

 

 

                                                 

223 See ambient sound part for details on this sequence 
224 Appendix 1, narrative point 21.47 
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 Mark Hallet’s Australian Dinosaurs, 1981, Source: Mitchell, p. 148 

Mattaburrasaura

Allosaur

Leaellynsarsaura
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