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Introduction 

 

Audio description for film and television started in the early 1980s and as no official 

training existed at that time, beginning audio describers learned the tricks of the trade on the 

job. In later years, the number of countries providing audio description for film and television 

and the number of audio described films in cinemas or on dvd, as well as the amount of hours 

of AD available on television started to increase incessantly. This resulted in a growing demand 

for professionally and/or academically trained audio describers. While it is true that there are 

ever more colleges and universities providing AD training, it seems safe to say that many of 

these courses are still partly intuitive and that there is still a need for didactic tools that address 

the main problems of audio description in a theoretically supported and systematic way. 

One of those problems to which a satisfactory answer has yet to be formulated is the 

question of content selection in audio description. This is in fact a twofold problem. On the one 

hand beginning audio describers often find it difficult to decide what information is relevant 

and can/should be included in their description and what information is secondary and can be 

left out. On the other hand describers will often not have enough time to describe everything 

they want and will have to prioritise the information that they have selected as relevant. The 

issue is touched upon in existing guidelines for audio describers, but the answers provided there 

have various shortcomings and/or drawbacks. First of all, most of these guidelines are drawn 

up by practictioners based on their own knowledge, which means that they lack any theoretical 

underpinning. Moreover, they are fairly anecdotic and do not provide answers that allow 

describers to approach the problem of content selection in a structured an systematic way. And 

finally, although the guidelines discuss the question of what to describe, the issue of how to 

prioritise selected content is not discussed at all. 

It is therefore the main aim of the present work to provide an answer to the question what 

to describe by developing a theoretically based approach that enables audio describers to 

recognize and select all the relevant meaning-making information in a variable audivisual input, 

c.q. film or television programme, and to prioritise this information in instances in which not 

all this information can be included in their description. 
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First of all the question of content selection in AD will be framed within its wider context. 

Deciding what to describe presupposes that you know exactly what audio description is. While 

specific audio descriptions can serve different functions, as will be explained in chapter 2, 

generally speaking all audio descriptions share some common characteristics. By looking at 

how audio description has been defined in the past, chapter 1 formulates a definition that 

elucidates what overall goal AD serves. This will give audio describers a first general idea of 

what they have to take into account when deciding what to describe, to make sure that this 

global goal is achieved. Deciding what to describe also presupposes that you know who you 

are audio describing for, what the specific needs of the users of AD are in terms of access. 

Chapter 1 therefore also takes a brief look at the main eye conditions causing partial and total 

loss of eyesight and looks into the composition and the size of the target audience. To conclude 

this general contextualising framework, chapter one presents a short overview of the history of 

audio description as an access service. In the wake of the pioneering countries more and more 

countries started to provide audio description, that is now slowly but steadily growing into a 

service with a worldwide application. The historical overview predominantly focuses on the 

European market and looks at how the different countries relate to each other. What countries 

provide most audio description? Do all countries focus on the same type of AD? Is the audio 

description of films and television programmes the most prominent type of AD in all countries? 

Those and other questions will be answered in the last part of chapter 1 to demonstrate the 

relevance of the present research. 

After this general, social context has been outlined, the focus will shift to the more 

specific, academic context of this work. Indeed, before moving to answer the actual question 

of what to describe and how to prioritise relevant information, research undertaken in the field 

of audio description has to be duly contextualised academically. When audio description as an 

access service started to emerge, it was readily categorized as a new or challenging (Gambier, 

2003, p. 172) type of audiovisual translation (AVT) and incorporated within the field of 

research in AVT and thus translation studies (TS). One could wonder however, whether this 

incorporation is as straightforward as it appears. Can films be equated with the types of texts 

that form the main object of study in TS, i.e. written—or in any case—verbal texts? Can the 

concept of translation be applied without any alteration to the practice of audio description, the 

source material of which are visual images? And are other concepts that have long been central 

in TS, such as equivalence, applicable in AD research? Those questions will be the focus of the 

first part of chapter 2. Once these terminological issues have been addressed, chapter 2 will 
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look at the research that has already been undertaken within the field of audio description. Based 

on a simplified version of the model developed by Holmes (1988) to categorize research in 

translation, an overview of the current state of the art will be given. Although the predominant 

focus will be on research into what to describe, given the limited body of existing research other 

issues such has how to describe or the translation of audio description will be discussed too to 

present as complete a picture as possible. 

From this picture it will be apparent that the question of content selection has been 

addressed before, but because audio description is still a relatively young discipline, much of 

this research is exploratory in nature and limited in scale. One of the problems with this 

exploratory or generative (Hertog, Van Gucht, & de Bontridder, 2006, p. 122) research is that 

it is often characterised by an unstructured approach (Hertog, Van Gucht, & de Bontridder, 

2006, p. 122). To overcome this problem, the second half of chapter 2 will lay down a structure 

for the subsequent research carried out in this work. The first question to be answered in this 

part, is what the cause of this problem of content selection is. Two issues that are closely related 

to each other will be addressed: first of all, the nature of the source text will be explored. Most 

audio descriptions are nowadays still created by people with a background in translation who 

are used to working with written/verbal texts. The films that constitute the source texts for audio 

description are significantly different in nature in that they present information both visually 

and verbally, which requires a different translation approach (particularly as the visually 

impaired have access to some parts of the information and not to others). Closely related to this 

first issue is the question of how films use and combine these different sources of information 

to create meaning. Again, as audio describers are often not sufficiently trained in analysing 

audiovisual material or lack the tools to carry out such an analysis, it may be hard to grasp the 

full meaning of an image or filmed sequence which in turn makes it difficult to select the most 

relevant content for the audio description. 

Only once it is clear what the root of the problem of content selection is, can one make a 

start with formulating solutions to that problem. The solution that will be presented in the 

present work, is based on the principle that the films that are the audio describers’ source texts 

usually want to tell a story and it should therefore be the aim of the audio describer to recreate 

that story verbally in the description. From this principle it is hypothesised that describers who 

have better insights into how stories are told by the author and processed by the audience, will 

find it easier to decide what information to include in their descriptions and what information 

to leave out. The theoretical framework that will be used to substantiate this basic principle and 
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to provide audio describers with a systematic and structured tool for their decision-making 

process, is that of narratology. Given that early, formalist and structuralist narratology was 

concerned with explaining the general structures and principles underlying story creation, it 

offers a solid basis for the structural and systematic approach to content selection. Moreover, 

narratology studies both written/verbal narratives and visual narratives and as such provides 

input for both the content analysis of the source text and the principles for creation of the source 

text. Finally, more recent developments, specifically in cognitive narratology, can help to 

explain how audiences process narratives, more in particular what information they need to be 

able to reconstruct the story that the author wants to tell. Those three ‘advantages’ that 

narratology offers over the current approaches to content selection in AD, lay the foundation 

for the three chapters in which the actual answer to the question ‘what to describe’ will be 

presented. 

Any translation process should include a thorough analysis of the source text. In other 

words, before deciding what content to include in the description, the describer has to determine 

what the different meaning-making elements are that he can choose from, i.e. what the exact 

content of the source text and the meaning it wants to convey, are. It is the aim of chapters 3 

and 4 to provide audio describers with an approach that allows them to determine this content 

and the functions it serves. In this approach, story creation is considered as a process involving 

two stages. As will be explained in more detail in the first part of chapter 3, a look at various 

definitions of narrative learns that they basically consist of three types of meaning-making 

elements or constituents, namely events, characters performing and undergoing these events, 

and settings in which these events take place. In a first step, the author determines which of 

these constituents he will use to tell his story, i.e. he chooses various events and arranges them 

in a specific order, he decides what characters will perform these events and how other 

characters react to them, and what elements the settings in which the events take place will 

contain. This first step is an abstract, purely organisational phase that is to a large extent 

medium-independent. Chapter 3 will look at how this abstract story organisation works for the 

three main constintuents, i.e. the events, and more particularly their organisation in time, the 

characters and the settings. For every constituent, three basic questions will be asked and 

answered:  

a) What different meaning-making elements does the constituent comprise and 

according to what principles can they be organised to create specific narrative 
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meaning and effects? To answer this question I will turn to the general explanations 

developed in structuralist narratology; 

b) Does film have specific organisational possibilities that do not exist in other media? 

The reason why I look into this question, is that the structuralist model used to answer 

the first question, is predominantly based on mono-modal verbal/written narrative and 

although I wrote that the organisational step is largely medium-independent, it is not 

entirely so: by combining the verbal and visual mode, films have other possibilities 

to organise narrative information, and those may influence the content-selection 

process in AD; 

c) How can the organisational principles discussed under a) and b) be translated into an 

approach that allows audio describers to analyse their source text in a well-structured 

and systematic way to determine what content is eligible for description? 

The actual analysis that should follow from the approach developed in chapter 3, can only 

take place on the basis of an actual source text, c.q. film. The concrete representation of the 

abstract story developed in the organisational step is the only starting point we have to conduct 

the source text analysis and create the audio description. Audio describers therefore need solid 

insights in the various ways in which film can represent abstract stories. This representation 

constitutes the second phase of the above-mentioned two-step process and will be the focus of 

chapter 4. Again, a threefold approach will be taken: 

a) In a first step I will look at the different film techniques that can be used to represent 

abstract narrative information. As the number of techniques and the ways in which 

they can be combined is virtually limitless, I will classify them into three categories: 

1) a category of techniques determining what is presented on screen, 2) a category of 

techniques determining how that information is presented on screen, and 3) a category 

of techniques determining how the various shots in which information is presented, 

can be related to each other; 

b) From the first step it will already be apparent that techniques very often do not only 

serve a representational purpose, i.e. they have other functions than mere denotation. 

The second step of the discussion of film techniques focuses on these different 

functions; 

c) Again, the findings from these two steps will be translated in an approach audio 

describers can take to analyse the concrete film they are presented with to determine 

a) what narrative constituets are actually presented, i.e. what information does the 
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filmmaker want the audience to see and b) what functions do the various film 

techniques that are used, serve, i.e. what effects does the filmmaker aim at1. 

Together, the approaches presented in chapter 3 and chapter 4 provide audio describers 

with a tool that allows for a well-structured and systematic analysis of the various content-

related elements in the filmic source texts they are presented with. By following this approach 

describers a) know what the different narrative constituents are that can be used to create stories, 

b) can determine which of these constituents are represented in the concrete film and on the 

basis of which principles and techniques they are used, and c) can determine what functions 

these principles and techniques serve, and hence what narrative effects the filmmaker wants to 

achieve by using them. 

This analysis generates an enormous amount of narrative elements that are eligible for 

description. As a general rule however, audio description does not interfere with dialogues or 

other relevant sound effects. In many instances it will therefore not be possible and/or desirable 

to include all these elements in the description and a selection/prioritization will have to be 

made. Based on insights from cognitive narratology, chapter 5 will suggest an approach to carry 

out this selection/prioritization. The focal question in this chapter is how audiences process and 

interpret the narratives they are presented with and, more specifically, what information they 

need to be able to reconstruct and understand the story the author, c.q. filmmaker wants to tell. 

This will help the describer to decide what information is necessary and what information is 

optional in the AD. The backbone of the entire selection and prioritisation process is the fact 

that audiences process and interpret the narratives they are presented with by accomodating 

narrative information in so-called mental models or storyworlds to use Herman’s term (2002, 

p. 9), i.e. models “of who did what to and with whom, when, where, why and in what fashion” 

(Herman D. , 2002, p. 9). Throughout the narrative, audiences add new information to these 

mental models, and update and/or remove existing information from it, according to two 

different but complementary processes that are intrinsically linked to each other. On the one 

hand, audiences use information from the text to feed content into their mental model of a 

narrative (bottom-up approach), on the other, they use various kinds of knowledge in this 

creation process (top-down approach). After a short explanation of how the mental modelling 

                                                 
1 It will be clear that the final part of this analysis goes beyond mere content selection and already looks at 

the narrative effects this content and the way in which it is represented, serve. It would however be practically 

impossible to fully separate an analysis of narrative’s content from the function it serves, so therefore the approach 

presented in chapter 4 will also include the analysis of the functions the various film techniques can serve and the 

effects they aim at. 
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or storyworld approach works, chapter 5 discusses the different kinds of knowledge audiences 

bring to the text and explores how they can be used in audio description to make a first selection 

of information. Again, these kinds of knowledge can be classified into two categories. On the 

one hand, audiences use knowledge about general, prototypical instances of narrative 

constituents and structures, called schemata, on the other hand they use text-specific 

information that makes the narrative unique. In other words, audiences use the prototypical 

knowledge to create the skeleton of the mental model (relations between characters, features of 

typical types of characters or settings, typical event sequences, etc.) and complement this with 

idiosyncratic information to enrich the model (what do the characters and settings look like, 

what unique events take place within a given sequence, etc).  

In the second part chapter 5 looks at how these different kinds of knowledge are used in 

the processing of the different main narrative constituents that were defined in chapter 3, 

namely events, characters and settings. First, these three constituents will be treated separately 

for explanatory purposes, but this is to some extent artificial as they are virtually always 

combined in the filmic narratives that form the source texts of the present work and will have 

to be presented conjointly in the audio description of those texts too. Therefore, an account will 

also be given of a model that explains how the various constituents are monitored and processed 

together in the creation of a mental model of a certain narrative. This model is based on 

Emmott’s (1997) study of how readers interpret personal pronouns in verbal narratives. 

Although Emmott (1997) focuses on one specific narrative element, the model she proposes is 

general enough to be translated to the processing of narratives as a whole. More importantly, 

Emmott’s (1997) model can be conceived as a hierarchical approach to narrative processing in 

which events are the most essential narrative constituent and form the first level of the 

hierarchy. On a second level, these events are framed within a general context, comprising 

general ‘labelling’ information on characters and settings, that is needed to monitor the 

sequence of events that is presented. On the lowest level, specific information about the 

characters and settings is stored in so-called entity representations (Emmott, 1997, p.37).  

In the last part of chapter 5, the mental modelling approach to narrative processing, and 

more specifically Emmott’s (1997) theory of contextual frames will be translated into a three-

tier model that audio describers can use to select and prioritize information for their description. 

Together with the approach for source text analysis developed in chapters 3 and 4, the model 

will be illustrated by means of a first example. To conclude this work, the narratological 
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approach to content selection in AD that is presented, will be critically discussed and avenues 

for further research will be presented.   
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Chapter 1 – Media accessibility from a social perspective 

1. Accessibility of audiovisual products: media for all 

One of the main characteristics of information presented on screens is that it is highly 

multisemiotic: it combines visual and acoustic signs that can both be presented verbally or 

nonverbally. This means that this audiovisual information can be conveyed through four 

different modes: a) acoustic-verbal (dialogues, monologues, off-screen voices, etc.), b) 

acoustic-nonverbal (music, noises, sound-effects), c) visual-verbal (any kind of text-on-screen) 

and d) visual-nonverbal (images) (Díaz Cintas, 2008, pp. 2-3). Given the predominant position 

of the image in most audiovisual products, they are only partly accessible to people with any 

kind of visual impairment. Visually impaired people have no (or only partial) access to all the 

information that is presented visually (modes c) and d)) and they may also find it hard to 

interpret and understand some of the acoustic information, if this is less prototypical or if it is 

ambiguous.  

Notwithstanding the difficulties they encounter in accessing audiovisual content “people 

who are visually impaired […] watch television at about the same rate as does the general 

public” (Schmeidler & Kirchner, 2001, p. 197). This seems indeed to be confirmed by various 

surveys. Theunisz (2002), referring to a 1997 study by Kirchner and Packer, states that 99% of 

blind and partially sighted people own a TV set and have an average TV viewing time of 24 

hours2 (p. 2). Likewise, a survey conducted by Benecke and Dosch (2004) in Germany, showed 

that 97.3% of their blind and partially sighted respondents owned a television set and 81.1% 

watched TV regularly (p. 40). Finally, according to a survey carried out in 1991 by the Royal 

National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), 94% of visually impaired people regularly watch 

television, while research undertaken by the University of Birmingham in 2006 found that 87% 

of the visually impaired regularly watch TV or DVD (Rai, 2011, p. 6). For many years, the only 

way in which visually impaired people could obtain better access to audiovisual products such 

as telivision and film, was having sighted family members or friends explaining to them what 

was happening on screen (e.g. ITC (2000), Remael (2007)). This obviously had various 

drawbacks and could hardly be called a form of social inclusion or even of accessibility: while 

sighted people were explaining what was going on on screen, the programme or film continued 

                                                 
2 The article doesn’t mention whether this is 24 hours per week or month. Comparing this figure to other 

surveys studying TV watching activities, such as the 2012 Bureau of Labor Statistics’ American Time Use Study 

(BOS [Bureau of Labor Statistics], 2012, p. 2) or the statistics found on for example www.nationmaster.com, based 

on data in the CIA World Factbook, it seems safe to assume that this is an average viewing time per week. 

http://www.nationmaster.com/
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and (visual) information presented during this explanation would inevitably get lost. Moreover, 

this technique could not be used in cinemas as it would disturb the other members of the public. 

In spite of all this, it was not until the end of the 1970s that a more structured, less intrusive 

approach – called audio description or AD – was developed to make audiovisual content 

accessible to blind and partially sighted people (cf. section 1.4 for a short historical overview 

of the development of audio description).  

2. What is audio description 

According to Piety (2004), the first academic reference to audio description, also known 

as video description or described video, can be traced back to a 1975 master’s thesis by Gregory 

Frazer who back then defined it as information that “could be inserted to increase listener 

comprehension” (Piety, 2004, p. 453). Later, as the practice grew into an official service that 

took on various forms (audio description for TV and film, audio description for theatre and 

other live events, etc.) other definitions were put forward: 

Piety (2004) defines AD as “the practice of using language to give persons who are 

visually impaired (that is, those who are blind or have low vision) access to movies, television 

programmes, and live events” (p. 453). 

Matamala (2005) defines AD as a service “providing a narration of what is seen, i.e. 

giving an oral description of visual elements such as action costumes or props found in cultural 

events” (p. 9).  

In that same year, the Spanish Organisation for Normalisation and Certification AENOR 

created national norm UNE 153020, establishing the requirements for the creation of audio 

descriptions and audio guides. This document defines AD as: 

“an assistive service consisting of a set of techniques and abilities, whose main objective 

is to compensate for the lack of perception of the visual component in any audiovisual message, 

by providing suitable sound information which translates or explains [it], in such a way that the 

visually impaired perceive the message as a harmonious work which is as similar as possible to 

that which is perceived by the sighted3” (AENOR, 2005, p. 4). 

                                                 
3 Translation by Utray, Pereira and Orero (2009, p. 249) 
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In the collection of articles that resulted from the first Media for All conference dedicated 

to the various ways of making any kind of audiovisual product accessible to the visually 

impaired and the deaf and hard of hearing, Greening and Rolph (2007) defined AD as “the 

addition of a descriptive narrative to accompany the key visual elements of theatre, television, 

cinema and other visual media” (p. 127). 

Finally, Reviers and Vercauteren (2013) define AD as: 

 “a service that makes audiovisual products accessible and enjoyable for the blind and 

visually impaired by transferring images and unclear sounds into a verbal narration that 

interacts with the dialogues and sounds of the original text with which it forms a coherent 

whole”. 

There have been many more definitions, but from these five examples we can distill the 

most important characteristics defining AD: 

- first of all, as pointed out by the AENOR definition, audio description is an assistive 

service, aimed at making audiovisual products accessible for visually impaired 

audiences by describing characters and their actions, settings, costumes and all other 

visual details of the audiovisual product in verbal language; 

- a second characteristic becomes evident from Matamala’s definition: AD is an oral 

description or narration of visual elements. This means that it is usually a two phase 

process. In a first phase the audio describer translates the visual images into a written 

verbal text. In a second phase, this text is voiced in a studio (e.g. for audio descriptions 

of films or television programme) or live (e.g. for theatre, opera or other live events). 

The fact that audio descriptions are written to be read, means that they have to meet 

specific requirements. First and foremost, the description must sound natural, which 

means that “unusual vocabulary or formal phrasing have to be avoided” (Vercauteren, 

2007, p. 144). It also implies that sentences have to be kept simple: “complex sentence 

structures including many subordinate clauses should be avoided and there should not 

be too much information in one sentence…” (Vercauteren, 2007, p. 144). These 

requirements do not preclude the use of lively language, quite the contrary. Both 

Matamala (2005, p. 9) and Greening and Rolph (2007, p. 127) refer to audio 

descriptions as narrations. Indeed, audio descriptions are only part of a larger—often 

narrative—text, with which they should form a harmonious and coherent whole, as 
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mentioned in the definitions by AENOR, and by Reviers and Vercauteren. As such, 

descriptions that are too neutral and that do not fit the mood or genre of the audiovisual 

text of which they form an integral part, have to be avoided, as they would hinder the 

required harmony or coherence. But not only the text of the descriptions has to satisfy 

certain requirements: for an audio description to form a consistent whole with the rest 

of the audiovisual text, the voicing will have to meet specific demands too. It should 

be unobtrusive so that it does not attract any attention, yet it should match the style of 

the production, which means that it cannot be neutral either, but should “be adapted 

to the emotional content of the scene and the pace of the action” (Greening & Petré, 

2010, p. 9);  

- a third characteristic that is mentioned in all the definitions above, is that audio 

description can be added to any kind of audiovisual product. In that sense, the terms 

video description or described video mentioned by Piety (2004, p. 453) are too 

restrictive. Not only can audio description be added to video (or DVD or Blu-ray), 

film and other television programmes, it can indeed also be used in the theatre and 

opera or other kinds of live performances, as well as in museums, exhibitions or fairs. 

This means that we can distinguish between different types of audio description: 

depending on the audiovisual source product, the description can be dynamic (for 

example if it is added to a film or a theatre performance), or static (for example in the 

case of an audio description of a painting or a statue). Depending on the delivery, we 

can distinguish between recorded audio descriptions (e.g. for DVD/Blu-ray, cinema 

and television, or for AD audioguides in museums) and live audio descriptions (in the 

theatre and the opera, or in guided museum tours for visually imaired visitors). This 

last category can be further subdivided into prepared live audio descriptions (for 

plays, opera and museums) and unprepared live audio descriptions (for example for 

sporting events or newsworthy social events such as royal weddings) (Matamala & 

Orero, 2007, p. 333). All these different types of audio description again result in 

specific requirements and constraints for both the written text and its oral presentation. 

In the remainder of this work I will exclusively focus on recorded audio description 

for film. The requirements and constraints applicable to this type of description will 

be discussed in more detail in sections 2.3 and 3 of chapter 2; 

- a fourth characteristic of audio description is overlooked by most of the existing 

definitions, also by the ones mentioned above. They all mention that AD is a 

verbalisation of the visual component of the audiovisual product, but only the 
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definition by Reviers and Vercauteren—and indeed only a small minority of the other 

existing definitions—point out that it is equally important to describe sounds that 

cannot be interpreted correctly without the accompanying image.  

Before formulating the definition of AD that will be used in the remainder of this work, 

two final observations have to be made: 

- the definitions referred to above all mention visually impaired audiences as the target 

audience of audio description. As specified by Piety (2004), the visually impaired 

comprise both blind people and people with low vision (p. 453), two groups who may 

have considerably different needs when it comes to describing visual content: people 

with low vision might need less description than people who are blind, and within this 

latter group people who became blind at a later stage in life might have other 

requirements and needs than those who were born blind. We will explore the issue of 

the target audience of audio description more fully in section 1.3 of the present 

chapter. 

- finally, the audio description can be supplemented with additional information that is 

provided beforehand or during the description: 

 in the case of subtitled content for example, the subtitles will have to be 

verbalised as well. One way of doing this, is by means of a text-to-speech 

system that converts the written subtitles into synthetic spoken text or audio 

subtitles, as described by Theunisz (Theunisz, 2002, pp. 4-7). The advantage 

of this technique is that it is fully automated an does not need any human 

intervention (e.g. voicing of the subtitles), which is at the same time the main 

disadvantage: although the quality of synthetic voices is improving, they often 

still sound rather unnatural, which makes them stand out against the natural, 

human voice of the audio description and the original soundtrack. Moreover, 

recent research (Braun & Orero, 2010; Remael (2012)) seems to suggest that 

adding audio description to a subtitled product may also require an adaptation 

of the subtitles to safeguard the coherence of the text. In other words, just 

voicing the existing subtitles may not be the best solution;  

 in the case of theatre, ballet and opera for example, the audio description can 

be complemented, or rather preceded, by a so-called audio introduction (AI), 

“a narration or description provided before the performance begins” (York, 
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2007, p. 216) during which visually impaired patrons receive additional 

information about the stage, the costumes of the characters, etc., sometimes 

on stage and/or in presence of the actual actors (so they can already get 

acquainted with their voices too). In this way, the amount of audio description 

during the actual performance can be reduced and the visually impaired 

audience has more time to take in the dialogues or songs4.  

 in museums and in the theatre, audio descriptions (both live and recorded) can 

be complemented or preceded by a touch tour, during which visually impaired 

visitors can touch (replicas of) some of the works of art, usually with 

additional information by a museum guide. 

Summarizing, we can say that audio description is a service – stand-alone or combined 

with other techniques – aimed at making any kind of (audio)visual product accessible to visually 

impaired people by translating visual and unclear aural information into a verbal narration that 

increases their understanding and enhances enjoyment of that product.  

Given the many differences that exist between the various types of audio description (i.e. 

AD for television or film, AD for live performances, and AD for museums) it would be 

impossible to treat all those different types extensively in one single work. Therefore, this study 

will focus on one particular form of AD, i.e. recorded AD for cinema, television and DVD/Blu-

ray. This choice is motivated by two considerations:  

- Firstly, as described in section 1.1, the vast majority of blind and partially sighted 

people own a TV-set, so it is in this field that AD can have the biggest impact. In 

addition, TV is developing into different applications online, that are particularly 

accessible to young generations of blind and partially sighted audiences who have 

better computer skills. Those new applications constitute a whole new and expanding 

domain that essentially requires a type of audio description that is very similar to that 

required for TV.  

- Secondly, the audio description of films or TV series is also much closer to the 

background and the core business of audiovisual translators than the audio description 

                                                 
4 In 2011, a first experiment with audio introductions for film, was carried out by Fryer and Romero Fresco 

(2013). The aim of this particular experiment was to study whether AIs enable visually impaired audiences to 

appreciate the specific cinematic techniques used in a given film. A contribution by Fryer and Romero Fresco 

(Louise & Romero-Fresco, 2014) to the ADLAB project showed that audiointroductions to films can serve various 

other purposes too, among others summarizing the story and naming the actors who play the different characters. 
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of opera or museums, because of the affinities of AD with other forms of other forms 

of AVT (cf. section 1.1 of chapter 2) 

Although all the different types of audio description will be covered in the historical 

overview presented in section 1.4, the actual research described in the present work 

will only focus on the audio description of recorded products (in particular film and 

TV-series) shown in cinemas or on television. 

3. The target audience of audio description 

All the definitions referred to in the previous section, identify visually impaired people 

as the target audience of audio description. But as already pointed out, this is somewhat of an 

oversimplification (maybe necessarily so to keep the definitions workable) that needs some 

clarification. 

Literature on universal or inclusive design—including media access services such as 

audio description—state that the question of ‘who is the user’ should occupy a central position 

in any approach to social inclusion. Both Steinfeld & Maisel (2012, pp. 45-65) and Keates & 

Clarkson (2004, loc. 1004-1128) devote an entire chapter to the target audience, acknowledging 

that an adequate knowledge of the user is necessary as “both insufficient and too much 

information about the users can impair the effectiveness of the designers in developing 

inclusively designed products or services successfully” (Keates & Clarkson, 2004, loc. 1004). 

Indeed, in order to know what information audio descriptions should contain, how much 

information should be given, how descriptions should be voiced, etc. we need some kind of 

profile of the ‘average’ user of audio description.  

However, the question of who this average user is, is not entirely unproblematic, for 

various reasons. First of all, the visually impaired target audience identified in the definitions 

above, consists of various subgroups, i.e. the group of partially sighted people, which can be 

further subdivided according to the type and degree of sight loss, and the group of blind people, 

which can be further subdivided according to whether the person was born blind or became 

blind later on in life. Moreover, there does not seem to be a universally applicable definition of 

blindness or partial-sightedness, which makes it more difficult to gather uniform data on the 

prevalence of visual impairment on an international or global scale. Finally, there is a very 

diverse secondary target audience that might benefit from audio description. In the following 
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paragraphs, we will take a closer look at this heterogenous target audience in order to gain a 

better understanding of their needs, more specifically in terms of access to audiovisual products.  

3.1. Main eye conditions and types of sight loss 

One of the explanations for the heterogeneity of the visually impaired audience, can be 

found in the complexity of the structure and the working of the human eye, the different 

components of which serve one or more of three distinctive functions, namely protecting the 

eye, capturing the light from the outside world and transforming it into signals that are sent to 

the brain5. Defects or malfunctions can occur in so many different parts of the eye and/or in so 

many stages of the viewing process, giving rise to a large number of very diverse eye conditions.  

According to a 2010 study by the WHO, uncorrected refractive errors are the main cause 

of visual impairment worldwide (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 2). Refractive errors are caused 

by malfunctions in the working of the front region of the eye: because of imperfections in the 

cornea and/or the lens, the rays of light entering the pupil will not focus on the retina, but either 

in front of it, causing short-sightedness or myopia, or behind it, causing long-sightedness or 

hyperopia (Harle & McLannahan, 2008, p. 51). These refractive errors can be corrected, either 

by wearing glasses, using contact lenses or through corneal surgery and people suffering from 

them are not included in the visually impaired audience that is the target group of this study. In 

addition to refractive errors The 2010 WHO study identifies 5 conditions that are major causes 

of visual impairment that are harder to correct, namely cataract, glaucoma, age-related macular 

degeneration, diabetic retinopathy and thrachoma (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 8). 

Descriptions and depictions of these conditions, for example by McLannahan & MacQueen 

(2008, pp. 71-94) or Snyder (2014, pp. 3-6), show that they have very different influences on 

what people suffering from them, can still see.  

Cataract, responsible for 33% of all reported cases of visual impairment and 51% of all 

reported cases of blindness (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 8). for example, causes the lens to 

start clouding (McLannahan & Hilary, 2008, pp. 71-72). It does not affect the range of vision, 

but the lens will be unable to focus, causing blurred sight. Although less common than cataract, 

glaucoma is still responsible for 2% of all cases of visual impairment and 8% of all cases of 

blindness (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 8). Glaucoma is a condition in which the optic nerve, 

                                                 
5 It is beyond the remit of this work to provide an exhaustive explanation of all the components of the eye 

and their contribution to our ability to see the world around us. A clear and comprehensive introduction to visual 

impairment, including the working of the eye and the main types of eye conditions, can be found in Visual 

impairment: A global view (McLannahan, 2008) 
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transporting signals from the retina to the brain, is damaged, usually because of an increase in 

pressure inside the eyeball or so-called intraocular pressure that leads to blind spots and later 

also to tunnel vision. In other words: the patients’ eyesight does not blur, but their range of 

vision will be limited. Age-related macular degeneration or AMD is the number three cause of 

blindness worldwide (8.7%) and the number one cause in the developed world, where it 

accounts for half of all the cases of blindness (McLannahan & Hilary, 2008, p. 79). As the name 

indicates, it is an age-related condition and as life expectancy increases throughout the world, 

it may be expected to become even more important. Just like AMD, diabetic retinopathy is 

becoming an ever more important cause of sight loss in the developed world, given the 

increasing incidence of diabetes (McLannahan & Hilary, 2008, p. 83). People who suffer from 

diabetes, typically develop high blood pressure and increasing levels of blood glucose, which 

will cause blood vessels in the retina to change. These malfunctions cause scar tissue to develop 

which may force the retina to detach, a condition that, if not treated quickly, will lead to 

blindness. A last major cause of visual impairment mentioned in the 2010 WHO study, is 

trachoma (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 2). Contrary to the conditions described above, this is 

not a chronic disorder, but a problem caused by an infection that—if not treated timely with 

antibiotics—will result in scarring of the pupil that can lead to partial or total blindness.  

In other words, the conditions described above lead to various kinds of sight loss: 

impairment of the lens by cataract can lead to clouded or blurry vision, damage to the optic 

nerve can result in the development of blind spots and tunnel vision with the accompanying 

loss of peripheral sight, defects in the retina and/or macula can provoke the loss of central 

vision, etc. And if not treated correctly and timely, all the conditions giving rise to these eye 

problems can cause permanent blindness.  

In terms of our ‘knowledge of the user’ of audio description, this indicates that the profile 

of the primary target audience is very diverse: some people have never had any functional vision 

or lost sight completely at a later stage in life; others have lost peripheral or central vision, have 

clouded vision or can still see quite well apart from blind spots obscuring part of their sight, 

etc. Ideally, a universally designed audio description should take into account all of these 

conditions and cater for the needs of all these different parts of the audience. In practice 

however, this will be impossible. Keates & Clarkson (2004) point out that “someone who is 

born with a congenital impairment that is present from birth, often has a completely different 

view of what to expect from life from that of someone who has experienced full functional 

capability” (loc. 1068). In terms of audio description, this means that explanations of non-verbal 
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social codes that may be necessary for congenitally blind people (e.g. explanation of the V 

formed by two fingers as a sign for ‘peace’), are irrelevant for people who have seen most of 

their life. Likewise, people who have never seen may find descriptions of colours useless, 

whereas people who have become blind later in life may be very interested in this type of 

information. In other words, creating audio descriptions is about finding a golden mean, a happy 

medium that will however never be ‘golden’ or ‘happy’ for everyone. 

3.2. The size of the target audience 

A next question we should ask to get a better understanding of the target audience, is how 

many visually impaired people there are. Determining the size of the target audience begins 

with a definition of what ‘counts’ as visual impairment. A recent study carried out within the 

framework of the EU funded ADLAB project6 showed that this too, is more complicated than 

it seems. Different countries use different definitions of the concepts of blindness, partial 

sightedness or visual impairment and they all use different categories to further subdivide the 

group of visually impaired people (Taylor, 2013, pp. 9-12). This obviously makes it harder to 

obtain equivalent data on the number of people suffering from any form of sight loss. The one 

connecting thread in the otherwise rather fragmented picture painted in the report, is that most 

of the countries studied take the categorization of visual impairment developed by the WHO in 

its International Classification of Diseases (ICD) as a starting point (but often adapted to the 

local situation). This categorization was the outcome of the work conducted by a WHO study 

group in 1972, precisely “to facilitate the collection of population based data on prevalence of 

vision impairment and blindness in a uniform and comparable manner” (WHO, 2013, p. 1). The 

2nd edition of the 10th revision of this classification was recently evaluated by the WHO’s ICD 

Update and Revision Platform, and the recommendations that ensued suggested the use of the 

following 7 different categories to categorize blindness in future versions of the ICD (World 

Health Organization (WHO), 2013, p. 4): 

                                                 
6 for more information on the ADLAB project, go to www.adlabproject.eu  

http://www.adlabproject.eu/
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Table 1 - Revision of categories of visual impairment as proposed by the WHO 

(Source: www.who.int/blindness/en)  
 

As the table above shows, the WHO distinguishes between three gradations in visual 

impairment and three degrees of blindness. Indeed “total blindness, the complete absence of 

any visual perception, is relatively rare” (Basiro, Katz, & McLanahan, 2008, p. 3), and most 

people are able to detect light, colour, shape or movement to some degree, hence categories 3 

and 4. Category 9 is used to refer to any kind of unqualified visual impairment.  

Based on this classification, the 2010 study carried out by Pascolini and Mariotti (2011) 

found that worldwide, approximately 285 million people – or 4.24% of the world population—

are visually impaired7. 39 million or 13.7% of those people are blind and 246 million or 86.3% 

have low vision (Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 8). Particularly worth noting is that 82% of all 

blind people (32.2 million) and 62% of those with low vision (154 million) are 50 years or older 

(Pasolini & Mariotti, 2011, p. 8), and in all probability this group will continue to grow in the 

future given the globally increasing life expectancy. Recent projections in the UK for example, 

suggest that the number of visually impaired people will increase from around 1.8 million today 

to 2.25 million by 2020 and 4 million by 2050 (Taylor, 2013, p. 13).  

This brief overview shows that the primary target audience of audio description is not 

only very diverse but also quite large, encompassing over 4% of the world population. Given 

the ageing of the population and increases in the prevalence of diabetes, a condition that also 

                                                 
7 An observation to be made here, is that these data do not include “vision loss that could be corrected by 

spectacles, but includes vision loss that could be corrected by surgery” (Basiro, Katz, & McLanahan, 2008, p. 1). 

In other words, the data on visually impaired people collected on the basis of this definition and classification are 

by some considered to be an underestimation. If we include visual impairment that can be corrected by using 

spectacles, there would be 2.2 billion people with some kind of visual disability (Sachdev, 2005). 

http://www.who.int/blindness/en
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contributes to sight loss as we discussed before (cf. section 1.3.1 of the present chapter), it can 

be expected that the primary target audience and hence the demand for audio description will 

continue to grow.  

3.3. The secondary target audience  

Striving for social inclusion is not about developing products and services for disabled 

users only, but about reaching as large a population as possible. Steinfeld & Maisel (2012) for 

example, discuss the case of the OXO Good Grips tools, a range of kitchen utensils that was 

primarily designed for people suffering from arthritis, but that, given its soft, ergonomic 

handles, is very popular with all consumers (pp. 78-79). Likewise, it seems that audio 

description too has a considerable potential to reach other audiences besides the visually 

impaired one alone: 

- when people grow older, not only do their physical capabilities start to decline, but 

often their cognitive capacities weaken too. They may find it increasingly difficult to 

follow fast-paced or complex TV programmes and they need more time to process all 

the information they get. Research carried out by Audetel8 showed that an additional 

oral explanation of what is happening on screen in the form of an audio description 

improved this group's understanding of the programme concerned (ICT, 2000, p. 7);  

- younger audiences may benefit from audio description too. Recent research carried 

out in Poland explored the effects of adding audio description to educational 

audiovisual materials for children, starting from the premise that combining non-

verbal information with verbal explanations improves learners’ understanding 

(Krejtz, Krejtz, Duchowski, Szarkowska, & Walczak, 2012, p. 88). The research 

showed that audio description helped guiding the children’s attention to important 

elements in the audiovisual content (Krejtz, Szarkowska, Krejtz, Walczak, & 

Duchowski, 2012, p. 99). The experiments described in the research above were all 

carried out in mainstream schools, but it is not inconceivable that similar findings can 

be obtained when repeating this kind of research in other settings. Steinfeld & Maisel 

(2012) identify eight different groups that could benefit from universal or inclusive 

design, including “people with psychosocial conditions, such as autism, Alzheimer’s, 

                                                 
8 Audetel was a European consortium of broadcasters, consumer organisations and regulators that, from 

April 1992 to December 1995, conducted extensive research into the various dimensions (economic, technical, 

logistic artistic) associated with adding audio description to television programmes (Greening & Rolph, 2007, p. 

128). 
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and chronic depression …” (p. 51). People suffering from autism may benefit from 

audio descriptions of facial expressions contextualising people’s emotions; adding 

audio description may also help children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, 

or other mental disabilities. In a similar vein, it would be conceivable to use audio 

description for foreign language acquisition, just like other types of audiovisual 

translation that are being used to this end9. 

- finally, as mentioned in the ITC guidance on standards for audio description, 

“potentially the largest audience to benefit from audio description is simply those 

sighted people who do not always wish to direct their visual attention at the television 

screen” (ITC, 2000, p. 7). Indeed, an extensive survey carried out by the ITC has 

shown that almost 4 in 10 of the respondents sometimes ‘watched’ the television while 

they were performing other tasks inside the house (ITC, 2000, p. 7). So far however, 

there has been no research studying how many of those people also use audio 

description when the television is playing in the background, or how and to what 

extent this can be beneficial.  

4. A concise history of audio description10 

Despite its evident function as a widely applicable accessibility service and its potentially 

very large target audience, audio description is still a rather marginal phenomenon in many 

countries and many areas of social life. The very first examples of audio description can be 

found in Spain, where in the 1940s Radio Barcelona started offering weekly descriptions of 

films, a service that remained popular throughout the 1940s and 1950s (Orero, 2007, p. 112). 

However, that was before the advent of television, and the description was offered without any 

real audiovisual content being shown at the same time. Greening and Rolph (2007) place the 

beginning of the history of ‘real’ audio description in live theatre in the United States in the 

early 1980s (p. 133). Shortly after that, the technique was adopted in the UK and by the end of 

                                                 
9 Two recent examples are the LvS project (www.lvs.codeplex.com), short for “Learning via Subtitling”, 

and its follow-up project ClipFlair (www.clipflair.codeplex.com), both EU funded projects that aim to develop 

audiovisual materials for foreign language learning through captioning and revoicing of video clips. 
10 The history of audio description has been documented extensively in different recent contributions to the 

field. Benecke and Dosch (2004) give an elaborate overview of the first fifteen years of AD in Germany (pp. 7-

12), Greening and Rolph (2007) paint a detailed picture of the situation in the UK (pp. 127-138), and Orero (2007) 

presents a more general outline of the history of audio description in Europe (pp. 112-114). Finally, the first interim 

report of the EU funded ADLAB project gives an accurate and detailed picture of the current situation in most 

European countries for which data are available (Taylor, 2013, pp. 20-39). Therefore, the aim of this section is not 

to give a full historical account of the origins and the evolution of audio description, but rather to show how it is 

gaining importance everywhere and in different cultural domains, justifying the increasing attention it receives in 

various fields of research. 

http://www.lvs.codeplex.com/
http://www.clipflair.codeplex.com/
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the 1980s the Theatre Royal Windsor in London was the first to offer AD as a regular service 

(Orero, 2007, p. 112). Approximately around the same time, in 1989, the Bavarian Association 

for the Blind gave the initial impetus to the creation of AD in Germany with the description of 

the American film See no evil, hear no evil by Arthur Hiller, an initiative that was later repeated 

with two other projects (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 8). Similar occasional descriptions were 

offered in the 1980s on television in Japan and Spain (ITC, 2000, p. 5). 

4.1. The first wave11 

In the following decade, a first group of countries started offering audio description on a 

more regular basis. In the United States, the Descriptive Video Service working in Boston 

started producing audio descriptions in 1990, offering 6 tot 10 hours of described television per 

week (ITC, 2000, p. 5). In the United Kingdom, ITC created the Audetel consortium in 1991 

which first explored what was needed to create a regular audio description service on television 

and put the results of this research into practice with a regular, 6 hour per week AD service 

between July and November 1994 (ITC, 2000, p. 5). An additional and much stronger stimulus 

was given in 1996 by the Broadcasting Act, which stipulated that all broadcasters who had a 

digital license should provide 10% of all their programmes on digital terrestrial television with 

audio description by the tenth anniversary of their digital license being issued (Greening & 

Rolph, 2007, p. 128). This law was later extended to digital cable and digital satellite providers 

by the 2003 Communications Act. According to recent information on the RNIB website, 

broadcasters must now add audio description to 20% of their programming (RNIB, 2013), 

which results in hundreds of hours of audio described television being provided monthly. A 

similar steep increase in the availability of audio description can be noticed in the field of DVD 

/ Blu-Ray. While in 2007, the RNIB had around 170 film titles in its purchase and rental service 

(Greening & Rolph, 2007, p. 136), a quick look at the Amazon.co.uk website shows that at the 

time of writing, more than 1,800 items with audio description are available12. And although 

there is no official legislation regulating the provision of audio description in cinemas, the 

service enjoys a strong presence in these venues too. However, providing AD in cinemas is 

more difficult than integrating it in audiovisual products that can be watched at home, because 

                                                 
11 In the remainder of this historical overview, we will focus on the evolution of audio description in Europe, 

although the service is also developing in other parts of the world such as the US or Australia, and more recently 

Asia. 
12 This includes both DVDs and Blu-Ray discs in all their different versions. Although it is difficult to say 

how many films are available with AD, according to Taylor (2013) there are more than 500 (p. 28). The Your 

Local Cinema website (www.yourlocalcinema.com) even mentions around 1,000 available titles, although this 

also includes films with subtitles for the deaf and hard of hearing. 

http://www.yourlocalcinema.com/
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it has to be offered in an unobtrusive way in order not todisturb the sighted audience’s viewing 

experience. One option is to offer special screenings for blind and visually impaired audiences 

only. Although this happens in some countries (cf. below), this is not considered ideal as it is 

still somewhat stigmatizing and not considered ‘inclusive’ because the visually impaired 

audience cannot go to the same screenings as their sighted family members and friends. The 

second option is to provide the cinema with specific equipment that allows AD reception 

through a headset, making the description undetecable by the rest of the audience. In the UK, 

around 300 cinemas have had such equipment installed (Taylor, 2013, p. 38), resulting in 

thousands of audio described screenings per month. However, the UK is not only a forerunner 

in terms of audio description for television and cinema; with hundreds of galleries and museums 

offering assistance to visually impaired audiences (Taylor, 2013, p. 32) and more than one 

hundred theatres offering regular audio descriptions and/or audio introductions for plays 

(Taylor, 2013, p. 36), the UK is outperforming all other countries in the world.  

In Spain, regular audio description services on television started off more or less at the 

same time as in the UK. Between 1995 and 1996, the Andalusian channel Canal Sur broadcast 

76 films with audio description; between 1997 and 2001 the programme Cine para todos aired 

132 audio described films; and in 1999, the Catalan Channel TV3, later joined by the Catalan 

organisation for the blind ONCE, started offering audio description for various sitcoms (Orero, 

2007, p. 112), in addition to one audio described film every week (Taylor, 2013, p. 22). This 

resulted in a little under 1,000 hours of audio described television in 2010 (Taylor, 2013, p. 22). 

As far as DVD and Blu-Ray are concerned, the situation cannot be compared to the one in the 

UK. Taylor (2013) observes that although distributors might be interested in adding audio 

description to their DVDs and Blu-Rays, “in many countries this has not yet become reality” 

(p. 26). In Spain, this resulted in a service run by the ONCE, called AUDESC, creating audio 

descriptions for DVDs for its members. So far, more than 500 films have been made accessible 

this way, but these cannot be bought by the general public (Taylor, 2013, p. 27). A second 

initiative, run by the project Cine Accesible, resulted in the distribution of 37 commercially 

available DVDs (Taylor, 2013, p. 27). Cine Accessible has also been the driving force behind a 

service offering monthly audio described screenings in various cinemas in Spain (Taylor, 2013, 

p. 37). Although clearly much smaller in scope than the service offered in the UK, this initiative 

has offered a regular audio description service for six years. As far as access for visually 

impaired visitors to museums and other cultural sites is concerned, a recent document published 

by PREDIF (2010), mentions around 60 different venues offering adapted tours for blind and 
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partially sighted people. Leving the UK aside, Spain “is the country which provides most AD 

for live performances for its blind and visually impaired inhabitants” (Taylor, 2013, p. 34). 

Matamala and Orero (2007, pp. 201-214) provide a detailed description of the first accessible 

opera house in Spain, the Liceu in Barcelona, which has been making its programme accessible 

for visually impaired people since 2004. In addition, 8 Spanish theatres offer regular 

descriptions for plays too (Taylor, 2013, p. 34). 

The last European country that can be included in this first group of pioneers is Germany, 

where Bayerischer Rundfunk (BR) began offering AD in 1997, followed by Arte in 1998 and 

ZDF in 1999 (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 11). Like in the UK and in Spain, the audio 

description service for television developed rapidly and nowadays approximately 1600 – 2400 

hours of television are audio described per year (Taylor, 2013, p. 21). There also is a significant 

number of DVDs and Blu-Rays available with audio description, i.e. approximately 130 and 

20-30 respectively (Taylor, 2013, p. 26). However, apart from these two thriving areas where 

Germany is clearly at the forefront worldwide, the offer of audio described services is rather 

limited. Leaving a few one-off projects and private local initiatives aside, there is no regular 

AD service in cinemas (Taylor, 2013, pp. 37-38), and the same goes for museums and theatres, 

where there is no structured AD service yet.  

What becomes apparent from the previous paragraphs, is that in the three European 

countries discussed, most audio description is being offered on television. As most visually 

impaired people own a television set (cf. section 1.1 of the present chapter) this is precisely 

where the service can reach the largest audience. Moreover, visually impaired people may be 

recultant to go out to the cinema, simply because of the difficulties they experience to get to the 

venue. With audio description on television, they can enjoy the service without having to leave 

their house. Additionally, the recent digital switchover of television solved a problem that long 

impeded the swift reception of audio description by the viewers. In order to watch audio 

described programmes, they needed a special decoder. However, as manufacturers were under 

no legal obligation to develop such a decoder, which in their eyes had only limited applicability, 

they were unwilling to develop it. So by the time various channels in the UK already provided 

6% of their programmes with audio description, still almost nobody received it (Orero, 2007, 

p. 114). With the advent of digital television, this problem was solved as the viewers no longer 

needed any specific equipment to receive AD. Finally—and probably most important for the 

further development of the service—there is the increasing body of legislation being passed in 

this respect. The survey carried out within the framework of the ADLAB project showed that 
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“every country [taking part in the project] seems to have regulations on AD as provided by the 

national broadcasters” (Taylor, 2013, p. 15). We already mentioned the Broadcasting Act in the 

UK, obliging broadcasters to offer 10% of their programming with audio description by the 

tenth anniversary of their digital license, but comparable regulations now exist in most other 

European countries too (Taylor, 2013, pp. 15-18).  

4.2. The rest of Europe 

Approximately one decade after the UK, Spain and Germany, various other European 

countries started to develop a more systematic offer of audio description too. Notwithstanding 

a somewhat cumbersome reception (through radio or the internet) and despite the fact that the 

initial offer consisted almost exclusively of relatively old programmes, Italy now has more than 

3,600 hours of audio described TV per year (Taylor, 2013, p. 21); in Poland, where viewers at 

first also had to load the audio description track of TV programmes via an on line player, the 

switchover to digital television has resulted in a significant increase in the amount of audio 

described television to around 250 hours per year, or almost the statutory target of 10% 

stipulated by the most recent Polish Radio and Television Act (Taylor, 2013, p. 16); and 

although the offer for television in Portugal is still rather limited with around 50 hours per year 

(Taylor, 2013, p. 22), probably also because of the difficult reception via a radio channel 

(Quico, 2005), Neves (2011) is hopeful that the advent of digital television will change this 

situation significantly as the most important barriers created by analogous television will be 

lifted (p. 71). As far as the number of DVDs and Blu-Rays available with audio description is 

concerned, the situation can best be compared to that of Spain: either the offer is limited (Poland 

has 21 commercially available DVDs, Portugal has 3), or there is an independent organization 

creating non-commercially available audio described films for its members, which is the case 

in Italy, where the Cooperativa Sociale Senza Barriere Onlus has a catalogue of around 350 

DVDs with AD (Taylor, 2013, pp. 26-28). One notable exception seems to be France, where 

more than 70 audio described DVDs / Blu-Rays (mostly of French films) are available (Taylor, 

2013, p. 28). Like in Germany and Spain, there is no regular audio description service in 

cinemas in any of the ‘new’ countries. Although there are sporadic viewings with audio 

description during film festivals or on other special occasions, what is missing in all countries, 

is a service like the one in the UK allowing blind and partially sighted viewers to go to the 

regular screenings together with sighted audiences and to enjoy audio description through a 

closed system that does not disturb the other viewers’ experience.  
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Regarding audio description for museums or other cultural events like theatre plays, ballet 

or opera, the picture is fairly fragmented, as is the offer. In Portugal, audio description for 

museums is steadily expanding thanks to active museum staff: some offer audio guides with 

audio description, others organize special guided tours (Neves, 2011, p. 74). In Poland the 

situation is comparable to the one in Portugal, and although there are no official audio described 

guides for visually impaired audiences in Italy, several museums offer guided tours or a 

combination of a regular audio guide and a touch tour (Taylor, 2013, pp. 31-32). On the other 

hand, Italy has regular audio descriptions of opera performances in three venues, while in 

Portugal the offer is still very limited given the difficulties with setting up the infrastructure for 

offering live audio descriptions (Neves, 2011, p. 73) and—as in many other countries—because 

many visually impaired people are still unfamiliar with this new service and tend to go only 

when they are specifically invited by the organizer or by their local or national blind 

organization (Taylor, 2013, p. 34). 

4.3. Audio description in Belgium and the Netherlands 

To conclude this historical overview of the development of audio description, I will take 

a brief look at the situation in Belgium and the Netherlands. The situation in Belgium is 

somewhat complicated: given the different official languages there is no nation-wide offer and 

not even a uniform approach to audio description. Television for example, is a regional matter, 

meaning that there are different regulations in the Flemish, French and German speaking parts 

of the country as far as media accessibility goes. In Flanders, the government concludes 

renewable management agreements with public broadcaster VRT, the most recent one of which 

(2012-2016) contains a chapter on accessibility. As far as audio description is concerned (the 

accessibility chapter also comprises obligations concerning access by the hearing impaired), the 

agreement stipulates that VRT will audio describe one fiction series per year. However, VRT 

is doing more than what is actually required and so far, six series have been described: season 

9 of the police series Witse (Coghe & Goris, 2012), the crime series Wolven (Desmyter & 

Daniëls, 2012), two seasons of De Ridder (Goris & Goeyvaerts, 2013-2015), a series about a 

young and ambitious legal assistant at the office of a public prosecutor, In Vlaamse Velden 

(Matthys, 2014), a production set in World War I, and most recently, Professor T (2015). 

Moreover, VRT is looking into the possible audio description of its daily soap Thuis. For 

Wallonia, the decree on television accessibility for people with a sensory impairment, issued 

by the government of the French community in 2011, stipulates that broadcasters with a 

turnover of more than 100 million €/year have to broadcast two audio described films per year 
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plus three films for which the audio description is available through the multilingual version, if 

this technical possibility is offered by the distributor. However, to our knowledge, a systematic 

approach like the one adopted by VRT has not been implemented yet. But this is only part of 

the picture, as television audiences in Wallonia also have access to different French channels, 

including ARTE and France 2, that have a regular offer of audio described television 

programmes (Taylor, 2013, p. 24).  

In the Netherlands there are no specific legal obligations regarding the provision of audio 

description on television (Deschepper, 2012, pp. 22-23), despite the fact that the Dutch Media 

Act explicitly stipulates that the different media offered in the Netherlands have to be accessible 

to everyone (Mediawet 2008, 2014). This means that to this day, there is no audio description 

on Dutch television13.  

With regard to audio description for the cinema the situation in Belgium and the 

Netherlands is comparable to that in most of the other countries discussed above, i.e. a truly 

regular service is yet to be developed. The art-house cinema Cinematek in Brussels has a 

regular, yet limited offer of audio described films: in 2013, one film (Windkracht 10 (Herbots, 

2006)) was shown with Dutch audio description, while three films (Cast Away (Zemeckis, 

2000), Insomnia (Nolan, Insomnia, 2002) and Mission to Mars (De Palma, 2000)) were shown 

with French audio description. Apart from that, there have been a few one-off projects in 

Flanders, for example during the Ghent film festival or at events organised by the accessibility 

organisation Intro. In Wallonia, the blind organisation Les Amis des Aveugles audio describes 

5 to 6 films per year. These films are shown at festivals or at special screenings for visually 

impaired people, after which the description is usually added to the DVD version of the film. 

These DVDs are not commercially available, but members of the organization can rent them. 

As with television, this is only part of the offer, because there are more than 70 audio described 

DVDs on the market with French audio description created in France (cf. previous section).  

 The number of commercially available DVDs / Blu-Rays with Dutch audio description 

is much smaller—14 according to the most recent figures (Reviers, Remael, & Daelemans, 

2013)—and their origins are very diverse. The first two DVDs with AD in Dutch, Zwartboek 

                                                 
13 According to van der Heijden (M. van der Heijden, personal communication, 15 January, 2014), this 

situation is not likely to change in the near future. Given the recent budget cuts, the coordinating administration of 

the Dutch public broadcasters, NPO, will not take any further steps as long as providing AD on television is not a 

legal obligation. The only assistive service visually impaired people can use when watching television, is a system 

developed by the NPO, that converts open captions in real time into spoken subtitles by means of speech synthesis. 
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(Verhoeven, 2006) and Blind (van den Dop, 2007), were produced in the Netherlands in 2006 

and 2007 respectively. As there was no previous experience with audio describing film in the 

Netherlands, the producers decided to turn to professional describers in the UK who created an 

English audio description that was then translated into Dutch (Remael & Vercauteren, 2010, p. 

158). In the same period, the Brussels-based The Subtitling Company was contacted to create 

an audio description of the Flemish film Windkracht 10 (Herbots, 2006) (Orero, 2007, p. 114). 

In the following years, several new Dutch films were produced with audio description, among 

which De Storm (Sombogaart, 2009), Tirza (van den Berg, Tirza, 2010) and Süskind (van den 

Berg, Süskind, 2012). These were first shown a number of times in cinemas in the Netherlands, 

after which the description was added to the DVD. For Flanders Les Amis des Aveugles created 

several Dutch audio descriptions for Flemish films. Those audio described versions were shown 

during one-off screenings in cinemas or at festivals, but apart from two or three exceptions, 

they did not end up on commercially available DVDs.  

Like audio description for recorded products, the audio description of live events, 

specifically theatre plays, in Belgium is expanding too. In Flanders one theatre is now offering 

permanent audio descriptions and two other theatres are looking into the service (Taylor, 2013, 

p. 35). In the Netherlands there is again no offer (M. van der Heijden, personal communication, 

15 January, 2014).  

From the short historical outline sketched above it becomes clear that audio description 

is in full development. In the UK, there is now an extensive daily offer of audio described 

products on television, in cinemas, in theatres and museums. Countries like Spain, Germany 

and Italy also have a considerable offer of audio described television, complemented by a 

smaller yet regular offer on DVD, or in public venues such as theatres or the opera. In countries 

that are newcomers to the field, such as Poland, Portugal or Flanders, the service is still less 

developed, but recent evolutions such as the digital switchover for television and accessibility 

legislation make it very likely that it will see a considerable increase in the near future, and with 

this increase, a growing demand for academically trained audio describers. This academic side 

to audio description will be the focus of the next chapter. First, audio description as a new area 

of research will be framed within the broader field of research into audiovisual translation and 

translation studies in general (section 1). Next, the focus will shift to the topic of the present 

work, namely content selection and prioritisation in audio description. In succession, I will look 

at the multisemiotic nature of the filmic source text, how it creates meaning and what problems 

this creates for the audio describer (section 2). Next I will present an overview of existing 
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literature on content selection and prioritisation in order to identify possible gaps and 

unanswered questions. This will lead to the formulation of this work’s research questions and 

methodology (section 3).  
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Chapter 2 – Media accessibility from an academic perspective 

1. Audio description as a new field of research 

The development of audio description as a professional practice has been accompanied 

by a growing academic interest in the service. In section 1.2 of chapter 1 I defined audio 

description as a process making audiovisual products and services accessible to visually 

impaired people by turning visual and aural information from those products and services into 

a verbal description or narration. In other words, audio description can be seen as a form of 

translation and it is therefore quite logically the field of translation studies (TS) in which audio 

description receives the most attention, more particularly the field of audiovisual translation 

studies (AVTS). However, this ‘logical’ incorporation of audio description in TS may be less 

straightforward than it seems. Various recent contributions to the field have questioned the 

position of AVTS within TS (Gambier & Gottlieb, 2001; Gambier, 2003; Díaz Cintas, 2009) 

and given the many similarities between audio description and other types of audiovisual 

translation, those same questions can be asked for audio description too.  

The reasons for this hesitation to incorporate AVTS and AD in TS can be grouped into 

two broad categories, which will be explored in the following sections. On the one hand, there 

are what we could call ‘internal reasons’ like the diversity of types of audiovisual translation 

(AVT) grouped under the same heading or the various names that were used to name the field. 

Those will be discussed in section 1.1. On the other hand, some of the concepts used in 

traditional TS, like ‘text’ or even ‘translation’ could not be applied unmodified to the field of 

AVTS and AD. Those so-called ‘external reasons’ will be the focus of section 1.2.  

1.1. The position of AVTS and AD in TS 

Research in audiovisual translation is a very young discipline. Díaz Cintas (2009) traces 

its origins back to an article written in 1957 but acknowledges that the field remained limited 

and fragmented for a relatively long time (pp. 1-2). Gambier (2003) indicates 1995 as a pivotal 

year, with the 100th anniversary of the cinema and the first forum on audiovisual communication 

organized by the Council of Europe (p. 171), but even after that, AVTS remained in the 

periphery of TS and it is only in the past decade that a consolidation of the field and a shift 

towards the centre of TS has started to take place (Gambier, 2008, p. 14). 

This situation can be explained by various factors. Gambier (2008) points out that the 

position of AVTS is still not fully established, “both within translation studies and in relation 
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to other disciplines” (p. 16). One reason could be the wide diversity of the field of audiovisual 

translation (AVT) as a practice. Gambier and Gottlieb (2001) write that “screen translation has 

for a long time been synonymous with subtitling and dubbing; but it also covers voice-over, 

narration, simultaneous interpreting and surtitling” (p. x). Gambier (2003) distinguishes 

between dominant and challenging types of audiovisual translation. The former comprise 

interlingual subtitling, interlingual and intralingual dubbing, consecutive and simultaneous 

interpreting, sign language interpreting, voice-over, free commentary, simultaneous or sight 

translation and multilingual production (Gambier, 2003, pp. 172-174). The latter consist of 

scenario or script translation, intralingual subtitling for the deaf and hard of hearing, live or 

real-time subtitling, surtitling and audio description (Gambier, 2003, pp. 174-177). Finally, 

Remael (2010) adds fansubbing and fandubbing, audio-subtitling and video game localisation 

(p. 13) to this already extensive list, besides other types of localisation such as website 

localisation, or new developments like video-link interpreting.  

It is clear that this wide diversity of types makes it very difficult to delineate and 

streamline the domain of AVTS. Especially because these various types of audiovisual 

translation involve different translation processes. Some, like subtitling and surtitling, consist 

in translating an oral text into a written equivalent while others, like dubbing and interpreting, 

consist in translating oral text into an oral equivalent. Some are live, such as sign language 

interpreting or simultaneous interpreting for television, others are pre-recorded such as 

subtitling and dubbing; some are intrasemiotic, using the same sign system in the source text 

and the target text, such as all the types that translate a verbal text (written or oral) into a verbal 

equivalent (written or oral), others are intersemiotic, translating information from one sign 

system into information in another sign system, e.g. sign language interpreting or audio 

description.  

This multiplicity of forms and combinations is also reflected in the terminology that has 

been suggested over the years to designate the field. One of the earlier designations was film 

translation (Gambier, 2003, p. 171), but this is far too restrictive as it excludes all other types 

of programmes and virtually all the modes named in the previous paragraph. Another term, that 

was more successful and encompassed far more types of audiovisual translation, was screen 

translation (Gambier, 2003, p. 171; Remael, 2010, p. 13). However, this term excludes modes 

like surtitling or types of interpreting where the source text is not presented on screen. Gambier 

and Gottlieb (2001) mention the term multimedia translation (p. ix) and although, as Remael 

(2010) points out, this “can include translations for the stage as well as different forms of screen 
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translation, and refers explicitly to the multitude of media and channels now used in global and 

local communication” (p. 13), technically it refers to communication using more than one 

medium, which again excludes some of the modes mentioned above. A few other terms have 

been suggested, such as language transfer or transadaptation, which seem far too general or 

vague to delimit the field. The term that is most commonly used today is audiovisual 

translation, referring to the two dimensions of the source text that can be translated. This term 

is sufficiently broad to encompass all the different modes included in the field, yet specific 

enough to exclude other types of translation that, for example, only include a verbal dimension. 

If we look at the field of audio description in particular, similar ‘internal’ difficulties 

complicating its establishment within the field of TS and AVTS can be observed. As I discussed 

in section 1.2 of chapter 1, there are various forms of audio description, requiring different 

audio description processes: there is recorded audio description that is added, for example, to 

television programmes, films in cinemas, or DVDs and Blu-ray discs, and as such seems to 

share some characteristics with subtitling. There is live audio description for theatre plays or 

opera performances, which can be compared to simultaneous interpretation. Some forms of 

audio description are dynamic, i.e. added to dynamic source texts such as films or live 

performances, others are static, i.e. added to static source products such as paintings or 

sculptures; finally, audio descriptions can be stand-alone or operate in combination with 

additional information offers such as audio introductions or audio subtitles. 

Unlike the field of AVT(S), AD has never witnessed any real terminological discussions 

related to the naming of the field. In the early years it was occassionaly called video description, 

but as the service comprised much more forms than the description of videos alone, the more 

general term audio description was quickly standardized14. As far as its consolidation is 

concerned however, a situation similar to that AVTS within TS can be observed, and it is only 

in the past decade that AD has started to find its way into (specialised) (AV)TS journals. In 

their overview of the state of affairs in the fields of AVT and AVTS presented in the 

introduction to the John Benjamins volume (Multi)media translation: concepts, practices and 

research, Gambier and Gottlieb (2001, pp. viii-xx) look at the evolutions brought about by 

AVT, both in research (multimodal source texts, constrained translation, concepts, etc.) and in 

                                                 
14 In Belgium and the Netherlands, AD was initially called ‘audiobeschrijving’ (‘beschrijving’ being the 

proper Dutch translation of the English ‘description’). However, now the term ‘audiodescriptie’ seems to be most 

generally used, most probably because it is more in line with the term used in most other languages (e.g. 

Audiodeskription in German, Audiodescripción in Spanish, Audiodescrição in Portuguese, etc.) and it allows for 

the international abbreviation AD to be used in the Dutch speaking world too. 
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practice (new types of translation, the position and the work of the audiovisual translator, etc). 

And although audio description as a service had already been around for more than ten years 

by then (cf. section 1.4 of chapter 1), the new developments they cover all relate to technological 

evolutions, such as the new possibilities offered by DVDs, the advent of the internet, etc. 

whereas audio description and other types of media accessibility are still beneath the radar. Two 

years later, in the introduction to the special issue on screen translation published by The 

Translator, the first signs of academic interest into inclusive translation and media accessibility 

emerge, as both intralingual subtitling for the deaf and hard of hearing and audio description 

are introduced as two new challenging types of audiovisual translation (Gambier, 2003, pp. 

174-177).  

2005 then saw the publication of the first complete volume exclusively devoted to audio 

description, namely the written results of a research project carried out at the University of 

Leipzig, called Hörfilm—Bildkompensation durch Sprach (Fix U. (., 2005). This collection 

contains articles establishing and investigating various key issues in audio description, such as 

a study of AD as a new text type, contributions on how to structure information in AD, on how 

to describe different essential elements such as character develoment and the space in which 

actions take place, on interaction between film dialogue and AD, and the link between AD and 

narrative techniques. This work was followed in 2007 by the publication of a collection of 

articles on accessibility following the first Media for All conference organised in Barcelona in 

2005 (Díaz Cintas, Orero, & Remael, 2007). Some of the articles focused on the then situation 

of the practice of audio description in various countries such as the UK or Hong Kong, or on 

different modes of audio description, such as AD for the opera or AD in museums. Others 

analysed the language of audio description through limited corpus analysis or through a 

comparison of separately produced different language versions of the audio description of the 

same movie. In 2010 and 2012 there followed two more volumes of the Media for All series. 

Finally, the translation journal Perspectives: Studies in Translatology published two special 

issues on accessibility, one reporting on the results of the international Pear Tree research 

project15 (Vol. 20, No. 1, Kruger & Mazur (eds.), 2012), the other bringing together articles on 

AD dealing with didactics, different modalities of AD, such as AD for the stage, and two articles 

                                                 
15 The Pear Tree study carried out within the framework of the European DTV4ALL project, was based on 

a study carried out in the 1970 by Chafe, who wanted to test reception of visual information in different languages, 

to compare “how representatives of different cultures and languages talk about universal experiences” (Kruger & 

Mazur, 2012, p. 1). The aim of the Pear Tree study was to investigate whether the cultural and linguistic differences 

between participants from various countries were insignificant enough to draw up common European guidelines 

for audio description. 
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explicitly linking AD to translation: one investigating the translation of English ADs into Dutch, 

the other looking into the practice of audio subtitling (Vol. 18, No. 3, Kruger & Orero (eds.), 

2010).  

But although the number of academic publications on audio description is clearly 

increasing and is also finding its way into non-specialized issues of books and journals in the 

field, there still is a long way to go. In 2008, the 78th volume in the Benjamins Translation 

Library, entitled Between text and image: updating research in screen translation (Chiaro, 

Heiss, & Bucaria, 2008) brought together a collection of articles looking into the most recent 

developments in the field of AVTS, and although the introduction mentions the emergence of 

and growing interest in media accessibility (Díaz Cintas, p. 3; Gambier, p. 21), there is not a 

single article in the collection dealing with audio description (or even accessibility). The same 

goes for the volume New Trends in Audiovisual Translation (Díaz Cintas, 2009), which focuses 

on issues such as culture, humour or linguistic variation in traditional AVT modes such as 

subtitling and dubbing, but in which the so-called social turn in AVT(S) is still completely 

absent.  

1.2. TS concepts revisited 

All the issues described in the previous paragraphs can be considered as internal struggles 

of an emerging field trying to firmly establish its own identity. But at the same time its relation 

to the wider domain of translation studies raises questions too. Positioning AVTS within the 

field of translation studies, implies that the concepts and paradigms used in the latter can be 

applied to the former as well. However, given the very different nature of the material that 

constitutes the source text of most of the AVT products, some of these concepts may need to 

be redefined. In the next part we will look at three essential TS concepts, namely text, 

translation and equivalence, focusing on why they are problematic for the study of audiovisual 

translation and audio description, and how they have evolved since (and maybe also because 

of) the advent of these new fields of research. 

1.2.1 The concept of text in the age of the screen 

As we already briefly discussed in section 1 of chapter 1, new technological developments 

are significantly changing the ways in which we communicate and present information. On the 

one hand, there is a clear shift in the dominant medium of communication, with screens 

increasingly replacing printed materials (Kress, 2003, p. 1). On the other, the dominant mode 

of communication is changing: while we will no doubt mainly continue to use speech as the 
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major mode of communication, “language-as-writing will increasingly be displaced by image 

in many domains of public communication” (Kress, 2003, p. 1). In other words, the media 

through which we communicate will increasingly combine various modes of communication, 

i.e. verbal and visual, to convey information and messages. This will have significant 

consequences for the definition of what constitutes a text. As Kress (2003) points out, “our 

present sense of text comes from the era of the dominance of the mode of writing, and the 

dominance of the medium of the book” (p. 36), but with the actual predominance of the screen 

and the ever increasing multimodal nature of communication, this traditional concept has to be 

revised. While the Dutch Algemeen Letterkundig Lexicon (van Bork et al., 2012) essentially 

still defines text as a “series of linguistic signs [emphasis added] presented and/or interpreted 

as an, in some form or other, complete and coherent whole” (van Bork et al., 2012) [my 

translation], the authors acknowledge that the concept of text can also refer to “other cultural 

phenomena” (van Bork et al., 2012) such as cities, musical or theatre performances and pictorial 

texts. In the field of semiotics, Kress (2003), and Kress & Van Leeuwen (2001, 2006) 

extensively discuss how multimodal communication through different media has changed the 

concept of text, which Kress (2003) defines as “any instance of communication in any mode or 

in any combination of modes” (p. 48). In other words, with the growing dominance of screens 

and the increasing presence of images in communication, the concept of text has evolved from 

a reality referring to instances of monomodal, verbal communication to one comprising any 

multimodal construct conveying any kind of information.  

A similar evolution and re-conceptualisation of the text, c.q. source text, can be witnessed 

in the field of (audiovisual) translation studies. For a very long time, translation studies 

exclusively occupied itself with studying interlingual translation, i.e. the process of rendering 

one verbal text or source text into another verbal text or target text in another language, even if 

the concept of what constitutes such interlingual translation changed drastically in the late 

1970s (ref. section 1.2.2 of the present chapter below).  

It was in the same period that translation studies started studying texts containing pictures 

(Gambier & Gottlieb, 2001, p. x; Díaz Cintas & Remael, 2007, p. 10). With the advent of 

audiovisual texts and their translation, the concept of text and also that of what constitutes the 

‘source text’ of a translation had to be re-examined. On the one hand, the source text can take 

on very different forms such as a script, a dialogue list, a pre-translated template, a verbal 

discourse, etc. Also, it is often unstable and can be of a very ephemeral nature, for example in 

the case of interpretation. Moreover, in various AVT modes, such as for example subtitling, 
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surtitling or interpreting, the source text and its translation are simultaneously present, raising 

additional questions, among others with regard to the reception of the target text by the audience 

and the degree of control the users can exert (Gambier, 2003, p. 178). On the other hand, as will 

be described in section 2.1 of this chapter, audiovisual texts are multimodal constructs that 

present information using two entirely different semiotic systems, the visual and the verbal. 

This radically different nature of the source text (compared to traditional verbal source texts) 

was already acknowledged at the end of the 1980s by Delabastita (1989) who introduced a first 

model for studying audiovisual texts for translational purposes, based on the four ways in which 

these texts create meaning (p. 199). Delabastita distinguished between the visual and the aural 

mode, which can both be verbal and nonverbal. Applied to film, this results in the following 

table: 

 

 visual aural 

verbal 

intradiegetic and 

extradiegetic text-on-

screen 

dialogue and other 

forms of spoken text 

nonverbal images music & sound effects  

Table 2 - Different meaning-making channels in film (based on Delabastita, 1989) 

 

 Two more recent contributions that study the multimodal nature of the source text and 

that are particularly relevant to the study of audio description too, were published by Chaume 

(2004) and Zabalbeascoa (2008). Chaume (2004) distinguishes no less than ten different 

signifying codes (pp. 17-22) in an audiovisual text: most of those can be classified under the 

semiotic headings defined by Delabastita (cf. section 2.1 of the present chapter), but Chaume 

adds two codes that we could call technical codes, namely the planning code, referring to the 

different types of shots that can be used in a film, and the syntactic code, referring to the editing 

of consecutive shots. Recognizing that these technical codes are a specific yet integral part of 

the (meaning of) audiovisual text, is important for any kind of audiovisual translation and 

particularly for audio description: both the type of shot and the ways in which consecutive shots 
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are combined, will in part determine what has to be described. This will be discussed more fully 

in chapter 4, where I will focus on the different film techniques and how they create meaning. 

Zabalbeascoa (2008) also takes the model presented by Delabastita as a starting point, but 

rather than considering the four codes as fixed meaning-making modes having the same 

importance and carrying the same weight, he sees them as items on two sliding scales that are 

not necessarily equally important (p. 26). 

 

Figure 1 – The two axes of audiovisual communication (Zabalbeascoa, 2008, p. 26)  

 

As this diagram shows, audiovisual texts or parts of those texts can be exclusively aural 

or visual, and exclusively verbal or nonverbal, while in other audiovisual texts or parts of those 

texts, the weight can be more evenly balanced and the visual and aural dimension, and the 

verbal and nonverbal dimension, may be more or less equally important. In other words, and as 

explained by Zabalbeascoa (2008, p. 28), audiovisual texts can have different positions relative 

to these two axes. Texts in which the aural and the visual, the verbal and the nonverbal are all 

more or less equally present (X) will be found near the intersection of the axes and will 

constitute more prototypical instances of audiovisual texts, while texts in which the verbal and 

aural component (Y) or the visual and nonverbal component (Z) are predominant, will be less 

prototypical, although they will still be considered as audiovisual. Moreover this diagram shows 

that the different dimensions can be combined in different ways and can be presented 

simultaneously. The combined meanings this yields are often far more complex than their 

individual constituent parts. 
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Figure 2 - Plotting audiovisual texts on the two axes of audiovisual communication (Zabalbeascoa, 2008, p. 29) 

 

Again, this has some implications for audiovisual translation in general and for audio 

description in particular. The position of the audiovisual text in relation to the two axes will 

determine, for example, how much information can and/or needs to be described. In the case of 

texts that are situated near the top left part (Y), i.e. texts with a higher proportion of aural/verbal 

elements, there are at least two possibilities. On the one hand, the verbal components may 

explain the visual elements, as in some documentaries, in which case less audio description will 

be needed or it may even be considered unnecessary to describe the product altogether. On the 

other hand, the aural/verbal elements may provide information that is not present in the visual 

elements, as in many TV series containing a lot of dialogues, in which case the visual elements 

will still need to be described. However, description in this case will be particularly difficult: 

given the main constraint in audio description that it cannot go over dialogues or other 

significant sound effects, there will be only very limited time to describe because of the 

predominance of the verbal component. The describer will therefore constantly have to 

prioritize the information he wants to describe. Texts that are situated near the bottom right (Z), 

will contain less aural/verbal components and more visual/nonverbal components, which means 

that more description will be necessary (more visual elements) and also possible (less verbal 

elements). This does not mean however, that every silence must be filled entirely with audio 

description. All the information given in the description has to be processed by the target 

audience, together with the information from the dialogues and other relevant sound effects. If 

too much description is given, the audience may not be capable of processing everything and 

part of the information will inevitably get lost. 

From this brief overview of the evolution of the concept of the (source) text, it becomes 

apparent that, by using different semiotic systems and combining the various possibilities to 
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present information they offer, audiovisual texts create meaning in ways that differ considerably 

from the semantics of a verbal text. Meaning is no longer exclusively created by verbal signs 

strung together in linear sequences of words and sentences. The meaning in audiovisual texts 

is created, as explained above, by the complex combination and interaction of oral and written, 

verbal and visual signs. This makes it much harder to pinpoint the exact meaning of the text, 

which in turn complicates the task of the translator. In section 2 of this chapter, the semiotics 

of audiovisual texts and the ways in which they create meaning will be discussed in more detail.  

With regard to this ‘exact’ meaning of the text, one particular aspect cannot be 

overlooked. As was already stated indirectly in the beginning of this section, texts are used to 

communicate and as such operate in communicative situations that always comprise at least 

two different parties: a text-producer and a text-receiver. As pointed out by Nord (1997) the 

meaning that is created by the text, is not necessarily the same for the producer and the receiver 

of that text (p. 23). In fact, “any form of behaviour (perhaps a smile or brief silence) may be 

intended to have meaning X by the producer and interpreted as having meaning Y by the 

receiver” (Nord, 1997, p. 23). In other words, textual meaning in any communicative context 

(including film and any other form of audiovisual product) is not created by the producer of the 

text alone. Part of this meaning is created by the receiver, who will interpret the text based on 

his socio-cultural background, general world-knowledge and his communicative expectations 

and needs (Nord, 1991, p. 17). As such, there is not “one meaning” to a text, but there are as 

many meanings as there are readers. Transposed to the context of (audiovisual) translation, this 

means that there is not “one” translation of a certain text. The translation will always in part be 

determined by the world-knowledge and the socio-cultural background of the translator and 

will always be an individual interpretation of the source text. 

1.2.2 The concept of translation in the age of the audiovisual text 

As the final observation in the previous section shows, the complexity of the text and the 

ways in which it creates meaning, also entails questions with regard to other TS concepts, 

among which the concept of translation itself. The hesitation in terming the activity of 

translating audiovisual texts ‘translation’ is reflected in terms like language transfer (Gambier 

& Gottlieb, 2001, p. ix) or transadaptation (Gambier, 2003, p. 178) suggested to name the field, 

and has “led scholars to question if AVT was indeed a form of translation” (Remael, 2010, p. 

15). It is true that audiovisual translation is characterized by constraints that seem hard to 

reconcile with more traditional types (and definitions) of translation, but as AVTS is beginning 

to occupy a firmer position within translation studies, it seems that the concept of translation is 
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undergoing an evolution similar to the concept of (source) text and no longer exclusively refers 

to rendering a verbal text written in one language, into a verbal text written in another language.  

This is a very recent development however, and the change in mindset is yet to be fully 

completed. In general works of reference for example, such as the Oxford Dictionary of English, 

the process of translation is still described as “the process of translating words or text16 

[emphasis added] from one language into another” (Van Dale woordenboeken, 2013), and the 

end product as “a written or spoken rendering of the meaning of a word or text [emphasis added] 

in another language” (Van Dale woordenboeken, 2013). Even in fairly recent specialised works 

from the field of translation studies, the term sometimes is still defined in a rather restricted 

way. In the Dictionary of Translation Studies, Shuttleworth and Cowie (1997) define translation 

as:  

“an incredibly broad notion which can be understood in many different ways. For 

example, one may talk of translation as a process or a product and identify such sub-types as 

literary translation, technical translation, subtitling and machine translation: moreover, while 

more typically it just refers to the transfer of written texts [emphasis added], the term sometimes 

also includes interpreting” (p. 181).  

So even though this definition recognizes that translation is not exclusively about 

transferring written texts, by referring only to interpreting as possible addition to the field, it 

still implies it is a purely linguistic process or product.  

Similarly, in Terminologie de la traduction/Translation Terminology/Terminología de la 

traduccion/Terminologie der Übersetzung (Delisle, Lee-Jahnke, & Cormier, 1999), the practice 

of translation is defined as “an interlinguistic transfer procedure comprising the interpretation 

of the sense of a source text and the production of a target text with the intent of establishing a 

relationship of equivalence between the two texts….” (p. 188), while the concept of text is 

defined as “A written document of variable length that constitutes a whole when viewed from 

a semantic perspective” (p. 187). Again, only the linguistic dimension of the process or product 

is taken into account and other semiotic channels, their contribution to the general meaning of 

the source text and their influence on the translation are disregarded. 

                                                 
16 All the definitions of text in the ODE refer to written or printed materials, i.e. they still do not encompass 

the evolutions described under 3.2.1 
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We may wonder why many of those definitions are so restrictive, particularly because as 

early as 1959, Jakobson already distinguished between three different types of translation, 

namely intralingual translation or translation within the same language (e.g. for example Dutch 

subtitles for a Flemish TV programme or an American English translation of a British English 

novel), interlingual translation or translation from one language to another (the type referred 

to in the previous definitions) and intersemiotic translation or translation of a verbal sign into 

a nonverbal sign (e.g. sign language interpreting). Two observations have to be made here: 

- although for Jakobson (1959) only interlingual translation is deemed translation 

proper (p. 232), by including intralingual translation (which he also calls rewording) 

and particularly intersemiotic translation (which he also calls transmutation), he 

acknowledges that the field of translation is much broader than implied by the 

definitions only focusing on interlingual translation; 

- for Jakobson (1959), those three types of translation are three different ways of 

interpreting verbal signs (p. 232), i.e. the linguistic dimension is again paramount. 

