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Need a Gorilla Grunt

Or a Tossing Salad?
Call the Valentinos

Sound-Effects Firm Makes These
and Other Noises; Sound of a
Twinkling Star

By N.R. KLEINFIELD
Staff Reporter of The Wall Street Journal

NEW YORK - MMMMMMM ... BZZZ7777Z
... MMMMM ... BZZZZ BAP . .. POW . ..
THUD...UGHH... WHAM...POW... POW
...CRASHHH...BAP...THUD...

KABLOOOOOOO0O00O00OM!

Here’s what you’re supposed to have just heard:
A quiet tavern suddenly erupts into a full-scale
brawl. Punches fly as onlookers continue to bab-
ble. One bewildered fellow is hurled across the
room and slams into a table. Plates and glasses
crash. As the man tumbles to the floor, an atomic
bomb lands on the roof.

Here’s what is really happening: Frank and Tom
Valentino are batting a couple of empty mail sacks
around with wooden clubs in their cramped studio,
where no drinks are served. Then Frank heaves
one of the sacks onto a pile of magnetic tape
spools, sending them reeling and clattering off a
desk. Meanwhile, Chris Carrino fiddles with a
tape machine, recording the entire hullabaloo. He
then doubles the volume and blends it with a
record of crowd murmurs, culled from a movie
soundtrack. As a finale, he adds a recording of an
atomic bomb explosion. (This is merely to humor
a visitor, since most bartenders settle arguments
with considerably less force than nuclear fusion.

The Valentino brothers and Chris Carrino are
sound-effects specialists. They work for a compa-
ny called Thomas J. Valentino Inc., the oldest
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(founded in 1932) and largest firm of its kind.
When you hear most any sound other than a
human voice on television, radio, in the movies or
theatre, there’s a good chance that it was devel-
oped in the Valentino studio on West 46th Street in
Manbhattan - or at one of the half dozen other such
companies. For example, the toilet flush you hear
on the television show, “All in the Family,” actual-
ly was generated in the Valentino men’s room.
5,000 Noises in Stock

Given appropriate incentive ($100 a day plus
expenses if the crew leaves the studio, about $35 if
it doesn’t); Valentino’s will try to reproduce any
sound known to man and, if pressed, several
unknown to man. Currently in stock, at $4 a piece,
are some 5,000 noises - an avalanche, orangutans
screaming (also available with chimpanzees),
frogs with crickets (also available without crick-
ets), ants eating, hippo grunts and barks, bull ele-
phant screams, window shades being pulled up,
the Pope blessing people and man more. “I don’t
mean to brag,” says Frank Valentino, “but some-
one could call us up and ask for God talking, and
I imagine we’d have it before the day was out.”

Thomas Valentino Sr. (now retired) founded the
firm back when sound men were forced to simu-
late noises by rustling heavy paper, rattling metal
sheets, firing pop guns and beating on tin pans. At
first, Mr. Valentino owned a small shop where he
peddled sheet music and phonograph records, ???7?

own souvenir record to mail to friends.

It occurred to Mr. Valentino that an appropriate
departure gift for a friend leaving the country
would be a record of the panoply of New York
street sounds. One day, as he was taping noises on
a Manhattan street corner, an assistant stage man-
ager from a Broadway play spotted him and asked
if he could produce an offstage noise of a passing
milk wagon. He did, and thereafter entered the
noise racket full-time. Mr. Valentino’s three sons,
Bob, Frank and Tom, now run the company, with
Chris Carrino serving as sound engineer.

Sound-making is a tricky business. This is
because many real sounds seem phony on records.
One theory offers the explanation that, because

we’re a generation bred on sound effects (after all,
it’s easier to rub a stick across a wooden fence and
call it machine gun fire that it is to track down an
M-60), our ears are more accustomed to these
sounds than the real ones.

Good Gorilla Gutturals

The Valentinos and Chris Carrino substitute
fake sounds for about half the effects requested by
customers. “You have to let your mind run
berserk,” Frank Says. “Maybe you’ll take a paper
bag and turn it into World War I1.”

The noise makers repeatedly struck out trying
to reproduce a good baby-cry. Nothing sounded
right. Finally, they hired a middle-aged actress
who executed the finest baby-cry the Valentinos
had ever heard. Same with the gorilla gutturals
uttered by an actor who wandered into the studio
one afternoon. “I swear, I’ve never heard a more
realistic gorilla in my life,” Chris says. “Not that
I’'m on good speaking terms with too many goril-
las.”

