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1. AD for narrative cinema and related programmes

The programmes we will be describing have a number of features in common. They are all narratives that use film’s complex semiotic sign system consisting of images, sounds and words to tell their stories. Even so-called non-fiction programmes are seen to fall into this category.

AD is aimed at that part of the population that is blind or severely visually impaired, either by birth, due to aging (cf. the “greying” of Europe), or because of an event that took place at some stage in their lives. It is also used by those who due to a temporary situation or  working conditions are unable to see a film, such as people in hospitals or taxi drivers.  This means that some of the target viewers will have sight-memory, some will not, some will be able to distinguish shadows, others might have tunnel vision etc. Since at this stage it is impossible to create AD adapted to this mixed audience’s varied needs, a blanket form will be our primary target.

The purpose of AD is therefore to fill in that part of the audiovisual sign system of film that the blind have no access to: visual images. Added to that is the explanation of sounds that are understandable only through their relation with these images. Examples are the voice belonging to one (invisible) person rather than another, or a sound produced by a squeaking door, not a bird, for instance.

The filmic visual information that AD aims to convey in words, never functions in isolation. It is supported by and constructs a narrative all at once, and does so in collaboration with the aforementioned sounds and dialogues, as well as editing techniques. The way in which all filmic sign systems are connected with each other, is therefore of the utmost importance for effective film audio description.

Important constitutive elements of the film story-structure are:

· FILMIC TIME: fragments of incidents/events selected to create a fictional order and progression of events occuring within a fictional period of time (rendered in a linear fashion, with flash-backs, with parallel editing etc.),

· FILMIC SPACE: the space that is visible on screen, within the film frame, the setting(s) for the action,

· FILM CHARACTERS: the agent(s) propelling the story-action, who they are, what they look like, to what extent this is functional in the story, their relevant back story,

· filmic elements of motion: 

· natural motion of the characters (primary: the actions of the characters, and secondary: reactions of characters that carry a message, e.g. admiration through an exchange of looks), 

· natural motion of the camera (that might follow a person into a house, for instance), 

· induced motion (e.g., the objects in a room that are ordered to attract and direct the attention of the viewer), 

· structural motion (of the editing process, which always serves a purpose, i.e. tempo or long versus short & quick scenes, rhythm or e.g. the repetition of colours, beats, patterns etc.within and/or across scenes, pacing or whether a scene has a hectic versus relaxed feel to it (different elements can contribute to this, e.g. quick movements of actors combined with quick camera movements).

-     FILMIC imagery:

· Various picture symbols, with different degrees of conventionality (e.g. pointing a finger at one’s forehead; a car’s licence plate indicating place of origin; the scales of justice), visual similes (something is juxtaposed with something else e.g., a soldier marching, alternating with a strutting peacock), visual metaphors (e.g. the joyous flight in Out of Africa that remains in the character’s memory as ‘one of the finest moments in her life’), a correlative symbol; i.e. one that gets increasing symbolic meaning as the film progresses and is often associated with a character (e.g. a baseball hat signalling a character’s youth).

· Associative images: like visual similes rely on similarities to convey depth, mood, or overtones of meaning. They can (but do not have to ) be a part of the mise-en-scène that is later singled out (e.g. bunkers on a sandy beach referring to the Norman invasion; furniture on the street outside a house signalling forced eviction).

· Mise-en-scène: all of the arrangements of time and space, including actor and camera placement and movements, sets and dressings, props, costumes, hairstyles, makeup.

· FILMIC SOUND:  besides dialogue, also: human voices, the sounds of the situation, expressive sounds, symbolic sounds, and music.

2. Audio description: HOW & WHAT
The audio-describer should try to describe objectively what is relevant for the story, its characters, its emotional value, its thematic message, i.e. without being guided by personal preferences and tastes, but based on a good understanding of what the film tries to convey and suggest.

It goes without saying that audio-describers must first view the entire film a couple of times. For beginners, writing a synopsis and a detailed scene list can be of help (if these are not provided). Besides, insight into genre-related characteristics can be an important guideline for establishing what is significant or not (in some genres setting and costumes will be more important than in others). Meta texts about the film (criticism, interviews with directors and actors etc.) can also be a good source of information about what is important, thematically, for instance.


A great part of the pleasure of watching a film resides in its beautiful (or shocking or exceptional) imagery. The words of the audiodescriber must try to convey at least some of this. The language used for the descriptions must therefore be precise and yet suggestive, precise because vague words conjure up little (and the describer is working under time constraints, like a subtitler) but suggestive because pictures are less explicit than words (and you are describing images, so your descriptions should be visual). Your target viewers should therefore not receive more information than those who can see the action developing on the screen, nor should events be interpreted for them. What is more, the audio describer’s lexicon should be precise and his style adequate to be read aloud, pleasant to the ear, but the language should not draw attention to itself, e.g. because the vocabulary used is rather unusual or specialized. However, metaphors (“a face like thunder”) and colours can be used: blind people live in the world of sighted people and have concepts of what the world around them looks like. Still, the AD should blend in with the film in between the dialogues. If at all possible, it should not even interfere with narratively important or mood-setting music and sound-effects, although at times AD will have to be given priority over respect for the musical score. 