However, these definitions date from a period in which translation and TS were still 

almost exclusively occupied with interlingual translation of written, verbal texts. With 

the advent of AVT and the establishment of AVTS as a research discipline, “it is 

evident that this classification needs to be revised to make room for other 

communicative dimensions such as the aural and the visual” (Díaz Cintas, 2007, p. 

16). Indeed, as also pointed out by Díaz Cintas (2007) some types of AVT fall within 

Jakobson’s category of intralingual translation, such as subtitling for the deaf and hard 

of hearing, while audio description can be accommodated under the heading of 

intersemiotic translation, provided that we invert the definition, i.e. if we consider it 

to be a type of translation of nonverbal signs into verbal signs. 

A similar reasoning can be found in Hermans’ (2013) contribution to the Routledge 

Handbook of Translation Studies. Starting from the observation that a definition of translation 

needs to cover many, very diverse phenomena and that it is difficult to draw “a distinct line 

separating translation from what is not or no longer translation” (Hermans, 2013, p. 75) he 

moves away from purely normative, restrictive definitions towards more open-ended, 

descriptive definitions of the concept. He explores the usefulness of prototype theory for 

example, to distinguish more prototypical instances of translation from practices that may not 

be deemed translation proper in Jakobson’s terms, but still share some of the basic features of 

translation (Hermans, 2013, pp. 81-82). He also investigates the idea of translation as a cluster 
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concept, i.e. instead of assuming “a hierarchy of centre and periphery, with a privileged hard 

core of representative cases and more tangential zones with fuzzy edges” (Hermans, 2013, p. 

84), as does prototype theory, it would be conceivable to approach translation as a “decentred 

and rhizome-like” cluster concept (Hermans, 2013, p. 84) under which very diverse realities 

(from different cultures and historic periods) can be accommodated. 

Although Hermans’ account is very general and suggests different approaches to define 

the concept, rather than giving explicit criteria to which translation should adhere, it seems safe 

to say that the concept is now “capable of accommodating new realities rather than disregarding 

practices that do not fit into a corseted, outdated notion of a term coined many centuries ago, 

when cinema, television and computers had not yet been invented” (Díaz Cintas, 2008, p. 5). 

One possible approach to accommodate al these new (multimodal) realities that saw the light 

of day with the advent of screen communication and audiovisual translation, is presented by 

Kaindl (2013). Rather than distinguishing between Jakobson’s linguistically rooted intralingual, 

interlingual and intersemiotic types of translation, Kaindl bases his distinction on the concepts 

of mode and medium, as used by Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001). Modes are the different 

semiotic resources that can be used (individually or simultaneously) to communicate 

information, while media can be defined as the physical channels through which this 

information is presented. Applying these concepts to the field of translation, Kaindl (2013) 

creates two dimensions to define different instances of translation:  

- on the one hand, we have to consider the mode of both the source text and the target 

text. This mode can be the same (e.g. if we translate a verbal source text into a verbal 

target text), in which case we speak of intramodal translation (Kaindl, 2013, p. 261). 

On the other hand, the mode of the text can change (e.g. if we translate a verbal source 

text into a visual target text, as in sign language interpreting), in which case we speak 

of intermodal translation (Kaindl, 2013, p. 262).  

- on the other hand, we have to look at the medium in which the source text and the 

target text are presented. The medium can be the same in both source and target text 

(e.g. when a hardcover or paperback novel is translated as a hardcover or paperback 

version in another language), in which case we speak of intramedial translation. The 

medium of the source text can also be different from that of the target text (e.g. when 

a novel is translated into a film), in which case we speak of intermedial translation. 
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These two dimensions then have to be combined to give a precise definition of the type 

of translation we are dealing with. In the case of a recorded audio description for cinema for 

example, we are dealing with a case of intermodal (from the visual to the verbal mode), 

intramedial (within the medium of film) translation, while in the case of a translation of a novel 

for the cinema, we are dealing with intermodal (from verbal to verbal and visual), intermedial 

(from the medium of book to the medium of film) translation. In other words, Kaindl’s model 

is much more geared to the multimodal reality of contemporary communication and translation 

than the traditional, purely linguistic definitions of translation envisaged in the first definitions 

we discussed. 

Specifically with regard to audiovisual translation and audio description, two final 

remarks concerning the evolving concept of translation have to be made: 

- unlike most types of translation proper, in which, generally speaking, the entire text 

is translated, various types of audiovisual translation, such as for example subtitling 

and particularly audio description, are instances of partial translation: many subtitles 

do not contain all the information expressed in the spoken dialogue of the original 

source text, and in audio description, only (part of) the visual information is translated. 

This is intrinsically linked to the remark below, namely to the fact that the multimodal 

nature of the source text puts certain constraints on the translation; 

- while, as pointed out by Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) any text is “written within 

and bound by certain constraints that writers or translators somehow must overcome” 

(p. 145), spatial and temporal limitations in audiovisual translation seem to exert a 

particular influence on the translation. In subtitling for television for example, 

temporal limitations dictate that subtitles must be on screen for at least one second 

and cannot remain on screen longer than six seconds, while spatial limitations 

prescribe a limit of 37 to 40 characters per line (with a maximum of two lines of 

subtitles). In addition, there are the limitations caused by “the particularity of 

rendering speech in writing, the presence of the image and the presence of the ST 

[source text]” (Díaz Cintas & Remael, 2007, p. 145). All these limitations led Titford 

(1982) to coin the term constrained translation, a term that he only used for subtitling, 

but that has since then been used to designate any type of translation in which the 

medium of the source text imposes constraints on the translator. In audio description 

for example, constraints similar to those governing subtitling can be observed. 

Descriptions can only be inserted when there is no dialogue, i.e. temporal constraints 
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determine the amount of description that can be given17. Like in the case of subtitling, 

the presence of the image determines what can be described: taking into account that 

a large part of the target audience still has some remaining vision, describers cannot 

give too much information that is not visible on screen18. Finally also the presence of 

the original dialogues partly determines what will and what will not be described: 

information that is given in the dialogue does not have to be repeated in the 

description, which is particularly helpful when there is no time to describe everything 

on screen, but on the other hand the description may have to include some kind of 

speaker identification, so that the visually impaired audience knows which character 

is talking. 

In short, we can say that the concept of translation is undergoing an evolution similar to 

that of the concept of text. There is a noticeable move away from the purely linguistic dimension 

and other modes and media are increasingly being taken into account. This results in new 

challenges for translators, who are faced with constraints inherent to the multimodal nature of 

the source text. In some cases, only part of the source text can be translated, and in some 

instances not all the information contained in this ‘partial source text’ can be translated due to 

temporal, spatial, cognitive or other constraints, meaning that translators have to prioritize 

information and determine what to translate and what to leave out. 

1.2.3 The concept of equivalence in the age of audiovisual translation 

This changing nature of the concept (and the practice) of translation, raises questions with 

regard to another central but highly controversial concept in translation studies (Kenny, 1998, 

p. 77), namely equivalence. In the case of audio description for exampe, only the visual part of 

the source text is translated, often one or more meaning-making elements of this visual part are 

                                                 
17 Moreover, existing guidelines advise describers not to fill all the available gaps between dialogues with 

description but to give the audience the time to process the information given by the description and allow them 

to enjoy music and sound effects (see section 3 of the present chapter for a more detailed discussion of existing 

AD guidelines). No reception studies have been carried out yet to determine an average processing capacity 

(comparable, for example, to the average reading speed in subtitling), but it seems indeed likely to think that in 

addition to purely temporal constraints, there are also cognitive processing constraints determining how much 

audio description can be given. 
18 I deliberately write ‘too much’ information here. Nearly all existing guidelines mention that visual 

information cannot be given before it is actually shown on screen (see for example Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, 

pp. 6-7) but this always refers to “events in the plot [that] must not be revealed” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010), 

i.e. narrative information that is not given to the sighted audience either to generate suspense or create a surprise 

effect later. When information that is essential to understand the story cannot be given at the moment it is on 

screen, it can be given a few seconds earlier “to set up the next scene” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 110). But 

as stated by the English Ofcom guidelines, should whenever possible “try to describe the action at the same time 

as it occurs” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 7). 
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not included in the description due to time constraints, and moreover the translation includes a 

change of mode from the visual to the verbal. So, can we still say that the translation, c.q. 

description is ‘equivalent’ to the source text?  

This question is far from new and has been the topic of many animated discussions for 

various decades. The concept of equivalence is intrinsically linked to the linguistic approach 

that dominated TS in the 1950s and 1960s, when research into machine translation (MT) started 

receiving ever more attention. This line of research focused exclusively on linguistic aspects of 

the texts, deliberately neglecting all extra-textual realities such as culture, target audience, etc., 

and was concerned with finding one-on-one relationships between words and sentences that 

could be implemented in the MT process (Van Leuven-Zwart, 1992, pp. 51-52). It soon 

becomes clear that these one-on-one relationships are rare and that the purely linguistic 

approach to TS was incompatible with the pracitcal reality. So despite various attempts to re-

define equivalence, the concept became the target of several critisisms. For one, it is very 

difficult to define this concept, as becomes apparent from the examples given by Pym (2009, 

pp. 83-84) and by the various typologies scholars have developed to delineate the concept 

(Kenny, 1998, pp. 77-78). While some, like Snell-Hornby (1988), question the validity of the 

concept altogether, discarding it as “an illusion of symmetry between languages which hardly 

exists beyond the level of vague approximations” (p. 22), others critically argue that the concept 

still is “far richer than the facile dismissals would suggest” (Pym, 2009, p. 82). It would be 

beyond the scope of this work to discuss the concept of equivalence at length, but it is clear that 

it gains an additional dimension and raises additional questions when applied to the translation 

of audiovisual texts, since most current definitions of the concept only take into account the 

verbal dimension of texts. In any form of audiovisual translation however, the visual and aural 

non-verbal elements of both the source and target text play a major part, so they have to be 

taken duly into account when defining what constitutes ‘equivalence’ in AVT. This makes any 

attempt to define the relevant criteria against which to gauge it even harder.  

Two conclusions can be drawn from the discussion above: 

- on the one hand, it became clear that the traditional definitions of text, translation and 

equivalence in TS, that focus exclusively on the verbal dimension of these concepts, 

complicated the establishment of AVTS within the broader field of TS; 
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- on the other hand, it seems safe to assume that, by acknowledging and studying the 

complex, multimodal nature of the source products, AVTS has also influenced the 

development of these concepts, particularly text and translation, within TS.  

In the following paragraphs, I will briefly look at the ever growning body of research that 

accompanied the consolidation and coming of age of the field of AVTS. As several recent 

contributions to the field give a good overview of the main research trends (Gambier, 2003; 

Gambier, 2008; Díaz Cintas, 2009; Remael, 2010), I will limit myself here to briefly describing 

those elements and evolutions that are relevant for AD research, which will be discussed in 

more detail in section 1.4. 

1.3. Research in AVT 

In his introduction to the book Between text and image: updating research in screen 

translation (Chiaro, Heiss, & Bucaria, 2008), Gambier (2008), notes that a considerable part of 

the research carried out in the field of audiovisual translation studies still is linguistic in nature. 

It focuses mainly or exclusively on the verbal component of the audiovisual message presented 

(p. 11) and looks into the translation of various types of dialogue, sayings, cultural references, 

humour, etc. (Gambier, 2008, p. 19). Although it is safe to say that a lot of the research does 

indeed draw on insights from text linguistics, cognitive linguistics, semantics and pragmatics, 

it cannot be ignored that to a growing extent, multi- and interdisciplinary approaches are 

adopted (Díaz Cintas, 2009, pp. 7-12; Remael, 2010, p. 16) to account for the multimodal nature 

and the visual dimension of the source text (e.g. semiotics or film studies), the reception of the 

target text by different audiences in different cultures (e.g. reception studies, cultural studies or 

statistics), or the teaching of the translation process (e.g. didactics, cognitive science). This 

multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity is also indispensable for the study of audio 

description. Braun (2008) for example, mentions the use of semiotics to analyse the various 

sign systems at work in multimodal texts, or film studies to investigate how moving images and 

film techniques create meaning (p. 19). She suggests using insights from relevance theory to 

develop strategies that can help describers to prioritize information (Braun, 2008, p. 21) and 

emphasises the importance of reception studies to get better insights into audience expectations 

and into how visually impaired audiences process audio described products (Braun, 2008, p. 

21).  

In addition to this multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity there has always been a close 

link between AVTS and the practice of audiovisual translation, with many studies focusing on 
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the profession itself (Gambier, 2008, p. 17; Díaz Cintas, 2009, p. 2). This close relation between 

practice and research has often been negatively characterized by a certain tension or even a fear 

that this practico-theoretical research is undertaken in order to find ways “that will in the end 

help cut costs, irrespective of the quality of the final product or the potential benefits for viewers 

and translators” (Díaz Cintas, 2009, p. 7). It should be clear however that a well-founded, 

reasonable cooperation between practitioners, translators and researchers can yield many 

benefits for both sides. Better insights into viewers’ habits and preferences can help 

broadcasters and subtitlers optimize the duration, segmentation, positioning, formulation, etc. 

of the subtitles shown on screen, while subtitled materials produced by professionals can be fed 

into corpora allowing for more systematic and extensive research. Again, audio description is 

no exception to this rule and a close relation between AD research and practice can prove very 

fruitful:  

- on the one hand, the practice of audio description is often still a fairly intuitive 

process, and the professional world could certainly benefit from well-founded 

research into what and how to describe. A first step in that direction has been taken 

by the European ADLAB project, a consortium of universities, TV broadcasters and 

visually impaired test groups, whose aim is to draw up a set of audio description 

strategies based on research and extensive testing.  

- on the other hand, little or nothing is known about the preferences and/or the 

processing capacity of the target audience, so closer contacts and cooperation with 

the end users can provide academics with better insights into what visually impaired 

audiences want audio descriptions to ‘look’ like or how much information they can 

process without being overloaded. Furthermore, the first audio description corpora 

are currently being compiled, and practitioners can provide valuable input for these 

corpora in the form of authentic audio description scripts. 

A final evolution in AVTS I would like to discuss here, is the growing importance of 

technological tools to do research. This increasing significance of technology reveals itself in 

various ways: 

- one manifestation is the growing significance of electronic corpora. While in many 

other sub-fields of linguistic research and even in other branches of TS, such as for 

example technical or scientific translation, corpora have provided the basis for a lot 

of research for more than two decades (Valentini, 2006, pp. 68-69), the field of AVTS 
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has continued to rely on individual, small-scale case studies for much longer 

(Gambier, 2008, p. 11) and it was not until the mid-2000s that the first AVT corpora 

were developed (Valentini, 2006, p. 69). In audio description, a similar evolution is 

taking place: most of the research undertaken so far, is still very limited in scope (see 

section 1.4 of the present chapter), but the first corpora are starting to see the light of 

day, allowing more extensive and systematic research; 

- these AV corpora are often combined with and used to investigate the usefulness of 

other technologies, such as for example automated translation. For the European 

project SUMAT (www.sumat-project.eu) for example, large corpora of professional 

subtitles in 9 different European languages were created and then combined with 

statistical machine translation technology to develop a post-editing translation system 

to optimize professional subtitles. Another European project, SAVAS (www.fp7-

savas.eu), investigates the possibilities of automating the subtitling process through 

continuous speech recognition. In audio description too, the use of corpora to 

automate the description process already received some attention: in 2006 Lakritz and 

Salway investigated the idea “of generating a first draft audio description script from 

a film screenplay” (p. 2). The research showed that approximately 60% of all the 

information in an AD script can be derived from the screenplay (Lakritz & Salway, 

2006, p. 2), but as it would not necessarily be presented in a suitable form, the 

automated script would have to be post-edited, like in the case of the SUMAT system.  

- finally, recent research also looks into the usefulness of AV corpora and/or other 

technologies in educational contexts. As shown among others by Danan (2004) and 

Ghia (2012), subtitles prove to be efficient to learn a new language. This knowledge 

was used for example in the European ClipFlair project 

(www.clipflair.codeplex.com), which developed a methodological framework and an 

online platform with educational materials to promote foreign language learning 

through revoicing and subtitling of audiovisual clips. Although there has been some 

initial research on the use of audio description as a didactic tool (e.g. Krejtz, et al., 

2012), combining AD with other technologies such as online platforms or corpora to 

create educational instruments, has not been investigated yet.  

As the overview presented in this section shows, AVTS is developing in various ways: it 

is becoming ever more multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary, it benefits from close links with 

AVT practice and is to a growing extent embracing new technologies to allow for more 

http://www.sumat-project.eu/
http://www.fp7-savas.eu/
http://www.fp7-savas.eu/
http://www.clipflair.codeplex.com/
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comprehensive and systematic research, and to create more advanced audiovisual translation 

systems. In the following section I will specifically zoom in on research in audio description, 

which has only received limited attention in the general overview of this section. Although the 

next section will present a broad overview of existing research, the main aim is to contextualise 

and delineate the research that will be described in the following chapters of this work. In order 

to do so, two elements that occupied a central position in the discussion of the evolution of TS 

concepts presented in section 1.2 will serve as guiding principles: 

a) in section 1.2.1 I discussed the evolving nature of (source) texts with a particular focus 

on their increasing multimodality and accompanying complexity. Translators can no longer 

limit themselves to retrieving and reproducing the meaning of monomodal verbal discourse. 

They are now faced with multimodal constructs that create meaning through their visual and 

aural modes, both verbally and nonverbally. Moreover, these different modes are often 

combined to create a meaning that is far more complex than that created by the visual or the 

aural modes alone. In other words, a thorough analysis of the source text (hereinafter source 

text analysis or STA) is an absolute necessity for the audio describer to understand and be able 

to render its meaning in audio description, i.e. to know what has to be described. 

b) closely linked to this source text analysis and the question of what to describe, is an 

element I discussed in section 1.2.2 of the present chapter, namely the fact that the audio 

description will often be a partial translation. Given the various constraints inherent in the 

multimodal medium of the source text, more particularly the time constraints, there will often 

be no time to describe everything and the describer will have to select the most relevant content, 

i.e. he will have to prioritize information and decide what to include and what to leave out of 

the audio description. 

A third element that will be addressed in the following overview of existing literature in 

AD, albeit in less detail19, is the question of how to describe. This covers various issues, among 

which adapting the style of the description to the genre of the source product, or adapting the 

formulation of the description to the target audience, i.e. steering clear of complex sentence 

structures or terminology to avoid cognitive overload. But it is particularly the time constraints 

prevalent in audio description that make it impossible to separate the form of the description 

                                                 
19 The question of how to describe will not be an explicit focus of the present work, that will deal with the 

question of what to describe. However, as will become apparent from the discussions in chapter 3 on narratology 

and particularly in chapter 4 on film language, it is impossible to separate both questions entirely and as such I 

will present a brief overview of the existing literature on formulation of audio descriptions or how to describe. 
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(i.e. how to describe) from its content (i.e. what to describe), and hence the need to include the 

question of how to describe in the following overview: the fact that there is often only limited 

time to describe, implies that describers not only have to think about what they will include in 

their description, but also about how they will formulate this content to make sure that it fits in 

the available time slot20. 

But although form and content are intrinsically linked in audio description, it is clear that 

the question of what to describe always precedes the question of how to describe it. And because 

the former question, i.e. what to describe, still has not been adequately answered in the literature 

on AD, my main focus in the overview of existing research will be on approaches to source text 

analysis and content selection or ‘what to describe’, including the more specific question of 

how to prioritize information. 

1.4. Current research in audio description 

In 2008, Braun presented a thorough overview of the then state of affairs in audio 

description research from two perspectives, on the one hand taking stock of what had been done 

so far and on the other suggesting avenues for further research. She started by outlining the 

main features of audio description as a new form of intersemiotic translation (2008, pp. 15-18) 

and then looked into the different steps involved in the audio description process, more 

particularly the analysis of the source text preceding the description, the actual description 

phase and the voicing of the description following the script-writing phase. (2008, pp. 18-25).  

In what follows I will build on this work by Braun, looking at the developments that have 

taken place since 2007 but using a slightly different approach. If we claim that audio description 

is an integral part of translation and translation studies—as I did in the previous sections—it 

should be possible to fit existing AD research into a model that can be applied to other types of 

translation research too. One classification that has been widely used to categorize TS research, 

is the one developed by Holmes (1988), who basically divides the field of translation studies 

into two main branches: an applied branch that is further subdivided into research in translator 

training, translation aids, translation criticism and translation policy, and a pure branch, 

comprising descriptive translation studies and theoretical translation studies, two subdivisions 

                                                 
20 Moreover, the describer will always have to take into account the immediate intratextual context when 

formulating his descriptions: when an audio description announces (or explains) a certain sound effect that would 

be unclear to the visually impaired audience without description, he will have to make sure that the semantic 

information referring to this sound effect immediately precedes or follows it for the sake of intersemiotic cohesion. 

The same applies to dialogues: when an audio description has to announce who is speaking, speaker identification 

will have to immediately come before or after the corresponding line of dialogue. 
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which in turn encompass various other categories. Descriptive translation studies includes 

research into the process of translation, into the product of translation and into the function of 

translation. Theoretical translation studies consist of general translation theories, 

“accommodating so many elements that it can serve to explain and predict all phenomena 

falling within the terrain of translating and translation” (Holmes, 1988, loc. 916), and partial 

translation theories restricted to a specific medium, area, rank, text-type, time period or 

translation problem. Schematically, this classification of Holmes could be presented as follows 

(see also Toury (1995, p. 10) or Malmkjær (2013, p. 32)): 

Translation Studies

Applied Translation Studies

Pure Translation Studies

Translator Training

Translator Aids

Translator Criticism

Translator Policy

General Theories

Partial Theories

Medium-restricted

Area-restricted

Rank-restricted

Text-type-restricted

Time-restricted

Problem-restricted

Theoretical Translation Studies

Descriptive Translation Studies

Process-oriented

Product-oriented

Function-oriented

 

Diagram 1- Holmes' classification of the field of Translation Studies 

 

For the purpose of the following overview of research into source text analysis and 

content selection in audio description, Holmes’ classification is advantageous in various 

respects. Although it was developed 25 years ago, it is still up-to-date and can accommodate 

translation research undertaken today, even though the techniques and possibilities to undertake 

this research have evolved significantly since the 1980s. In section 1.3 of the present chapter I 

already referred to the development of large electronic corpora, which have drastically changed 

the approaches and the scale of product-oriented research, yet still fit perfectly in this branch of 

descriptive translation studies. Depending on the specific angle, research into (the use of) 

computer assisted translation tools such as translation memories, terminology (extraction) 
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software and localisation tools can be categorized into product-oriented research (e.g. research 

questions relating to the influence of those tools on the consistency of the translated text) or 

process-oriented research (e.g. research questions relating to how and to what extent those tools 

are used by translators). Similarly, eye-tracking, think aloud protocols and key logging systems 

provide better insights into “what exactly takes place in the ‘little black box’ of the translator’s 

mind as he creates a new, more or less matching text in another language” (Holmes, 1988, p. 

xx) and as such fit nicely into the category of process-oriented research. Moreover, the 

classification is sufficiently broad and general to accommodate nearly all research21 undertaken 

within the field of translation studies, including research in audiovisual translation and audio 

description.  

The number of contributions to the field of AD research however, is still very limited. 

Within the pure branch, there are hardly any contributions that can be classified as really 

theoretical (general or partial), while within the applied branch, research into AD criticism or 

AD policy is completely absent. Therefore I will use a simplified version of Holmes’ model to 

classify existing research into source text analysis and content selection/prioritization in AD, 

the two main foci of our literature review. First I will look at the descriptive branch, more 

particularly at research into the process and the product of audio description; then I will look at 

the applied branch to investigate whether the results of the descriptive theoretical research have 

been used to create tools and/or didactic aids that audio describers can use to analyse their 

source texts, and to select and prioritize the content they want to include in their descriptions. 

Schematically, the literature review below can be structured as follows: 

 

                                                 
21 One area that seems to be overlooked in Holmes’ classification, is that of translation history. Depending 

on the specific angle, research into historical aspects of translation can be incorporated in various of Holmes’ 

branches, but as noted by Pym (1998) it would make sense to include it “as a unified area for the humanistic study 

of human translators and their social actions, both within and beyond their material translations” (p. 4) 
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Literature Review:
Source text analysis & Content selection

in AD

Descriptive Research Applied Research

Process-oriented research Product-oriented research AD Training AD Tools

 

Diagram 2 - Schematic representation of the literature review 

 

A few preliminary observations are in order: 

- even though Holmes’ classification has a wide applicability, it is—like any 

categorization—to a certain extent an artificial construct, which means that it will not 

always be possible to accommodate research into one category only. As pointed out 

by Malmkjær (2013) for example, “many developments in the applied branch have 

drawn on insights derived from more or less pure research; at the same time, however, 

much research in translation studies has been driven by pedagogical concerns” (p. 

32). In other words, there often is an interaction between the different branches and 

subdivisions, and research often fits in various categories. This is particularly the case 

for research into audio description: given the fact that AD research is very recent, it 

regularly deals with very basic issues such as what should be described, how should 

the description be formulated, etc. This often results in fragmented and unsystematic 

research. Moreover many contributions to the field lack a distinct direction or focus 

and regularly have insufficient depth and/or methodological underpinning: issues are 

first briefly approached from a descriptive (process-oriented or product-oriented) 

angle after which the ‘findings’ are translated into strategies or tools. In many cases, 

this results in an unclear distinction between a theoretical/descriptive and an 

applied/didactic/normative approach. In the following overview, only those 

contributions that have an unambiguous focus on AD training or AD tools, will be 

discussed in the section dealing with applied research. Contributions combining a 

theoretical approach with an applied component, will be categorized as descriptive 

research. 
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- With regard to the review of this descriptive research, two final observations have to 

be made:  

 first, Holmes (1988) defined process-oriented research as research into the 

cognitive process taking place in translators minds when creating their 

translations (Holmes, 1988, loc. 906). In the present study however, it will be 

defined as research into the concrete creative process of audio describing an 

audiovisual product. In other words, instead of trying to find out what mental 

processes guide the description, we will look at the different stages involved 

in the actual AD creation, including the two main foci identified above, 

namely source text analysis and content selection. 

 in addition—and closely linked to the previous observation regarding the 

interaction between different branches or (sub)divisions in TS research—a 

considerable number of contributions to the field of AD uses actual audio 

descriptions to study the strategies that were used to create them, i.e. although 

the research material of these contributions consists of audio descriptions as 

products, they are used to investigate the audio description process. In other 

words, it is not always possible (or desirable) to separate process-oriented 

research from product-oriented research; contributions using concrete 

descriptions to discover the strategies that were used to create those 

descriptions, will be categorised as process-oriented research, while 

contributions focussing on the characteristics of those descriptions rather than 

on the strategies involved in their creation, will be discussed in the section 

dealing with product-oriented research. 

1.4.1 Descriptive research in audio description.  

As I already indicated in the previous section there is hardly any real theoretical research 

in audio description. Most of the contributions to the field that could be classified as pure 

research in Holmes’ terms, are descriptive in nature. This line of research is concerned with 

basic issues such as the meaning of the audiovisual source product to be described and questions 

such as what or how do I describe, all studied from both a process-oriented and product-oriented 

point of view.  

In the following paragraphs, source text analysis and content selection in AD will be 

approached from both those angles. Section 1.4.1.1, discusses process-oriented research, which, 
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in the previous section, was defined as research into the concrete process of creating audio 

descriptions. Within this process, at least three different phases can be distinguished. Like most 

other types of translation, every audio description process should start with a thorough analysis 

of the source text, a phase during which the describer pinpoints the intention and meaning of 

that text as accurately as possible. Based on the outcome of this analysis, he will then create the 

actual description. This includes on the one hand deciding what will be included in the 

description, and on the other deciding how the description will be formulated. Finally, in a third 

phase, the audio description will be voiced either by the describer himself or a voice talent. 

Even though this voicing of the AD is outside the scope of the present study, I will present a 

brief overview of research undertaken in this domain. Next, section 1.4.1.2 will focus on 

research into the product of audio description—including, as indicated in the observations 

above—product-oriented research studying the underlying audio description process.  

1.4.1.1 Process-oriented research in audio description 

When we look at the limited literature existing today, we can safely say that a 

considerable part of the audio description research undertaken so far focuses on the process of 

audio description, i.e. on a) the analysis and understanding of the source text, b) the creation of 

the written description and c) the oral delivery of the written descriptions.  

Understanding and analysis of the source text 

One of the main features that sets audio description apart from most other current types 

of translation, is the fact that the part of the source text that is translated, consists predominantly 

of visual signs rather than verbal ones. As I explained in section 1.2.1 of the present chapter, 

these visual signs usually make up only part of the source text and often derive their full 

meaning from the interaction with its other sign systems. Because any form of translation 

requires a sound and detailed understanding of the source text, understanding how visual images 

create meaning, both in themselves and within the larger framework of the multisemiotic source 

text they form part of, is an essential part of the audio description process. While Braun (2008) 

rightly observed that this particular aspect received very little attention in the early years of AD 

research (pp. 18-19), the situation seems to be developing and the importance of source text 

analysis and understanding is increasingly being recognized.  

On the one hand, the first studies into specific visual components and how they create 

meaning are beginning to emerge. Starting from the idea that film directors and audio describers 

work in opposite directions—the former translating the written text from the script into images, 



56 

 

the latter translating the visuals into words—Pérez Payá (2007) looks at the three basic 

dimensions of film making, mise en scène, cinematography and editing, comparing how they 

figure in the script and how they are rendered in the audio description. The author considers a 

few examples from different films but unfortunately does not elaborate in a more general way 

on how information on film techniques contained in the script can be used in STA and in the 

subsequent creation of audio descriptions. Maszerowska (2012), provides a detailed account of 

how light in film—more particularly luminance and contrast patterns—conveys meaning and 

shows that it constitutes a very powerful tool for creating specific moods and eliciting emotional 

responses from the audience. The article takes a strong filmic point of view, which means that 

the consequences and the usefulness of the analysis for audio description are still largely absent. 

Finally Perego (2014), analyses different editing and cinematographic techniques in the film 

Inglourious Basterds, studying them from an AD perspective, i.e. not only looking at what 

kinds of meaning they create and how they do this, but also suggesting ways in which these 

meanings can be rendered verbally in audio descriptions. As will be discussed in more detail in 

the introduction of chapter 4, what is missing in this article is a systematic approach to the 

analysis of film techniques. 

On the other hand, also the sound component of the source text is receiving ever more 

attention. After a general exploratory study of the function of sound in audio description (Van 

der Heijden, 2007), other authors began to focus on specific features of the soundtrack bearing 

on audio description. Fryer (2010) looked into the different effects sounds can convey, 

observing that a good understanding of these effects is necessary to determine whether or not a 

specific sound needs to be described. Remael’s account of sound in film (2012) underlines the 

importance of sound for the overall narrative of the film and of a good understanding of the 

different functions it can have, in order to safeguard coherence in audio description. Igareda 

(2012) looks at one particular type of sound, namely music, identifying the different problems 

it can create for audio describers and offering various strategies and approaches to solve them.  

Although this brief overview of current research into the meaning-making elements and 

principles of the audiovisual, filmic text, shows that the analysis of the source text is receiving 

more attention, there still are many gaps to be filled. On the one hand, some elements or 

principles, such as mise en scène or the different functions of film techniques (denotative, 

expressive, symbolic, aesthetic), have so far hardly received any attention at all. On the other 

hand, there is the essential fact that the various aural and visual elements in the source text are 

never interpreted in isolation. As Braun (2008) puts it, the “comprehension of multimodal texts 
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is ‘holistic’, drawing on input from all modes involved” (p. 18). In other words, what is needed, 

is a translation of the present research into models that a) study the meaning-making potential 

of individual elements; b) study the ways in which these elements create meaning when 

combined; and c) study the different types of meaning (e.g. denotative or expressive) they can 

create. The development of such models calls for a highly interdisciplinary approach, in which 

insights from film studies, semiotics, narratology and discourse analysis, among other 

disciplines, will have to be combined (Braun, 2008, pp. 18-20). And this, in turn, obviously has 

consequences for the training of future audio describers, as will be discussed in section 1.4.2.  

Creation of the written audio description 

 Comprehensive analytical models elucidating the complex ways in which the various 

aural and visual elements in the film, and the principles and techniques according to which they 

are combined, create meaning, can provide valuable input for the next phase in the audio 

description process: the creation of the actual descriptions. The research undertaken in this field 

mainly seems to revolve around two basic questions, namely what do I describe and how do I 

describe it22. In the present work, the main focus will be on the first question, but as the content 

can never be fully separated from the form, as indicated before, I will also briefly present the 

research undertaken with regard to how to describe. 

Process-oriented research on what to describe 

While source text analysis so far only received limited attention, the question of what to 

describe already aroused more academic interest in the early years of AD research. This can 

partly be explained by the fact that many audio describers and AD researchers come from the 

field of translation and translation studies and are familiar with translating verbal texts, but are 

much less acquainted with reading and translating visual information. This limited visual 

literacy results in an uncertainty regarding the exact meaning of the source text, and thus 

research in this field is closely related to the research concerning source text analysis. To put it 

differently, describers may not always know exactly what the film maker means, and hence 

may not always know exactly what to describe. In addition there were—and still are—a lot of 

doubts as to what information the target audience needs to understand the story and what their 

preferences are regarding the amount and type of information they are given.  

                                                 
22 A third parameter, namely when/where do I insert the descriptions, i.e. before or after the image or sound 

effect concerned is shown/heard, has received far less attention so far, with only one article (Szarkowska & 

Jankowska, 2015), devoting any structural attention to it. As this parameter is less relevant for source text analysis 

and content selection in AD, it will not be discussed any further in the literature review. 
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Another explanation for this academic interest in content selection in audio description, 

is the fact that audio description is to a very large extent a form of constrained translation, as 

already mentioned in section 1.2.2 of the present chapter. Descriptions should never interfere 

with other information channels in the audiovisual product, such as dialogues or meaningful 

sound effects. Therefore, they can only be inserted into gaps between those dialogues or sound 

effects. This means that very often there is limited time available to describe the visual elements, 

and a selection concerning what to describe will have to be made.  

When it comes to determining what to describe, existing audio description guidelines 

state that the describer must ensure that it is clear to the visually impaired audience who is doing 

what, when and where (Greening & Petré, 2010, p. 4). In other words, descriptions should pay 

attention to characters and their actions, and include indications of the time and place in which 

these actions are taking place (see chapter 3, section 1.1 for a more detailed overview of the 

different elements that can be included in an audio description). A considerable part of the 

research into what to describe, focuses on the description of one of those different elements.  

A few authors have proposed strategies for audio describing characters or their emotions. 

Fresno (2012) describes an experiment looking at how audiences understand and remember 

characters based on the description of personality traits, physical traits and characterisation (p. 

156). Although the experiment seems to indicate that not all the information presented in the 

description is used equally by the audience when re-constructing the fictional characters (e.g. 

faces and eyes seem to be particularly relevant), the traits analysed are fairly anecdotic and 

more comprehensive data should be gathered—as acknowledged by the author (Fresno, 2012, 

p. 166)—to determine what traits should get priority in the description. Drawing on insights 

from the study of gestures and facial expressions, Mazur (2014) proposes a categorization for 

AD purposes that on the one hand explains the different types of gestures and facial expressions 

that can be encountered in films, and on the other explains how describers can prioritize 

between these different types, i.e. offering them a tool to decide what gestures or facial 

expressions should be described and what gestures and expressions can be left out of the 

description. In the same volume, Benecke (forthcoming) focuses on the naming of characters 

and the description of their physical appearance. Although his Audio Description Evolution 

Model (ADEM) equips audio describers with a tool to determine when they can include certain 

bits of information, the guidance his model offers for decision-making with respect to the 

different aspects of this physical appearance is also anecdotic and a more systematic approach 
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with regard to this particular component is clearly called for. Such a systematic approach will 

be presented in section 3.3.3 of chapter 3. 

Literature on audio describing actions and on the settings in which these actions take 

place, is even more scarce. Taking a narratological approach, Vercauteren (2012) proposes a 

strategy for the description of actions in films. First, the different temporal dimensions that can 

be encountered in a film are discussed, after which a possible strategy for prioritizing and 

describing them is presented. This narratological approach to describing temporal elements in 

film will be discussed in much more detail in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3. Vercauteren & Remael 

(2014) present a similar narratological approach for the description of spatio-temporal settings 

in film: again first, an overview of the different spatial elements that can be encountered is 

given, after which an audio description strategy is proposed. The description of spatio-temporal 

settings in film, is the subject of section 3.2.3 of chapter 3. 

From the overview presented above, we can conclude that process-oriented research into 

content selection or what to describe, shows many similarities with process-oriented research 

into source text analysis: the number of contributions is increasing, but far more research into 

the audio description of characters and their actions, and of the time and place of the action is 

still needed: 

- first, just like we pointed out with regard to the analysis of the source text, these 

different elements do not appear in the film in isolation. They interact and are 

intrinsically linked to each other, so what is really called for, is a more comprehensive 

approach, looking into all the different elements together; 

- second, many of the contributions discussed here, give an overview of what there is 

to describe (e.g. different dimensions of characters such as their physical appearance, 

behaviour and inner life) but do not discuss prioritization of this information, i.e. what 

does the describer have to do when there is no time to describe all the information 

present in the image? So there also is a clear need for research providing describers 

with well-founded strategies to prioritize the information to be described; 

- third, research into text comprehension by the audio describer may be needed. Even 

when we know what the different elements to be described are and even if we have 

models and strategies helping describers to prioritize information, the understanding 

and interpretation of a text (and hence the relative importance of the various meaning-

making elements in it) are always partly determined by the individual world-
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knowledge and socio-cultural background of the describer, as discussed in section 

1.2.1. 

Process-oriented research on how to describe 

A second pertinent question concerning the creation of audio descriptions relates to how 

the content should be described. While strictly speaking, this aspect falls outside the main focus 

of the present literature review, we argued that content (or what to describe) and form (how to 

describe) can never be fully separated from each other in audio description and therefore 

research into the form of the audio description will also briefly be discussed here.  

One line of thought underlying this type of research is that audio descriptions should be 

formulated in such a way that they can easily be understood by the visually impaired audience. 

Vercauteren and Orero (2013) write that in any audiovisual product, different semiotic systems 

compete for the audience’s attention and that audio descriptions that are too complicated may 

put too high a cognitive load on the visually impaired so that they cannot understand the film 

anymore. Considered from this point of view, the question of how to describe relates to aspects 

such as word order, sentence structure or the complexity of the formulations. This type of 

research by nature requires validation by means of reception studies, which in the field of audio 

description in general are still very limited. One example is a study carried out in the framework 

of the European ADLAB project, in which two different types of audio description were tested 

on blind and partially sighted audiences in six different European countries, namely Italy, Spain, 

Germany, Poland, Portugal and Belgium, to test comprehension and enjoyment by the audience.  

Another regularly recurring dimension of the question of how to describe is the issue of 

objectivity. Many existing guidelines state that subjectivity or interpretation in audio 

description should be avoided. In the French audio description charter for example, we read 

that it is essential to describe objectively (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 64), while the 

Spanish guidelines recommend that the rendering of any subjective point of view should be 

avoided (AENOR, 2005, p. 8). As pointed out by Vercauteren and Orero (2013) however, 

describers “should be careful not to take this objectivity rule too far” (p. 192): in some cases 

blind and partially sighted audiences may find it very difficult to derive the correct meaning 

from descriptions such as “her upper eyelids and brows rise; her jaw drops open”, an overly 

objective description of a female person showing surprise (p. 193), and more subjective 

descriptions such as “Amy is surprised”, may be preferred for various reasons. On the one hand, 

highly objective descriptions such as the one in the previous example clearly put a higher 
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cognitive load on the visually impaired audience, as they have to interpret what is meant, a step 

that is already performed by the describer in the more subjective version. On the other hand, a 

description such as “Amy is surprised” is much shorter. Given the omnipresent time constraint 

in audio description, this offers an additional advantage. The main flaw in all these contributions 

to the discussion, is the lack of any theoretical underpinning. The guidelines are drawn up by 

practitioners, “based on many years of professional experience” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, 

p. 69) rather than on any academic research. And although the claim made by Vercauteren and 

Orero, i.e. that an ‘interpreted’ description lowers the cognitive load on the target audience, 

may seem valid, it has never been confirmed by any test. So far, the only theoretically 

substantiated contribution to this debate, can be found in Kruger (2009, 2010), who starts from 

the narratological premise that films tells stories and as such posits that it should be the aim of 

audio description to verbally re-narrativise, to use Kruger’s term, all the (visual and other) 

elements in the film that visually impaired audiences do not have access to. He argues that audio 

descriptions who focus exclusively on an objective description of what is shown on screen (as 

the overly objective description of the feeling of surprise presented above), fall short of that 

aim as they would inevitably “yank the audience out of the story world into a world where they 

cannot see” (Kruger, 2010, p. 234). Rather than merely describing ‘what’ is shown on screen, 

the describer should also pay attention to ‘how’ it is shown and ‘why’ it is shown that way, i.e. 

the describer should pay attention to the narrative function of what is shown. Kruger (2010) 

calls this process ‘audio narration’ an approach where “fidelity to the visual codes is subservient 

to the narrative implication or effect of what can be seen” (Kruger, 2010, p. 234). In other 

words, by using a narratological approach, Kruger (2009, 2010) brings a well-founded 

argument to the discussion of objective vs. subjective description: descriptions that are too 

objective can be regarded as extradiegetic comments that interrupt the narrative; narrative 

interpretations of what is shown on the contrary, can be seen as intradiegetic parts of the 

narrative that keep the audience immersed in the story world, and are as such preferred23. 

However, it could be argued that this discussion can never be fully resolved. In section 1.2.1 of 

the present chapter I wrote that the meaning of a text is in part created by the receiver of that 

text, who will always interpret this text based on his own background. As such, any translation 

or audio description will always include an individual, and hence subjective, dimension.  

                                                 
23 This distinction is nuanced by Kruger (2010), who sees audio description and audio narration (AN) as 

two extremes on a continuum and any AD contains narrative elements just as any AN contains descriptive 

elements. Therefore, while audio narration is the preferred mode, it should be acknowledged that it will always 

contain more descriptive passages too. 
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Process-oriented research in the field of how to describe, is again very limited and often 

based on concrete audio described products. In 2011 Chmiel and Mazur presented the results 

of a reception study carried out in Poland, in which the objective vs. subjective approach was 

tested with regard to the description of facial expressions. The same authors later approached 

the problem from a different angle. Based on data from the EU-funded DTV4All project (more 

particularly the Pear Tree Project referred to in section 1.1 of the present chapter) they analysed 

descriptions by sighted viewers who were asked to recount in writing a short film they had seen, 

to determine if these descriptions by sighted audience members “provide a neutral account of 

what has happened or whether they are interpretations of those events” (Mazur & Chmiel, 

Audio description made to measure: reflections on interpretation in AD based on the Pear Tree 

project data, 2012, p. 180). The results were inconclusive: some of the events were interpreted, 

while others were presented in a neutral way. Finally, in the aforementioned ADLAB project, 

the two different approaches were tested with regard to gestures. One version of the AD 

provided an objective ‘describe what you see’ description of the gestures, leaving it to the 

visually impaired target audience to interpret the meaning of that gesture. The other version 

described the meaning of the gesture, rather than its physical expression. The results were 

inconclusive as far as preference was concerned: some visually impaired participants 

(especially congenitally blind ones) preferred the interpreted description because they didn’t 

know the socio-cultural meaning of the gestures concerned, while others (partially sighted 

participants) preferred to interpret the gestures themselves. As far as comprehension was 

concerned, there was a marked difference between participants who received the ‘objective’ 

description and participants who received the interpreted description: while only 20% of the 

participants of the first group understood the meaning correctly, 38% of the second group could 

tell what the gesture meant (Mazur & Chmiel, 2014). While this study shows that, from a 

communicative point of view, naming gestures is better than describing them, more (reception) 

research is needed, on the one hand to test preferences of the target audiences, and on the 

other—as also pointed out in the previous section on research into what to describe—to test 

how the describer’s individual background and knowledge influence his descriptions. Or as 

Mazur (2014) puts it, the main problem (with so-called subjective or interpretative 

descriptions), “is that the describer may make wrong inferences” (p. 183) and hence the 

description may not represent what is shown on screen. 

A third line of study concerning the question of how to describe, deals with the issue of 

naming characters, places or objects in audio descriptions. A long-standing bone of contention 
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in the practice of audio description, is whether characters should be given their name right from 

the start of the programme, or whether they should only be named once their name is mentioned 

in the film (see for example Benecke (2014) for a short discussion). Actual research is again 

scant. The aforementioned reception study carried out in the framework of the ADLAB project 

tested two different types of audio description, one in which characters were named right away 

and one in which they were only named once mentioned, to test recall of characters (who was 

present in the scene) and recall of the protagonists names (who performed a certain action). 

Again, the results were mixed: while the two different approaches did not yield significantly 

different results as far as recall of characters is concerned, there was a slight difference when it 

came to recalling the name of a certain protagonist (Mazur & Chmiel, 2014, p. 17). Based on 

examples taken from Woody Allen movies, Szarkowska and Jankowska (2015) identify four 

different approaches to describing places: naming the place (the Tate Modern), explicitation, 

i.e. naming the place plus briefly indicating what it is (the Tate Modern Gallery), describing the 

place without naming it (a large brick industrial building with a tall chimney) and describing 

and naming the place (a large brick industrial building with a tall chimney, the Tate Modern). 

The authors describe each strategy and its advantages and drawbacks in theory, but further 

research will have to be carried out to determine whether in a particular context one strategy is 

more suitable than another with regard to audience comprehension and to determine what 

strategies the audience prefers.  

In conclusion, we can say that up to now, much of the guidance for audio describers on 

the question of how to describe, comes from guidelines drawn up by practitioners based on their 

own professional experience. The academic literature seems to acknowledge and tackle the 

most pertinent problems but remains inconclusive. The descriptive research that is carried out 

can be tested by means of reception studies to see if visually impaired audiences have a certain 

preference for a specific kind of description (neutral or interpreted, explicit (naming of 

characters or places) or more implicit (describing rather than naming characters or places) and 

whether the form of the description influences their understanding. But just like in the case of 

the content of the description, or what to describe, the question of how to describe is 

complicated by the fact that the interpretation of visually presented information and the 

formulation of audio descriptions will always to a certain extent be a subjective matter: 

watching films and other audiovisual programmes is to a high extent an individual experience 

and all viewers, c.q. describers have their own background and knowledge that will influence 

their choices. 
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In the last part of this overview of process-oriented research in audio description, I will 

briefly discuss two areas that are—strictly speaking—not directly related to source text analysis 

and content selection, but that will be discussed to give a full overview of the complete process 

of AD. The first area concerns the phase that follows the creation of the audio description, 

namely the voicing of it. The second deals with another form of AD creation, namely the 

translation of existing ADs.  

Voicing of the audio description 

One of the features that sets audio description apart from various other types of 

translation, is the fact that descriptions are written to be voiced. As already pointed out by Braun 

(2008) “this raises further questions about how AD should be done, what kind of language 

should be used and how it should be conceptualised” (p. 24), but again, research into this 

dimension of audio description is still lacking. This could be explained by the fact that this line 

of research is concerned with how the descriptions should be voiced—a domain that does not, 

strictly speaking, belong to the core business of audiovisual translators. As with most of the 

other aspects related to the creation of audio descriptions, the first strategies with regard to the 

voicing of descriptions came from guidelines drawn up by practitioners and provide information 

on the way of delivery (unobtrusive yet with an emotion that suits the mood of the programme) 

and on the type of voice (male or female). Up to the present day, the most elaborate academic 

study on voicing of audio descriptions has been carried out by Cabeza-Cáceres (2013), who 

investigates the influence of narration speed an intonation on comprehension and enjoyment by 

visually impaired audiences. With regard to narration speed, he found that it does not seem to 

influence enjoyment, but that a slower narration speed results in a significantly higher 

comprehension. As far as intonation is concerned, this does not seem to influence 

comprehension. On the other hand, an intonation that is too neutral or too emphatic and not 

adapted to the product, influences enjoyment. 

The fact that audio description is part of a larger text, in which it co-exists with other 

auditory channels, particularly lines of dialogue, sometimes in a foreign language, also inspires 

research into its delivery. In some countries, these original dialogues are dubbed, in others a 

voice over is used and a third group of countries uses audio subtitles to render them. Regardless 

of the mode used, this additional rendering of the dialogues raises questions with regard to the 

combination of male and female voices and the number of voices that would ideally be required 

for an optimal delivery of both the audio description and the translation of the original dialogue 
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(Braun & Orero, 2010, p. 179). Finally, also the financial side of the delivery of audio 

descriptions is taken into account: in most countries, voice talents and studio time are very 

expensive and both practitioners and academics have started looking for ways to make this part 

of the process economically more viable. Szarkowska (2011) proposes an audio description 

method that can be combined with speech synthesis software to create what she calls text-to-

speech audio description or TTS AD. Her subsequent reception study of this new form of 

delivery indicates that a considerable part of the audience accepts this synthetic voice as a 

temporary solution or even as a permanent way of rendering AD. At this moment, the service 

is being tested and some broadcasters, such as the Swiss SwissTXT, already use it. Further 

research is warranted however, to improve the quality of the voices (a development that is well 

outside the scope of translation studies), and to test comprehension and preferences of the target 

audience (e.g. related to the narration speed and intonation, cf. Cabeza-Cáceres (2013)).  

The translation of existing audio descriptions 

While the voicing of the audio description, discussed in the previous section, is actually 

the final step in the creation of AD, one other line of process-oriented research has to be briefly 

mentioned. In addition to creating new audio descriptions based on the original audiovisual 

product, it is also possible to translate existing audio descriptions, a technique that is receiving 

more attention both from practitioners and academics. Research in this field mainly revolves 

around the question whether or not it is faster and economically more viable than creating new 

ones. Whilst Hyks (2005) believes that “translating and rewording can sometimes take as long 

if not longer than starting from scratch” (p. 8), Bourne and Jiménez Hurtado (2007) state that 

“translating ADs would seem to offer considerable advantages in terms of time and therefore 

cost in comparison with the present practice by which ADs are written from scratch by 

professional audio describers” (p. 176). Remael and Vercauteren (2010) concur with this 

hypothesis, indicating that “most translators are not fully trained in intersemiotic translation, 

nor are they experts in film studies” (p. 157), i.e. as they are not experts in translating images 

into words, this process would take much longer than translating an existing audio description, 

an instance of translation proper which they are far more proficient in. When an audio describer 

translates an existing description, the selection of the most relevant visual information and the 

actual intersemiotic translation of the images into words are done, which could indeed save the 

translator a considerable amount of time. Yet Remael and Vercauteren (2010) acknowledge that 

the translator will be faced with other problems that may take time to resolve, especially if they 
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prove to be different from problems encountered in other types of interlingual translation24 (p. 

157). So far, the only actual test in which the creation of a new audio description was compared 

with the translation of an existing one, was carried out by Jankowska (2013). She found that 

translating an existing audio description did indeed take significantly less time than creating a 

new one (22.5 hours for the translation compared to 45 hours (experienced describers) or even 

56 hours (novice describers) for the creation of a new audio description). 

Closely related to this line of study looking into the translation of existing audio 

descriptions, is the research into the translation of the original dialogue of the product to be 

described. As indicated in the previous section on voicing the AD, this dialogue is subtitled in 

some countries, dubbed in others, and in still other countries a voice over is used. Although 

these are three completely different modalities, it seems that the main conclusion drawn by 

Braun and Orero (2010) from their analysis of the current practice of audio subtitling or AST, 

i.e. subtitling for audio described products, applies to dubbing and voice over as well: the 

translated dialogues—regardless of the modality—always co-exist with the audio description 

and may as such (need to) differ from subtitles, dubbed dialogues and voice over in products 

without audio description. Current research looks into technical aspects such as the quality and 

the number of voices to be used (Braun & Orero, 2010, pp. 180-182) or the combination of the 

original soundtrack with the voice over (Szarkowska & Jankowska, 2015), but also into 

linguistic issues such as coherence between the original dialogues, the audio description and 

the audio subtitles (Remael, 2012), a relationship that influences the contents of the subtitles. 

These do not always contain all the information from the dialogue, which means that the audio 

description possibly has to be adapted to include missing information that is important for the 

overall coherence. As is the case with much of the other lines of process oriented research into 

audio description, what is still needed with regard to AST, dubbing and voice over in 

combination with audio descriptions, are more reception studies to find out what combinations 

work best for the target audience, both in terms of comprehension and in terms of enjoyment.  

                                                 
24 In this regard the authors mention, for example the issue of simplification. Most AD guidelines advise 

audio describers to use simple sentences that do not contain too much information, in order to keep the cognitive 

load on the target audience as low as possible. If the original description uses complex structures or descriptions 

that contain a lot of information – which may be the case if the original description was created in a country where 

audio description has been around for a longer time and the target audience is used to the service and as such can 

process more information than people who have hardly ever used AD – it will be the translator’s task to simplify 

the translation, which in most other instances of interlingual translation, will not be required or even desirable. 

This may then increase the time needed to translate the original description (and partly counterbalance the time 

the translator saved by not having to select the information to describe and/or to decide how to describe certain 

visual images). 
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1.4.1.2 Product-oriented research in audio description 

The previous sub-chapter has demonstrated that research into different aspects of audio 

description is intensifying and developing in different directions. Recurring topics in process-

oriented research are issues related to the very first stage of the AD process, that is the sound 

understanding of the source text as a prerequisite for creating audio descriptions, issues related 

to the second stage of the process, that is the selection of what to describe and how to phrase it, 

and questions related to the third stage of the process, i.e. the recording stage dealing with how 

to voice the AD. On the following pages we will see that some of these topics return in product-

oriented research into audio description, a branch interested in the specific characteristics and 

features of existing audio descriptions, i.e. interested in discovering how the audio described 

text works as a text.  

The central premise in the line of research that looks at AD as a text type is that audio 

descriptions differ from other texts in that they are written to be included in a larger, multimodal 

text comprising other channels—such as sounds, music, dialogues and images—with which the 

audio description has to interact. Audio descriptions cannot function independently. This 

inspires research into two different features of this new text type, both linked to the presence of 

and interaction with these other meaning-making channels:  

- on the one hand, various contributions study the kind of information audio 

descriptions contain. As a lot of the information is presented through the other 

meaning-making channels, the question of how these other channels influence the 

selection of information included in the audio description is therefore highly relevant. 

When the move to another location in a film is announced by means of a line of 

dialogue (e.g. “Enough for today. Let’s go have drink”), is the visual introduction of 

this new location (e.g. a bar) mentioned in the audio description, or does the describer 

assume that it is clear from, for example sounds (e.g. of glasses and various 

simultaneous discussions) and does the audio description include information that 

cannot be derived from the other meaning-making channels in the audiovisual product 

instead?  

- on the other hand, research is undertaken into the way in which the information in 

audio descriptions is presented. The fact that the audio descriptions interact with the 

other meaning-making channels gives rise to questions relating to cohesion and 

coherence and hence the formulation and timing of audio descriptions. When a 

character is presented in a line of dialogue, is (s)he referred to with a personal pronoun 
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in the subsequent description? When a certain sound has to be described, does the 

description go before or after the sound is heard?  

In other words, current product-oriented research in audio description is mainly 

concerned with the content and the form of existing audio descriptions. In the following 

paragraphs I will first discuss product-oriented research into the content of existing audio 

descriptions (i.e. what is being described), and then look at product-oriented research into the 

form of existing audio descriptions (i.e. how are descriptions being formulated). Again, a few 

observations have to be made: 

- referring back to the two main foci of the present literature review identified in section 

1.3 of this chapter, namely source text analysis and selection and prioritization of 

content, only the latter will be covered in the present section. As product-oriented 

research is concerned with the characteristics and features of the translated, c.q. audio 

described product or target text, source text analysis is outside the scope of this line 

of research. 

- as already discussed in the introduction of section 1.4 of this chapter, a lot of the 

research undertaken in the field of audio description lacks a distinct focus, and as 

such, only a small number of product-oriented contributions focus exclusively on 

concrete audio descriptions. Given the concern to promote best practices in audio 

description, findings of this product-oriented research are unquestioningly translated 

into recommendations of general AD strategies. So a lot of the research discussed in 

this section, also includes a process-oriented and/or applied dimension. 

- although content and form will be discussed in different sections, they cannot 

completely be separated from each other, as pointed out in section 1.3 of this chapter. 

Indeed, some of the product-oriented research discussed below studies both content 

and form of the audio descriptions, but will only be discussed where deemed most fit. 

Product-oriented research into the content of audio descriptions  

Audio descriptions cannot be regarded as independent texts. They are parts of larger, 

multimodal products that also contain other verbal and visual meaning-making elements with 

which they constantly interact. This presence of other information channels not only determines 

how much information the audio description can contain but also influences and determines 

what information the audio description can contain: it should not contain information that can 

be derived from the other information channels but must explain (in addition to the visual 
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information) aural information that would be unclear to the visually impaired audience without 

audio description (e.g. an ambiguous sound effect, a line of dialogue that cannot unequivocally 

be attributed to a certain character, etc.). While the process-oriented research discussed in the 

previous section looks at how describers (can) decide what information to include in their 

descriptions, product-oriented research into the content of audio descriptions looks at the 

content concrete descriptions actually contain. Two different approaches to this kind of research 

can be distinguished: case studies on the one hand and more comprehensive corpus-based 

analyses on the other. 

The first and to date probably still the most elaborate case study looking at the content 

(and formulation) of a concrete audio description, was conducted at the University of Leipzig 

by Fix and her team, who studied various aspects of the AD of the German Film Laura, mein 

Engel and presented the results of the research project in the book Hörfilm – Bildkompensation 

durch Sprach (Fix U. (.ed), 2005). In the specifically product-oriented contributions25 that focus 

on the content of the description, insights from semiotics and semantics are used, for example, 

to analyse how different narrative elements in the film such as space (Seiffert, 2005, pp. 67-86) 

and characters (Hämmer, 2005, pp. 87-98) are represented. Another contribution in the volume 

(Yos, 2005, pp. 99-116) analyses how the film dialogues are linked to the other semiotic 

systems in the film and looks at the extralinguistic aspects of dialogues such as gestures and 

facial expressions that are rendered in the audio description and how they are described. The 

different analyses provide interesting insights into what content elements audiences can and do 

use to re-create visual spatial settings or the features and reactions of characters rendered 

verbally in audio descriptions. However, the contributions do not go beyond the analysis of a 

limited number of scenes from one film and other descriptions will have to be analysed to see 

if the insights and findings presented by Fix and her team can indeed be confirmed. 

Eager to promote best practices, a trend that often informs the fledgling research into AD 

and is responsible for researchers’ tendency to mix approaches, as pointed out in the 

introduction to this section, other studies combine analyses of existing audio descriptions with 

the formulation of possible description strategies. Pujol (2008) analyses the audio description 

of the French film Le fabuleux destin d’Amélie Poulain (Jeunet, 2001) from a double temporal 

                                                 
25 In addition to contributions focusing on one particular aspect of the audio description, there are more 

general articles defining audio description as a new text type (Poethe, 2005, pp. 33-48), analysing the narratological 

qualities of audio descriptions (Fix & Morgner, 2005, pp. 117-152) or proposing strategies to translate culture-

specific references in audio descriptions (Jüngst, 2005, pp. 153-170). 
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perspective. On the one hand, he focuses on the technical time of the production and the time 

available for audio description, i.e. the total duration of the film, the total duration of all the 

dialogues and the total time available for AD. On the other hand, he studies one specific 

narratological temporal aspect, namely chronology and anachrony of actions, looking at how 

this chronology and anachrony are rendered in the description. The author recognizes that the 

case study is too limited a basis for drafting any general strategies and that more research is 

needed to do so. Based on the Facial Action Coding System developed by Ekman and Friesen, 

and the categorization of emotions drawn up by Goleman, Igareda (2011) analyses the way in 

which five Spanish language films describe six different categories of facial expressions and 

emotions. Again however, the number of examples analysed is very limited and as indicated by 

the author many (basic) questions remain unanswered. In other words, a more comprehensive 

study looking at a higher number of facial expressions and emotions in specific contexts is again 

required in order to gain insight in the functioning of the AD text in this respect.  

In addition to these small-scale case studies that are inevitably limited in scope, and in 

line with the evolution in the rest of the field of AVTS (see section 1.3), the first corpus-based 

studies in audio description are starting to see the light of day. One such study, that specifically 

focuses on the content of concrete audio descriptions, was carried out at the University of Surrey 

within the framework of the Television In Words or TIWO project26. Starting from the 

hypothesis that the language of audio descriptions is determined by the communicative needs 

of the target audience, Salway (2007) analysed a corpus of 91 audio described films with the 

aim to identify idiosyncratic features of AD language and, at a later stage, look into the 

possibilities of developing some kind of assisted (automated) audio description. One of the 

results and merits of the study was a first classification of the main kinds of information that 

are presented in audio descriptions. Based on an analysis of the most frequently used words in 

audio description, the study revealed that ADs typically provide a lot of information on 

characters and their actions. Generally, characters are introduced in the AD with a description 

of their physical appearance. Once it is known what characters look like, the audio description 

primarily focuses on their interpersonal interactions and focus of attention (Salway, 2007, p. 

160), and to their emotional states (Salway, 2007, p. 162). While scenes and objects also figure 

                                                 
26 The Television in Words project (2002-2005) was a British research project that focused on the links 

between vision and language with an aim to develop “intelligent multimedia information systems” (Television in 

Words. TIWO round table project launch meeting, 2001, p. 9). More specifically, one of the objectives of the 

project was to develop a system that would assist audio describers with the creation and the management of audio 

descriptions (Television in Words. TIWO round table project launch meeting, 2001, p. 11). 



71 

 

among the main sources of information (Salway, 2007, p. 156), the expression of temporal 

information—one of the main structuring principles in narrative—seems to be much more 

restricted (Salway, 2007, p. 163). I will elaborate on these findings in chapter 3. Other corpus-

based studies, such as the TRACCE project carried out at the University of Granada by Jímenez 

Hurtado, or the linguistic analysis of a corpus of Flemish and Dutch audio described films by 

Reviers, primarily focus on form rather than on content, and will therefore be discussed in the 

following section. 

Product-oriented research into the form of audio descriptions 

Indeed, in addition to studies focussing on the content of concrete audio descriptions, i.e. 

analysing what is being described, others turn to existing audio descriptions to study aspects of 

formulation, i.e. of how visual information is described as a verbal text. Again, research consists 

of both smaller case studies and corpus-based studies analysing the form of audio descriptions 

on a broader and more systematic scale. 

Within the case study of the German audio described film Laura, Mein Engel carried out 

by Fix and her team (2005) Kluckhohn (2005, pp. 49-66) studies sentence structures in the 

audio description in order to investigate how information should ideally be structured to 

guarantee an optimal transfer of information to the target audience. Rodríguez (2007) looks at 

the audio description of Woody Allen’s Match Point and studies the different lexical categories 

used in the script in an attempt to establish similarities between literary language and the 

language used in audio description. However, as no clear criteria are put forward as to what 

exactly constitutes literary language, and only a few word categories are studied in a very 

general and anecdotal way, no real conclusions can be drawn and no useful input is offered for 

the discussion of how ADs rephrase visual information. A much more thorough and informed 

approach is taken by Braun (2011) who uses the English audio description of the film Girl with 

a Pearl Earring to investigate the different levels of coherence at play in multimodal, audio 

described texts. She rightfully points out however, that more research is needed “to investigate 

the effectiveness and efficiency of different types of audio description, i.e. the conditions under 

which coherence is most likely to emerge, and the cognitive processing effort required” (Braun, 

2011, p. 660), in other words the conditions that guarantee an optimal coherence between the 

different meaning-making channels in the audio described product.  

In general, we can indeed say that although case studies can provide valuable insights 

into what the specific textual characteristics of audio descriptions are, the material studied is 
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often too limited to draw any general conclusions about AD as a text type, and that larger scale, 

corpus-based studies should be more useful in this respect. With regard to the form of audio 

descriptions, two corpus-based studies need to be mentioned.  

First, there is the TRACCE project carried out at the University of Granada. Like the 

TIWO project discussed in the previous section, this project starts from the postulate that audio 

descriptions are a specific text type, and aims at discovering the local grammar of this text type, 

based on a corpus of 146 films with Spanish audio description. The concept of local grammar 

was defined as “la descripción del comportamiento semántico y sintáctico de una categoría 

lexica (o parte de ella) que presenta cierta homogeneidad” [the description of the semantic and 

syntactic behaviour of a lexical category (or part thereof) presenting a certain homogeneity (my 

translation)] (Jímenez Hurtado, 2007, p. 350). In other words, this study of the local grammar 

of audio descriptions looks both at the content (semantic behaviour) and the form (syntactic 

behaviour) of this text type, but with a specific focus on the form. Starting from very detailed 

semantic representations of different concepts within the domain of general human knowledge, 

such as for example movement (Jímenez Hurtado, 2007, p. 352) or emotions (Jímenez Hurtado, 

2007, p. 73) the study analyses what words and structures were actually used in the descriptions 

in the corpus to represent those concepts. 

Currently, a third corpus-based study is being undertaken by Reviers at the University of 

Antwerp. Building on earlier findings that audio descriptions do indeed display specific 

grammatical and lexical characteristics, the aim of this study is to identify prominent lexico-

grammatical features of the new text type by means of a linguistic analysis of a corpus of 30 

Dutch audio described films and, based on this analysis, to provide answers to questions such 

as how specific stylistic and grammatical features can maximize the communicative efficiency 

of audio descriptions and how they relate to the integration of the AD into the larger, multimodal 

text.  

To conclude this section on descriptive research in AD, we can rightly say that for both 

source text analysis and content selection and prioritization—the two foci we defined at the 

start of the literature review—research is developing and intensifying. On the one hand, there 

are more and more studies focusing on the specific characteristics and features of the source 

text and on how they influence the AD. On the other, there is a growing body of process-

oriented and product-oriented research into the content (and on the form) of AD. However, the 

review so far also revealed various shortcomings in the present research: 
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- a lot of contributions lack a clear focus or methodology and study both the process 

and the product of audio description; 

- there is a large number of small-scale case studies with a limited usefulness when it 

comes to discovering general principles; 

- much of the research focuses on one single element. As far as source text analysis is 

concerned, this is problematic because the various meaning-making elements of the 

different semiotic systems present in the source text operate together, often deriving 

their full meaning from the mutual interaction with the other elements. A similar 

problem arises with regard to content selection, as the different content elements 

hardly ever appear in isolation: characters are presented in a certain setting, actions 

take place at a certain time, etc. Moreover, while most of the research focusing on one 

or more content elements gives an overview of what information can be described 

(different dimensions of characters, different temporal aspects, etc.) there is hardly 

any research into how this information can be or is prioritised; 

- given the fact that the practice of audio description is rapidly developing while many 

basic questions regarding its creative process are still unresolved, a considerable 

amount of research is concerned with presenting best practices and as such combines 

theoretical and applied approaches, often prematurely. 

The next part of the literature review focuses precisely on this last issue: to what extent 

have the results of the theoretical research been translated into a) insights that can be used in 

training of new describers and b) tools describers can use to analyse the multimodal source texts 

they are presented with and to select and prioritize the information to be described. 

 

1.4.2 Applied research in audio description 

From the overview of the theoretical research presented in section 1.4.1 of this chapter, it 

becomes clear that part of the contributions, most of them relating to the creation of AD and 

more in particular to the questions of what and how to describe, are not only theoretical or 

descriptive in nature but also include an applied dimension, presenting practical strategies to 

approach a specific problem. However, research into audio description that has its prime focus 

on one of the categories of applied research distinguished by Holmes (1988), is very limited. 

As was pointed out in the introduction of section 1.4 of this chapter, Holmes (1988) 

distinguishes between four types of applied research: research into translator training, 
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translation aids, translation policy and translation criticism. In his discussion of these branches 

of applied research, Holmes (1988) points out that reliable answers to “questions that have to 

do primarily with teaching methods, testing techniques and curriculum planning” (loc. 970) 

constitute the major area of applied research in TS as more and more schools and universities, 

at the time, started training professional translators. Research into translation aids is concerned 

with the development of translation tools to be used both in translator training and in the 

professional practice of translation (Holmes, 1988, loc. 970) and seems as such partly 

subservient to research into translator training.  

Applied research into the training of audio describers 

A translation of this category to the field of audio description shows that the situation is 

comparable: the number of translation departments offering courses in audio description is 

growing and they are all looking for methods to teach AD to their students. Consequently, 

research into the training of audio describers is of major importance. So far however, the only 

model for a course on audio description was proposed by Matamala and Orero (2007). Based 

on an analysis of the various skills and competences a professional audio describer has to 

master, they developed a framework describing the learning outcomes of the course, its 

contents, and exercises that can be used to reach the required outcomes, as well as an assessment 

procedure. In other words, the contribution presents a logical structure of a possible course in 

AD, based on a sound methodology starting from the skills and competences needed. However, 

as acknowledged by the authors (Matamala & Orero, 2007, p. 342), the model presented is for 

a 20 hour module on AD and only the very basics can be taught within this limited amount of 

time. Moreover the scope of the article did not allow the authors to go into much detail, which 

means that many questions still remain open: what are possible ways to teach students how to 

select the most relevant information when there is no time to describe everything shown in the 

image, how can the issue of how to describe, i.e. the formulation of audio descriptions, be 

introduced and developed within the course, what didactic methodologies work best, how can 

the problem of the highly interdisciplinary nature of audio description be approached, etc. New 

insights from recent descriptive research, for example into source text analysis or the language 

of audio descriptions (e.g. from the corpus-based studies by Salway (2007) or Jímenez Hurtado 

(2007)) could very well be used to update this model. Finally, although Matamala and Orero 

(2007) do mention the assessment of the students’ work (p. 342), a lot of questions regarding 

the what and how of this assessment remain unanswered: what are the exact competences that 

will be assessed, what standard and methods are used to assess them, etc. In other words, in 
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addition to a development of this model with new insights from descriptive studies, insights 

from applied research into audio description criticism could also feed into this model. 

Applied research into AD criticism 

While Holmes (1988) rightfully writes that “translation interpretation and evaluation will 

always elude the grasp of objective analysis to some extent” (loc. 988), a methodologically 

sound evaluation or assessment model offering more or less fixed criteria against which to 

gauge the quality of an audio description, can prove useful in various respects. In the context 

of professional AD practice, it would offer audio describers and their clients a common 

framework to discuss concrete audio descriptions. In an educational context it would offer 

teachers a framework to use for grading students, while giving students an idea of what they 

need to achieve. Again, research in this domain is scant. In addition to the brief mention of 

assessment by Matamala and Orero (2007, p. 342), only one possible model for evaluation of 

audio descriptions is proposed, by Marzà Ibañez (2010). Starting from the observation that one 

of the recurrent problems in audio description is the constrained nature of this type of translation 

and the fact that audio describers will often have to prioritize the information they include in 

their descriptions, the author gives a general overview of what elements can or should be 

included in descriptions and when and how the descriptions can or should be delivered (Marzà 

Ibañez, 2010, p. 147). Next she presents an evaluation model that assesses these three 

dimensions of what, when and how to describe, consisting of a general section with evaluation 

criteria that apply to other types of translation too, and a specific section focusing on issues 

specifically related to audio description (Marzà Ibañez, 2010, pp. 148-149). Finally, she 

proposes a theoretical framework, based on film narrative, that can be used for both the 

prioritization of information in audio description and the part of the evaluation relating to 

content selection. Supporting the claim made earlier by Remael and Vercauteren (2007), she 

posits that audio describers (and in this case also AD trainers) who have sound insights into 

how films tell stories, will be better equipped to select “the most relevant elements for their 

verbal rendering of the story. In other words, the narrative clues function as relevance clues for 

the description” (Marzà Ibañez, 2010, p. 152). Although this contribution offers a good starting 

point for assessing (and teaching) audio description, more research is warranted to study the 

applicability of this model in practice, to look for appropriate underlying theoretical 

frameworks for assessment criteria that are not related to content selection (e.g. language and 

style), to link it to a practical course in audio description, etc. 
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Apart from these contributions by Matamala and Orero, and Marzà Ibañez, there is still 

little or no applied research into AD training, the development of models for critical assessment 

or for tools that can be used in the practice of audio description. 

1.4.3 Conclusion  

From the overview of the current research into audio description presented on the 

previous pages, a few conclusions can be drawn: 

- research is expanding and intensifying, but most areas are still under-researched. The 

number of courses offered by universities and companies in different countries is rapidly 

increasing, yet research into methods for teaching and evaluating audio description is virtually 

absent. And although some attention is devoted to the theoretical analysis of the source text and 

the complexities resulting from its multimodal nature, this line of research is still very 

fragmented and anecdotic, and more comprehensive models taking into account the various 

semiotic channels, their meaning-making characteristics and their interrelations, are necessary; 

- both in process-oriented and product-oriented research, the bulk of the attention is 

focused on what and how to describe, but again, most of the studies are very limited in scale 

and sometimes fairly intuitive, lacking the necessary theoretical underpinning. Here too, models 

grounded in solid methodological foundations, approaching the problems of content selection 

and formulation in a more systematic way, are needed;  

- a lot of the research undertaken, particularly concerning audio description strategies 

and concerning the function and effect of audio descriptions, requires corroboration through 

tests carried out with the target audience. Although some results of small-scale reception studies 

have been reported, an intensification and amplification of this kind of research is highly 

desirable, as very little is as yet known about the target audiences’ understanding and enjoyment 

of different approaches to audio description; 

- finally, a lot of the theoretical research undertaken seems to serve, at least to some 

extent, a practical purpose, aiming, for example, at the drawing-up of strategies that can further 

the practice of audio description. In our view, two lines of research are particularly useful in 

this respect: on the one hand, there is the research into the translation of existing audio 

descriptions. As in many countries the amount of audio description is still very limited, 

translating existing audio descriptions would no doubt significantly increase this amount at a 

relative fast pace, as there are many more people trained in (audiovisual) translation than in 

audio description. On the other, there is the research into the use of synthetic voices, a practice 
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that can both save time and money, and that could be adopted on a more regular basis provided 

that the quality of the voices is up to standard and the target audience accepts this solution. 

1.4.4 Position of the present work in the audio description landscape 

It is evident that within the field of audio description, almost everything still needs to be 

done. The present study wants to contribute to two basic yet fundamental aspects of the study 

of audio description:  

- if we look at audio description from a translational perspective, the very first 

prerequisite is that the audio describer has a very good understanding of the source text. So far, 

various aspects of this source text have been researched in isolation but, as already pointed out 

in section 1.4.1.1 of this chapter with respect to the understanding and analysis of the source 

text, comprehensive analytical models are still non-existent. Therefore, the present work wants 

to provide a framework that allows audio describers to analyse the source text at hand in a 

holistic and systematic way;  

- by providing a tool for analysis that promotes a better understanding of the source text, 

this framework will to some extent provide an answer to the question of what to describe: when 

describers know what story the source text wants to tell, they know what to include in their 

description to tell ‘the same’ story. However, as already explained in section 1.2.2 of this 

chapter, describers will often not have enough time to describe everything they want, and they 

will have to make a selection of what information to include in their description and what 

information to leave out. So far however, research into this prioritization process is limited and 

again often focuses on one particular content element only. The second aim of the present work 

therefore is to provide a model that allows audio describers to prioritize information, again in a 

systematic and well-founded manner. 

In other words, although the research undertaken in this study is in essence analytical in 

nature, there is a strong applied dimension to it as the models that will be developed, are 

intended a) as tools that audio describers can use in practice and b) as didactic aids for the 

training of students or professional translators.  

From the next chapter it will become clear that the research undertaken in this study—as 

is the case with most of the research undertaken within the field of audio description—is inter- 

and multidisciplinary in nature. Traditional Translation Studies does not offer frameworks for 

the analysis of multimodal texts and the models for content selection presented in other 
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branches of Translation Studies, e.g. the relevance-theoretic approach suggested by Bogucki 

(2004) or the strategies proposed by Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) in the field of subtitling, 

all have verbal source texts as their main focus. Moreover, as already discussed in section 1.2 

of this chapter, many of the concepts used in Translation Studies, including such basic notions 

as ‘(source) text’, ‘translation’ or ‘equivalence’, need to be thoroughly revised and adapted to 

be used in the field of audiovisual translation in general and audio description in particular, and 

some may even need to be discarded altogether.  

However, if we claim, as many scholars in the field of AVT and AD do, that audiovisual 

translation and audio description are forms of translation, it seems only reasonable that we try 

to apply paradigms that are used for other types of translation, to the audiovisual modes too. In 

the light of what was discussed in section 1.2 of this chapter, a paradigm within which audio 

description in general and the present study in particular can be accommodated, should have a 

few specific characteristics:  

- it should avoid causing endless theoretical discussions about notions such as 

‘(source) text’, ‘translation’ or ‘equivalence’ by approaching them as open-ended concepts that 

encompass different translational realities; 

- it should attach great importance to rigorous source text analysis, because one of the 

aims of the present study is to develop a framework allowing for a systematic analysis of the 

audiovisual source text; 

- it should approach translation from an applied, didactic purpose , because the present 

work wants to propose a model for content selection that can be applied both by professional 

audio describers and in educational contexts. 

A paradigm that meets all these criteria is the functionalist approach to translation studies 

founded in the 1970s and 1980s by Reiss and Vermeer and later further developed by Nord, 

amongst others. In her book on the potentials and limitations of translation criticism, Reiss was 

the first to introduce a functional category in translation criticism—until then exclusively rooted 

in equivalence-based criteria—to account for possible specific functions of a translation (Nord, 

1991, p. 5). Reiss argued that there were exceptional cases in which equivalence should not be 

considered the norm when evaluating a translation, namely a) when the target text audience is 

different from the source text audience, such as for example in the case of an adaptation of a 

Shakespeare play for children, and b) when the target text has to serve a function that is different 

from the function of the source text, such as for example a film adaptation of a novel (Nord, 
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1997, p. 9). In these situations “the functional perspective takes precedence over the normal 

standards of equivalence. The translation critic […] has to judge whether the target text is 

functional in terms of the translation context” (Nord, 1997, p. 9). This approach seems very 

well suited for audio description too: on the one hand, the target audience is significantly 

different from the audience of the source text, and on the other hand the primary function of 

source text and target text differs as well. While the audiovisual source product, in the case of 

a feature film, wants to tell a story (in an entertaining and mostly visual way), the very first 

function of the audio described target text is to make that film accessible to the visually impaired 

audience, i.e. it is first and foremost intended to improve comprehension27. Vermeer (1984, 

English translation 2013) took Reiss’ ideas further by arguing that the target audience always 

differs from the audience of the source text, as it belongs to another culture28 and as such has 

another general and socio-cultural background knowledge. Moreover, he argued, the purpose 

or intended function of the target text (or the text’s skopos as he called it) should always assume 

precedence in the translation process, not just in exceptional cases (Nord, 2013, p. 202).  

Generally speaking, functionalism considers translation as an “intentional, interpersonal, 

partly verbal intercultural interaction based on a source text” (Vermeer, 1989, p.173, as quoted 

in Nord (1997, p. 18)). A closer look at the different components of this definition confirms that 

a functionalist approach to audio description makes good sense.  

First of all, translation is viewed as an act of intercultural interaction or communication 

in which a source text produced in a specific medium with a specific function in one culture, is 

transferred to another culture in the same or in a different medium, and with the same or with a 

different function. The fact that it is defined as interaction or communication, does indeed imply 

that it is also interpersonal, i.e. there are at least two different parties involved: a producer of 

the source text and a receiver of the target text29. As was indicated above, the central concept 

                                                 
27 This proposition further supports the claim made in section 1.3 of this chapter, where it was argued that 

the question of what to describe precedes the question of how to describe. As the audio described target text is 

intended to make the audiovisual source product accessible, i.e. to make sure that the visually impaired target 

audience understands the audiovisual source product, its contents are more important than the way in which they 

are presented. 
28 As discussed by Nord (1997, pp. 23-25), functionalist approaches in translation studies define culture as 

a very broad concept, consisting of the “totality of knowledge, proficiency and perception” (Snell-Hornby 1988, 

p.40, as quoted in Nord, 1997, p.23). Based on that definition, we can say that in the case of audio description, the 

target audience also belongs to a different culture as their visual proficiency and perception, and most likely also 

their socio-cultural knowledge differs from that of the sighted audience of the audiovisual source product. 
29 In her account of translation as interpersonal action, Nord (1997, pp. 20-22) distinguishes between five 

different parties or roles in the entire translation process: a source text producer and an initiator or commissioner 

of the translation on the source text side, a target text receiver and a target text user on the target text side, and a 

translator as a mediator between these two sides. Although all these roles are present in audio description too, for 
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in the translation process is the purpose or the intended function of the target text, and as such 

“one of the most important factors determining the purpose of the translation is the addressee, 

who is the intended receiver or audience of the target text with their culture-specific world-

knowledge, their expectations and their communicative needs” (Nord, 1997, p. 12).  

In the case of the audio description of a feature film the intended purpose of the 

description process is to make the story that is told in that film, accessible to the visually 

impaired audience, while the intended function of the target text is to tell ‘the same’ story as 

the one told in the original. In other words, when it comes to content selection in particular, the 

describer will have to select the content the visually impaired audience does not have access to 

and select the content that is most relevant for re-creating the story told in the original (see 

chapter 3). 

In addition to the function and the receiver discussed in the previous paragraph, the 

medium plays an important role in audio description too. Although the actual medium of the 

target text is essentially the same as that of the source text, the target text only uses part of the 

modes present in the source text (only or predominantly aural in the target text, as opposed to 

visual and aural in the source text, see also section 1.2.2 of this chapter). Both the medium and 

the different modes used in the source text and the target text put constraints on the description 

(see section 2.1 of this chapter, which explains how the different logics of the visual and the 

verbal/aural mode constrain the description), in that they determine what and how much 

information can be described. 

