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The Matrix, brainchild of Larry and Andy Wachowski, defines a new level of
production value in filmmaking. The visual innovations and effects, particularly John
Gaeta’s “Bullet-time” sequences, have garnered most of the attention in discussion of the
film, and rightly so. This essay, however, examines the aural world of The Matrix and
the phenomenal interaction of sound design and score that sets a new standard for the use
of sound in film.

Due to its derivation from the comic book/graphic novel genre and Japanese
animation (Anime) as well as its narrative focus on the interaction of the “real world” and
a computer generated virtual reality, The Matrix uses diegetic sound in distinct, narrative-
propelling ways that echo the earlier use of visual sound cues in silent film. (A visual
sound cue is here defined as a visual focus upon a sound source such as a telephone or a
clock such that the audience understands that sound is being produced.) This extreme
emphasis upon diegetic sound as a narrative element manifests, among other ways, in the
amplified ringing of telephones, the audible swish of fists through the air, and the
throbbing hum of the Matrix itself. Dane Davis’ Oscar-winning sound design for The
Matrix serves such a significant role in driving the narrative that it functions not so much
as a series of individual sound events synchronized to various events on screen but as a
unified whole analogous to an electronic music composition. When set in conjunction
with Don Davis’ score, the sound design and score combine to create a complete aural
environment that helps define the ground-breaking nature of this film. This paper seeks
to explore the influence of silent film and graphic novels upon the use of diegetic sound

in The Matrix, to demonstrate (via analysis of a brief sequence of scenes) the linear



progression of the resultant soundscape, and to show its tight integration with the musical
score.

Before delving into the influence of silent films and comics upon The Matrix, it
must be emphasized that the soundscape created by the use of diegetic sound does not
result from any arbitrary or haphazard practices on the part of an over-enthusiastic sound

designer or from any formulaic Hollywood
































