One way of limiting interference with the other sign systems of the film is to anticipate: describe what will happen (just) before it happens, if at the time that the described event actually takes place, characters are speaking or loud music is playing. This may mean describing e.g. who will be present in a subsequent scene, at the end of the previous one, i.e. before the scene change. In brief, description occurs when there are breaks in the dialogue. AD can only encroach on dialogue of it is inconsequential, or less important than e.g. text on screen, and can only go over song lyrics if these are not relevant for the story line. AD never interferes with major dialogue exchanges, but minor conversational features that support dialogic interaction (e.g. “mmm”, “euh”, “well” etc.) may have to be sacrificed.

Examples of questions to be considered:

· Where and when does the scene take place? Is there a change in place/time between scenes?

· Is the setting important and why? Is there a link with the time (period) of the action? Which aspects of the setting, or which objects, colours, …? 

· Which characters are on the screen and are their actions narratively important? Do they belong to a particular class, are they someone’s family, servant, …? Do any characters enter/leave the scene? Who is talking? Are there any characters present whose actions have an impact on the events of the scene or future scenes? Does the viewing public have the answer to these questions?

What is to be described:

· WHERE: locations, including dimensions (“a narrow dark alley”, “the port of Rotterdam, 1930s”, “a spacious living-room”) and scene/location changes.

· WHEN: time of day, light/dark, if relevant.

· WHO: Characters (depending on film/scene: dress, physical attributes, facial expressions, body language, ethnic background if relevant, age).

· WHAT: on-screen action (e.g. battle scenes), sounds or effects that cannot easily be identified, subtitles or other text on screen (e.g. graffiti), opening titles and/or end credits.

Language to be used: varied and precise, succinct, appropriate, natural-sounding.

· Complete sentences (whenever possible) & flowing descriptions (write with reading in mind: read your text out loud, do not make your compound sentences over-long or complex).

· Vocabulary, style and register adapted to the genre (within reason: no offensive language, unless when reading text on screen).

· Adjectives that are specific (“devious” vs ”bad”) and visual or other methaphors (“a man like a mountain”).

· Vivid verbs that detail the action rather than accumulating verbs + adverbs (“run” vs “walk quickly”; “skip” vs “walk cheerfully”).

· Limit the use of technical film terminology. Use only the commonly known terms, and sparingly.

· Tenses: present tense for descriptions, avoid passive voice.

To do

· Think about what the audience needs to understand the scene,  and subsequent ones that may rely on this particular scene

· Try to appreciate the emotional impact of a scene, the mood it tries to convey

· Identify new characters early on in the film/scene, unless their identity must remain a secret. BUT: synchrony may be of the essence, e.g. in a comedy.

· Announce the next scene at the end of the present one if there is no time later

· Keep in mind that a sighted viewer can get a picture at a glance, and goes into the details later. Film sometimes works this way too, in other instances a scene may be constructed from details. Follow the filmmaker’s tactics.

· Sometimes, a short summary drawing the general context of what is to come can be useful. For instance in a scene visually narrating how someone walks home at night through the streets of a deserted town: “John walks home through deserted streets. It is night”. As the character is walking, details can then be filled in, and will fall into place more easily (e.g. “A dog is sleeping behind a dustbin”)

· Occasionally remind the audience of who someone is (esp. in documentaries, or if they have not been ‘on’ for a long time). 

· Introduce a billboard etc. with : “Het opschrift zegt…”

· Identify characters by name unless unknown: “a young girl”, “a skinny old woman, …”

· Specify relationships only after they have been made clear by the film to the sighted audience as well.

· Take care of good cohesion: no (vague) references to people or things that may not be clear.

· Make your AD interact with the dialogue if speakers need to be identified (e.g. “Maurice”; “Peter” & their words follow)

· Listen to scenes with your back turned to the screen to identify significant but ambiguous sounds that you missed while watching.

· Consult a blind person regularly when in doubt about how to tackle a scene, or how much to include in a description.

· Watch lots of audio-described films.

To be avoided:

· Accumulations of personal pronouns (he’s and she’s)

· Expressions such as “We see, notice, hear,,...

· Describing too much, simply because time allows, e.g. describing every detail in a fight or other scene involving movements: work suggestively, highlight what is important for the story (e.g. that a character tumbles into a bathtub, but not necessarily that he falls in with his left arm first… head first might be important)

· All forms of censorship or choices based on preference/prejudice.

· Unnecessary interpretation: when a character is tossing around in her bed while sleeping, describe her movements, do not say “She is having a nightmare”. 

· More text than can be comfortably read (maximum: 160 words/minute), text without breathing pauses.

· Giving information a long time before it is required.

� With thanks to Pilar Orero for useful suggestions.


� This stylesheet (Nov. 2005) is meant for student-describers e.g. at departments for translation and interpreting, it does not cover the work of voice talents.


� Concepts loosely based on Margaret Mehring (1989), The Screenplay. A Blend of Film Form and Content, Boston & London: Focal Press.


� I am indebted to James O’Hara’s and Joel Snyder’s course notes for the following two subsections (workshop at UniSurrey Feb. 2003 & Polytechnic Leiria Oct. 2003 ).
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