Another interesting element in the functionalist definition of the translation process 

above, is that it characterizes translation as partly verbal interaction, based on a source text or, 

as Nord (1997) puts it, “based on some kind of text” (p. 25). Indeed, in line with the 

development of the concept of text discussed in section 1.2.1 of this chapter, functionalism 

regards the source text as a very broad concept, “combining verbal and nonverbal elements, 

situational clues and ‘hidden’ or pressuposed meaning” (Nord, 1997, p. 25). This means that 

also the audiovisual products that make up the source texts of audio descriptions are considered 

as texts within this paradigm, while the fact that the translation process is only partly verbal, 

means that the intersemiotic translation of images into words can be defined as translation. 

                                                 
the purpose of the present work, in which the focus is on the analysis of the source text and the selection of the 

most relevant content, I will only focus on the producer of the source text and the receiver of the target text, as 

well as on the role of the describer, which will be further explored in more detail in the next chapter. 
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In other words, the formulations used in the functionalist definition of translation 

presented above, are broad enough to avoid discussions on the central concepts discussed in 

section 1.2 of this chapter. By making the intended function or purpose of the target text the 

central focus of the translation—i.e. making sure that the target text functions as a 

communicative instrument in the target culture—discussions about equivalence between source 

text and target text recede in the background. Although Reiss does not completely abandon the 

concept of equivalence, she makes it subordinate to that of adequacy and considers a translation 

to be adequate if it succeeds in fulfilling its intended function (Nord, 1997, p. 35). Likewise, 

the concept of translation is defined in a very broad sense, as it only needs to be partly verbal. 

And finally, the text is approached as a very open-ended concept too. Moreover, by putting the 

focus on the target text and its function, and by considering translation as an action based on 

“some kind of text” (Nord, 1997, p. 25), the status of the source text also changes. While in 

earlier TS paradigms, the source text (and equivalence of the target text to this source text) was 

the dominant concern, in functionalism it is just one source of information (together with for 

example the target audience and their background knowledge) that the translator can use to 

create his target text. The fact that the source text is regarded as just an “offer of information” 

(Reiss & Vermeer, 1984, p. 72) from which the translator chooses what he needs to produce a 

functional offer of information in the target culture, means that we cannot speak of “the meaning 

of the source text being transferred to the target receivers” (Nord, 1997, p. 32). Instead, based 

on the intended function of the target text and based on his personal background knowledge, 

the translator will make an individual choice of the elements he wants to include in his 

translation. This is particularly relevant in the case of audio description, where only part of the 

source text can be translated and the describer will always be forced to make choices: i.e. like 

in any other form of translation, there is no such thing as the audio description. Every 

description will always be, to a certain extent, a reflection of the describers personal beliefs, 

background and world and socio-cultural knowledge.  

This last observation raises two questions with regard to the aims of the present work, 

namely a) how does a model for source text analysis fit in a paradigm in which the source text 

is merely regarded as an offer of information and b) can a model for content selection be 

reconciled with the view that there are as many source texts and as many meanings of those 

source texts as there are audio describers? 

The fact that the source text is just an offer of information, does not mean that it can be 

completely disconnected from the target text. Nord (1991) defines translation within the 
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functionalist paradigm as “the production of a functional target text maintaining a relationship 

with a given source text that is specified according to the intended or demanded function of the 

target text (translation skopos)” (p. 32). In other words, while the function of the target text is 

prevalent, the translator must ensure that some kind of relationship with the offer of information 

presented in the source text is maintained. On the one hand, this relationship is determined by 

the function of the target text, but Nord (1991) further acknowledges that the only way to avoid 

that the interpretation of the source text by the translator completely depends on individual 

conditions, is “to control ST reception by a strict model of analysis which covers all the relevant 

text features or elements” (p. 19). Similarly, the only way to avoid that the translation 

completely depends on individual conditions, is “to control TT production by stringent 

“translating instructions” which clearly define the (prospective) function of the target text” (p. 

19). 

In other words, translation within the functionalist paradigm is very much a controlled 

activity, which starts with strict translating instructions30 that determine why the ST has to be 

translated (purpose of the translation) and what function the TT has to serve (intended function 

of the TT). Once these translation and TT skopoi have been determined, the translator will carry 

out a detailed analysis of the source text, to get a complete understanding of all “the 

grammatical, semantic and stylistic elements of the text, which ensures that the translator grasps 

the full (denotative and connotative) meaning of the information given both explicitly and 

implicitly in the text” (Nord, 1991, p. 35). Based on this detailed analysis, he can then determine 

which of these ST elements can be and/or need to be included in the translation to create a 

functional target text.  

Given the fact that this target text is always intended to function within a different culture, 

the ST elements that will be included in the translation, will have to be adapted to that other 

culture. For example, these adaptations can consist in translating those elements to the language 

of that culture, in translating or explaining culture-specific references, in describing images into 

words, etc. For all these adaptations the translator will have to choose and use relevant 

translation strategies, so that the elements translated according to those strategies serve the 

                                                 
30 Within the functionalist paradigm, these translating instructions are often referred to as the translation 

brief (Nord, 1997, pp. 30-31). By using the concept brief, the translator is implicitly compared “with a barrister 

who has received the basic information and instructions but is then free (as the responsible expert) to carry out 

those instructions as they see fit” (Nord, 1997, p. 30). As such, the concept dovetails with the functionalist postulate 

that the source text is only an offer of information from which the translator – as the responsible expert – chooses 

the elements he considers most relevant and useful to create a functional target text. 
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intended function of the target text. For example, the translator may decide not to translate a 

certain culture-specific reference such as a culinary term if the function of the target text is to 

maintain some couleur locale for the enjoyment of the TT audience, or he may decide to 

translate and/or explain it if the function of the target text is to provide the TT audience with 

clear insights into the culinary tradition of a specific population. Finally, the target text will 

have to be checked against the translation brief to see whether it does indeed fulfil the demanded 

function.  

Based on the diagram presented by Nord (1991, p. 39) a functionalist approach to audio 

description could be represented schematically as follows: 

Interpretation of the AD brief

Analysis of the ST

Determination of AD strategies

Production of TT

comparison of AD brief
with function of ST

comparison of TT with 
AD brief

identification of ST-elements 
relevant for the AD

transfer of adapted ST-
elements to AD TT

 

Diagram 3 - The AD process according to the functionalist paradigm 

 

According to the functionalist paradigm, any audio description process should start with 

the reception and interpretation of the audio description brief to determine the purpose of the 

audio description, i.e. why does the audiovisual source product at hand have to be described. In 

practice, just as in many other fields of translation, clients often do not provide an explicit brief 

but, as pointed out by Nord (1997) an experienced translator, c.q. describer, will be able to infer 

the description skopos “from the translational situation itself” (p. 31). While there can be 

different skopoi, we can assume that the basic purpose of most audio descriptions—as became 

apparent from the different definitions of AD discussed in section 1.2 of chapter 1—is to make 

a given audiovisual source product accessible to a visually impaired audience. From this general 
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audio description skopos, we can then deduce the intended function of the audio described 

target text, namely to ensure that the visually impaired audience knows what the audiovisual 

product at hand is about. In the specific case of feature films, the function of the TT can be 

described as: to tell the story that is told by the original in such a way that the visually impaired 

audience is able to follow and enjoy it (like a sighted audience does). 

Next, the audio describer will compare the audio description brief with the source text 

and its function, to determine whether an audio description is possible and/or desirable or 

necessary. In the case of a feature film in which there is little dialogue and a large part of the 

story is told by means of visual information, there is a clear need for audio description given 

the predominance of the visual information and there is enough time to provide audio 

description given the relative absence of dialogue. In the case of a documentary with a very 

detailed voice off commentary, the describer may decide that it is not necessary to describe the 

product as most of the information is presented verbally, while it may also be very difficult to 

include audio description given the predominance of the verbal information channel (cf. 

Zabalbeascoa’s model of audiovisual texts presented in section 1.2.1 of this chapter).  

When it is decided that a description is desirable and possible, the describer will proceed 

with a detailed analysis of the audiovisual source text, more specifically the feature film. While 

Nord (1991, p. 35) focused on linguistic elements for a full understanding of the implicit and 

explicit, denotative and connotative meaning of the text, in the case of audio description the 

focus of the source text analysis will shift slightly. Based on the intended function of the audio 

described text, i.e. tell a story in an entertaining way, the source text analysis should basically 

focus on two aspects: the narrative elements of the story and the concrete way in which this 

story is told, i.e. on the narrative content and the style of the film (see chapters 3 and 4 

respectively for a detailed discussion of narrative content and style). Based on this analysis, the 

describer will then decide what ST elements are relevant to create the audio description, i.e. the 

elements the visually impaired audience does not have access to (e.g. visual elements or aural 

elements that cannot be interpreted unambiguously without a clarifying description) and the 

elements the audience needs to be able to follow the story. As we saw, those elements will have 

to be adapted to the target culture of the visually impaired audience, based on strategies chosen 

by the describer. A few major adaptations requiring specific strategies can readily be identified: 

the describer will have to translate visual information into verbal information, he will have to 

decide how to formulate these descriptions to create a certain description style and he will often 

have to decide what information he wants to include and what information he will have to leave 
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out of his description, given the omnipresent time constraints in AD. In other words, the model 

for content selection that is one of the aims of the present work, can serve a very valuable 

function within the functionalist audio description process.  

Once the relevant ST elements have been selected and the describer has decided on the 

strategies he will use to transfer them to the TT, he will start producing a functional audio 

description, i.e. a description that, together with the dialogues and other sources of information 

the visually impaired audience has access to, tells a similar story to that told in the original, in 

an entertaining way. Finally the describer will test whether the audio description really serves 

its function, i.e. whether a visually impaired audience is able to follow and enjoy the story the 

description tells31. 

In the remainder of this work I will focus on two elements in this (functionalist) audio 

description process, namely a) the source text analysis needed to fully understand the story told 

in the audiovisual source product and to determine what ST elements are relevant for the audio 

description and b) one possible strategy to prioritize the most relevant information in case there 

is not enough time to describe all the information needed. In the next part of this chapter I will 

set forth the methodological framework that will form the basis for the STA model and the 

model for content selection. As explained in this section, in the case of the audio description of 

a feature film, the analysis of the source text consists of an analysis of the content (what is told) 

on the one hand, and an analysis of the form (how is it told) on the other. Chapter 3 will focus 

on the content analysis, i.e. on the different narrative elements used to tell the story, while 

chapter 4 will focus on the analysis of the film style32. In chapter 5, I will then turn to content 

selection, i.e. how can the describer prioritize the information the visually impaired audience 

needs to understand the story the audio description wants to tell. 

2. Source text analysis and content selection in audio description 

In the discussion of the concepts of text, translation and equivalence and their evolving 

nature in section 1.2 of this chapter, I theoretically identified content selection as one of the 

                                                 
31 While this quality assurance step often does not receive all the attention it deserves and the description 

is used without being tested, there are commendable exceptions. Audio descriptions at Bayerischer Rundfunk are 

created by a team of three people, always including one blind person who constantly evaluates the descriptions 

(Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 14). Similarly, VRT regularly invites a visually impaired audience to test new 

descriptions and see whether and where adaptations are needed. 
32 As was already discussed at the end of section 1.3 of this chapter, content and form are intrinsically linked 

to each other, which is also the case in stories told in films. Hence, the distinction between an analysis of the 

content and an analysis of the style of the filmic story will again be an artificial one. 
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distinctive characteristics and main problem areas of audio description. This theoretical 

observation seems to be confirmed by evidence from practice. In her account of audio 

description in the Chinese world, and more in particular of teaching audio description to 

beginning describers in Hong Kong, Yeung (2007) for example, notes that “one of the major 

problems students encountered is the selection of material to describe” (p. 235).  

This problem with content selection in audio description will be the main focus of the rest 

of this chapter. First, in section 2, I will look at possible causes that might explain why content 

selection is problematic and discuss how these causes influence the task of the audio describer. 

Next, in sections 3.1 and 3.2, I will look at current solutions to the problem, i.e. at existing 

guidelines or strategies and current methodologies used to explain how all the information that 

could possibly be included in an audio description, can be prioritized. Finally, in section 3.3, 

the methodological framework of the current work will be explained.  

Particularly in section 2.1, which analyses what causes the problem of content selection, 

the issue of source text analysis will somewhat recede in the background. That does not mean 

however, that it will be completely left out of the discussion. In section 1.4.4 of this chapter I 

identified source text analysis as a prerequisite for a good audio description and as one of the 

main phases in the (functionalist) translation process. Moreover, as Remael and Vercauteren 

(2007) put it: “a better insight into film narration and a better perception of the many visual 

clues used by the filmmaker might help audio describers decide on what information to 

prioritize” (p. 73). In other words, source text analysis is intrinsically linked to content selection 

and as such it will be one of the main foundations underlying the methodological framework 

presented in section 3.3 of this chapter. 

2.1. The nature of the source text 

As already discussed, the feature films that constitute the audiovisual source texts that 

have to be described, are constructs that create meaning through the combined use of and 

interaction between various semiotic systems or modes. Delabastita (1989) distinguished 

between the visual mode and the aural mode, both of which can be used in film to present verbal 

or nonverbal information. This results in four distinctive possibilities to present information:  

a) verbal information can be presented visually, as in the case of street nameplates, 

inscriptions on buildings and any other type of text-on-screen; 
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b) verbal information can be presented aurally, as in the case of dialogues, off-screen 

voices, etc.; 

c) nonverbal information can be presented visually, as in the case of visual presentations 

of settings or the physical aspect of characters, characters’ nonverbal actions, and all the other 

images in the film; 

d) nonverbal information can be presented aurally, as in the case of diegetic and non-

diegetic music and all sound effects. 

While Delabastatia (1989) distinguishes between four different meaning-making 

channels, Chaume’s (2004) interdisciplinary model for analysis of audiovisual (source) texts, 

distinguishes no less than ten different signifying codes: the linguistic code, the paralinguistic 

codes (i.e. silences, pauses, volume of the voice, etc.), the musical code and the special effects 

code, the sound arrangement code (e.g. is a sound on-screen or off-screen), iconographic codes, 

photographic codes, the planning code (i.e. type of shots), mobility codes, graphic codes (i.e. 

text on screen), and syntactic codes (i.e. editing) (Chaume, 2004, pp. 17-22). It has to be pointed 

out that this categorization is primarily aimed at the more traditional forms of audiovisual 

translation such as subtitling and particularly dubbing. With regard to the mobility code for 

example, Chaume (2004) mentions “proximity signs, kinetic signs and the screen characters’ 

mouth articulation” (p. 20), i.e. all parameters that are important for dubbing: if a character in 

the background is speaking for example, the lip movements will be more difficult to distinguish 

and perfect synchrony is not necessary. With regard to the paralinguistic codes, Chaume (2004) 

refers to symbols audiovisual translators have to know and have to include in their translation, 

such as an (R) in brackets to indicate laughter (p. 17). However, the categorization is applicable 

to other types of audiovisual translation, including audio description, too. The linguistic code, 

paralinguistic codes, musical and special effects code33, and the sound arrangement code are 

what we could call acoustic or aural codes. Within these aural codes, some, like the linguistic 

(and in some instances also the musical) code are verbal, whereas the paralinguistic codes and 

sound arrangement code are purely aural. The iconographic codes, photographic codes, 

mobility codes and graphic codes are all visual codes, which can also be verbal, like the graphic 

                                                 
33 Chaume treats the musical code and special effects code jointly. However, the special effects code 

includes both an acoustic and visual dimension (see for example Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, pp. 173-182) and 

can therefore also be classified as a visual (nonverbal) code. 
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code, or nonverbal, like the photographic code for example. As such, these codes can all be 

fitted into Delabastita’s general model for analysis of audiovisual texts: 

 visual aural 

verbal graphic code (para)linguistic code 

nonverbal 
iconographic codes, photographic 

codes, mobility codes 

musical and special effects code, 

sound arrangement code 

Table 3 – Integration of Chaume’s signifying codes in the general diagram of meaning-making channels in film 

 

One difference between Chaume’s categorization and the one by Delabastita, is that 

Chaume includes what we could call technical codes, namely the planning code, which deals 

with the choice of shot type and the syntactic code, i.e. the editing of the subsequent shots in an 

audiovisual text. Although these two codes cannot be readily integrated in the diagram above 

they also partly determine the meaning of a film. On the one hand, the use of a specific shot 

type, such as a long shot or a close-up will determine what the audience sees, i.e. what specific 

‘denotative’ meaning-making elements are presented to the viewer. On the other hand, the use 

of certain techniques such as the angle under which a shot is filmed, or even the type of shot 

itself, can convey a specific ‘connotative’ meaning, as illustrated by the following still from 

The International (Tykwer, The International, 2009). 

 

Figure 3 - Still from The International (Tykwer, 2009) 

In this long shot, the filmmaker presents two meaning-making elements: a character 

walking up a flight of stairs and an enormous glass building. Had the filmmaker chosen another 

type of shot, such as a close-up for example, we would not have seen the building but we would 

maybe have seen the character’s facial expression and corresponding emotion. In other words, 
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we would have received other narrative information and the meaning would have been different. 

However, by choosing a long shot, the filmmaker also included a clear connotative meaning in 

his message. The character walking up the stairs, is Interpol agent Louis Salinger (Clive Owen), 

and the building we see is the headquarters of the International Bank of Business and Credit or 

IBBC, a financial institution involved in illegal activities such as money laundering and arms 

trading. Salinger believes the bank is responsible for the death of one of his colleagues and one 

of its own directors, and he wants to confront the head of the bank with what he discovered. 

The filmmaker could have shown us a close-up of Salinger’s face to show his anger and 

determination, but the connotation presented by this long shot is that of the unequal fight 

between one (insignificant) man and a powerful, ruthless institution. These technical signifying 

codes will be treated in much more detail in chapter 4, together with the other main film 

techniques and principles of visual storytelling. In the remainder of this section, I will focus on 

the purely semiotic signifying codes and see what role they play in the problem of content 

selection in audio description. 

2.2. Creation of meaning in (audio)visual communication. 

A first observation that can be made on the basis of the preceding categorization, is that 

films create most of their meaning through the combined and simultaneous use of two 

distinctive codes, namely the non-verbal visual code (i.e. the images) and the verbal aural code 

(i.e. the dialogues). As pointed out in recent work on the semiotics of verbal and visual 

communication (e.g. Buckland, 1999; Kress, 2003 or Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006) these two 

types of codes create meaning according to completely different principles.  

First of all, there is a significant difference in the form of organisation between verbal 

and visual communication. Verbal communication is organised according to the logic of time, 

and according to the sequence of its different elements in time (Kress, 2003, pp. 1-2). This 

means that:  

a) in verbal communication, all the communicative elements have to be presented one 

after the other—one word first, another word second, etc.—, and 

b) the relative temporal position of these elements in the given sequence (when are 

they read?) determines the meaning of what is being communicated.  

In a sentence like ‘John gave Mary a kiss’, we first read the word ‘John’ and then proceed 

to the right to read the other words in the sentence (principle a)). Furthermore, the sentence 
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‘John gave Mary a kiss’ means something different than the sentence ‘Mary gave John a kiss’ 

or than the sentence ‘Mary and John kiss’ (principle b)). In the first two cases, the person from 

which the action emanates and the recipient are different, whereas in the third sentence there 

seems to be a certain mutuality; and we can think of many contexts that might justify these three 

particular wordings. However, if we think of a photograph of two people kissing each other, it 

will often be very difficult to determine who the agent and the recipient are, and whether or not 

the kiss is a ‘mutual’ process. One possible explanation is that in visual communication, there 

is no clear reading path (Kress, 2003, p. 4) explicitly defining the relations between the different 

constituents and thus the exact meaning. 

Indeed, visual communication is governed by a different logic, namely the principles of 

simultaneity and of space (Kress, 2003, p. 2). This means that: 

a)  in visual communication, all the communicative elements are presented 

simultaneously, and  

b) the positioning of these elements in the representational space determines the 

meaning of what is being communicated. 

 

 

Figure 4 - Still from Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, 2009) 

 

From this still image from the film Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, Inglorious Basterds, 

2009), we get a lot of information in a single instant. We see three people, one middle-aged, 

man with dark hair occupying the centre of the image, standing up, wearing long trousers with 

braces and a white, sleeveless shirt, and carrying a baseball bat. A second dark-haired man, 

sitting on a rock at the right side of the image, wearing dark clothes and eating a lump of bread, 
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and a third man in the lower centre of the image, who has his back turned to us and wears what 

seems to be a uniform. Behind the man standing up, we see an entrance to a cave, a tunnel or 

another dark interior setting. On both sides of the path leading to the entrance there is a bank of 

sand, strewn with stones and litter, and at the right of the entrance, various guns are resting 

against the wall.  

Unlike in verbal communication, all this information is presented to us simultaneously. 

Moreover, the image does not get its meaning from the temporal order in which we ‘read’ the 

information it contains (as everything is presented at the same time), but rather from the spatial 

positioning of the different meaning-making elements34. The man standing in the very centre 

of the image, wearing the white shirt that stands out against the dark tones of the rest of the 

image, is probably the most important or ‘central’ person in this image, which is confirmed by 

the fact that he was announced and summoned moments earlier by the man sitting at the right. 

The image is presented at such an angle that the man in the lower centre seems much smaller 

than the man in the white shirt, which may indicate some kind of hierarchical relationship 

between the two. The man on the right is carelessly watching the whole scene, sitting back in a 

relaxed way as if in control and ready to enjoy what will happen next. But although this is one 

possible reading of this image, and only a partial one, it is not the only one and there are no 

explicit cues telling us where to look first and where to look next, unlike in verbal 

communication, where there is only one, pre-defined reading direction35. 

In other words, this difference between verbal and visual communication concerns the 

way in which the different meaning-making elements are read. In verbal communication there 

is a clear reading path that is determined by convention and known to all readers of the language 

concerned. And this reading path co-determines the meaning of the verbal text36. In visual 

                                                 
34 For a full account of how mise en scène creates meaning in film, see Chapter V. 
35 I am aware of the fact that this illustration of the logics of visual communication is to some extent an 

artificial one serving a purely theoretical purpose. The image is part of a longer shot/scene and as such its meaning 

will also partly be derived by the context, and not exclusively by the mise en scène of this still. 
36 Although I write the meaning of the text, it should be clear that meaning creation is always – to a certain 

extent – an individual process, as already indicated in section 1.2.1. Moreover, the verb co-determine is used 

deliberately here as the reading path only partly determines a text’s meaning. Indeed, if we start from the postulate 

that the decisive criterion for textuality is the communicative function of the text (see for example Nord, 1991, 

p.41), then the text’s meaning depends on much more than formal, syntactic and semantic parameters alone. There 

is the entire extratextual context including the sender of the text (who has a specific communicative intention), the 

real world context of the communicative situation (including the personal knowledge and socio-cultural 

background of the receiver of the text), etc. The text’s meaning is also in part determined by internal elements such 

as the subject matter, its exact content (i.e. what is mentioned explicitly and what is left implicit), its textual 

organisation both on a micro-level and on a macro-level. In other words, the term textual meaning as used in this 

work should always be regarded as a complex concept consisting of both general and individual, external and 

internal parameters. 
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communication, there is no unique reading path and the conventions telling the viewer what 

route to follow when reading the image and reconstructing its meaning—such as for example 

mise en scène or cinematographic principles and techniques—are much more diversified, 

implicit and less known by the general public. We generally do not learn how to ‘read’ a film 

and although we do not need “an intellectual understanding of film in order to appreciate it […] 

people who are highly experienced in film—highly literate visually […] see more and hear 

more than people who seldom go to the movies” (Monaco, 2009, p. 170). In other words, it is 

up to the viewer to create a reading path to get a full understanding of a visual image, and given 

the multiplicity of conventions governing the creation of visual images, this reading path can 

take on various forms. The better the viewer knows these conventions, the easier it will be to 

grasp the complete meaning of an image. 

Both the last observation of the previous paragraph and my interpretative description of 

the still image from Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, 2009) point at a second difference 

between verbal and visual communication. One common question that echoes through relevant 

book titles such as Literacy in the New Media Age (Kress, 2003), The Grammar of Visual 

Design (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006) and New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics (Stam, 

Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992), or James Monaco’s seminal work on film, How to Read 

a Film (2009) and that is discussed at length in all these works, is whether film (and other forms 

of visual communication) can be considered as languages. This question and the vivid, long-

term discussion surrounding it, find their origins in the linguistic paradigm that dominated much 

of the research undertaken in many fields in the early 20th century and to which “the cinema 

[…] has hardly been immune” (Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 28). This 

linguistic approach immediately engenders a first observation. It is a well-known fact that 

Saussure, who is generally considered as the founding father of linguistics and who “broke with 

previous approaches to the study of language in asking not how it developed but how it works” 

(Lapsley & Westlake, 1988, p. 33), distinguished between what he called ‘langue’—language 

as a system shared by a community of speakers (Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, 

p. 8)—and ‘parole’—the speech acts made possible by the langue, i.e. all the individual 

“concrete utterances performed by individual speakers in actual situations” (Stam, Burgoyne, 

& Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 8). Applying this linguistic dichotomy to film, Metz concluded 

that film can be considered as a ‘parole’, but that it is not a ‘langue’, not a language-system. 

Indeed, films can be considered as concrete utterances performed by individual filmmakers and 

they do share some other characteristics with natural languages. Monaco (2009) repeatedly 
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states that film may not be a natural language, but it certainly is like language. Both natural 

languages and film use specific sign systems or codes, i.e. “systematized sets of conventions… 

for the selection and combination of units” (Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 30) 

to create meaning. Moreover, like natural languages, film viewers have (to a certain extent) to 

learn how to ‘read’ film in order to get a full understanding of that meaning and, like languages, 

the better they know how to read film, the better they will understand it. On a more specific 

level, it can be argued that filmic images, just like words in natural languages, can have both 

denotative and connotative meaning (cf. the example from The International (Tykwer, 2009) 

in the previous section). It can even be argued that just like in natural languages, meaning-

creation in films contains both a ‘syntagmatic’ and a ‘paradigmatic’ dimension, to use another 

one of Saussure’s distinctions37. The syntagmatic dimension can be seen as a horizontal 

meaning-making dimension, a dimension that is concerned “with what follows what” (Monaco, 

2009, p. 471). The paradigmatic dimension can be seen as a vertical meaning-making 

dimension, a dimension that “concerns choice—what goes with what” (Monaco, 2009, p. 471). 

In natural languages, the letters of the alphabet can be considered as a paradigm from which a 

selection can be made. From the entire paradigm, I can for example chose the letters ‘p’, ‘t’ and 

‘a’, which I can then, on the syntagmatic level, combine to form the word ‘tap’, or to form the 

word ‘pat’. I could also have made another choice on the paradigmatic level and have chosen 

the letter ‘m’ instead of the letter ‘p’, which would have allowed me to syntagmatically create 

the word ‘mat’ or the abbreviation ‘ATM’. Both these meaning-making dimensions can be 

distinguished in film too. When a filmmaker knows what he wants to film, he will have to 

decide how he is going to film it (i.e. the paradigmatic dimension: what kind of shot, what kind 

of angle, what kind of lighting, etc.) and how he is going to present it (i.e. the syntagmatic 

dimension: how will subsequent shots be combined) (see also Monaco, 2009 pp.182-183 and 

pp.470-471). Near the end of The International (Tykwer, The International, 2009) there is a 

scene in which the IBBC’s head lawyer returns in a car after a weapons deal was called off at 

the last minute (because the other party learned that IBBC was responsible for the death of the 

other party’s father and his best friend). During the scene, we are shown the following three 

shots: 

 

                                                 
37 It must be noted that Saussure himself in fact used the term ‘associative’ rather than paradigmatic (Stam, 

Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 9), but in film studies, paradigmatic seems to be the term that is more 

commonly used. 
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Figure 5 - Still from The International (Tykwer, 2009) - car scene I 

 

 

Figure 6 - Still from The International (Tykwer, 2009) - car scene II 

 

 

Figure 7 - Still from The International (Tykwer, 2009) - car scene III 

 

In the first long shot (Figure 9), we see the lawyer’s car driving on a road. From previous 

shots from the same scene we know the road runs alongside a steep cliff and we saw the car 

pass through various tunnels cut out from the rocks. Those previous shots were alternated with 

close-ups from the lawyer making a phone call to his boss. In this shot however, rather than 

showing the lawyer making the call, the filmmaker chose a long shot (paradigmatic dimension) 

in which we see both the car and a following tunnel. This shot is then followed by a view of the 

outside of the tunnel so that the viewer cannot see what happens inside the tunnel. In this second 

shot (Figure 10), we can clearly distinguish a paradigmatic dimension (the filmmaker decides 

to show the outside and not the inside) and a syntagmatic dimension (combination of this 

exterior view of the tunnel with the previous shot of the car entering the interior of the tunnel). 

In the following shot (Figure 11, a 14 second take zooming out, away from the tunnel) we see 
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the exit of the tunnel, but no car appears. In other words, by choosing specific shot types such 

as the long shot of the car and specific contents such as the outside of the tunnel rather than the 

inside, the filmmaker creates a specific meaning (in addition to creating effects of suspense and 

surprise). So just like in natural languages where ‘John kisses Mary’ means something different 

than ‘Mary kisses John’ or ‘Ben kisses Mary’, choosing specific options from a certain 

paradigm and combining them in specific ways, yields different meanings. 

However, although there are certain similarities between natural languages and they can 

to a certain extent definitely be compared with each other, there are considerable differences 

that make that film is like language, but is not a natural language. Three reasons are commonly 

mentioned38.  

A first reason is that film lacks the double articulation that is one of the hallmarks of the 

systematic and particularly the economic nature of natural languages (Lapsley & Westlake, 

1988, p. 39). It is this double articulation that makes that natural languages only need a (very) 

limited number of basic units to generate an infinite number of utterances. The concept refers 

to the two structural levels that determine the organisation of natural languages: the first level 

or first articulation are the so-called ‘morphemes’, i.e. all the units that make sense (Stam, 

Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 32), while the second level or second articulation is 

constituted by the so-called ‘phonemes’, minimal units that do not carry any meaning in 

themselves but can be combined to form larger units that can (in the case of a word) or cannot 

(in the case of a syllable) have a certain meaning. Although films consist of elements that can 

be considered as meaning-making units, it has been argued by Metz (1974, pp. 61-65) that film 

has nothing that corresponds with this second articulation, i.e. there is no limited set of 

‘meaningless’ units that can be combined by means of a well-defined set of conventions to 

create units that have a meaning in themselves. Moreover, while the morphemes that make up 

the first articulation are finite in number, the number of minimal meaning-making units in film 

(by many considered the shots) are infinite in number, meaning that film is rather ‘parole’ (the 

infinite number of individual utterances) than ‘langue’.  

A second reason is that film, unlike natural languages, cannot be used for mutual 

communication. Even if we agree that films do communicate, it is at best a one-way form of 

                                                 
38 The three reasons mentioned are based on Metz’ work. It would be beyond the remit of this work to 

discuss all the reasons why film cannot be considered as a natural language in detail. For a comprehensive 

discussion, see for example Metz (1974, pp. 31-92), Buckland (1999, pp. 90-96), Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-

Lewis (1992, pp. 28-65), Lapsley and Westlake (1988, pp. 32-66) or Monaco (2009, pp. 170-249). 
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communication (Lapsley & Westlake, 1988, p. 38). As Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis 

(1992), referring back to Metz, put it, film “does not constitute a language widely available as 

a code” (p. 36). In other words, all speakers of a certain natural language master the code of 

that language and can use it to communicate. But even if we master the code of film we cannot 

(for various reasons) commonly use it for communication.  

A third reason—and the one that is most relevant for audio description—is that film 

“lacks the arbitrary sign of linguistics” (Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis, 1992, p. 35). Just 

like natural languages, films and other types of visual communication can be conceptualized as 

being composed of signs with a specific form (Saussure’s so-called signifier) and a specific 

meaning (Saussure’s so-called signified). However, the relation between the signifier and the 

signified, or the ‘distance’ between them, is not the same in natural or verbal languages and in 

film or visual language. As pointed out by Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis (1992), 

among others, one central characteristic in Saussure’s definition of the sign, is that in the vast 

majority of the cases, the relationship between the signifier and the signified is an arbitrary one: 

the meaning of the signifier is determined by convention, rather than by resemblance. In visual 

language, the opposite is true, and the meaning of the signifier is usually determined by what it 

resembles. It seems then, that images—especially images of concrete realities—are, to a much 

higher degree than words, ‘pre-filled’ with meaning for us. Or to quote Monaco (2009): 

“Because film can give us such a close approximation of reality, it can communicate a 

precise knowledge that written or spoken language seldom can. […] Language systems may be 

much better equipped to deal with the nonconcrete world of ideas and abstractions […] but they 

are not nearly so capable of conveying precise information about physical realities” (p. 179). 

When we look at the picture in Figure 12, we will all agree that it is a picture of trees, 

most of us will say they are deciduous trees and a fair number will probably recognize the 

typical trunk of birches. 
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Figure 8 – Birches 

 

However, when we ask people to draw a tree, chances are relatively small that they will 

automatically draw a birch, unless we specifically ask them to do so. In other words, there does 

not seem to be in visual language an equivalent of the generalising superordinate terms in 

natural languages (a tree in visual languages is always a very specific tree), which means that 

meaning-activation in verbal communication is always a much more personal process: the more 

general the verbal term used, the more options the reader or listener will have to make a mental 

representation of it. 

2.3. The consequences of these different logics of communication for the describer 

In section 1.4.4 of the present chapter, I wrote that the second phase in every audio 

description process—after analysing the audio description brief and deciding whether audio 

description is possible and desirable—is a rigorous analysis of the source text. This postulate 

presupposes the underlying condition that the describer has a thorough command of the source 

‘language’, without which the required analysis would be impossible. Indeed, just as Göpferich 

(2009) states that a good knowledge and communicative competence in at least two languages 

(i.e. at least one source language and a target language) is an essential competence any translator 

has to master, Díaz-Cintas (2007) mentions “knowledge of cinematographic language and the 

semiotics of the image” (p. 53) [my translation] as one of the basic professional competences 

of audio describers. For traditional translation contexts, this prerequisite is commonly 

acknowledged: a look at any academic translation curriculum learns that foreign language 

acquisition takes a prominent position in virtually all translation courses. This could be 

explained by what was pointed out in the previous section, namely that the relationship between 
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signifier and signified in natural languages is based on convention, and one has to learn these 

conventions in order to know the meaning of the different signifiers, and on a higher level entire 

texts. The fact that this relationship in visual language is based much more on resemblance, 

might lead to the false assumption that we understand film and other forms of visual 

communication, without having to learn how they create meaning. This seems to be confirmed 

by a look at courses in audiovisual translation and audio description, in which in general, only 

a very limited amount of time is devoted to the semiotics of visual communication. Monaco 

summarizes this observation in an apposite way, saying that “we know very well that we must 

learn to read before we can attempt to enjoy or understand literature, but we tend to believe, 

mistakenly, that anyone can read a film” (2009, p. 174). It is true that we can all appreciate a 

film without having to be experts in film studies, but people aspiring to translate visual images 

into words for blind and visually impaired audiences, cannot content themselves with merely 

‘absorbing’ those images. They have to know how those images are composed, what elements 

and techniques grant them their specific meaning and function, which elements in the image 

are most important and which are of secondary importance, how those different images can be 

composed into bigger wholes and what the meaning of different editing techniques is, etc. Only 

then will they be able to ‘fully’ understand them and the film that constitutes their source text, 

and can they move on to analyse and then describe it. This is particularly important because the 

differences between verbal and visual communication discussed above, create various problems 

for the intersemiotic translation process involved in audio description. 

When the describer renders visual images into words, he will have to translate information 

from one logic into another. Because the spatial logic of the visual source text does not have a 

clear reading path, as explained in section 2.2, it will be the describer’s task to determine a 

possible order in which the visual elements could be read and described. Given that there are 

no strict conventions regulating how visual images have to be read (Kress, 2003, p. 50) this 

determination is, to a certain extent, a personal and subjective matter (as already discussed in 

section 1.2.1 of the present chapter with regard to reading texts in general), and there is more 

than one possible reading of the image. However, this does not mean that the organisation of 

the image and the way(s) in which it can be read, are completely random processes, as that 

would imply that filmmakers work in a totally arbitrary way, without any guiding principles. In 

the next chapters I will try to show that sound insights in the ways in which films tell stories 

(cf. chapter 3) and in the different film techniques and their possible meanings (cf. chapter 4), 

can provide useful tools to limit the possible readings of visual images. 
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A second difficulty is closely linked to the different logics of the two types of 

communication involved as well and is caused by one of the main constraints in AD, namely 

the requirement that the description must not interfere with dialogue or other relevant sound 

effects (see also section 1.2.2 of this chapter). As visual images are governed by the logic of 

simultaneity, they can convey a lot of information in only a few seconds. A description of these 

images according to the sequential logic of verbal communication will require more time, which 

could in some cases lead to an overlap of the description with a line of dialogue or important 

sound effect. In those instances, the describer will have to decide what elements should get 

priority and be included in the description, and what elements have to be discarded in order to 

prevent the aforementioned interference. 

In addition to determining a reading path and selecting the most relevant information, the 

task of the describer comprises a difficulty that is related to the other difference between verbal 

and visual discussion described above, i.e. the different relationship between signifier and 

signified. Visual signifiers are usually very specific hyponyms, referring to one unique 

signified. In other words, images are already filled with a more or less exact meaning when we 

see them. Verbal signifiers on the other hand, especially those referring to concrete, physical 

realities, are usually of a more general nature and have to be filled with meaning by the 

reader/listener. As is the case with determining the reading path in a visual image, filling words 

with meaning is to some extent subjective. When reading the word ‘tree’ or even ‘birch tree’, 

we will not automatically all think of the exact same tree. But again, this creation of a specific 

mental image of a specific word, is not a completely arbitrary process and the way in which we 

fill in the signified, is partly determined by the context and partly by the previous experience 

of the reader/listener (Kress, 2003, p. 50). In order to ‘direct’ this individual meaning-making 

process (and to limited the number of ways in which the visually impaired audience can fill in 

a certain signified), the describer will have to try and make his description as specific as 

possible. The more general the description, the larger the number of possible interpretations 

and the vaguer and/or more diverging the image the blind and visually impaired will be able to 

create. 

 This last issue touches on the question of ‘how’ to describe, i.e. how information should 

be rendered verbally or what signifier should be used. As such, it will not be systematically 

explored any further in the remainder of this work. Instead, we will focus on the questions raised 

by the first two problems, namely: a) what are the different meaning-making elements of a 

visual image and in what way(s) should we read them (i.e. source text analysis) and b) how can 
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we determine the order of relevance of the different meaning-making elements in a visual 

image, i.e. how can we prioritize them to decide what to include in our description and what to 

leave out (i.e. content selection). 

3. Deciding what to describe – an overview of existing methodologies 

When discussing the various types of research undertaken in audio description in the 

literature review, I wrote that the question of content selection or what to describe already 

received a fair amount of attention in current AD research. A closer look at Table 3 may serve 

to explain why.  

 

 visual aural 

verbal text-on-screen dialogue 

nonverbal images music & sound effects  

 

Table 4 - Meaning-making elements in film visually impaired audiences do not have full access to 

 

In chapter 1 I defined audio description as a service that makes audiovisual products, in 

casu films, accessible to blind and partially sighted audiences in order to improve their 

understanding and increase their enjoyment of the product concerned. This is done by 

describing to the audience the meaning-making elements from the semiotic channels they do 

not have access to because of their impairment. An analysis of Table 3 learns that this is fairly 

complicated, given the numerous meaning-making elements (identified in bold) that are 

unavailable to visually impaired people. 

It goes without saying that visually impaired audiences have no or only limited access to 

all signifying codes that comprise a visual component. A first category of such codes, is the one 

including all visual representations of verbal elements, i.e. all text-on-screen. This comprises 

logos, opening titles and cast lists, credits, text on signs such as names of streets, shops, cities, 

etc. and any text shown on screen in the form of subtitles, such as indications of locations or 

time periods and subtitled dialogues (Vercauteren, 2007, p. 143). As already mentioned before, 
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the rendering of subtitles in audio description is a separate discipline that will not be dealt with 

in this work, but this does not mean subtitles do not have to be incorporated in the description.  

A second category of visual elements is the one including the visual, non-verbal meaning-

making elements, i.e. all still and moving images including all their photographic qualities (see 

chapter 4 for a detailed discussion of the photographic and cinematographic qualities of 

images). In the case of film, this comprises all actions (what), the characters performing or 

undergoing those actions (who) and the setting in which these actions take place (where and 

when) (Vercauteren, 2007, p. 142). 

In addition to these visual codes, the describer will also have to pay attention to the aural 

codes. There may be instances in which sound effects are difficult to identify if you don’t know 

what caused them (e.g. is a certain clicking sound caused by a lighter or is it the sound of a gun 

being cocked?); likewise, song lyrics and lines of dialogue in other languages than the source 

language of the film may need description39 (Vercauteren, 2007, p. 143).  

 Even the linguistic code, i.e. the dialogue spoken in the source language of the film, has 

to be taken into account for the description. On the one hand, it may contain information that 

can help the describer decide what to include or exclude from his description, on the other it 

imposes one of the main constraints in AD, namely that the dialogue should at all times get 

precedence over the description. In combination with the sequential logic of verbal 

communication, as compared to the simultaneous logic of visual communication, this constraint 

will often imply that the describer will not have time to describe all the information presented 

in the image and will have to select only a few relevant elements.  

This brief analysis does indeed show that content selection is a main concern in audio 

description: on the one hand there is a lot of information that visually impaired audiences do 

not have access to and that should ideally all be described. On the other hand, the fact that 

descriptions cannot interfere with dialogues or other important sound effects, means that more 

often than not the describer will not have time to describe everything he would want to, and 

will have to make decisions about what to include in his description and what to leave out.  

                                                 
39 The term ‘description’ as used by Vercauteren (2007, p. 143) in this instance, is not really accurate. Song 

lyrics and lines of dialogues in other languages than the source language of the film are made accessible by means 

of audio subtitling, voice over or dubbing, depending on the country for which the description is created (cf. also 

section 1.4.1.1, more particularly the part on the translation of existing audio descriptions). 
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In the present section I will take a closer look at the different approaches and 

methodologies used to answer the question. However, as already discussed in the introduction 

to the literature review, research in audio description is still in what we can call the ‘explorative’ 

phase, to use a term from the typology developed by Hertog et al. (Hertog, Van Gucht, & de 

Bontridder, 2006, p. 122)40. Research undertaken in this phase is typically characterized by the 

absence of a sound research hypothesis and by its unstructured approach (Hertog, Van Gucht, 

& de Bontridder, 2006, p. 122), pitfalls we often encounter in AD research too. As a result, 

most of the current approaches and methodologies used to address the issue of content selection 

in audio description are often unsatisfactory. 

As we saw in the historical overview in chapter 1, the practice of audio description existed 

well before any research in the field was undertaken. As such, the question of what to describe 

was first addressed by practitioners, specifically in national guidelines that were developed in 

the various countries offering the service. Although there is no clear methodology underlying 

these documents, they cannot be ignored in the present discussion as they informed much of 

the early research in audio description in general and in content selection in particular. In section 

3.1 I will take a closer look at these guidelines and at how they approach the question of what 

to describe. Section 3.2 will then look at other approaches that are currently being used to 

address content selection in AD. 

3.1. Content selection in guidelines for audio description 

In the 1980s and 1990s, when the first countries started providing audio description 

services, official audio description courses were still virtually non-existent. Therefore 

practitioners and/or people from academia started drawing up directives that could serve as a 

starting point for people who wanted to work in this new field. Countries like the United 

Kingdom and Germany, that have the oldest tradition of audio description, published the first 

guidelines. In the UK, the first version of the ITC Guidance On Standards for Audio Description 

was published in May 2000, and the first edition of the German guideline Wenn aus Bildern 

Worte Werden. Ein Handbuch für Filmbeschreiber by Benecke & Dosch saw the light of day 

in 1997. These documents are still among the most elaborate tools available today. More 

recently, other countries like Spain, France, Belgium, Italy, Portugal or Poland also drafted their 

                                                 
40 This typology was developed to categorize research in the field of community interpreting, but is 

sufficiently general to be applied to other fields of research too. 
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first sets of guidelines, often based on the already existing English and/or German material. 

This means that all the guidelines, broadly speaking, cover the same topics: 

- they contain what we could call ‘general’ information on audio description, 

including a definition of the service, information on the target audience of audio 

described products, an overview of the different existing modalities of audio 

description and—in some cases—a short history of audio description in the 

country for which the guidelines were created;  

- they contain information on the various phases in the audio description process, 

such as the first viewing of the programme or ‘source text analysis’, the drafting, 

reviewing and finalising of the script, the voicing and the recording of the AD. 

Although most of the guidelines are primarily aimed at AD scriptwriters, 

information on these various phases is definitely useful for people writing audio 

descriptions, on the one hand to give them a general overview of the entire process 

and to show them where they ‘fit’ in it, and on the other hand to indicate what 

constraints they have to take into account (e.g. realising that the audio description 

has to be read out loud, will co-determine how the description will be formulated, 

i.e. use simple phrases that do not contain any complicated tongue-twisters, etc.); 

- they contain guidance for AD scriptwriters, i.e. information on the possible 

content of an audio description or what to describe, on the possible form of an 

audio description or how to describe, on the amount of audio description that is 

needed and/or desirable or how much to describe, and on when to describe. While 

most guidelines focus primarily on the audio description of recorded products 

such as films or TV programmes, some also contain specific scriptwriting 

guidance for other modalities such as the audio description of theatre 

performances and operas, or audio description for museums. 

Although we could say that, to a certain extent, these guidelines build on each other, they 

were not always drawn up from an equally critical perspective in the sense that difficulties that 

were well known at the time of their drafting (such as the impossibility to describe everything 

in the image) were not or only marginally addressed (see for example Orero’s (2005) analysis 

of the Spanish UNE Norm 1530020:2005 on audio description). Probably the most marked 

exception to this rule is the Portuguese audio description guide Imagens que se Ouvem (Neves, 

2011), which clearly goes much further than the other existing guides and tries to approach the 

existing problems in a more academic way. In the following sections I will only focus on 
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guidelines concerning what to describe, and I will discuss the existing guidelines from two 

slightly different perspectives. First I will look at a comparison of different guidelines that was 

drawn up by Britain’s RNIB in 2010 and in which the authors gave an overview of common 

issues discussed in guidelines from six different countries: the UK, Spain, Germany, France, 

Greece and the United States. The aim will be to ‘distil’ from this comparison common trends 

in guidelines on what to describe. Next, I will take a closer look at various national guidelines 

to paint a more complete picture of current practical guidance on content selection in audio 

description. 

3.1.1 RNIB’s comparative study of existing guidelines on audio description 

In the comparative study of AD guidelines drawn up by the RNIB in 2010, the issue of 

content selection is expressed as follows: “One of the hardest questions for a describer is - what 

to describe - what to include - what not to include - in what order - and how to prioritise the 

given information” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 4). This is indeed an issue that is taken up 

in all the guidelines that were included in the comparison, and on a general level, they are all in 

agreement about what to describe, namely who, what, where and when, in other words: 

characters performing actions in a specific time and place. In addition, they all mention that 

sounds that are hard to identify, subtitles and other types of on-screen text such as front and end 

titles, have to be described (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 5).  

Besides these general principles set forth in all the guidelines, the comparison refers to a 

few specific issues taken up in individual guidelines. The British Ofcom guidelines advise 

describers to supplement information on locations with a reference to the time of day, season 

and/or date, in order to clarify scene changes (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 5). With regard 

to characters, the German guidelines state: 

Am Anfang muss die Beschreibung auf jeden Fall Hilfestellung geben zu den Personen, 

die im Laufe des Films wichtig werden. Wenn möglich, sollten dies vielleicht eine 

ausführlichere Beschreibung bekommen: Alter, Haarfarbe, Statur, Mimik, Gestik könnten 

beschrieben werden. (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 23) [At the start, the description must always 

give supplementary information about the characters who will be important as the film 

progresses. If possible, they should be described in more detail than others: age, hair colour, 

height, facial expression and gestures could be described. Translation in Greening, Petré, & 

Rai, 2010, p. 37] 
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The English comparison mentions two specific problems with regard to character 

description (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, pp. 5-6): 1) when should characters be named, and 

2) does the ethnicity of characters have to be described41. With regard to the former, the authors 

conclude that there is no agreement on this issue yet. Some guidelines give the describer the 

advice to name characters only when they are named in the film (e.g. Germany), others point 

out that for the sake of brevity (a name is usually shorter than a description of the features that 

identify a particular character) it is probably more useful to give the name as early as possible, 

unless “the plot requires the character’s identity to be revealed at a later date” (Greening, Petré, 

& Rai, 2010, p. 5). Also on the description of ethnicity, there seems to be no agreement. 

Moreover, this aspect could be a very sensitive issue in some countries or cultures, as pointed 

out by the authors (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 6). 

Although the chapter on what to describe in RNIB’s comparative study rightfully 

observes that prioritization of information is a major stumbling block for most describers, the 

study does not mention how this prioritization should be done. The only reference that could be 

interpreted as referring to content selection, can be found under the heading Anticipation, 

stating that “they [the ADI guidelines] also encourage the describer to omit a less significant 

description of what’s onscreen in order to interject a critical piece of description” (Greening, 

Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 6). Although this sentence appears to deal with prioritising information 

in audio description, a closer reading of the full passage concerned shows that it is actually 

about giving information before it is actually shown on screen. Most of the guidelines explicitly 

state that describers should avoid giving information before it is shown. As the German 

guidelines say, “dies widerspricht aber der Absicht der Audio-Description, einen Film so zu 

vermittlen wie er sich auch dem Sehenden darbietet” (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 21) [“this 

contradicts the intention of audio description, which is to convey a film in the way it also 

presents itself to sighted people” Translation in Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 36). However, 

on some occasions, there will be no time to describe an essential element when it is shown on 

screen, for example because this coincides with a line of dialogue. In those instances, describers 

can decide to describe this essential element earlier, instead of other visual information that is 

less relevant. Moreover, even if this statement dealt with prioritising information, the problem 

mentioned at the beginning of this paragraph would remain the same: nowhere does the text 

                                                 
41 Particularly this last example shows the anecdotal nature of most of the existing guidelines. A more 

systematic analysis of the audio description of characters would reveal that there are many more, and even more 

pressing problems than the once mentioned in the Ofcom guidelines, particularly with regard to characters and 

their emotions (see for example Vercauteren & Orero, 2013). 
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define what “less significant” or “critical” means nor how the describer can decide what is most 

relevant. 

3.1.2 A closer look at the different national guidelines 

An analysis of national or regional guidelines from the UK, Germany, the USA, Spain, 

Belgium, France, Greece and Portugal with respect to content selection paints a nearly identical 

picture. They all mention, in more or less detail, the same categories, which will all be discussed 

in much more detail in the following chapters of this work: 

- characters (their physical aspects and their emotions/facial expressions); 

- actions performed or undergone by the characters; 

- settings, comprising on the one hand the locations where events take place, and on the 

other references to the time period, time of day and season;  

- text-on-screen, including logos, credits and subtitles (see section 1.4.1.1 of this 

chapter, more specifically the part on the translation of audio descriptions for the 

different ways in which the original dialogue can be rendered in audio description). 

The Spanish guidelines are the most general, dedicating only one paragraph to the 

question of what to describe (AENOR, 2005, p. 8). At the other end of the spectrum, we find 

the German guidelines, which discuss what to describe at length, starting from the principle that 

“Alles was es zu sehen gibt” [everything there is to see] (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 20) should 

be described. Nevertheless, the authors immediately point out (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 21) 

that often this will be impossible given the constraints imposed by the source text and that the 

describer will have to prioritize in certain ways. In the American ADI guidelines we find a 

similar observation, where they state that “even the finest describer can never convey with 

words all that is seen with the eye” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 71), and that “description, 

then, becomes an exercise in what not to describe” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 71). If we 

then look for advice on how to decide what to describe and what not to describe, the guidelines 

explain that you have to “describe what is most essential for the viewer to know in order to 

understand and appreciate the image being described” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 72). 

Neither the German nor the American guidelines however, explain according to what principles 

you can prioritize your information or determine what the most essential information for the 

viewer is.  
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A first conclusion we can draw from this analysis and comparison of the different 

guidelines on audio description, is that they are all in agreement about what to describe, namely 

characters with their physical appearance, their emotions and facial expressions, and the actions 

they perform or undergo in a specific time and place. Moreover, most of them instruct the 

describer to prioritize this information when there is no time to describe everything, but they 

do not elaborate on how this prioritization should be done. A closer, more interpretative reading 

however, reveals a few implicit principles on the basis of which a describer could possibly 

decide what to include and what to leave out of the description. 

A first point of departure could be the observation in the Portuguese guidelines, that—in 

the case of film—the products to be described are narrative texts and that the describer should 

determine the narrative style of that text (Neves, 2011, p. 41). The guidelines then explain what 

should be described, namely “todos aqueles elementos que concorram para a construção da 

mensagem que se pretende veicular” (Neves, 2011, p. 49) [all those elements that contribute to 

the construction of the meaning the product wants to get across, my translation] and, more 

specifically “numa primeira instância, será de garantir a presença dos elementos estruturantes 

da narrativa” (Neves, 2011, p. 49) [first of all, the presence of the elements that structure the 

narrative, should be guaranteed, my translation]. If there is more time, the describer can then 

turn his or her attention to stylistic elements.  

Likewise, the German guidelines mention that every description should contain 

information about location, characters, “and of course about the plot itself” (Greening, Petré, & 

Rai, 2010, p. 36). Once the description is finished, the describer should check whether “the 

dramatic composition, narrative arc, high points” have been adequately rendered (Greening, 

Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 37). Although the authors do not define dramatic composition, narrative 

arc, or plot—a particularly sensitive term we will return to later—we may safely assume that 

this advice reflects the OFCOM directive stating that “to the extent relevant to the storyline 

[emphasis added], audio description should describe characters, locations, time and 

circumstances, any sounds that are not readily identifiable, on-screen action, and on-screen 

information” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 109). 

In other words, one possible criterion that can be used for content selection in audio 

description, is narrative relevance: the description should mention the characters with their 

specific physical features, gestures and facial expressions reflecting their mental states, and 

their actions should be contextualised in a setting containing a spatial dimension, explaining 
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where the action is taking place, and a temporal dimension, indicating the time period, time of 

day and/or season. During this process, the describer should continuously determine which of 

those elements are most relevant for that particular part of the story. One question that remains 

unanswered, and that will form the backbone of the rest of this work, is what the describer 

should do when different narrative elements are equally relevant, but when there is no time to 

describe all of them. One possible approach to answer this question, will be outlined in section 

3.3 below and elaborated in the following chapters. First however, I will present an overview 

of current academic approaches to content selection with a brief discussion of why they are 

inadequate when it comes to providing a convincing solution to the question. 

3.2. Other current approaches to content selection in audio description 

As the literature review presented in section 1.4 showed, the issues of content and content 

selection have already aroused some academic interest and they are currently being studied 

from different perspectives. One methodology that is currently being followed, is that of eye 

tracking. In a paper delivered at the 3rd ARSAD conference in Barcelona in March 2011, di 

Giovanni presented an experiment in which the output of eye tracking tests performed on 

sighted individuals was used to create what she calls an eye tracking induced audio description. 

The rationale behind the experiment was that the fixation points (where do the individuals look) 

and the dwell time (how long do they look) that were identified by the eye tracker software, 

would indicate what the visual priorities of the sighted people were. At first sight, it would 

indeed seem conceivable to use eye tracking for content selection in AD: if, as stated in various 

guidelines, audio description is about offering visually impaired audiences a viewing 

experience that is similar to that of sighted viewers, then the description should mention the 

different elements the sighted viewers looked at. The different fixation points indicate what 

elements in the image the sighted audience looks at, and as such those are the elements that are 

eligible for description. The dwell times indicate how long the sighted viewers look at all these 

different elements, and a possible reasoning could be: the longer a person looks at a particular 

element, the more important it is. In other words, in the audio description, elements with longer 

dwell times should get priority over elements with shorter dwell times.  

Although this methodology clearly focuses on content selection and aims to offer an 

objective way of prioritizing meaning-making elements in a variable visual input, it presents 

various drawbacks. First of all, some general problems or questions associated with any type of 

reception research, apply to eye tracking too: how many people have to be involved in the test 

in order to be able to obtain any significant results? What kind of people can or should be 
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included in the test panel? People who are highly experienced in watching film and as such may 

know better where to look (i.e. pick up the most relevant information), or people who are less 

experienced and as such constitute the average audience of a film? More specifically, eye 

tracking is a highly complex, time consuming process generating enormous amounts of data to 

be processed. It would hardly be feasible to prepare the audio description of a full movie on the 

basis of eye tracking tests, especially in a commercial context where there would simply not be 

enough time (and financial resources) to proceed this way. Moreover, an international study 

carried out by Mazur et al. (2011) hinted at another important drawback, namely the relatively 

high degree of individual variation in the viewing experience: while the fixation points of the 

viewers were similar when faces were shown on screen (which could be explained by the fact 

that those are often shown in close-up, i.e. they are the only element viewers can focus on), 

fixations points tended to differ more when it came to observing details. Moreover, the study 

revealed that not only irrelevant but also relevant information was often not noticed. Finally it 

is not clear from the (limited) present literature on eye tracking and content selection in AD, 

how the information gained from the eye tracking tests could be generalised and translated into 

a model for a systematic analysis of other visual materials: the results obtained always relate to 

a specific (relatively short) clip, and other clips—in which the relevant information is presented 

differently (e.g. in other parts of the image)—will yield different results. So although eye 

tracking tests may provide useful insights in different areas42, it might not be the most 

appropriate solution to the problem of content selection in AD. 

Another approach that has already attracted a fair amount of interest among scholars, is 

that of corpus analysis. As already discussed in the literature review in section 1.4 of this 

chapter, most of the corpus-related research presented up to now, such as that of Salway (2007), 

Jímenez Hurtado (2007a, 2007b) and Reviers, Remael and Daelemans (2013), starts from the 

observation that the language of audio description is a ‘special language’ (Salway, 2007, p. 154) 

and tries to determine the specific characteristics of that language. This results in information 

on frequently used words and categories of words (Salway, 2007, pp. 154-159), indications of 

elements that get a lot of attention in AD, such as characters and settings (Salway, 2007, pp. 

159-166) and findings on specific grammatical and linguistic aspects of audio description texts. 

With regard to the drawing up of a possible model for content selection, corpus analysis could 

                                                 
42 cf. for example the work by Krejtz et al. (2012a, 2012b) discussed in section 2.3.4 of chapter 1, studying 

the use of audio description to guide learners’ attention to relevant information in the image and improving their 

understanding by combining a visual and non-visual input. 
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provide some valuable input. For example, the words and categories of words that get the most 

attention in existing audio descriptions, could be considered as most relevant. However, it 

seems as if this line of study is also and probably more concerned with how audio descriptions 

are formulated and with the specific functioning of the AD script as a new text type than with 

the specific content and possible selection criteria. In addition, there is also a methodological 

consideration with regard to this method: the corpus compiled by Reviers for example, partly 

consists of descriptions that were done by volunteers who never received any official training 

and did not use any existing guidelines. This might raise questions about the quality of those 

descriptions, and although a study of these descriptions might yield interesting results about the 

actual language of real audio descriptions, they can hardly be considered as ‘best practices’ 

providing input for an academic, theoretical model that can serve as a basis for future, 

systematic analysis of films to be described. 

Useful as the aforementioned two approaches may be for the study of audio description 

in general, given their drawbacks for creating a model for content selection, we will turn our 

attention to another discipline that has been introduced in the field of audio description, among 

others by Pujol and Orero (2007), Pujol (2008), Kruger (2010) and Vercauteren (2012), namely 

narratology. The reasoning behind the approach adopted in the contributions referred to above, 

is that “films are considered as works of cinematic narrative rather than merely cinematic 

presentations of objects and scenes” (Currie, 1999, p. 111). Although films can be constructed 

according to many different principles and can serve various purposes, “the one that we most 

commonly encounter in films involves telling a story” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 53). 

Taking the idea that films tell stories as a point of departure for drawing up a model for content 

selection, seems to offer some advantages in addition to the one pointed out by Kruger (2010), 

namely that it provides a valid argument for interpreting what is shown on screen rather than 

providing clinically objective descriptions (cf. the overview of research on how to describe in 

section 1.4.1.1 of the present chapter). 

3.3. Research questions and methodology 

 The first advantage, is a theoretical one that can be directly linked to the TS based 

functionalist approach to audio description described in section 1.4.4 of this chapter. In the 

introduction of her 1997 book Translation as a Purposeful Activity, Nord defines functionalism 

as “focusing on the function or functions of texts and translations” (p. 2). In the case of fictional 

films and their audio description, the function of the filmic source text can be defined as telling 

a story, while the function of the audio description will usually be to re-create that story by re-
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narrativising the visual elements the visually impaired audience has no access to, in a verbal 

description that forms a coherent, narrative whole with the elements the visually impaired 

audience does have access to. In other words, on a macro scale the describer’s task is to create 

an audio description that, together with the semiotic channels or signifying codes to which the 

visually impaired audience has access, tells the story that is told by the source text, in casu the 

original film. The same approach can be used on a lower level, as all scenes and shots within a 

film serve one or more specific functions (cf. chapter 4). Remael and Vercauteren (2007) looked 

at the function of the opening scenes of a film and the difficulties these contain for the describer, 

but also the other scenes have their own function: some are used to establish a specific setting 

or introduce a particular character, others to give additional, more detailed information about 

that setting or character, some generate suspense, others surprise, etc. A describer who can 

determine those specific functions, can then try and replicate this function as accurately as 

possible in his description. 

A second advantage is closely linked to the previous one. If we adopt this functionalist 

approach and define the function of an audio description as re-telling the story of a film, then 

insights into a theory that helps audio-describers to understand, analyse and interpret filmic 

stories in a systematic way, will also help them to determine what the different meaning-making 

elements of a particular shot or scene are (i.e. source text analysis), and what to prioritize 

according to specific criteria of (narrative) relevance (i.e. content selection). Not only does 

narratology offer a much more fine-grained classification and explanation of all the different 

meaning-making elements that can be used to create a story than do the guidelines, it has the 

additional advantage of explicitly defining their relevance: an element is relevant only if it has 

a clear narrative function within a particular part of the story.  

A third advantage is related to the dual position occupied by audio describers. On the one 

hand, they are the ‘authors’ of the story told through the audio description, so they have to know 

according to what principles stories are created and hence what principles they can use to 

integrate their audio descriptions in a coherent way in the narrative told by film. On the other 

hand, they are members of the audience of the original filmic story, so an understanding of how 

this audience processes and interprets stories will be useful when deciding what elements 

should be included in the description to allow a comparable processing and interpretation by 

the visually impaired audience of the audio description. Narratology has been studied from both 

these perspectives. As pointed out by Margolin one of the main tasks of narratology (especially 

formal or structuralist narratology) is “the elaboration of explicit models and theories dealing 
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with the content aspect or representational dimension of narrative texts” (1990, p. 843). This 

way, narratology provides solid insights in the elements and principles that are used to create 

stories and can thus prove useful when studying the content-side of our content selection model. 

Later, with the cognitive turn in narratology, scholars started to pay more attention to the 

audiences of those stories and how exactly they process them, making “the real target of 

narrative analysis the process by which interpreters reconstruct the story-worlds encoded in 

narratives” (Herman D. , 2002, p. 5). Knowing what cues and what principles are used in this 

processing, can then be useful for content selection. 

Yet another benefit narratology offers, is that it has been studied for both verbal and visual 

narratives. Although verbal and visual narratives are to some extent created according to the 

same principles, these two modalities also have very specific story-telling characteristics. 

Describers with a sound knowledge of these particular characteristics, will probably find it 

easier to determine the verbal equivalent of a visual narrative feature, when creating their 

description43. 

Summarizing the discussion of section 2 of the present chapter, we can conclude that 

some basic questions in audio description are still largely unanswered. Particularly the question 

of content selection is crucial, both for professional audio describers and educational institutes 

offering courses in audio description. The fact that deciding and choosing what to describe is 

often problematic, can be explained by the different logics of the visual input from the source 

text and the verbal output of the audio description: whereas the former presents all its 

information simultaneously, the latter cannot but present it sequentially, which means that there 

will often not be enough time to describe all the information contained in the visual input and 

a selection will have to be made. Furthermore, the visual input does not offer a clear reading 

path, and it will be up to the describer to decide a possible order in which all the information 

can be read and rendered in the description. 

Although this issue receives due attention in the existing national guidelines and the 

limited academic literature, I observed that a number of problems still remain. On the one hand, 

it is not clear how the selection of the most relevant information should be done, i.e. how the 

                                                 
43 As pointed out by Kruger (2010), the devices used in film are so numerous and varied that it would be 

difficult to find corresponding verbal equivalences for all of them. However for describers, “it is important to 

understand how filmic narrative works, in order to determine the narrative effect created by filmic devices” 

(Kruger, 2010, p. 239) so that they can create descriptions that form a coherent narrative whole with the parts of 

the original narrative the visually impaired audience does have access to. 
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information contained in the visual input can be prioritized. On the other hand, no theoretical 

model has been proposed yet that allows a systematic analysis of the source text and that offers 

describers a well-founded tool to justify their choices and refute unjust criticism.  

Starting from the observations made with regard to narratology in the previous 

paragraphs, it will therefore be the main aim of the present work to develop a theoretical model 

that: 

a) allows audio describers to analyse a variable audiovisual input in a systematic way to 

determine all the meaning-making elements in this input that are eligible for audio description; 

and 

b) allows audio describers to prioritize these meaning-making elements so that an 

optimally relevant output can be created, even in cases when there is no time to describe all 

those elements. 

First of all, the need for a sound theoretical model is clear. Although the issues of source 

text analysis and content selection have (marginally) been addressed in existing guidelines, 

what is really needed is a “model of analysis based on systematic approaches, which would 

differentiate research […] from the traditional auto-didactic methods so common to the 

professional practice” (Chaume, 2004, p. 13). So if we want to establish AD firmly as a field 

of research, the intuitive guidance drawn up by practitioners will not suffice any more. 

Moreover, as Nord (1997) points out, “future professional translators must be trained not only 

to produce ‘good’ […] translations […], but also to find good arguments to defend their 

products against unjustified criticism” (pp. 2-3). In other words, AD courses have to equip audio 

describers with all the competences and skills necessary to create good descriptions. But at the 

same time, these competences and skills should be taught according to objective, academic 

principles and theories that allow the describers to motivate their choices and refute any 

criticism. For a full overview of the necessary skills and competences, see for example Orero 

(2005), Matamala and Orero (2007) or Díaz-Cintas (2007). The most extensive discussion is 

found in Díaz-Cintas (2007), who distinguishes between four main categories, namely linguistic 

competences (including for example an excellent command of the target language and good 

creativity), content-related competences (including amongst other skills knowledge of 

cinematographic language and the semiotics of the image), technological or applied 

competences (such as computer literacy and vocal skills) and personal and general competences 
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(including the ability to analyse, summarize and interpret information). Transferred to the 

specific topic of the present study, this would mean that student describers should at least be 

introduced to semiotics and film studies, and be handed theoretical tools allowing them to 

analyse and interpret visual content, and to summarize and/or select specific information. As 

outlined above, the theoretical model for analysis and interpretation of audiovisual source texts 

and for the selection of the most relevant content, will be based on insights in narratology and 

mainly revolve around the two following questions. With regard to the part of the model 

focussing on content selection (part a) of the aim stated above), the main question will be: 

What are the different building blocks of a story and according to what principles can 

they be used and combined to generate particular narrative effects?  

Although this question might seem a bit simplistic, its relevance in the present context is 

clear. As already explained in section 2.3 of this chapter, training in how visual images 

(including film) create meaning is still largely absent from courses in audio description. 

Therefore, many beginning audio describers still lack the good command of film language 

necessary for a thorough source text analysis. Describers who do know what different building 

blocks authors have at their disposal to create their stories and who recognize specific story-

telling techniques and their functions, will gain a better understanding of the source text, will 

find it easier to determine both the general lines and the subtleties of the story the source text 

wants to tell and are thus better equipped to produce a functionally adequate narrative target 

text. Finally, a good understanding of the different story telling principles will already give 

some indications of possible selection criteria. 

Story-creation is essentially the domain of structuralist narratology, so the answer to this 

content-related question, which I will present in the next two chapters, will mainly draw on 

insights from this discipline, and will consist of three parts. First, in chapter 3, I will look at the 

general narrative creation process or the ‘narrative constitution’ to use Schmid’s term (2005). 

Structuralist narratologists define narratives as multi-layered products: the concrete narrative 

with which the audience is presented, is just one of those layers, and it is preceded by different 

abstract levels that reflect the different transformations stories undergo during their creation 

process (Herman & Vervaeck, 2005, pp. 41-42). I will discuss these different abstract layers, 

see what their particular functions are and what specific transformations stories (can) undergo 

at each level, while relating all this to AD and to the task of the describer. Then I will turn my 

attention to the specific building blocks authors use to create narratives, using the different 
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categories from the guidelines as a point of departure: to what extent do these already offer the 

information the describer needs? Can they be detailed any further? Are there any categories 

missing? The goal of this part will be to produce a comprehensive overview of all the different 

narrative building blocks—both general and specific—the describer can encounter in the source 

text. In the third part I will translate all the information gained from the first two parts into some 

first general strategies describers can use to determine the content of a concrete scene to be 

described.  

While chapter 3 is mainly concerned with the abstract building blocks and principles that 

can be used to create stories, regardless of the medium used to translate them into concrete 

narratives, chapter 4 will focus on the medium-specific principles and techniques filmmakers 

use to present narrative information in a concrete, audiovisual way, to structure the narratives 

they want to tell, to signal what elements are most important, etc. In other words, just like 

chapter 3, chapter 4 will on the one hand look at story-creation from the author’s perspective, 

i.e. how do filmmakers create filmic stories. However, many (if not all) of those film-specific 

narrative principles and techniques are (or at least can be) used to guide the audience’s attention 

and as such indicate what is narratively most relevant. In other words, filmmakers not only want 

to tell a story, they also want their audiences to be able to re-construct that story. So they will 

indicate what information is important for the reconstruction of the story, by repeating it, 

presenting it through different semiotic channels or by highlighting it by means of specific 

techniques. In other words, while chapter 3 focuses on the different building blocks and 

principles that can be used to create stories, chapter 4 will also indicate how describers can 

decide what information is narratively more relevant and what information is less so. 

Once the describer has completed his analysis of the source text and has determined what 

different narrative building blocks and story-telling techniques were used, and after he made a 

first distinction between what is more relevant and what is less relevant, he will have to 

prioritize this information. From a narratological point of view, priority should be given to that 

information that is most relevant for the narrative at that particular point or, translated to the 

context of audio description, most relevant for the blind and partially sighted audience to re-

create that particular part of the story. So where I look at the author’s position and task for the 

content side, I will turn to the audience’s position and task for the selection side, more 

particularly focusing on the second main question: 
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What cues and techniques do audiences use to process, interpret and re-create the story 

told by the author? 

Although story processing by the audience has already been treated to some extent by 

structuralist narratologists such as Mieke Bal, it wasn’t until the cognitive turn in “postclassical” 

narratology, situated in the 1990’s (Herman, 2010, §10) that the processes by which narratives 

are interpreted and reconstructed by audiences, attracted the full attention of scholars in the 

field. One of the central questions asked by cognitive narratologists, is “what cognitive 

processes support narrative understanding, allowing readers, viewers, or listeners to construct 

mental models of the worlds evoked by stories?” (Herman D. , 2010, §6). The theory of mental 

modelling has indeed been widely accepted and applied in narratology and related disciplines, 

and starts from the postulate that audiences reconstruct stories by creating a mental model of it 

in their minds. As the narrative proceeds, all new information is processed and accommodated 

within the model in order to expand it, enrich it with more detail, to confirm or change 

assumptions, etc. This narrative processing is always a two-way process, with two kinds of 

information being fed into the mental model we create. On the one hand, there is a bottom-up 

input, i.e. information coming from the text itself, (which is discussed in chapters 3 and 4), on 

the other there is a top-down input, i.e. we use our own knowledge to process and re-construct 

the story (see for example Schneider, 2001, pp. 611-617 for a more elaborate discussion of this 

two-way processing).  

Chapter 5 of this work will focus on the top-down processing of stories, and will consist 

of two main parts. First, we will discuss the general principles of mental model creation—what 

kinds of knowledge, what cues and what principles do we use to create a mental model, what 

parts constitute this model, etc.—and we will discuss how this approach can be applied to the 

different narrative building blocks and principles discussed in chapters 3 and 4. In the second 

part of the chapter, we will then translate those general principles of mental model creation into 

a ‘cognitive filter’ that can be used for the selection of information in audio description. This 

will be done by further specifying the concept of ‘relevance’ discussed before. We already 

defined ‘relevant’ in the context of content selection in audio description as ‘narratively 

relevant’, and based on the principles of mental model creation, we will narrow down our 

definition of relevant further: elements in a particular scene are narratively relevant, if they 

allow us to add, update, change or confirm information in the mental model we are creating. 
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To summarize, the three following chapters will all contribute to the creation of the 

theoretical model for source text analysis and content selection that is the main aim of this work: 

- Chapter 3 discusses general narrative building blocks, principles and techniques, and 

offers strategies to analyse them. As such, it contributes to the systematic analysis of 

the narrative and the determination of all the meaning-making elements that are 

eligible for audio description; 

- Chapter 4 discusses film-specific narrative principles and techniques and as such 

specifically contributes to the systematic analysis of the audiovisual input. Moreover, 

in addition to helping to determine all the meaning-making elements that are eligible 

for audio description, it helps the describer to filter narratively more relevant from 

less relevant content; 

- Chapter 5 discusses how audiences process narratives and presents a model for 

prioritizing information that allows describers to create an optimally relevant audio 

described output. 
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Chapter 3 – The audio description of narrative form 

In the previous chapter I identified content selection as one of the basic problems in audio 

description for which no satisfactory answers have been provided yet. Beginning describers 

often find it difficult to determine what information is relevant and should be included in their 

descriptions and what information is not relevant and can be left out. Moreover, determining 

what elements should get priority when time does not allow them to describe all the relevant 

visual information in the image, seems problematic too. Although the existing literature on 

audio description acknowledges and addresses this issue, there still are various persistent 

problems: 

a) literature on content selection in audio description is usually still very general. With 

regard to the content-side, most texts state that describers should include the “4 Ws” 

(who, what, when and where) in their descriptions, but they do not offer a systematic 

and detailed account of those four constituents and their different meaning-making 

components; 

b) as far as prioritisation of the most relevant information is concerned, information is 

very scant. Some documents do not mention it at all, others advise to give priority to 

the information that is most relevant for the story, but often without defining 

‘relevant’ and again without any systematic or detailed explanation of how this 

prioritization should be carried out. 

In order to overcome the shortcomings described above, I outlined a more elaborate, 

systematic approach to content selection based on narratology, that offers various advantages: 

a) narratology looks for the general principles and structures underlying story 

construction rather than for an explanation of individual stories and phenomena in 

specific narratives. As such, a narratological approach to content selection in audio 

description first and foremost allows for a systematic analysis of the source text, i.e. 

it allows audio describers to determine what different meaning-making elements are 

present in the text and what function they serve 

b) narratology studies all types of narrative, providing insights in both visual and verbal 

narrative. On the one hand this can explain to audio describers how the different 

semiotic channels and film techniques in the filmic narrative contribute to the overall 
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creation of the story. On the other hand, it can show them how specific narrative 

constituents or principles presented visually can be rendered in verbal narrative; 

c) narratology studies both story creation, explaining what the different building blocks 

and construction principles of a narrative are (which is useful for the content-side of 

my approach), and story reception, explaining what cues audiences primarily use and 

according to what principles they reconstruct stories (which is useful for the selection-

side of my approach). 

In what follows, this approach will be elaborated in more detail and translated into a 

model that will help describers with the analysis of the source material with which they are 

presented, with the selection of relevant narrative information that can be included in their 

description and with the prioritisation of the information to be described in those instances 

where such a prioritisation is required because of time constraints. As already pointed out in 

the previous chapter, content selection in audio description encompasses at least two different 

dimensions that seem to be hierarchically related: describers first have to determine the precise 

content of the visual images before they can go on to select the most relevant information from 

those images.  

In this chapter, the focus is on the former dimension: I will concentrate on the narrative 

building blocks or narrative constituents and on the ways in which they are used, combined and 

manipulated to create stories and to generate specific narrative effects. First and foremost, this 

will give audio describers a very detailed inventory of all the information they can encounter in 

their source text analysis and that can therefore possibly be included in their descriptions. 

Moreover, the explanation of the different functions these constituents can serve and the effects 

they can generate, will provide audio describers with a first selection criterion of what is 

relevant and what is less so, as will become evident from sections 3.1.3, 3.2.3 and 3.3.3 that 

present models for source text analysis of the main narrative constituents, namely events, setting 

and characters respectively.  

As I will explain in more detail in section 1.2 of this chapter, this story-creation is a two-

layered process:  

- on the one hand, it encompasses an organisational side that is concerned with general, 

medium-independent principles for the creation of stories. A different organisation of 
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the various constituents will yield different narrative effects and thus a different story. 

In other words, this layer of the creative process is concerned with the narrative form;  

- on the other hand, there is a representational side that is concerned with the medium-

specific rendering of the story, i.e. with the concrete techniques implemented to 

express the abstract principles used on the organisational level. In other words, this 

layer of the creative process is concerned with the narrative style. 

Any analysis of a film to be described should take into account both these dimensions, so 

audio describers need a good understanding of both the general organisational principles 

determining the film’s form and the techniques that films use to represent the story concrete 

and as such determine its style. Those techniques will be the topic of the next chapter. In the 

present chapter, I will focus on the underlying, abstract structure of narratives and zoom in on 

two features that are essential for the analysis of a film by audio describers: 

a) what are the different building blocks or narrative constituents of a story? 

b) according to what principles can these constituents be organised or structured, and 

what narrative effects do different organisations yield? 

 A detailed analysis of those two questions should provide describers with sufficient 

insights to determine both the precise content of their source text and the effects it wants to 

generate. In other words, it should allow them to identify all the different elements that should 

ideally be included in their description. 

1. Definition of narrative and the main narratological concepts used 

Before we turn our attention to the individual narrative constituents and the ways in which 

they can be organised to elicit specific effects, I will define the object of this study, i.e. narrative 

in general, and the main concepts that will be used in the remainder of this chapter. 

1.1. Narrative constituents - what components make a text a narrative? 

As Ryan (2007) writes, “at first sight, nothing seems easier to define than narrative” (p. 

23), and although most of the definitions we encounter in the literature on narrative are indeed 

not particularly complicated and do present some similarities, there are some noticeable 

differences too. These differences mainly concern the minimal criteria that have to be fulfilled 

for a text to be called a narrative, as becomes apparent from the following definitions: 
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Genette: “One will define narrative without difficulty as the representation of an event or 

of a sequence of events” (1982, p. 127). 

Abbott: “Narrative is the representation of an event or a series of events” (2002, p. 12). 

Prince: “Narrative is the representation of at least two real or fictive events in a time 

sequence, neither of which presupposes or entails the other.” (1982, p. 4) 

Onega & Landa: “The semiotic representation of a sequence of events, meaningfully 

connected in a temporal and causal way.” (1996, p. 3). 

The lowest common denominator that can be derived from these four definitions, is that 

a narrative is a representation of one event or a series of events. For both Genette and Abbott a 

text consisting of only one event, e.g. “John came home”, can constitute a narrative. Others, 

such as Prince, require at least two events: “John came home and his wife died”. According to 

Prince’s definition, this example would constitute a narrative whether or not John’s coming 

home caused his wife’s death, as long as there is a temporal connection between the two. Onega 

& Landa however, include yet another criterion, namely that the two (or more) events are 

related, not only in a temporal, but also in a causal way. According to this last definition, the 

example “John came home and his wife died” would only be considered a narrative if John’s 

coming home did indeed cause his wife’s death.  

Useful as these definitions may be for heuristic purposes requiring as broad a scope as 

possible, in practice we will more often than not be confronted with narratives of a (much more) 

complex nature, such as the films that constitute the source material of the present study. This 

can explain why definitions by other scholars include other criteria than the mere representation 

of one or more events. Bal for example, defines the events that form the bare minimum of any 

narrative as “the transition from one state to another state, caused or experienced by actors” 

(1997, p. 182), thus adding an element that remained implicit in the previous definitions, namely 

actors. Similar explicitations were already made by Margolin, who states that “(…) there cannot 

be any narrative universe without actions and actants, (…)” (1986, p. 206), or by Chatman, 

who defines narrative as consisting of: “the content or chain of events (actions, happenings), 

plus what might be called existents (characters, items of setting)” (1978, p. 19).  

A closer look at Chatman’s definition shows that there is a third main narrative constituent 

in addition to characters and events, namely the setting, a term he later defines as “the place 
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and collection of objects “against which” his [the character’s] actions and passions 

appropriately emerge” (1978, pp. 138-139). With regard to this third constituent and its 

definition by Chatman, a few observations are in order.  

First of all, Abbott signals that a setting is very common in narratives, but “common as it 

is, it is still optional, unlike events and entities” (2002, p. 17). This might indeed be true if you 

adopt a very broad (theoretical) view on narrative, considering stories consisting of only one 

event as instances of narrative. But again, in more complex narratives, settings seem to be a 

requirement rather than an option. Moreover, Abbott’s view seems to be a very text-centred 

one, looking only at what is explicitly mentioned in the narrative text itself and not taking into 

account the audience participation involved in narrative processing and reconstruction. When 

processing a narrative like ‘I fell down’, the example of a narrative without a setting given by 

Abbott (2002, p. 17), most readers will assume an implicit setting to be there, as people will 

always fall down ‘somewhere’44. This cognitive explicitation of implicit information is part of 

the creation of a mental model of the narrative, or a storyworld to use Herman’s term (2002, p. 

