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ONE PAGE FILM SCHOOL:  
Diegetic vs Non-Diegetic Sound  
I am not really a film scholar. As you may have read in Issue No. 10 of 
THE PURITAN POST, most of my formal educational training is in the field 
of paleontology. I did, however, attend two years of film school at the 
prestigious Red Deer College in Alberta. In that time, I picked up many 
valuable cinematic lessons I still utilize to this day. I will share 
with you readers these cinematic lessons in a series of Issues entitled 
ONE PAGE FILM SCHOOL. Our first is “diegetic” vs “non-diegetic” sound. 

You may be thinking, “What is this Hank, some kinda commercial with 
Wilford Brimley?”. No, I said diegetic, from the word diegesis. Diegesis 
is  an  idea  in  storytelling  that  presents  an  interior  view  of  the 
fictional world, allowing the audience to experience situations as the 
characters in the story experience them. The way this relates to sound 
in movies is primarily seen through cinematic music. In any given movie, 
there are cases of diegetic and non-diegetic sound and/or music. The way 
we are able to spot the difference is pretty simple. Diegetic sound or 
music  is  sound  that  exists  within  the  world  of  the  character.  For 
example, if a character is listening to the radio, and we hear what they 
hear,  this  is  an  example  of  diegetic  sound.  A  perfect  example  of 
diegetic music in a  movie would be Tarantino’s use of “Jungle Boogie” 
in  the  “Royale  with  Cheese”  scene  in  Pulp  Fiction.  In  fact,  many 
Tarantino flicks employ the use of diegetic music. On the other hand, 
non-diegetic sound or music is sound that exists outside of the world of 
the character. The best and most common example of non-diegetic sound is 
film score. Tarantino likes playing with unconventional uses of non-
diegetic music as well such as pairing an 80’s song like “Cat People” in 
a montage about plotting a Nazi takedown in Inglourious Basterds.

Obviously diegetic and non-diegetic sound are not limited to music. Any 
sound effect that exists in the character’s world is diegetic. Non-music 
examples of non-diegetic sound are tougher to find but exist as well. 
One easy example would be voice over narration. However, there are some 
examples of voice over that would be internally diegetic. Stay with me. 
For example, in the movie Psycho, when Marion Crane is driving away with 
the money she stole, she is hearing voices in her head. They are voices 
that she is hearing, so technically we are still in the character’s 
world here, as opposed to a traditional “Voice of God” style voiceover 
that we might see in a  movie like Looper for example. Voiceover enters  
tricky territory in a movie like American Beauty where Kevin Spacey’s 
character is speaking from Heaven. Is this diegetic or non-diegetic?

Quite often movies will use both diegetic and non-diegetic sound at the 
same time. A more clever example of this would be in the movie I talk 
about today in the “ON TV” section, The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, a new 
Netflix anthology film from the Coen Brothers. In one scene a cowboy 
hears a harmonica we find out is coming from another cowboy in the 
distance.  Then,  a  more  elaborate  score  with  other  instruments  takes 
over, making the music both diegetic and non-diegetic. Be sure to check 
out the Coen Brothers’ The Ballad of Buster Scruggs on Netflix now!
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This Week on Home Video 

The Meg (2018)  
 
If  you  are  like  me  and  are 
constantly  wondering  why  Rainn 
Wilson isn’t in more movies, then 
you are in luck because he is in 
The Meg. That is pretty much the 
only thing The Meg has going for 
it.  That  and  Jason  Statham.  I’m 
pretty over the use of CGI animals 
in movies today. It was fun in the 
early  days  of  CGI  but  now  these 
creatures which are intended to be 
menacing  just  come  off  as  hokey. 
Hokey  is  a  pretty  good  word  to 
describe The Meg as a whole. I was 
hoping the movie would resemble the 
classic LL Cool J hit, Deep Blue 
Sea  but  The  Meg  is  closer  to 
Sharknado than it is Deep Blue Sea.

This Week on TV 

The  Ballad  of  Buster  Scruggs 
(Netflix)  
 
The Coen Brothers have returned to 
the big screen, or rather the small 
screen, with a new film, The Ballad 
of Buster Scruggs. A new anthology 
film  on  Netflix  in  the  vain  of 
something  like  Quentin  Tarantino/
Robert Rodriguez’s Four Rooms. Most 
of  the  six  short  vignettes  are 
quite good, some obviously better 
than  others.  That  said,  the  six 
stories that comprise The Ballad of 
Buster  Scruggs  are  vintage  Coen 
Bros.  in  their  style,  humor, 
violence  and  themes.  I  do  wish 
Netflix could’ve sprung for this to 
be shot on film. This is the first 
movie  the  Coens  have  ever  shot 
digitally  and  it  feels  wrong, 
particularly with such a good D.P. 
in Bruno DelBonnel alongside them.

Director Spotlight:  
Sam Mendes  

Birth: 8/1/1965, England 
Notable Works: American 
Beauty, Road to Perdition, Away We 
Go, Revolutionary Road, Jarhead, 
Skyfall, Spectre  
What’s Next: A WWI film, 1917  
Fun Fact: Was married to actress 
Kate Winslet for seven years.
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