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ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
SOUND DESIGNER: BEN BURTT

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
Best known for his work 
on Star Wars (1977) and 
its sequels, Ben Burtt’s 
approach to science fiction 
and fantasy sound design 
often involves startling 
repurposing and combining 
of everyday noises. Prior 
to the Star Wars films 
science fiction cinema often used simple electronic 
noises as sound effects, asking audiences to accept 
that every piece of technology in the future will 
announce its functions by making repetitive bleeps. 
Burtt’s work in creating new sound effects and in 
devising detailed sonic textures revolutionised the 
genre doing as much to transport us to alien worlds 
as the visuals they accompanied. 

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of ‘found sound’ combinations to create 

fantastical noises, for example, the light-sabre 
sound in Star Wars was created by combining 
the sounds made by an idling film projector 
and the feedback which resulted from passing a 
microphone over the back of a faulty Cathode Ray 
based television; and the sounds of the Millennium 
Falcon’s malfunctioning engines were made by 
combining the noises made by a vintage airplane, 
a World War II era tank turret, a dentist’s air-jet, 
and the sound of a motor stopping and starting

 •  Use of the ‘audio black hole’ which involves 
inserting a brief moment of absolute silence 
immediately before a cataclysmic sound, for 
example, in Star Wars: Attack of the Clones 
(2002), Burtt inserts a short interval of absolute 
silence in the audio track, just prior to the 
detonation of “seismic charges” fired at an 
escaping spaceship 

Some recommended texts:*
Star Wars, George Lucas (1977)

Wall-E, Andrew Stanton (2008)

Super 8, J.J. Abrams (2011)

Star Trek Into Darkness, J.J. Abrams (2013)

*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification.

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.
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