9), i.e. a “model of who did what to and with whom, when, where, why and in what fashion” 

(2002, p. 9). In other words, audiences will usually embed characters and their actions in a 

specific spatio-temporal context. I will return to this and other kinds of inference-making in 

greater detail in chapter 5. A final comment that can be added to this optional nature of a setting 

deals with a difference in the concrete representation or bestimmtheit (Chatman, 1978, p. 30) in 

visual and verbal narratives. Whereas verbal narratives can indeed leave a setting implicit or 

unbestimmt, visual narratives cannot but render concrete existents, including the setting, 

explicit. In other words, the setting that might be implicit or elective in verbal narrative, seems 

to be always explicitly present in visual narratives. 

Branigan’s definition of narrative as “a way of organizing spatial and temporal data into 

a cause-effect chain of events with a beginning, middle, and end” (1992, p. 3) points out that 

there is a feature missing from Chatman’s definition of setting as a place and collection of 

objects: it does not mention the temporal dimension (or the ‘when’ in Herman’s storyworlds) 

of that setting. In other words, when reading a story like ‘I fell down’, not only will we assume 

                                                 
44 Although a full linguistic analysis of this sentence is beyond the remit of the present work, a sentence 

like “I fell down” seems to include at least two implicit setting-related elements: first, the verb tense of the word 

“fell” indicates that the narrative is situated somewhere in the past, hence introducing a temporal element. Second, 

the word ‘down’ implies a certain direction, which is only possible in space. 
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that people always fall down somewhere, we will equally assume that this happens at a certain 

point in time.  

For the purpose of the present study, I will consider the three elements (events, characters, 

setting) discussed above as the constituents that are minimally required for a text to be called a 

narrative and define narrative as “a representation of events that are caused or experienced by 

characters in a spatio-temporal setting”. In the second part of this chapter I will discuss these 

different narrative constituents individually in much more detail to get an overview of all the 

different meaning-making features they contain. I will do so from three different yet closely 

related angles: 

- first, I will look into structuralist narratology45 and the models and theories that were 

developed within this discipline to take stock of the various content elements of 

narrative texts: what different types of events can we encounter and according to what 

principles can they be rendered and combined to create certain narrative effects? What 

are the different content elements of the spatio-temporal setting? What dimensions do 

characters include and how can they be used to characterize and motivate their 

actions?, etc.;  

- because the verbal narratives that formed the predominant object of study of 

structuralist narratology do not constitute the source material of the present work, I 

will then check whether my first findings can also be applied to visual narratives, by 

comparing them to insights from film narratology. Do all the content elements I 

determined in the first phase, also occur in visual narrative? Does visual narrative 

introduce new elements or treat the existing ones differently? Do specific content 

elements take on a different meaning when presented in the visual medium?  

- in a third stage I will then examine what the combined results from the first two 

approaches mean for audio describers. Does narratology indeed provide them with a 

                                                 
45 I am well aware of the fact that the field of narratology has evolved significantly and developed in many 

different directions since the heyday of structuralism, and that the structuralist principles have been applied to 

filmic narratives, which are closer to the object of study of the present work. It is therefore by no means the aim 

of this work to call any of the structuralist concepts and principles into question. However, I feel there are at least 

two valid reasons to start from ‘traditional’ structuralist narratology. First, a model for source text analysis in audio 

description needs to equip describers with the tools to analyse both form and content of the source text, i.e. both 

the concrete representation of the narrative and its abstract organisation. While film studies has extensively studied 

how specific film techniques and principles generate specific narrative effects (and as such offer the best basis for 

the representational analysis), structuralist narratology can offer by far the most detailed input for a fine-grained 

model for the organisational analysis of the abstract story told by the film. Second, audio descriptions are (parts 

of) verbal narratives, hence insights in the structure and creative principles of verbal narrative can help audio 

describers to create narratively more coherent descriptions.  
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comprehensive overview of the content we encounter in films? Does it offer more 

than just an inventory of content elements and can some first selection principles be 

deduced from it?  

So far, I have only looked at one dimension of the definition of narrative, that is, the 

different constituents or its content. There is, however, a second dimension that has received 

much attention in narratology and is of particular interest for audio describers too. In her article 

on the definition of narrative, Ryan (2007, pp. 22-35) adopts an approach that is slightly 

different from the ways in which narrative is defined by the authors mentioned above. Instead 

of considering narrativity as a feature that a text has or does not have (i.e. narrativity as a binary 

characteristic), she develops a fuzzy-set definition consisting of four conditions that may or may 

not be fully met by a certain text (2007, pp. 28-29), making narrative more a matter of degree. 

Texts meeting all the conditions would then be prototypical instances of narrative, whereas texts 

meeting only some of the conditions mentioned but not others would be more marginal cases, 

yet they would still be considered narratives. This approach could possibly help solve a problem 

mentioned by Abbott (2002, pp. 12-13), namely that we sometimes encounter texts that contain 

narrative passages or micro-narratives, while the text as a whole would not be considered as a 

narrative, especially if we use definitions that are too strict and do not leave any room for 

flexibility.  

However, what is of interest for the present work, is not so much the flexible nature of 

Ryan’s definition, but rather the conditions or dimensions she proposes in her study (2007, p. 

29). The first three dimensions more or less tie in with the four constituents we mentioned 

above. The first one, namely the spatial dimension, is defined as “a world populated by 

individual existents” (2007, p.29) and corresponds to the spatial constituent of the setting, but 

also includes characters or existents. The second one, the temporal dimension, corresponds to 

the temporal constituent of the setting, positing as an additional condition that the world in 

which the narrative takes place must undergo motivated transformations in time. The third 

semantic dimension Ryan mentions, is the mental dimension, which corresponds to some degree 

to the characters and their actions, more specifically to the mental and emotional life that 

motivates their actions and reactions. Finally, Ryan also posits a formal and pragmatic 

dimension requiring that the events ‘must form a uniform causal chain’ and that the story ‘must 

communicate something meaningful to the audience’ (2007, p. 29). Both this last aspect of 

Ryan’s definition and Onega & Landa’s (1996) previously mentioned postulate that the events 

have to be connected in a temporal and causal way (p. 3), suggest deliberate interventions by 
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the author: a narrative is not just something that ‘is’, it is the end result of a creative act by an 

author who has to communicate meaningful events, events that have to be linked together in a 

temporal and causal way. In the following part I will explore this creation process in more detail 

and explain how better insights in this ‘narrative constitution’, a term introduced and later fully 

developed by Schmid (2005, pp. 223-272), have a twofold advantage for audio describers. 

Describers who know what principles and techniques authors use for creating their stories: 

a) will be better equipped to recognize the function of a certain principle or technique 

and hence to recognize what narrative effect is aimed at by the author. In other 

words, they know what effect they should ideally try to replicate in their 

description;  

b) will find it easier to distinguish more relevant from less important information for 

their descriptions. 

1.2. Narrative constitution – how are narratives constructed? 

In structuralist narratology, the concept of narrative constitution refers to “structural 

models with two or more tiers that (…) divide the narrative work into various levels and treat 

it as a product of a series of transformations” (Scheffel, 2012, §2). The systematic interest in 

narratives as deliberate, multi-level constructs goes back to the Russian formalists, who focused 

on the way in which the events that form the narrative, are presented to the audience. The 

formalist model developed in the 1920s has two tiers and is based on the opposition between 

the fabula, meaning the chronological sequence of events in the story and the sjuzhet, referring 

to the way in which these events are presented in the concrete text. In the Anglo-Saxon world 

a similar two-tier model was introduced roughly in the same period by E. M. Forster, who 

distinguished between story and plot. Forster defined story as “a narrative of events arranged 

in their time sequence” (1927/1972, p. 35), while plot was defined as “a narrative of events, the 

emphasis falling on causality” (1927/1972, p. 93). The main difference between those two early 

models is the nature of the transformation the events undergo when passing from one level to 

the next. In the Russian model, the emphasis is on the temporal aspect (events need no longer 

be presented chronologically in the sjuzhet), whereas Forster focuses on causality as the 

distinguishing factor.  

Abbott explains the difference between those two levels of narrative, for which he uses 

the terms story and discourse, as “a difference between two kinds of time and two kinds of 

order” (2002, p. 14). Time on the story-level is defined as the time the events are supposed to 
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take in real life and order on the story-level means the chronological order in which the events 

are supposed to take place. So, on the story-level one day in the life of an office-clerk takes 

twenty four hours, will probably start with the clerk being asleep and waking up, after which 

he will get dressed and have breakfast, go to work, work all day, come home after work, have 

dinner, maybe relax a bit reading, watching television or practicing sports and go to bed. On 

the discourse-level time refers to the time it takes us to read the events that take place, while 

order refers to the order in which those events are presented to us. A narrative text may describe 

that 24-hour day in the life of an office-clerk on one page that takes us five minutes to read. 

Moreover, the text may start with the clerk lying in bed at night and thinking about the different 

things he did that day (in any possible order). As will be discussed in section 3.1 of this chapter, 

both the difference between story-time and discourse-time and the difference between story-

order and discourse-order, are powerful story-creation principles that have to be duly taken into 

account by audio describers. However, as will also become apparent from the following pages, 

stories undergo many more transformations than those related to time and order alone, making 

distinction criteria exclusively related to time, such as the ones in the models outlined above, 

too restricted. 

The terms story and discourse are also used by Chatman, but in his work they take on a 

more general meaning that steers clear of the restrictions of the earlier models. He explains the 

difference between the two levels as follows: “in simple terms, the story is the what in a 

narrative that is depicted, discourse the how” (1978, p. 19). A similar distinction is made by 

Todorov who uses the French terms histoire and discours that can be explained as follows:  

“At the most general level, the literary work has two aspects: it is at the same time a story 

[histoire] and a discourse [discours]. It is story, in the sense that it evokes a certain reality […]. 

But the work is at the same time discourse […]. At this level, it is not the events reported which 

count but the manner in which the narrator makes them known to us” (Scheffel, 2012, § [15]). 

Instead of distinguishing between the two levels of narrative on the basis of temporality 

or causality, the last two models see the abstract story/histoire-level as the content and the 

concrete discourse/discours-level as the form of the narrative, which seems to be a distinction 

of a different order. The former models (by the Russian formalists, Forster, Abbott) distinguish 

the different levels of their model based on organisational principles: the events that are 

organised (chrono)logically on the story/fabula-level, are rearranged on the 

discourse/plot/sjuzhet-level to create causal relations or generate specific narrative effects such 
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as suspense, surprise or curiosity (see also section 3.1 of the present chapter). In Chatman’s and 

Todorov’s model, the distinction is of a representational rather than an organisational order: the 

discourse/discours-level is the concrete representation (the form) of the abstract story/histoire-

level (the content).  

Although all these two-tier models include elements that are fundamental in the process 

of story-creation, they do not present a comprehensive explanation of the construction of 

narratives: some concentrate on the temporal and/or causal organisation of events in the 

narrative, others on the concrete representation of the narrative, but none of them encompass 

all these dimensions. Moreover, the organisational models concentrate heavily on the 

transformation of events, relegating characters and setting, and the transformations they can 

undergo throughout the story-creation process, to the background. Therefore more extended 

and refined models, consisting of three or even more layers were later proposed. The first to 

develop such a three-tier model was the French structuralist Gérard Genette (1972/ trans. 1980), 

whose model took into account both the organisational and representational modifications 

stories undergo as they become narratives. On the most basic, abstract level in Genette’s model, 

we find the histoire or the chronological sequence of the events that make up the narrative. The 

second tier of his model is formed by the récit, defined by Herman and Vervaeck as “the story 

as it plays out in the text, […] the way in which the events and characters of the story are offered 

to the reader” (2005, p. 42). An important remark to be made here, is that the récit is still an 

abstract level, on which the order of the events is reorganised, the characters take shape, the 

setting is developed, etc. In other words, it is on the level of the récit that the organisational 

transformations take place before the concrete narrative is represented on the surface level, 

which Genette calls the narration. Various other scholars have developed similar models, 

usually all using their own concepts and terms that mean different and sometimes even opposing 

things46.  

2. The three-tier model as a basis forthe analysis of a narrative source text 

The remainder of this chapter will predominantly be based on the three-tier model and 

the terminology used by Bal (1997), which will be briefly explained and illustrated with 

examples in the following paragraphs. The main reason for using this model, is that Bal 

                                                 
46 Herman & Vervaeck present a comprehensive overview of the terminology and the different models 

developed by Genette, Rimon-Kinnan and Bal (2005, pp. 45-101). Martínez & Scheffel’s work (as cited in 

Scheffel, 2012 §3) compares the terminology used by 19 different scholars. 
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examines the organisational dimension of story creation in a truly exhaustive way. Not only 

does she describe all the transformations events undergo in the creation process, she also gives 

a comprehensive overview of how characters and space are shaped in this process. 

2.1. The fabula-level 

As far as terminology is concerned, Bal also developed her own framework. The first 

abstract level in Bal’s model is what she calls, with a formalist term, the fabula, defined as “a 

series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors” 

(1997, p. 5). Just like in all the previous models, the emphasis in this level is on the 

chronological order of the events, i.e. the order in which they would take place in the real world. 

Unlike the earlier models however, Bal explicitly includes a second element in her definition, 

namely the actors who cause or experience the events that are narrated. On the level of the 

fabula, these actors are abstract roles that will turn into characters during the story-creation 

process, when they are endowed with physical and/or psychological characteristics. At this 

point however, they are mere “structural positions” (Bal, 1997, p. 115), a very broad term Bal 

deliberately uses to include all kinds of acting entities, both human and non-human.  

As in many of the definitions of narrative given in section 1.1 of this chapter, one 

dimension remains absent in Bal’s definition of the fabula, namely the setting. Although she 

devotes a few paragraphs to location (1997, pp. 214-217), she states that “the locations where 

things happen may in principle be deduced” (1997, p. 214) and that “when the location has not 

been indicated, readers will simply supply one” (1997, p. 215). As I already pointed out in 

section 1.1 of this chapter a location can indeed remain implicit in verbal narrative. In visual 

narrative however, locations are concrete entities that are always bestimmt and will thus be 

explicitly present. Moreover we have to be careful not to reduce the term setting to locations 

alone. It is true that viewers do not always know the exact time of day or even time of year at 

every single moment in a film, for example in scenes taking place in interior locations without 

any direct link to the outside world that would indicate the time. By contrast, the characters’ 

clothes and the objects present in the location, will usually give an indication of the broader, 

more global time period in which the narrative is set. It might therefore make sense to slightly 

alter Bal’s definition of the fabula for the purpose of the present study and rephrase it as “a 

series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors 

in a specific spatio-temporal setting”. 
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2.2. The story-level 

The second level in Bal’s three-tier model is the story, which she defines as “a fabula that 

is presented in a certain manner” (1997, p. 5). This definition might be a bit misleading, as the 

story is still an abstract construct and there is no concrete presentation of the narrative yet. In 

fact, the story-level is the level that corresponds with Genette’s récit, i.e. the level where all the 

organisational transformations of the different narrative constituents take place. With regard to 

the actions/events, the author decides on the order in which he will present them 

(chronologically or not), on their frequency (will they be presented only once or more than 

once?) and on their duration (will they be presented at their real-life ‘speed’ or rather in slow-

motion or fast-forward). The film Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) for example, 

tells the story of eighteen year old Jamal Malik who grew up in the slums of Mumbai and takes 

part in the famous game show Who wants to be a millionaire?. When he is one question away 

from winning twenty million rupees, the show is interrupted for the night and the police arrest 

Jamal because they suspect him of cheating. During his interrogation, Jamal watches a video of 

the show with two police officers, and with every question he tells them an episode of his 

childhood that explains how he knew the answer to that particular question. A chronological 

account of Jamal’s story would begin with the different episodes from his childhood, then move 

to the game show and end with Jamal’s arrest. However, the film opens with a scene in an 

interrogation room, where Jamal is being questioned by a police officer. Beginning the film 

with a scene that is chronologically almost the last event in the story, creates a very specific 

effect: it immediately arouses the audience’s curiosity: who is this boy and what did he do to 

end up in this interrogation room? The following scene takes us back to the night of the game 

show, where the boy from the interrogation room is presented as Jamal Malik, the first 

contestant of that night. Next, the host asks the first question and immediately afterwards a 

flashback takes us back in time to a memory from Jamal’s early childhood, an organisational 

pattern that is repeated with all the other questions. Alternating the game show with scenes from 

Jamal’s past, serves a double purpose: on the one hand, it explains how Jamal knows the 

answers to all the questions, on the other hand, it creates suspense by postponing the answer to 

the all-important question we all have: will Jamal ultimately win those twenty million rupees. 

As this example shows, the author can decide to modify the (chrono)logical fabula-order of the 

events on the story-level in order to generate suspense, arouse curiosity or create a surprise-

effect. Moreover, inserting flashbacks can serve to explain later events that would be hard or 

impossible to understand without this previous information. 
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Furthermore, it is also on the story-level that the setting or narrative space takes form. 

The author will decide in which locations the events take place and what the specific features 

of these locations will be, he will motivate what the importance and function of the locations 

is, and how they will relate to other locations and to the characters that inhabit them. In the film 

Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010), U.S. marshal Teddy Daniels is sent to Boston to investigate 

the disappearance of a murderess from a hospital for the criminally insane located on one of the 

Boston Harbour Islands. The choice of this particular location, i.e. an inhospitable, secluded 

island, has a very clear motivation: the island is much more than just a background against 

which the narrative will unfold, it serves various specific functions. First of all, and just like the 

opening scene of the previous example, the choice of the location raises a question that will 

form the backbone of the investigation and will arouse the audience’s curiosity right from the 

beginning of the film, namely: how can a person disappear and escape from an isolated island? 

In addition the location and the way in which it is designed, create a sense of mystery and 

suspense, a threatening, foreboding atmosphere. One side of the island is covered in dark, 

ominous woods, the other side is nothing but steep cliffs, described by the captain of the ship 

who brings Teddy and his colleague to the island as: “the other side of the island is rock bluffs, 

all the way down to the water”. With his next sentence: “the dock is the only way on… or off. 

We’ll be casting off as soon as you two are ashore”, he emphasises the seclusion of the island, 

indicating that the marshals will be on their own and will have no choice but to stay on the 

island until the ship returns. So just like organising the order in which the events are presented, 

choosing a specific location and filling it with a particular content, can create various effects 

and atmospheres—which may have to be rendered explicitly in the AD. 

Finally, the story-level is the level on which the general actors are transformed from 

abstract roles into specific characters. In order to make those characters individually 

recognisable, the author will equip them with particular physical characteristics that distinguish 

them from other characters. More important however, is the development of the ‘inside’ of the 

characters. As we saw in the previous paragraphs, causality is an important story-creation 

principle, and Hollywood movies in general are stories that develop as a continuous chain of 

cause and effect. With regard to this development, Bordwell points out that “coincidence is 

especially dangerous in this context, and Hollywood rule-books insist upon confining 

coincidence to the initial situation” (1985, p. 13). In other words, the actions and reactions that 

take place in the narrative have to be motivated, and because those actions and reactions are 

mainly caused and experienced by the characters, this motivation will usually be of a personal 
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and psychological nature. Authors therefore have to endow their characters with a plausible set 

of psychological traits that explain their actions and reactions. As section 3.3 of the present 

chapter shows, this process of character-building is a very complex enterprise, and from the 

following example it will become clear that the possibilities are virtually endless. In the film 

Gone in Sixty Seconds (Sena, 2000) retired car thief Randall ‘Memphis’ Raines is forced back 

into stealing cars, after a deal between his younger brother Kip and local gangster Raymond 

Calitri goes awry. Although we generally associate car thieves with negative character traits 

(they disrespect the property of others, they often resort to violence, etc.) Raines is portrayed 

as a very likeable, engaging personality. From one of the first scenes of the film we learn that 

he works with children, and when he hears that his younger brother Kip is in trouble, the love 

for his family and concern for his younger brother (a character trait which is motivated by the 

untimely death of his father that made him responsible for the family) explain why he does not 

hesitate and returns to his home town to save Kip. This will be far from easy though, as saving 

Kip means he has to steal fifty exclusive cars in three days. But local police officer Roland 

Castleback’s remark that “car theft in Long Beach went down 47% after Memphis Raines 

walked away from the life” indicates that Raines was not an ordinary thief. He was the best and 

knowing this helps the audience believe and/or even hope that he stands a good chance to 

succeed, again a kind of unusual reaction, as we would normally not empathize with thieves in 

this way. By not revealing all character traits immediately and postponing the explicit 

motivation of actions and decisions until later in the story, authors can also create curiosity. 

One question that remains unclear until very late in this film, is why Raines at one point decided 

to stop stealing cars, leave town and start a new life elsewhere. Kip accuses him of abandoning 

him and his mother, which would be inconsistent with Memphis’ love for his family that 

brought him back to Long Beach. Later, however, it is revealed that Memphis left precisely 

because his mother asked him to, so his brother would not become a car thief too, clearly 

confirming that he is the caring family man the viewers assumed he was. 

Just like a well thought-out temporal organisation of events and a detailed construction 

of the narrative setting, conscious character-building is an essential step in the creation of a 

story. The author has to develop a consistent set of character traits that the audience can identify 

with and that motivates the chain of cause and effect that forms the backbone of the actions of 

the story. He can decide to withhold specific traits or motivations in order to create curiosity 

and, as the last example shows, he can equip actors with particular traits that seem to contradict 

their role, thus creating very surprising characters.  
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2.3. The level of the narrative text 

After all these organisational transformations and decisions have been made, the story 

will be concretised in what Bal (1997) calls the narrative text, “a text in which an agent relates 

(‘tells’) a story in a particular medium, such as language, imagery, sound, buildings or a 

combination thereof” (p. 5). This introduction of a concrete, medium-specific representation of 

the narrative text raises an important question we have neglected up to now. In this chapter I 

have so far introduced and explained narrative techniques and terms from structuralist 

narratology, which was essentially language-based. Although I have applied these principles to 

the medium of film in the examples given on the story-level, I have not yet considered whether 

it is at all possible to apply language-based principles and techniques to a visual medium. After 

all, as I explained in section 2.1 in chapter 2, verbal and visual communication differ 

significantly in some very fundamental respects. And although some visual story-telling 

techniques can be compared to verbal techniques—Schmidt gives the example of a neutral 

establishing shot that can be equated with external focalization or even zero focalization (2010, 

§5)—in other instances it may be much more difficult or even impossible to find such 

equivalents. In the same article however, Schmidt (2010, §6) points out that there is an 

alternative to this medium-based approach: if we base our analysis on purely narratological 

principles, medial specificity is less of an issue. Or as Fludernik , quoted in Schmidt (2010, § 

6) phrases, the medium-specific nature of the narrative text affects “narrativity in a number of 

important ways, but on a level of specific representations only. In general, narrativity can be 

constituted in equal measure in all textual and visual media” (Fludernik, 1996, p. 353). In other 

words, the narrative principles and strategies we introduced before also apply to the visual 

medium of film, but “the characteristics of these strategies differ significantly” (Schmidt, 2010, 

§3).  

It is indeed true that when it comes to the concrete visual representation of the abstract 

story and the corresponding decision-making process on the level of the narrative text, the film 

director can use techniques that are not available in verbal representations, creating effects that 

are unique to the medium of film. When deciding to use flashbacks, as in our Slumdog 

Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) example, the director can choose to indicate these through 

the use of verbal means, such as a text on screen, a voice-over by an off-screen narrator or a 

line of dialogue by one of the characters. He can also opt for a purely visual technique, such as 

a fade out or a wipe, or he can decide to show this anachrony in a less explicit way by showing 

the same characters at a younger age or even just by means of a scene change without any 
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indication of time. When representing an inauspicious place like the secluded island in Shutter 

Island (Scorsese, 2010), the director can decide to zoom in on it from above, creating the 

impression of a tiny spot surrounded by water as far as the eye can reach; or he can choose to 

use a tracking shot, maybe a point-of-view shot from a lower angle by one of the characters, so 

that the island looms unnaturally large on the horizon and becomes ever more threatening. He 

might also combine this technique with the use of dark colours and ominous music. And finally, 

he also has various options for rendering the emotions, motivations and psychological traits of 

the characters. He can render them more or less explicitly through a particular body movement 

or a facial expression in close-up. He can use tilted camera angles, blurred images, etc. In 

chapter 4 I will look at the different techniques filmmakers can use to present a particular 

element in exactly the way they want and what different effects these techniques can generate. 

2.4. The three-tier model and/in audio description 

As became clear from the previous paragraphs, films as narrative texts are the end result 

of an extensive and complex series of transformations. Events that are in (chrono)logical order 

in the initial fabula, can be reorganised in different orders on the story-level to create suspense 

or curiosity; the actors that cause or undergo these events are endowed with physical and 

psychological traits that motivate their actions and reactions, and all the events are situated in 

a setting that can be just a background, but that might just as well serve a symbolic function, 

influence the development of the story or even become so prominent that it occupies the role of 

a character. Depending on the medium, the author can then choose between various techniques 

to present the story in a particular way to the audience. In the case of film for example, 

flashbacks can be introduced explicitly by switching from full colour to black and white or 

implicitly by a mere scene change, pleasant settings can be filmed in bright colours and/or 

supported by lively music, character traits can be shown by means of close-ups of facial 

expressions or exteriorized by means of an internal monologue, etc. 

All these different structural or organisational transformations of the fabula and the 

stylistic choices regarding the concrete presentation of the story in a particular medium will 

determine the unique narrative text with which the audience is ultimately presented. However, 

they do more than just generate particular effects. If authors want to communicate their story 

effectively, they have to make sure that audiences clearly recognize all those different cues and 

can use them to reconstruct the story the narrative wants to tell. It is indeed on the basis of the 

various visual, verbal and aural cues in the narrative text that the audience will work its way 

back to the initial fabula that the author started from. They will start from the textual indications 
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to analyse the author’s representational choices (why is this information presented in black and 

white, why is this character shown in close-up, why is this room filmed from such a low angle 

and why were those dark colours used, etc.), will interpret them to re-create the story (this event 

is clearly a flashback, the anger on his face explains why he slapped that man, this character 

wakes up in an unlit prison cell, etc.) and use the organisational principles they inferred from 

the story to ultimately arrive back at the fabula. In other words, and as shown schematically in 

Diagram 13 below, both narrative construction and reconstruction can be seen as two-layered 

processes. In the creation process, the abstract constituents of a fabula undergo various medium-

independent organisational or structural transformations, after which the resulting abstract story 

undergoes medium-specific representational transformations that result in a concrete narrative 

text. In the re-creation process, the audience first identifies and processes the medium-specific 

cues they are presented with in the narrative text to determine the structure of the abstract story 

and the narrative effects the various structural choices generate. Based on this they then re-

create the (chrono)logical order of the series of events caused and/or experienced by the actors 

in a general narrative space or setting. 
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Diagram 4 - Story (re-)creation as a two-layered process 
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Although the basic outline sketched above does not even begin to describe the immensely 

complex nature of narrative processing, it allows us to define at least one aspect of the audio 

describer’s task: as audiences use cues from the narrative text in their processing and 

interpreting of the story, describers have to make sure to include in their descriptions those cues 

that facilitate this reconstruction process for their blind audiences. They have to offer the cues 

that visually impaired viewers need to determine the temporal relations between consecutive 

scenes and to re-create the (chrono)logical fabula; they must include cues allowing their 

audiences to reconstruct the spatio-temporal setting and they must provide the necessary 

information on characters’ physical and psychological traits to make clear what they look like 

and to explain what motivates their actions.  

Given the omnipresent time constraint in audio description however (cf. section 1.2.2. in 

chapter 2), it will often not be possible to include all those cues in the audio description and a 

selection will have to be made. In chapters 4 and 5, this prioritization of the most relevant 

information will be addressed from two different angles, corresponding with the two main 

processes involved in assimilating and interpreting narratives: bottom-up processing using the 

material from the narrative text and top-down processing using one’s own knowledge and prior 

experience. Starting from the observation that “the filmmaker has to guide the audience’s 

attention to the most important areas of the image” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 140), 

chapter 4 will explore how insights in film techniques can help describers decide what the most 

important elements in an image are, and thus what elements should ideally get priority in their 

description. Chapter 5 starts from the viewers’ own cognitive activity in processing films, 

studying what kinds of knowledge and experience we use and according to what principles and 

techniques we assimilate and interpret what we see. These insights can again help audio 

describers in deciding what information audiences really need to understand the story and what 

is less crucial.  

3. From Fabula to Story: organisational transformations of time, space and characters 

In section 1.1 of this chapter I identified three basic narrative constituents namely 

temporal organisation of events, spatio-temporal setting and characters. In what follows, I will 

zoom in on the various general transformations they can undergo in the transition from the 

fabula-level to the story-level. Starting from the observation that many narrative principles used 

in literature can also be applied to film, but that the specific medium will influence the 

characteristics of these principles (cf. Schmidt (2010) and Fludernik (1996) in section 2.3 of 
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this chapter), I will divide my theoretical analysis into two parts. First, I give an overview of 

the principles introduced in structuralist narratology. I will look at the different transformations 

the chronological sequence of events in the fabula can undergo in the temporal plane, at the 

techniques that can be used to create the narrative spatio-temporal setting and at the creation 

process of narrative characters. Next I explore how these different principles can be used in 

film: some of them will apply without any alteration, others will have a more restricted or more 

extensive application in film and still others may not be used in film at all. To conclude, I will 

translate the findings from these two sections into some strategies describers can use for 

analysing the narrative content they are presented with. This will help them to determine what 

the different constituents are they have to look for, i.e. what all the different elements are that 

can possibly be rendered in the description. It will also help them to determine what the different 

structuring, organisational principles are that can be used, principles that could be used to make 

some first decisions regarding the selection of the most relevant content. Those strategies will 

then serve as a basis for the actual model for content selection and prioritization that will be 

developed in chapters 4 and 5.  

3.1. The construction and transformations of narrative time 

In section 2.2 of the present chapter I explained that the organisation of narrative time, 

i.e. the order, duration and frequency of the events that are presented, is a particularly powerful 

storytelling technique that can be used, among others, to elicit curiosity or arouse suspense. In 

the opening of Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008), we first see Jamal Malik in a 

prison cell, then—the night before—in a game show and then, after a few alternations between 

the prison cell and the game show, as a much younger boy playing cricket on a landing strip. 

For any sighted viewer, it will be immediately clear that the scene on the landing strip takes 

place years before the game show. For a visually impaired audience however, this will have to 

be mentioned explicitly: an audio description such as “Jamal and his friends are playing cricket 

on a landing strip”, will be confusing rather than clarifying. The description should include an 

element indicating this scene takes place years before, e.g. “A much younger Jamal and his 

friends are playing cricket on an landing strip.”  

In other words, when analysing his source text, the audio describer needs to look for this 

and any other organisational feature relating to the presentation of narrative events and he will 

have to determine whether or not this has to be included explicitly in the audio description: 

while it may be necessary to mention explicitly that a certain event is a flashback, a repetition 

of an event that has already been shown before, does not need to be mentioned explicitly. From 
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the description of what is presented in the image, the visually impaired audience will be able to 

infer that it is a repetition of something that has already been presented earlier.  

As I already mentioned in section 3.1.1 of chapter 2, all existing audio description 

guidelines agree that descriptions should include information on when the action is taking place. 

However, more specific information concerning this aspect is very scarce. The French Audio 

Description Charter explains that this ‘when’-dimension includes a more global time frame 

(past, present or future) and a more local dimension corresponding with the season and the time 

of day (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 62). The American ADI guidelines mention two 

dimensions too, although they are of a different nature: with regard to when and where the 

action is taking place, the guidelines say descriptions should mention the time of day (Greening, 

Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 72). On the other hand, they also mention that audio descriptions should 

clarify “passages of time” and “time shifts” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, pp. 92-93), including 

flashbacks, flash forwards and dream sequences. In other words, the ADI guidelines distinguish 

between time as a component of the spatio-temporal setting and time as an organisational 

principle structuring the events that take place in the narrative47. Most of the other guidelines 

state that actions have to be described, but do not provide any more explanation or guidance on 

the various possible scenarios regarding order, duration and frequency, or on the various 

narrative effects they can generate. Even the ADLAB guidelines, that use narratology as one of 

the underlying methodological approaches, do not mention this temporal aspect of actions and 

events, only relating them to characters. In conclusion, it is safe to say that the existing 

guidelines only offer very limited and fragmented advice on the audio description of narrative 

time, without any methodological underpinning allowing for a structured approach to source 

text analysis and the audio description of events and their temporal relations. 

In the following sections, I will present an approach that tries to fill this void. First, section 

3.1.1 approaches narrative time from the perspective of structuralist narratology. Although the 

field of narratology has developed significantly since the heyday of structuralism in the 1970s 

and 1980s, structuralist narratology offers the considerable advantage (for audio describers) 

that it analyses narrative time in an exhaustive, systematic way. It offers, so to speak, a 

comprehensive “checklist” of all the temporal elements that can be encountered in any narrative 

and as such provides valuable input for a model for a systematic analysis of the source text. 

                                                 
47 In section 3.2. of this chapter I will look into the temporal component of the spatio-temporal setting in 

greater depth; in the present section the focus will be on the structuring features of events and the concept of 

narrative time. 
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Because structuralist narratology was mainly concerned with verbal narratives, section 3.1.2 

will look at how film deals with narrative time. As this chapter only looks at the organisational 

principles underlying story construction, I will only focus on what principles and techniques—

other than those analysed in section 3.1.1—film uses to structure events in time. More in 

particular I will look at the simultaneous presentation of events—impossible in verbal 

narrative—and at the intermedial nature of film and its possibility to present temporal 

information both aurally and visually. Finally, in section 3.1.3 the findings from the two 

previous sections will be translated into a comprehensive, structured and systematic approach 

that allows audio describers to determine what different temporal elements are present in the 

source text they have to audio describe and that presents a few principles that can be used to 

decide whether or not the temporal element concerned has to be described, i.e. principles that 

allow them to prioritise the analysed and selected content. 

3.1.1 Temporal organisation of events in structuralist narratology 

As pointed out by Herman & Vervaeck (2005), structuralist narratology was not so much 

concerned with the analysis of the concrete, individual narrative texts, but rather with providing 

a framework that explains the underlying abstract structures and the fundamental structuring 

principles of narrative (p. 41). In that respect, time as an abstract, more or less universal concept, 

proved to be far easier to categorize and systematize than spatio-temporal setting or characters, 

as will become clear from the following sections. Probably the most influential study of 

narrative time was written by Genette ([1972] 1980, pp. 33-160) who distinguished between 

three structuring aspects of the concept of time: order, frequency and duration, all of which are 

essential for AD, as will become clear from the following discussion. 

a) order 

As the overview of the definitions of narrative illustrated, one of the criteria used to 

characterise narrative, both on the level of its constituents (cf. definitions by Prince or Onega 

& Landa in section 1.1 of this chapter) and on the level of its constitution (cf. definitions by 

Genette or Bal in section 1.2 of this chapter), is the order in which the events are presented to 

the audience of the narrative text. Prince defined narrative as “a representation of […] events 

in a time sequence” (1982, p. 4), and Onega & Landa’s definition described it as “a sequence 

of events, meaningfully connected in a temporal and causal way” (1996, p. 3). In their study of 

the underlying structuring principles of narrative, structuralist narratologists used this criterion 

of order to define the relation between the temporal sequence of events as presented in the 
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concrete narrative text and the chronological order of these events on the level of the fabula. In 

some cases the order will be the same whereas in others, events will be presented out of their 

chronological order to create suspense or surprise, or to fill in details of a character’s past that 

motivate his or her actions, as illustrated by the examples described in section 2.2 of the present 

chapter. With regard to the analysis of the order of events in the narrative, three further 

categories have to be distinguished: direction, distance and span48. 

When events are presented out of their chronological order, two directions are possible. 

The narrative can switch to an event that took place earlier in the chronological fabula order, or 

it can present an event that will only take place later. The first possibility is what Genette calls 

analepsis, or retroversion in Bal’s terminology, the second is termed prolepsis in Genette, 

anticipation in Bal’s terms. While in theory both possibilities exist, retroversions are much 

more common than anticipations. Bal (1997) indeed points out that “anticipations occur much 

less frequently” and “are mostly restricted to a single […] allusion to the outcome of the fabula” 

(p. 95). Bordwell (1985) goes even further with regard to the classical Hollywood film, stating 

that “the only possible manipulation of story order is the flashback” (p. 42), as “a flash-forward 

would make the narration’s omniscience and suppressiveness overt” (p. 42). Although there are 

a few exceptions—the film Premonition (Yapo, 2007) plays an intricate game with the past, 

present and future of the events shown in the narrative text—it is true that flash-forwards are 

extremely rare in film, and flashbacks are more frequent. 

The second feature is the distance of the anachrony. In order to determine this distance, 

we need a reference point to which we can compare the anachrony. This reference point is what 

Herman & Vervaeck (2005) call the primary narrative49 (p. 64) that serves as the narrative 

present. Retroversions (and anticipations) can have three different relations with regard to the 

primary narrative: they can be internal, external or mixed. An internal retroversion is an earlier 

event that still falls within the primary narrative. In the Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 

                                                 
48 Again, I use Bal’s terminology, which is based on the distinction introduced by Genette, even though it 

seems to be inconsistent in this particular instance, specifically with regard to the last feature. When introducing 

the three concepts, Bal (1997) writes: “I shall discuss three different aspects of chronological deviation 

successively: direction, distance and range” (p. 84). Later (p. 92) the term range is replaced by span. As this is the 

term she uses in the rest of her explanation, I will use it here too.  
49 In a narrative that tells the story of a marriage of a young man, the primary narrative would typically be 

the wedding day itself. All the man’s memories of when he first met his wife, how they got together and how he 

proposed to her will be retroversions, and all his ideas about their future life, about how they will grow old together, 

will be anticipations with regard to this primary narrative. As the conditional tense in the example already suggests, 

defining the primary narrative is not always easy or sometimes even impossible, and readers might not always 

agree on what exactly the primary narrative is.  
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2008) example presented in section 2.2 of the present chapter, the primary narrative would 

consist of the first night of the game show Jamal Malik takes part in, his subsequent arrest and 

the second night of the game show. The film opens with Jamal being interrogated by a police 

officer, and then moves back to the beginning of the game show a few hours earlier. This 

retroversion is internal, as it still falls within the primary narrative. When the show’s host asks 

the first question and gives the four possible answers, we are taken back in time to Jamal’ early 

childhood, more particularly to an episode that explains how Jamal knows the answer to that 

first question. This retroversion clearly falls outside the primary narrative and is thus external. 

Mixed retroversions are again less common: they start outside the primary narrative and end 

inside it. 

This last category already gives an indication of the third feature, namely the duration or 

the span of the anachrony. Just like in the case of the direction of the anachrony, two types of 

span can be distinguished: an anachrony can be punctual or durative. If it comprises just one 

event, the anachrony is punctual. When Jamal is introduced by the host in Slumdog Millionaire, 

we get a very short glimpse of a girl standing on a railway platform, looking up and smiling. 

This turns out to be a memory of Jamal, from the day when he last saw Latika, the girl he is in 

love with and who is the real reason why he takes part in the game show. This brief flashback 

would constitute a punctual retroversion. The scenes from the past that explain how Jamal 

knows the answers to all the questions, are all much longer and can be categorized as durative 

retroversions. 

b) frequency 

A second parameter used in analysing the temporal organisation of narrative events is 

called frequency and studies the relation between the number of times an event occurs in the 

fabula and the number of times it is presented in the narrative text. There are three different 

relationships: 

 an event can be presented in the narrative text (NT) as often as it occurs in the 

fabula (F) (NT = F); 

 an event can be presented less often in the narrative text than it occurs in the fabula 

(NT < F); 

 an event can be presented more often in the narrative text than it occurs in the 

fabula (NT > F);  
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When an event is presented in the narrative text just as often as it occurs in the fabula, 

Genette speaks of a singulative relationship. This would be the case of events that occur once 

in the fabula and are presented once in the narrative text—called a simple singulative—or events 

that occur more than once in the fabula, in which case every occurrence is presented in the 

narrative text—called a plural singulative. In our Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) 

example, Jamal’s mother is killed in a riot when Jamal is still a small boy. It goes without saying 

that the killing of Jamal’s mother only occurs once in the fabula, and although this is a very 

important event in the boy’s life and something he might think about quite often, it is only 

presented once in the narrative text so it constitutes a simple singulative. Another important 

event in Jamal’s life, is the loss of Latika, the girl he loves. After he loses her for the first time, 

he goes looking for her everywhere, finds her four times but loses her just as many times shortly 

afterwards. This situation, that occurs five times in the fabula, is presented just as often in the 

narrative text and would thus constitute a plural singulative. 

The last example given above, deals with an event that is crucial in the development of 

the story, and is repeated various times in the fabula (and just as often in the narrative text), to 

emphasise its importance. However, there are many other events in Slumdog Millionaire that 

occur more than once in the fabula, but are presented less often—maybe just once or not at 

all—in the narrative text. For example Jamal is an employee in a call centre and works there 

every day, but this reoccurring event is presented only a few times in the narrative text. This 

type of relationship is called iterative, a technique that is usually used for the presentation of 

habits and other, less crucial events.  

Finally, the opposite can occur and events that happen only once in the fabula are 

presented more than once in the narrative text. This technique, termed repetitive by Genette, 

can be used to create various effects. A first possibility is that a unique fabula event is presented 

more than once in the narrative text in (slightly) differing versions that each present a different 

character’s point of view on the event. A typical example would be Akira Kurosawa’s 

Rashomon (1950) a film in which different characters all give their own version of the story of 

a murdered samurai. But also present-day films or TV series such as CSI use this technique to 

present different accounts of one event, for example by various characters suspected of a 

particular crime, to keep the audience in the dark and to create suspense or surprise. Another 

situation in which a single fabula event can be presented more than once, is the ‘what if’ story. 

The film Sliding Doors (Howitt, 1998) tells the story of a young woman who gets fired from 

her job one morning and returns home where her boyfriend is in bed with another woman. She 
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enters the subway and catches her train, but then we are taken back in time and we see her 

entering the subway again, but now bumping into a little kid as a result of which she misses the 

train. The remainder of the film develops as two separate stories of what happens if she catches 

the train and what happens if she does not. In other words, showing two versions of the event 

of the woman entering the subway serves as a switch that puts the audience on a different track 

depending on whether or not she makes it to the train. The previous examples all describe 

instances in which different versions of the same event are presented, but it is also possible for 

a narrative text to present the same version of one event at different points in the story, in which 

case the various presentations can all serve a different purpose. In Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle 

& Tandan, 2008), the image in Figure 3 is shown three times. 

 

Figure 9 - Latika looking up from a railway platform and smiling in Slumdog Millionaire 

 

This still shows Latika, the girl Jamal is in love with, looking up at Jamal from a train 

platform. This event is presented a first time in the film just after Jamal is introduced by the 

host of the game show and as an audience we do not know who the girl is, if and how Jamal 

knows her, and why this very brief shot—lasting no longer than 4 seconds—is presented to us 

at this particular point. In other words, it is a shot designed to evoke various questions in the 

audience. The second time this shot is shown, is when Jamal finds Latika, who now lives with 

local gangster Javed who is about to leave Mumbai with her. Jamal promises to wait for Latika 

at Mumbai’s train station every day at 5 p.m. and when Latika manages to escape from Javed’s 

house and arrives at the train station, she looks for him, finds him on a walkway above the 

platforms and smiles. However, Javed’s men reach Latika first and take her away from Jamal 

again. This makes clear that the first time the shot was presented to us, it was a flashback, a 
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memory of Jamal - but it was more than just a memory. At this point in the film we already 

know that Latika watches Who Wants to be a Millionaire? from time to time, and so the 

flashback we saw at the beginning of the game show now motivates Jamal’s decision to 

participate: he wants to be on the show because he hopes to get back with Latika. The third time 

the image is shown, is when Jamal is finally re-united with Latika after the end of the game 

show. They are back in the same train station and when they are face to face and Jamal kisses 

her, their previous encounter in the train station that ended in Latika being taken away from 

Jamal, is now shown in reverse. The last image of this reverse passage is Latika looking up at 

Jamal, smiling, and again, it serves a different purpose. It is now a confirmation that Jamal has 

succeeded and reached the goal he wanted to achieve by taking part in the game show: winning 

back the woman he loves.  

As the examples above show, deciding to repeat a unique fabula event more than once in 

the narrative text can have various purposes. The technique can be used to create suspense or 

postpone the answer to a question, it can introduce different continuations of a single event, 

depending on the outcome of that particular event, or it can have a symbolic function, to name 

but a few of the various possibilities.  

c) duration 

Finally, Genette introduced a third parameter to study the temporal organisation of 

narrative events, namely duration, which examines “the relationship between the amount of 

time covered by the events in the fabula and the amount of time involved in presenting those 

events” (Bal, 1997, p. 100). Before looking at the different possible relations in more detail, 

two observations must be made. By using the term duration, I depart from the terminology used 

by Bal, who uses the term rhythm for this type of relationship. However, I feel this term could 

be somewhat misleading. With regard to film, Bordwell and Thompson (2008) define rhythm 

as “the length of shots in relation to each other” (p. 226) an editing technique that emerges 

“when several shot lengths form a discernible pattern” (p. 226). In other words, rhythm deals 

with a) the length of the presentation of different events in the narrative text (i.e. on the same 

narrative level) and b) the pattern that becomes visible when different presentation lengths are 

alternated. Duration, as used by Genette, on the other hand, compares the duration of the 

presentation in the narrative text with the ‘real’ duration on the level of the fabula. The film In 

Time (Niccol, 2011) tells the story of a future world in which money as a trading currency has 

been replaced by time. People all have a timer on their arm which starts to count down on their 
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25th birthday. They then have one more year to live, but they earn additional time by working 

or lending time from other people. In one scene, protagonist Will Salas is waiting for his mother 

by a bus stop. It is her birthday and they will celebrate it together when she comes back from 

work. However, bus fares have gone up and Will’s mother, who has only about one hour and a 

half of time left, does not have enough time to buy a ticket. What follows is a race against the 

clock, with the two characters running to meet each other so that Will can lend his mother some 

more time. This scene takes just under two minutes and alternates shots of both characters 

running towards each other. In the first minute—when Will’s mother has one hour and a half 

left—there are 13 shots, resulting in an average shot length or ASL of 4.6 seconds. In the next 

40 seconds—when her timer is down to no more than nine minutes—there are 20 shots, or an 

ASL of 2 seconds. In other words, there is a clear change in the rhythm of the presentation 

(duration of consecutive shots on the same level, i.e. the narrative text), rendering the increasing 

tension. As far as the relation between the time of the events in the fabula and the presentation 

of those events in the narrative text (or the duration) is concerned, we notice that a race that 

takes ninety minutes in the fabula, is compressed into less than two minutes in the narrative 

text. As this is a difference in duration, rather than a difference in rhythm, I will use the former 

term in the remainder of this discussion.  

The second observation to be made, concerns the comparative analysis of duration in the 

fabula and the narrative text which, as Bal (1997) points out, “has not been successful at all” 

(p. 100). An in-depth discussion of the problem is beyond the remit of this study, but the main 

question with regard to the comparison of the two types of duration is what the duration of the 

event on the fabula-level should be compared to50. Should it be compared to the time it took to 

write down the event, or to the time it takes to read the event in the narrative text? The former 

option seems completely impossible, as it will hardly ever be possible to determine the time it 

took the author to write down a certain sentence or passage. When taking the reading time for 

our comparison, we would have to determine how long it takes to read a certain passage, and 

as we all read at differing speeds, we would have to determine an average reading time. The 

references to writing time and reading time in the previous sentences indicate that this 

discussion deals with written fiction, and is probably somewhat less acute for film. As I 

explained in section 2.1 of chapter 2, the relationship between signifiers and signifieds in forms 

of visual communication such as films, is based on resemblance rather than on convention. It 

will therefore probably be easier to determine whether the duration of an event in the fabula is 

                                                 
50 See Bal (1997, pp. 99-101) for a more detailed account of this problem. 
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the same or ‘resembles’ the duration of its presentation in the narrative text, or whether it is 

shorter (fast motion) or longer (slow motion). The specific ways in which the duration of fabula 

events can be presented and manipulated in the filmic medium will be discussed in the next 

subsection. First however, we will look at the different possible relationships between duration 

of events in the fabula and their duration in the narrative text, regardless of the medium in which 

this text is presented. As with order and frequency, there are essentially three possibilities: a) 

the duration in the fabula (FD) is equal to the duration in the narrative text (ND), b) the duration 

in the fabula is longer than the duration in the narrative text, or c) the duration in the fabula is 

shorter than the duration in the narrative text.  

The situation in which FD = ND is what Bal (1997, p. 105) calls the scene. In written 

narrative, this happens for example when a dialogue is a word for word representation of a 

spoken text, in visual narratives, such scenes are instances in which the event depicted on the 

screen is presented at its real speed. When FD > ND, Bal (1997, pp. 103-105) distinguishes 

between two possibilities. An event that is present in the fabula, is not represented in the 

narrative text, in which case the duration in the fabula is infinitely longer than in the narrative 

text. This situation, which she calls ellipsis, can serve different purposes. It can be used to leave 

out fabula events that do not need to be mentioned in the narrative text because they do not 

have any narrative value. For example, the film Derailed (Håfström, 2005) opens with a shot 

of a man who is woken up by his dog while his wife is taking a shower. In the next shot we see 

the man walking down the stairs, and in the following shot he is having breakfast. As we are all 

familiar with the general procedure of the ‘morning ritual’, it is not necessary to present all the 

consecutive actions that make up this process in the narrative text, and hence the actions of the 

man getting out of bed, taking off his pyjamas, taking a shower and putting on his clothes, are 

not shown51. In other instances, longer periods of time in which no narratively relevant 

information is presented, are left out. In the film Zwartboek (Verhoeven, 2006), set in World 

War II, the main character Rachel Stein tries to flee from the Nazi occupied part of Holland to 

the southern part of the country, which is controlled by the Allies. However, the boat on which 

she tries to escape is ambushed by the Nazis and everybody on it, except for Rachel, is killed. 

She is rescued by members of the Resistance and smuggled to the Hague where she starts 

working in a soup kitchen. She is introduced to the manager of the kitchen who tells her she 

                                                 
51 As this chapter deals with story creation and focuses on the different narrative constituents and the 

transformations they undergo in this creative process, I will not elaborate on the knowledge and cognitive processes 

involved in the re-creation of the story by the audience. These processes and knowledge, and their usefulness for 

audio describers will be discussed in depth in chapter 5.  
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can stay, as long as she is willing to work in the kitchen. In the following shot, we are taken 

outside where two men are filling a large kettle with wood, yet this action does not take place 

at the same time or immediately after Rachel is introduced to the manager, but five months 

later. Even though presumably no narratively significant events have taken place in this period, 

this example differs considerably from the Derailed example as we will cognitively normally 

not assume that five months pass between two consecutive events. In other words, this ellipsis 

would have to be announced if the filmmaker wants his audience to know a longer stretch of 

time has passed52. In this particular example, this is done by means of a text on screen, reading 

“vijf maanden later” (“five months later” [my translation]).  

On the other hand it is also possible that an ellipsis contains information that is important 

for the narrative, but that this information is withheld for strategic narrative purposes and is 

only given later or not at all. Characters may wish not to talk about specific happenings for 

personal reasons, or authors may deliberately leave out crucial events in order to create 

suspense, generate questions or guide our hypotheses about the continuation of the story. In 

Inception (Nolan, 2010) Dom Cobb is a highly-skilled thief specialising in entering people’s 

minds when they are asleep and stealing ideas from their subconscious. In order to distinguish 

between reality and those dreamlike states in which he is in other people’s heads, Cobb has a 

so-called totem, a spin top that spins perpetually when he is in a dream, and falls when he is in 

reality. Because of a murder charge against him, Cobb cannot return to the U.S. where his 

children—who he has not seen for years—live. However, one day a client promises Cobb to 

clear the charge if he succeeds in planting an idea in someone’s head (instead of stealing one). 

In the very last scene, Cobb is back in the U.S. and is about to be re-united with his children. 

He spins his top and walks towards the children. The camera then returns to the slightly 

wobbling top but the screen fades to black before it falls. By not showing whether or not the 

top falls, the film leaves the audience with a crucial question: is Cobb reunited with his children, 

or is it all just a dream. 

The second possibility of FD > ND, is what Ball calls the summary. In written narratives, 

summaries can be used to represent in the narrative text events that take a long time in a few 

sentences or even in one sentence. “The next morning, we took the train in Brussels and 

travelled to Paris.” is an action that takes two hours or more, yet it is presented here in one 

sentence. Just like with the ellipsis, this possibility is often used to present less important 

                                                 
52 Of course, the filmmaker can deliberately decide not to mention this time lapse for narrative purposes. 
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background information or long-lasting actions that do not drive the narrative forward. Film 

has various specific techniques to represent summaries, which will be discussed in more detail 

in the next subsection. 

The third possible relationship between the duration of an action in the fabula and the 

representation of that action in the narrative text, is FD < ND. Again, Bal (1997, pp. 106-111) 

distinguishes between two different possibilities. When the narrative text presents information 

that is not present in the fabula, ND becomes infinitely longer than FD. This happens when only 

descriptive information about objects is presented, without any actions taking place. Bal (1997) 

calls this a pause, a situation in which “a great deal of attention is paid to one element, and in 

the meantime the fabula remains stationary. When it is again continued later on, no time has 

passed” (p. 108). While in written narrative this occurs relatively frequently—witness the 

examples from different literary periods given by Bal (1997, pp. 108-11) or Herman and 

Vervaeck (2005, p. 70)—a pause proper is much less frequent in film, with frame freezes being 

the most typical example.  

In all other cases where FD < ND, we are in a situation that Ball calls a slow-down, a 

possibility that is again used to create suspense by postponing the outcome of an event or to 

add additional (background) information, for example by means of a retroversion. The 

flashbacks in Slumdog Millionaire that explain how Jamal knows the answers to the questions, 

are examples of slow-downs in the narrative. When the host asks his question, we are sometimes 

taken back in time for ten minutes, before Jamal answers the question, while in the fabula, the 

time between question and answer is probably only a few seconds. 

3.1.2 Temporal organisation of events in film 

As most of the examples from the previous section show, the principles developed in 

structuralist narratology with regard to the temporal relations between events in the fabula and 

their presentation in the narrative text, do indeed provide a general framework that can be used 

to study and explain the abstract underlying structures of narrative in general: although they 

were essentially developed using written narrative as a point of departure, they appear to be 

applicable to visual narrative, and film in particular, too. As already pointed out in section 1.2 

of this chapter (cf. Schmidt (2010)), some of the characteristics of these principles will be 

different when applied to the filmic medium. Those differences will be explored in the 

following paragraphs and can be attributed to at least two specificities of the medium. 
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As I described in section 2.1 of chapter 2, verbal and visual communication are governed 

by different types of logic: while verbal communication is subject to the logic of time and 

sequentiality, visual communication follows the logic of space and simultaneity. It is precisely 

this last difference that interests us here. Structuralist narratology only studied the relationship 

of individual events in the fabula and their presentation in the narrative text, as it is impossible 

to present two events simultaneously in written narrative53. However, it is perfectly possible for 

two or even more events to happen simultaneously in the fabula, and in visual communication, 

with its logic of simultaneity, those events can perfectly well be presented simultaneously too. 

This means that in addition to only looking at the different relationships between individual 

events in the fabula and their representation in the narrative text, we also have to take into 

account those relationships for two (or more) simultaneous events. 

The second difference is related to what Ryan (2012) calls intermediality, a term referring 

to “the participation of more than one medium—or sensory channel—in a given work” (§14). 

As we saw in section 1.2.1 in chapter 2, films do indeed create meaning through the combined 

use of visual and aural signifying codes which can be presented verbally or nonverbally. All 

these different meaning-making channels have to be taken into account when looking at the 

relationships between events in the fabula and their concrete presentation in the narrative text. 

Bordwell (1985) discusses this distinction between representing events verbally or telling them, 

and representing them visually or showing them, in depth (pp. 3-26). Starting from the 

terminology proposed by Chatman (1978, p. 32), Bordwell (1985) distinguishes between three 

different possibilities to represent events in films (pp. 77-78): when an event is presented 

verbally (e.g. through text on screen or dialogue) we are dealing with a recounting of that event; 

when it is presented visually, we have enactment. The third possibility is a combination of 

enactment and recounting, called enacted recounting. The most typical use of this technique 

would be a character talking about past events while these very events are shown on screen by 

means of a flashback (Bordwell, 1985, p. 78).  

Both the simultaneous presentation of events in the narrative text and the possibility to 

present these events verbally, visually or through a combination of both, have considerable 

implications for the audio describer. What those implications are, will be discussed in section 

                                                 
53 This claim is probably somewhat over-simplified, as there are hybrid forms of verbal communication, 

e.g. comic books, in which such a simultaneous presentation is possible. But as pointed out by Ryan (2012), “under 

the influence of Genette, narratology developed as a project almost exclusively devoted to literary fiction” (§ 12). 

And in literary fiction, as a type of verbal communication proper, it is indeed impossible to present two or more 

meaning-making elements simultaneously.  
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3.1.3, but first I will look at how those two specific features of visual narrative influence the 

three general principles of temporal organisation discussed above. 

a) order 

In section 3.1.1 of this chapter, I looked at the order in which events are presented from 

three different angles: I looked at the direction (i.e. are events presented chronologically or 

anachronically, in which case the events shown can be retroversions or anticipations), the 

distance (i.e. are the anachronies still part of the primary narrative and thus internal, or are they 

external) and the span (i.e. are we dealing with a punctual anachrony showing only one brief 

retroversion or anticipation, or is it durative and are we shown a complete episode from a 

character’s past or future). As pointed out these are general, abstract principles that can be 

applied to all forms of narrative that include a temporal dimension, and film is no exception to 

that rule54. However, the specific features of the filmic medium discussed on the previous pages, 

allow filmmakers to use principles that are not available to authors of verbal narrative, in 

particular the possibility to present two or more events simultaneously. In 3.1.1 a) I only looked 

at the relationship between one event in the fabula and its concrete presentation in the narrative 

text, but in the case of a medium in which two events can be presented concurrently, we also 

have to study the relationship between two (or more) events in the fabula and their concrete 

presentation in the narrative text. In this respect, Bordwell (1985, pp. 77-79) distinguishes 

between four possible scenarios: two events can take place successively or simultaneously in 

the fabula and those two events can then be presented successively or simultaneously in the 

narrative text. Schematically, this yields the following possibilities: 

 FABULA NARRATIVE TEXT 

A simultaneous events simultaneous presentation 

B simultaneous events successive presentation 

C successive events simultaneous presentation 

D successive events successive presentation 

Table 5- Temporal order of events in film (adapted from Bordwell, 1985 p. 77) 

                                                 
54 Although these general principles all occur in different types of narrative, the way in which they are 

concretised differs from one type of narrative to another. Given its intermedial nature and the technological 

properties offered by its mode of production and material support, film offers a wealth of techniques to represent 

temporal relations between events. As this chapter is only concerned with the principles of story-construction and 

not with their concretisation in the narrative text, I will not discuss them any further here. These techniques and 

their narrative functions will be treated in more detail in Chapter 4. 



150 

 

 

In case A two events that occur simultaneously in the fabula, are also presented 

simultaneously in the narrative text. This happens for example in deep space compositions, 

where events are presented both in the foreground and the background of the image. Typical 

instances of this principle would be scenes in which news reporters cover events taking place 

behind them. Simultaneous presentation of simultaneous events can also be concretised through 

the use of split-screen compositions, used frequently in the CSI Miami series (Donahue, 

Mendelsohn, & Zuiker, 2002-) for example, when various pieces of evidence are processed 

simultaneously by different investigators.  

Case B, in which events that happen simultaneously in the fabula are presented 

successively in the narrative text, occurs more frequently in film. Scenes in which two 

simultaneous lines of action are shown alternately through the use of cross-cutting are examples 

of this principle. The scene from In Time (Niccol, 2011) described in the previous section falls 

within this category. 

The principle of presenting successive fabula events simultaneously in the narrative 

text—case C—is rare in film, especially when those successive fabula events are enacted 

simultaneously. Bordwell (1985, p. 77) gives the example of characters watching prior fabula 

events on video, which happens for example in an episode of the Flemish series Aspe, entitled 

Vigilante (Vervaeren, 2012) where a man whose daughter was killed in a car accident caused 

by a drunken driver, takes revenge by killing everybody who was involved in the accident and 

the subsequent trial. At one point, he sends a DVD to the police announcing he is going to kill 

the car driver. This announcement and the police watching it on a computer screen are shown 

simultaneously. 

The last possibility, case D in which successive fabula events are presented successively 

in the film, is the most typical situation in film. It is also in this case that the filmmaker has the 

most options regarding the ordering of events in the narrative text. He can decide to present the 

successive events in a chronological way or anachronically through the use of flashbacks or 

flash-forwards. While enacted flashbacks or flash-forwards are relatively uncommon in film 

(Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 1985, p. 42) anachronical presentation of events by means of 

recounting are far more frequent. As Bordwell (1985) puts it: 
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“We must say, then, that in most narrative films the narration does rearrange fabula order, 

principally through verbal recounting and in expository passages. It is more unusual to find the 

syuzhet [i.e. the narrative text] enacting fabula events out of chronological order—that is, 

employing flashbacks or flashforwards.” (p. 78) 

In other words, although enacted flashbacks and flash-forwards are less common, 

retroversions and anticipations are often included in film through recounting, for example when 

characters tell about past events. For example, in Gone in Sixty Seconds (Sena, 2000), the 

moment when Randall Haines’ mother asks him to quit stealing cars to prevent his brother from 

becoming a car thief too is never enacted in the film. However, it is recounted in a dialogue 

scene between Kip and one of Randall’s old friends, who “sets the story straight” by explaining 

to Kip that Randall never abandoned his family and friends but left because his mother asked 

him to. If this event had been enacted in the film instead of recounted, it would never have been 

the turning point in the story that it is now: Kip would not have been present in the enacted 

version and would never have known that his brother did it all for him. By recounting it, the 

filmmaker achieves a double goal: on the one hand, the knowledge Kip now has, motivates the 

change in his character at the end of the film55; on the other, it allows the filmmaker to achieve 

closure at the level of the story: as a token of his gratitude Kip gives his brother an exclusive 

1967 Custom Fastback Mustang, a car Randall tried to steal on various occasions in the past, 

but always without success. Now both brothers can walk away from stealing cars for good. 

b) frequency 

Just like in the previous section, the general principles discussed in section 3.1.1 b) of this 

chapter, all apply to the specific medium of film: events can be presented in the narrative text 

as often as they occur in the fabula (singulative), or they can be presented less often (iterative) 

or more often (repetitive). But again, the filmic medium offers possibilities that do not exist in 

literary or other forms of purely verbal narrative. These possibilities essentially stem from the 

film’s intermedial nature, that allows events to be presented both verbally (recounting) and 

visually (enacting), and even through a combination of both (enacted recounting). In other 

words, a comparison between the number of times an event takes place in the fabula and the 

number of times it is presented in the narrative text, has to take into account those different 

                                                 
55 For more information on character change in narrative, see section 3.3 of the present chapter. 
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modalities. Bordwell (1985, pp. 79-80) distinguishes between nine situations, which can be 

presented schematically as follows: 

Number of times 

a fabula event is A B C D E F G H I 

enacted 0 0 0 1 1 1 1+ 1+ 1+ 

recounted 0 1 1+ 0 1 1+ 0 1 1+ 

Table 6 - Frequency of presentation of fabula events (Bordwell, 1985, p.79) 

 

In situations A through C, the fabula event is not presented visually. In situation A, it is 

not presented verbally either, meaning that the fabula event is not represented at all in the 

narrative text. This happens when filmmaker decides to leave out certain events because they 

are narratively irrelevant (cf. example from Derailed (Håfström, 2005) in the previous section), 

or because he wants to generate suspense, raise questions, etc.- (cf. example from Inception 

(Nolan, 2010) in the previous section). Situations B and C represent occasions in which a fabula 

is not presented visually but recounted once or more than once by the characters in the movie. 

Especially situation B is very common, as many fabula events are often recounted once but 

never presented visually on screen, for example in expository passages (Bordwell, 1985, p. 79), 

when characters provide backstory information about themselves or other characters. Situation 

C happens less frequently, but could occur for example when different witnesses or suspects in 

a legal case all give their own account of what happened (cf. example from Rashomon 

(Kurosawa, 1950) in the previous section). In situations D through F, the fabula event is 

presented visually once and not recounted (situation D), or recounted once ore more (situations 

E and F respectively). Situation D is probably the most common in film, as many fabula events 

are enacted without ever being recounted by the characters. Situations E and F happen when 

events that are enacted are also recounted in a dialogue sequence. This can happen in separate 

scenes or, in the case of enacted recounting, simultaneously. Both these possibilities have 

different consequences for audio describers, as we will see in section 3.1.3. Finally, it is also 

possible that events are enacted more than once, either without being recounted (situation G) 

or with one or more verbal mentions in the film (situations H and I respectively). Although 

these last three situations are possible, they are rare, as also pointed out by Bordwell (1985, pp. 

79-80).  

c) duration 
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In the previous section I pointed out that in written narrative it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to determine the exact relation between the duration of an event in the fabula and 

the duration of its representation in the narrative text. Because “there is a tendency to consider 

the shot as recording real duration” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 207), this comparison is 

presumably easier in film, which seems to be confirmed when we take a closer look at 

Bordwell’s discussion of the duration of events on the different narrative levels (1985, pp. 80-

88). While Bal (1997, pp. 99-111) and Herman & Vervaeck (2005, pp. 60-63) make a 

comparison between the duration of events on two narrative levels, namely the fabula and the 

narrative text, Bordwell (1985, pp. 80-88) distinguishes between three types of duration in film 

that will be discussed in the following paragraphs. However, a short terminological parenthesis 

has to be made first. To indicate these three types of duration, Bordwell (1985, pp. 80-88) uses 

the terms fabula duration, syuzhet duration and screen duration, referring to the three narrative 

levels I distinguished in section 2 of the present chapter, namely the fabula, the story and the 

narrative text. In what follows I will slightly adapt the terminology used by Bordwell, 

specifically with regard to the duration on the story level. While he uses the formalist term 

syuzhet for the second narrative layer, I have so far always used the term story and will therefore 

refer to syuzhet duration as story duration in the following explanation. However, rather than 

also adapting Bordwell’s term screen duration to narrative text duration to bring the 

terminology fully in line with what was outlined in section 2, I will maintain the term screen 

duration as it refers more explicitly to the concrete reality of the film. 

To resume, Bordwell distinguishes three types of duration, partially renamed by me, i.e. 

a) the duration of an event or a series of events in the fabula or fabula duration, b) the duration 

of the parts of the fabula that are ‘dramatized’ in the film or story duration and c) the more 

technical duration of the representation of these events in the narrative text or screen duration. 

Applied to a concrete example, we can say that in the film Slumdog Millionaire, the fabula 

duration spans a period of 14 or 15 years: in the earliest events—the backstory that explains 

how Jamal knows the answers to the various questions in the game show—Jamal is 

approximately 4 or 5 years old; in the last events, he is approximately 20 years old. Only two 

days of those 14 or 15 years—namely the two days of the game show—are dramatized in the 

story, and these two days are presented on screen in 120 minutes. As this example shows “at 

the level of the whole, the fabula duration is expected to be greater than the syuzhet duration 

[story duration], and syuzhet duration [story duration] is assumed to be greater than projection 

time [screen duration]” (Bordwell, 1985, p. 81). However, this is a generalization, and there are 
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films and series where the differences between those three types of duration are very small (e.g. 

the action series 24 (Cochran & Surnow, 2001 -)) and other films where they can span many 

years (e.g. Slumdog Millionaire or The Hours (Daldry, 2002)). Moreover—and particularly 

with AD at the back of our mind—we should not only look at the differences in duration on the 

level of the whole film, but also at the level of the individual scenes, where the relations between 

fabula duration, story duration and screen duration can and often will be different from the 

example given above.  

Just like in verbal narratives, there are three different relationships between the duration 

of the events on the different narrative levels: the duration on all levels can be equal, or it can 

be shorter or longer on some levels than on others. While Bal and Herman & Vervaeck 

distinguish between five different possibilities (cf. discussion of duration in section 3.1.1 c)), 

Bordwell makes a distinction between three different relationships: 

(i) First of all, fabula duration, story duration and screen duration can all be equal, a 

possibility Bordwell calls equivalence (1985, pp. 81-82). Although this does not happen very 

often on the level of the whole film, it occurs frequently on the level of individual scenes, where 

we commonly assume that an event that is presented in the film as taking one minute, has a 

duration of one minute in the story and the fabula. 

(ii) A second possibility, is a reduction (Bordwell, 1985, pp. 82-83) of the fabula 

duration. In this situation, we can distinguish between two possibilities: 

- ellipsis: in this case fabula duration is greater than story duration and screen 

duration, which means that some fabula events or parts of those events are left out 

in the story and on screen, creating narrative gaps. As we saw in the Derailed 

(Håfström, 2005), example, events that are not relevant to the narrative can be 

omitted if they can be assumed to be known to the audience. However, not all 

omissions of fabula events are irrelevant. In Memoirs of a Geisha (Marshall, 2005) 

for example, we encounter an ellipsis of a completely different nature. In a first 

shot, a young girl is praying in a temple, probably in spring because the cherry 

trees are in bloom. In the next shot, cherry blossoms are falling from the trees and 

blown away by the wind, floating up in the air. The camera follows the blossoms 

upwards, and when it starts to descend again, the cherry blossoms have changed 

into snow, and spring has given way to winter. The following interior shot shows 

that the young girl from the temple has now grown up. In other words, the camera 
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movement following the cherry blossoms did not only represent a change of 

season, but created a narrative gap of many years; 

- compression: in addition to leaving out fabula events in the story or on screen, it 

is also possible to present those events in an accelerated way. In this situation 

fabula duration and story duration are equal, but both of them are greater than the 

duration of the events presented on screen. Two typical examples of this principle, 

are fast-motion shots and montage sequences, where we cannot detect any gaps in 

the events happening in the fabula or story, but we realise that they are presented 

in a condensed way on screen. However, filmmakers can also use other filmic 

devices to compress the duration of fabula events on screen. In the film The 

Curious Case of Benjamin Button (Fincher, 2008) Benjamin Button spends some 

time living in a hotel, where one night, he meets fellow resident Elisabeth. They 

start talking to each other and they keep talking for hours, until just before dawn. 

Through the use of dissolves, continuity cuts and continuous diegetic sounds in 

the background, this fabula event that takes several hours, is presented on screen 

in less than thirty seconds, yet it is impossible to determine a clear narrative gap 

or ellipsis.  

(iii) Finally, fabula duration can also be expanded. As is the case with reduced fabula 

duration, Bordwell (1985, p. 83) distinguishes between two types of expansion: 

- in a first situation, fabula duration is expanded in the story and on screen through 

the insertion of added material;  

- in a second instance, fabula duration equals story duration both of which are 

‘stretched out’ on screen, a principle Bordwell calls dilation (1985, p. 83). Two 

common techniques used to expand the fabula duration of an event in this way, 

are slow-motion56 and overlapping editing. 

3.1.3 Rendering temporal organisation of events in audio description 

From the previous sections it has become clear that the temporal organisation of events 

is a particularly powerful story-telling principle. It offers authors various possibilities to 

generate specific narrative effects: events can be shown out of their chronological order to 

motivate character (re)actions by providing relevant backstory information; events can be left 

                                                 
56 As will be explained in more detail in chapter 4, slow-motion often serves another, expressive function 

in addition to expanding the duration of an event. A typical example would be the use of slow-motion to render 

the emotional impact a certain event has on a particular character. 
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out to create gaps and/or to create suspense; the narration can be slowed down or sped up to 

generate specific emotions; events can be repeated to render different characters’ point of view, 

etc. The diagram below summarizes the different organisational principles that were discussed 

in the previous sections. 
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Diagram 5 - Principles of temporal organisation of narrative events 

 

Usually these temporal features will be implicitly or explicitly marked by textual cues in 

the narrative text so that the audience can recreate the underlying fabula, as explained in section 

2.4 of this chapter. While chapter 4 will focus on the different techniques film can use to indicate 

temporal features and chapter 5 will elaborate on processes involved in fabula re-creation by 

the audience, what is important here, is that audio describers have to be aware of those different 

organisational principles and cues: they have to be able to recognize them in the narrative text 

and have to include them—whenever possible and necessary—in their description to enable 

blind and visually impaired audiences to re-create the fabula. 

In the following paragraphs, I will develop a number of strategies for analysis and 

decision-making that audio describers can use for describing the temporal relations outlined in 

the previous sections. First however, I will lay down a few general constraints that limit the 

describer’s options, regardless of the specific principle concerned.  
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As explained in section 1.2.2 in chapter 2 descriptions must never interfere with dialogues 

or other relevant sound effects, a prerequisite we also find in existing guidelines:  

The common denominator across all the guidelines is that description should only be 

added during pauses in a film/TV programme and at no cost should the description undermine 

the film/television programme. In conjunction with the advice in the German standards, “a 

description should really only follow when the film is completely silent, so when there is no 

dialogue or noise or music”. (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 4) 

Two observations are in place here. First, the word pause must not be interpreted in a 

technical sense, nor in the narratological sense defined in section 3.1.1 c) of the present chapter. 

It refers to passages in a film when there is no dialogue or other sound effect, i.e. passages 

where description can be included. Second, the claim made in the last sentence, namely that 

descriptions should only be inserted when the film is completely silent, is too strong, which is 

also recognized by the authors of the German guidelines, who add that “this hardly ever happens 

and therefore one has to make a decision to speak over music and also some noises” (Benecke 

& Dosch, 2004, p. 20, as translated by Greening & Petré, 2010, p. 35). However, speaking over 

relevant sound effects should be limited to a minimum, which means that, in general, describers 

can only include possible explanations of the temporal organisation of events in between lines 

of dialogue.  

Moreover, descriptions must not be patronizing and/or give information that is not shown 

on screen. Although the German guidelines point out that “an ‘I-will-describe-only-what-I-can-

see-right-now’ rule that is too strictly enforced can … be a hindrance in some situations” 

(Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 21, as translated by Greening & Petré, 2010, p. 36), they also state 

that blind and partially sighted viewers should not receive more information than sighted 

audiences (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 23). Translated to the current context, this means that 

describers should only include possible explanations of the temporal organisation of events 

when this organisation is (also) clear to the sighted audience. 

Taking into account those restrictions, the following strategies for analysing the temporal 

organisation of events in narrative and for rendering this organisation in audio description can 

be developed. 

a) order 
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Of the three principles discussed above, order is probably the one to which audio 

describers have to pay the most attention. In section 2.4 of the present chapter I wrote that it is 

the audience’s task to re-create the narrative text’s initial fabula, a concept defined by Bal as “a 

series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors” 

(1997, p. 5). Only when the instances of anachrony in the narrative text are also mentioned in 

the audio description, will the blind and partially sighted viewers be able to reconstruct this 

(chrono)logical account of events. As I have already stressed before, the aim of the present 

study is not to determine how specific narrative elements should be described, but only to 

develop a model helping describers to decide what to describe. Therefore the following 

diagram, schematically presenting a possible content selection process with regard to the order 

in which narrative events are presented, should only be construed as an aid in the describers’ 

source text analysis and content selection process. The precise wording and even the degree of 

explicitness of the description are beyond the scope of the present work. 

Order Clear ?

No Yes

No AD Chronology Anachrony

AD

Direction

Distance

Span

 

Diagram 6 - Decision-making process for the description of the order of narrative events 

 

Because blind and partially sighted viewers should, as a general rule, not get more 

information than a sighted audience does, audio describers first have to decide whether or not 

the order in which the events in consecutive shots or scenes are presented, is clear to the sighted 

viewer. If it is not clear, i.e. in cases of achrony, no explicit reference to a possible deviation 

from the chronological order has to be included in the description. In Nights in Rodanthe 

(Wolfe, 2008), Dr. Paul Flanner, who lost a patient during surgery and separated from his wife 
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in the aftermath of that tragedy, is staying in an inn in Rodanthe to come to terms with 

everything that happened. One night, he is reading in his room and looks at a photograph on his 

night table. The next shot shows Paul and his son in the hospital, presumably right after the 

fatal surgery as his son asks him what happened in the operation room. Paul enters a lift and as 

the doors close, we are taken to Paul’s house where we learn that his wife is leaving. After a 

few seconds we are taken back to the hospital where Paul is arguing with his son, who storms 

out of the changing room after which we are taken back to the inn. In under a minute, the film 

shows us five events in different locations, yet it is impossible to determine (at that point in the 

film) the chronological order of those events. As the order is not clear to the sighted audience, 

the describer does not necessarily have to make it explicit57 in the description and can instead 

focus on other elements, such as the different locations in which the events are set.  

If, on the other hand, the order in which the events are presented, is clear, it should also 

become clear in the description. This does not mean that the description always has to include 

an explicit reference to the order of the events. As I will explain in more detail in chapter 5, 

people process narrative texts by using different kinds of knowledge, including generic 

knowledge structures or so-called schemata including frames, scenarios, plans and scripts58. 

The latter are temporally-ordered schemata, describing “a reader’s knowledge of stereotypical 

goal-oriented event sequences” (Emmott & Alexander, 2012, § [4]). In other words, 

audiences—and that includes visually impaired viewers—know what the logical and 

chronological order is in which prototypical event sequences are carried out. So if those event 

sequences are presented in that logical and chronological order, describers do not have to 

explicitly include this order in the description, because it is what their audience will naturally 

assume. However, once filmmakers depart from the chronology of the events, stories become 

more difficult to follow as they cannot be fit in a prototypical schema anymore. That is why 

situations of anachrony should be signalled in the description. In section 3.1.1 a) of this chapter 

I discussed three different subdimensions of anachrony, namely direction, distance and span. 

Of those three, direction can be considered to be the most important one for audio describers, 

as it is the only one the audience really needs to reconstruct the chronological order of the 

events. As pointed out by Vercauteren (2012) “directors can indicate anachrony in a very 

                                                 
57 This does not mean that the describer cannot explicitate the order: if time allows he can add an indication 

to the order in which the events take place to lower the cognitive processing load of the visually impaired target 

audience. 
58 See Emmott & Alexander (2012, § [3]-[6]) for a more detailed account of these concepts, and chapter 5 

for the role they can play in the process of content selection in audio description. 
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explicit way, for example with a text-on-screen indicating that we are in a different time period. 

However, flashbacks can be introduced in much more implicit ways too” (p. 222), as the 

example from Nights in Rodanthe (Wolfe, 2008) showed. A full discussion of how the direction 

of an anachrony should be rendered in a description is beyond the scope of this work as it deals 

with how rather than with what to describe, but it is safe to say that describers should try to take 

into account these different degrees of explicitness. Although further research may be needed 

to confirm this claim, it seems that both distance and span will usually become clear from the 

description of the direction and the content of the anachrony. If an anachrony is indicated 

explicitly in the movie and rendered in an equally explicit way in the description, e.g. “five 

years earlier”, it will become clear whether or not this anachrony is still part of the primary 

narrative. In the case of more implicit renderings of the direction of an anachrony, such as this 

description from Slumdog Millionaire: “Jamal, seen as a young boy here”, audiences will have 

to infer whether the anachrony is internal or external. Likewise, a description of a three-second 

flashback will make it clear that we are dealing with a punctual anachrony, whereas the 

description of a ten minute flashback will indicate that it is durative. In other words, it is to be 

expected that neither distance nor span have to be included explicitly in the description. 

So far, this discussion of the decision-making process for describing the order in which 

events are presented in the film, has only taken into account the most common presentational 

situation in film, i.e. the successive presentation of events, more specifically the successive 

presentation of successive events (situation D described in section 3.1.2 a) of this chapter).  

As far as the other possibilities are concerned, situation B described in section 3.1.2 a) of 

this chapter—the successive presentation of simultaneous events—is probably the least 

problematic. An analysis by Remael & Vercauteren (2010, pp. 162-165) of a small corpus of 

audio described films seems to indicate that describers most often turn to the conjunction ‘as’ 

to render this simultaneity. Likewise, Salway (2007, p. 165) concludes from his corpus analysis 

that both ‘as’ and ‘while’ are most used to indicate simultaneity. With regard to situation B, I 

said that cross-cutting is a technique commonly used for this successive presentation of 

simultaneous events. However, it can also be used for presenting non-simultaneous events from 

different lines of action. Using ‘as’ or ‘while’ in those cases, would result in the creation of a 

false idea of simultaneity. 

The simultaneous presentation of events (situations A and C discussed in section 3.1.2 a) 

of this chapter) is more problematic for audio describers, as it can never be rendered 
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simultaneously in a verbal description. Given the multimodal nature of the filmic medium, 

events can be presented simultaneously in different ways. A first possibility is that of the so-

called enacted recounting, where events that are enacted, are accompanied by a verbal 

recounting of those same actions. Because of the presence of a verbal component, there can be 

no audio description. Moreover, an audio description is not necessary in those instances, 

because the voice serves as a replacement for that description. A second possibility is that 

enacted events are accompanied by a recounting of different events, e.g. characters talking 

about prior fabula events while images of present events are shown on screen (e.g. two 

characters in a bar talking about something that happened in their childhood). In that case audio 

description will again not be possible, but unlike in the first case, where the events shown on 

screen are recounted in the verbal component, the visual information will at that moment be 

lost to the visually impaired audience. A possible solution to this problem, would be anticipating 

it by describing the visual events before they are actually shown on screen. In the existing 

guidelines however, there is no agreement on the use of this technique. The Spanish norm states 

that “no se deben descubrir ni adelantar sucesos de la trama, ni se deben romper situaciones de 

tensión dramática, suspense o misterio” (AENOR, 2005, p. 8) [“events in the plot must not be 

revealed or told beforehand, nor must situations of dramatic tension, suspense or mystery be 

disturbed”, as translated by Greening, Petré, & Rai (2010, p. 6)]. On the other hand, the ADI 

guidelines state that:  

Occasionally there’s no silent opportunity to describe something essential to listeners’ 

understanding while that specific visual image is on the screen. The describer may need to omit 

a less significant description of what’s onscreen in order to interject the critical description. 

(Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 93) 

The German guidelines adopt a similar position: “Eine Information eventuell ein paar 

Sekunden vor dem Zeitpunkt zu geben, an dem das Beschriebene wirklich geschieht, muss 

erlaubt sein” (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 21) [If necessary, it must be allowed to give 

information a few seconds before the element that is described, actually appears on screen (my 

translation)]. Finally the British Ofcom code says that “wherever possible, the describer should 

try to describe the action at the same time as it occurs” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 7), but 

“where relevant, key back-references can be included as they may be necessary to set up the 

next scene” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 7). So although not all the guidelines agree on the 

use of anticipation, it seems safe to conclude that essential narrative events/elements can be 

described a few seconds before they are actually shown. It is true that the audio description 
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should not give information that will only become known much later in the film, e.g. “he picks 

up the gun that he will later use to kill X”. But if a relevant narrative event/element cannot be 

described at the moment it is shown on screen, describers should try to incorporate it in their 

description in the silence preceding or following that event/element, otherwise the visually 

impaired audience might no longer be able to reconstruct the fabula59.  

A third possibility is that two (or more) events are enacted simultaneously, for example 

by means of split-screen images or deep space compositions. As there are no recounted events 

in this situation, there is time for description, yet there might not be enough time to describe all 

the events. In that case, describers will have to find a way to prioritize the information presented 

on screen, to avoid ad hoc solutions as much as possible. One potential approach would be to 

compare the relative importance of the different events shown. According to Chatman (1978) 

“narrative events have not only a logic of connection, but a logic of hierarchy” (p. 53). Chatman 

explores this hierarchy in more detail, distinguishing between kernels and satellites. The former 

“cannot be deleted without destroying the narrative” (1978, p. 53), while the latter “can be 

deleted without disturbing the logic of the plot” (1978, p. 54). One important observation to be 

made here, is that this distinction between essential and non-essential events plays on the level 

of the fabula. To take Herman & Vervaeck’s example (2005, p. 46), in a crime story, a murder 

would be an essential kernel, while the road the murderer takes to kill his victim, is a non-

essential satellite: leaving out the murder or replacing it by a non-fatal attack, would result in a 

different story, whereas leaving out a description of the road the murderer takes or replacing it 

with another road, would not. On the level of the narrative however, a digression on the road 

taken by the assassin may be important as it can be deliberately spun out to create suspense.  

Translated to the question of content selection in audio description, this distinction 

between kernels and satellites has at least two consequences for audio describers: 

a) when describers are presented with two or more simultaneously enacted events, they 

first have to evaluate whether there is a hierarchical relationship between those events. If there 

is, then kernels should get precedence over satellites in the description, because the blind and 

partially sighted viewers need those kernels to reconstruct the initial fabula the filmmaker 

                                                 
59 The decision whether or not to describe an event before it actually happens on screen, is also linked to 

the mixed nature of the target audience of audio description. In section 1.3 of chapter 1, the (primary) target 

audience for audio descriptions was defined as comprising both blind and partially sighted people, and particularly 

the latter group may find it confusing when events are presented before they happen on screen, because what they 

hear does not correspond to what they see on screen.  
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started from. If the simultaneously enacted events are all equally important, a first option for 

describers would be to summarize them, for example when different characters are all 

performing similar actions (e.g. different investigators performing different types of 

examination on pieces of evidence in CSI Miami (Donahue, Mendelsohn, & Zuiker, 2002-)). If 

the enacted events are all different in nature and there is no time to describe all of them, then 

the describer may have to choose an ad hoc solution after all, e.g. anticipate and describe one 

of the events before it is actually shown on screen. 

b) however, as I pointed out in the introduction of chapter 2, audio description is not only 

about improving the visually impaired viewers’ understanding of the story, but also about 

increasing their enjoyment. So when deciding to leave satellite events out of the description, 

describers should evaluate the consequences of this decision. Satellite events all serve a 

particular function in the film, so focussing solely on the kernels will inevitably impoverish the 

description (and the narrative) on a stylistic and aesthetic level (In this sense AD is no different 

from other forms of translation: decisions must be made and this results in gains and losses). 

b) frequency 

After deciding whether or not it is necessary to include a reference to the order of events 

in the description, describers can turn their attention to the frequency of those events. Although 

frequency is probably less crucial for the reconstruction of the fabula than is the order, showing 

events more than once can serve various purposes, as I explained in sections 3.1.1 b) and 3.1.2 

b) of this chapter. The same event might have a different status at different points in the film, 

e.g. generate questions when it is shown for the first time and answer those questions when it 

is shown again later, whereas (slightly) altered versions of the same event may represent the 

divergent points of view of various characters, etc. In other words, describers will always have 

to evaluate the function of a repeated showing of an event and determine whether or not it has 

to be included in the description and how. In the case of longer shots with enacted events, 

repetitions will almost automatically be included in the description: if an event that was already 

presented earlier, is shown again in a scene where there is no dialogue or other significant sound 

effect, there is time for description and it will—or at least should—become clear from that 

description that we are dealing with an event that was already shown before. In the case of very 

brief shots there may be not enough time and describers may have to leave out this repeated 

event to include a description of another element that is narratively more relevant for the 
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reconstruction of the fabula. Diagram 7 presents a possible content selection process for the 

frequency of the events presented on screen. 

Frequency

1st time nth time

No AD Repetition Modification

Same AD

(+ Rep.)

Modified

AD

 

Diagram 7- Decision-making process for the description of the frequency of narrative events 

 

First, the describer has to decide whether an event is shown for the first time or for the nth 

time, in which n stands for any natural number higher than 1. If it is shown for the first time, 

the event will probably be included in the description, but without any reference to its 

frequency: the viewers are presented with new information and, from this they will infer that it 

is the first time this information is shown. If an event is shown for an nth time, a reference to 

this repetition can be included in the description, as explained in the previous paragraph. In that 

case, describers will have to determine whether the event is repeated, i.e. is presented again in 

exactly the same way, or whether it is modified. In the former case, a repetition of the AD that 

was given the first or n-1th time might serve to indicate the repetition, in the latter case the 

description can repeat the elements that are unaltered and include a reference to the 

modifications with regard to the first or n-1th time the event was shown60.  

c) duration 

                                                 
60 The somewhat mechanical explanation of the decision-making process in this paragraph shows that it is 

difficult to strictly separate the content of an audio description from the way in which it is presented, i.e. to focus 

only on what to describe without taking into account how it is presented. Describers can indicate that an event is 

shown in exactly the same way as before by just repeating the description, as suggested in the explanation. They 

can however also include a more explicit reference to this repetition, for example by means of the word “again” in 

their description. In the case of altered showings of a similar event, describers can decide to include more or less 

references to the previous time the event was shown, i.e. focus more on the similarity or more on the modification. 
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Finally, describers will have to evaluate whether a reference to the duration of the event 

presented on screen has to be included. Diagram 8 shows what this decision-making process 

may look like. 

Duration

Normal
Reduction/

Expansion

No AD

Narratively 

not 

Relevant

Narratively

Relevant

AD

 

Diagram 8 - Decision-making process for the description of the duration of narrative events 

 

Just like with the order and the frequency of the events shown, there are three different 

possibilities regarding the duration of those events: 

(i) The most common situation on the level of individual scenes, is a normal 

duration, i.e. the duration of the representation on screen equals the ‘real’ 

duration of the event in the fabula. In this case, the durational aspect does not 

have to be described, because this is what an audience would assume as being 

the norm. 

(ii) The second possibility is a reduction of the fabula time: the narrative text leaves 

out certain fabula events or presents them in an accelerated way. If those events 

are narratively irrelevant, i.e. prototypical parts of a so-called script (cf. chapter 

5), then again this deviation from the normal duration does not have to be 

described. However, there are many instances in which the omission of shorter 

or longer time periods is narratively relevant and the visually impaired 

audience needs this information to reconstruct the fabula, as in the examples 

from Memoirs of a Geisha (Marshall, 2005) and The curious case of Benjamin 

Button (Fincher, 2008). In the former example, the audience have to know that 
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several years have passed. If they are not given this information, they might 

assume that the film is still telling the story of Chiyo as a young girl, whereas 

in fact it now tells her story as the geisha Sayuri.  

A closer look at this example however, shows that the decision-making process with 

regard to content selection is often not as straightforward as the diagram(s) above may suggest 

and more parameters may have to be added to the equation. The final seconds of the downward 

movement of the camera in the Memoirs of a Geisha (Marshall, 2005) scene are accompanied 

by a voice-over narration, more particularly a radio commentator saying: “The interior war 

ministry announces to you a great victory for our friend, Adolf Hitler. Today Hitler demanded 

self-determination for Germans living in Austria. Hitler’s plans for …”. In other words, this 

verbal announcement indicates that we moved from 1929, the year in which the first part of the 

film was set, to 1938 and the time-shift in the narrative is introduced by means of this voice-

over narration. Describers may therefore decide not to include a reference to the time-shift, 

because it is already indicated in a semiotic channel the visually impaired audience does have 

access to. However, they will have to evaluate whether this implicit indication—no explicit 

reference to a specific year is made in the voice-over or on screen—will suffice for their visually 

impaired audience, i.e. whether the audience has the necessary historical background 

knowledge to infer this leap in time. If there is little time for description, describers may decide 

not to describe the ellipsis and give priority to other, visual information to which the audience 

does not have access at all. If there is no other narratively relevant information and there is 

enough time for description, they will have to evaluate whether or not it is really necessary to 

include it and with what degree of explicitness—keeping in mind that both a descriptive and 

cognitive overload must be avoided. 

(iii) Finally, fabula time can be expanded. If this is done by inserting diegetic or 

non-diegetic material, no reference to the expansion as such has to be made in 

the description, because it will become clear from the description of the 

inserted material. In instances of dilation, no material is inserted, but time is 

stretched out, e.g. through slow-motion. Since there is no inserted material to 

describe—which would make the expansion of the fabula time clear—these 

instances of dilation will go unnoticed to the visually impaired audience unless 

a reference to the slow-down is included in the description. However, two 

observations have to be made here. First of all, most of the guidelines advise 

against the use of filmic terminology. The Ofcom guidelines state that 
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“generally, ‘filmic’ terms such as camera angles should not be used” 

(Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 110) and a similar statement can be found in 

the Portuguese guidelines: “será de evitar a utilização de termos técnicos ou de 

linguagem fílmica …” (the use of technical terms or filmic language has to be 

avoided) (Neves, 2011, p. 58) [my translation]. Although the German 

guidelines also say that specific filmic terminology should be used sparingly, 

they go on to say that “Als Ausnahme von der Regel hat sich zum Beispiel der 

Ausdruck Zeitlupe etabliert” (The term slow-motion for example, has become 

an established exception to this rule) (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 25) [my 

translation]. In general, no explanation as to why this filmic terminology should 

be avoided, is given. Only Benecke and Dosch (2004, p.25) give a possible 

explanation, saying that we cannot and should not assume that every member 

of the audience knows what these terms mean. Although this is presumably 

right, I think there is another reason why it is best not to use this specific 

terminology, and the term slow-motion is no exception here. As will be 

explained in much more detail in chapter 4, all these film techniques almost 

invariably serve a narrative function: switching from full colour to black-and-

white can indicate a retroversion or a dream sequence, a high angle can be used 

to indicate dominance of one character over another, etc… and describing the 

technique rather than its function, would break the narrative flow of the 

description, would ‘expel’ the audience from the narrative, so to speak. The 

second observation to be made here, also to be explored in much more detail 

in chapter 4, is that those film techniques often serve more than a purely 

denotative narrative function. Slow-motions usually do not only expand fabula 

time, but regularly also have an expressive meaning, for example rendering a 

character’s emotions. In Déjà Vu (Scott, 2006) a ferry with sailors and their 

families is blown-up, and BATF-agent Doug Carlin is called in to investigate 

the explosion. When he arrives at the scene, the internally focalised shots of 

what Doug sees, are all filmed in slow-motion, while all externally focalised 

shots are shown at regular speed. This slow-down clearly wants to add drama 

to this scene, but by only showing Doug’s point-of-view in slow-motion, it also 

serves to express his emotions, to indicate he is personally burdened by the 

sight. Again, how this should be described is beyond the scope of this study, 
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but it is clear that the technique has a clear narrative function and thus should 

be rendered narratively rather than technically. 

3.1.4 Conclusion 

The present section has demonstrated that transformations in the temporal organisation 

of events offer very powerful narrative possibilities. Changing the order in which the events are 

shown, adapting their duration and altering their frequency can all generate curiosity, suspense 

or surprise, can all create expectations or otherwise guide the audience in the processing of the 

story. The general principles studied in structuralist narratology have proved to be quite useful 

for film analysis too, but the specificity of the medium adds some features that do not exist in 

written fiction: the principle of simultaneity governing visual communication makes it possible 

for films to present various events simultaneously, and given the multisemiotic nature of film, 

events can be enacted or recounted. Given their abstract, practically universal nature, the 

concepts shaping the temporal organisation of events in narrative can relatively easily be 

translated into strategies that help describers with the analysis of the content of their source 

material. And as we saw, those strategies already offer a few first principles that can be used in 

the selection of what to include in descriptions, and what to leave out. However, this process of 

selecting and prioritizing information will be studied in depth in chapters 4 and 5. 

 

3.2. The construction and transformations of narrative space 

In the previous section I analysed the different temporal relations between events in the 

fabula and their organisation in the story. In addition to categorizing all the different temporal 

features that can be encountered in a story, I looked at the different narrative effects that can be 

generated by manipulating those features. The fundamental reasoning behind this approach was 

that audio describers who know these narrative techniques and the functions they serve, will 

find it easier to recognize narratively relevant information and to decide what information 

should be included in their description and what elements can be left out. 

 In this section I will adopt a similar heuristic approach with regard to the narrative space 

in which these events take place. Just like in the case of events and their temporal organisation, 

no systematic and generally applicable approach to audio describing narrative space can be 

derived from the existing audio description guidelines and academic literature. An analysis of 

the comparative study of audio description guidelines by Greening, Petré, & Rai (2010) shows 
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that the audio description of narrative settings is hardly covered in existing guidelines. Apart 

from mentioning that the audio description should indicate where the action is set and that it 

should include, if possible, a time of day at which the events take place, hardly any guidance 

on describing narrative settings is given. As the example from Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) 

described in section 2.2 of this chapter shows, settings are not always just a necessary 

background for the events that take place. They can and often do fulfil various important 

functions and it is therefore important that the audio describer knows what different constituents 

narrative settings are composed of and what narrative functions they can fulfil. 

In order to provide an analytical framework that offers audio describers a complete 

checklist of elements that can be present in the setting and that helps them to determine what 

elements can be included in their description and what narrative functions they serve, I will first 

look at structuralist narratology to determine a) what the different constituents of narrative 

space are and b) according to what general principles this narrative space is constructed. In the 

second part, I will examine to what extent this general framework is also applicable to film, and 

I will particularly explore the differences, modifications of and additions to this framework that 

are inherent to the filmic medium. Finally, the findings from the first two parts will be used to 

formulate some basic strategies for audio describing narrative space. 

 

3.2.1 Narrative space in structuralist narratology 

Although Herman and Vervaeck (2005) rightly state that “story development is 

inconceivable without the setting, which makes it possible for actions to take place and actants 

to become involved in them” (p. 56), the concept of setting or narrative space has received 

relatively little attention in structuralist narratology compared to the concept of time. 

Dennerlein (2009) attributes this to the fact that “man sich in der Narratologie zunächst mit der 

Gestaltung der Geschichte als zeitlicher und kausaler Abfolge von Ereignissen und ihrer 

Vermittlung beschäftigt hat” (narratology was initially concerned with the construction of the 

story as a temporal and causal sequence of events and their representation [my translation]) (p. 

4), and Herman (2002) remarks that “if space was discussed at all it was used negatively to 

mark off setting from story…, description from narration proper” (p. 265). It is true that in most 

narratives, space is not a parameter driving the story forward. This does not mean however, that 

spatial reference is ‘optional’. As Herman (2001, pp. 263-299) demonstrates, it is an essential 

property that plays a crucial role in the construction and reconstruction of stories. In the present 
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section I will analyse how this narrative space or setting is created and how it contributes to the 

creation of narratives as a whole. 

3.2.1.1 Defining narrative space 

Like the concept of narrative itself, narrative space has been defined in various ways. 

Depending on the specific definition, it includes more or less features, dimensions and levels. 

While some scholars use the term setting to refer to the surroundings in which events take place, 

I will use the term (narrative) space to keep in line with Bal’s terminology I also used in the 

previous section. However, one essential preliminary observation with regard to the term 

narrative space has to be made. Some definitions seem to reduce the narrative space to a purely 

spatial concept. Chatman (1978) defines it as “the place and the collection of objects “against 

which” his [the character’s] actions and passions appropriately emerge” (pp. 138-139. Ronen 

(1986) refers to narrative space using the term frame, which she defines as “a fictional place, 

the actual or potential surroundings of fictional characters, objects and places” (p. 421). The 

Living Handbook of Narratology (Hühn et al., 2010) dedicates a specific chapter to narrative 

settings, entitled Space (Ryan M.-L. , 2012), which states that “all narratives imply a world with 

spatial extension” (Ryan, 2012, § [2]). Moreover, both Chatman and Ryan seem to make a clear 

distinction between the temporal plane and the spatial plane of a narrative. For Chatman (1978), 

“the dimension of story-events is time, that of story-existence is space” (p. 96), while Ryan 

(2012) distinguishes between “space-occupying existents and the temporally extending events” 

(§ [2]). Although it is true that the temporal organisation of events is an independent and 

powerful narrative principle—as was demonstrated in sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 of this chapter—

and it is equally true that all events presuppose a spatial plane in which they take place, opposing 

time and space in this way disregards another temporal aspect of narratives, namely the 

temporal dimension of the setting, i.e. the historical period, year, season, time of day, etc. in 

which a specific event is set. Other authors, such as Herman & Vervaeck (2005), who state that 

events “take place in a specific time and place” (p. 56) or Pitkänen’s (2003) work on the spatio-

temporal setting in written narrative fiction explicitly refer to both the temporal and the spatial 

characteristics of the setting. Pitkänen (2003) acknowledges that “narrative fiction does not 

typically focus on time” (p. 56), and that settings that are exclusively time-oriented are atypical. 

However, he found that a “clearly separated setting is not a norm in narrative fiction” (Pitkänen, 

2003, p. 61), so even in settings where the spatial component is dominant, there will usually be 

a temporal indication. In other words, when I refer to narrative space in the remainder of this 

work, the concept implies both a spatial and a temporal dimension. 
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In addition to the inclusion of these different dimensions, existing definitions of setting 

also seem to differ in the number of levels this setting includes. While many definitions (e.g. 

Bal (1997), Chatman (1978), Herman & Vervaeck (2005)) do not distinguish between different 

levels and simply define the setting as the point in space (and time) where the events in the 

narrative take place, Ryan (2012) points out: “we may call it [the environment in which 

characters live and move] “setting”, but this intuitive notion of setting needs to be further 

refined” (§ [8]). 

Ronen (1986) distinguishes between various—actual and potential—levels of narrative 

space, which she calls ‘frames’ and which “differ according to their position in the overall 

organization of the fictional universe” (1986, p. 423). A first distinction she makes between 

different frames, is a classification based on their immediacy (Ronen, 1986, pp. 423-428). The 

immediate surroundings of a character or “the zero-point where the actual story-events and 

story-states are localized” (1986, p. 423), is what she calls the setting. In addition to these 

immediate surroundings, there are secondary frames, which form the background of the those 

surroundings, inaccessible frames, which cannot be entered by characters, spatio-temporally 

distant frames, which only exist beyond the temporal and spatial plane of the story, and 

generalized space, a term used to refer to general spaces that are undefined in the narrative 

itself.  

In the film Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) for example, different locations on the island, 

such as the different wards, the main building, the woods and the cliffs are all frames where 

events are directly localized at a specific time in the film. Those can therefore be considered as 

settings at that particular point. However, locations do not necessarily have the same status 

throughout the whole story. In the opening scene of the film, the boat bringing U.S. marshals 

Teddy Daniels and Chuck Aule to the island, is the immediate setting, while the island itself is 

at that point only a secondary frame. As the captain of the boat explains, the dock is the only 

gateway to and from the island, and as soon as the two marshals are ashore, the boat will cast 

off, making the mainland an inaccessible frame for the rest of the film. Very often, such 

inaccessible frames are much more than ‘add-ons’ and they can be a strong driving force behind 

the narrative, motivating many of a character’s actions. In Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010), 

Teddy and Chuck have to find a patient who supposedly escaped from the island, but they are 

told that they cannot search the heavily secured Ward C and that the lighthouse has already 

been searched and as such is also off limits. Precisely because Ward C is forbidden ground, 

Teddy tries to find a way to get in there so he can solve the mystery. As such, this inaccessible 
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frame motivates part of his actions. When a violent thunderstorm causes a power outage that 

switches off the security system of Ward C, the status of this so far inaccessible frame changes 

and Teddy can enter it. The film then repeats this technique: Teddy does not find the answers 

he is looking for in Ward C, but one of the patients tells him that controversial experiments are 

carried out on the island and that patients who are beyond recovery, are sent to the lighthouse 

to be lobotomized. From that moment onwards, trying to get into the (equally inaccessible) 

lighthouse, will be the new stimulus driving Teddy’s actions. 

Throughout his stay on the island, Teddy is plagued by nightmares about his time as a 

soldier in Europe during World War II. These frames never become the immediate surroundings 

of the action of the main narrative, so they can be considered spatio-temporally distant frames. 

Ronen’s last category, generalized space, is defined as “a non-specific frame, one that has no 

concrete location in the fictional space, whose boundaries and other specific features are 

undefined” (1986, p. 428). As I discussed in the first section of this chapter settings in visual 

narrative have to be represented in a concrete form. This is not to say that non-specific, non-

concrete generalized space does not exist in film: in the opening of Shutter Island (Scorsese, 

2010) a text on screen reads “Boston Harbor Islands – 1954”. Apart from the island itself, the 

other Boston Harbor Islands, their typical features and their boundaries are never concretized 

in the movie, so they can be considered as generalized space. 

Ronen further classifies frames based on their factuality, distinguishing between actual 

frames (all the different frames in which concrete actions take place on the island) and frames 

that are not actualized in the story or counter-factual or hypothetical frames (the different 

frames in Teddy’s head). Finally, she distinguishes between different types of frames, based on 

their properties. One set of properties are the so-called “sense-components of place-denoting 

nouns” (Ronen, 1986, p. 430) conveying information about physical properties, functions, 

about boundaries and about whether a certain space or object is interior or exterior. Another set 

of properties deals with the relations between the frames and the objects and/or characters that 

can be found in them. These relations define whether a frame is public or private, open or 

closed, personal or impersonal. A last categorization looks at the relations between frames and 

the events taking place in those frames: those can be either conventional/stereotyped or unique 

(Ronen, 1986, p. 432).  

In his doctoral thesis on the spatio-temporal setting in written narrative, Pitkänen (2003) 

does not only focus on the spatial dimension of the setting, as does Ronen, but also explicitly 
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takes into account the temporal dimension. For both time and space Pitkänen (2003) 

distinguishes between local space and time on the one hand, and global space and time on the 

other, both of which are again relative concepts that can change in the course of the narrative. 

In Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) for example, the island is first a local space within the more 

global space of the Boston Harbor Islands, but later becomes a global space comprising various 

local spaces, such as Ward C or the lighthouse, where the actual action takes place. On the 

temporal plane, 1954 can be considered as the global time, while the various days and nights 

the two marshals spend on the island, are the local time during which the action takes place.  

Another relevant distinction Pitkänen (2003) makes, is that between static and dynamic 

settings (comparable to Ronen’s (1986) open and closed frames (p. 432)). Static settings only 

allow for internal movement, while in dynamic settings, both internal movement and movement 

beyond the boundaries of that setting is possible (Pitkänen, 2003, p. 53). On a basic level, this 

distinction is very straightforward and on first sight predominantly seems to serve explanatory 

functions. In Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010), once the boat that brings the US marshals to the 

island casts off, the island itself becomes a static frame and only internal movement on the 

island is possible. On the island however, there are various dynamic frames, such as the forest, 

the various buildings and the chapel where Teddy and Chuck hide when a storm breaks loose. 

However, as a film like Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010)—and many other suspense and horror 

films—accurately shows, attributing a static or dynamic nature to a particular narrative space 

can serve powerful narrative functions: the fact that a patient managed to escape from an island 

with no way on or off, raises a question that will puzzle both the characters in the film and the 

audience from the very beginning. Moreover, an (unexpected) change of status of a space can 

also give the story a strong impetus, as the example of Ward C in this section showed.  

This short overview of existing definitions and examples clearly shows that narrative 

space is much more than a mere background against which the story develops. It is indeed an 

essential component in the construction of any narrative that, as discussed by Bal (1997, p. 

134), can even take on a symbolic meaning (and in fact, regularly does). In the opening scene 

of The Forgotten (Ruben, 2004) for example, we meet Telly Paretta, who lost her son Sam in a 

plane crash fourteen months earlier and is still trying to come to terms with the loss. Even 

though we do not know her or what happened to her yet, the location where she is introduced 

to us, is symbolic in at least two ways. First of all, she is sitting on a set of swings in a 

playground, a place that is typically associated with children. At the same time however, we 

notice that she is all alone. The playground is empty and there are no children playing, not even 
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sounds of off-screen voices. This emptiness symbolises the absence (or loss?) of a child, an 

assumption that is reinforced in the next shot, a close-up of Telly’s grieving face.  

 Translated to the context of source text analysis in audio description, this complexity of 

the concept of narrative space means that describers will have to take into account various 

features, levels and dimensions: the narrative space comprises both a spatial and a temporal 

dimension, both of which can be local or global in scope, it can be real or imagined, and in 

addition to being the backdrop against which the events of the narrative take place, it can take 

on a symbolic meaning. Moreover, narrative space is related to all the other constituents of the 

narrative: a particular location or setting is related to the other settings in the narrative, to the 

characters and the objects in them and to the actions taking place in the narrative space. As will 

be explored in more detail in chapter 5, this interrelatedness of all the constituents of a narrative, 

plays a very important role in the process of content selection in audio description.  

The multi-faceted nature of the concept however, is not the only element describers have 

to take into account when analysing narrative space with a view to determining its main 

constituents and developing strategies for describing it and selecting the most relevant setting-

related content. As I mentioned in section 3.3 in chapter 2, structuralist narratology was mainly 

concerned with developing models and theories that explained the general formal structures of 

the main constituents of stories and their representations and functions in the actual narrative 

text. While it was relatively easy to generalize the structuring principles governing the concept 

of temporal organisation of events (order, frequency and duration) and the different effects these 

principles generate, this proved far more problematic for the concept of space. In the following 

paragraphs, I will focus on three issues that make it particularly difficult to develop a general 

model for analysing narrative space, which in turn also complicates the describers task of 

deciding what to describe (and how to describe it): 

- first, there is the fact that narrative space can remain implicit, or be rendered 

indirectly; 

- second, the recognition of a certain narrative space and the possible connotations 

and/or symbolic meanings associated therewith, depend to a certain extent on the 

viewers’ personal general and socio-cultural knowledge; and 

- third, there are so many different settings and objects in them, that it is difficult to 

describe space exhaustively and to accommodate all the different possible 

components in one, all-encompassing model. 
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First of all, as pointed out by Herman & Vervaeck (2005) there is not always a clear model 

that allows audiences to derive the narrative space from a text (p. 59). Authors of verbal and 

visual narratives alike can decide to identify the narrative space in which the events take place 

by means of a definite description, in which case there is no problem and the audience knows 

where the action is set. From the following still from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) it becomes 

immediately clear when and where this part of the narrative is set. 

 

Figure 10 - Explicit reference to narrative space in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

 

By means of a text-on-screen, the audience gets an explicit reference to both the global 

time and space of this scene. Moreover, the shadows on the ground, the sky and the man’s 

clothing are all an indication of a more local time, namely a sunny day. From the shots 

immediately preceding this one, we furthermore get an indication of a more local space, namely 

a street lined with palm trees and various identical one-storey houses in a suburban 

neighbourhood. 

However, authors can also choose to identify the narrative space in a more indirect way, 

for example by referring to an object belonging to and/or forming a boundary of the setting 

(Ronen, 1986, p. 422), as this example from the opening scene of Harry Potter and the Goblet 

of Fire (Newell, 2005) shows. 
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Figure 11 - Implicit reference to narrative space in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Newell, 2005) 

 

In the opening shot of the film, we see the silhouette of a large house on a hilltop, and a 

small cottage nearby. In the next shot, we are taken inside the cottage. Unlike in the previous 

example, the narrative space of this scene inside the cottage is not presented directly, but by 

means of objects belonging to it, namely a stove and a kettle61. Combining the information that 

we are inside the cottage with the image of a stove and a kettle, the audience will infer that the 

action is probably set in a kitchen. This inferencing process and its importance with regard to 

content selection in audio description will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5.  

Moreover, this example shows that spatial reference does not have to be very precise and 

many details can be left unmentioned. We do not know anything about the other rooms in the 

cottage, we do not know where they are relative to each other, etc., but still we have a general 

idea of the setting. The kitchen will probably be on the ground floor and given that we are in a 

humble cottage, it will presumably be a modest kitchen (which is confirmed in a later shot), etc. 

With regard to this imprecision, Ryan (2012b) points out that “in many cases, readers will be 

able to understand stories with only a rudimentary representation of their global geography” (§ 

[29]). Or as Chatman (1978) puts it, audiences are able to “presuppose” settings (p. 141), i.e. 

they will fill in general details that are not explicit in the text. If a narrative text mentions a 

hospital in general, audiences will automatically complete the image of the hospital with 

                                                 
61 Just like the example from Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, Inglorious Basterds, 2009) presented in 

section 2.1.1 of chapter 2, this is to a certain degree an artificial example. This is the first image of a scene and in 

the next shot the narrative space is presented more directly by showing an older man in a kitchen. However, the 

example illustrates that by merely showing a house in a first shot, and a stove and a kettle in the next, audience 

members will usually already infer that the event(s) they are about to see, are set in a kitchen 
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doctors, patients, nurses, hospital rooms, etc. And not only can settings be described in an 

indirect and general way, in written narrative, space does not even have to be expressed at all 

(see for example Chatman (1978, p. 106), Ryan (2012b, § [2]) or Zoran (1984, p. 313)), in 

which case, depending on the actual text, audiences will either or not be able to deduce a setting.  

Whether or not a person is able to deduce a setting from a text and with how much detail, 

does not only depend on the direct and indirect descriptions given in the text itself. To a 

considerable extent, reconstructing the setting from a narrative text is contingent on that 

person’s personal cultural and world knowledge (see for example Pitkänen (2003, pp. 23-26); 

Ryan (2012b, § [12], [29])). The film 21 (Luketic, 2008) opens with a young man peddling on 

a bridge over a river on a push-bike. 

 

Figure 12 - Recognition of narrative space based on personal knowledge in 21 (Luketic, 2008) 

 

The location is not introduced by means of a text-on-screen or other verbal reference, and 

to many people, the visual images will only give a very vague, general indication of the 

narrative space, namely that the events are set on a bridge over a river running through a big 

city. Although this suffices to create a setting for the narrative, additional cultural and world 

knowledge will enrich the image these references create. Rather than just seeing a city, some 

people will recognize the buildings they see as the skyline of the American city of Boston and 

the river as the river Charles. Those who are familiar with the lay-out of the city, may even 

infer where the young man might be going. He is peddling away from the centre of Boston in 

the direction of the city located on the other side of the river, Cambridge. So he might be on his 

way to Harvard University, an assumption that is confirmed later as he peddles past the great 

dome and the playing fields of MIT. The fact that personal cultural and world knowledge co-
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determines if and how narrative space is recognized, has a direct bearing on the audio 

description of that narrative space, as will be explored in more detail in section 3.2.3 of the 

present chapter. But this highly reader- or viewer-specific dimension of the reconstruction of 

narrative space, also explains why the generalization of narrative space was so difficult for 

structuralist narratologists.  

A third additional problem one comes across when trying to develop a structural model 

for defining and analysing narrative space, is the impossibility to express space and all its 

features and the objects and characters in it exhaustively (see for example Zoran (1984, p. 320)). 

In fact, this even creates a double problem for anyone trying to structure narrative space: on the 

one hand, the number of properties and characteristics (narrative building-blocks) of any setting 

is virtually infinite; on the other, they can be combined in an equally infinite number of ways, 

making every setting unique. An additional complicating factor in this respect, is that not even 

all setting elements belonging to the same category, e.g. bridges, trees, etc., share the same 

characteristics, making it very hard to distil general principles explaining the construction of 

narrative space. 

In conclusion of this section on defining narrative space, we can say that the concept is 

far more complex and problematic than its long accepted status as “a background for characters 

and their actions, and not as a focus of interest” (Ryan, Space, 2012, § [29]), may lead one to 

believe. It is a multi-level concept consisting of various dimensions and features: 

- it comprises both a spatial and a temporal component with global and local 

dimensions that can vary throughout the narrative; 

- it can be actual, i.e. existing in the story world as a real location or counterfactual, i.e. 

only exist in a character’s mind, for example in a dream or fantasy; 

- it can be dynamic, allowing for both internal and external movement, or static, 

confining movement to within its boundaries; 

- it can be a mere background for the action or it can serve a symbolic function 

underlining and adding to the importance of the narrative events taking place in it; 

- moreover it is related to all the other constituents of the narrative. It is related to the 

other spaces in the narrative (cf. difference between static and dynamic narrative 

spaces), it is related to the events taking place in it, which can be prototypical or 

unique, and it is related to the characters in it. As will be explored in more detail in 
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section 3.2.3 of the present chapter and in chapter 5, these relations are of particular 

relevance for the process of content selection in audio description;  

- in addition narrative space can be rendered directly or indirectly and its reconstruction 

by the audience depends to a considerable extent on the viewers’ personal general and 

cultural knowledge.  

All this makes it very difficult to organise narrative space in terms of generally applicable 

structures and principles that can be used for source text analysis. This in turn complicates the 

task of extracting the particular building blocks and principles of the narrative that could help 

audio describers select and prioritize relevant content for their descriptions.  

3.2.1.2 The construction of narrative space in the course of the narrative 

When analysing their source text in terms of narrative space, audio describers not only 

have to consider all the different features that define the concept, they also have to take into 

account that narrative spaces are usually not immediately presented in their entirety, but that 

they are constructed in the course of the narrative and they develop as the narrative unfolds. 

This construction process can be conceived as revolving around two concepts: the frame, 

defined by Bal (1997) as “the space in which the character is situated, or is precisely not 

situated” (p. 134) and its contents, determining “the way in which that space is filled” (Bal, 

1997, p. 134). In addition to what was already mentioned with regard to narrative space in the 

previous section, namely that spaces can be global or local in scope, can be actual or 

counterfactual, can be open or closed, the distinction made by Bal, i.e. the situatedness inside 

or outside the frame is a powerful storytelling principle too, as both inside and outside can 

reflect specific (symbolic) meanings. The film Panic Room (Fincher, 2002) plays an intricate 

game with the opposition between inside and outside and the different meanings they can have. 

Recently divorced Meg Altman and her diabetic daughter Sarah move into a large, luxurious 

mansion to make a new start. The property previously belonged to a millionaire who installed 

a safe room in the house, where he hid a small fortune in bearer bonds. On the first night three 

men break into the house (to steel the bonds) and Meg and her daughter make it to the safe 

room just in time. The burglars try to break into the safe room but cannot find a way to get 

through the large steel walls of the room. In other words: inside the room the two women are 

indeed safe, the inside offers protection while the outside, where the criminals are, is a hostile 

space. As time passes however, Sarah’s blood sugar level starts to fall and she needs her 

medicine, which is located elsewhere in the house. At this point, the meanings of both inside 

and outside start to shift round. Whereas the inside of the safe room previously meant 
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‘protection’, it now means ‘confinement’ and the outside of the room, dangerous and hostile as 

it still is, is from now on the only place that can save Sarah.  

Just like the frame, the contents can reflect different meanings too: frames that are filled 

with objects seem smaller and/or less organised, while frames in which there are only a few 

objects seem larger and/or more organised. But on the other hand, frames with many objects in 

them can reflect wealth, while (nearly) empty frames symbolise poverty. In other words, and 

adding to the already complex nature of narrative space, the meanings conveyed by frames and 

their contents are not fixed but can be different, depending on the narrative context. 

As far as the actual construction of narrative spaces in the course of the narrative is 

concerned, Bal (1997) uses the concepts of determination, repetition, accumulation, 

transformation and relations (pp. 135-136). As I said, the construction of narrative space is 

usually a progressive process starting with the determination of that space: when a certain 

narrative space is presented for the first time, usually a limited number of features are presented 

in order to determine that space. These features will often be very general, i.e. in the case of a 

film a filmmaker can decide to show large, congested streets lined with high buildings to 

indicate we are in a city, but they can also be very specific, i.e. the filmmaker can show a shot 

of the Statue of Liberty to indicate that we are in New York. In any case, when a space is shown 

for the first time we usually do not know a lot about it yet and the things we do know, to some 

extent depend on our personal frame of reference, as already explained in the previous section. 

Someone who knows New York and is well acquainted with American customs and culture, 

will be able to create a much richer image from the start, than someone who has never visited 

the United States. As the narrative continues, some of the spatial information presented the first 

time will be repeated to confirm what we already know about the city. Characters may be stuck 

in traffic in a yellow cab or they may pass or visit other landmarks such as Madison Square 

Garden or the Chrysler Building. In addition to repeating information, the filmmaker can also 

present new information (accumulation), that enriches our image of the narrative space. In 

addition to only showing busy streets, scenes can be set in a peaceful park to indicate that there 

are also quiet areas in New York. As already illustrated by the example from Panic Room 

(Fincher, 2002), narrative space can also change or transform. A place that is hospitable at first, 

can become hostile later on in the narrative (transformation). And finally, construction of 

narrative space depends to a considerable extent on relations, on the one hand between different 

spaces in the narrative, on the other between narrative space and the other narrative constituents 
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such as characters that are present in them or the actions that take place in that specific narrative 

space. 

The opening scene of Ransom (Howard, Ransom, 1996) offers a good example of this 

gradual construction of narrative space62. The film, which tells the story of airline owner Tom 

Mullen, whose son is kidnapped, opens with an aerial view of an avenue lined with buildings 

on one side and trees of a park on the other. Based on these rather general cues, most viewers 

will determine that we are in a city, while some may recognize the park as Central Park and 

determine that we are in New York. Depending on their knowledge of the city of New York, 

some may even determine that we are in one of the richer neighbourhoods of the city 

(determination). The next shot serves to confirm this idea. The film now shows some people 

on a terrace overlooking Central Park, and when a voice asks the people to come inside, we 

arrive in a luxurious penthouse. Further shots of the contents of this frame, showing people in 

dinner jackets drinking champagne, a large flat screen TV and a spacious, open plan kitchen 

where various waiters and waitresses are preparing food and drinks for the guests also serve to 

confirm the image of the rich neighbourhood (confirmation). After approximately three 

minutes, a new space is introduced, and through subsequent shots of a narrow staircase leading 

down to a room without any windows and grey walls without any ornaments, we can determine 

that we are in a basement. This space is completely the opposite of the one introduced before 

but is clearly related to it, a fact the filmmaker shows by ending the scene in the basement with 

a shot of a hand switching on a cold, uninviting electrical fire and returning to the penthouse 

with a shot of a cosy, warm open fireplace (relations). In the following shots the action 

alternates between the two spaces and new information is presented. We learn that the owner 

of the penthouse has a young son, Sean, and we learn that the basement is a space that will most 

likely be the stage of objectionable and/or even illegal actions as we see someone putting a 

matrass on a bed to which a set of handcuffs is attached and someone is soundproofing the 

basement by tacking sheets of soundproofing material to the walls (accumulation). A final—

and ominous—indication in this opening scene that links the two spaces to each other, refers to 

the characters that occupy the two spaces. In the previous section I said that spaces are related 

to each other, to the actions taking place in them and to the objects and characters we find in 

them. The actions and characters we encounter in those spaces can be conventional or unique, 

                                                 
62 In section 5 of chapter 5, the opening scene of Ransom (Howard, 1996) will be used in a first application 

of the narratological approach to content selection in AD set forth in the present work. The example described here 

and in further instances in this chapter, will be repeated in more detail there. 
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to use Ronen’s (1986, p. 432) terms. As such, people in suits drinking champagne at a party in 

a luxurious penthouse can be considered conventional, just like well-groomed waiters and 

waitresses serving food and drinks at those parties. However, in one shot we are shown a 

waitress with a large tattoo in her neck, a detail that seems to be at odds with the conventional 

idea of well-dressed waiters with impeccable manners. In other words, this detail reveals that 

her relation to this space is different, ‘unique’, it might indicate that she does not belong there. 

Again, this idea seems to be confirmed in the next shot: a close-up of a tattooed hand tacking 

sheets of soundproofing material to the walls of the basement. These two consecutive shots 

confirm once more that the two spaces we have been shown so far, are indeed related and they 

show that the waitress with the tattoo does not naturally belong in the penthouse but is related 

to the people who are preparing undesirable actions in the basement.  

As this example illustrates, the gradual construction of narrative spaces is another 

powerful storytelling technique, and any analysis of the space of a given source text, c.q. film, 

should not only take into account the different defining features of that space, discussed in the 

previous section, but should also monitor how this space is presented, what elements confirm 

what is already known, what details present new information, what cues indicate change or 

transformation, and how one narrative space is related to other spaces and how all those spaces 

are related to the characters, actions and objects presented in them.  

In section 3.2.3, I will explore how audio describers who analyse a film, can use all these 

features relating to the definition and construction of narrative space to determine what spatio-

temporal elements can possibly be described and how they can even use them to prioritize 

spatio-temporal information to be included in their descriptions. First however—like I did for 

the concept of time—I will briefly look at how films construct and organise narrative space. 

From the examples in sections 3.2.1.1 and 3.2.1.2 it is clear that all of the features identified 

and used in traditional, structuralist narratology are also applicable to film. In the following 

section, I will therefore specifically look at those characteristics that are typical for the 

construction of narrative space in film and that are at the same time relevant for the audio 

description of narrative space, as will be discussed in section 3.2.3 of the present chapter. 

3.2.2 Narrative space in film 

In section 3.1.2 of this chapter we saw that the medium-specific techniques film can use 

to organise narrative time can—broadly speaking—be ascribed to two main principles: on the 

one hand there is the logic of simultaneity and space governing visual communication, which 
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makes that more than one event can be presented simultaneously, on the other hand there is the 

intermediality (Ryan, 2012, § 14) of the filmic medium, i.e. the fact that the narrative in a given 

work is constructed by using more than one medium, which makes it possible to present an 

event visually (i.e. enacting), verbally (i.e. recounting) or through a combination of both the 

visual and the verbal channel (i.e. enacted recounting). Both these principles co-determine the 

construction of narrative space as well. 

a) Simultaneous presentation of more than one narrative space 

The fact that visual communication presents all information contained in a specific image 

simultaneously, has various narrative consequences. On the one hand, a film can present a lot 

of detailed information relating to narrative space in a very brief period of time, as in the 

following still from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Burton, 2005).  

 

Figure 13 – The interior of the factory from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Burton, 2005) 

 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Burton, 2005) tells the story of Willy Wonka, the 

owner of a very unique and unusual chocolate factory, who one day realizes he needs a 

successor and organizes a competition in order to find one. He hides golden tickets in five of 

his chocolate bars and opens his factory to the five children who find a ticket. In the still in 

Figure 18, the five children have just entered the main factory hall and Wonka leads them into 

the place where the chocolate is made, the world of the Oompa-Loompa tribe. In this one shot, 

we see a giant chocolate waterfall and a large chocolate river running through an undulating, 

green meadow, various candy-shaped and coloured plants, enormous red and white toadstools, 

a bridge crossing the chocolate river, etc. As I already discussed in chapter 2 (cf. section 1.2.2 

and the part on process-oriented research in what to describe of section 1.4.1.1), this abundance 
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of information presented in one single shot will considerably complicate the task of the audio 

describer, who usually only has limited time available to insert his descriptions between the 

other acoustic channels of the sound track.  

Moreover, in addition to presenting a wealth of spatial information in a very limited 

amount of time, the logic of simultaneity governing visual communication also means that films 

can present two (or more) settings or narrative spaces at the same time. Two possible ways in 

which this can be achieved, is by means of split screens and deep space compositions. 

b) intermedial presentation of narrative space 

Just as actions can be enacted, recounted or presented through enacted recounting (cf. 

section 3.1.2 of the present chapter or Bordwell, 1985, pp. 77-81) narrative space in film can 

be presented visually, aurally or through a combination of both the aural and the visual mode 

too. Indeed, as Schlickers (2009) points out:  

“the “camera” can track sound as well as images, which means that it is not limited to 

“showing” only. What is more, film as a plurimedial semiotic system is capable of 

simultaneously transporting visual and acoustic information about the fictional world.” (p. 245) 

In the opening scene of Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010), the general space in which the 

narrative is set, is presented verbally by means of a text on screen, namely a caption reading 

‘Boston Harbor Islands – 1954’. Next, the space in which the main characters, Teddy Daniels 

and Chuck Aule, are presented, namely the ship bringing them to Shutter Island, is only 

presented visually: we see Teddy in a bathroom in the interior of the ship, he then walks through 

a room with manacles dangling from the ceiling, which gives out onto the deck, where we meet 

his partner, Chuck. Once the characters have been introduced, the main space within which the 

narrative will take place, is presented. From the dialogue between the two characters, we learn 

they are heading towards a mental institution situated on ‘a rock’. The two men then look out 

over the sea and in the next shot, the island on which the institution is located is first shown 

visually as a rock rising out of the water. Because of the way the island is presented, namely 

from the point of view of the characters, only one side of the island is visible. The side of the 

island that is not visible from the boat, is presented verbally: Chuck points at the island and 

asks the captain: “is this where we are heading”, to which the captain replies “yep, the other 

side of the island is rock bluffs, all the way down to the edge of the water.” In the next shot one 

element of the island, namely the dock is at the same time presented visually and verbally: we 
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are shown an image of the dock, which is accompanied by a line of dialogue by the captain, 

who declares that “the dock is the only way on… or off”. Two observations have to be made 

with regard to the examples in this paragraph.  

First, as the example of the visual presentation of the island shows, narrative space is 

never ‘just’ presented to the audience, it is always focalised in a certain way and presented from 

a certain point of view. Focalisation and point of view are indeed two concepts that are very 

useful in the analysis of narrative and as such they will be presented briefly in the following 

paragraphs. However, they are also—still—rather controversial and as such an in depth 

theoretical discussion is beyond the remit of the present work. On the one hand because 

focalisation, as defined by Genette ([1972], trans. 1980), has often been misinterpreted and—

at best partially—conflated with point of view, leading to various intrinsically different 

definitions63. On the other hand because focalization is directly linked to the narrator, a complex 

yet almost self-evident concept in literary narratives that has been the subject of a so far 

unresolved debate among film scholars64. This does not mean however, that they can be fully 

disregarded in the present work. Audio describers need some basic insights in these two 

concepts to be able to analyse their source text accurately and to render focalization and point 

of view—and their intended effects—adequately in their audio description. 

Focalization is a concept that can be defined as “a selection or restriction of narrative 

information in relation to the experience and knowledge of the narrator, the characters or other, 

more hypothetical entities in the storyworld” (Niederhoff, 2011, p. 1). In other words, 

focalization determines a) what information and knowledge is presented in the narrative and b) 

the relation between what the narrator—and the audience—knows about the storyworld and 

what the characters in the narrative know about it. Genette ([1972], trans. 1980, pp. 188-189) 

distinguishes between three possible degrees of focalization: 1) zero focalisation, corresponding 

with cases in which the narrator gives more information than any of the characters in the 

narrative know; 2) internal focalisation, corresponding with cases in which the narrator says 

only what a character knows; and 3) external focalisation corresponding with cases in which 

                                                 
63 See for example Niederhoff (2011, pp. 3-7) for a discussion of the various (mis)interpretations of the 

concept of focalization 
64 As pointed out by Kuhn (2009), “there is hardly a field in the area of film narratology that has been 

discussed as controversially as the question of narrative mediation” (p. 259). Some scholars, e.g. Bordwell, reject 

the existence of a narrator in film, while others, e.g. Metz or Chatman, see the narrator as one constituent in a 

complex communication model with various levels (Kuhn, 2009, p. 259). It is not an aim of the present work to 

contribute to that discussion; contributions to the debate can for example be found in Bordwell (1985, pp. 9-19; 

61-62), Chatman (1978, pp. 147-151; 197-262), Kuhn (2009, pp. 259-266) or Schmidt (2010, §32 - §41). 
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the narrator tells less than what a given character knows. These different types of focalisation 

and the alternations between them in the course of the narrative, can be used to generate various 

effects, such as suspense and curiosity (by withholding certain knowledge or information) or 

surprise (by presenting unexpected information). Point of view on the other hand, is used “to 

render the subjective experience of a character” (Niederhoff, 2011, p. 7). As this point of view 

is used in the process of character construction (see section 3.3.1 of the present chapter for a 

discussion of how point of view can contribute to character construction, and section 2.2.2 of 

chapter 4 for the different film techniques filmmakers can use to render this subjective character 

dimension) it is highly relevant for source text analysis in audio description. Moreover, the 

concept seems to be directly related to the question of reliability of the information presented: 

information that is presented—or ‘seen through the eyes of’—an external narrator will be 

supposed to be more objective and reliable than information seen through the eyes of a character 

(see also section 3.3.1.1 of this chapter chapter).  

Applied to the example from Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010), the zero focalisation used 

in the opening scene creates a certain sense of mystery: by only showing one side of the island, 

the audience will wonder what the other side looks like. The presentation of the other side from 

the captain’s point of view will on the one hand partly answer this question, but as it is a 

subjective presentation, it can also create some sense of doubt. The use of zero focalisation is 

repeated throughout the narrative—and seems to be a very powerful principle whenever the 

author, c.q. filmmaker, wants to evoke a sense of mystery or suspense. The fact that the island 

is—partly—presented from the point of view of the characters and described by them in rather 

negative terms in the opening scene, contributes to the grim atmosphere that is aroused.  

c) sonic space 

The aural presentation of the narrative space is not limited to a verbal presentation only, 

as the examples above might suggest. Other, non-verbal sounds also contribute to the creation 

of the filmic narrative space. Indeed, in audiovisual communication, space can be constructed 

by purely auditory cues too. This sonic dimension of space or “sound perspective” (Bordwell, 

1985, p. 118) creates “a sense of spatial distance and location analogous to the cues for visual 

depth and volume that we get with visual perspective” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 286). 

A sound that is less clearly audible will cue the audience to infer that the source of the sound is 

located somewhere in the distance; sounds that are clearly audible will be interpreted as being 

close by. The film Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, 2009) opens with a panoramic view of a 
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modest farmhouse on a hilltop, that lies next to a dirt road and is surrounded by meadows and 

forests that stretch out into the distance. The only sound that is vaguely audible, is that of a man 

chopping wood. In the next shot, the man is shown in close-up and the sound of the wood-

chopping becomes much more prominent. In other words, in this example the sound reflects 

the immediacy—to use Ronen’s (1986, p. 423) term—of the setting. It has to be noted however, 

that a film’s soundtrack is usually constructed separately from the visuals (Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2008, p. 265) and that it can be manipulated just like the images. Filmmakers can 

decide to make sources that are further away, clearly audible (for example a dialogue between 

characters in long shot). Often, even sources that are not on screen are audible. Later in the 

opening scene of the film for example, colonel Landa visits the LaPadite family and asks for a 

glass of milk. While we see a close-up of the father’s face, there is the (off-screen) sound of—

what we can assume—one of his daughters taking the milk and a glass from a cupboard. Our 

assumption is confirmed in the next shot, when the daughter returns with a glass and a bottle of 

milk65.  

d) off-screen space 

As the last example under c) shows, in film—unlike in verbal narratives—there always 

is an off-screen space: the images shown are cut off at the four edges of the frame but, as pointed 

out by Bordwell (1985) “in most films the viewer makes the Bazinian assumption that outside 

the frame edges lie more regions of the fictional world” (pp. 119-120). Burch (1969/1973) 

distinguishes between three broad types of off-screen space: the space beyond the four edges 

of the frame, the space beyond the camera and the space behind the set or an object in it (p. 17). 

It is beyond the scope of this work to discuss the importance and usefulness of off-screen space 

at length, but there is one particular use of off-screen space that is particularly relevant for audio 

describers and sometimes very difficult to render in AD, namely the instance in which off-

screen space is linked to perception or a certain point of view. As discussed under b) in the 

present section, the images on screen can be presented from the point of view of a character or 

                                                 
65 This location of the source of a given sound is something audio describers have to pay attention to: 

visually impaired audiences have access to the oral cues in the film and use them—probably to a higher degree 

than sighted audiences—to recreate spatial settings when processing narratives. When analysing the sounds that 

contribute to the creation of a certain space, audio describers therefore have to determine whether the clarity of 

these sounds corresponds to the distance they convey (in which case no AD would be needed as the visually 

impaired audience can make a correct inference about the distance of the source of the sound) or whether it does 

not (in which case an AD might be necessary to make sure the visually impaired can make a correct inference). 
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from the point of view of an external narrator. The ‘viewer’ of these images then, is in the off-

screen space beyond the camera.  

In some instances it is clear—or less relevant—who this viewer is. In the following still 

from Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) the two marshals Ted and Chuck are talking about the 

mental institution on an island to which they are being sent to investigate the disappearance of 

one of the patients. They are on a boat and both look to the left (Figure 14). When the next shot 

shows an island ominously rising from the water (Figure 15), we can assume that this shot 

presents Ted’s and Chuck’s point of view. 

 

Figure 14 - Off-screen space and point of view in Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) 

 

 

Figure 15 - Off-screen space and point of view in Shutter Island (Scorsese, 2010) 
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As Chuck and Ted are the only two characters that have been introduced so far, we can 

also assume that the off-screen ‘viewer’ from whose point of view Figure 14 is presented, is an 

external narrator (or the camera). In his analysis of the source text, the audio describer has to 

determine whether the off-screen space beyond the camera is occupied by a character or an 

external narrator and he has to decide whether this ‘viewer’ has to be referred to in the 

description.  

Sometimes however, the cues about the instance from whose point of view something is 

shown, can be ambiguous or deliberately unreliable. This technique is often used to create 

effects of suspense and/or surprise, as in the following example from The Descent: Part 2 

(Harris, 2009) where Sarah, the sole survivor of an expedition in a cave system in the 

Appalachian mountains, is forced to descend into the caves again with the police, who refuse 

to believe her story of cave-dwelling ‘crawlers’. At a certain point during the second expedition 

Sarah panics and runs away from the rest of the group. The others then set out to find her and 

their search is filmed from the point of view of an external narrator, mainly with frontal long 

shots and close-ups. At a certain point they find a video camera which, after a close-up of that 

camera, is filmed in a long shot (Figure 16). Moments later, it is revealed that the discovery is 

not witnessed by an external narrator, but that the off-screen space beyond the camera is 

occupied by Sarah (Figure 17), who relives the horror of the first descent while the others watch 

the contents of the camera. 

 

Figure 16 - Off-screen space and unreliability of point of view in The Descent: Part 2 (Harris, 2009) 
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Figure 17 - Off-screen space and unreliability of point of view in The Descent: Part 2 (Harris, 2009) 

 

The video recording ends with the killing of one of the members of the first expedition 

by a monster. While the members of the second expedition see the monster on screen, they are 

surprised by a similar monster that sneaked up to them. They all flee in different directions and 

start calling each other’s names, which attracts the attention of the monster (Figure 18). The 

next shot shows Rios, one of the team members, filmed from the back (Figure 19), which in 

combination with the direction in which the monster looks in Figure 18, makes the audience 

assume that the entity in the off-screen space seeing Rios is the monster and that she will be the 

next victim. The feeling of suspense this sequence of shots creates, is replaced by a sense of 

surprise when it turns out that the off-screen space is not only occupied by the monster, but also 

by Sarah, who saves Rios by putting a hand on her mouth to prevent her from calling the others, 

which would attract the monster’s attention (Figure 20). 

 

Figure 18 - Off-screen space and unreliability of point of view in The Descent: Part 2 (Harris, 2009) 

 



191 

 

 

Figure 19 - Off-screen space and unreliability of point of view in The Descent: Part 2 (Harris, 2009) 

 

 

Figure 20 - Off-screen space and unreliability of point of view in The Descent: Part 2 (Harris, 2009) 

 

As this example shows, the suspense in this scene is not just created by the presence of a 

prowling monster but also by the uncertainty of what entity occupies the off-screen space 

beyond the camera. In his analysis of the source text, the audio describer will have to pay 

attention to this type of ambiguous, unreliable point of view. It is again beyond the remit of this 

work to examine what strategies the describer can use to render this ambiguity in such a way 

that it creates a similar sense of suspense, but it seems that visual and verbal narratives create 

suspense in different ways and that verbal narratives have more difficulties in creating this 

suspense-generating, ambiguous type of point of view. One possible explanation could be the 

absence in verbal narrative of an off-screen space and the accompanying uncertainty of what 

hides in it. 



192 

 

In short, some of the additional narrative principles that film uses to create spatio-

temporal settings—such as the sonic space or recounted construction of settings—can help 

describers because they offer spatio-temporal cues to the visually impaired audience that do not 

need description. Others—such as the simultaneous presentation of a lot of detailed spatio-

temporal information and the off-screen space and the narrative effects it generates—constitute 

considerable problems, both on the level of content selection and on the level of formulation of 

the AD. In the following section, the narrative principles and techniques outlined above, will 

be translated into a first set of strategies that can help describers to determine what spatio-

temporal elements are eligible for description and that offers some initial guidelines on how to 

prioritize this spatio-temporal information. 

3.2.3 Rendering narrative space in audio description 

From the previous two sections it is clear that narrative space, i.e. the spatio-temporal 

setting of the narrative, cannot simply be reduced to a background against which characters 

perform and undergo actions, and against which the narrative develops. Narrative space is a 

multi-faceted, multi-level concept that is difficult to define in terms of generally applicable, 

formal structures, categories and principles. In the present section, the different features and 

problematic issues discussed in sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 of the present chapter will serve as a 

basis for the development of a strategy for analysis and decision-making that audio describers 

can use for audio describing spatio-temporal elements of narratives66. As was the case in section 

3.1.3 of this chapter, the aim of this section is to provide audio describers with an overview of 

the different spatio-temporal constituents they can encounter and can include in their 

description. In other words, although the description strategy discussed in the present section 

already gives some indications as to what elements could get priority, the actual content 

selection strategy that is the overall aim of the present work, will be discussed in chapter 5. 

In section 2.4 of the present chapter I explained that films as narrative texts are the final 

result of a substantial and complex set of transformations of the initial abstract fabula. I also 

explained that if authors, c.q. filmmakers want to communicate effectively, i.e. if they want the 

audience to understand the story they are telling, they have to provide clear cues on the basis of 

which the audience can reconstruct the fabula and the story that are concretised in the narrative. 

                                                 
66 The general constraints discussed in section 3.1.3, namely the fact that audio descriptions should as a 

general rule not interfere with dialogues and other relevant sound effects, and the fact that audio descriptions 

should not state the obvious or give away information that is not known to the sighted audience, also apply to the 

audio description of narrative space. As such, they will not be explicitly repeated in this section and the strategy 

set forth herein assumes that audio describers are aware of these constraints.  
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This led me to conclude that it is therefore one of the audio describers’ tasks to include in their 

descriptions those cues that can help visually impaired audiences to reconstruct the audiovisual 

narrative told by the film by means of the aural narrative that combines the verbal and other 

aural components of the film with the audio description. With regard to the audio description 

of narrative space, and based on the different defining features of narrative space discussed in 

section 3.2.1 this means that: 

- first of all describers have to be aware of the two dimensions of the setting, namely 

the spatial dimension and the temporal dimension. This does not mean that both 

dimensions will always have to be explicitly included in a description. There may be 

scenes in interior spaces that do not present any connection to the outside world and 

where we only see the spatial dimension. But unlike verbal narratives, which can be 

“completely nonscenic, “nowhere in particular”… movies have difficulty in evoking 

this kind of nonplace” (Chatman, 1978, p. 106). In other words: sighted audiences 

almost invariably see the spatial and/or temporal environment in which characters 

move and events take place, so audio descriptions should ideally assure that blind and 

partially sighted viewers have access to this kind of information too; 

- next, describers will also have to take into account the different layers of the setting. 

This means that audio descriptions should provide information a) about the local time 

and space in which the events take place, b) about the broader global spatio-temporal 

context in which these local settings are embedded, and c) about the actual or 

counterfactual status of the narrative space, i.e. whether it is a real setting within the 

story-world, or whether it only exists in a character’s dreams, fantasies, fears, etc67; 

- a third element audio describers have to consider, is whether the setting that is 

presented, is just a utilitarian background for the action (requiring less AD) or serves 

a symbolic function adding an extra layer to the narration; 

- also, audio describers have to take into account the various relations created within a 

setting and between settings. This refers to a) the relations between settings and the 

characters and objects in them, b) the relations between settings and the actions taking 

                                                 
67 The term ‘audio descriptions’ used in this paragraph, refers to audio descriptions in general and not to 

individual units of description, i.e. not every single unit has to contain all this information. As will be explained in 

more detail in section 3 of chapter 5, once a (local and/or global) setting has been introduced, audiences will 

assume that this setting continues to apply until a change is indicated by the text (see also Ronen, 1986, p. 424). 

Although the same setting can be repeated (in the narrative text and hence also in the description), to indicate its 

stability (see for example Bal, 1997, p.140), this is not necessary and in such instances, audio describers may 

choose to give priority to new information, instead of repeating what is already (or still) known. 
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place in them, and c) the relations between different settings, the boundaries and 

pathways between them, their hierarchical relationship, etc. As will be demonstrated 

in section 3.4 of chapter 5, these relations play an important, if not the most essential 

part in the process of content selection in audio description. 

- finally, in addition to defining the spatio-temporal frame in which the events are 

taking place, audio describers will also have to consider the contents of those frames. 

One possible strategy that can help audio describers decide what spatio-temporal 

information to include in their description, is based on the principles of the construction of 

narrative space discussed in section 3.2.1.2 of the present chapter and can be presented 

schematically as follows: 

Determination

New Known

Utilitarian Symbolic Repetition

Accumulation

Transformation

Relations

Basic AD More AD

Same AD

AD New Info

AD Change

AD Relations

 

Diagram 9 - Decision-making process for the description of narrative space 

 

When analysing the film in terms of narrative space with a view to preparing their 

description, audio describers first have to determine whether the narrative space that is 

presented at a particular point in the narrative is new or already known.  
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a) The narrative space presented is new 

When the narrative space that is presented is new, describers will have to determine 

whether it serves as a utilitarian background or whether it serves a symbolic function. In case 

the setting is just a general backdrop for the events taking place, describers can decide to only 

provide basic spatio-temporal information (global/local, spatial and/or temporal, 

actual/counterfactual) that allows the visually impaired audience to interpret when and where 

the action taking place at that point is set. The opening scene of Proof (Madden, 2005), which 

tells the story of a daughter of a brilliant but mentally disturbed mathematician who recently 

died and who may have left her a disconcerting inheritance, namely his mental illness, shows 

two actions that are set in two different narrative spaces: namely a young woman watching TV 

a living room on a rainy evening and that same young woman cycling through a park towards 

a university campus on a sunny day. Neither the living room nor the park are particularly 

symbolic, which is also reflected in the description: 

Narrative space 1 

“On a dark and rainy night, a young woman sits slumped in front of the TV, idly changing 

channels.” 

Narrative space 2 

“On a sunny morning, a young woman, her face tilted towards the sun, cycles vigorously 

through a park.” 

In the first description, the spatial location is not even mentioned explicitly and it is left 

to the audience to infer that this scene is set in a living room, based on the phrase “sits slumped 

in front of the TV”. In the second description, the park, which merely serves as a route towards 

the university campus where the narrative action proper will begin, is also only mentioned 

briefly and generally as “a park”68. 

                                                 
68 It could probably be argued that, while the location in which the two scenes are set, is indeed utilitarian, 

the narrative time, namely the dark and rainy night and the sunny morning, are more symbolic and reflect the 

woman’s state of mind: in the first scene (dark and rainy night) she is sad because her father just passed away and 

in the second scene (sunny morning)—set three years earlier—she is happy because it is her birthday and she is 

about to tell her father that she is going to school again. This could also justify the more prominent position the 

narrative time has in the audio description of both these scenes. 
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However, as I wrote in section 3.2.1.2, very often, settings have a symbolic function and 

describers will have to provide additional information based on which the audience can derive 

that function.  

Two observations—that also apply to the audio description of settings that are already 

known—have to be made here. First, as I wrote in section 3.2.1.1, narrative space can be 

presented directly or indirectly and so audio describers have to decide whether they will 

describe the narrative space directly, or indirectly through reference to an object that is present 

in that setting. To a certain extent this choice will already be made for them, as the narrative 

text itself will “express some things in a concrete way, others in a vague or general way, and 

may ignore still others altogether” (Zoran, 1984, p. 320). In other words, when a film introduces 

a setting by means of a general establishing shot, descriptions can reflect this by means of a 

direct yet general reference to the setting. Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2005) for example, opens 

with a panoramic view of a mountain range in Wyoming, which is described as follows: 

“Dawn begins to break over hills and wild country. Brokeback Mountain. A large truck 

drives along a road which is lit only by the truck’s headlights. As the sun rises, telegraph poles 

are silhouetted like crosses against the blue sky.” 

Determined by the image shown on screen, the audio description is very general, referring 

to hills, wild country and a road running through it. As the film zooms in on specific features 

of this very general setting, the description becomes more specific too, referring to objects in 

it, like the telegraph poles. In this example, the narrative space is created by moving from the 

general to the more specific, but it is also possible to build up the setting starting from specific 

details shown in close-up and then move to a more general view (see also section 2.3.1 of 

chapter 4). Usually this will also be reflected in the audio description, as in the Harry Potter 

example discussed in the section 3.2.1.1 of this chapter, which is described as follows:  

“A huge dilapidated house stands silhouetted against the night sky. A light is switched on 

in a cottage nearby. A dishevelled old man lights the gas and puts on a kettle. He takes the top 

of a teapot and takes out a teabag. Through the kitchen window, he notices a light in the big 

house.”  

Here, the description of the scene taking place in the kitchen, first refers to specific objects 

like the kettle and the teapot, and mentions the kitchen itself only later. However, this 

description merely illustrates one possible option and describers can also choose to name the 
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location right away, even if it is presented visually in an indirect way. In other words, the 

description could also read: “A light is switched on in a cottage nearby. In the kitchen a 

dishevelled old man lights the gas and puts on a kettle”. While this description does, strictly 

speaking, not follow the visual narration, audio describers may deliberately choose to be more 

explicit because it might lower the inference load put on the visually impaired audience.  

The second observation is related to how specific audio describers want their descriptions 

to be. While the decision to describe a setting directly or indirectly is partly determined by the 

image, deciding on the level of specificity of the exact reference is far more difficult, as it 

depends on the presupposed knowledge of the target audience (cf. example from 21 (Luketic, 

2008) discussed in section 3.2.1.1 of this chapter). As explained in section 1.3 of chapter 1, this 

audience is very heterogeneous. Some of the audience members are blind from birth, others 

became blind later in life and still others are partially sighted and have some residual vision. 

The same heterogeneity applies to the general knowledge and world knowledge of this target 

audience: not all members will have the same level of knowledge and the describer will have 

to find some golden mean that will, however, never be golden as it is very hard to determine 

what can be considered general knowledge and what not. The film A Good Year (Scott R. , 

2006) tells the story of a British investment broker who inherits his uncle’s chateau and 

vineyard in the French Provence. The film is partly set in London, and in the first few scenes, 

various locations and landmarks of the city are shown. As most people will probably know the 

river Thames, naming the river in the audio description without explicitly stating that it is in 

London, will usually suffice. Another image shows the protagonist walking through Piccadilly 

Circus, and although this is one of London’s more well-known squares and tourist attractions, 

this might already be an instance where describers have to evaluate whether a) most of their 

audience members know that it is located in London and b) whether they know that it is a 

famous square, i.e. both the level of geographical and cultural knowledge come into play here. 

A third image of London shown early in the film is the so-called “Gherkin”, and although the 

Swiss Re building or 30 St Mary Axe as it is now officially known, can be considered an 

architectural landmark of the city of London (or rather the City of London), it will probably 

only be known to a relatively small proportion of the audience and an explicit reference as to 

where the building is located, will be necessary. As these examples show, there are different 

categories of spatial references, and while some, like the Eiffel tower, the pyramids or the Statue 

of Liberty, are so well-known that most members of the audience do not need any further 

clarification to know where they are located and/or what their cultural status is, in other 
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instances, the audio description will have to include more explanatory references to elucidate 

their geographical and cultural position. So far in this discussion I only referred to the 

audience’s general knowledge and personal knowledge, but it is clear that the specificity of the 

audio description depends in the first place on the general knowledge and the world knowledge 

of the audio describer. Only if he recognizes a specific location, can he determine whether he 

will describe it in a general or in a more specific way. And again, both options are valid. A very 

general reference to time and place (e.g. ‘a big city’, ‘a river’, etc.), will ensure that the entire 

audience has a broad idea of where the action is taking place, but has the drawback of only 

painting a very vague picture. A very specific reference (e.g. ‘the Gherkin’) on the other hand 

will create a much richer image that in addition to providing only spatio-temporal information 

(a location set in London’s financial district), may also provide cultural, historical, political or 

social information (e.g. it is a location symbolising hard work, ruthlessness and wealth). But it 

has the drawback that all this information will only be available to people who recognize the 

reference, and that members in the audience who do not know it, will not get any spatio-

temporal information from it, let alone any connotative information. 

Deciding on the level of specificity with which to describe the narrative space of a film, 

is particularly important when that space serves a symbolic function. The film Ransom69 

(Howard, 1996) for example, opens with a shot tracking an ambulance speeding along a street 

lined with trees. As the camera tracks back, we can identify the trees as belonging to New 

York’s Central park and the neighbourhood as upper Manhattan, i.e. a neighbourhood where 

very rich people, like the film’s protagonist, airline owner Tom Mullen, live. In other words, 

the narrative space presented in this opening scene is not just a mere background, but serves as 

a visual metaphor for success and money (which, given the title of the movie, is highly relevant). 

As pointed out by Remael & Vercauteren (2007, p. 83), the original description of this scene—

“An aerial view in black and white. A police van speeds along a city street. In the distance the 

trees of Central Park”—does not render this metaphor or symbolic function. By using an 

indefinite article in ‘a city street’, the description remains very vague and the action can be set 

anywhere in New York. Moreover, by using the phrase “in the distance, the trees of Central 

Park”, the description seems to locate the action in a different neighbourhood. As a result, the 

audience may think that the Mullen penthouse, shown in the next shot, is in another location 

than the one shown in the opening shot, while in fact it is in the same neighbourhood and 

                                                 
69 The example discussed here is taken from a more elaborate analysis of the first four minutes of the film 

by Remael & Vercauteren (2007, pp. 82-93). 
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actually confirms that the opening shot does indeed show an upper Manhattan street. The 

alternative description proposed by Remael & Vercauteren (2007, p. 83)—“An aerial view of 

an ambulance speeding along an uptown Manhattan street near Central Park”—does include 

the setting’s symbolic function, without however spelling out the metaphor, i.e. without being 

patronizing and leaving it up to the audience to interpret the exact meaning of the location. In 

other words, when a given narrative space serves a symbolic function, the describer should 

ideally try to reflect that in his description, which in that case cannot be general and vague. 

b) The narrative space presented is already known 

After a new narrative space has been introduced, the narrative will often return to it at 

later stages. As the diagram above shows, various scenarios are possible. A first possibility is 

that the narrative space is shown again without any new spatio-temporal information being 

given, i.e. the narrative space is just ‘repeated’. As already described in section 2.2 of the present 

chapter, the film Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) tells the story of Jamal Malik 

who takes part in a game show in the hope that Latika, the woman he loves, sees him and will 

come and find him. Throughout the film, scenes in the studio where the game show is recorded 

are alternated with scenes in other locations that explain how Jamal knows the answers to the 

questions, but that at the same time show episodes from his life as a child and from his changing 

relation to Latika. When the film returns to the game show after a scene presenting part of 

Jamal’s backstory, it merely does so to present the next question. Except for one or two 

instances—as when Jamal and the host both go to the bathroom during a break and the host 

gives Jamal the (wrong) answer to the next question—no new spatial information is presented, 

and the audio description can refer to the narrative space with the same AD that was used when 

it was first introduced, e.g. “Back in the studio” or “Back at the game show”. 

However, when a narrative returns to a location, it will often present new, usually more 

detailed information (accumulation). In the opening scene from Ransom (Howard, 1996) Tom 

Mullen’s penthouse is first presented generally, i.e. located in an upper Manhattan street, with 

a terrace overlooking Central Park, after which the various rooms of the apartment are 

introduced, in alternation with the different rooms in the basement (see section 3.2.1.2 of the 

present chapter for a more elaborate description of the two narrative spaces in the opening scene 

of this film). At one point, the two spaces are alternated by means of the following two shots: 
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Figure 21 - Electric fire in the basement. Opening scene Ransom (Howard, 1996) 

 

 

Figure 22 - Open fireplace in Tom Mullen's apartment. Opening scene Ransom (Howard, 1996) 

 

In the last shot in the basement, someone switches on an electric fire, after which we 

return to the apartment with a shot from an open fireplace. Although the narrative space 

presented in the second shot is already known, it is not just a repetition of that space, i.e. the 

narrative does not return to the apartment without presenting new information. On the 

denotative level, the narrative presents a fireplace in Tom Mullen’s living room, but it is 

particularly on the connotative level that this new information is important: on the one hand, 

the subsequent images of a cold, impersonal electrical fire and a warm, welcoming fireplace 

create a stark contrast between the apartment and the basement, but on the other hand it also 
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shows that they are linked to each other. In the original audio description, this return to the 

apartment is described as “Back at the party. Tom Mullen speaks to Sean, his young son”. In 

other words, this description reflects a repetition of the narrative space, rather than an 

accumulation with new, symbolic information. The alternative description suggested by 

Remael and Vercauteren (2007, p. 93), namely “An open fireplace. Tom Mullen speaks to his 

son Sean”, does reflect this accumulation of new information, both on the denotative and on the 

connotative level. The fact that we are back in the apartment, becomes clear from the second 

sentence that refers to its owner, Tom Mullen. The first sentence on the one hand presents new 

information about the apartment, while on the other explicitating the contrast (and the 

relationship) with the basement. I only look at the visuals and their description here, but the fact 

that we are back at the party in the apartment, is also signalled through the acoustic channel: 

the scene in the basement is accompanied by ominous music, while after the scene change we 

hear the voices of the party guests and the sound of glasses. This could be another reason for a 

describer not to describe the return to the apartment as a mere repetition (i.e. ‘back at the party’) 

because the visually impaired audience can infer that from the soundtrack, and to describe the 

new (denotative and connotative) information.  

When the narrative returns to a space that has been introduced before and presents new 

information, this new information can either confirm hypotheses we made about that space (e.g. 

The Mullens’ penthouse is located in upper Manhattan and must therefore be luxurious, which 

is confirmed by shots inside the apartment showing the large open-plan kitchen, the beautiful 

living room with a large flat screen TV, the spacious hall and grand staircase leading to the 

lower level bedrooms), or it can indicate that the space has changed (transformation). After 

Sean is kidnapped, the penthouse that at first was a warm, welcoming place bursting with life, 

becomes a much colder place. This transformation is presented in various ways. The cheerful 

dialogues and jokes from the first scenes (between Tom and his wife Kate; between Tom and 

his son Sean; between Tom and his guests), are replaced by much more serious discussions and 

flaming rows (between Tom and Kate; between the couple and the police officers). The pleasant 

sounds and music from the opening are replaced by scenes without any extradiegetic music, 

and the silence and emptiness this creates is emphasized by the visual presentation of the 

penthouse as a large and empty space. Again, this denotative emptiness at the same time also 

has a symbolic meaning: without Sean, Tom and Kate’s lives are empty. This example shows 

that the construction of narrative space operates both on a smaller and on a larger scale: the 

transformation of the penthouse does not happen from one scene to the next but becomes clearer 
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as the narrative unfolds. Audio describers have to take this change into account and—if time 

allows—should try to incorporate it in their description. As I already stressed in section 1.3 of 

chapter 2, the present work does not focus on the question of how to describe, and as such I will 

not discuss here at length how the transformation of the narrative space in this example can be 

rendered. In part, this transformation will become clear to the visually impaired audience 

through the changing dialogues taking place in the penthouse and the different background 

music and extradiegetic silences, but the audio describer could confirm the transformation by 

mentioning the emptiness of the penthouse in some of his descriptions. 

Finally, as has become clear both from the theoretical discussion in section 3.2.1 of the 

present chapter and the examples described throughout the different sections of this chapter, 

narrative space is not an isolated narrative constituent: the different spaces in a narrative are 

related to each other (cf. example of the penthouse and the basement in Ransom (Howard, 

1996)) and to the other narrative constituents, such as the objects in it, the characters and the 

events taking place in the narrative70. In the example from Proof (Madden, 2005) discussed 

above, the interior space from the opening scene is connected to the action of watching 

television, while the exterior space is connected to the action of cycling. These relations are 

made explicit in the first descriptions and when the film returns to the living room after the first 

exterior scene, the description “The woman’s melancholy eyes stare at the TV screen” implies 

we are back in the interior space by referring to the TV screen and the action of watching 

television. When we are taken back outside in the next shot, the description “The woman, with 

shoulder length blonde hair, cycles onto a pathway that runs across green parkland” makes clear 

that we are back outside, by referring to the action of cycling. Likewise narrative space is 

connected to the characters in it. In Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) for example, 

the host of the TV programme Who wants to be a millionaire is connected to the studio in which 

the game show takes place, so the description “The host.” preceding a line of dialogue suffices 

to indicate that we are in the studio. As will be explained in much more detail in chapter 5, it is 

important that the audio describer tries to establish these relationships as soon as possible. Once 

it is clear what characters, actions and objects are related to a specific narrative space, a 

reference to one of those narrative constituents is enough to indicate in which space we are, and 

                                                 
70 These relations can and often will be present in new spatio-temporal settings too, and not only in settings 

that are already known. As such, and as represented in Diagram 9, the audio describer has to look for possible 

relations both in new and known settings. 
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the space itself does not have to be mentioned explicitly, saving the audio describer valuable 

time. 

3.2.4 Conclusion 

As the present section has demonstrated, the spatio-temporal settings in which narrative 

events take place are much more than mere backgrounds for events taking place in a narrative. 

As explained in the first part of this section, they are complex constructs that can comprise a 

spatial and a temporal dimension, can be local or global in scope, static or dynamic, and actual 

or counterfactual. Moreover they can be presented directly or indirectly, and they can serve a 

symbolic meaning. The extent to which all these features are fully grasped by the members of 

the audience, depends on their personal knowledge and frame of reference. Moreover, spatio-

temporal settings take shape as the narrative unfolds, thanks to the principles of determination, 

repetition, accumulation and change. And last, but definitely not least, they are related to all the 

other constituents in the narrative. The second part highlighted a few additional possibilities 

film offers to construct spatio-temporal settings. In addition to the fact that they are far more 

detailed than any setting in verbal narratives and that they can be presented both visually and 

verbally, two important construction techniques in film are the sonic space and the off-screen 

space. In the third part, all these principles and techniques were translated into a model that 

allows audio describers to carry out a fine-grained analysis of their source text in terms of 

spatio-temporal settings and get a detailed overview of all the possible spatio-temporal elements 

that can be included in the description. Based on the same principles of determination, 

repetition, accumulation, change and relations, the model also provides a few first strategies to 

prioritise the spatio-temporal information in their descriptions. In the following section, a 

similar approach will be adopted for the third main narrative constituent, namely the characters 

causing and undergoing the actions that take place in the spatio-temporal settings. 

3.3. The construction and transformations of narrative characters 

An overview of the existing literature on audio description of narrative characters shows 

that characters receive more attention than spatio-temporal settings or actions and narrative 

time. Indeed, as Greening, Petré, & Rai (2010) point out “identifying and describing characters 

is vital to effective AD” (p. 5) and character-related elements that should be included in the 

description are—among others—“age, hair colour, height, facial expression and gestures” 

(Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 5). A further look at the different national guidelines discussed 

in the comparison of existing audio description guidelines by Greening, Petré, & Rai (2010) 

learns that the main focus, when it comes to character description, is on the external appearance 
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of the characters. This is also the focus of Benecke’s (2014) article on character description, in 

which the author states: 

 “the handling of characters in an audio description (AD) consists essentially in 

addressing two issues: how and when to name the characters and how and when to give a longer 

description of the appearance of a person, e.g. height, colour of hair, clothing, etc.” (p. 141).  

It seems safe to say that a character’s name and its physical appearance are important as 

they allow the visually impaired audience to readily identify who is on screen, performing and 

undergoing the narrative events. In section 2.2 of the present chapter however, I pointed out 

that, from a narratological point of view, it is not a character’s external appearance that is 

essential, but rather it’s internal, psychological dimension, as this motivates the actions and 

reactions that drive the narrative chain of cause and effect forward. Apart from a general 

reference to facial expressions and gestures, this dimension and its narrative importance are 

completely absent in existing AD guidelines. In her case study of facial expressions and 

gestures in Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, Inglourious Basterds, 2009), Mazur (2014) 

confirms the importance of this dimension of characters from a narrative point of view. 

However, the article mainly focuses on how to describe them, discussing the long-standing 

contention between objective and subjective descriptions and their respective advantages, after 

which the author presents various possible strategies describers can use to describe facial 

expressions and characters. In the following sections, I will take one step back and focus on the 

various features included in the characters’ psychological dimension, i.e. provide an overview 

of elements that the describer has to look for in his source text analysis and that can be included 

in his description. Another dimension that is not mentioned in existing guidelines is that of the 

characters gradual construction and development. Probably even more than spatio-temporal 

settings (cf. section 3.2.1.2 of this chapter) characters develop while the narrative unfolds, as 

they are affected by the events they cause and undergo. The following sections will show that 

it is essential that both the characters’ internal, psychological dimension and their personal 

development throughout the narrative are rendered accurately in the audio description. 