One movie technician asked for the sound of a
salad being tossed. Tom went home and tossed let-
tuce into the night. No good. He conceded that
his lettuce wasn’t fresh enough, so Chris crumbled
up a newspaper, watered it and shuffled it around
ina
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The Valentinos Can Supply Sounds
Of Grunting Gorillas or an A-Bomb
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cardboard box. “It was a toss that would have
caused Julia Child to salivate,” Chris recalls. They
used it.

To create a whale’s whine for a museum, Chris
used his mouth. Sitting in the studio, he cooed and
shinnied into the tape recorder, then reversed the
tape to produce a sucking noise. He got a whale.
He assumes he got a whale, anyway, because he’s
never heard one before. To achieve the sound of a
submarine hatch shutting, Frank overlapped a toi-
let flush with a jail door closing.

A lot of sound effects originate by slowing
down or speeding up sound effects. For the stage
version of “Ben Hur,” Chris fabricated the chariot
race without getting any closer to Rome than West
46th Street. He took a recording of a horse and
carriage plodding along, speeded it up, tripled the
volume and, as he was playing it, cracked a whip
around the studio.

When the film “Ben” (a movie starring a rat
was released, the firm was summoned to make rat
noises to be played at theaters showing the film.
Rather tan elicit real rat squeaks, Chris took a
seagull record, speeded it up, filtered out the surf
and called it rats.

Speed up barking dogs and you get a zebra.
Speed up bees and you get mosquitoes. Slow
down a hand grenade and you get an atomic bomb.
You also get a hydrogen bomb, since no one, with
the possible exceptions of Robert Oppenheimer or
Edward Teller, can tell the difference. “They’re
both just big booms,” Chris says.

The Valentinos are so accommodating to their
customers that they’ll even invent sounds. For
instance, the company concocted the sound of a
spaceship from Mars (nothing more harmful than
a low frequency generator) which found its way
into several science fiction films. Not long ago, a
man requested a twinkling star. That was a new
one on the Valentinos, so they intend to send the
man a Chinese chime sound and hope that fools
him.

Enough is enough however. Two of the most
persistent requests the firm receives are for light-
ning and snow, neither of which has a sound.
Wary of being prosecuted for passing phony nois-
es, the Valentinos politely tell anyone asking for
these sound to forget it.

“There are also some pretty esoteric uses for
our effects,” Chris says. “One man arrived here
who said he hadn’t slept in four days because the
guy in the next apartment snored like a German
tank. He was going out of his mind. He badly
wanted revenge. I believe he purchased dive
bombers, an avalanche, hippo grunts and barks,
boat whistles and, I think, the atomic bomb.”
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A few nights ago when Frank Valentino was
watching television, he heard one of his big hits —
5146B3. A big hit, but not quire as big as 6025B.
That one really had a melody you could take to the
bank.

Frank and his brother Thomas are the owners of
Valentino Music & Sound Effects. Tributaries of
the recording industry, Valentino and other so-
called music libraries supply songs in the public
domain and specially composed generic tunes of
varying beat, length and stripe (collegiate, tragic,
agitated, pathetic, pastoral, symphonic, dramatic,
etc.) to corporate communications departments,
industrial firms, educational institutions, ad agen-
cies, television and radio stations and film compa-
nies.

The Valentino library supplied all the music in
the original version of “The Blob” and some of the
music in “King of Comedy” and “One Trick
Pony.” It also furnished themes for television pro-
grams such as “The Galloping Gourmet,” “The
Sportsman’s Friend” and “Outdoors with Liberty
Mutual.”

“A lot of companies today are doing audio-visu-
al work and they’re producing just as well as the
big producers in Hollywood.” says Thomas
Valentino, president of the 56-year-old company
(its corporate clients include IBM, Hewlett
Packard and Sears Roebuck). “But they don’t
have the resources to do original music.”

“Then you have the individual recording studios
around the country that don’t have access to origi-
nal music libraries.” So does the local car dealer
who wants a nice piece of music for his commer-
cial and the local morning show or weather report
in need of a catchy theme.

Music Libraries operate like conventional
libraries, though obviously without a library’s
stern insistence on silence. “You’d go into a
library and get a book on the West or on comedy
or on the French.” says Thomas Valentino. “You
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Sound Libraries: The Fast Food of the Music Industry

consult the catalog on a sound library to get
Western music or get some comedy music or
French or Russian music.”

Music libraries also operate like McDonald’s or
Burger King. “This is the fast food industry of
music.” says Thomas Valentino unapologetically.
“You can get it quick, you can get it good and you
can get it inexpensively.”