Again adopting the three-part structure I also used for the analysis of narrative time and 

narrative space, I will first look at the traditional structuralist views on how abstract actors are 

turned into concrete characters to find out if there is some general framework that can be used 

for the analysis of narrative characters and that can subsequently be translated into a model for 

audio describing these characters. Just as in the case of narrative space, this section will be 
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subdivided in a section dealing with the different components defining narrative characters 

(section 3.3.1.1) and a section focusing on the construction and development of characters in 

the course of the narrative (section 3.3.1.2). Next, section 3.3.2 will examine if the structuralist 

principles discussed in section 3.3.1 are also applicable to film, once more with a specific focus 

on the differences, modifications of and additions to these principles that are typical for the 

filmic medium. Finally in section 3.3.3 a strategy will be presented that can help audio 

describers to decide what information on characters can possibly be described. Again, this 

strategy will primarily focus on all the elements that can be included in the description. The 

actual content selection process will be discussed in chapter 5. 

3.3.1 Characters in structuralist narratology 

While narrative space can—at least in (parts of) verbal narratives—be optional and the 

action can be set nowhere in particular (Chatman, 1978, p. 106), characters are a compulsory 

component of any narrative: there can be no action, no event without an agent or as Herman & 

Vervaeck (2005) put it: “events cannot be conceived independently from the agents who are 

involved in them” (p. 52). However, despite this seeming indispensability of characters in 

narratives, various authors point out the underdeveloped research in this respect. Quoting 

Harvey (1965, p. 192), Chatman (1978) points out that “modern criticism, by and large, has 

relegated the treatment of character to the periphery of its attention, has at best given it a polite 

and perfunctory nod and has regarded it more often than not as a misguided and misleading 

abstraction” (p. 107). This observation is echoed in Rimmon-Kenan (1983), who writes that 

“whereas the study of the story’s events and the links among them has been developed 

considerably in contemporary poetics, that of characters has not” (p. 29). It is far beyond the 

scope of this work to explore the possible reasons for this lacuna in depth and others have 

discussed them at length (see for example Herman, 2002, pp. 122-133; Herman & Vervaeck, 

2005, pp. 50-56 and pp. 69-70; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983, pp. 28-36). However, one possible 

explanation that is relevant for audio description, namely the unlimited variety of characters 

and their personalities, will be discussed in more detail in the next section, in which I will try 

to ‘distill’ from the various structuralist approaches some general principles and techniques 

audio describers can use for the analysis of characters in film. 

3.3.1.1 Defining narrative characters and their distinguishing features 

When defining the concepts of narrative and narrative space, I pointed out that there was 

considerable variation in the definitions given by various authors. This seems to be less the case 

for the concept of character. Some authors, such as Rimmon-Kenan (1983), Bal (1997) or 
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Herman & Vervaeck (2005) do not explicitly define character and the meaning of the concept 

becomes clear from the discussion of the concept in the actual text. The definitions that can be 

found, all more or less contain the same information. Abbott (2002) defines character as: 

“Human or humanlike entity. Sometimes the broader term “agent” or “actor/actant” is 

used for character. Characters are any entities involved in the action that have agency. These 

would include, in addition to persons, any quasi-volitional entities like animals, robots, 

extraterrestrials, and animated things” (p. 188). 

Margolin (2007) gives the following definition: 

“In the widest sense, “character” designates any entity, individual or collective—

normally human or human-like—introduced in a work of narrative fiction. Characters thus exist 

within storyworlds, and play a role, no matter how minor, in one or more of the states of affairs 

or events told about in the narrative” (p. 66). 

A quick comparison of both these definitions does indeed show that they are very similar. 

They both define characters as entities—which can be both human and human-like—that can 

directly be related to the events or the actions that take place in the narrative. The only 

difference between the two definitions seems to be the degree of involvement in these events. 

For Abbott (2002), characters are entities that have agency, a concept he defines as “the capacity 

of an entity to cause [emphasis added] events” (p. 187). In other words, the definition by Abbott 

(2002) requires some kind of active involvement of the character, while in the definition of 

Margolin (2007), characters play a role, without it being specified whether this role is active or 

passive. Indeed, there usually are many existents, to use Chatman’s (1978) term, in a narrative 

that are by no means involved in the events taking place (e.g. most of the partygoers in the 

opening scene of Ransom (Howard, 1996); the audience members in the game show in Slumdog 

Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008), etc.) and these can hardly be called characters: not only 

are they not involved in the narrative events, we also know nothing about their personalities 

and/or even about their physical appearance. On the other hand, most of the agents that are 

involved in the action taking place in the narrative will at some points take an active role while 

at others they will undergo the action.  

But although the definition of the concept of character as an agent who is (actively and/or 

passively) involved in the action does help us to identify what the real characters of the narrative 

are and what are what we could call ‘extras’, it is self-evident that an analysis of narrative 
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characters requires far more points of focus. However, structuralist narratology has had 

difficulties with determining what exactly these focal points are. Indeed, just like narrative 

space (cf. section 3.2.1) characters are highly complex and infinitely varied, which made it hard 

to elaborate “a systematic, non-reductive but also non-impressionistic theory of character” 

(Rimmon-Kenan, 1983, p. 29) that offers a tool for an all-encompassing and structured analysis 

of literary character. In the following paragraphs I will discuss some of the models that have 

been developed to analyse and explain the different transformations that abstract actors can 

undergo to become ‘concrete’ narrative characters. 

An early model for character analysis was developed by Forster, who made the distinction 

between so-called flat characters and round characters (Herman & Vervaeck, 2005, p. 55). Flat 

characters are those characters that are portrayed as having only one or a few character traits 

and show little or no development throughout the course of the narrative. Round characters are 

characters presenting a rich variety of character traits and considerable development. While this 

theory can be useful for content selection in AD, as will become clear in section 3.3.3, its main 

drawback, as pointed out by Herman & Vervaeck (2005, p. 55) is its rigidity: there are 

characters with only a few traits who can develop considerably throughout the narrative while 

there are also multi-faceted characters that hardly develop throughout the narrative. 

One of the most influential structuralist contributions to the study of character, was the 

actantial model developed by Greimas (1966) who developed a system of different roles to 

categorize characters. The system in essence comprises six roles, namely the sender, the 

receiver, the subject, the object, the helper and the opponent. The main advantage of this system 

for the analysis of character is that is straightforward and that it can basically be applied to all 

narratives (Herman & Vervaeck, 2005, p. 53) and to all agents that are identified as characters. 

However, various authors have also pointed out the flaws in Greimas’ model71. On the one 

hand, the model allows for a one-to-many and many-to-one mapping of roles to characters 

(Herman & Vervaeck, 2005, p. 53; Herman, 2002, pp. 130-131): in other words, one role can 

be ascribed to various characters, while one character can also embody different roles. 

Moreover, as Herman & Vervaeck (2005) point out, the fact that the model is so general may 

result in “different readers coming up with different actantial structures for the same story” (p. 

54), which makes it more difficult to use the theory as a general and unequivocal model for 

character analysis. Finally—and with a particular focus on the analysis of characters with a 

                                                 
71 See for example Herman & Vervaeck, 2005, pp. 54-55, or Herman, 2002, pp. 128-133. 
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view to their audio description—this model allows analysts to identify particular, general roles, 

but it does not allow them to identify any concrete (physical or psychological) characteristics 

of those characters that can be rendered in an audio description. 

One of the possible explanations of the problem with developing sufficiently systematic 

yet widely applicable models for character analysis is, as I already indicated in the introduction 

of section 3.3.1, the nearly unlimited diversity of literary characters: just like people in real life 

all literary characters are different. Literary characters all look different, act and behave 

differently, and have different personalities, which makes it difficult to systematize and 

structure them. On the following pages, I will explore two approaches that can be used for the 

analysis, both generally and more specifically, of narrative characters with a view to their audio 

description. First I will look at Margolin’s (2007) views on character identity and the three 

dimensions that determine this identity, and Rimmon-Kenan’s (1983) three vectors of character 

development. 

In his contribution to The Cambrigde companion to narrative (Herman (ed.), 2007) 

Margolin (2007) approaches the concept of literary character from different theoretical 

perspectives, one of them being the view of a character as a “non-actual but well-specified 

individual presumed to exist in some hypothetical, fictional domain—in other words, character 

as an individual within a possible world” (p. 66). A central element in this theoretical view, is 

the idea that every character in a literary work has its own identity, which can be discovered by 

asking three questions (Margolin, 2007, p. 72), namely: 

a) what is the given character like (in other words, what properties does it have)?  

b) what distinguishes this character from other characters in the work (in other words, 

what makes this character unique)? 

c) what kind of individual is it (in other words, what category does it belong to)? 

In order for audiences to recognize characters in a narrative as such, authors have to 

bestow them with different properties that can essentially be grouped in three different 

dimensions (Margolin, 2007, pp. 72-73): 

1) first, there are the character’s physical properties, referring to its age, sex, posture, 

hair, eye and skin colour, haircut and features, but also to the clothes they wear, 

possible physical defects, etc. in short, any exterior characteristic that allows the 
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reader to first identify and later recognize that character on the basis of its external 

appearance; 

2) second, there are the character’s communicative and behavioural properties. The 

communicative properties essentially refer to a character’s verbal interaction with 

other characters in the narrative and they contribute to that character’s identification 

in a number of ways: they can—in any narrative comprising an aural dimension—

help to identify a character’s gender; they are an indication of that character’s cultural 

background which “determines speech rhythms, grammar and vocabulary”72 (Seger, 

1990, pp. 6-7); they can hint at a character’s inner personality (e.g. the way a character 

talks can reveal whether they are a calm or a nervous person, it can reveal how they 

treat others), etc. The behavioural dimension refers to the actions a character performs 

and the (physical) reactions to the actions it undergoes. In other words, it refers to the 

visible (re)actions of the character, which can be and often are closely related to the 

last dimension, discussed under 3). 

3) third, there are the character’s mental properties, which Margolin (2007) further 

subdivides into perceptual, emotive, volitional and cognitive properties (p. 72), i.e. 

what a character sees, hears and feels, what his emotions are, what that character 

wishes or desires and what he thinks, knows, infers, etc., in short all the properties 

referring to his inner life.  

I will return to these three types of properties in subsection 3.3.2, because they are 

rendered radically differently in verbal and in visual narratives, which in turn also complicates 

the task of the audio describer, as will be explained in subsection 3.3.3.  

In addition to allowing audiences to identify characters, these specific physical, 

behavioural, communicative and mental properties also make these characters unique, i.e. they 

allow the audience to distinguish them from other characters. Indeed, in order for readers or 

viewers to know who is who in the narrative, “any two coexisting characters must differ in at 

least one property, including the presence of a property in one and its absence in the other” 

                                                 
72 Seger (1990) distinguishes between four different components making up a character’s complete cultural 

background, namely its ethnic, social, religious and educational background (pp. 5-6). These can all be conveyed 

through the different dimensions (e.g. a character’s ethnic background can be represented by means of his physical 

appearance, more in particular his skin colour; a character’s religious background can be reflected in his clothing, 

etc.), including the communicative dimension, i.e. the way in which the character interacts verbally with other 

characters. 
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(Margolin, 2007, p. 74). However, authors can deliberately decide to create two characters that 

are—or seem to be—identical, either throughout the entire narrative or during parts of it. 

To summarize, when analysing characters in a narrative, three dimensions have to be 

taken into account: the physical dimension, the communicative and behavioural dimension, and 

the mental dimension. A careful analysis of these three dimensions will allow the analyst, c.q. 

the audio describer, to pinpoint the different properties a character has and hence to determine 

what can be included in the description.  

There further is a second approach to narratological character analysis that may be useful 

within the framework of the present work, particularly when it comes to the actual task of 

content selection. Not only are characters composed of properties of different kinds, they also 

all have a degree of fullness, to use Rimmon-Kenan’s (1983, p. 40) term, i.e. they can be more 

or less developed by the author, as already indicated by Forster’s distinction between flat and 

round characters. I already wrote that Forster’s model was too rigid, in that it coupled this 

categorization to the criterion of development—i.e. round characters develop whereas flat 

characters do not—while there are sufficient examples of flat characters that do develop and 

round characters that do not. Moreover, as Rimmon-Kenan (1983) points out, “the dichotomy 

is highly reductive, obliterating the degrees and nuances found in actual works of narrative 

fiction” (pp. 40-41). Indeed, it seems that this fullness is more a matter of degree rather than a 

dichotomy, and that characters can be placed on different points in this continuum. In order to 

avoid the reductiveness of Forster’s model, Rimon-Kenan (1983) suggests to represent the 

fullness of a character by means of three axes or sliding scales: 

1) the first is the axis of complexity, which indicates the number of traits a character has 

and which—theoretically—ranges from one character trait to an infinite number of 

character traits. A few observations have to be made here. As pointed out by Margolin 

(2007), all narratives are finite and as such, “characters are radically incomplete as 

regards the number and nature of the properties ascribed to them” (p. 68). In other 

words characters will always be more or less indeterminate and even in the most 

elaborate narratives only a limited number of traits will be expressed. Moreover, these 

traits are abstract constructs that exist on the story level but do not have to be explicitly 

named on the level of the narrative, i.e. it is on the abstract story level that the author 

decides what traits a certain character will have, after which he decides how he will 

render them in the concrete narrative. This rendering can be direct, e.g. through a 
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description of a character or in a dialogue when one character comments on one or 

more traits of another character. But character traits can also be expressed implicitly 

by means of a character’s actions73, an important fact that has to be taken duly into 

account when analysing narrative characters with a view to audio describing them. 

Moreover, it has to be pointed out that the traits a certain character is bestowed with, 

do not necessarily all have to be compatible, which in fact they often are not. Some 

traits can and usually will be complementary, while others may be radically different 

or even incompatible with some of the other traits. Finally, some of a character’s traits 

are constant, while others change in the course of the narrative (Margolin, 2007, p. 

73). This last observation can be linked to Rimon-Kenan’s (1983) second axis 

described right below; 

2) the second axis, is the axis of development, which in Rimon-Kenan’s (1983) model is 

not necessarily linked to the axis of complexity (as was the case in Forster’s 

(1927/1972) model), and which ranges from no development at all to full 

development. Usually, characters that do not develop play a minor role in the narrative 

or are consciously portrayed as stereotypes or caricatures (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983, p. 

41), but as I already pointed out earlier in this section, there are also major, complex 

characters that do not develop.  

3) finally, Rimon-Kenan’s (1983) third axis deals with penetration into a character’s 

inner life and ranges from no access to the character’s inner life, i.e. the character is 

exclusively presented from the outside, to a profound presentation of the character’s 

consciousness, his thoughts, mental reactions, ideas, dreams, fantasies, feelings, 

moods, attitudes, etc. I will return to this third axis in more detail in section 3.3.2, 

which explores the concrete presentation of characters in films, as it is particularly in 

the presentation of a character’s inner life (and its outside) that verbal and visual 

narratives are radically different. 

Finally, there is a third factor that has to be addressed when discussing the definition of 

narrative characters, namely the way in which the information about the characters is presented 

in the text. Rimmon-Kenan (1983) distinguishes between two different methods. 

                                                 
73 Chatman (1978, p. 122) distinguishes between traits and habits in this respect. He argues that traits do 

not have to be mentioned explicitly and that audiences must have “the capacity to recognize certain habits as 

symptomatic of a trait” (p. 122). This observation is particularly relevant for film, where traits are often presented 

visually by means of the habits that reflect them (see also section 3.3.2 of the present chapter) 
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First, character information can be presented by means of direct definition. This direct 

definition “always takes the form of specifying and evaluative statements” (Herman & 

Vervaeck, 2005, p. 67), or, as Rimmon-Kenan (1983) puts it, this type of characterization 

“names the trait by an adjective…, an abstract noun…, or possibly some other kind of noun… 

or part of speech” (pp. 59-60)74. An important question to be asked here, is the source of this 

characterization (and its authority). Generally speaking, we can distinguish between two 

different sources, namely a source that is located outside the narrative, i.e. a narrator, or a source 

that is located inside the narrative itself, i.e. a character. The main difference between those two 

sources is their reliability: if information about a character is given by an external source, it is 

supposed to be objective and reliable. If, on the other hand, the evaluative statements about that 

character are made by another character, they are considered to be subjective and as such their 

reliability has to be questioned. Probably one of the most famous examples of the narrative 

power of this type of direct characterization in film, can be found in The Usual Suspects (Singer, 

1995), where a petty criminal, Verbal Kint, who survives a fire fight on a ship, is questioned by 

the police who believe that criminal master mind Keyser Söze, who nobody has ever seen, was 

involved in the action. During the interrogation Kint creates an image of Söze and a man 

working for him, named Kobayashi. After the interrogation, the police officer contemplates 

Kint’s story and, when looking around his office, notices that various concepts and names of 

Kint’s story were taken from objects and papers in the office, such as Kobayashi, which turns 

out to be the name of a manufacturer of coffee cups. In other words, throughout the whole film 

both the police officer and the audience were deceived by Kint, who created a narrative 

character that turned out to be an illusion. 

In addition to this direct definition, character traits can also be conveyed by means of 

indirect presentation. In other words, rather than being named directly, character traits are 

exemplified and shown implicitly. Rimmon-Kenan (1983, pp. 61-67) presents four different 

ways in which character traits can be presented indirectly: 

1) actions: one way of indirectly presenting a character trait is by means of that 

character’s actions. Here Rimmon-Kenan (1983) distinguishes between one-time 

actions and habitual actions (p. 61), both serving different purposes. The latter usually 

are reflections of a character’s static side, of his more constant, stable qualities 

                                                 
74 Both Herman & Vervaeck (2005) and Rimmon-Kenan (1983) only mention verbal means of direct 

definition of character traits, but it is clear that this type of characterization is significantly different in film, where 

character traits (particularly physical traits) can be defined directly both in the visual and in the verbal mode. 
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(Rimmon-Kenan, 1983, p. 61). The former usually emphasize a character’s dynamic 

side and tend to happen at turning points in the narrative (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983, p. 

61).  

2) speech: another indirect way of characterization, is by means of a character’s speech. 

A character’s accent can, for example, reveal his geographical background, or hide it, 

as in one of the first scenes of the Portuguese mini-series Gente Feliz com Lágrimas 

(Medeiros, 2002), where the main character, 39 year old writer Nuno Miguel is talking 

to his younger self. The young boy—who speaks with an unmistakeable accent from 

the Azores—introduces himself as Nuno Miguel, a nine year old boy born on the 

island of São Miguel (Azores). When the older Nuno Miguel says that he is also called 

Nuno Miguel and was also born on the island of São Miguel, the young boy replies 

“Mas falas à moda de Lisboa”, i.e. “But you have a Lisbon accent”. Not only does 

this conversation explain that the two characters shown on screen are in fact the same 

person at different stages in his live, the boy’s observation about the adult Nuno 

Miguel’s accent also introduces one of the main themes of the series, namely the 

exodus of young people from the Azores islands to the Portuguese mainland and the 

Americas because of the limited future perspectives the islands offer. On the other 

hand, the content of a character’s speech can tell a lot about his social, cultural, 

political, moral, etc. background, as when lieutenant Aldo Raine in Inglourious 

Basterds (Tarantino, Inglourious Basterds, 2009) tells his men they are going to be 

dropped in France and “once we are in enemy territory, as a bushwhacking guerrilla 

army, we are going to be doing one thing, and one thing only… killing Nazis”, which 

immediately makes his political and moral background very clear. 

3) external appearance: in addition to actions and speech, a character’s external 

appearance also serves as a way of indirect characterization. Some physical 

characteristics, such as the colour of a character’s eyes or his height, are beyond the 

character’s own control and as such are not reflections of particular character traits. 

Other characteristics, such as clothes or hair-style are, or at least can be. Smart suits 

can be an indication of a character’s wealth, while rags can indicate poverty. 

4) environment: finally, a character’s environment can also be used as an indirect way 

of characterization. In The Hours (Daldry, 2002), Richard Brown’s physical and 

mental decay is reflected by the conditions in which he lives. 
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Figure 23 - A littered flat reflecting a character's decay in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

 

In this still from the film we see Brown, a famous American author who is dying from 

AIDS and who is mentally troubled because his mother—who he describes as a 

monster—left the family when he was still a young boy, and because he never had a 

chance to spend his life with Clarissa, his friend and the woman who, after all these 

years, he still loves. Richard’s physical and mental struggles are mirrored by his 

housing conditions: he lives in an untidy flat in a shabby apartment building. The 

brick interiors walls are unpainted, there are hardly any colours, everything is grey 

and all life seems to have disappeared from the flat. At the end of the scene, this 

metaphorical desperation and death become real when Richard commits suicide by 

letting himself fall from the window. 

 

To summarize this section on the definition of characters in narrative we can say that, just 

like narrative space, characters are highly complex narrative constructs that are very difficult to 

define in a systematic, well-structured way because they all are—and have to be—unique. I 

outlined three complementary approaches that can be helpful in analysing narrative characters 

with a view to their audio description. First, the analysis should look at a character’s properties, 

that can be categorized in three broad dimensions: a physical dimension, a behavioural and 

communicative dimension, and a mental dimension. Second, characters can be situated on three 

different scales, reflecting their complexity, their development throughout the narrative and the 

access the audience has to their inner life. And third, an analysis should look at how the 

information about characters is presented, i.e. directly or indirectly, in order to determine to 

what extent the information can be considered to be reliable. However, just like narrative space, 
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characters are usually not defined in their entirety the first time they are presented to the 

audience but rather they are developed by the author throughout the entire narrative. In the 

following section I will discuss this continuous construction process, which can serve as an 

additional guide for audio describers analysing narrative characters. 

3.3.1.2 The construction of narrative character in the course of the narrative 

The construction of characters in narrative bears a lot of resemblances with the 

construction of narrative space. In her discussion of the transformational process that turns 

abstract, fabula-level actors into concrete narrative characters, Bal (1997) remarks that “when 

a character appears for the first time, we do not yet know very much about it” (p. 125), just like 

there are a lot of spatial details that the audience does not grasp the first time a certain setting 

is presented. Moreover, and more importantly, the way in which characters are developed, can 

be explained using the concepts that were also used to describe how narrative spaces are 

constructed, namely those of determination, repetition, accumulation, transformation and 

relations (Bal, 1997, pp. 125-126).  

As discussed in section 3.2.1.2 of this chapter, determination refers to the establishment 

of a few characteristics that allow the audience to get a first indication of a certain narrative 

constituent, c.q. a narrative character. While in written narratives authors can decide to focus 

primarily or even exclusively on a character’s mental dimension and not mention any of its 

physical features, determination in film almost always includes the physical dimension. Indeed, 

in film, presenting a character usually means showing it visually and as such audiences quickly 

get information about the character’s external appearance. The film Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle 

& Tandan, 2008) for example, opens with a close-up of the face of a sweating, terrified young 

man. He has dark hair, dark-brown eyes and thick eyebrows. By presenting a close-up of this 

character’s face, the filmmaker gives the audience all the basic physical information it needs to 

identify the character throughout the rest of the film. However, more detailed information on 

the features of this character, that could for example explain why he is so frightened and why 

he ended up in this interrogation room, is not presented. The next scene is set in a TV studio, 

where we recognize the young man taking part in a game show. He is introduced by the game’s 

host as Jamal Malik from Mumbai.  

To confirm that it is indeed the same man, the film switches back to the interrogation 

room where the young man identifies himself as Jamal Malik. In this case, the principle of 

repetition is used to firmly establish the fact that the prisoner and the person taking part in the 
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game show are one and the same, on the one hand by repeating the same physical information 

by means of different close-ups of his face, on the other by repeating the character’s name. 

However, it could be argued that this is not a real instance of the principle of repetition as it is 

involuntary: the filmmaker has no choice but to show the physical features of a character that 

takes part in the film’s action. Indeed, most typically, this principle is used to repeat characters’ 

behavioural and/or mental qualities—rather than physical qualities—“that are implied in the 

first presentation [but] are not all ‘grasped’ by the reader75” (Bal, 1997, p. 125). By repeating 

these qualities, in the same or in a different form, throughout the narrative, they will emerge 

ever more clearly. In other words, this principle allows the audience to confirm—or reject—

inferences it made when a certain quality was first presented.  

In addition to repeating information that is known or inferred, authors regularly present 

new information as the narrative develops. This accumulation of information allows the 

audience to get a richer, more complete image of the character concerned. Depending on the 

narrative importance of the character and its position on Rimmon-Kenan’s axis of complexity, 

more or less new information about that character can be presented. In the chapter of the 

ADLAB guidelines (Remael, Reviers, & Vercauteren, (eds.) 2014) dealing with character 

analysis, a distinction is made between three kinds of characters, namely one or more focal (or 

main) character(s), several supporting characters and finally the so-called background 

characters (or extras). In Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) Jamal is clearly the 

focal character and throughout the entire narrative, new information is almost constantly being 

presented: in the beginning of the game show, he is asked to introduce himself and we learn 

that he grew up in the slums of Mumbai and works in a call centre. Later, in the various 

flashbacks, known qualities are repeated and new information is presented. To a lesser extent 

the same goes for the two main supporting characters, Salim and Latika, while relatively little 

to no new information is presented about background characters such as the game show’s host 

or the police officers, once they have been presented. 

Margolin (2007) points out that “since stories by definition involve change, at least some 

of [the] known properties of any character are not enduring but time-bound, and the character’s 

total property set inevitably gets modified over time” (p. 73). Change or transformation is 

indeed an inherent feature of narratives in general and characters in particular. These changes 

                                                 
75 In her work, Bal (1997) primarily focuses on written narrative and as such refers to the ‘receiver’ of the 

narrative as the reader. However, the principles set forth here also apply to film and as such, the reader could be 

replaced by the viewer—or more generally, the audience—here. 
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can be related to the characters’ physical, behavioural or mental properties, they can be limited 

but they can also “alter the entire configuration of character” (Bal, 1997, p. 125) and change 

the course of the narrative, making them a very powerful storytelling technique. Throughout 

most of Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008), Salim is presented as ‘the bad guy’ who 

constantly prevents Jamal from being together with Latika. Near the end of the film however, 

Salim seems to see the error of his ways and gives Latika the keys to his car so that she can get 

away from Javed’s mansion to be with Jamal.  

A last element that contributes to the construction of narrative characters, are the relations 

of those characters with other characters and with the other narrative constituents, such as the 

narrative setting (see for example section 3.2.1.2 and section 3.2.3, or the example from The 

Hours (Daldry, 2002) described in the previous section). Jamal’s relation—or the absence 

thereof—with Latika determines a lot of his actions throughout the narrative and largely 

contributes to the development of one of his main qualities, namely his perseverance. As Bal 

(1997) points out: “the character’s relation to itself in an earlier phase also belongs to this 

category” (p. 125). As such, the Jamal who takes part in the game show is inevitably 

characterized by his past as a young boy who grew up in the slums of Mumbai and hardly had 

any schooling. This fact plays a crucial part in the narrative, both on the extradiegetic and the 

intradiegetic level. On the extradiegetic level, it serves to draw the audience into the narrative 

by arousing its curiosity: how does a boy who never went to school, know all these answers. 

On the intradiegetic level it is this same question that got the show’s host to alert the police and 

that brought the police to imprison Jamal at the end of the show, when he is one question away 

from winning the 20 million rupees. This imprisonment in turn has another extradiegetic effect, 

as it creates suspense: will Jamal be released so he can make it to the second night of the game 

show and win the main prize? As this last example shows, intrapersonal and interpersonal 

relations do not only contribute to the creation of narrative characters. They can also play a part 

in the development of the narrative itself and in drawing the audience into the narrative. As 

such they have to be taken duly into account in the analysis of narrative characters. 

To summarize this section, it can be concluded that the analysis of narrative characters is 

a very complex issue that—particularly in terms of providing a formal framework explaining 

the abstract structures and fundamental principles of character construction—often proves to 

be rather problematic. For the purpose of the present work, I identified three complementary 

theories that could serve as a starting point for audio describers who analyse films with a view 

of deciding what to describe: 
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- first, Margolin’s (2007) theory distinguishes between three different dimensions that 

together make up narrative characters, namely the physical dimension, the 

communicative and behavioural dimension and the mental dimension; 

- second, Rimmon-Kenan (1983) analyses characters according to three vectors that 

can be plotted on sliding scales, namely the complexity of a character referring to the 

number of character traits (which can range from one to an infinite number of traits), 

the development of characters (ranging from no development at all to full 

development), and the access to a character’s inner life (which ranges from no access 

to full access); 

- third, Bal (1997) presents a model that describes how characters are constructed in 

the course of the narrative and that uses five different principles, namely 

determination (a first step in which a few basic features of the character are presented), 

repetition (a step of repeating certain characteristics to make them emerge more 

clearly), accumulation (a step of adding new characteristics to add to the complexity 

of the character, provide an explanation for its actions and to make it more complete), 

transformation (a step of creating a certain change in a character, which can make the 

character appear more realistic and/or which can serve a particular narrative effect) 

and finally the relations between different characters and between characters and the 

other narrative constituents (which contribute to character construction by creating a 

context in which a character ‘lives’ and which—as already explained in section 

3.2.3—are very useful for audio describers as a reference to one element of the 

relation will allow the audience to infer all the other elements of that relation).  

Before translating these analysis principles in a strategy for audio describing narrative 

characters in section 3.3.3, I will briefly discuss—as I did with narrative time and setting—

some specificities of character construction in films. 

3.3.2 Construction of narrative characters in film 

As already extensively discussed in sections 3.1.2 and 3.2.2, the filmic medium has at its 

disposal specific techniques that can be classified under two broad categories. On the one hand, 

the logic of simultaneity makes that two or more narrative constituents can be presented at the 

same time, while on the other the intermedial nature of the medium of film makes that 

information about narrative constituents can be presented verbally (recounted, to use 

Bordwell’s (1985, p. 78) term), visually (enacted (Bordwell, 1985, p. 78)) or presented verbally 

and visually at the same time (enacted recounting (Bordwell, 1985, p. 78)).  
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With regard to narrative characters, this first of all means that a lot of information about 

a character and/or more than one character can be presented at the same time. The opening 

scene from It’s Complicated (Meyers, 2009) for example, is set in a garden of a luxurious 

property overlooking the sea, where a couple are celebrating their 30th wedding anniversary. 

The couple Sally and Ted are standing under a gazebo and are drinking champagne with their 

friends—the two protagonists of the film—Jane and Jake. The four of them are presented 

simultaneously and some basic characteristics (physical, behavioural and mental) and the basic 

relationships between the four of them (the two couples are old friends, and while Sally and 

Ted are still married, Jane and Jake separated) are presented. In the following scenes, Jane and 

Jake are presented individually, some of their characteristics shown in the opening scene are 

repeated and others are added, and already early in the film a change in the relation between 

them (they get back together) will be an important driving force behind the narrative.  

The opening scene of The Hours (Daldry, 2002) can serve to illustrate the intermedial 

presentation of characters. The film opens with a visual presentation of a lanky woman in her 

50s (physical characteristics), who puts on a coat, leaves her house and walks through her 

garden up to the river streaming behind it (behavioural characteristics). She walks with her head 

bowed and has a somewhat depressed look (mental characteristics). Later in the same scene, 

the woman is also presented verbally: as she is writing a letter the contents of that letter are 

presented by means of an internal monologue. By means of the woman’s own (off-screen) 

voice, we learn that she is called Virginia, that she is feeling that she is going mad again, hearing 

voices, and that she is sure that this time, she will not recover. Later the off-screen voice says 

that she knows that she is doing the right thing and we see her putting stones in her pockets and 

wading out in the river where she will drown herself. As this visual presentation of the suicide 

happens right after its verbal announcement, it cannot really be labelled as an instance of 

enacted recounting, as this presupposes that the visual and the verbal presentation happen 

simultaneously. As explained in section 3.1.2 the most typical example of enacted recounting 

would be the case of a character telling about past or future actions that are shown in a flashback 

or flash-forward. The final scene of the film Rabbit Hole (Mitchell, 2010) is a case in point. 

When a Becca and Howie Corbett’s life is turned upside down after their son Danny is killed 

in a car accident, they both try to cope with their grief in completely different ways, which 

drives them away from each other. After many fights Howie thinks their marriage is over when 

Becca doesn’t come home one night. When he finds her eating breakfast in the kitchen the next 

morning, they start talking about the future and when Becca asks him “So what now?”, he 
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suggests that they have a garden party where they invite all their friends, act as if they have 

come to terms with the loss, play with their friend’s children to prove it, etc. While Howie 

suggests all this, the visual narration moves from the kitchen to the garden party that takes place 

while Howie’s suggestions become an off-screen narration. In terms of characterization, this 

instance of enacted recounting is not only an example of the characters’ behavioural and 

communicative dimension, but also exemplifies a change in their mental dimension. Howie’s 

suggestions indicate that they still do not really know how they have to deal with the loss of 

their son and how they can save their relationship, and that the garden party is in fact no more 

than a diversion. So, rightfully, Becca asks “And then what?”, to which question Howie replies: 

“Then something happens”. As he says this, the visual narration shows the two of them sitting 

in their garden, watching the sunset and hesitantly reaching for each other’s hand for the first 

time in more than eight months. 

However, smaller examples of enacted recounting can also serve to render a character’s 

mental state explicit. In a later scene in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) we meet Laura, who is five 

months pregnant. When her husband tells her that she has to take it easy because she is only 

four months away, she looks at him and the close-up of her facial expression (figure 10) is 

accompanied by a line of dialogue that ‘translates’ the mental state reflected on her face: “I’m 

fine, I’m just tired”. 

 

Figure 24 - Enacted recounting of mental states in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

Although this example may seem somewhat trivial in itself, it is important because it 

offers a ‘solution’ for one of the main differences between verbal in visual narration in terms 

of character construction and presentation—and one of the most pressing problems for audio 

describers, as will become apparent from the following discussion. In section 2.1.1 of chapter 

2 I wrote that in visual communication, unlike in verbal communication, there are no hypernyms 

and that images—particularly of concrete realities—are , to a much higher degree than words, 
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pre-filled with meaning. It would be very difficult to fully render the level of specificity and the 

amount of details presented in images such as the interior of the factory from Charlie and the 

chocolate factory (Burton, Charlie and the chocolate factory, 2005) shown in Figure 13 or the 

clutter in Richard’s apartment in the still from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) in Figure 23 in written 

narratives, that will more often resort to more generalising terms to represent concrete realities. 

However, this is somewhat different for abstract realities such as mental states, emotions, 

thoughts, etc. While these can be elaborated ad infinitum in verbal narratives, where narrators—

and more importantly audiences—have direct access to characters’ inner lives, access to 

characters’ feelings, thoughts and emotions is much more restricted in visual narratives such as 

films. As the examples from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) above indicate, films can express 

characters’ mental states explicitly by means of interior monologues or a line of dialogue, but 

very often a character’s mental dimension is also presented visually, in which case it is always 

implicit. This is obviously problematic for anyone analysing characters in film in terms of their 

mental states, as this implicitness means that the analysis will always to some extent be 

interpreted and intersubjective. Moreover, as Ekman and Friesen (2003) explain, people may 

make mistakes when trying to interpret facial expressions that reflect emotions (pp. 10-20). As 

they point out: “The face is not just a multisignal system (rapid, slow, static) but also a 

multimessage system. The face broadcasts messages about emotion, mood, attitudes, character, 

intelligence, attractiveness, age, sex, race, and probably other messages as well” (Ekman & 

Friesen, 2003, p. 11), and this can indeed lead to various misinterpretations. Some messages 

are interpreted as reflecting emotions or moods, while in fact they are required by speech 

(Ekman & Friesen, 2003, p. 13), the changes in the face translating a certain emotion are often 

very short, appearing for only a few seconds or even fractions of a second (Ekman & Friesen, 

2003, p. 11), they can be produced together with speech, in which case they can correspond 

with what is said or convey a different, even opposite emotion. Moreover, “facial expressions 

can be controlled or uncontrolled” (Ekman & Friesen, 2003, p. 19). In other words, the emotion 

shown on someone’s face may be true or false. And although research seems to indicate that 

there are ‘only’ six universal emotions (surprise, fear, disgust, anger, happiness and sadness), 

which should be easily recognisable, these can be combined in many different ways (see for 

example Ekman and Friesen, 2003, p. 98 or p. 128 for some examples) and expressed in various 

degrees (e.g slight happiness, moderate anger, full face disgust, etc.) making an accurate 

identification very hard. Finally, there are various other facial expressions, reflecting different 

emotions, physical states such as pain or drowsiness, etc. In short: analysing and interpreting 



222 

 

facial expressions is a highly complex matter and the changes of interpreting an expression 

inaccurately or incorrectly, are real76.  

The problem becomes all the more pressing as the visual representation of characters’ 

emotions by means of close-ups of their faces is very popular in film. Indeed, as Prince (1993) 

writes, the ability to faithfully represent the subtleties of facial expressions forms part of the 

appeal and of the power of the filmic medium (p. 24). It elicits the involvement of the audience 

and contributes to “the viewer’s understanding in cognitive and affective terms of the meaning 

of scenes depicted on screen” (Prince, 1993, p. 24).  

But as pointed out by Vercauteren and Orero (2013) drawing in the audience and 

enhancing their understanding of the film is not the only reason why facial expressions and 

other mechanisms that represent characters’ mental states are so important and popular in the 

filmic medium. As Vercauteren and Orero (2013) write, “most Hollywood movies are based on 

stories that unfold as a continuous chain of cause and effect, and the actions and events that 

drive the development of this chain have to be motivated” (p. 188). Motivation is indeed an 

important aspect that greatly contributes to the credibility of a film or as Bordwell (1985) notes: 

“coincidence is especially dangerous in this context, and Hollywood rule-books insist upon 

confining coincidence to the initial situation” (Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 1985, p. 13). 

So although a story can be triggered (or suddenly altered) by a coincidental event, e.g. the 

meeting between John McClane and Zeus Carver in Die Hard: With a Vengeance (McTiernan, 

1995), most of the ensuing actions and events will usually be motivated. Moreover, although 

causes can be of an impersonal nature, e.g. in disaster films, the chain of cause and effect in 

most (Hollywood) films is driven by the characters and/or their emotions. In Cast Away 

(Zemeckis, 2000) for example, FedEx executive Chuck Noland is stranded on a deserted island 

after the plane he is on crashes into the ocean during a thunder storm. After this impersonal 

cause that triggers the story, the film’s focus is on Chuck’s physical and mental transformations 

and on his attempts to get off the island. In other words, the further development of the narrative 

is clearly character-driven. Indeed, in most films characters overcome obstacles and have to 

achieve certain goals, meaning that we often deal with psychological causality. And although 

the stability and the intensity of the characters’ emotions—and their mental dimension in 

                                                 
76 This discussion may be perceived as somewhat of a theoretical oversimplification. In most cases, facial 

expressions, gestures and other body movements indicating a character’s mental state are not presented in isolation, 

but are framed within a much wider narrative context that will facilitate the audience’s interpretation process by 

lowering the number of possible emotions or moods a certain expression or movement depicts. However, there 

will always be cases in which this context is absent or insufficient to allow for an unambiguous interpretation. 
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general—varies with the genre of a film, “character-centered—i.e., personal or psychological—

causality is the armature of the classical [Hollywood] story” (Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 

1985, p. 13). 

And, as Vercauteren & Orero (2013) point out, “when the narrative of a film makes 

characters the main driving force behind the story, it has to equip them with a relevant and 

coherent body of character traits and qualities” (p. 189). In other words, the filmmaker has to 

represent the characters’ emotions and other behaviour that characterizes, explains and 

motivates their actions and reactions, and although he can resort to various techniques to render 

these emotions and behaviours, one of the most popular devices is the close-up of a character’s 

face. In his comparison of filmmaking in the studio era of classical Hollywood and in the 

modern films from the new Hollywood, Bordwell (2006) exemplifies how film style has 

changed over the years. One evolution in Bordwell’s (2006) work that is important in the 

present discussion on the popularity of close-ups of faces, is the spectrum of shot types 

filmmakers (can) choose from. While in the studio era, plans américain and ensemble framings 

were still common in dialogue scenes (Bordwell, 2006, p. 133), the norms started changing 

around the end of the 1960s and “in many films the baseline framing for a dialogue became a 

medium shot or an over-the-shoulder framing” (Bordwell, 2006, p. 133). This meant that the 

filmmakers options became more limited, ranging from medium shots to (extreme) close-ups. 

This ever tighter framing also led to a change in acting styles: while in the studio era actors 

used their whole body, now they primarily use their face. Or, as Bordwell (2006) concludes: 

“mouths, brows, and eyes become the principal source of information and emotion.”  

In short, the rendering of abstract realities such as characters’ mental qualities in visual 

narratives is often implicit given the popularity of close-ups of faces to reflect these qualities. 

This is difficult for audio describers who analyse characters in film with a view to audio 

describe them. This new style of filmmaking does not only constitute a problem in terms of 

source text analysis, but also in terms of target text creation by the audio describer. Not only is 

the shooting in film becoming ever closer, the cutting rate is picking up too (probably partly 

because of the growing popularity of close-ups)77. As Bordwell (2006) proves, editing is now 

quicker than at any other time in the history of Hollywood and the average shot length is 

increasingly becoming shorter (pp. 121-124). This means that audio describers have less time 

                                                 
77 See chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion of film techniques, their narrative functions and their importance 

for source text analysis in terms of audio description. 
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to accurately audio describe characters and that there will hardly ever be time for lengthy 

explicitations of implicit mental states.  

However, another difference between verbal and visual narratives in terms of character 

construction could provide some help to audio describers. Filmmakers work in a highly 

constrained environment: in general, time is usually “limited to between 90 and 120 minutes, 

and if the actions shown on screen are to be motivated personally and/or psychologically, the 

audience has to get a general idea of the characters’ state of mind as quickly as possible” 

(Vercauteren & Orero, 2013, p. 189). This time constraint might explain why character 

construction in film regularly seems to rely on rather stereotypical models. Of course, this 

happens in other forms of narrative too. As Abbot (2002) points out: “in some way we draw 

upon pre-existing types we have absorbed from our culture and out of which, guided by the 

narrative, we mentally synthesize, if not the character, something that stands for the character” 

(p. 109). But while authors of novels have virtually unlimited possibilities to work out the 

mental dimension of their characters and can use elaborate descriptions to create highly 

complex, multi-faceted and indeed unique entities, in film “the character is to a considerable 

degree fixed for us” (Abbott, 2002, p. 110). In other words, many film characters are based on 

one of these pre-existing types (the naïve blond girl, the die-hard detective…) to which a limited 

number of extra traits are added78. This means that in audio description, elaborate character 

descriptions are not always needed or even wanted. If the source text analysis reveals that a 

character heavily relies on stereotypical properties and has little to no distinguishing (mental) 

qualities, the describer can focus on other elements and does not have to focus on rendering that 

character’s inner life explicit. In the following section, the possibilities these insights in 

narrative character offer for the audio describer, will be discussed in more detail. 

3.3.3 The audio description of narrative characters 

The overview of the narratological theories on narrative character in the previous 

subsections, shows that characters are highly complex constructs that are impossible to capture 

in one single explanatory model that can be used for analytical purposes. I therefore focussed 

on three models that can all contribute to the process of source text analysis by audio describers. 

In the following paragraphs the main principles of these models will be used to formulate a 

                                                 
78 Again, this is often co-determined by the film’s genre. The main characters in a psychological thriller 

will usually have more depth than the villains or the cops in an action film. 
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comprehensive set of strategies that can help audio describers to decide what character 

information they can include in their descriptions. 

First of all it has to be stressed again that audio describers work in a highly constrained 

environment and that they can only insert descriptions when no other significant sound effects 

or dialogues are audible (see section 1.2.2 of chapter 2). As such, they will often not have 

enough time to present all the details presented on screen or to elaborate on characters’ mental 

states that are presented implicitly by means of close-ups of facial expressions. By analysing 

the way in which character information is presented however, they can already make a first 

selection of information that will not have to be described and information that is still eligible 

for description. As discussed in section 3.3.1.1 of the present chapter, characters can be 

presented directly or indirectly. Direct presentation was defined as consisting of specifying 

statements (Herman & Vervaeck, 2005) or the naming of traits (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983), either 

by an extra-diegetic or intra-diegetic entity. In other words, this refers to a verbal type of 

characterization and as the visually impaired audience has access to the verbal channel, these 

direct presentations of character traits do not have to be described. One element the describer 

has to pay attention too in this respect, is the source of these direct presentations, as this 

determines the level of reliability of the information that is presented. If the source is extra-

diegetic (e.g. the off-screen voice of a narrator), which will usually be readily recognizable, no 

indication of the source is needed. If the source is intradiegetic (e.g. a character) and it is not 

entirely clear who is speaking, the source of the information presented should ideally be 

included in the description so that the audience can evaluate the reliability of the information 

presented. 

In the case of indirect presentation, there are two cases in which description of the 

character trait that is presented, is not necessary. One of the types of indirect presentation is by 

means of speech, e.g. an accent, register or domain-specific language use reflecting the social 

or professional background of a character; verbal expressions reflecting a character’s political 

opinions, etc. As this is again an instance of verbal characterization, no audio description is 

needed, although the describer can indicate the source of the information by giving the 

character’s name right before or after the line of dialogue. Another way of indirectly presenting 

characters, is by means of their environment (e.g. the example from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

in section 3.3.1.1 or the example from Proof (Madden, 2005) in section 3.2.3, particularly the 

explanation in footnote 67). In this instance, a character trait or mood is symbolized by the 

nature of the corresponding spatio-temporal setting, and as such an explicit description of the 
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character’s feature or mood is not necessary: just as the sighted audience has to infer the 

character information from the setting, the describer may decide that the visually impaired 

audience has to infer it from the description of that setting.  

The other two types of indirect presentation of character traits, namely actions and 

physical appearance, are types of visual characterization and as such, are largely inaccessible 

to the visually impaired audience. In these instances, the describer will have to analyse what 

function the action or physical appearance serves in order to decide whether it should be 

described or can be left out. In the case of actions, Rimmon-Kenan (1983) distinguishes 

between one-time actions and habitual actions (p. 61). The former can be reflections of a 

character’s emotional reaction at one point in the narrative, or they can emphasize the 

character’s dynamic dimension, drive the story forward and sometimes even (radically) change 

the course of the narrative. Leaving these actions out of the description could mean that the 

visually impaired audience misses a link in the chain of cause and effect that is the ‘armature’ 

(Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 1985, p. 13) of many films. In other words, describers will 

have to evaluate very carefully if these actions can be left out of the description. Habitual actions 

reflect a character’s more stable dimensions, emphasising longer-lasting moods or fixed 

properties. As these will usually be repeated more than once in the narrative (as the name 

suggests), it may not be necessary to describe them every time: the describer can introduce them 

on the first appearance and occasionally repeat them to make the property concerned appear 

more clearly to the audience, but once the mood or property is known, he may also decide to 

give priority to other information.  

Rimmon-Kenan (1983) uses the concept of physical appearance as a means of 

characterization, without further specifying the different forms it can take on. Based on 

Margolin’s (2007) different dimensions however, we could say that the physical appearance 

comprises both relatively permanent physical features (e.g. colour of the eyes, hair colour, 

posture, etc.) and more ephemeral physical expressions of emotions (e.g. facial expressions) or 

moods (e.g. other forms of body language such as shoulders hanging down to express 

resignation). As physical features are usually stable, they only have to be described once, even 

though they are repeated visually every time a character is shown on screen. Only when a 

particular physical feature is relevant in the narrative (e.g. the sexy protagonist using her beauty 

to distract a guard or a hideous creature repeatedly scaring people) or when a physical feature 

changes (e.g. the beautiful Latika in Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) being cut in 

the cheek with a knife, which scars her for life), can and/or should it be repeated in the 
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description too. The physical renderings of emotions through facial expressions are usually very 

short, rapid messages that are far less stable: when a character’s face expresses anger in one 

scene and the character is still angry in the next, describing it once will suffice; however, 

whenever the emotion shown in the face changes, this should be signalled in the description, 

unless the specific emotion can be inferred from other information channels such as actions, 

dialogues or probably even non-diegetic music. 

In addition to analysing how certain character information is presented, audio describers 

can also use Rimmon-Kenan’s (1983) three axes or sliding scales to determine what and how 

much information has to be described: multi-faceted characters will usually have to be 

described in more detail than characters presenting only one or two traits, and characters that 

show a considerable development throughout the narrative will usually need more description 

than static characters that only marginally develop (or not at all). Finally, plotting the characters 

on the ‘inner life scale’ can help determine what kind of information (physical dimension or 

mental dimension) will be most important and how much mental information could possibly be 

included in the description.  

While the two strategies outlined above can be used on a macro-scale, providing general 

guidelines on what and how much to describe, the diagram below offers a tool audio that 

describers can use to analyse their source text on a more fine-grained scale, helping them to 

determine on a scene-by-scene basis what character information is presented and to decide what 

content to select for their audio description. As was the case with the diagrams presented in 

sections 3.1.3 and 3.2.3 of the present chapter, this diagram will also include a few first 

strategies for prioritising information. As the construction of characters throughout the narrative 

bears a strong resemblance with the construction of the spatio-temporal setting, as was shown 

in section 3.3.1.2 of this chapter, the diagram below to a high degree resembles the one 

presented in section 3.2.3. As such, most of the principles for source text analysis and content 

selection presented in that section will also be valid for analysis and audio description of 

narrative characters. 
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Diagram 10 - Decision-making process for the description of narrative characters 

 

Again, the first step in the analysis of the film with a view to the audio description of its 

characters, involves determining whether a character presented on screen is new or already 

known. 

a) the character presented is new 

When a character is presented for the first time in the narrative, the audience knows little 

to nothing79 about it, and the determination of the character concerned “happens on the basis of 

the general application of characteristics” (Bal, 1997, p. 136). In other words, audiences look 

for a few first basic features based on which they can recognize the character in the remainder 

of the narrative. For audio describers this means that they should focus their analysis of a new 

character on those basic features they can include in their description.  

                                                 
79 One could argue that—by definition—when a character is presented for the first time, the audience knows 

nothing (and not ‘little to nothing’) about it as it is ‘new’. However audiences usually have access to the synopses, 

trailers, posters, reviews, etc. related to the narrative, c.q. film, and as such may have some prior knowledge about 

the characters, such as physical information relating to the character’s external appearance or general information 

about the character’s inner nature.  
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As already explained in section 3.3.1.2, determination in film almost always includes the 

physical dimension and as such, audio descriptions of new characters should ideally try to 

include some typical physical characteristics that will allow the visually impaired audience to 

get a general impression of what a character looks like. In The Hours (Daldry, 2002) for 

example, the first character to be presented after the prologue, in which we witness Virginia 

Woolf’s suicide, is Laura Brown’s husband Dan, who went to buy flowers and arrives home in 

his car. The first description of Dan, who is identified as “the driver”, reads:  

AD Dan Brown: “Dressed in grey slacks and open-neck shirt over a white vest and 

carrying a bunch of yellow roses, he goes into through the front door of the house and closes it 

carefully behind him. Dan Brown is in his mid-thirties with dark hair and thick eyebrows over 

a fleshy snot-nosed face. He puts the flowers down on the kitchen counter, glances at his watch, 

crosses to a bedroom and peeps in around the open door. With a faint smile at his wife Laura, 

who lies in bed on her side asleep, he turns away. 

From this first description we already get a lot of physical information about Laura’s 

husband: we know he is in his mid-thirties, has dark hair and thick eyebrows, and a well-

rounded, younger-looking face. Moreover we know that he is wearing a smart suit, reflecting 

that he is a well-groomed man. Including a few of these salient physical traits in the audio 

description, serves a double purpose. On the one hand, it makes identification by the audience, 

easier: thick eyebrows, scars, a hooked nose, birth marks, etc. make characters unique and 

mentioning these traits in the description makes it easier for the visually impaired audience to 

remember who is who. On the other hand, it allows audio describers to refer back concisely to 

characters on later appearances.  

However, one important remark has to be made in this respect: the shortest and easiest 

way to distinguish characters from each other and to make them unique immediately at the first 

appearance, is naming them. In the description above, the dark-haired man in the suit is 

identified as Dan Brown right away. Therefore, in the remainder of the AD, the describer can 

refer to him as Dan or Mr. Brown, which is still shorter than referring to one of his salient traits 

and which guarantees that the visually impaired audience will not mistake him for another 

character. Even though this strategy offers a lot of advantages, it is not beyond debate within 

the field of AD. Early guidelines that were (and still are) widely used and that had a considerable 

influence on the early practice of audio description, suggested that characters should only be 

given their name, after it was mentioned in the dialogue of the film (see for example Benecke 



230 

 

& Dosch, 2004, p. 23), the only exceptions being famous characters, e.g. Jesus in The Passion 

of the Christ (Gibson, 2004) or Adolf Hitler in Der Untergang (Hirschbiegel, 2004). The 

reasoning behind this guideline was that the visually impaired audience should not know more 

than the sighted audience and as such should only get access to a character’s name once it is 

known to the sighted audience too. As the audio description from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

shows, not all descriptions follow this reasoning. Indeed, there are guidelines (e.g. the 2006 

Ofcom guidelines) that suggest that key features (including characters’ names) “should be 

identified as soon as practicable, to help identify the person and avoid the need for long-winded 

and confusing descriptions” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 109). Only when a character’s 

identity has to remain a secret, the AD should not mention it before it is revealed in the film 

itself (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 109). There are other considerations that may justify the 

naming of characters in the AD early on. First of all, films do not exist in isolation and audiences 

have access to summaries, trailers, reviews, etc. before they see the film. This means that people 

who go and see a film, may very well already know the names of the protagonists (and other 

characters) before they are mentioned in the dialogue. Moreover, and probably more 

importantly, referring to a character by its name rather than by a distinguishing physical feature 

may lower the cognitive load on the visually impaired audience and make it easier and more 

enjoyable for them to follow the film (I will return to this processing of narratives by audiences 

in much more detail in chapter 5). 

As diagram 10 shows, descriptions of a new character can also include information on 

that character’s behavioural/communicative and mental dimension. In fact, when a character is 

shown for the first time, it will often perform one or more actions that can contribute to its 

characterization. In the example from The Hours (Daldry, 2002), Dan carries a bunch of flowers 

and he ‘carefully’ closes the door of the house. From these actions we can infer that he is a 

caring husband who loves his wife a lot, an inference that seems to be confirmed by the close-

up of Dan’s smile (reflecting his mental state) as he watches Laura who is still asleep. In the 

previous section I already explained that the possibility of inaccurately analysing and 

interpreting mental states from facial expressions is real, as they are always implicit. This 

clearly constitutes a difficulty for the audio describer too, because an inaccurate interpretation 

will lead to an inaccurate description. Added to this, is a second problem regarding the audio 

description of facial expressions or gestures reflecting a character’s emotions, mood, thoughts 

or other mental states, namely the question of how to describe this implicit information. While 

beyond the direct remit of this work, the discussion will be briefly outlined here for the sake of 
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completeness, and because it is one of the main bones of contention in the field of audio 

description. Again, early guidelines are at the root of the discussion. The German guidelines by 

Benecke & Dosch (2004) for example, state that the intention of an audio description should be 

“einen Film so zu vermitteln, wie er sich auch dem Sehenden darbietet” (p. 21) [to render a film 

as it presents itself to the sighted audience (my translation)]. In other words the describer is 

advised to “beschreibe nur, was Du siehst” (Benecke & Dosch, 2004, p. 21) [only describe what 

you see (my translation)]. A similar, though probably more explicit advice, can be found in the 

American ADI guidelines, which state that “the best audio describers objectively recount the 

visual aspects of an image. Subjective or qualitative judgments or comment get in the way—

they constitute an interpretation on the part of the describer and are unnecessary and unwanted” 

(Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 76). While these guidelines ensure that the audio description 

creates an experience that is similar to that of the sighted audience, who also have to infer the 

meaning of the implicit facial expressions or gestures, there seem to be a few drawbacks too. 

First of all, descriptions that try to render emotions too objectively, e.g. “her upper eyelids and 

brows rise; her jaw drops open” (i.e. she is surprised) or “her eyelids tighten as her brows draw 

together and she presses her lips together” (i.e. she is angry) (examples taken from Vercauteren 

& Orero, 2013, p. 193) significantly increase the cognitive load on the visually impaired 

audience. Second, these descriptions may stand out and conflict with the fluent, narrative style 

of the film and the rest of the description. And third, we may wonder whether these descriptions 

really offer an experience that is similar to that of the sighted audience, particularly in the case 

of universal emotions: while an image of a surprised or an angry woman is readily recognisable, 

descriptions as the ones presented above might very well be less so. So if a describer 

immediately recognizes an expression as happy or surprised, describing it as such may result in 

an experience for the visually impaired audience that comes much closer to that of the sighted 

viewers, than a more objective description. Moreover, naming the emotion is in general shorter 

than describing the expression, and thus saves the describer valuable space and time.  

The description of Dan Brown above, shows that objective descriptions are definitely 

possible, his ‘faint smile’ being a case in point. The question is whether this is the only possible 

description and whether a more subjective description is indeed unnecessary and unwanted as 

the ADI guidelines say. From the context we can infer that he loves Laura a lot (something 

which is confirmed later as he explains to his son Richie how he was in love with Laura even 

before he met her, and that living with her is what he always dreamed of), so the describer could 
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have decided to describe Dan’s expression as a ‘loving smile’80. Likewise, the fact that Dan 

‘carefully’ closes the front door, indicates that he knows that Laura might still be asleep and 

that he must try not to wake her. The faint smile can therefore also be interpreted as a 

confirmation of this caring aspect, and could possibly be described as a ‘caring smile’. As a 

matter of fact, in the next scene, Dan tells Laura that he decided to let her sleep in a little and 

that she should rest because she is five months pregnant. He stresses this advice by putting his 

hand on her belly, which confirms that he cares for her and the baby she is carrying. So, while 

a faint smile is a faithful rendering of the expression on Dan’s face, a loving or caring smile 

both seem plausible—and possibly even more vivid—alternatives. One could also argue that 

specifying the smile is not necessary as the qualities ‘loving’ and ‘caring’ express, can also be 

derived from the context and will become more apparent later on in the film 

In other instances in the film however, objective descriptions may be more difficult to 

interpret unambiguously and can possibly puzzle the audience. Immediately after telling Laura 

she has to rest, Dan tells her that he has been telling Richie that he has to eat his breakfast. 

Later, when he is about to leave for work, he points at Richie, with a serious, somewhat stern 

look (Figure 25) on his face. As there is no dialogue, the gesture and the look remain implicit 

and can be interpreted in various ways. They could mean that Dan wants Richie to behave when 

he is at work, they could main that Dan wants Richie to help his mother (Laura said they had 

plans for Dan’s birthday), or they could refer back to Dan’s observation to Laura that Richie 

has to eat his breakfast, a plausible option as the next shot show Richie sitting at the kitchen 

table.  

                                                 
80 If we start from the premise that audio describers—as any other translator—should familiarize themselves 

with the complete source text before starting to describe, they will have the confirmation that Dan is indeed the 

loving husband this first presentation suggests, and as such their interpretation only explicitates an emotion that 

will be confirmed later. 



233 

 

 

Figure 25 - Meaning of gesture and facial expression in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 

 

Describing this shot objectively as “With a frown on his face, Dan points his finger at 

Richie” leaves all these options open and the visually impaired audience have the freedom to 

determine for themselves what Dan means. The official audio description reads “He points his 

finger at the boy in a mind-you-eat-your-breakfast kind of way”, interpreting Dan’s gesture and 

look for the audience. While it could be argued that this description is unnecessary or unwanted 

as the visually impaired can make their own inferences and interpreting for them in this way 

takes away part of the pleasure, this description has a higher degree of narrative cohesion with 

the visual images, as the next shot shows Richie at the breakfast table. Moreover, as the 

description immediately continues to describe the actions taking place afterwards (Dan leaving 

the house, Richie getting up from the kitchen table and running after him, Laura opening the 

curtain to see Dan leave), the audience does not have much time to interpret an objective 

description. Interpreting the gesture and the look for them, may therefore avoid that they miss 

what happens next.  

As I wrote, it is not an aim of the present work to discuss the form of audio descriptions 

at length, but as these examples show, there are various strategies that both have advantages 

and drawbacks and that may or may not be suitable in certain cases. Reception research into the 

preferences of visually impaired audiences could shed more light on this thorny issue. 

 

b) the character presented is already known 
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While interpreting implicit information may be problematic when the character is new, it 

may be less so when the character is already known. As explained in section 3.3.1.2, characters 

are constructed gradually as the narrative develops and “in the course of the narrative the 

relevant characteristics are repeated so often—in a different form however—that they emerge 

more and more clearly” (Bal, 1997, p. 125). Dan Brown’s caring nature may still be unclear at 

first when he carefully closes the door, but the feature is repeated various times immediately 

afterwards: he emphasises how important it is for Richie to eat his breakfast, tells Laura she 

needs to rest, and tenderly puts his hand on her belly. As this example shows, and as indicated 

by Bal, the same feature can be repeated in different forms, both verbally and visually in more 

or less implicit ways. However, features can also be repeated by saying or showing exactly the 

same information more than once, e.g. a character continuously smoking cigarettes to reflect 

their stressed nature. In his analysis the audio describer will therefore have to determine at least 

two elements: a) is a certain feature repeated explicitly (i.e. verbally) or implicitly (i.e. visually 

through actions and or gestures/facial expressions) and b) is a certain feature repeated in the 

same way or in a different way. If the feature is repeated verbally, it does not have to be 

described, but the describer can decide to include a reference to the source of the verbal 

information—if it is unclear—so that the audience can decide on the reliability of the 

information. If the feature is repeated visually, the describer has to determine whether it is 

repeated in a different way (e.g. Dan carefully closing the door, Dan smiling ‘caringly’, Dan 

putting his hand on Laura’s belly) or in the same way. If it is repeated in a different way, mostly 

by means of different actions, he can decide to describe the action that reflects the feature 

concerned, in order to make it clearer. However, once a feature has been sufficiently repeated, 

the describer may decide that it is clear enough and decide to include other information in his 

description81. When visual information is repeated in the same way, the describer can decide to 

also repeat the same description, possibly adding ‘once more’, ‘another time’ or any other 

indication emphasising the repetition. Again, once he considers the feature to be clear enough, 

he can decide not to include it and prioritize other information. 

Depending on the importance of the character, more or less features may be accumulated 

in the narrative. In her strategies for the audio description of characters, Mazur (in press) 

distinguishes between three categories of characters, namely focal characters, secondary 

                                                 
81 If a certain feature has not been repeated for a considerable time because the description has given priority 

to other information, the describer may decide to include it again at a later instance, to ‘remind’ the audience of 

the feature concerned. 
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characters and background characters. As their name suggest, the main focus of the narrative 

will usually be on the focal characters: those will receive most of the attention and as such will 

probably be the most complete in terms of different physical, behavioural, communicative and 

mental features (e.g. Virginia Woolf, Laura Brown and Clarissa Vaughan in The Hours (Daldry, 

2002)). Secondary characters usually have supporting functions although they can still have a 

significant influence on the course of action of the narrative (e.g. Dan Brown or Virginia 

Woolf’s husband Leonard in The Hours (Daldry, 2002)). Finally, the background characters, 

again as their name suggests, remain in the background and are far less elaborated than the 

others (e.g. the group of school children walking past Virginia when she realizes Mrs. Dalloway 

is going to die). This distinction can serve as a guiding principle for audio describers when 

looking for the accumulation of character information in the source text. Focal characters will 

usually be the most complex and present the most features, while background characters serve 

minor functions and possibly do not even have to be described. Whenever a new feature is 

presented visually, the describer should ideally try to include it in the description. If there is no 

time to include it upon the first presentation, it can possibly be included when it is repeated later 

on, according to the principles set forth above. If it is not repeated, the describer may decide 

that it is not important or prominent enough and give priority to other, more salient information. 

The accumulating information can confirm the image that the audience has of a certain 

character: Jamal Malik’s brother Salim for example is portrayed as bad character so any 

negative trait (his greed, his malice towards his brother, his abuse of other children, etc.) backs 

up this depiction of him as a hoodlum. But as Margolin (2007) points out, “[a] character’s total 

property set inevitably gets modified over time” (p. 73). These changes may be small, e.g. in 

The Hours (Daldry, 2002) Laura appears in the final scene in New York in 2001, i.e. 50 years 

after the scenes set in Los Angeles in 1951. Apart from the fact that she has aged and now has 

wrinkles, she has not changed. If time allows, this small change can be included in the 

description, as it is in the official AD of the film, which refers to her as “Richie’s mother, 50 

years older”, or as “Laura, her face now wrinkled”. However, if there is not sufficient time or 

if there is other information, the describer may decide to omit the change, particularly if it can 

be derived from the context, as in this case. In other cases however, the change may be much 

more significant and can even change the course of the narrative such as in the final scenes of 

Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) when Salim sees the error of his ways and gives 

Latika the keys to his car so she can get to Jamal. These more fundamental changes are not 

always related to a character’ mental state. A radical example from The Hours (Daldry, 2002) 
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is the scene in which Richard tells Clarissa, who is throwing him a party, that he wishes to 

cancel the party because he is beyond any help. Moments later, he commits suicide and now 

Clarissa will have to organise his funeral rather than a party. As these examples are so drastic, 

they receive a lot of attention in the narrative and as such they cannot be left out of the 

description. 

A final element to take into account when analysing characters, are the relations between 

these characters and other narrative constituents such as other characters, spatio-temporal 

settings and actions. As already explained with regard to spatio-temporal settings, both 

characters that are presented for the first time and characters that are already known, are usually 

presented in a scene that contains specific relations, more particularly almost always a spatio-

temporal setting and often also other characters. As such Diagram 10 indicates that describers 

analysing the characters in a given source text, always have to look for narrative relations, both 

when the character is new and when it is already known. Examples from relations between 

characters and the spatio-temporal settings they inhabit in The Hours (Daldry, 2002) include 

the texts-on-screen indicating the time period and the place in which the main characters live, 

namely Richmond, 1923 for Virginia Woolf; Los Angeles, 1951 for Laura Brown and New 

York, 2001 for Clarissa Vaughan. With the exception of Laura appearing in the final scene in 

New York, the three female protagonists are always presented in the same setting. Once the 

audio description has made this relation clear, later appearances of these characters can be 

signalled in the description by referring to one constituent only: “Back in Richmond” implies 

the narrative has returned to Virginia Woolf in the year 1923; “Back in 1951” indicates we are 

back with Laura Brown in Los Angeles and a description such as “Clarissa enters a flower 

shop” tells the audience that this flower shop is set in New York and the year is 2001. One focal 

character however, consistently appears in two different settings, namely Laura’s son Richard: 

in 1951 as a small boy and in 2001 as a celebrated but tormented poet who is dying from AIDS. 

To the sighted audience, it is at any time clear which version of Richard—which so-called 

enactor to use Emmott’s (1997, p. 182) term (see section 3.4 of chapter 5)—is presented, given 

the clearly different physical features of the small boy in 1951 and the dying man in 2001. 

However, it is not clear to the visually impaired audience, and the audio description has to signal 

which enactor is shown. This means that descriptions such as “Back with Richard” to indicate 
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a scene change are not possible82, as they do not indicate which enactor is shown on screen. 

Adding the time period to the description could solve the problem, but inevitably makes the 

description longer. In this particular example, the film itself provides a short solution: the young 

boy is consistently referred to as “Richie”, while the older enactor is named “Richard”, and this 

strategy can be adopted in the audio description too. Even when the dialogue does not make 

this distinction, referring to different enactors of a character by means of different parts and/or 

versions of their name can be a useful strategy to keep audio descriptions short and 

unambiguous. In the Dutch film Karakter (Van Diem, 1997), the character Jacob Katadreuffe 

appears both as a boy and as a grown up young man. The AD83 consistently uses two different 

descriptions to refer to these two enactors, namely ‘Jakob’ to refer to the boy and ‘Katadreuffe’ 

to refer to the young man. In chapter 5 I will return to these relations between all the different 

narrative constituents and explain why they are crucial for content selection in AD. 

3.3.4 Conclusion 

I started out this part on characters in narrative by pointing out that various aspects of this 

essential narrative constituent are still under-researched and that they are so complex that 

formal, structuralist narratology had difficulties with developing an all-encompassing model 

that allows for an exhaustive character analysis. However, I outlined three complementary 

theories that, together, offer a reasonably comprehensive tool that audio describers can use to 

determine what character information in any given scene in their source texts is eligible for 

description. Margolin’s (2007) theory focuses on the three dimensions characters are comprised 

of, namely the physical, the communicative and behavioural, and the mental dimension and as 

such (exclusively) offers guidance on what to describe. Rimmon-Kenan’s (1983) three sliding 

scales (complexity, development and inner life) complement this focus on what to describe by 

giving describers an indication of how much information to describe. Finally, Bal’s (1997) 

theory of character construction as a gradual process throughout the narrative allows describers 

to analyse what information is already known, what information is new, what information 

changes and what the relations between a character and other narrative constituents are. In order 

                                                 
82 Once a scene change has been introduced in the audio description, the audience will usually have 

sufficient contextual information to determine which enactor is meant, and then short descriptions such as “with 

Richard”, will suffice to decide whether it is the young Richard or the older one.  
83 The Dutch audio description of the film Karakter (Van Diem, 1997) was created within the framework 

of two master theses, by Dominique Delfosse and by Katrien van de Velde, of the then Department for Translation 

and Interpreting of Artesis University college. 
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to helping them determine what information can be included in the description, it also provides 

some guidance on the prioritisation of information. 

4. Concluding summary of the present chapter 

I started this chapter by stating that content selection is still one of the main problems in 

audio description for which no satisfactory answers have been provided yet. On the one hand 

(beginning) audio describers often find it difficult to decide what information should be 

included in the description and what information can be left out, on the other they do not always 

know how to prioritize the information that is eligible for description when there is no time to 

describe everything. A first step in answering these questions is conducting a thorough analysis 

of the source text in order to get a complete overview of all the elements that can possibly be 

included in the description. The hypothesis this chapter started from, was that narratology can 

provide a suitable framework for this source text analysis, first of all because formal, 

structuralist narratology studies the general, structuring principles underlying stories, precisely 

with a view to a detailed analysis of these stories; second, because narratology studies both 

verbal, written narratives and audiovisual narratives such as films and as such can provide the 

necessary input for the intersemiotic translation process from images into words that is audio 

description; and finally because it studies both the principles and techniques of story creation 

by the author and the principles and techniques of story re-creation by the audience, and as such 

does not only provide an overview of all the narrative building blocks authors can use to create 

their stories (useful for source text analysis) but also provides insights in what cues audiences 

use to re-create the stories they are presented with (useful for content selection). 

Starting from the definition that narratives on their most basic, abstract level are a series 

of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors in a 

specific spatio-temporal setting, I successively analysed the three main building blocks of any 

narrative, namely a) the temporal orchestration of the events taking place in the narrative; b) 

the spatio-temporal setting in which these events take place and c) the characters that cause or 

undergo these events. The findings of these analyses where then translated into models and 

accompanying strategies that audio describers can use for a comprehensive analysis of films 

with the specific purpose of audio describing them. While these different models all include a 

few first basic principles providing some guidance on content selection, they predominantly 

focus on analysing the source text in order to get as complete an overview as possible of all the 

narrative building blocks that are eligible for audio description. 
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The actual process of content selection will be discussed in the following chapters. 

Chapter 4 will zoom in on film techniques and on how filmmakers (can) use them to guide the 

viewers’ attention to the most prominent narrative constituents in the image. This should 

provide audio describers with a first tool to distinguish essential information from less 

important details. In chapter 5, the focus will shift to the audience, more particularly to how 

they process the (audiovisual) narratives they are presented with. When audio describers know 

what cues audiences need and use to reconstruct and interpret narratives, they can further 

prioritize all the eligible information gathered from the source text analysis carried out 

according to the models and strategies laid out in the present chapter. 
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Chapter 4 – The audio description of narrative style 

1. Introduction 

In section 1.1 of the previous chapter I defined narrative as a multi-tier construct, the final 

result of a series of decisions and transformations that take place on both an organisational and 

a representational level. In the first step of this transformation (cf. chapter 3, section 2.2), a 

fabula, that was defined as “a series of logically and chronologically related events that are 

caused or experienced by actors [in a particular spatio-temporal setting]” (Bal, 1997, p. 5) is 

transformed into a story, defined as “a fabula that is presented in a certain manner” (Bal, 1997, 

p. 5). I pointed out that this last definition might be a bit misleading, as the story is not a concrete 

presentation of the fabula, but an abstract construct resulting from a series of organisational 

transformations from the fabula’s content matter. It is in the transition from the fabula level to 

the story level that the author decides on the order, frequency and duration of the events that 

are presented; constructs the spatio-temporal setting in which these events take place; creates 

the characters that cause and undergo the events, and shapes the various relationships between 

all these narrative constituents. In other words, the transformations and decision-making on this 

level deal with the organisation of the narrative or the narrative form.  

In the second step of the transformation (cf. chapter 3, section 2.3), the abstract story is 

transformed into a concrete narrative, which was defined as “a text in which an agent relates 

(‘tells’) a story in a particular medium, such as language, imagery, sound, buildings or a 

combination thereof” (Bal, 1997, p. 5). To put it more specifically, in film, the transformations 

taking place in this second stage mainly deal with the techniques that will be used to make a 

concrete, audiovisual representation of the formal content of the abstract story. It is on this level 

that the author, c.q. filmmaker, decides how exactly the story will be brought to us. It is on this 

level that stylistic decisions are made. As Bordwell (2005) puts it: “what people call content 

comes to us in and through the patterned use of the medium’s techniques. … Style is the tangible 

texture of the film, the perceptual surface we encounter as we watch and listen” (p. 32). Indeed, 

without this stylistic concretization of the abstract story matter, the audience would not be able 

to experience the story world.  

The different principles and techniques that films use to create these concrete narratives, 

will be the focus of the present chapter. Because film style is “our point of departure in moving 

to plot, theme, feeling—everything else that matters to us” (Bordwell, 2005, p. 32), i.e. the only 
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starting point we have to study the different formal storytelling techniques discussed in chapter 

3, it is crucial for source text analysis. It is only through solid insights into the principles and 

functions of lighting and costume, actor performance, different lens lengths, etc. that the audio 

describer a) can decide what source text elements are relevant and eligible for description (i.e. 

that he can use the diagrams presented in chapter 3 to select relevant content that emerged from 

the source text analysis), and b) can understand what feelings or emotions different film 

techniques can and do elicit. In other words, a thorough understanding of film style is needed 

to achieve the double objective set by most audio description briefs, namely to improve both 

the understanding and emotional involvement or enjoyment by the visually impaired audience.  

In section 1.4 of chapter 2 I concluded that most studies in the field of AD are still 

relatively limited in scale and lack a structural approach to the problem they investigate. The 

audio description of film language is no exception to this rule. In her overview of existing 

literature on film language in audio description, Perego (2014) concludes that this dimension 

of the source text is duly taken into account, but a closer look reveals that one aspect is getting 

most (if not all) of the attention, namely the use of technical terms in audio description. While 

most of the existing guidelines agree that an audio description should not use technical film 

terminology because it is “of no importance to the end-user” (Busarello & Sordo, 2011, as 

quoted in Perego, 2014, p. 88), research by Fryer (2010) and Fryer & Freeman (2012a, 2012b) 

indicates that the use of cinematic language can and does generate a positive response in 

visually impaired audiences. A few observations can be made here. First of all, stating that the 

use of cinematic language is of no importance to the end-user ignores the diversity of AD’s 

target audience (cf. section 2.3 of chapter 1). While descriptions such as “now in full colour” 

may not be very informative to people who were born blind, they may be for people who still 

have some residual vision left or who became blind later in life. Moreover, as pointed out by 

Fryer (2010), the diversity of the target audience not only refers to their eyesight: whereas some 

VIPs only occassionaly watch television, others describe themselves as film lovers and for this 

last category, the use of specific terminology may be more interesting than just ‘telling the 

story’. Secondly, the decision on whether or not to use filmtechnical terminology, may be 

dictated by the audio description brief (cf. section 1.4.4 of chapter 2): when the audio 

description is to be aired on television and as such aimed at the ‘general’ public, the AD brief 

may stipulate that the description cannot include any filmtechnical terminology because 

members in the audience may not understand it. On the other hand, the AD brief for an audio 

description of a film that will be shown in a film festival may state that film terminology has to 
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be included because certain techniques are a trademark of a particular director and the audience 

will recognize the director based on these techniques. Finally, and more closely related to the 

present work, the use of filmtechnical terms in the audio description will depend on the overall 

audio description strategy chosen by the describer: if the describer wants his audience to 

experience the ingenious use of a certain technique or if his source text analysis shows that film 

techniques are so prominent in the film, he may decide to include them to reflect that particular 

dimension of film making in his description. However, if he takes a narratological approach 

and wants to ‘tell the story’, than he may decide not to use any film techniques as this would 

break the narrative. In that case, he may want to analyse what specific function the technique 

serves in the narrative (cf. section 1.2 of the present chapter) and render that function in his 

description. 

In existing AD literature on cinematic language, this idea of narrative functions behind 

the various film techniques is largely absent and it will be one of the aims of the present chapter 

to discuss these functions in a structured an systematic way so that audio describers can detect 

them in their source text analysis, know what their meaning within the narrative is and decide 

if and how to include them in their description. Such an analysis is only possible however, if 

the describer first recognizes the techniques used by the filmmaker, and this is another gap in 

AD literature that still remains to be filled. None of the existing national guidelines provide any 

framework whatsoever allowing audio describers to analyse their source text in terms of film 

techniques and translate these into their descriptions. In her analysis of the use of film 

techniques in Inglourious Basterds (Tarantino, 2009), Perego (2014, pp. 83-88) discusses seven 

different techniques but without any apparent underlying structure: some of the techniques she 

discusses deal with how things are filmed (e.g. close-ups, slow motion, split screen or camera 

peddling), others deal with relations between shots (aesthetic breaks, sharp scene cuts or parallel 

editing), but the article does not discuss any techniques dealing with what is filmed for example. 

Also, the terms mise en scène (i.e., what is filmed), cinematography (i.e., how things are filmed) 

and editing (i.e., the relations between shots) are not explicitly used, explained and/or 

theoretically framed. It will therefore be a second aim of the present chapter to provide a 

comprehensive and systematic framework that audio describers can use to analyse their source 

text in terms of film techniques, so that they are able to recognize the techniques that are used 

and relate them to their specific functions. This combination of spotting the various techniques 

and know why they are used, i.e. what meaning/function they serve, will help describers in their 

content selection process, as will become apparent from the following sections.  
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The chapter adopts a structure that is comparable to the one used in chapter 3: first, in 

section 2, the different film techniques and their meanings/functions will be analysed. Next, in 

section 3, it will be explained how audio describers can use the learnings from section 2 for the 

creation of their target text, i.e. in the process of content selection. Before moving to the next 

section however, two remarks have to be made: one dealing with the number of existing film 

techniques, the other regarding their meaning. 

1.1. Film techniques – a broad categorization 

2005 saw the publication of a reference work for filmmakers, entitled Cinematic 

Storytelling (Van Sijll, 2005), the subtitle of which is The 100 most powerful film conventions 

every filmmaker must know. This subtitle hints at a problem that significantly complicates a 

systematic analysis of film style, namely the wide variety of techniques and principles 

filmmakers can choose from to create their filmic narrative. A closer look at descriptive 

theoretical works84 on film in general and film style in particular, confirms that there are indeed 

hundreds of principles and techniques a filmmaker can use to represent his story in the 

audiovisual filmic medium. Depth of field, framing, the whole gamut of shots ranging from 

extreme close-ups to extreme long shots, cuts, dissolves, fades, but also make-up, costume, 

actor performance and movement all contribute to creating meaning, generating specific effects 

and emotions, guiding the audience’s expectations and attention, etc. For the purpose of the 

present work, particularly for the development of a generally applicable model for source text 

analysis in the field of audio description, it would be very impractical to study all the existing 

techniques and their functions individually as this would result in a very extensive, hard-to-use 

set of parameters. And although different authors in the field of film studies all use slightly 

different approaches, the numerous techniques they study and describe can be grouped together 

into three85 broad categories: 

a) a first set of techniques and principles determines what is presented to the audience, 

i.e. what is filmed or the content of the shot, generally referred to as mise en scène; 

                                                 
84 In addition to van Sijll (2005), see for example Bordwell (2005, 2006), Bordwell & Thompson (2008, 

pp. 111-304), Barsam & Monahan (2010, pp. 155-410), Ryan & Lenos (2012, pp. 35-118), Boggs & Petrie (2008, 

pp. 90-317) 
85 Some authors include a fourth category, namely that of sound. Given the complexity and multifariousness 

of this constituent, I did not include it in the present chapter and will focus exclusively on visual information. I am 

very well aware of the fact that all forms of sound play an important part in content selection in audio description 

and will therefore return to this aspect in the conclusion to this work. 
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b) a second set of techniques and principles determines how the content of the shot is 

presented to the audience, i.e. how it is filmed or the form of the shot, generally 

referred to as cinematography; 

c) a third set of techniques and principles determines the relations between different 

shots, generally referred to as editing. 

The different techniques and principles used within each of these four sets can, in their 

turn, also be grouped into different categories. In section 2, where these sets will be discussed 

in more detail, I will adopt the categorization used by Bordwell and Thompson (2008): 

a) with regard to the techniques and principles belonging to the general set of mise en 

scène, I will distinguish between four categories86: the technique or principle can deal 

with the organisation of the different elements presented in a shot, i.e. with the setting; 

it can deal with the presentation of the actors on screen, i.e. with costume and makeup; 

or it can deal with the performance and the movement of the actors, i.e. with what is 

called staging. The fourth category is somewhat more difficult to categorize 

univocally in the category of mise en scène: one set of techniques that Bordwell and 

Thompson (2008, pp. 124-132) discuss in the chapter of mise en scène, is that relating 

to lighting. Although it does indeed determine what is presented in the image, it could 

be argued that it also determines how the image is presented. The very first image 

discussed by Ryan and Lenos (2012, p. 1) for example, is a shot from the film A 

Clockwork Orange (Kubrick, 1971) in which the four ‘protagonists’ are beating up a 

drunk lying on the ground. The shot is lit from behind so that we only see the boys’ 

silhouettes, a technique used according to Ryan and Lenos (2012, p. 1) to reflect they 

lack humanity. In other words, this backlighting determines that we can see the four 

boys, but it also determines how we see them. As such it could be argued that lighting 

can also be classified in the category of cinematography; 

b) with regard to the techniques and principles belonging to the general set of 

cinematography, I will distinguish between three categories87: first there is the 

category of techniques and principles that determines the colour, speed of motion, 

camera angle and focus of the image, i.e. the photographic quality of the shot; second 

there are the techniques and principles that determine what information is presented 

                                                 
86 See Bordwell and Thompson, 2008, pp. 115-133. 
87 See Bordwell and Thompson, 2008, pp. 162-213. 
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within the frame and how it is presented, i.e. the framing of the shot; and third there 

is the duration of the image; 

c) with regard to the techniques and principles belonging to the general set of editing, a 

slightly different approach will be taken. Given the very predominant position of the 

cut as the main editing technique, I will focus on the functions the editing can serve 

rather than on the technique(s) itself. First I will look at how editing contributes to 

narrative clarity and second I will focus on the use of editing to elicit an emotional 

response from the audience. 

As will become apparent from the remainder of this chapter, the categorization outlined 

above provides audio describers with a generally applicable framework that allows them to 

analyse the style of their source text with a view to determine what stylistic elements to 

incorporate in their description and how. However, it only provides part of that framework: 

indeed, audio describers do not only have to analyse to what broader category a specific 

technique belongs, they will also have to determine what particular function they serve.  

1.2. Film techniques – a broad overview of their functions 

In the introductory paragraphs of this section, I defined film style as the vehicle 

filmmakers use to make a concrete representation of the abstract story they want to tell. By 

deciding what information will be presented in a shot and how it will be presented, and by 

determining the relations between different shots and between the visual information and the 

aural information, filmmakers present “a slice of space and a segment of time, a set of persons 

and places that we are to take as part of a fictional or nonfictional world” (Bordwell, 2005, p. 

33). But this is just one of the different functions film style serves. As the example from A 

Clockwork Orange (Kubrick, 1971) described in the previous section already shows, the 

lighting technique used in the shot concerned does not only serve to visually present various 

characters in a particular setting, it also serves to make a qualitative statement about the four 

young men, i.e. they are deprived of any human sympathy.  

Just like there are many different film techniques, these techniques can serve various 

specific functions depending on the genre of the film or the content of a particular scene. While 

some films will use mise en scène “to create an impression of realism, others might seek very 

different effects: comic exaggeration, supernatural terror, understated beauty and any number 

of other functions” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 113). And just like it would be impractical 

to incorporate all individual techniques separately in a general model for the analysis of the 
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style of a given filmic source text, it would be equally impractical to list all the different 

functions these techniques can serve individually and a broad categorization of these functions 

seems to be called for. The classification presented in the following paragraphs is based on the 

one presented by Bordwell in the introduction to his collection of essays on cinematic staging 

(Bordwell, 2005, pp. 33-35), and comprises four different functions: 

a) the denotative function 

First, film style can be used to represent a specific part of a fictional or nonfictional 

universe. More particularly it serves narrative denotation (Bordwell, 2005, p. 36), i.e. it is used 

to allow the audience to follow the narrative that the film tells and to reconstruct the abstract 

story underlying it. Indeed, while there are various ways to organise films into unified wholes, 

“the one that we most commonly encounter in films involves telling a story” (Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2008, p. 53) and film style must make sure that the audience perceives the films 

they watch as unified narrative wholes. However, as explained in section 2.2 of chapter 2, visual 

communication is governed by a logic of simultaneity making that all the information in an 

image is presented at the same time. This means that, in the case of a film, the audience is 

presented with an uninterrupted, complex and information-laden stream of visual and aural 

details and they run the risk of missing crucial information if the filmmaker does not carefully 

signal what is most important. In other words, film style first and foremost serves to cue the 

audience’s attention to that visual and aural information that is most relevant for the 

reconstruction of the story. 

b) the expressive function 

Second, film style can serve an expressive function, i.e. it can be used to represent 

emotional states. Bordwell (2005, p. 34) distinguishes between two different types of stylistic 

expression: on the one hand, style can present emotional states, on the other it can cause 

emotional states. In other words, we could say that film style can have an intradiegetic 

expressive function or an extradiegetic expressive function. A few remarks have to be made 

here.  

With regard to the intradiegetic expressive function, it has to be recognized that it often 

coincides or overlaps with the denotative function discussed above. Bordwell’s (2005) example 

illustrating the presentation of emotional states, reads “The shot exudes sadness” (p. 34), an 

effect that can be achieved in different ways. The filmmaker can decide to show a close-up of 
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a character crying. On the one hand, by showing a particular narrative event—i.e. by showing 

a specific part of a (non-)fictional universe—the close-up serves a denotative function. On the 

other hand, by magnifying the character’s grief, the close-up also presents an emotional state 

and as such serves an expressive function. Instead of using a close-up, the filmmaker could just 

as well have chosen to express that sadness by means of a sorrowful soundtrack or melancholic 

colours. These stylistic techniques can still serve a denotative function (if the music is 

intradiegetic or the colours are those of the characters’ clothing) but they do so to a lesser degree 

than the more explicitly intradiegetic close-up. In the latter cases then, expression seems to 

predominate over denotation. In the case of extradiegetic music, the stylistic function is purely 

expressive and, in addition to presenting an emotional state, can and often will be geared at 

causing an emotional state. Indeed, while it is true that one of the main functions of many films 

is telling stories, it is equally true that these are usually not purely informative stories that leave 

us unaffected. Films and the stories they tell are generally constructed in such a way that they 

have particular effects on the audience. As such, film techniques do not only guide the 

audience’s attention to the most relevant narrative information, they also contribute to “guiding 

the audience through a sequence of emotional reactions” (Plantinga & Smith, 1999, p. 15). It is 

beyond the remit of this work to discuss the vast complexity of our emotional system and the 

various ways in which it interacts with the film in depth, but for the analysis of the filmic source 

text with a view to its ulterior audio description, a few important elements have to be mentioned.  

First of all, just like the filmic story itself, the emotional framework underlying that story 

is always carefully constructed by the filmmaker. In real life it may take some time before we 

actually feel the emotion a certain event causes (Carroll, 1999, pp. 29-30), but as time usually 

is a very sought-after commodity in film, filmmakers have to make sure that emotions are 

elicited as soon as possible. Therefore, “in the main, fiction film events have been emotionally 

pre-digested for us by filmmakers…. The filmmakers have selected out the details of the scene 

or sequence that they think are emotively significant” (Carroll, 1999, p. 29). And—important 

for the present section—Carroll (1999) points out that, in addition to the structure of the 

narrative and the characters’ performances, “the means that the filmmakers have to secure this 

end, include camera position and composition, editing, lighting [and] the use of colour” (p. 29). 

In other words, any analysis of the various film techniques that are used in a particular shot or 

scene has to include the question whether they were designed by the filmmaker to generate a 

particular emotion, what emotion they want to generate and how they generate it. 
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Second, the emotional framework referred to in the previous paragraph is a two-level 

construct consisting of mutually interacting moods and emotions (Smith, 1999). Moods operate 

on a more global level, they are “a preparatory state in which one is seeking an opportunity to 

express a particular emotion or emotion set. Moods are expectancies that we are about to have 

a particular emotion” (Smith, 1999, p. 113). Translated to the context of film, we could say that 

moods are longer lasting, but less intense, emotional states that the filmmaker generates by 

applying a somewhat diffuse but in general more or less continuous layer preparing the audience 

to experience particular emotions. These emotions, in turn, are shorter lasting, more intense 

than moods and punctual rather than continuous. A filmmaker can for example create a sad 

mood through the continuous use of pale colours or gloomy music and then generate a sudden 

surge of grief when a character dies. Moods and emotions in film are interdependent: on the 

one hand, moods have to be present to prepare the audience for the experience of the acute 

emotions. On the other, moods need emotions for their continued presence: if no emotions 

confirming the mood are elicited for a longer period of time, the mood will eventually die out.  

Third, the emotional framework underlying the filmic story contributes to the active 

emotional involvement of the audience in the film. Through the combination of the permanent 

background moods and their periodical foregrounding by sudden bursts of emotion, “our 

attention becomes emotionally charged” (Carroll, 1999, p. 30), a state the author describes as: 

“Our attention is glued to those features of the object of the emotion that are appropriate 

to the emotional state we are in. Our emotional state prompts us to survey the event for further 

features that may support or sustain the presiding emotional state in which we find ourselves. 

And, protented, our emotively charged state shapes our anticipation of what is to come” 

(Carroll, 1999, p. 30). 

In other words, once a certain mood or emotion has been generated, a) the audience will 

actively start looking for further elements that confirm that mood or emotion and b) they will 

try to anticipate the further development or evolution of that mood or emotion. 

To conclude, while the expressive function of film techniques is often thought of as 

subordinate to the denotative function (Plantinga & Smith, 1999, p. 15), recent research has 

shown that it is just as well-crafted as the denotative function geared at narrative understanding, 

and that it contributes to a great extent to the immersion of the audience in the film. Therefore, 

the expressive function—intradiegetic but clearly also extradiegetic—should be taken duly into 
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account in the analysis of the film text by the audio describer, who has to make sure that his 

description generates both the moods and the emotions that are present in the original film.  

c) the symbolic function 

Film techniques not always present explicit, purely denotative meanings. They can also 

include a more implicit, connotative dimension or, as Bordwell (2005) puts it, they can “yield 

more abstract, conceptual meanings as well; style, that is, can be symbolic.” An example of this 

symbolic function would be the mise en scène in the shot from The Hours (Daldry, 2002), 

already discussed in section 3.3.1.1 of chapter 3, where the chaotic and littered interior of 

Richard’s apartment symbolises his physical and mental decay. The fact that these symbolic 

meanings are abstract and implicit creates a double problem. First of all, they are less clearly 

discernible. Therefore, audio describers analysing the functions of film techniques have to be 

careful not to overlook this symbolic dimension. A second problem deals with the creation of 

the audio described target text: as these symbolic functions are implicit, the audio describer will 

have to consider if and how he will render them in his audio description.  

d) the aesthetic function 

Finally, film techniques do not have to express an explicit, denotative meaning, elicit an 

emotional response from the audience or imply a deeper, symbolic significance. Colour, 

lighting, props, shot length, rhythm and any other film technique can be used on their own, in 

order to create stylistic patterns. One observation made by Bordwell (2005) has to be pointed 

out here, namely the fact that the aesthetic pattern making “operates alongside or “on top of” 

other stylistic functions” (p. 34). In other words, the aesthetic function is often an extra, a 

function that is added to the denotative or expressive effect generate by a specific technique. 

Indeed, a film technique can combine any two or more of the four functions discussed above 

and very often will, as the denotative dimension is nearly always present.  

1.3. Summary 

In the previous section, I presented the broad outline of a generally applicable framework 

that audio describers can use to analyse the stylistic properties of their source texts, i.e. the 

different film techniques used and the various functions they can serve. With regard to the 

different types of techniques a filmmaker can use, three categories were presented: 

1) a technique belongs to the category of mise en scène if it determines what is filmed; 
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2) a technique belongs to the category of cinematography if it determines how the 

information is filmed; 

3) a technique belongs to the category of editing if it determines the relations between 

different shots; 

Once it has been determined what category a different technique belongs to, the analysis 

can shift to the function it serves. Again, four different categories were presented: 

1) a technique serves a denotative function if it is used to represent a specific part of the 

(non-)fictional story world; 

2) a technique serves an expressive function if it is used to represent (intradiegetic) or 

elicit (extradiegetic) emotions; 

3) a technique serves a symbolic function if it is used to represent more abstract, 

connotative meanings; 

4) a technique serves an aesthetic function if it is used decoratively, i.e. when it creates 

purely stylistic patterns. 

In the following section, the broad framework presented above will be filled out with 

more detailed information allowing for a more accurate analysis, the results of which can 

subsequently be used for a thoroughly informed selection of the stylistic elements to be included 

in the audio described target text. The three main types of techniques will be discussed in more 

detail and illustrated by means of examples that demonstrate the various functions they can 

serve.  

2. Film style – a closer look at the different techniques and their functions 

It is by no means the objective of the present work to describe the different film techniques 

and their functions exhaustively. That is the work of film studies and numerous books on the 

subject have been published before88. The aim of this chapter is to describe and illustrate89 those 

techniques that are (most) relevant for audio describers who have to analyse filmic source texts 

and have to decide what meaning-making elements to include in their descriptions and what 

                                                 
88 See for example: Barsam & Monahan, 2010; Boggs & Petrie, 2008; Bordwell, 2006; Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2008; Ryan & Lenos, 2012; Van Sijll, 2005.  
89 In section 1.3 of the present chapter I wrote that film techniques can and often do serve and combine 

various functions. In the following sections, the various main techniques will be discussed individually, but as the 

main functions they can serve—denotative, expressive, symbolic and/or aesthetic—are always the same, I will not 

illustrate all the functions of all the techniques with individual examples, as this would unnecessarily lengthen this 

chapter. 
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elements to leave out. It wants to provide insight in what is filmed, how it is filmed and how 

different shots relate to each other, so that audio describers have the necessary knowledge and 

tools:  

a) to determine what techniques are present—both on the macro and on the micro 

level—and what functions they serve; and, based on this analysis,  

b) to decide what content is most relevant and eligible for description. 

2.1. Mise en scène – determining what is presented 

As I already indicated in the introduction of this chapter, through mise en scène the 

filmmaker determines the content of a shot, i.e. he determines what information is presented to 

the audience. To some extent, this content can be spontaneous, e.g. when a scene is filmed 

outside and an unexpected event happens or when an actor improvises a certain line of dialogue 

or reaction, but most of the time it is carefully controlled, as in the following (final) shot from 

Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011). 

 

 

Figure 26 - Setting in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) tells the story of Mitch Emhoff, whose wife Beth dies 

shortly after she returns from a business trip to Hong Kong. When their younger son also dies 

later that same day, it marks the beginning of a dangerous epidemic that threatens to decimate 

the world’s population. It takes nearly a month to find a cure and another 90 days to prepare the 
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first batch of the vaccine, a period during which tens of thousands of people die. And although 

the virus is finally stopped, the initial cause of the virus was never found. It is not until the last 

shot of the film (Figure 31) that the audience learns what gave rise to the lethal disease. During 

her business trip to Hong Kong, Beth has dinner in a restaurant and wants to have a picture with 

the chef, who minutes before was stuffing a pig that was infected with the virus by a bat that 

flew out while a construction crew of Beth’s company was cutting down trees in a Chinese 

forest. Particularly this last element lends the final shot of the film additional importance, 

adding a new, symbolic meaning to it. Through the mise en scène, in particular the setting, the 

filmmaker makes sure that the audience’s attention is drawn to the information that makes this 

interpretation of the shot possible. The audio description of this shot90 says: “The chef quickly 

wipes his hands on his apron and goes into the restaurant where he shakes hands with Beth. 

Beth’s associate takes a picture of them, both smiling. Day 1.”  

The AD describes the action that takes place in this shot, namely the associate taking a 

picture of Beth and the chef who are both smiling. Basic insights in mise en scène learn that 

this is also (at least part of) what the filmmaker wanted the audience to notice, i.e. what he 

thought was the most important narrative information: Beth and the chef are put in the middle 

of the image, so they are the centre of attention. To add emphasis to their central position and 

importance, the character in the bottom right of the image has her face turned towards them and 

the man to the left, who takes the picture, has both his hands pointing in their direction. 

Moreover, he blocks out part of the bright light from the kitchen (that might divert the 

audience’s attention from the characters in the middle). Other elements of the mise en scène, 

such as the lighting and clothing, also contribute to guiding the audience’s attention to Beth and 

the chef: while the right side of the image is predominantly dark and part of the light on the left 

side is blocked out by the person taking the picture, both Beth and the chef wear white clothes 

that make them stand out against the background. However, the audio description seems to have 

missed the single most important element in this shot: the very centre of the image is occupied 

by Beth’s and the chef’s hands, symbolically suggesting that this is how the epidemic started. 

From this example we can conclude that mise en scène automatically guides the viewer’s 

attention to the most prominent information, but that more thorough insights in the technique 

                                                 
90 As both this shot and the previous one have a relative short shot length, it is impossible to give the AD 

of just this shot. The first sentence in this example is the description of the previous shot, that continues over the 

shot change. It allows the describe to save some time in the description of this shot as he can refer to the chef as 

‘he’ and later to ‘Beth and the chef’ as ‘them’.  
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and it’s different functions, combined with a solid understanding of how narrative works, are 

needed to also understand the subtleties of what the filmmaker really wants to say.  

 The conclusion we can draw from this introductory example of mise en scène and the 

importance of it for audio describer, is that the filmmaker meticulously plans what information 

will be shown, where exactly in the frame it will appear, whether a character will be facing us 

or not, whether he will blend in with the rest of the elements of the setting or whether he will 

stand out, etc. Through this careful organisation, the filmmaker guides the audience’s attention, 

shapes their expectations and elicits emotional responses. The techniques and principles he can 

use to organise the content of a shot, can be grouped into four categories, namely setting, 

costume and makeup, staging and lighting, that will be discussed in the following sections. 

2.1.1 Setting 

The term setting as used in this chapter, can be defined along the same lines as the concept 

of spatio-temporal setting discussed in section 3.2 of chapter 3, namely as the location in space 

and time where the action is set. As pointed out by Barsam & Monahan (2010) the setting serves 

a double purpose: on the one hand it creates the physical surroundings for the narrative that is 

told, on the other it creates “a mood that has social, psyhological, emotional, economic and 

cultural significance” (p. 164). In other words, it serves a denotative function to which very 

often an expressive or symbolic dimension is added.  

On the denotative level “the overall design of a setting can shape how we understand 

story action” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 117). By including well-known landmarks in 

the image, such as the Eiffel Tower, the London Eye or the pyramids in Egypt, the filmmaker 

indicates where the action is set. On a more subtle level, he constantly draws the audience’s 

attention to the most important information in the frame, for example by putting it in a central 

position, as in the example from Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) discussed above. 

In addition to this denotative function, i.e. showing what is most important, mise en scène 

can also serve an expressive function, for example by shaping the audience’s expectations, as 

in the following example from Magic in the Moonlight (Allen, 2014).  



254 

 

 

Figure 27 - Setting in Magic in the Moonlight (Allen, 2014) 

 

Stanley Crawford is a magician who performs under the alter ego of the Chinese 

illusionist Wei Ling Soo. In one of his acts, he teleports from a sarcophagus to a chair at the 

other end of the stage. By first showing the empty chair and having Wei Ling Soo pointing at 

it (Figure 27), not only does the filmmaker draw attention to the most important element on 

stage, he also shapes the expectations of the audience, which wonders whether he will succeed 

in teleporting from the sarcophagus to the chair. The expectations are later confirmed when he 

re-emerges in the chair after having been locked in the sarcophagus (Figure 28 and Figure 29). 

 

Figure 28 - Setting in Magic in the Moonlight (Allen, 2014) 
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Figure 29 - Setting in Magic in the Moonlight (Allen, 2014) 

 

Again, other film techniques are at play here. First of all, the gold and red of the 

characters’ clothing and the props on stage contrast with the dark background and as such draw 

attention to them. Moreover the entire act was filmed in long shot (see section 2.2 on 

cinematographic techniques), putting the film’s audience in the seats of the spectators of Wei 

Ling Soo’s show, duplicating their experience as it were. By choosing to film the scene in one 

take in long shot, the filmmaker adds another extradiegetic expressive function to it: not only 

does he shape the audience’s expectation, he also adds an element of puzzlement and surprise 

(how did Wei Ling Soo do this?). This extradiegetic effect would probably have been lost (or 

at least diminished) if he had chosen to film the scene by means of, for example a close-up of 

the sarcophagus, a cut to the spectators of the show and another close-up, this time of the chair 

with Wei Ling Soo in it. 

Finally, settings can serve purely aesthetic functions too, e.g. when the filmmaker shows 

a beautiful outdoor location, or they can have a symbolic dimension, as in the example from 

The International (Tykwer, 2009) described in section 2.1 of in chapter 2, in which the 

combination of an insignificant character and an enormous building symbolizes the unequal 

fight between one man and a powerful, merciless institution.  

As the examples on the previous pages show, when analysing films’ settings—and any 

other film technique—it is important to look for the function(s) they serve. An important remark 

to be made here, is that film techniques do not always have the same function. As Bordwell & 
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Thompson (2008) point out: “The analysis of film as art would be a lot easier if technical 

qualities automatically possessed … hard-and-fast meanings, but individual films would 

thereby lose much of their uniqueness and richness” (p. 192). The following example from In 

Time (Niccol, 2011), with a setting similar to that of the The International (Tykwer, 2009) 

example, is a point in case.  

 

Figure 30 - Setting in In Time (Niccol, 2011) 

In Time (Niccol, 2011) is set in a near-future society where time has become the general 

currency. People are genetically programmed to live for 25 years without aging, after which 

they have only one more year to live. While the rich possess hundreds of years of time and are 

as such practically immortal, the poor have to work, beg or steal to survive. In this society, Will 

Salas is accused of a murder he did not commit and kidnaps Sylvia Weis, a bank-owner’s 

daughter, to stay alive. When her father does not pay the ransom Will demands, Sylvia sees it 

as a proof that her father does not love her and the two set out as modern Robin Hoods who 

want to change the system: they steal one million years of time from the bank owned by Sylvia’s 

father and give it to the people living in the poor district where Will used to live. Then they 

decide to plan an even bigger heist that will bring down the entire system for good. In the last 

scene, we see Will and Sylvia loading their guns and getting out of their car. Standing on the 

pavement, Sylvia smilingly says “I told you there were bigger banks” after which they walk up 

the steps that lead to an enormous building (Figure 30). Again, there is a sharp contrast between 

the huge building and the tiny characters, but in this case it does not serve a moralistic function 

as it does in The International (Tykwer, 2009), but rather has a humoristic and somewhat 

defying undertone. 
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2.1.2 Costume and makeup 

Just like setting, costume and makeup can serve a large variety of functions. Costumes 

can be realistic and as such serve a denotative function. They can for example suggest the time 

period in which the film is set and/or the social class certain characters belong to, as in Marie 

Antoinette (Coppola, 2006) or Girl with a Pearl Earring (Webber, 2003), in which Griet’s plain 

white and brown clothes indicate that she is from a lower class than the Vermeer family for 

whom she works as a maid.  

Costume can also be used to set characters apart from the background against which they 

appear, i.e. it can be used to guide the audience’s attention to the most important elements in 

the image, as in both the examples from Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) and Magic in the 

Moonlight (Allen, 2014) described in section 2.1.1 of this chapter. Or it can be used to let 

characters blend in with their environment as in the following still from Slumdog Millionaire 

(Boyle & Tandan, 2008) where the call centre operators’ clothes seem to have the same colours 

as the cubicles in which they work. Hinting at the insignificance of the operators and the 

monotony of their job, this shot shows that costume too, can serve a symbolic function in 

addition to its common denotative function.  

 

Figure 31 - Costume in Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) 

Indeed, as Bordwell and Thompson (2008) point out, “costumes can play important 

motivic and causal roles in narratives” (p. 122). In As Good as it Gets (Brooks, 1997), cranky, 

misanthropic author Melvin Udall wears sunglasses when he goes outside to shield himself 

from the outside world and from unwanted contact with others (Figure 32). 
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Figure 32 - Costume in As Good as it Gets (Brooks, 1997) 

 

In Away from Her (Polley, 2006) costume is used in a symbolic way too. After more than 

forty years of marriage, John and Fiona Anderson face a very difficult decision when Fiona is 

diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease and is unable to continue living at home. The moment 

Fiona decides she wants to be institutionalized, she wears striped pyjamas that symbolize her 

future ‘imprisonment’ (Figure 33). 

 

Figure 33 - Costume in Away from Her (Polley, 2006) 

 

In the framework of the present work, it could be argued that makeup is less important. 

As pointed out by Bordwell and Thompson (2008), “today makeup usually tries to pass 

unnoticed” (p. 124) or it is used to hide “any unsuitable blemishes, wrinkles and sagging skin” 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 124) that may be captured by the camera. Unless this covering 
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up of undesirable qualities of the actors’ faces is narratively significant, it is indeed not relevant 

for the present work91.  

It has to be noted however, that there are certain genres in which makeup does not strive 

for realism at all, particularly in science fiction and horror, where it is used to create extra layers 

of skin, body parts, swellings, etc. and as such generates specific effects. In these instances, 

makeup does serve specific functions and becomes relevant for audio description as it can 

contribute to creating specific character traits and even motivate narrative action (Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2008, p. 124). Even in other genres than the ones mentioned above, this can be the 

case. In Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) for example, Latika tries to escape from 

Javed to be with Jamal, but is caught by Salim who cuts her in the cheek to make it clear she 

should not try to escape again. When Jamal and Latika are finally re-united for good after the 

game show, Jamal kisses Latika on the scar on her cheek, as if to thank her for her courage and 

to say that he did not fall in love with her looks, but that he will love her not matter what (Figure 

34).  

 

Figure 34 - Makeup in Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) 

 

2.1.3 Staging 

Staging, as defined by Bordwell and Thompson (2008, p. 132) deals with movement and 

performance, and includes various dimensions. 

                                                 
91 While less relevant for source text analysis and content selection in audio description, it has to be pointed 

out that makeup does serve an important function in acting. As pointed out in section 3.3.2 of chapter 3, filmmakers 

increasingly use tighter framings when filming their actors and as such, the face has become an important source 

of emotion and narrative information: “film actors rely on their eyes to very great extent … and makeup artists can 

often enhance eye behaviour” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 124). In other words, although makeup usually 

wants to be realistic, it can assist the performance of the actors by highlighting the non-verbal reactions and 

emotions expressed by their face. 
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First, it has to be noted that performance, generally speaking, usually includes both a 

visual and an aural dimension, particularly on the macro level of the film. On the micro level 

the performance may be exclusively aural or exclusively visual. Second, performance, just like 

costume and makeup described above, can either be realistic or non-realistic, depending on the 

genre of the film, the story it wants to tell and the overall mise en scène of the film. However, 

realism should not be conflated with performance quality, and again the aim of the analysis 

should be to look for the function the performance serves or as Bordwell and Thompson (2008) 

put it:  

“instead of assuming that acting must be realistic, we should try to understand what acting 

style the film is aiming at. If the functions of acting in the film are best served by a nonrealistic 

performance, that is the kind that the skilful actor will strive to present” (p. 133). 

In films such as Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2005), Boyhood (Linklater, 2014) or The 

Fault in our Stars (Boone, 2014), that want to represent more or less dramatic situations that 

all can and do happen in real life, the acting style will be as realistic as possible. In films such 

as Bruce Almighty (Shadyac, 2003), Mr. Bean’s Holiday (Bendelack, 2007) (Figure 10) or You 

Don’t Mess with the Zohan (Dugan, 2008) (Figure 11) on the other hand, the actors’ 

performance does not pretend to be realistic and is at times exaggerated to generate a comic 

effect. It will be clear that both acting styles have to be taken duly into account in the analysis 

of the source text because they determine the characters’ actions and are as such vital to the 

narrative. The way in which they will be represented in an AD on the other hand, will be 

considerably different, as will be discussed in section 2.1.6 of this chapter. 

 

Figure 35 - Performance in Mr. Bean's Holiday (Bendelack, 2007) 
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Figure 36 - Performance in You Don't Mess with the Zohan (Dugan, 2008) 

 

2.1.4 Lighting  

Finally, the last category of principles and techniques included in the mise en scène, is 

lighting. As already explained above, lighting does not only determine what is shown in the 

image, but also how it is shown. Hence this category is situated on the interface between mise 

en scène and cinematography. Just like all the other techniques and principles discussed so far, 

lighting can be used for various purposes. First and foremost, by creating lighter and darker 

areas in the frame, lighting co-determines the global composition of a shot and as such 

deliberately guides the audience’s attention to relevant details or important actions (Bordwell 

& Thompson, 2008, p. 124).  

In addition to this denotative function, lighting can serve powerful symbolic or expressive 

functions too. Ryan and Lemos (2012) for example, mention the use of three-point lighting in 

The Philadelphia Story (Cukor, 1940) “to create a glowing appearance …. It portrays a world 

without moral ambiguity or dangerous deception” (p. 104). As the example from A Clockwork 

Orange (Kubrick, 1971) discussed in section 1.1 of this chapter shows, backlighting is used for 

a completely different purpose, namely to reflect the characters’ immorality and total lack of 

humanity. Low-key lighting can be used to create similar sombre and mysterious atmospheres 

as well. And just as different techniques can be used to express a particular meaning, one 

technique can have different meanings too: rather than symbolising vileness, backlighting could 
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be used to render a character’s emotional state and as such serve an intradiegetic expressive 

function. 

2.1.5 Colour as part of the mise en scène 

Another stylistic element that operates on the interface between mise en scène and 

cinematography, i.e. the interface between what is filmed and how it is filmed, is colour. On 

the one hand, it can be encountered in the different categories of the mise en scène of a film 

(e.g. vividly coloured lamps in the setting, colourful costumes and/or makeup,…), on the other 

hand, it is determined by the choice of film stock, filters and various other cinematographic 

parameters. It is beyond the scope of the present work to discuss the evolution of the use of 

colour in film at all, but the fact that the colour the audience perceives in the final image is the 

result of cinematographic choices by the filmmaking team, leads to one necessary observation: 

the origin of the colour we notice on screen can be natural, but need not necessarily be so. It 

maybe of a technical nature and in contemporary films it is very often the result of a (digital) 

post production process. Desaturated colours may be chosen to make the images look more 

naturalistic, specific colour filters and/or digital colour grading may be used to reflect a specific 

time period or to ‘match’ a particular genre, etc. (Paulus & Adriaensens, 2015).  

As such, the ‘colours’ discussed in the following examples, should not be construed as 

all natural, in fact, in most cases they are the result of modifications introduced after the actual 

shooting. But this is of lesser importance within the framework of this chapter and by extension 

of the present work, dealing with filmic source text analysis and content selection and 

prioritisation in audio description. The question whether colour should be described at all for 

visually impaired audiences, will be briefly discussed in section 2.1.6. The only aim of 

following paragraphs is to contribute to offering audio describers a structured approach to 

analysing colour—be that natural or not—in film and the various functions it can serve, so that 

they can then determine whether or not they should describe it.  

In the example from Magic in the Moonlight (Allen, 2014) described in section 2.1.1 of 

this chapter, the dark colours of the background of the scene make the golden sarcophagus and 

chair and the red and golden robes of the characters clearly stand out, drawing the audience’s 

attention to salient elements and actions in the setting. As such, they primarily serve a 

denotative function. But the use of colour in settings can serve other functions too. In The Great 

Gatsby (Luhrmann, 2013) the saturated, vibrant, colourful settings reflect Gatsby’s wealth 
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(Figure 37) and the euphoric and exuberant lifestyle of the rich and famous in the Roaring 

Twenties (Figure 38). 

 

Figure 37 - Colourful settings in The Great Gatsby (Luhrmann, 2013) 

 

 

Figure 38 - Colourful settings in The Great Gatsby (Luhrmann, 2013) 

 

But the moment Jay Gatsby is killed and Nick’s world collapses as he realizes that 

nobody—not even Daisy—cares about Jay’s death, the filmmaker turns to cold whites, blues, 

greys and blacks and nearly all colour disappears from the image to symbolize this absence of 

life and compassion (Figure 39). 
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Figure 39 - The complete absence of colour in the setting after Gatsby's death in The Great Gatsby (Luhrmann, 

2013) 

Similarly, colour can be used denotatively, expressively, symbolically and/or 

aesthetically in costume as well. In Angels & Demons (Howard, 2009) the camerlengo’s black 

habit contrasts sharply with the red robes of the cardinals, making him the centre of attention 

in Figure 40, while the bright red colours of Myrtle’s boots and dress in The Great Gatsby 

(Luhrmann, 2013) not only draw attention to her as a character, they also reflect her sexuality 

and passionate nature (Figure 41). 

 

Figure 40 - Colour and costume in Angels & Demons (Howard, Angels & Demons, 2009) 
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Figure 41 - Symbolic use of colour in costume in The Great Gatsby (Luhrmann, 2013) 

 

Finally, colour is also intrinsically related to the lighting of a shot or scene. Filmmakers 

can decide to apply various colour filters, for example to reinforce the light from a natural 

source on screen, or for any other effect. In The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (Fincher, 

2008) for example, colour filters are used to identify the different time periods in which the film 

is set: a yellow filter for the period where Benjamin is ‘old’ (Figure 42), a ‘natural’ filter for the 

period where he is ‘middle-aged’ (Figure 43) and a blue filter for the period in which he is 

‘young’ (Figure 44). 

 

Figure 42 - Use of coloured lighting to denote narrative time in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (Fincher, 2008) 
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Figure 43 - Use of coloured lighting to denote narrative time in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (Fincher, 2008) 

 

 

Figure 44 - Use of coloured lighting to denote narrative time in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (Fincher, 2008) 

 

In Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) colour—or rather the absence thereof—symbolizes the 

progression of the epidemic. On day 1, before the actual outbreak, the colours are still warm 

and lively (Figure 26), but as the virus spreads and more and more people die, all colour 

gradually disappears (Figure 45, Figure 46). Only when a cure is found and the epidemic is 

brought to a halt, does the colour regain some of its initial intensity, although it does not radiate 

the same warmth as before the outbreak, given that two of the family members died (Figure 

47). At the same time, this continuous use of cold colours also aims at generating a certain 

feeling of unease in the audience, i.e. it contributes to creating a despondent mood preparing 
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the audience for the tragic events that are about to happen. In other words, the colours here also 

serve an extradiegetic expressive function. 

 

Figure 45 - Expressive use of colour in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

Figure 46 - Expressive use of colour in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

 

Figure 47 - Expressive use of colour in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

Finally in The Patriot (Emmerich, 2000) colour is used to symbolise the characters’ faith. 

After Gabriel is rescued by his father from the hands of the British soldiers who took him 
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prisoner, he decides to return to the war, despite the fact that his father forbids him. Reluctantly, 

his father Benjamin later decides to go after his son and accompany him in the war. The fact 

that a different destiny awaits them, is already reflected in the use of colours in the shots that 

show their departure from home. In the shot in which Benjamin—who will return from the war 

unharmed—leaves, light colours are used (Figure 54), while the shot in which Gabriel—who 

will die—leaves, is much darker (Figure 53). 

 

Figure 48 - Symbolic use of colour in The Patriot (Emmerich, 2000) 

 

 

Figure 49 - Symbolic use of colour in The Patriot (Emmerich, 2000) 

 

2.1.6 Audio describing mise en scène 

On the previous pages I discussed the different categories of mise en scène individually 

for analytic purposes, but from the examples above it readily becomes clear that in any shot, 
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setting, costume & makeup, staging and lighting all work together to drive the narrative forward 

and to achieve specific stylistic effects. The following diagram presents a possible approach to 

analyse mise en scène, to determine what techniques and principles are used and what functions 

they serve, thus informing decisions that will both relate to what to describe (denotative and 

intradiegetic expressive function of the mise en scène) and how to describe (extradiegetic 

expressive, symbolic and aesthetic function of the mise en scène).  

mise-en-scene

Categories

Setting Costume & Makeup Staging Lighting

Colour

Functions

Denotative Expressive Symbolic Aeshetic

  

Diagram 11 – Analysis and decision-making process for the audio description of mise en scène 

 

In a first step of the analysis92, the describer looks for the different principles of mise en 

scène that are present in a shot, a scene and/or the film as a whole: 

- with regard to the setting, he looks for any landmarks that can indicate the location in 

which the scene is set, and/or he determines what the most prominent elements in the image 

are. Those can then be included in the description to tell the audience where the action is set 

(spatio-temporal setting) or what is going on (narrative events); 

- with regard to costume and makeup, I wrote that realism is an important decision-

making factor. In other words, in his analysis, the describer has to evaluate whether the 

costumes the characters are wearing, are merely utilitarian or indicate the time period in which 

the film is set. If they exclusively serve a denotative function, the describer can decide not to 

include them in the AD if more relevant information is presented (cf. chapter 5 for an approach 

to prioritise the information presented on screen). If he decides that it is important to mention 

                                                 
92 In order to make the explanation of the diagram as clear as possible, I will discuss the analysis of the 

different techniques and that of the functions they serve separately. However, this is a purely theoretical and 

somewhat artificial approach: in practice it will be far more economical and logical to analyse the techniques and 

their functions in parallel, in order to be able to make informed decisions on content selection straightaway.  
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the time period (e.g. because this has not been described before or because the story has shifted 

to a different time period), he can describe the characters’ costume or indicate the time period 

explicitly (e.g. ‘Modern-day London’). Makeup—as I wrote—is usually less important if it is 

aimed to be realistic and will therefore usually not be described. If however, the describer 

decides from his analysis that the filmmaker does not aim for realism with the costume and/or 

makeup in a certain shot or scene, leaving it out of the description may not be an option and he 

will have to evaluate carefully how to include it. The shot from Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & 

Tandan, 2008) analysed with respect to Figure 39, where the makeup clearly serves a specific 

function, is described as: “Jamal gently removes Latika’s headscarf to reveal her scar. She looks 

downcast in shame. He lifts her head and kisses her softly on the cheek.” While the ‘makeup’, 

i.e. the scar, is mentioned in the description, it is only described denotatively. The symbolic 

meaning of Jamal kissing the scar is not mentioned. This again shows that sound insights in 

narratological principles and the different functions film techniques can serve, are crucial to 

provide an optimal description; 

- with regard to staging as well, the describer has to evaluate whether the actors’ 

performance is aimed at realism or not. If the performance is realistic, the describer obviously 

has to pay due attention to that performance (i.e. the actions may have to be included in the 

description), but the actual performing style is less relevant as it does not serve a specific 

function other than rendering reality in a natural way. When the acting style is not realistic, as 

in the shots presented in Figures 40 and 41 respectively, audio describers do not only have to 

take into account the actions themselves, but also the acting style. How the comical effect of 

Rowan Atkinson’s performance, in particular his facial expressions (Figure 35), or Adam 

Sandler’s acrobatic moves (Figure 36) has to be rendered in AD to generate a comparable comic 

effect is beyond the scope of this work, but it is clear that performance and movement are in 

these cases highly relevant in the source text analysis and in the audio description, given the 

specific effect they want to generate. As I also wrote in section 2.1.3 of this chapter, the actors’ 

performance usually includes—particularly on the macro level of the film—both an aural and 

a visual dimension. As already extensively discussed in section 3 of chapter 2, audio describers 

first and foremost have to pay attention to the visual meaning-making elements of the filmic 

narrative, because these are the elements that the visually impaired audience does not have 

access to. Although these visual elements will generally get priority in the source text analysis, 

the audio describer should not lose track of the aural dimension. As already briefly mentioned 

in section 1.1, I decided not to focus on the aural dimension of the film in the present work, but 

it is clear that all sounds in the film (including the dialogue) are relevant for source text analysis 
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and content selection, as they may co-determine what information has to be included in the AD 

(cf. chapter 6); 

- the analysis of the lighting in its turn, will first reveal what the filmmaker wants us to 

focus on. When the technique serves such a denotative function, it is used to guide our attention 

to those elements or actions that are narratively most important and as such it will be those 

elements and actions that will be described. But as section 2.1.4 showed, lighting can serve non-

denotative functions too, in which case it will be the describer’s task to try and weave that 

additional layer into the description of narrative information, through word choice, writing 

style, tone of voice or any other suitable technique93; 

- Finally some thoughts on the audio description of colour. Particularly in the earlier 

years, there has been some debate on the question whether or not to include colours in audio 

descriptions and a look at current guidelines shows that there does not seem to be a satisfactory 

answer to that question yet. With regard to the use of colours, Greening, Petré and Rai (2010) 

say: 

 

“the UK Ofcom code encourages describers to mention colours during description but the 

French Charter on audio description suggests that colours should only be mentioned if they can 

be completed with an adjective. This has also been mentioned in the ADI guidelines that 

significance of colours can be understood by association to certain words i.e., red is considered 

to carry the association of intensity, rage, rapacity, and fierceness” (p. 8). 

 

According to the ITC Standards, one reason to describe colours is the fact that:  

 

“Most visually impaired people have at some time seen colours and either retained the 

visual memory of colour or can remember the significance and impact of a particular colour. 

… People who are blind from birth or from an early age cannot ‘see’ colours but they do 

understand the significance of a particular colour by its association. They may not ‘see’ green, 

but the colour of flower stalks, leaves and grass, which people can touch and smell does mean 

something” (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 72). 

 

A closer look at these two quotes reveals various uncertainties for audio describers 

looking for guidance on whether and how to describe colours. The UK Ofcom code tells 

                                                 
93 As wording, style and voicing all belong to the field of ‘how’ to describe, they will not be discussed here.  
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describers not to shy away from mentioning colours in their descriptions, but does not give any 

information on when or why to include them. The French Charter and the ADI guidelines advise 

audio describers to only mention colours if they can be associated to adjectives or other words, 

but again there is no explanation as to why this should be the case. Finally, the ITC Standards 

refer to the fact that a) many visually impaired people have at one time seen colours and hence 

still remember them, and b) even people who were born blind can associate colours with 

particular concepts. However, this is a highly personal criterion: while some visually impaired 

people do remember colours and/or associate them with specific concepts, others will not. In 

other words: existing guidelines do not give audio describers much to go by when they have to 

decide whether or not to include colour in their descriptions. 

Framing the use of colour as a stylistic device within the mise en scène of the audiovisual 

source text, can provide audio describers with the necessary underpinning for their decisions in 

this respect, as the examples in the previous section illustrated. 

 

 The right half of the diagram shows that, for any of the categories of mise en scène 

described, the fundamental criterion for the source text analysis and the decision-making 

process, is the function they serve within the overall style of the shot or, on a larger scale, the 

scene or the entire film. As will be explained in more detail in section 4 of chapter 5, the function 

that will get priority in a narratological approach to content selection, is the denotative one. The 

denotative function clearly guides the audience to the narratively most relevant information and 

as such shows describers what to prioritize in their description if they want their audience to be 

able to follow the story. If time is really limited, they may even have to prioritize within this 

most relevant information; again, chapter 5 will provide an approach to this prioritization 

process. If the techniques used (also) serve an expressive, symbolic or expressive function, 

describers will have to deliberate carefully if they want to include the technique in the 

description and whether they will do so explicitly (e.g. if the AD brief wants them to use filmic 

language), or whether they will render the function the technique serves. 

2.2. Cinematography – determining how information is presented 

The second dimension of film style deals with how the information on screen is filmed. 

While deciding how images are presented to an audience may primarily seem to serve an 

aesthetic purpose, cinematography can “contribute to a movie’s overall meaning as much as the 

story, mise en scène and acting do” (Barsam & Monahan, 2010, p. 208). As will be apparent 

from the following pages, cinematography is indeed often used to highlight narratively relevant 
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information and in addition, it can serve expressive, symbolic and aesthetic functions too. In 

The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) Erica Bain and her fiancé David are brutally attacked one night 

when they are walking their dog. David dies and although Erica survives, she is severely 

traumatized and is too afraid to leave her apartment. When she finally tries to go out again, her 

anxiety is reflected in the use of unusual and uncanny angles. Her walk down the stairs is filmed 

from a very low angle as if something dangerous is lurking in the corridor (Figure 50). When 

she finally walks down the hallway towards the front door, the tilted camera position and Erica’s 

unsteady movement it reflects (Figure 51), have an unsettling effect on the audience too. 

Moreover, the entire scene is filmed in slow motion, emphasizing Erica’s unease and increasing 

the tension in the audience. In other words, the film techniques used in this scene do not only 

serve a denotative function. They also have a clear expressive function, both intradiegetic, 

reflecting Erica’s anxiety, and extradiegetic, i.e. eliciting a specific emotion in the audience. 

 

 

Figure 50 - Expressive use of low angles in The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) 

 

 

Figure 51 - Expressive use of tilted angle shots in The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) 

 



274 

 

The audio description of this scene reads: 

“ Erica cautiously walks down the stairway. She gets to the bottom and turns the corner 

into the entrance hall. She stops and stares down the hall. Sunlight floods in through the glass 

front door and washes over the walls. She slowly walks along the hall towards the door. She 

stares fixedly at the front door as she approaches it.” 

As in the example from Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) analysed in section 2.1 of this 

chapter, this description adequately portrays what is shown on screen, i.e. it appropriately 

describes the denotative layer of the scene, the action and the setting in which it takes place. In 

other words, what is shown on screen—i.e. the mise en scène—is described, but how it is 

shown—i.e. the cinematography—is largely absent in the description. One could argue that the 

threatening sharp angle in the first shot is reflected in the ‘cautiously’ and the ‘stops and stares’ 

(although this latter description refers to a later shot in the scene), and that the slow motion is 

represented in the ‘slowly walks’, but the tilted camera position and the intradiegetic and 

extradiegetic expressive function it serves, have not been translated in the description94. This 

example again shows that audio describers need insights in film language, in this case 

cinematography, to adequately recreate what the filmmaker wants to tell and to go beyond the 

purely denotative layer in their descriptions. Therefore, the following paragraphs will focus on 

the various cinematographic techniques and principles, and on the different functions they 

serve. Again the aim is to offer the describer a tool that allows him to analyse the 

cinematography of the film and its functions in a systematic way so he will be able to make 

informed decisions on what techniques and functions he wants to include in his description95.  

2.2.1 Photographic qualities 

The first category of cinematographic techniques and principles deals with the tonality of 

the film stock, the speed of motion of the filming and the perspective of the shot, or what 

Bordwell and Thompson (2008) call the shot’s photographic qualities (p. 162). 

a) tonality 

                                                 
94 Word choice is of course just one of the possibilities to render expressive meaning in AD. Voicing would 

be another one, yet the AD is read in a rather neutral, unemotional voice that does not express the function of this 

specific cinematographic technique either.  
95 A lot of cinematographic elements deal with technical parameters, such as the film stock or lens type 

used by the filmmaker. Interesting as they may be, they are less relevant for audio describers and as such they will 

not be discussed here. For a more detailed exploration of these elements, see for example Bordwell & Thompson, 

2008, pp. 162-217; Barsam & Monahan, 2010, pp. 207-268 or Ryan & Lenos, 2012, pp. 52-74. 
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Tonality is a cinematographic quality that is closely related to the categories of lighting 

and colour discussed in the part on mise en scène. It deals with the colouring of the image (grey, 

black and white, colour), the texture and the contrast in the image, among other pictorial 

characteristics. Primarily these elements are used to highlight important areas in the frame. 

Additionally, by manipulating the colouring of the image, the filmmaker can also achieve 

expressive effects (generating a certain mood) or give shots a symbolic undertone. 

b) speed of motion 

By altering the relation between the rate at which a film was shot and the rate at which it 

is projected on screen, the filmmaker determines the speed of motion of a film’s shot or scene. 

Both these rates are expressed in frames per second, and while today’s technologies offer 

countless shooting and projecting possibilities, the standard rate for shooting is 24 frames per 

second. Regardless of the shooting speed, the filmmaker has three possibilities. 

First, the film can be projected at the same rate as it was shot. This is the most common 

scenario in any film and it is used to render movement as naturally and accurately as possible, 

i.e. the technique serves a purely denotative function.  

Second, the projection rate of the film can be higher than the rate at which it was shot. In 

this case, the film will look speeded up and the filmmaker creates a fast-motion effect. This 

fast-motion can serve various functions other than the denotative. First, filmmakers can use the 

technique to reflect the passing of time. Rather than using a cut from a day scene to a night 

scene or using a text on screen first reading “4 p.m.” and then “10 p.m.” the filmmaker can 

show a speeded up sunset to show that day is passing into night. Fast-motion can also be used 

symbolically to render the hectic rhythm of life in a busy metropolis: instead of showing a shot 

of a traffic jam with the constant sound of car horns and businessmen walking by talking on 

their cell phones, the filmmaker could show a fast-motion shot of cars driving on a large avenue 

in a big city at night. Or fast-motion can serve (extradiegetic) expressive functions. In You Don’t 

Mess with the Zohan (Dugan, 2008) the filmmaker uses fast-motion for comic purposes, as in 

the scene where children throw rocks at Zohan who catches them and in no time turns them into 

a dog, as a balloon artist would do.  

Third, the filmmaker can decide to shoot the film at more than 24 frames per second and 

project it at the standard rate. This will create a slow-motion effect that, again, can have various 

meanings. In the famous scene from The Matrix (Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999) where Neo 
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dodges the bullets from Agent Brown, the slow-motion technique96 is used to emphasize is 

newly gained (superhuman) powers and extreme concentration. 

 

Figure 52 – Bullet-time in The Matrix (Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999) 

 

Moments earlier in the same film, the slow-motion technique has a different meaning 

however, when Trinity and Neo are on the roof of an elevator in which they installed a bomb 

and Neo cuts the elevator’s cables so that they are propelled upwards through the elevator shaft. 

As the cage of the lift hits the ground, it explodes, which is shown in slow-motion to reflect its 

devastating power97.  

Finally, in the opening scene from Déjà Vu (Scott, 2006) slow-motion is used—as in the 

example from The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) discussed in the introduction of this section—for 

intradiegetic expressive purposes. When inspector Doug Carlin arrives on the scene after a ferry 

is blown up and he walks between the wounded and the people who died, the shots filmed from 

his point of view are shown in slow-motion to reflect his emotional distress.  

                                                 
96 Technically speaking, this is not a real example of the traditional slow-motion technique but an instance 

of computer-generated imagery (CGI) in which the photographed film is transferred to a digital format in order to 

add special effects to it (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 31). The so-called bullet-time technique used in this 

particular example, allows the filmmaker to freeze the actor in the frame and move the camera around it, as such 

creating an extreme slow-motion effect. Although it has to be recognized that this technique is fundamentally 

different from the traditional slow-motion technique, it does not really make a difference for the purpose of this 

work. Just like in the more traditional instances of slow-motion, the describer will have to analyse the narrative 

function the technique serves and decide whether or not (and how) he will include it in his description. Should the 

AD brief require a description using (technical) film language, then traditional slow-motion and bullet-time will 

have to be treated quite differently. 
97 As the fire from the explosion starts to make its way up through the shaft and towards Neo and Trinity, 

the projection of the film is speeded up to reflect the increasing speed with which the fire approaches the two 

characters.  



277 

 

c) perspective 

Perspective is a category of techniques and principles determining “scales, depth and 

spatial relations among parts of the scene” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 168). It is again a 

rather technical category primarily dealing with lens types and the kind of effects they can 

generate. Two elements that are of importance for audio describers are focus and depth of field, 

both co-determining which objects that are placed before the lens are in focus. The main 

distinction that can be made in this respect is that between selective focus and deep focus 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 173). As the name suggests, selective focus is used to 

highlight one particular element or action in the frame or as Bordwell and Thompson (2008) 

put it: “selective focus is often used to call attention to the main action and to deemphasize less 

significant parts of the surroundings” (p. 173). Again however, in addition to denoting 

significant narrative information, the technique can serve other functions too, as in the shot 

taken from Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) below. 

 

Figure 53 - Selective focus in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

During the epidemic, Dr. Leonora Orantis is kidnapped when visiting Hong Kong to 

investigate what caused the outbreak. She is taken to a small village and during the period in 

which she is held hostage, she develops a bond with the local population. Right after Dr. Orantis 

is freed by the kidnappers, the contact who is picking her up, Damian Leopold, wants to know 

if she is ok. While he is talking, the focus is on Dr. Orantis—who is watching the van with her 

kidnappers drive off—rather than on him, reflecting her concern and her bond with the people 

in the village where she was held hostage. In the next scene, this technique is repeated, when 

the two of them are waiting in the airport. Both characters are shown in mid-shot in the 
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foreground of the image, yet only Leopold is shown in focus, suggesting that Leonora’s mind 

is not with him but still with the people she left behind. 

 

Figure 54 - Selective focus in Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) 

 

In the case of deep focus various planes are shown in focus at the same time and actions 

on these different planes can be presented simultaneously. 

These two different types of focus have completely different—or even opposite—

consequences for the audio describer, as will be discussed in more detail in section 2.2.3 of this 

chapter. 

2.2.2 Framing 

Framing, the second set of techniques and principles determining how the information is 

presented, mainly deals with the dimensions and the shape of the frame, onscreen and off-screen 

space, angles and distance, and movement within the frame, all of which can be of importance 

to audio describers. 

a) dimensions and shape of the frame 

 

Within this category, it is particularly the shape of the frame that is relevant for the present 

work. While the dimensions of the frame determine what is visible and what is not, and as such 

are closely linked to the next category, namely onscreen and off-screen space, the shape of the 

image can determine its quality as being objective or subjective (see also c) in this section). 

When the image has a round shape for example, this could indicate that it is not an objective 
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rendering of visual information by the camera, but that it represents a the point of view of a 

particular character who witnesses the action through a telescope or a keyhole.  

b) onscreen and off-screen space  

As pointed out under point a) onscreen and off-screen space are technically co-determined 

by the dimensions of the frame: different aspect ratios result in different frame dimensions and 

other areas of the setting that are presented and obscured. The narrative functions of onscreen 

and off-screen space have been discussed in detail in section 3.2.2 of chapter 3, where I focused 

on two issues that are relevant for audio describers, namely the use of off-screen space to create 

suspense or surprise and the link between off-screen space and point of view, particularly the 

uncertainty and unreliability of that point of view. As this link with narrative setting shows, 

onscreen and off-screen space, like all the other stylistic principles and techniques are not mere 

aesthetic ends in themselves but operate within the global context of the film.  

c) angle and distance 

Within the stylistic category of framing, angle and distance are probably the most 

pertinent principles to take into account in source text analysis for AD. As Bordwell and 

Thompson (2008) point out: “The frame implies not only space outside itself but also a position 

from which the material in the image is viewed” (p. 190). As such, angle and distance are 

closely linked to an important element I already mentioned under a) and b) in this section, 

namely cinematic point of view or through whose eyes it is that we see the narrative action. 

Boggs & Petrie (2008) distinguish between four different points-of-view (pp. 126-133): 

1) the objective point of view, in which the action and other narrative information on 

screen is witnessed by the camera as an objective observer. This type of point of view 

is characterised by the use of natural and straightforward camera angles and positions 

that create “an emotional distance between the camera and the subject” (Boggs & 

Petrie, 2008, p. 127); 

2) the subjective point of view, which represents the action and other narrative 

information as seen by a character. In Boggs & Petrie’s (2008) words, this type of 

point of view “provides us with the visual viewpoint and emotional intensity felt by a 

character participating in the action” (p. 127). This technique is characterised by more 

unusual angles and more camera movement that are used to involve the audience more 

directly and intensely into the action; 
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3) the indirect-subjective point of view does not directly represent a character’s 

viewpoint, but is also used to draw us into the narrative “so that we feel intimately 

involved and our visual experience is intense” (Boggs & Petrie, 2008, p. 130) This is 

typically done by showing the action or a character’s emotions in close-up or by 

zooming-in on them; 

4) the director’s interpretive point of view, a term that refers to the fact that every shot 

is manipulated by the filmmaker to render “a certain tone, emotional attitude or style” 

(Boggs & Petrie, 2008, p. 132). 

 Crucial in this overview and most relevant within the framework of this study, are: 

i) the question whether the information shown on screen is seen through a neutral 

camera or by a character. In section 3.2.2 of the previous chapter I discussed the 

link between point of view and the reliability of the information that is presented. 

As the classification by Boggs & Petrie (2008) shows, this difference between 

objective and subjective point of view also contributes to narrative 

characterization: when information is seen by a character, the reaction to what 

this character sees can reveal a particular trait and/or motivate later actions; 

ii) the degree of audience involvement a certain angle or distance wants to achieve. 

Not only can less ordinary angles reflect narrative subjectivity, they can serve an 

extradiegetic expressive function too and as such contribute to a more profound 

audience immersion (Boggs & Petrie, 2008, p. 130), as in the example from The 

Brave One (Jordan, 2007) discussed in the introduction of this section. 

Camera distance can serve a similar expressive function too. The closer the shot, 

the closer the audience is brought to the action and the characters’ emotions: in 

long shots and extreme long shots, settings dominate and the characters and their 

actions are less clearly visible. In medium shots, characters occupy a larger part 

of the screen and as such their body movements and actions become more 

important. In close-ups and extreme close-up, the camera zooms in on an 

important object or a character’s facial expressions and emotions. Again, this 

technique not only serves a denotative function by showing specific information, 

it can also be used symbolically, as in the following still from The Great Gatsby 

(Luhrmann, 2013), where the long shot showing the mansion where Daisy lives, 
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not only reflects the physical distance that separates Gatsby from Daisy, but also 

symbolizes that she is unattainable for him. 

 

 

Figure 55 - Symbolic use of long shot in The Great Gatsby (Luhrmann, 2013) 

 

d) frame mobility 

A final cinematographic aspect that has to be taken into account in source text analysis, 

is the way in which the framing of an object or a character and its actions changes in time. Pans, 

tilts and tracking movements can all be used to increase the amount of information about a 

space, to reveal new information, to change perspectives and/or to keep the audience focused 

on the most important narrative elements on screen. They are highly relevant for this study as 

they co-determine what is presented on screen but also, as pointed out by Bordwell & 

Thompson (2008) “the mobile frame can profoundly affect how we perceive the space…” (p. 

200) and as such they can serve an expressive, symbolic and/or aesthetic functions too. In 

Escape Plan (Håfström, 2013) Ray Breslin, a world famous authority in the field of structural 

security, is incarcerated in the most secure and secret prison of the world. The film repeatedly 

uses back tracking camera movements to reflect the vastness of the prison and the insignificance 

of the convicts, and the camera follows the prisoners through the corridors of the facility to 

emphasize its complex, maze-like structure that confuses the prisoners and the audience alike.  

Not only can camera movement influence the way in which we perceive narrative space, 

it can also determine how we perceive narrative time, as in the example from Memoirs of a 

Geisha (Marshall, 2005) already discussed under c) in section 3.1.2 of chapter 3. In that 

particular scene, a back tracking movement takes us outside the temple after which the camera 
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moves upwards to follow cherry blossoms that are carried away by the wind, drifting through 

the air. As the camera starts moving back downwards, it is snowing and several years have 

passed.  

2.2.3 Audio describing cinematography 

As the description and the examples in this section confirm, cinematography or the 

principles and techniques determining how narrative information is presented on screen, do not 

only serve an aesthetic function but clearly contribute to the creation of narrative meaning too. 

This means that this dimension of filmmaking has to be taken duly into account by audio 

describers when analysing a filmic source text with a view of determining what content to 

include in their description. A possible approach to this analysis of cinematographic techniques 

and principles, and the functions they serve, is presented in the following diagram.  

 

Cinematography

Categories

Photographic Qualities Framing

Functions

Denotative Expressive Symbolic Aeshetic

Tonality

Speed of Motion

Perspective

Dimensions and Shape

Onscreen & Offscreen 
Space

Angle and Distance

Frame Mobility

 

Diagram 12 - Decision-making process for the audio description of cinematography 

 

As in the case of mise en scène, in a first step of the analysis, the describer will look for 

the different principles of cinematography that are present in a shot, a scene and/or the film as 

a whole. As I already indicated in section 2.1.3, separating the analysis of the techniques from 

that of the function(s) they serve, is a purely theoretical and artificial approach taken for 

explanatory reasons. From the examples presented in this section, it became clear that 

cinematography—possibly to a higher extent than mise en scène—serves to increase a shot’s 

dramatic effect or to lend it a symbolic dimension and as such it will be necessary to perform 
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the first step of the analysis, i.e. the recognition of the different techniques, in parallel with the 

second one, i.e. the analysis of the functions they serve. 

- with regard to the shot’s photographic qualities, the describer first analyses the 

tonality. As I wrote in section 2.2.1 a), this technique is primarily used to highlight 

important areas in the frame and as such it can tell the audio describer what is 

narratively most relevant and can be prioritized in the description; next, the describer 

analyses the speed of motion. First—and in the vast majority of the shots—the action 

can be presented at normal speed. As a principle, this normal speed of motion is less 

relevant for audio describers: it presents the action in a realistic way and does not 

serve any other than a purely denotative function. In this case, describers can focus 

on other techniques and on what is presented, rather than on the speed at which it is 

presented. If the action is presented in fast-motion or slow-motion, the describer will 

have to ask himself what function this technique serves (and how they will render it 

in their AD). As explained in section 2.2.1 b), fast-motion and slow-motion do not 

always have the same meaning and as such the analysis of the function and the 

subsequent decisions on what strategies to use in the description, always happen on 

an individual basis; finally, with regard to perspective, in section 2.2.1 c) I focused 

on two techniques that were highly relevant for audio description, namely selective 

focus and deep focus. As “selective focus is often used to call attention to the main 

action and to deemphasize less significant parts of the surroundings” ( (Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2008, p. 173) it is particularly relevant for the process of content selection 

in audio description, as the filmmaker already zeroes in on the most important 

information and thus on what should get priority in the audio description. Deep focus 

is completely different and far more difficult for the audio describer because much 

more information in the image is presented as relevant. In these instances, the 

describer will have to rely on other components of the source text analysis, such as 

the principles and techniques of the mise en scène (movement, frontality or colour), 

or the audience’s story reconstruction process discussed in chapter 5, to determine 

what is most important; 

- with regard to the framing, a first element the analysis should take into account, is the 

shape of the frame. While very often it is not really narratively relevant, in some cases 

a particular shape may reflect a subjective point of view. As explained in section 3.2.2 

b) of chapter 3, this subjective point of view contributes to the construction of the 

narrative character and is directly related to the question of the reliability of the 
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information presented on screen. So even though the technique itself, i.e. the 

particular shape of the frame, will normally not be included in the description, the 

describer will have to carefully deliberate if and how he will include its function. 

Closely related to the shape of the frame, are onscreen and off-screen space. While 

the describer will usually focus on what is onscreen, off-screen space—and what is 

present in that space—has to be taken into account in any analysis as well. In section 

3.2.2 d), off-screen space was linked to subjective point-of-view and to narrative 

effects such as suspense and surprise. If it is clear from whose point-of-view the action 

is presented, i.e. who occupies the off-screen space, it can be included in the 

description; if however the presence in the off-screen space is deliberately kept vague 

or unknown, the describer will have to find a way to reflect that uncertainty—and the 

suspense and/or surprise—associated with it, in his description. Angle & distance too, 

are related to objective and subjective point-of-view—and the expressive functions 

these can serve—and therefore have to be analysed along the same lines as the shape 

of the frame and the onscreen and off-screen space. As discussed in section 2.2.2 c), 

camera distance determines what is presented in the shot (settings in long shots, 

emotions in close-ups, etc.) and is therefore a clear indicator of what to describe. 

Finally, the analysis has to look at frame mobility as it also co-determines what is 

presented on screen and what is considered to be most relevant. The camera can 

follow a character and as such keep the focus on its actions, or it can move to present 

new information. As with all the principles and techniques presented, the describer 

has to determine whether the movement is merely denotative or serves other functions 

(too). 

So far I only looked at the different stylistic principles and techniques used to create 

meaning in individual shots, but as pointed out by Barsam & Monahan (2010), mise en scène 

and cinematography only create part of the meaning of any shot, as “each shot has two explicit 

values: the first value is determined by what is in the shot itself; the second value is determined 

by how the shot is situated in relation to other shots” (p. 320). These relations between shots 

are determined in the editing process, that will be the focus of the following section. Again, 

analysing and discussing every single editing technique is far beyond the remit of this work and 

the aim of the following section therefore, is to develop a structured approach that allows audio 

describers to analyse a film’s editing and the functions with a view to select the most relevant 

content for their description. 
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2.3. Editing – determining the relationships between successive shots 

Both Bordwell & Thompson (2008, p. 218) and Barsam & Monahan (2010, p. 320) define 

editing as the process of coordinating and combining individual shots to create a filmic whole. 

Boggs & Petrie (2008) explicitly add another dimension, stating that “the film editor is 

responsible for putting the pieces together into a coherent [emphasis added] whole” (p. 190). 

Finally, Dancyger (2011) adds two other meanings of editing, in addition to creating a cinematic 

whole. The first additional meaning—which he calls “the craft of editing” (Dancyger, 2011, p. 

xix)—says that one of the goals of editing is to join “two pieces of film together to yield a 

meaning that is not apparent from one or the other shot” (p. xix). The second additional 

meaning—which he calls “the art of editing” (Dancyger, 2011, p. xix)—occurs when the editing 

“takes meaning to the next level—excitement, insight, shock, or the epiphany of discovery” 

(Dancyger, 2011, p. xix). In short, while it seems that the primary function of editing is to make 

sure that the audience can follow the story that the filmmaker wants to tell, this last assertion 

implies that editing can serve stylistic purposes too. A good example of the various functions 

editing can serve, is the scene from In Time (Niccol, 2011) already briefly mentioned in section 

3.1.1 c) of chapter 3. In this scene—like the rest of the film set in a future world in which money 

as a trading currency has been replaced by time—the main character Will Salas’ mother Rachel 

is returning home from work to celebrate her birthday with Will. However, bus prices have just 

gone up and Rachel does not have enough time to buy a ticket. As it is a two hour walk and she 

has only one and a half hour left, she will have to run to meet Will in time. Meanwhile, Will is 

waiting at the bus stop to meet Rachel there, but as soon as he realizes she is not on the bus, he 

breaks into a run too to meet his mother before her time runs out. The entire scene takes 

approximately 1 minute and 40 seconds, and is divided into 33 shots. In the first minute, there 

are 13 shots, predominantly long shots showing both characters running towards each other and 

medium shots showing their upper bodies and faces reflecting their emotions. In the last 40 

seconds, there are 20 shots, predominantly close-ups of Will’s and Rachel’s faces (showing 

their increasing anxiety) and Rachel’s arm (showing the dwindling time). With regard to the 

editing of this scene, a few observations can be made: 

- First of all, the editing serves a clear denotative function: it makes sure that at any 

given time, the audience understands what is going on in the narrative and perceives 

the scene as one coherent whole: on the most basic, explicit level, the characters 

running in one shot are still running in the next (rather than having a drink in a bar or 
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watching television), but this coherence is also guaranteed on a more implicit level: 

Will and Rachel are always running in the same direction and although we do not see 

them in one shot until the very end of the scene, we can infer they are running towards 

each other because Will is always running from left to right and Rachel is always 

running from right to left (also see section 2.3.1 b) below); 

- Second, the editing clearly serves an expressive function too: the beginning of the 

scene, when Rachel has more than 20 minutes of time left, mainly shows the 

characters in long shots and medium shots, focussing more on their actions than on 

their emotions. However, in the second part, the intradiegetic expressive function of 

the editing becomes more prominent as the director almost exclusively relies on close-

ups to represent the characters’ increasing anxiety as they both realise that Rachel 

may not reach Will in time and die. This change in shot type is associated with an 

increase in the cutting rate: in the first minute there are 13 shots or an ASL of 4.6 

seconds, in the last 40 seconds there are 20 shots or an ASL of 2 seconds. This 

significant drop in ASL is used to elicit uncertainty and suspense in the audience (will 

Rachel make it in time?) and as such the editing also serves an extradiegetic 

expressive function. 

The audio description of this scene, reads: 

00:19:07 – 00:20:10 

As the bus pulls away Rachel looks around the deserted street. She frowns, then breaks 

into a run, following the same road as the bus which disappears into the shadows up ahead. 

Further down the road, she hears a vehicle approaching. She stops sprinting and turns around, 

then waves her arms frantically. 

RACHEL: Stop, please stop. No! 

The heavy looking vehicle plows on. Rachel checks her clock to find just over 21 minutes 

remaining. She runs on. 

At the bus stop in Dayton, Will has a bunch of flowers. The bus pulls up, the door opens 

and a couple of passengers disembark. Will looks confused as the door shuts and the bus pulls 

away. He scans the interior as it passes. His eyes rove in thought. Then he drops the flowers 

and runs up the road. 

Rachel spots a man entering a building and heirs towards him. 

RACHEL: Hey? Please! Please! Wait, help please! 

The man hurries inside.  
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00:20:09 – 00:20:47 

Now, outside, Rachel has nine minutes. 

Will runs through the night. Rachel pumps her arms, frantically. 

As she rounds a corner, her clock passes ten seconds. 

WILL: Mam? 

RACHEL: Will! 

There’s some distance between them 

RACHEL: Will! Will! 

WILL: Mam! 

As they race towards each other, he holds his right hand out. She breaks into a desperate 

smile. They meet at an intersection where she falls and he catches her. 

 

A first analysis of this audio description learns that, as in the examples from Contagion 

(Soderbergh, 2011) and The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) that were analysed in the introductory 

paragraphs of sections 2.1 and 2.2 respectively, the denotative layer of the film style is 

adequately described: 

- the narrative elements that are made visually prominent by the mise en scène (e.g. the 

characters in central positions in the frame or highlighted by means of their clothes, 

the moving objects in the image…) are included in the description; 

- to a certain extent, cinematographic techniques have been taken into account as well: 

descriptions such as “She frowns”, “Will looks confused” or “her clock passes ten 

seconds” reflect the use of close-ups to render important narrative information. 

However, the increased use of close-ups in the last 40 seconds of the scene, serving 

an intradiegetic (and extradiegetic) expressive function, is not present in the AD, with 

only the description “she breaks into a desperate smile” reflecting a close-up; 

- the choices made in the editing process however go largely unnoticed in the AD. By 

repeatedly showing Will running in one direction and Rachel in the other, the editing 

makes it clear that they are running towards each other, an element that is not 

mentioned explicitly in the AD. This could have been a deliberate choice: the 

audience will realize98 that Rachel is running home & Will starts running towards her 

                                                 
98 See chapter 5 for a detailed discussion of how audiences process narratives, particularly section 2 on the 

different types of knowledge used in narrative processing. 
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as soon as he sees she is not on the bus (rather than to any other place)99. The shorter 

ASL in the last part of this scene is not rendered in the AD either. A possible 

explanation here could be that there is some dialogue and that the extradiegetic music 

becomes more prominent; the describer may therefore have decided that the suspense 

this increased cutting rate wants to create, can be generated by the soundtrack of the 

original film and does not need to be emphasized by the AD100. 

 

As the analysis of this example shows, the editing choices, particularly those serving other 

functions than the denotative, have not been incorporated explicitly in the AD. This may have 

been a deliberate choice, but it means that various effects intended by the editing process (e.g. 

eliciting various emotions in the audience) may get lost. Therefore, any analysis of a filmic 

source text has to take the film’s editing duly and fully into account. As in the two previous 

sections, the following paragraphs will offer an overview of the main editing principles and 

techniques that will, in section 2.3.3 be translated in a general approach that audio describers 

can use to analyse their source text in terms of editing and make informed decisions on what to 

describe.  

Bordwell and Thompson (2008) distinguish between four different types of relations or 

dimensions of editing (p. 220): 

(a) temporal relations between successive shots, determining whether or not two shots 

follow each other chronologically and thus manipulating story time; 

(b) spatial relations between successive shots, determining how the filmic space is 

presented and thus manipulating narrative settings; 

(c) rhythmic relations between successive shots, creating patterns based on the length of 

successive shots; 

(d) graphic relations between successive shots, determining “the interaction, through 

similarity and difference, of the purely pictorial qualities of […] two shots” (Bordwell 

& Thompson, 2008, p. 221). 

                                                 
99 One alternative AD that explicitly includes this deliberate and clear editing choice, would be “Then he 

drops the flowers and runs up the road to find her.” 
100 One observation with regard to the AD, is that the voicing—as in the example from The Brave One 

(Jordan, 2007)—is again completely neutral. Although this is beyond the scope of the present work, I will briefly 

return to voicing of AD in chapter 6. 



289 

 

Filmmakers can use different editing techniques to create these different relations 

between events, such as fades, wipes or dissolves, all gradual transitions from one shot to the 

next that indicate that the two sequences take place in different times or places, or that create 

specific rhythmic or graphic effects. As pointed out by Boggs & Petrie (2008), these different 

techniques are normally used to signal different situations, with dissolves being used to indicate 

major changes in places or time lapses and wipes being employed when the changes or lapses 

are more natural and/or logical (p. 197). However nowadays “most modern filmmakers do not 

make extensive use of them and instead rely on a simple cut from one sequence to another 

without giving any clear transitional signal” (Boggs & Petrie, 2008, p. 197). Given this 

predominance of the cut—and the relatively self-explanatory meaning of the four different 

types of relations between successive shots—the following sections will not focus on the 

various editing techniques and dimensions themselves, but rather on the functions they serve. 

First, I will look at how they are used to create a coherent narrative and second I will home in 

on the ways in which they can create meanings that are not explicitly present in the shot and on 

how they can establish and maintain the audience’s emotional involvement in the film. 

2.3.1 Editing as a technique to create narrative clarity 

When discussing the goals of the editing process, the first one Dancyger (2011) mentions 

is that of guaranteeing narrative clarity (p. 243) or as Barsam & Mohanan (2010) put it, that of 

“helping to tell a story” (p. 322). As I discussed in chapter 3, any narrative is constructed on the 

basis of three main building blocks: a) events and their temporal organisation; b) settings in 

which these events take place and c) characters causing and undergoing these events. 

Transferred to the current context, this means that—when aiming to create and maintain 

narrative clarity—editing should contribute to: 

a) creating and maintaining clear temporal relations between different shots; 

b) creating and maintaining clear spatial relations between different shots; 

c) characterization 

 

a) temporal relations between different shots 

In section 3.1.1 of chapter 3, I wrote that the manipulation of narrative time is a very 

strong story-telling principle that serves to generate various effects, ranging from explanation 

of backstory information to suspense and surprise. I identified three different principles that can 

be used to manipulate narrative time, namely order, duration and frequency of events (see 



290 

 

section 3.1.1 of chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of these principles and their functions). All 

three can be signalled by various film techniques (e.g. a text-on-screen, hints in the mise en 

scène, cinematographic principles such as a transition from colour to black-and-white), 

including the editing process. As became clear from the previous chapter, temporal relations 

between successive shots are essential. If an audience does not know if what is shown on screen 

comes earlier or later than what was shown before, it will not be able to follow the story 

anymore and narrative clarity will be compromised.  

One difficulty in this respect is the fact that gradual shot changes indicating shorter or 

longer time lapses are becoming ever less common and are increasingly being replaced by direct 

cuts that make it more difficult to determine the temporal relations between successive shots. 

An example would be the sequence from Nights in Rodanthe (Wolfe, 2008)—discussed in 

section 3.1.3 a) in chapter 3—in which Dr. Paul Flanner is sitting in his room in the inn in 

Rodanthe and thinks back to the fatal events that brought him there. In five different shots, we 

see Paul studying a photograph that was sitting on his bedside table, Paul talking to his son in 

a hospital corridor, Paul saying goodbye to his wife, who is leaving him, Paul arguing with his 

son in the hospital dressing room, and Paul thoughtfully looking at the picture in his bedroom 

in the inn again. As an audience we will normally realize that Paul’s looking at the photograph 

triggers memories of past events and that the following shots must therefore be flashbacks. But 

the filmmaker does not indicate this explicitly as he cuts from one shot to the next rather than 

using more obvious techniques such as wipes or dissolves101. Moreover, it is not clear whether 

the three flashback shots are chronological, or whether the shot where Paul’s wife leaves, comes 

later than both the shots in the hospital. However, these are exceptions and the editing usually 

does make clear what the temporal relations between successive shots are. 

b) spatial relations between different shots 

Editing techniques are not only used to organise the temporal relations between 

successive shots, but also to shape the narrative space or setting in which the film is set. By 

juxtaposing two shots, the filmmaker implies that there is some kind of (spatial) relationship 

                                                 
101 The filmmaker uses two more subtle techniques to suggest that the following shots will be flashback. 

First there is Paul’s pensive look at the photograph, implying that he is thinking of past events. Second, there is a 

slow zoom-in on Paul’s face, intensifying the emotional quality of both the present and the following shots. In 

other words, the filmmaker does not use any editing technique to indicate the temporal relations between the 

successive shots but he uses both mise en scène (more particularly the actor’s performance) and cinematography 

(the zoom in), to introduce the flashbacks. 
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between them. Boggs & Petrie (2008, pp. 197-198) distinguish between two general editing 

patterns that are widely used to create narrative space: 

a) outside/in editing first presents more general information in a so-called establishing 

shot or master shot and then moves on to present more specific details. As Boggs & 

Petrie (2008) point out, this is the more natural, logical of the two techniques: 

 

“It allows us to move into a new setting from the outside and gradually work our way 

inside to the details. The logical context of each step is clearly shown so that we 

always know exactly where we are. We get our bearings with an establishing shot of 

the whole setting, move into the setting itself, and then focus our attention on the 

details of that setting” (p. 198). 

 

The opening of Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2005) would be an example of the 

outside/in pattern. The film opens with a panoramic vista of hills and wild land. 

Hardly visible, a truck drives through the vast Wyoming landscape. Next, a long shot 

shows the truck, now much closer, passing a line of telegraph poles alongside a road. 

In the following shot, a young man gets out of the truck in a small village and walks 

up to an industrial site with several buildings on it. He waits outside one of them; two 

other men arrive and they all enter the trailer. By proceeding this way, the filmmaker 

gradually zooms in on the spatial setting this opening scene is set in and constantly 

prepares his audience for the next shot that will present more detailed information102.  

 

b) inside/out editing uses the opposite approach, starting with the presentation of a 

detailed piece of information and presenting the more general, orienting context in 

later shots. It is clear that this principle is aimed at achieving a different effect: rather 

than preparing the audience for the details by first establishing the context, the 

filmmaker surprises the viewers by unexpectedly jolting them from “a line of action 

that [they] completely understand to a close-up detail in a new and unfamiliar place” 

(Boggs & Petrie, 2008, p. 198). The viewers do not know where they are and it is only 

                                                 
102 This example also illustrates the use of camera distance to present different kinds of information, as 

discussed in section 2.2.2 of the present chapter: the (extreme) long shots present the setting and the closer the 

camera gets, the more the focus shifts to the characters and their actions. As such, the filmmaker facilitates the 

content selection process for the audio describer. 
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from subsequent, more distant shots that they will be able to establish the broader 

context of the new scene. 

 

This inside/out technique is used to present the setting in the gripping opening scene 

from The Hours (Daldry, 2002). It is as if the filmmaker wants to startle and puzzle 

the audience from the beginning and increase their emotional immersion in the scene 

by first showing a close-up of the streaming water and only after that present the sunny 

landscape in which it is set, and by repeatedly showing close-ups of Virginia Woolf’s 

hands buttoning her coat (before we see the hallway of her house), writing her 

goodbye letter (before we see the desk in her study) and putting stones in the pockets 

of her coat (before we see her wading into the river). 

Both approaches clearly guide the audience to the narratively most relevant information, 

but they do so in different ways: with the outside/in pattern, the filmmaker takes his audience 

by the hand as he moves from general to more detailed information in a clear and natural way, 

with the inside/out pattern the audience is more or less on its own as the filmmaker does not 

provide any guiding, general information. 

While the inside/out principle can be used to surprise or temporarily confuse audiences, 

the main concern of the editing techniques described above—and of editing in general—has 

always been to tell the filmic story in a clear and coherent way (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, 

p. 231). Since the earliest days of cinema, the system that has been most widely used to 

guarantee this narrative clarity and coherence, is the so-called system of continuity editing. As 

its name suggests, the main purpose of the system “is to allow space, time, and action to 

continue in a smooth flow over a series of shots” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 231). On 

the previous pages, I discussed what techniques the filmmaker can use to maintain clear 

temporal relations (or to deliberately confuse the audience), but one of the most important 

elements of the continuity, namely the so-called 180° system and the corresponding principle 

of consistent screen direction, is related to maintaining clear spatial relations. 

The basis of the 180° system is the axis of action, an imaginary centre line that determines 

the direction of the action or links two characters looking at or talking to each other. To maintain 

continuity, the camera always has to stay on the same side of this centre line. If the camera is 

filming a car racing from left to right and it would cross the axis, the car would suddenly seem 

to race in the other direction. In other words, this principle serves to guarantee a consistent 
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screen direction. The following example from the German TV film Schwabenkinder (Baier, 

2003) illustrates this principle. The film opens with an extreme long shot of a group of people 

walking through a deserted, snowy landscape (Figure 56). They are walking towards the 

camera, from left to right. Next, the camera cuts to a similar setting in which a single man walks 

in the opposite direction (Figure 57)103. 

 

Figure 56 - Screen direction in Schwabenkinder (Baier, 2003) 

 

 

Figure 57 - Screen direction in Schwabenkinder (Baier, 2003) 

 

In the following shots, both the single man (Figure 58) and the group of people (Figure 

59) are shown in closer shots, still walking in the same direction until they finally meet (Figure 

60). 

                                                 
103 Notice how the screen direction is not only indicated by the movement of the characters, but also by the 

mountain ridge in the background, rising from left to right in Figure 56 and from right to left in Figure 57. 
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Figure 58 - Screen direction in Schwabenkinder (Baier, 2003) 

 

 

Figure 59 - Screen direction in Schwabenkinder (Baier, 2003) 

 

 

Figure 60 - Screen direction in Schwabenkinder (Baier, 2003) 

Had the camera crossed the axis of action between the extreme long shots and the 

following long shots, the characters would have changed directions and it would not have been 

clear anymore who was going what way. More important for the purpose of the present work 

however, is another principle illustrated by this example, namely that when two (or more) 
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characters are shown moving towards each other (even in separate shots), they will usually meet 

(cf. the example from In Time (Niccol, 2011) described in the introduction of this section). As 

such, the audio describer can announce this beforehand104, in case the characters immediately 

start speaking when they meet.  

However, as pointed out by Barsam & Mohanan (2010), this 180° system “remains a 

convention (not a rule) that can be broken, if the director desires” (p. 340). As this is a deliberate 

decision that is carefully considered and planned, it usually serves a very clear purpose, as in 

the following example from Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) where Anna, the daughter of the 

President of the United States, is frustrated by her overprotective father and tries to escape from 

the guards that constantly follow her during a visit to Prague. Accompanied by young 

photographer Ben, she decides to go to the Love Parade in Berlin. In the scene set in Prague’s 

central station where the two of them are about to take the train to Berlin, the filmmaker plays 

an intricate game with screen direction. To set the tone, the camera follows Anna and Ben as 

they run through the station’s tunnels to get to the platform, regularly changing direction but 

without the camera crossing the axis of action (compare with the example from Escape Plan 

(Håfström, 2013) mentioned under d) in section 2.2.2 of the previous section). On the platform, 

Anna asks a man which train is going to Berlin. He points to the right side (Figure 61), but then 

the camera moves to the other side of the axis and Anna and Ben get into the train on the left 

(Figure 62), as if to confuse the audience. At the same time, the young couple is being followed 

by two guards who are determined to get on the same train to keep an eye on Anna. However, 

they lose sight of her and in the shot showing them get on the train, they board on the train on 

the right (Figure 63). 