And unlike McDonald’s, Valentino provides
variety. The library offers six versions of “Yankee
Doodle Dandy,” six versions of “Happy Birthday,”
three versions of “Sweet Betsy From Pike,” three
of “The 12 Days of Christmas,” four of
“Shenandoah” and 56 national anthems all on
quarter-inch tape, CD or LP. Like all of
Valentino’s songs, these come without lyrics,
which enhances their adaptability to the cus-
tomer’s needs.

But according to Frank Valentino, the compa-
ny’s vice president, the bread and butter of the
business is not the public domain music; as a mat-
ter of fact, less than 10% of Valentino’s 4,000 tune
library is devoted to PD and traditional recordings.
“What brings in the business is the original
music,” he says. “The bulk of our business is
industrial. How many times do you think Sears is
going to use “Yankee Doodle” or a Sousa March?
We keep the public-domain stuff for the few times
someone comes in and says “Your got the Marine
Corps Hymn?” Valentino’s got it.

More than selections from Sousa or the 1700s,
Sears and other companies need music for sales
training videos, films featuring the CEO, and pro-
motional slide shows. And because companies
frequently produce several films a week, they can
quickly exhaust even the most commodious music
library.

Consequently, Valentino is always producing
new pieces (right now, the library is pretty weak in
the big band sound, admit the owners, as often as
possible by different composers. “Otherwise the
whole library would sound the same,” says Frank
Valentino, who declines to specify what the com-

pany pays for each new addition. The Valentinos
are looking for good music, a piece of music that
tells a story, but not, absolutely not, for music call-
ing undue attention to itself. “Unfortunately,” says
Frank Valentino, “some of the composers we deal
with have the impression that they’re going to
write a commercial hit. That’s foreground music.
What we do here is background music.”

Occasionally, however, a Valentino song does
hit the charts. Such was the case with “A Fifth of
Beethoven,” which was released during the disco
craze and found its way into the hit movie
“Saturday Night Fever” and became a gold record.
“That was a case of a piece of music being more
valuable outside the library than inside,” says
Thomas Valentino.

It can be an aggravating business, this market-
ing of background music. Too often, customers
only want something that sounds just like music
they’ve heard before. “Like” is a work heard fre-
quently around Valentino. “They’ll say ‘Give me
something like “Hill Street Blues” * or ‘Give me
something like “Jaws” ’ or ‘Give me something
like “Dragnet” ° or Give me something like
“miami Vice,” ’ says Frank Valentino. In some
cases, customers actually insist on the exact theme
from “Miami Vice,” “which of course they can’t
have,” he says.

There are the confused customers, those who
swear they only want classical; they walk out with
contemporary. Then there are the very confused
customers who don’t know what they want at all,
who’ll know it when they hear it. Frequently, such
people will tax the resources of the library and the
patience of the Valentino brothers, then walk out
with the very first piece that was played for them
in one of the two listening rooms. “By the time
they’re three hours down they forget they ever
heard it before but of course we haven’t forgotten,”
says Thomas Valentino. “And they say ‘Oh, I like
that. I like that.””

The toughest customer? “it’s the guy who
comes in with three or four people from the ad
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agency or the production company,” says Frank
Valentino. “Because out of three or four people,
there’s always one who is going to throw the mon-
key wrench into things. There will always be one
guy who wants to hear something else, who does-
n’t like the song everyone else likes.”

One of the hard realities of the business is that
music, like fashion, has a predictable life span.
Remember disco? The Valentinos remember.
“Now I can give disco away,” says Frank
Valentino.

It’s also a subjective business. “You can only
present music to customers,” says Frank Valentino,
who considers a song a hit if its used 50 times over
a two month period. “Because no matter what I
say or do, no matter what the price, if you don’t
like what you heard you are not going to buy it.”

By now, the Valentinos can predict what’s going
to move and what’s going to lie around deader than
disco. “It’s not so much that we know what will
well but we sure know what won’t sell,” says
Thomas Valentino, whose doubts currently center
on New Age music. “I don’t think it has legs.”

He puts an album on the turntable, “ ‘Rapid
Transit.” This one does will for us,” he says, begin-
ning to free-associate: “Big city comes alive.
Everyone rushing around for coffee. Grand
Central Station. Steam coming up from the grates.
Full orchestration.

“ ‘Blackout’: This has a suspenseful feel to it.
The thugs are walking down the street looking for
trouble. The policeman is looking down the street
and sees the door to the jewelry store open. . .”

Meanwhile, Frank Valentino is listening to a
composer’s audition tape of “light contemporary”
music. “I don’t hear a melody and I like to hear a
melody,” he says. “This is not doing anything for
me. It’s too innocuous but maybe innocuous is
good. I don’t know. What do you think?

“Listen to me,” he says hitting the fast forward
button. “I sound just like one of our customers.”