 

Figure 61 - Screen direction in Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) 

                                                 
104 This is what happens in the German audio description. After the single man is introduced in the 

description, the AD says “Die Gruppe kommt ihn entgegen” [The group walks towards him]. Similarly, once the 

group has been introduced in the AD (over a series of close-ups of their faces) and the scene returns to the single 

man, the AD says “Der Groβe man nähert sich ihnen” [The tall man approaches them]. 
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Figure 62 - Screen direction in Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) 

 

 

Figure 63 - Screen direction in Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) 

These changes in camera position create a double meaning. The most obvious one is that 

Anna and Ben, and the two guards boarded on different trains. A more subtle meaning is created 

by the crossing of the axis of action: the fact that the man points to the right and Anna and Ben 

get onto the train to the left, seems to suggest that they are on the wrong train (which is later 

confirmed by a backpacker who Anna and Ben meet on the train). Actually, both these meanings 

are confirmed stylistically later in the same scene. First, both Anna and Ben’s train and the train 

the guards are on leave the station at the same time in opposite directions (Figure 64). Second, 

and again less conventional and more subtle, Anna and Ben’s train initially moves from right 

to left, but then makes a 180° bend105 (Figure 65). As Van Sijll (2005) posits, with regard to 

screen direction: “when an object runs along an axis in a straight line, and moves at a fixed 

speed, we automatically assume that the good destination is somewhere along the trajectory…. 

Detouring or being sidetracked has negative connotations” (p. 6). In other words, as the train in 

                                                 
105 To emphasize the meaning of this bend, an additional, cinematographic principle is used: the counter 

clockwise movement of the train crossing the bridge, is filmed by means of a clockwise pan. 
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our example does not move in a straight line, it can be assumed it will not arrive at the correct 

destination. 

 

Figure 64 - Screen direction in Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) 

 

Figure 65 - Screen direction in Chasing Liberty (Cadiff, 2004) 

 

c) characterization 

In addition to ensuring that the spatial and temporal relations are clear and coherent, 

narrative clarity is also about guaranteeing coherent and clear performances and emotional 

clarity (Dancyger, 2011, pp. 248-250). In other words, the editor also makes a valuable 

contribution to narrative characterization. Dancyger (2011, pp. 250-252) describes the case of 

The Hours (Daldry, 2002) in which different film techniques are used throughout to highlight 

the similarities and linkages between the women from the three stories that are interweaved in 

the film: Virginia Woolf is writing Mrs Dalloway, Laura is reading the book and Clarissa is 

called “Mrs. Dalloway” by Richard. The fact that Virginia Woolf’s novel opens with “Mrs. 

Dalloway decided she would buy the flowers herself” is reflected in the film’s mise en scène 

that makes flowers a visual motif throughout the film and is emphasised by the editing in the 

opening scene, where a shot showing Clarissa reaching for a vase with flowers is followed by 

an identical shot of Richard picking up a vase with tulips, followed by a shot in which a maid 

in Virginia Woolf’s house arranges flowers in a jug-shaped vase. The same technique is used 
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when Clarissa gets out of bed, enters the bathroom and ties back her long hair, an image that 

shifts into a similar one where Virginia wraps her hair with an identical move. Next, both 

women wash their face and as Virginia lowers her face into a porcelain bowl, Clarissa’s face 

comes up from the hand basin.  

As with all the other film techniques described so far, the use of editing for 

characterization can also serve a more symbolic function: in Away from her (Polley, 2006) the 

protagonist’s progressing Alzheimer’s disease is revealed through the mise en scène (explicitly, 

with little stickers on the cupboards and drawers, but also more implicitly during the first visit 

to the doctor where Fiona sits in front of a closed drawer whereas her husband sits in front of 

an open bookcase), through the cinematography (particularly through the use of extreme angles 

reflecting Fiona’s confusion) and through inconsistent and discontinuous editing, cutting 

between various scenes without giving any clear indication of spatial and temporal relations. 

2.3.2 Editing as a technique to generate an emotional response 

The examples described above confirm what was already pointed out in the sections on 

mise en scène and cinematography, namely that film techniques often serve more than one 

function. In addition to linking the three characters to each other, the perfectly timed cuts in 

The Hours (Daldry, 2002) lend that particular scene a subtle aesthetic dimension. The 

discontinuous editing in Away from Her (Polley, 2006) does not only contribute to the 

characterization of the film’s narrative, it also has a discomforting effect on the audience who, 

to some extent, experience the confusion Fiona is also constantly witnessing. Indeed, editing is 

also used expressively to elicit emotional responses from the audience or, as Dancyger (2011) 

puts it: 

“Editors and their directors use dramatic emphasis to point out to their audience that what 

they are now experiencing—image and sound—is more important to them than what has 

preceded it and, possibly, what is to follow. Whether the event is a clue, a revelation, or simply 

the feeling state of a character, the dramatic emphasis strategy deployed orchestrates how you 

and I should feel at that moment [emphasis added]” (p. 255). 

In addition to the close-up, already discussed in the previous section, Dancyger (2011, p. 

255) mentions the use of pace to realise this dramatic emphasis. Pace refers to what Bordwell 

& Thompson (2008, pp. 226-227) call the rhythmic relations between successive shots, which 

are closely linked to and depend on shot duration. Filmmakers can use shot duration to mark a 
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certain event, or to give the audience more time to digest a certain sequence, but usually shot 

duration becomes effective as a strategy to create dramatic emphasis or generate specific 

emotions in the audience, when different shot lengths are combined to create a specific pattern 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 226), as in the scene from In Time (Niccol, 2011) analysed at 

the beginning of this section.  

2.3.3 Audio describing editing 

In the previous sections, I discussed two of the main dimensions of editing, namely 

editing for narrative clarity and editing to elicit an emotional response from the audience. While 

the former primarily wants to optimise the audience’s understanding (i.e. mainly serves a 

denotative function), the latter is aimed at increasing the audience’s involvement and enjoyment 

(i.e. mainly serves an expressive function). Or, in terms of audio description: the former deals 

with what to describe while the latter to a higher degree deals with how to describe. Although 

this last dimension, strictly speaking, is outside the scope of the present work, it is clear that 

both dimensions deserve equal attention in source text analysis. Also, from the three examples 

analysed in the introduction of the section dealing with mise en scène, cinematography and 

editing respectively, it became clear that audio descriptions usually fairly accurately reflect the 

denotative layer, whereas the expressive (and symbolic/aesthetic) layer remains largely absent 

or implicit, at best. This could be a deliberate decision by the describer, but the fact that none 

of the existing guidelines and hardly any of the existing academic sources on AD treat film 

language—and editing in particular—in a sufficiently detailed and systematic way, clearly 

points at a gap to be filled. Therefore, the following diagram presents an approach to analysing 

editing in such a way that it takes into account all its different functions.  
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Editing

Dimensions Functions

Denotative

Expressive

Symbolic

Aeshetic

Temporal

Spatial

Rhythmic

Graphic

 

Diagram 13 - Decision-making process for the audio description of editing 

 

The diagram is slightly different from the ones presented in sections 2.1.6 and 2.2.3 

respectively. Because editing mainly relies on one technique to join shots together, namely the 

cut, the diagram above does not include this technique but rather the 4 dimensions it creates 

and the functions these can serve.  

A first element in the analysis, is the temporal dimension. By joining two shots together, 

the editing inevitably creates a temporal relation between those shots: they may be ordered 

chronologically or anachronically, and the editing may make that order clear or not. The 

analysis of this denotative function, in which the editing aims at narrative clarity—or 

deliberately disrupts it—is similar to (part of) the one presented in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3, 

and will therefore not be repeated here. 

Likewise, the editing always creates a spatial relationship between successive shots: the 

setting of the two shots may be the same or different, the settings may be clear or not and it may 

be apparent or not how these two settings are related to each other. In the case of this ‘spatial 

editing’, one additional observation has to be made: in section 2.3.1 b) of the present chapter, I 

distinguished between two editing patterns, namely outside/in and inside/out editing. In both 

cases the filmmaker clearly guides the audience to the narratively most relevant attention but 

they seem to influence the audio describer’s content selection process in different ways. With 
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the outside/in pattern, the filmmaker takes his audience by the hand as he moves from general 

to more detailed information in a clear and natural way. This means that the audio describer can 

a) basically ‘copy’ what is presented by the filmmaker but b) in theory has to describe both the 

general and the detailed information (even when there is little time), because the audience 

cannot ‘guess’ what detailed information will be presented after a general setting has been 

introduced. With the inside/out pattern, the audience is on its own as the filmmaker does not 

provide any guiding, general information. For the audio describer, this means that a) he can 

achieve the same surprise by describing the detail shown on screen but b) in theory there will 

be cases where he does not have to describe the general information anymore, as the audience 

will be able to derive it from the detailed information they already have: if, for example, the 

audio description of the detailed information refers to a kettle and a stove, the describer does 

not have to say the action is set in a kitchen when the general context is shown, as the audience 

will infer that from the details. I will return to this principle and its implications for the process 

of content selection in audio description in more detail in chapter 5.  

The two dimensions discussed so far first and foremost signal what is narratively most 

relevant, i.e. they primarily serve a denotative function, namely that of guaranteeing narrative 

clarity. Before I move on to the other two dimensions, two observations have to be made: 

a) First, when analysing the denotative function of the editing, the describer also has to 

look at the third element discussed in section 2.3.1 of the present chapter, namely the 

characterization. This characterization through editing can be achieved for example 

by juxtaposing shots of two characters that are more or less directly related to each 

other, by showing an event in the first shot and a character’s reaction in the second, 

etc. Provided that he recognizes the characterizing function of the editing, this does 

not need to constitute a problem in terms of content selection, as the describer can just 

describe what is shown on screen and analyse the information in accordance with the 

diagram presented under 3.3.3 of chapter 3; 

b)  Second, the temporal and spatial editing principles discussed above, do not always 

exclusively serve a denotative function and the describer will have to determine if 

they also have an expressive, symbolic and/or aesthetic meaning. While these are less 

relevant for the actual process of content selection, this does not mean they do not 

have to be taken into account in the analysis: on the one hand, there may be cases in 

which there will be enough time to incorporate these additional meanings, on the other 

hand rendering an expressive, symbolic or aesthetic meaning does not necessarily 
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require more time: choosing a particular wording or voicing the description in a 

specific way, may serve to render that function. 

Next, the describer analyses whether the editing wants to establish a graphic relationship 

between successive shots (Bordwell and Thompson (2008, p. 222) describe a scene from Aliens 

in which the protagonist’s sleeping face at night is graphically matched to the outline of the 

Earth) or creates a specific rhythm as in the scene from In Time (Niccol, 2011) where the ASL 

in the first minute is relatively slow and then a much faster rhythm is established to increase the 

suspense. While these dimensions cannot but include a denotative meaning, their primary 

function usually is expressive, symbolic or aesthetic and the describer will again have to 

evaluate if and how to include it in the AD.  

3. Conclusion 

In the present chapter I described how filmmakers use mise en scène, cinematography 

and editing techniques and principles to transform the abstract story they want to tell into a 

concrete narrative. More particularly I described how these techniques and principles are used 

to guide the audience’s attention to the narratively most important elements and to elicit moods 

and emotions, and how they can lend a shot or scene a symbolic or aesthetic dimension. It is 

only when the describer has analysed all the different techniques and principles used in a scene, 

and the various functions they serve, that he has all the necessary information that he needs to 

determine and decide if and how to render the film style in his description. Within the frame of 

the present work, the analysis of the film’s style allows the audio describer to answer two 

questions that are particularly relevant for audio description in general and for content selection 

in AD in particular: 

1) What is the most relevant information in the shot and/or scene? As I wrote in section 

1.2 of the present chapter, one of the most important functions—if not the most 

important one—of filmic style, is cueing the audience’s attention to the visual and 

aural information that is most relevant for the reconstruction of the story. Indeed, 

filmmakers can and do simultaneously use various techniques that guide the audience 

to the most important narrative information so when an audio describer examines all 

the techniques and principles in a shot or scene that serve a denotative function, he 

should get a relatively good idea of what the filmmaker considers to be narratively 

most relevant. In other words, rather than just showing what the narrative building 
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blocks in any given shot or scene are, this analysis allows the describer to prioritize 

that narrative information and select the most relevant content for his description; 

2) What function(s) does a particular shot or scene serve? As became apparent from the 

various examples in this chapter, nearly every shot serves a clear denotative function, 

i.e. it presents narratively relevant information and highlights what narrative 

information is most important and what information is less important. But a global 

examination of the different techniques and principles used in a given shot or scene 

may reveal that it serves a more or less important expressive, symbolic and/or 

aesthetic function too. On the one hand, these additional functions can be rendered 

through the description’s content and as such a careful analysis can help the describer 

to answer the question what to describe, on the other hand these additional functions 

can and often will be rendered through the description’s form. 

Together with the different models described in chapter 3, the approach presented in 

chapter 4 offers the audio describer a comprehensive tool to fully analyse the filmic source text 

in order to: 

- get a complete and detailed overview of all the different narratological building blocks 

that are presented;  

- determine what building blocks are most important for the narrative and what are 

secondary, and  

- what narrative and stylistic functions different shots and scenes serve.  

In other words, they allow the audio describer to determine all the possible (explicit and 

implicit) content that can be included in the description, together with a few first principles to 

prioritize that content.  

However, so far I only looked at the various narratological and stylistic principles and 

techniques that filmmakers can use to create their stories. Before the audio describer can start 

to create his target text, he must also know what information audiences need and use to 

reconstruct the story that the filmmaker wants to tell, i.e. what information must be included in 

the description to make sure that the visually impaired audience understands the story (and what 

information is secondary and/or optional). The cognitive processes involved in this story 

reconstruction process will be the focus of the next chapter, the primary aim of which will be 
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to develop strategies that audio describers can use to select and prioritize the narratively relevant 

content they identified through the approaches described in chapters 3 and 4.  
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Chapter 5 – Story reconstruction by the audience as an aid to 

content selection in AD 

1. Introduction  

Knowing what the different narrative building blocks of an abstract story are (chapter 3) 

and knowing how they can be presented and highlighted in the concrete audiovisual narrative 

(chapter 4) is a first prerequisite for the analysis of the filmic source text and for its audio 

description. However, as already explained in chapter 2, the describer will hardly ever have 

enough time between dialogues to describe everything that is presented in the image, nor will 

this always be necessary, given the redundant nature of filmic storytelling and the fact that the 

visually impaired audience does have access to the aural information channels of the film. In 

other words, the describer will have to decide what narrative building blocks to include in his 

description and what information to leave out. So, in addition to the analytical strategies 

presented in the previous chapters, that allow the describer to determine a) what (major and 

minor) narrative building blocks the film is composed of and b) how these are stylistically 

presented, the describer needs a strategy to decide how to select the most relevant information 

and how to prioritize this for his description. It will be the aim of the present chapter to present 

such a strategy.  

The starting point for the development of this strategy is the principle that audiences need 

to actively process and interpret films—and any other type of narrative—in order to understand 

them. Put differently, they use the medium-specific narrative and stylistic cues presented by the 

filmmaker to reconstruct the abstract story (and fabula) the filmmaker started from to create his 

film. So when the describer knows how audiences reconstruct stories, i.e. if he knows what 

narrative and stylistic cues audiences use, how they process these cues, if and what cues get 

priority in the audience’s reconstruction and interpreting process,… he can make better 

informed decisions about what cues he has to include in his description to allow the visually 

impaired audience to reconstruct the story along the same lines as the sighted audience does. 

The first part of this chapter will present a general overview of some of the fundamental 

principles of narrative processing to contextualise the strategy that will be developed later on. 

It will draw on insights from cognitive narratology, defined by Herman (2010) as “the study of 

mind-relevant aspects of storytelling practices, wherever—and by whatever means—they 

occur” (§ 1). As Heman (2010) explains, this study not only encompasses the processing of 

written text but also that of other media, including audiovisual ones. In addition, it studies both 
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“the multiple factors associated with the design and interpretation of narratives, including the 

story-producing activities of tellers [and] the processes by means of which interpreters make 

sense of the narrative worlds (or “storyworlds”) evoked by narrative representations of 

artifacts” (Herman, 2010, § 1). In other words, cognitive narratology serves both to explain the 

construction and reconstruction of narratives. As the present chapter is concerned with a 

strategy for content selection in audio description, it will focus exclusively on the reconstruction 

of narratives by audience members, i.e. how do people interpret narratives and what information 

do they need to do so. Basically the first part of this chapter will first look at what kinds of 

knowledge are used for making sense of narratives after which the focus will shift to the 

generally accepted sense-making process developed by Johnson-Laird (1983), namely mental 

model theory.  

Based on work by Herman (2002, 2009, 2010), Schneider (2001), Ryan (2003, 2010) and 

Dannenberg (2008) among others, the second part of the chapter will focus on how these mental 

models are constructed, adapted and updated. More in particular, it will look at how events and 

their temporal relations, characters and spatio-temporal settings are accommodated in specific 

mental representations. The reasoning behind this part is that if the describer knows how 

audiences process all these different narratological building blocks, he will have better insights 

in a) what information should ideally be included in the description and what information is 

optional and b) what information is needed at what time to keep the mental models up to date. 

While information about events, characters and spatio-temporal settings may be stored in 

separate mental representations, these representations are—and necessarily have to be—linked 

to each other and used in parallel to make sense of complex (filmic) narratives. As such, the 

third part of this chapter looks at Emmott’s (1997) theory of contextual frames to explain how 

the different parts of mental models are combined and how audiences use specific information 

from these frames to monitor the development of the narrative. As will become clear from this 

part, the concept of contextual frames and the processing principles related to it, are essential 

for content selection in audio description. 

In the fourth and final part of this chapter, the findings from the previous three parts will 

be combined and translated into a strategy that audio describers can use to select and prioritize 

information for their descriptions of any given scene of the filmic source text at hand.   
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2. The basic principles of narrative processing – a general overview 

Once the describer has analysed the audiovisual source text and has determined a) what 

narrative building blocks are eligible for description and b) how film techniques foreground 

narratively important information and contribute to the text’s expressive, symbolic and 

aesthetic function, he can proceed to decide what information he wants to include in his 

description and what information can be left out. However, this prioritisation process calls for 

at least a basic knowledge about how audiences process narratives, i.e. about what cues they 

need and use to reconstruct the abstract story and fabula from the concrete narrative they are 

presented with106.  

2.1. Mental models of narratives or storyworlds 

The processing of often convoluted mono- and multimodal narrative texts seems to come 

naturally to most people (Herman, 2009, p. 105), who “manage to create a richly represented 

fictional world from mere strings of words” (Emmott, 1997, p. vi)107. However, this processing 

is by no means a small feat but an extremely complex task that requires the audience to perform 

various simultaneous and sequential processing tasks on multiple levels. In the case of film: 

“members of the audience… draw on… medium-specific cues to build on the basis of the 

discours (or sjuzhet) a chronology for events (or fabula) (what happened when, or in what 

order?); a broader temporal and spatial environment for those events (when in history did these 

events occur, and where geographically?); an inventory of the characters involved; and a 

working model of what it was like for these characters to experience the more or less disruptive 

or noncanonical events that constitute the core feature of narrative representations” (Herman, 

2009, p. 107). 

In other words, when processing narratives, audiences create mental representations of 

them, or so-called storyworlds, defined by Herman (2002) as “mental models of who did what 

                                                 
106 The elementary description of this process that will be presented in both this and the following sections, 

will be predominantly based on cognitive studies of verbal narratives rather than studies of multimodal filmic 

narratives that constitute the audio describer’s source text. While the processing of filmic narratives will no doubt 

differ from that of verbal narratives in some respects, this should not constitute a problem in the present work. On 

the one hand, as pointed out by Herman (2010) because “cognitive narratology is transmedial in scope; it 

encompasses the nexus of narrative and mind not just in print texts but also in face-to-face interaction, cinema 

[emphasis added]… and other storytelling media.” (§1) In other words, the basic principles explained here will be 

applicable both to verbal and audiovisual narratives. On the other hand, when deciding what to describe and how 

to prioritize information for the description, the focus shifts from the source text to the target text, which in the 

case of an audio description is essentially a verbal text. In other words, while insights in the processing of filmic 

narratives may explain how sighted viewers—including audio describers—make sense of the stories they are told, 

what is needed for content selection in audio description is knowledge about how verbal narratives are processed. 
107 Or of strings of images, sound effects and words in the case of audiovisual narratives 
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to and with whom, when, where, why and in what fashion in the world to which recipients 

relocate… as they work to comprehend a narrative” (p. 5). As this definition and the reference 

to medium-specific cues in the previous explanation point out, the creation of storyworlds is to 

a large extent a bottom-up process: audiences gather information from the concrete narrative 

they are presented with and map it to mental representations of the events, the characters 

involved in them and the spatio-temporal settings in which these events occur. However, 

narrative processing also includes a clear top-down dimension: in addition to accommodating 

textual information in their minds, audiences constantly draw inferences about the occurrences 

and the entities both implicitly and explicitly referred to in the narrative. For example, they 

supplement the information gathered from the narrative with information that seems to be 

missing in order to bridge so-called narrative gaps (Abbott, 2002, pp. 114-115) and they create 

mental expectations about how the narrative will develop in order to keep the processing load 

manageable. When Rachel is not allowed on the bus because she has not enough time left on 

her arm in the scene from In Time (Niccol, 2011) described in section 2.3 of the previous 

chapter, she starts running to meet her son Will, and the two main forward-looking assumptions 

that most of us make, is that she either will make it or she will not; in addition we may assume 

that she may meet obstacles on the way that will slow her down (and we may hypothesise about 

what those might be) and/or she may get help from someone and will meet Will in time. On the 

other hand, all irrelevant assumptions, even those that may be plausible in other film genres 

(such as a super hero coming to the rescue), will not be made as this would put too high a load 

on our cognitive processing capacity. Although this may seem merely theoretical, audio 

describers have to take into account this inference-making dimension of narrative processing: 

they must make sure that their audio description does not leave all the interpretation options 

open (as this could result in a cognitive overload in the visually impaired audience) but they 

should not spoil the fun and take all the possible assumptions away from the audience either, 

because this ‘educated guessing game’ plays a considerable part in both the audience’s 

enjoyment of the film and in their immersion in the fictional world. Moreover, this example 

shows that audiences actively use their own knowledge when mentally creating storyworlds.  

2.2. Types of knowledge involved in mental model making 

Emmott (1997) distinguishes between four types of knowledge used in narrative 

processing. Two of these types, namely general knowledge and knowledge of typical text 

structures can be said to be extra- or supratextual, whereas the other two types, namely text-

specific knowledge and knowledge of the style of a text can be said to be intratextual. Although 
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these four types of knowledge are not equally important for content selection in audio 

description, all of them will be briefly introduced and exemplified below. As will become clear 

from the remainder of this chapter, it will be particularly relevant for the audio describers’ 

decision-making process, to know how general knowledge and text-specific knowledge are 

used in narrative processing. Therefore most of the attention will be devoted to these two types 

of knowledge, whereas the others will be discussed more briefly. 

2.2.1 The use of general knowledge in narrative processing 

The first type of knowledge Emmott (1997) identifies as being important for 

communication in general (p. 3) and narrative processing (p. 6) in particular, is general 

knowledge, which she defines as a basic type of knowledge that is “learnt through experience 

with the world rather than by school instruction” (Emmott, 1997, p. 23). It is the kind of 

knowledge often referred to as schemata, “cognitive structures representing generic knowledge, 

i.e. structures which do not contain information about particular entities, instances or events, 

but rather about their general form” (Emmott & Alexander, 2010, § 1). These schemata can be 

divided into general mental representations of prototypical instances of objects (sometimes 

called scenarios) or of event sequences (sometimes called scripts). This general knowledge 

enables audiences to make basic inferences about what is not explicitly mentioned in the text 

(Emmott, 1997, pp. 26-28).  

More in particular, it enables audiences to fill in gaps, i.e. information that is so obvious 

that it does not need to be mentioned in the text. In the film Derailed (Håfström, 2005) a man 

who is lying in bed, is woken up by a young girl who tells him she needs lunch money and 

reminds him he promised to help her with her book report. The man looks around the room and 

sees another, older woman taking a shower. In the next shot, the older woman is walking down 

the stairs while the man, holding a slice of toast, walks from the kitchen into the dining room 

telling the younger girl we saw first that “the author devotes considerable time to developing 

the characters”. Without the general knowledge structures referred to above it would be difficult 

to piece these different bits of information together into a coherent whole, but thanks to 

schemata we can draw a lot of inferences from what is not mentioned in the text to make sense 

of this sequence: most basically the schema of a ‘family’ enables us to infer that the young girl 

and the man are father and daughter, while the other woman in the shower must be the 

mother/wife. The schema of the ‘morning ritual’ enables us to infer that after the shower, the 

woman dried herself and put on her clothes before coming down the stairs. In addition it 

explains why the man is carrying a slice of toast from the kitchen to the dining room.  
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Also, these schemata allow audiences to make inferences by linking objects together. 

When the audience is shown a hand putting a kettle on a stove, as in the example from Harry 

Potter and the Goblet of Fire  (Newell, 2005), described in section 3.2.1.1 in chapter 3, it will—

based on the knowledge stored in the schema of a ‘kitchen’—infer that the event takes place in 

someone’s kitchen. Moreover, and maybe more importantly, general knowledge enables 

audiences to connect events together into coherent strings of cause and effect, which is 

particularly relevant in the case of mainstream films which insist upon “the primacy of narrative 

causality” (Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 1985, p. 8). These connections take place both on 

the narrative’s micro level and macro level. In the kitchen scene from Derailed (Håfström, 

2005) discussed above, we learn that the protagonist’s daughter is diabetic, so when we see her 

injecting a fluid from a syringe in her side, we know that this is because of the diabetes and that 

the effect is that she will not suffer an attack of hypoglycaemia in the following hours. However, 

on the macro level, it will not always be possible to immediately make these inferences, i.e. to 

immediately connect events together in a string of cause and effect. Often this is done 

deliberately to stimulate the audience’s assumption-making. As such, in the opening scene from 

Derailed (Håfström, 2005) we see a man, sitting at a desk in a prison cell, writing in a kind of 

diary. It is not until the very end of the film that we learn how he ended up in prison, i.e. what 

the cause of this event was.  

The importance of these schemata for content selection in audio description is obvious. 

The fact that audiences draw on these general knowledge structures to fill in narrative gaps, 

means that a lot of information can be left unstated and audio descriptions do not necessarily 

need to render implicit information explicit. In the ‘breakfast’ sequence from Derailed 

(Håfström, 2005) a description such as “Holding a slice of toast, Charles walks to the dining 

room where Amy is sitting at the breakfast table108.” tells the visually impaired audience all 

they need to know. The description does not have to mention that Charles is now fully dressed 

or that the kitchen and dining room are downstairs (even though you can see the stairs in the 

beginning of the shot). A reference such as “Later”, often used in audio descriptions, is not 

necessary either; from the “morning ritual” schema, the audience knows that breakfast takes 

place after you get out of bed. Following the same line of thought, even the reference to 

                                                 
108 Cf. section 3.3.3 for the discussion on naming characters in audio description when they have not been 

introduced yet in the film (as is the case in this example). 
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“breakfast” can be left out of the description, even more so because there is a reference to a 

“slice of toast”, i.e. a typical ingredient of a breakfast.  

The fact that audiences use schemata to link objects to other entities, also means that 

audio describers can leave information implicit. In the Harry Potter example referred to above, 

a description such as “A hand puts a kettle on a stove.” provides sufficient information for the 

visually impaired audience to make the necessary inferences. As the previous shot showed the 

outside of the cottage in which this kitchen scene is set, the describer could include a reference 

such as “(Now) Inside”, although again, this is not strictly necessary, as will be explained in the 

following section dealing with knowledge of typical text structures. Also, if time allows, the 

describer could decide to explicitly include “In the kitchen109”, but once more, this is something 

the audience will infer from the reference to the kettle and the stove. 

One important observation has to be made with regard to the use of schemata to decide 

what (and how much) to describe. In the beginning of this section schemata were defined as 

prototypical instances of objects, entities or event sequences, and audio describers can use 

knowledge about the general information stored in these schemata to decide what to include 

and what to leave out of their descriptions, as illustrated in the examples above. However, the 

objects, entities or event sequences presented in narratives are never purely ‘prototypical’ ones 

but always text-specific references that deviate more or less from the prototype stored in the 

relevant schema. Therefore, audio describers always have to evaluate in what aspects the 

entities presented in the narrative differ from the prototype and try to include this differing 

information in their descriptions. This can greatly influence the amount of information to be 

described. The following still from Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2005) shows a family sitting at 

the table of a (1960s) dining room (Figure 66), preparing for a Thanksgiving dinner. As the 

dining room itself is rather prototypical (six chairs, a table,…) a general reference to it in the 

audio description suffices and the audio describer can devote more attention and time to the 

actions or the characters. 

                                                 
109 Earlier experience with audio descriptions from beginning describers or students shows that the use of 

definite and indefinite articles may sometimes be difficult. In this example, there has been no mention of a kitchen 

before, so the use of the definite article ‘the’ could be interpreted as incorrect. However, the previous shot showed 

a cottage (that will most probably have been mentioned in the description), so in this case the use of schemata by 

the audience explains why it would be correct to use the definite article in this sentence: from the schema of ‘house’ 

(or cottage), the audience will know that it includes a kitchen, hence ‘the’ kitchen referring to the kitchen of the 

cottage mentioned before.  
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Figure 66 - A 'prototypical' dining room in Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2005) 

 

In the still from Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Newell, 2005) below, a completely 

different and far less common dining “room” is shown. Not only its size, but above all the 

supernatural elements such as the flying candles or the star-spangled sky (not shown here) and 

later the way the plates appear on the tables all by themselves are by no means part of the 

prototypical information stored in the ‘dining room’ schema. As such, describers will have to 

pay more attention to these atypical details in their descriptions. In other words, the amount of 

description needed to depict an entity from a fictional world, depends on its prototypicality. 

 

 

Figure 67 – A ‘fantastic’ dining room in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Newell, 2005) 

 

Before moving on to the second type of knowledge discussed by Emmott, one other 

observation has to be made, an observation which in fact is twofold as the fact that audiences 
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use their personal knowledge when processing narratives, has a double implication for content 

selection in audio description. 

First of all, while Emmott defines general knowledge as basic schemata acquired through 

experience with the world around us, she acknowledges that knowledge about “subjects such 

as history, geography and science… is undoubtedly important in reading texts” (Emmott, 1997, 

p. 23). It is equally important when deciding what to describe and how to formulate the selected 

content, as was already explained and illustrated in the examples taken from 21 (Luketic, 2008) 

and A Good Year (Scott R. , 2006), discussed in sections 3.2.1.1 and 3.2.3 of chapter 3 

respectively. The claims made in these examples were that:  

a) the level of specificity of a description always depends on the audio describer’s cultural 

and world knowledge. When a film shows the skyline of a particular city without naming the 

city in a text-on-screen, it will depend on the describer’s general knowledge whether he will 

name the city in his description or will just refer to it as “the skyline of a large city”. And 

although a general reference to the city may suffice to enable the audience to create a mental 

representation of the spatial setting of the action, a more detailed description could enrich this 

mental representation with additional historical, geographical, cultural and even symbolic 

meanings; but  

b) at the same time, describers have to assess the cultural and world knowledge of their 

target audience when deciding on the specificity of their description. While a very general 

description such as “the skyline of a large city” ensures that most if not all of the audience 

members have a general idea of the spatial setting in which the events are set, it does not allow 

them to create a very rich image of that setting. A very specific reference such as “the Swiss Re 

Tower” will enable the creation of a much richer mental representation, including very specific 

geographical, cultural and even symbolic information, but it has the drawback that this 

information will only be available to people who know what “the Swiss Re Tower” is and where 

exactly it is located. 

Good insights in how general knowledge is used in processing narratives help the 

describer to decide what information to include in his description and what information to leave 

out. At the same time however, the describer will continuously have to assess the presupposed 

general knowledge of the target audience in order to decide on the specificity of his description. 
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The second observation is related to the validity of the approach for content selection and 

prioritization of information in AD that will be presented in this chapter. As members of the 

audience use their own general knowledge to process narratives and make inferences, the result 

of this processing and inference-making can be different as everyone has different general 

knowledge. So one might wonder whether it is even possible to create a generally applicable 

approach to content selection and prioritization as the audio descriptions this approach 

generates will be different for every audience member, particularly given the significant 

heterogeneity of the visually impaired target audience of AD. This concern is also raised by 

Emmott (1997), who points out however, that “there is… within a given speech community, a 

certain amount of shared ‘general’ knowledge which is taken for granted” (p. 3). The same 

applies to the approach that will be set forth on the following pages, the backbone of which will 

be formed by general, contextual information that can be assumed to be shared by the vast 

majority of the audience—and that includes visually impaired people—and will predominantly 

come from the source text itself and thus require less input from the audience’s general 

knowledge.  

2.2.2 The use of knowledge about typical text structures in narrative processing 

The second type of knowledge audiences use to process narrative texts, is what Emmott 

(1997) calls text schemata (p. 32) or knowledge about typical text structures. Although the 

active use of these schemata by audiences has been questioned (Emmott, 1997, p. 32) and 

Emmott (1997) acknowledges that more research is needed on how we use these schemata when 

interpreting stories (p. 34), insights in text schemata seem to be relevant for both source text 

analysis and content selection in audio description. 

On a macro scale, it can be said that most mainstream films share a relatively similar 

structure as they are based on a flexible, yet limited set of guidelines (Thompson, 1999, p. 10). 

According to Thompson (1999) Hollywood’s success can in large part be explained by “its skill 

in telling strong stories based on fast-paced action and characters with clear psychological traits. 

The ideal American film still centres around a well-structured, carefully motivated series of 

events that the spectator can comprehend relatively easily” (p. 8)110. The most basic principles 

guaranteeing a unified and clear structure and relatively easy understanding, are a) that the story 

that is told, unfolds as a continuous chain of cause and effect (Thompson, 1999, p. 10), b) that 

                                                 
110 This observation can still be found in more recent works, such as Bordwell’s (2005) work on story and 

style in contemporary films, that traditional filmic conventions “are as powerful today as they were in 1960, or 

1940, or 1920” (p. 35).  
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everything that happens in the film is explicitly or implicitly justified or motivated, either in 

advance or in retrospect (Thompson, 1999, p. 12) and c) that this motivation is predominantly 

channelled through the characters (Thompson, 1999, p. 13), i.e. that characters have sufficient 

and consistent traits to explain their actions and reactions. Additionally it has been shown that 

the bulk of recent mainstream films can be broken down into a limited number of major parts, 

namely the setup, the complicating action, the development and the climax. 

Again, it can be argued that audiences do not consciously learn these principles and 

structures, but rather that they grow used to them and probably start to expect them as their 

experience with watching films grows. Consequently, these principles and structures will start 

to shape their expectations: when a character does something, the audience will want to know 

why, when a character reacts in a certain way, they will want to know what motivates such a 

reaction, when a protagonist sees his desires thwarted, the audience wants to know if and how 

he will overcome the obstacles he encounters on his way… Translated to audio description, this 

means that audio describers, when analysing their source text, have to consciously look for this 

chain of cause and effect, for (psychological) motivations of characters’ reactions and that they 

have to make sure this clear and unified structure that is typical of the filmic source text can be 

found in their audio description too.  

Knowledge of typical text structures works on a smaller scale as well. Emmott (1997) 

mentions the use of text schemata to distinguish background information from actions that drive 

the narrative forward or to recognize indications signalling flashbacks (pp. 34-35). The relevant 

techniques and principles used in film to achieve these distinctions and indications were 

discussed in sections 2.1 and 2.3 of chapter 4 respectively and again, although most filmgoers 

do not consciously learn them, they learn to recognize them through experience which, 

particularly in the case of flashbacks, can be relevant for content selection (and formulation) in 

audio description. As explained in section 2.3.1 of chapter 4, flashbacks are increasingly 

presented implicitly and the audience has to infer them from other cues that signal the flashback, 

such as for example the gaze of a character. The opening of Derailed (Håfström, 2005) presents 

an even more implicit instance where knowledge of text schemata is necessary to infer the 

flashback. The film opens with a scene in an Illinois prison, where a prisoner, sitting in his cell 

with his back turned to us, opens a notebook and starts to write the words (which can also be 

heard in a voice-over): “The morning it all began, began like any other morning”. Still during 

the voice-over, the scene changes to a tree-lined road with beautiful, detached houses and a 

text-on-screen reads ‘October’. Despite the absence of any explicit cue, we infer from our 
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knowledge of text schemata (a character telling his own story in retrospect, introduced by a 

voice-over in the opening scene and continued as the primary narrative) that this second scene 

is most probably a flashback, more particularly a flashback to “the morning it all began”.  

The question for audio describers is if and how they are going to include this kind of 

implicit flashbacks in their description. As there is no explicit cue in the source text, one 

possible strategy would be to include no cue in the audio description either, and leave it up to 

the visually impaired audience to infer the flashback from their knowledge of text schemata. 

This approach offers the advantage that more time is left to describe information that is 

explicitly presented in the next scene, but has the drawback that some members of the audience 

might not realize the filmmaker has just taken them back in time. Knowing that one target 

audience of audio description are older people, who often find it difficult to follow modern, 

fast-paced audiovisual narratives (Greening, Petré, & Rai, 2010, p. 4), the describer may 

therefore opt for a different strategy and include an explicit reference to the flashback in his 

audio description.  

From the previous two sections it has become clear that audiences actively use various 

kinds of general (and more specific) extra-textual knowledge to create mental models of the 

narratives they are processing. It is self-evident however, that this processing would be 

impossible without information coming from the text itself. Especially for audio describers 

deciding on the most relevant content for their descriptions, it is essential to know what 

information from the text audiences use and how, to create, modify and update their mental 

model of that text.  

2.2.3 The use of text-specific knowledge in narrative processing 

In the introduction of section 2.1 of this chapter narrative processing was defined as a 

process in which audiences create mental models or storyworlds (Herman, 2002, p. 5) to keep 

track of all the events characters cause and undergo in the different spatio-temporal settings of 

the narrative and to understand the motivation and the effects of such events. Further it was 

explained that audiences draw on general knowledge structures or schemata to draw inferences 

about the storyworld, for example, to bridge narrative gaps and thereby create coherence. 

However, these schemata only contain general, prototypical information about entities and 

event sequences and it is precisely the unique nature of the entities and events recounted that 

makes the story a narrative. In other words, based on our general knowledge—more particularly 

our knowledge about family relationships—we can infer that in Derailed (Håfström, 2005) 
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Amy is Charles’ daughter but this general knowledge does not tell us anything about what 

makes her a unique narrative character. This information can only and exclusively be provided 

through the text and can be either direct or indirect. It is through direct visual information that 

we learn what Amy looks like and that we get a general idea about her age, while direct verbal 

information—in this case her voice—tells us how she sounds (which is particularly relevant for 

visually impaired audiences). During the breakfast scene, we also see Amy’s mother filling a 

syringe which Amy then injects in her side, while her father receives a phone call from a doctor 

asking about Amy’s blood sugar levels. Although not directly presented, from the combination 

of this visual and verbal information, a considerable part of the audience will infer that Amy 

suffers from diabetes. While this last example shows that text-specific knowledge often requires 

general knowledge to be correctly processed, it is equally clear that audiences learn next to 

nothing about narrative characters or any other narrative constituent without text-specific 

knowledge and that the two types of knowledge (need to) go hand in hand. 

Indeed, as explained by Herman (2002) “narrative at once anchors itself in and deviates 

from experiential repertoires stored in scripts, unfolding as an interplay between what Jerome 

Bruner (1991:11-13) calls “canonicity and breach” ” (p. 85). In other words, narratives cannot 

be interpreted without calling on schemata but they would not be narratives if they did not 

depart from these schemata. It is at those points where schemata cannot be used to fill a narrative 

gap and where attention is focused “on the unusual and the remarkable” (Emmott & Alexander, 

2010, § 10) that stories show their narrative character. Put differently, whether or not a text 

qualifies as a narrative will depend on “how it situates remarkable or tellable occurrences [and 

entities] against a backdrop of stereotypical expectations about the world” (Herman, 2002, p. 

84).  

Given their nature as mental containers of protoypical information, schemata can 

generally speaking111 not be used to store information about these remarkable and tellable 

occurrences and entities, and audiences will have to store information about the narrative’s 

characters, spatio-temporal settings and events in different representations. As such, when 

building storyworlds, audiences create separate character representations for every character 

and separate location representations for every spatio-temporal setting encountered in the 

narrative. As will be explained in more detail in section 3.4 of this chapter, these different 

                                                 
111 I say ‘generally speaking’ because, as Emmott (1997, pp. 25; 35-36) shows, there is a direct link between 

general knowledge and text-specific knowledge, and the latter is sometimes used to update information contained 

in the general knowledge structures. 
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representations are linked to each other in various ways, e.g. various character representations 

can be grouped together and linked to one location representation in so-called contextual frames 

(Emmott, 1997, p. 38).  

It goes without saying that audiences also have to keep track of the events that take place 

in the narrative. On the one hand, they form the backbone of the chain of cause and effect that 

drives the narrative forward, on the other they influence the character and location 

representations, by modifying or—more radically—completely replacing them. This tracking 

and processing of events takes place on a higher level than that of the entity representations, as 

will become apparent from sections 3.1 and 3.4 below. 

3. Processing narrative events, characters and settings 

Section 3.4 of this chapter explains how audiences monitor contextual frames and use 

them to follow the development of the narrative and to link the different constituents of the 

storyworld together. First, however I will briefly turn to the question of how narrative events 

are processed and how character and location representations are filled with information. 

3.1. Narrative events as the backbone of storyworlds 

From the definitions by Genette (1982), Abbott (2002) or Prince (1982) discussed in 

section 1.1 of chapter 3, it became clear that the most basic constituent of any narrative is an 

event (or sequence of events). The definition of storyworlds as “mental models of the situations 

and events being recounted [in a narrative]” (Herman, 2009, p. 106) suggests that events are 

crucial in the reconstruction of stories by the audience too. In his Story logic: problems and 

possibilities of narrative, Herman (2002), provides a very elaborate and detailed account of 

narrative events and the role they play in storyworld creation by the audience (pp. 27-113). For 

the purpose of the present chapter, two key principles in Herman’s (2002) account have to be 

briefly mentioned. 

First, Herman (2002) explores different categorisations of events and how these different 

categories and their proportional representation in the narrative co-determine what kind of story 

is told. The most basic distinction made is that between states, involving no change, and events 

involving a change. Those events can either be unintentional (e.g. a thunderstorm or other 

natural phenomenon) or intentional, i.e. deliberately caused by characters. It goes without 

saying that knowing whether something that happens in the narrative does or does not bring 

about any change, is crucial in the processing of that narrative: it enables the audience to 
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distinguish between a) descriptions of a character’s physical appearance that do not 

(necessarily) have any bearing on the further development of the narrative, b) events that 

happen to the characters without any intentional reason and that do drive the narrative forward 

but do not (necessarily) alter a character’s attitude towards other characters, or c) motivated 

events that happen to the characters because they are caused by another character and as such 

not only drive the narrative forward but also deliberately reshape the inter-character relations.  

But as the definitions referred to above and the observation made in section 1.1 of chapter 

3 point out, narratives—and particularly the films that are the source texts of the audio 

describer—are usually far more complex than merely one event. Indeed, as Herman (2002) 

observes “stories depend vitally on sequences [emphasis added] of actions” (p. 83) that are 

related to each other in various ways, in the case of films predominantly as character-motivated, 

goal-oriented chains of cause and effect. Audiences reconstruct these relations by means of so-

called action structures that “allow listeners, readers and viewers to connect non-adjacent 

occurrences and to construe them as elements of an ongoing, coherent narrative” (Herman, 

2002, p. 83). Important in this definition and highly relevant for audio description is the fact 

that together, these events constitute a coherent whole and that they are also consciously and 

deliberately constructed as such by the author, c.q. filmmaker.  

So when it comes to selecting (and prioritising) event-related information for their audio 

description, describers must guarantee that the visually impaired audience can reconstruct the 

action structures that allow them to turn the events presented in the film into a goal-oriented 

chain of cause and effect. Particularly relevant in this respect, are the principles underlying 

Genette’s ([1972], 1980) account of the temporal organisation of narrative events, namely 

order, frequency and duration (see chapter 3, section 3.1.1). As discussed by Herman (2009, 

pp. 129-130) these three principles are vital in the construction of storyworlds because a) they 

enable the audience to recreate the coherence, c.q. chain of cause and effect, of the narrative 

and b) create different storyworlds, depending on how they are used. In narratives where the 

events are presented in their chronological order, audiences will (have to) make more tentative 

inferences about the further development of the story and parts of the storyworld will remain 

open-ended; in narratives where explanatory information is given retrospectively by means of 

flashbacks, the reliability of information stored in the storyworld will be increased through this 

backstory information, etc. Often, narratives combine features of the various possibilities, 

complicating the creation of the storyworld: in Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) 

for example, flashbacks explain how Jamal knows the answers to all the questions in the game 
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show, while the question whether or not he will reach his goal—getting back with Latika for 

good—remains open until the very end of the narrative. The duration and frequency with which 

events are presented, have an influence on the storyworld audiences create too and are therefore 

highly relevant in AD. As the examples in section 2.1.1 of chapter 4 show, changes in the 

normal duration of an event can serve to skip irrelevant narrative information, to express a 

character’s unusual qualities or to reflect their emotions. These different functions will all have 

a different bearing on the storyworld created by the audience. Likewise, iteration will be used 

for repetitive, less relevant events whereas crucial information can be repeated, again with 

different goals in mind (see section 3.1.1 of chapter 3).  

To conclude, it can be said that events occupy a central position in any storyworld, if not 

its core. Audiences distinguish between states, unintentional events and deliberate actions to 

determine the effect of an event on the development of the overall story. They use the principles 

of order, duration and frequency to turn the events presented into a coherent whole and they use 

their own general knowledge to fill narrative gaps, make inferences about future events and 

supplement the uniqe information explicitly or implicitly presented in the narrative with other 

relevant details. It is clear, therefore, that events should also constitute an essential part in audio 

description and get priority in the content selection process to guarantee that the audience 

understands the description of the filmic narrative as a coherent, goal-oriented chain of cause 

and effect. However, as discussed in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3, it will not always be possible to 

describe all the events presented on screen, as in the case of events that are presented visually 

while a character is talking or in the case of two simultaneously enacted events. In the former 

instance, no audio description is possible, while in the latter instance, a lower-level prioritisation 

between these simultaneously enacted events will have to be made, based, for example, on the 

distinction between essential kernels and optional sattelites (Chatman, 1978, pp. 53-54), 

discussed in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3.  

3.2. Characterisation through mental models 

Defining narrative as a goal-oriented chain of cause and effect, implies that the events 

that make up this chain are caused and/or experienced by an agent who is trying to achieve that 

goal. In other words, characters are intrinsically linked to the events that are accommodated in 

the storyworld.  

In section 3.3 of chapter 3 I discussed the various dimensions of character-related 

information that can be encountered in the narrative and the different sources that provide this 
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information. In general terms, information about a character can tell us something about that 

character’s physical appearance, its behaviour or its mental properties. How the behavioural 

(and communicative) dimension is handled in mental model creation, was discussed in the 

previous section. In the present section I will briefly describe how the physical and mental 

information are processed and how this knowledge about the creation of mental character 

models can be used in selecting and prioritising information in audio description. 

One essential preliminary observation that has to be made, is that characters—unlike the 

‘punctual’ events described in the previous section—are dynamic narrative constituents. They 

are—if not always overtly—usually present during longer stretches of the narrative and are in 

constant development. This means that audiences continuously have to monitor the evolution 

of narrative characters and that the character representations populating the storyworld are 

open-ended containers that allow for new information to be added and outdated information to 

be erased. As Schneider (2001) puts it, creating mental representations of narrative characters 

requires “attributing dispositions and motivations to them, understanding and explaining their 

actions, forming expectations about what they will do next and why, and, of course, reacting 

emotionally to them” (p. 608). Just like for any other entity representation in the storyworld, 

this process includes both a top-down and a bottom-up dimension. On the one hand audiences 

use their general knowledge about person categories and knowledge stored in scripts to identify 

characters and fill the representation with some first general information. They use knowledge 

about narrative conventions to make inferences about personality traits and behaviour of 

characters, while emotions and evaluations about characters will attach empathic and/or 

aesthetic information to the representation (Schneider, 2001, pp. 612-617). On the other hand, 

they use textual information coming from self-characterization or characterization by other 

characters, information from visual and verbal (re)actions, information on appearance and body 

language and information from and on the spatio-temporal setting (Schneider, 2001, p. 611) to 

fill the character representation with specific information. This makes that character unique and 

as such makes it recognisable by setting it apart from all other characters in the narrative.  

In other words, character representations are highly complex mental models. The 

simplified112 explanation presented in the following paragraphs is based on Schneider’s (2001) 

                                                 
112 Constructing mental representations of narrative characters is a highly multi-faceted process that 

involves various mental processes and experiences and contributes to a great extent to the understanding and the 

emotional and intellectual enjoyment of the narrative. It would however be far beyond the scope of the present 

work to explore all these dimensions in detail so I necessarily had to make some simplifications and limit the 
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cognitive account of the principles underlying character reception and the creation of mental 

character models by audiences113 (see diagram 14 for a schematic representation). The process 

described by Schneider’s (2001) bears significant similarities with the character creation model 

described in section 3.3.3 of chapter 3. It—quite naturally—begins with determining whether a 

character that is presented, is new or already known. When a character is first introduced in the 

narrative, a new character representation will be created. As a preference rule, audiences will 

try to fit that character in a well-known character category using a top-down strategy 

(knowledge about person categories, general knowledge scripts). Abbott (2002) points out that 

“in some way we draw upon pre-existing types that we have absorbed from our culture and out 

of which, guided by the narrative, we mentally synthesize […] something that stands for the 

character” (p. 109). When this strategy fails the audience will have to use a bottom-up strategy 

and create an individualised representation of that character (Schneider, 2001, pp. 617-619). 

Given the limited time audiences have to get to know a character, films often rely on 

prototypical or even stereotypical characters (e.g. the good or the bad cop, the cool or the nerdy 

teenager,…). Moreover, from our general knowledge about film genres, we expect that certain 

typical characters will be present in a film (e.g. a sheriff in a western, aliens in a sci-fi film,…). 

In other words, the categorisation tendency, to use Schneider’s (2001, p. 627) term, will be very 

common in film, although one observation has to be made. While Schneider (2001) keeps these 

two strategies separated, it seems that—particularly in film—they can go hand in hand and 

audiences have to include individualised, person-based information in the character 

representation from the very first encounter with that character. In written narratives a character 

can be referred to as ‘the teacher’ or ‘the mayor’ without giving any specific information and 

because of that, only the categorisation strategy can be applied. In film on the other hand, 

characters—particularly the main ones—will usually be introduced visually. So while a 

character can be introduced as being a teacher, for example through a scene set in a classroom, 

the audience will immediately see what the teacher looks like and add individual information 

to the character representation.  

When a character reappears later in the narrative, the audience will update the mental 

model of that character based on the information presented at the time of that reappearance. As 

                                                 
explanation to those concepts and principles that are relevant for content selection and prioritisation in audio 

description.  
113 Although Schneider’s (2005) approach is based on examples from verbal narrative, more particularly 

literary narrative, the basic concepts and processing principles presented are of a fairly general nature and can be 

applied to other forms of narrative—including audiovisual ones—too. 
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explained in section 3.3.1.2 of chapter 3, the character can reappear without any new 

information being presented (repetition of known characteristics), but usually new 

information—predominantly behavioural/communicative and/or mental information—is 

presented and will have to be accommodated in the model. This accumulating information can 

either confirm what traits the audience already knows or has inferred from earlier appearances 

of the character, or it can change the audience’s knowledge about a character and negate the 

inferences that were made based on earlier information. If the new information validates the 

categorisation tendency, the audience will assign the category to that character (categorisation) 

and later confirm that categorisation (confirmation of categorisation) if more corroborating 

information is presented. However, often a character will be less stereotypical and will have 

some traits that do not confirm the categorisation but lend the character one or more unique 

features, in which case individuating information will be added to the mental model 

(individuation). The same principle applies when a character representation was initially created 

based on personalised information: in this case, new information will confirm the 

personalisation which will become more prominent as further purely person-based information 

is added (further personalisation).  

If the new information presented is not compatible with what is already stored in the 

mental model, a transformation will occur: a character will no longer belong to the category 

that was assigned to it (decategorisation) or a character will turn out to be less ‘personal’ and 

more ‘categorical’ than initially thought (depersonalisation). This will result in a temporal 

instability of the character representation, an instability that will be resolved when new 

information again categorises or personalises the character concerned. 
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Categorisation Tendency

Personalisation Tendency

Categorisation Individuation

Confirmation of Categorisation

Temporal Instability

Personalisation Further Personalisation

Depersonalisation

Decategorisation

Introduction Reappearance

 

Diagram 14 - Creation of mental character representations by the audience 

 

Given the complexity of these mental character representations it is safe to say that audio 

describers have to deliberate carefully what information to include in their descriptions. In the 

light of the preference rule described above, describers should first prioritize information that 

allows the audience to preliminarily assign the character concerned to a certain category. This 

offers the advantage that the processing load is lowered as the audience can use a pre-stored 

script as a basis for the mental representation rather than having to make inferences based on 

apparently ‘loose’, person-based bits of information. The disadvantage of this approach—as 

already described in section 3.2.3 of chapter 3—is that by predominantly providing general 

information, the unique or narrative quality of the mental representation in particular and the 

story as a whole in general will decrease. But as was also pointed out earlier in this section, 

characters are usually introduced visually in film, enabling the describer to add some 

individuating (physical) information in his description if time allows. If there is not enough 

time to give a description of the character’s physical appearance, it could be an option to include 
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individuating information in the form of that character’s name. On the one hand, this enables 

the audience to attach a very specific label to the mental representation of that character, on the 

other it allows the describer to refer to that character more briefly in later AD units.  

Following the dynamics of the mental model creation described above, later AD units 

referring to the same character should prioritize accumulating information that enables the 

audience to confirm the categorisation or personalisation tendency, or transforming information 

that negates these tendencies. Once the categorisation has been confirmed, priority can be given 

to other narrative information as the audience will assume—according to Ryan’s (1991) 

principle of minimal departure—that the character remains in the same category until 

information to the contrary is given. In the case of personalisation, the situation is in theory 

somewhat different as every ‘confirming’ piece of information is unique and adds new 

information to the mental representation. So when time allows, this personalising information 

should ideally be included in the description. However, it is not essential for understanding the 

narrative, so it can be left out if other information, that is crucial for the coherence of the 

narrative, is presented.  

While accumulating information can be left out of the description once the categorisation 

or personalisation of a character has been confirmed, the same does not hold true for 

transforming information that leads to decategorisation or depersonalisation, or to temporal 

instability. As this information brings about a significant change and breaches the principle of 

minimal departure, it should get priority in the description as it is essential for narrative 

coherence, i.e. for understanding future actions of the character that contradict what the 

audience knows and expects.  

3.3. Spatialization or the mental representation of narrative space 

In section 3.2.1 of chapter 3 I wrote that narrative space or setting has long been 

considered to be of lesser importance in the construction of narrative, that it was sometimes 

regarded as an ‘optional’ background against which the characters cause and undergo the events 

that are the true core of the story. From the subsections that followed, it became clear that 

settings are often much more than a background and that various relevant elements have to be 

taken into account when analysing the filmic source text in terms of narrative space. 

Particularly, audio describers have to determine whether a setting is new or already known, 

whether it is just a background for the action or serves a symbolic function, whether it is local 

or global, whether or not characters can move in and out of it, and whether it is real or only 
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exists in the mind of one of the characters (cf. section 3.2.1.1 of chapter 3). Furthermore, just 

like characters, settings are dynamic narrative constituents and in their analysis, audio 

describers will have to trace the development of narrative space by means of the confirming 

and transforming information that is presented (cf. section 3.2.1.2 of chapter 3). 

In other words, research into how narrative settings are constructed by authors provides 

a clear and comprehensive overview of the various elements and principles that are used to 

create narrative space. As a result, they have to be taken into account when analysing the filmic 

source text and determining what elements in the concrete narrative contribute to the creation 

of its settings. It is difficult, however, to combine this knowledge with the cognitive approaches 

that explain how audiences recreate settings when processing narratives, in order to draw up 

strategies for prioritisation of content in audio description. First of all, as shown by the 

experiment carried out by Ryan (2003), the reconstruction of narrative space is a very personal 

process that can differ fundamentally from one audience member to another, as the examples 

discussed (Ryan, 2003, pp. 227-231) clearly demonstrate114. Moreover, the fact that it was not 

until after the third reading that the author herself managed to create what she hoped was “a 

reasonably complete and accurate representation of the topography of the novel” (Ryan, 2003, 

p. 218) seems to confirm what was posited earlier by Emmott (1997), namely that audiences do 

create mental representations of locations but that “a lot of detailed information about those 

entities is likely to be forgotten” (p. 38). And, as was claimed later by Dannenberg (2008) with 

regard to the audience’s spatial immersion in narratives, “detailed spatial environments are not 

a prerequisite” (p. 85) to achieve that immersion. Finally, as becomes apparent from the 

discussion of the reconstruction of narrative space by the audience found in Dannenberg (2008) 

or Herman (2001, 2002, 2009), audiences predominantly seem to use basic schemata to create 

mental representations of narrative settings. These can be accommodated in two main 

categories, namely one dealing with the static dimension of narrative space, the other dealing 

with its dynamic dimension.  

Building on earlier work by Landau and Jackendoff (1993) Herman (2001) uses the 

concepts of regions and landmarks (p. 526) to designate the places and objects within them that 

constitute the narrative’s static components. Likewise, Dannenberg (2008) refers to the schema 

of the container (p. 75) to refer to this dimension. On a basic level, audiences use these regions 

                                                 
114 In her experiment Ryan (2003) asked students to draw a cognitive map of the narrative space presented 

in Gabriel García Márquez’ 1982 novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold to explore how readers construct narrative 

space. 
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or containers in their reconstruction process “to segment the narrative into smaller episodes, 

each situated in a particular space-time region of the narrative world” (Herman, 2009, pp. 131-

132). On a more personal, emotional level this concept of regions or containers is linked to 

notions such as ‘in’ and ‘out’ (Dannenberg, 2008, p. 75), ‘safe’ and ‘dangerous’, ‘confinement’ 

and ‘freedom’ (Bal, 1997, p. 134). Audiences link the different regions to each other by means 

of so-called paths (Herman, 2001, p. 526; Dannenberg, 2008, p. 76) that on a first level reflect 

movement and directionality, and on a second level can indicate purpose. A third basic schema 

added to these two by Dannenberg (2008), is that of the portal or the window (p. 76). Located 

on the interface between the static and dynamic dimension, it enables various settings to be 

presented at once, while at the same time it can offer a transition from one setting to another or 

it can actually block that transition. 

As the brief discussion presented above indicates, audiences in the first place draw on 

very general information and concepts to create mental representations of the different settings 

presented in the narrative. References that enable them to divide the storyworld into different 

regions will be used to create distinct location representations, while information relating to 

movement and directions will be used to spatially link these different location representations 

to each other. In terms of content selection for audio description, this means that audio 

describers should try to provide information that allows the visually impaired audience to create 

these same location representations and the links between them. Additionally and if possible, 

the descriptions should indicate whether the setting that is referred to, is new or already known 

so that the audience knows whether it has to create a new representation or can add the 

information that will be provided next, to an already existing location representation. A third 

element that should be clear from the description—particularly in terms of narrative 

coherence—is whether the setting that is presented, is real or imagined. Explicit references to 

the global or local dimension of a setting are not a priority, as they will become apparent from 

the objects in the setting that are described (a table will most probably refer to a local setting, 

whereas a mountain range refers to a global setting). The fact whether a setting is a mere 

background or serves a symbolic dimension does not have to be included in the description 

either. On the one hand, it will become apparent from the amount of description provided (cf. 

section 3.2.3 of chapter 3), on the other, this symbolic dimension is implicit in the source text 

too, so it should not be spelled out to the visually impaired audience in the description. 

The previous sections treated the creation of mental representations of action sequences, 

characters and spatio-temporal settings individually, but it is clear that when processing true 
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narratives, audiences have to monitor the actions in conjunction with the characters performing 

and undergoing them and the spatio-temporal settings in which they are set. Based on Emmott’s 

(1997) study on the use of mental models to interpret pronouns correctly, the following section 

will explain how audiences link the different mental representations to each other and what 

information from these representations audiences use to follow the narrative as it unfolds. While 

Emmott’s (1997) work focuses predominantly on verbal narratives and more specifically on the 

interpretation of one particular element in these narratives, the model presented is sufficiently 

general and broad to be applied in other contexts—such as audio description—as well. 

Moreover, the approach she describes explains how text-specific knowledge is used in 

processing of narratives, making it all the more relevant for content selection and prioritisation 

in audio description. 

3.4. The use of contextual frames in narrative processing 

The starting point in Emmott’s (1997) theory on the processing of narrative texts is that 

whenever an event is presented, the audience will make a mental representation of it, but needs 

contextualising information in order to be able to do so. This information is what she calls the 

fictional context (Emmott, 1997, p. 103) and is stored in a contextual frame (Emmott, 1997, p. 

121). Contextual frames, that are created on the basis of both text-specific information and 

inferences made from that information, minimally consist of the characters that are present 

during the event, the location where the event takes place and the approximate time of the event. 

This context may help the audience to recreate the chronological position of the event in the 

narrative or to determine the cause of an event and its possible effects on the characters present.  

Important in this respect, is that contextual frames only contain a) general information 

and b) so-called episodic information, i.e. information that is true for that particular situation in 

the story, but not necessarily for other situations (Emmott, 1997, p. 121). The film Slumdog 

Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) for example, opens with a heavy-handed interrogation (= 

the event). The contextual frame with regard to that event consists of a) the characters that are 

present during the interrogation (Jamal Malik and a police officer), b) the location where the 

interrogation is set (a prison cell in Mumbai) and c) the approximate time of the interrogation 

(2006). The information is very general and episodic in the sense that it does not apply to the 

following event that is presented in the film, namely Jamal’s introduction to the gameshow 

‘Who wants to be a Millionaire’. While Jamal is still present, he is no longer in a prison cell 

and the police officer is no longer there either. General and episodic information about what 

happens on the gameshow, will therefore be stored in another contextual frame.  
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In addition to this general and episodic information that is stored in contextual frames, 

the audience also processes a lot of detailed non-episodic (Emmott, 1997, p. 122) information 

that is true beyond the immediate context of the event. The audience learns what Jamal Malik 

and the police officer look like, they acquire detailed information about the interrogation room, 

etc. This information is not stored in contextual frames but rather in lower-level, so-called entity 

representations that can hold information about a character (character representations) or about 

a setting (location representations) (Emmott, 1997, p. 104).  

As the story unfolds, the audience continuously monitors the narrative evolutions and 

developments to keep track of what stays the same and what changes. This process is what 

Emmott (1997) calls contextual monitoring (p. 112) and starts by creating episodic links 

between the various entities that are present in a given contextual frame. In the Slumdog 

Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) example described above, Jamal, the police officer, the 

prison cell, Mumbai and 2006 are all linked to the interrogation, and they are also linked to each 

other. This process of linking the different entities present at a given event is what Emmott 

(1997) calls binding (p. 122). Crucial with respect to contextual monitoring and narrative 

processing in general is that entities are bound to a specific context as soon as the text mentions 

them and that “they remain bound there until there is an indication that they leave and therefore 

need to be bound out” (Emmott, 1997, p. 122). This is crucial because a text cannot 

continuously mention all the contextual—let alone detailed—information that is relevant for a 

given event and a lot of information will remain implicit. Because the information is bound to 

the contextual frame related to that event, the audience can—and will—assume continuity 

unless the text states otherwise. So when the first sentence of a scene relating a particular event 

reads “In an interrogation room, a police officer blows smoke into the face of a terrified, young 

prisoner.” and the second sentence reads “The prisoner blinks as the smoke stings his eyes.” the 

audience will assume that, in the second sentence, the police officer is still there and that 

blinking is still set in the interrogation room. In other words, audiences will assume that 

contextual information remains valid until the contrary is mentioned in the text. Moreover, 

audiences will also infer change, e.g. from unstated effects from an event. If the text started 

above, at a certain point reads “Later, in his superior’s office, the officer complains that the 

prisoner still did not confess.” the police officer will be bound into the contextual frame of the 

office and will be bound out of that of the interrogation room, as he cannot be in two places at 

the same time. In addition, the audience will start to monitor the new contextual frame (relating 

to the event of ‘complaining’) and the frame relating to the interrogation will recede in the 
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background. This is what Emmott (1997, p. 122) calls priming (i.e. activation of a certain 

contextual frame) and unpriming (i.e. deactivation of a certain contextual frame). 

This continuous monitoring of continuity and change can have three possible effects on 

the contextual frame. First of all, the configuration of characters present in the frame can 

change, i.e. one or more characters can enter or leave the frame, the location of which remains 

unaltered. This is what Emmott (1997) calls a frame modification (p. 142). So while the frame 

itself remains primed (i.e. the audience continues to monitor the same frame as for the previous 

event) some character(s) will be bound out of and/or bound into it115.  

A second, more complex change is what Emmott (1997) calls a frame switch (p. 147). In 

this case, the audience no longer monitors a given frame but starts monitoring another one 

instead. This requires more processing effort by the audience because, in addition to a change 

in location, a frame switch can and often does also comprise a change of time and a change in 

the configuration of characters present in the new frame. Particularly complex in this case, are 

frame switches involving a change in time. This change in time can be mentioned in the text, 

in which case the audience has to determine whether it is a flash forward or a flashback in order 

to maintain the chronology and coherence of the events. Often however, changes in time are 

not mentioned explicitly. In this case, based on their general knowledge and Ryan’s (1991) 

principle of minimal departure, the audience will automatically assume that the event presented 

chronologically follows the previous one. If, at a later stage, it turns out there was no 

chronology, the audience will retrospectively have to modify the contextual frame116. One 

instance in which the audience will be able to infer a change in time, although it is not mentioned 

explicitly, is when the events presented are caused or experienced by a younger or older 

‘version’ of a character that is already known, called an enactor (Emmott, 1997, p. 180). In the 

case of a flashback, the audience will create a new contextual frame for the events presented, 

containing episodic information about that enactor. However, the audience will also create a 

new character representation in which non-episodic, detailed information about that enactor 

                                                 
115 In fact, Emmott distinguishes between modification of a primed frame (i.e. the text mentions that a 

character enters or leaves the frame that the audience is monitoring at that time) and modification of an un-primed 

frame (a change mentioned within the context of a primed frame has an effect on a frame that is not being 

monitored, as in the example in this section where the mentioning of the police officer’s presence in his superior’s 

office (= primed frame) bounds the former out of the interrogation room (= un-primed frame), as such modifying 

it. 
116 A similar retrospective modification can be necessary when a switch from one location in the narrative 

to another, later turns out to be a switch from an actual location in the narrative to a counterfactual one, e.g. a 

dream sequence. In that case, the audience will retrospectively have to change the status of all the events that took 

place during that sequence. 
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will be stored. In the case of Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008), for example, the 

different enactors of Jamal will be stored in contextual frames as ‘4/5 year old Jamal’, ‘10/11 

year old Jamal’ and ‘18 year old Jamal’, while the audience will create different entity 

representations containing specific non-episodic details about these different enactors.  

Finally, a frame that has been monitored before, can be re-primed. This is what Emmott 

(1997) calls a frame recall (p. 150). Earlier in this section I said that entities that are linked to 

a certain frame, remain bound to that frame until the text indicates otherwise. This is particularly 

useful in the case of a frame recall, as Emmott (1997) points out: “when a frame is re-primed, 

it is not necessary to mention each element of the frame again. A mention of one element means 

that the other, being bound to it, can be re-primed automatically” (p. 152). What element has to 

be mentioned, will depend on the different entities present in the two frames involved in the 

recall (the one being un-primed and the one being recalled). In the opening of Slumdog 

Millionaire (Boyle & Tandan, 2008) the character Jamal is present both in the ‘interrogation’ 

frame and in the ‘gameshow’ frame. In this case, none of these frames can be recalled by 

mentioning Jamal and they will have to be re-primed by referring to the location in which the 

events are set. In the opposite case, in which events are set in the same location but with 

different characters being present, re-priming would have to be done by mentioning one of the 

characters present in the frame to be re-primed. 

4. Putting it all together: the use of mental models and contextual frames in content 

selection and prioritisation in audio description 

In chapter 1 I defined audio description as a service that is aimed at making any kind of 

(audio)visual product accessible to visually impaired people by translating visual and unclear 

aural information into a verbal narration that increases their understanding and enhances 

enjoyment of that product. For audio describers who have to decide what to include in their 

description and what to leave out, the part of the definition in italics offers a first prioritisation 

principle: when it comes to content selection for audio description, it is safe to say that 

understanding should get priority over enjoyment. Apart from the fact that it is highly 

questionable that a product that the visually impaired audience does not understand, can be 

called accessible, people can and often do understand things they do not enjoy, while it is far 

less likely they will enjoy something they do not understand. Moreover, whereas understanding 

is inextricably linked to the information you provide (i.e. to what you describe or content 
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selection), enjoyment is to a much larger extent related to how you present that information (i.e. 

to how you describe or formulation of the content).  

In the light of what was discussed in the previous section of this chapter, where it was 

stated that in order to understand what happens in a narrative, the audience needs orientational 

information, a first priority in the description should be given to the general information that is 

stored in the contextual frames of the audience’s mental representation of that narrative. In 

addition, this first prioritisation principle can also be linked to what was said in chapter 4 with 

regard to the different functions the various stylistic principles and techniques in film can serve. 

In section 1.2 of chapter 4 I distinghuished between four main functions, namely the denotative 

function, the expressive function, the symbolic function and the aesthetic function. As the 

denotative function helps the audience to follow the concrete narrative and to reconstruct the 

abstract story underlying it by signalling what is most important, it is clear that it is more 

relevant for content selection than any of the other three functions. Of course this does not mean 

that the audio describer does not have to pay due attention to the expressive, symbolic and 

aesthetic dimension of the film’s style, as was amply illustrated in chapter 4. But if the time for 

description is limited, the describer should first focus on the narrative elements that are 

highlighted by the film’s style, before turning his attention to how the film tries to emotionally 

involve the audience or to what symbolic meanings implicitly underly the denotative layer.  

Even when focusing exclusively on understanding and on the relevant information 

presented on the denotative level, choices will often have to be made, as the detailed 

explorations of the various narrative constituents presented in chapter 3 made clear. One single 

image can present so much information that it will be impossible to present all of it in any audio 

description. Yet from the various definitions of narrative discussed in section 1.1 of chapter 3 

and from the accounts of mental model creation presented in the previous sections of the current 

chapter, it can be concluded that events in general, and actions in particular form the backbone 

of most narratives—particularly the mainstream films that are the source texts audio describers 

start from. In other words, just as events form the core of the narrative, they will constitute the 

basis of the audio description too. There can of course be shots or scenes in which no events 

take place, such as a panoramic view of an impressive landscape shown to introduce a 

narrative’s global setting or—symbolically—to reflect man’s insignicance in the vastness of 

the world’s nature. In these cases, priority will—necessarily—be given to other narrative 

constituents.Nevertheless, as the audio description has to make sure that the audience can 

reconstruct the abstract story from the concrete narrative, i.e. in the case of most films the 
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(chrono)logical chain of cause and effect, priority will generally (have to) be given to events 

and actions. In section 3.1.2 of chapter 3 it was pointed out that, in film, more than one action 

can be presented simultaneously. In this case, as was proposed in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3 and 

briefly repeated in section 3.1 of the current chapter, the describer will have to determine what 

actions drive the narrative forward and what actions are just so-called sattelites: priority will 

then go to the kernels that form the links of the narrative’s chain of cause and effect. 

Based on Genette’s (1980) work, section 3.1.1 of chapter 3, discussed three different 

principles that have a direct bearing on the events presented in the narrative, namely order, 

frequency and duration. From the discussion under a) in section 3.1.3 of chapter 3, it is clear 

that from these three principles, order should get the highest priority in terms of content 

selection for AD. As the audience’s ultimate task is to recreate the fabula, i.e. the “series of 

logically and chronologically [emphasis added] related events” (Bal, 1997, p. 5) underlying the 

narrative, any deviation from this initial chronology should be signalled in the AD if it cannot 

be inferred from the dialogues or other channels to which the visually impaired audience has 

access. With regard to the events’ duration it was said that, in addition to their normal speed, 

they can be presented in fast motion or slow motion. The examples described in section 2.2.1 

of chapter 4 showed that these techniques usually serve an expressive or symbolic function and 

as such can be included if time allows, but are not essential for the understanding of the narrative 

flow. Finally, aspects related to the events’ frequency will almost always be automatically clear 

to the visually impaired audience: if an event is presented visually more than once, it will most 

probably be included in the description more than once, given the principle that prioritisation 

should be given to events presented in the narrative. Only when the event concerned is not 

presented exactly in the same way as it was before, e.g. an event related from another character’s 

point of view, specific attention should be given to new details in the description. 

From Bal’s (1997) definition of the fabula as “a series of logically and chronologically 

related events that are caused or experienced by actors [emphasis added]” (p. 5) it can be 

gathered that most closely linked to the narrative’s events, are the characters that are present in 

the narrative. This does not mean however, that characters should automatically get priority 

over settings in the description. From Emmott’s (1997) account of how audiences monitor the 

development of narratives, it is clear that various kinds of information are needed depending 

on the kind of development. In the case of frame modifications, the audience needs to know 

what characters enter and/or leave the frame, but in the case of a frame switch, the audience 

needs to know to what location the narrative switched. In the case of a frame recall it may be 
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necessary to mention a character, namely if the two frames involved in the recall share the same 

location, or the location may have to be mentioned, namely if the same group of characters is 

present in both frames.  

In all the instances in which settings do not necessarily have to be prioritised to guarantee 

the understanding of the narrative, it is safe to say that more attention can be paid to characters 

than to settings. One logical explanation is that the characters cause and undergo the events and 

actions, i.e. they are the driving force behind the narrative’s chain of cause and effect. There is 

also a more practical, grammatical explanation, namely that—at least in English—the subject 

of the verb has to be expressed. One final reason to prioritize characters over settings is that, as 

pointed out in section 3.3, a detailed description of locations is not a prerequisite for narrative 

understanding and that lot of detailed spatial information tends to be forgotten anyway.  

As the detailed account of the construction of characters presented in section 3.3.1 of 

chapter 3 made clear, characters are highly complex narrative constituents and in the analysis 

of the source text the describer can encounter numerous different elements that can be eligible 

for description. For the processing of narratives according to Emmott’s (1997) account, it seems 

that a first priority in the description should be given to “labelling” the character, i.e. give its 

name or describe one of its features that sets it apart from the other characters, and that enables 

the audience to create a distinct character representation and a unique reference to that particular 

character in the contextual frames. If time allows, more distinguishing features can be presented 

early in the description. These can be physical features related to the character’s age, hair 

colour, height, etc. The advantage of prioritising these details early in the description, is that 

they are relatively stable an do not have to be repeated, freeing up time for other elements later 

in the AD. However, from Schneider’s (2001) account of how audiences create mental 

representations of characters, it can be deduced that physical features play less of a prominent 

role in the construction of such representations. Audiences will predominantly look for 

behaviours and mental traits that allow them to categorise or personalise the various characters 

present in the narrative. As behaviours refer to the characters’ actions and reactions, those will 

either not have to be described, i.e. in the case of verbal behaviour, or they will “automatically” 

get priority because they constitute the core of the narrative and as such the basis of the 

description. As was discussed in section 3.3.2 of chapter 3 the characters’ inner life or mental 

traits are—given their abstract nature—much harder to depict unequivocally in visual media 

such as film and are as such much harder to describe accurately. In part, characters’ mental 

features will be expressed through their (re)actions. In this case, the (re)actions concerned will 
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be described and the audience will have to infer the mental feature that corresponds to the 

character’s behaviour. Mental features can also be expressed verbally in the dialogue, in which 

case they will be readily available to the visually impaired audience (if they are mentioned 

explicitly) or they will have to be inferred (if they are mentioned implicitly). A third possibility 

is the representation of a character’s mental state by means of a close-up. As this mental state 

will then, by definition, almost always be the only element presented visually, there will be no 

problem for content selection: the describer has no choice but to describe the facial 

expression117.  

From section 3.2 of chapter 3 it is clear that the final main narrative constituent, i.e. the 

spatio-temporal setting, is equally rich and multi-faceted, if not even more so, than characters 

when it comes to elements and dimensions that are eligible for description. In addition to 

elements referring to its temporal dimension there are the numerous objects defining its spatial 

dimension, there is the difference between actual and counterfactual settings, there is the 

difference between those settings that are mere backgrounds to the actions and those that serve 

a symbolic function, and there are the various possible developments of the spatio-temporal 

settings that have to be taken into account. However, as the discussion on the creation of mental 

representations of settings in the previous section showed, spatio-temporal settings are 

interpreted in a highly individualised way and it is mostly general information that is retained 

in the location representations. On the other hand, Emmott’s (1997) account of narrative 

processing through the use of contextual frames and entity representations taught us that 

location information is a necessary constituent of these frames and is essential to signal frame 

switches and—in some instances—frame recalls. Therefore spatio-temporal information should 

be taken duly into account in the content selection and prioritisation process. Some elements 

and dimensions of spatio-temporal settings will be obvious, regardless of the exact content that 

is described, such as the distinction between global and local settings. Others should be 

signalled more explicitly, particularly the distinction between actual and counterfactual 

settings: in order to be able to reconstruct the (chrono)logical flow of events, the audience has 

                                                 
117 The question of how to render a character’s mental state when it is expressed by means of a facial 

expression, has been the subject of many—often heated—debates between advocates of the so-called ‘objective’, 

more descriptive AD style and proponents of the so-called ‘subjective’, more narrative AD style (e.g Kruger, 2009, 

2010). This discussion falls outside the remit of this work, but the translation-oriented, functionalist approach to 

audio description set forth in chapter 2 of this work, can offer a dual solution: on the one hand the description is 

governed by an audio description brief that will determine the purpose of the audio description. Depending on the 

purpose established in the AD brief, a more descriptive or more narrative style can be called for. Moreover, from 

a translational point of view, the ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ style are just two possible translation strategies the 

describer can choose from, and none of these is inherently better than the other: again, it will depend on the purpose 

(and the overall style aimed at) what strategy will be most suitable in a given situation. 
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to know if the setting in which events are presented is real and the events presented in it are part 

of the actual chain of cause and effect, or if that setting is imagined and the events presented in 

it are not directly part of the chain of cause and effect but contribute, for example, to the 

representation of a character’s mental state. Elaborate information about the various objects 

present in the setting is less relevant for understanding the narrative (cf. Emmott, 1997, p. 38 

or Dannenberg, 2008, p. 85) and therefore occupies a lower position on the priority list. Spatio-

temporal details can be described if the setting presented deviates further from the stereotypical 

schema to indicate its uniqueness and/or to increase the audience’s enjoyment through more 

detailed descriptions of beautiful landscapes, luxurious interiors, etc. In case the setting that is 

presented is closer to the prototype, priority can be given to information that is more essential 

for narrative understanding and for the reconstruction of the abstract story, i.e. information 

about events and characters. 

The different selection and prioritisation principles described on the previous pages, can 

be combined in the following diagram that presents an approach to content selection in audio 

description based primarily on Emmott’s (1997) account of narrative processing. 
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S C E N E 1 

Action(s) / Event(s): 
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S C E N E 2 
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Diagram 15 - Schematized approach to content selection and prioritisation in AD 
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This diagram can briefly be explained as follows: in the first scene that has to be 

described, the describer starts by determining what action(s) and/or event(s) are presented. If 

only one action or event is presented, this will automatically get priority in the description. If 

more than one action and/or event is presented, the describer has to determine which actions or 

events are so-called kernels (that drive the narrative forward) and which are satellites, i.e. less 

crucial for the narrative chain of cause and effect118.  

Next, the describer determines the contextual information with regard to the represented 

action(s) and/or event(s), i.e. the general, “labelling” information about the characters and a 

general indication of the spatial and temporal components of the setting. In addition, the 

describer will have to mention if the setting is real or imagined, as the audience needs this 

information to re-construct the chronological chain of events, as explained earlier in this 

section. If time allows, both general character and spatio-temporal information can be 

described. If, on the other hand, there is not enough time to describe the entire contextual frame, 

priority should be given to one of the two components, e.g. to the character(s) if one or more 

actions are presented, or to the setting if the scene presents an event that does not involve any 

characters or if no event is presented at all. 

Finally, if there still is time left, the describer can determine what context-independent 

information about the characters or settings is presented and add it to the so-called character 

representations or location representations. Earlier in this section it was suggested to limit the 

amount of information about a character’s physical appearance, as it is usually less relevant for 

the motivation of the character’s actions and/or for the narrative chain of cause and effect in 

general, but to give that information early in the description as it does usually not change very 

much and as such does not need to be repeated later119. In addition—and later on in the 

description—the describer can focus on the character’s psychological dimension. The 

behavioural/communicative dimension is put in brackets, as this deals with a character’s 

(re)actions and as such will get first priority in the description. Detailed information about the 

spatial features of a setting and about the local time and weather conditions, will be included in 

the location representation and be described if there is still time left. 

                                                 
118 If no action or event is presented, i.e. in the case of the presentation of a setting, the describer can 

immediately move down to the next level and focus on the contextual frame, more particularly on the general 

spatio-temporal information of that frame. 
119 If the film presents various enactors of the same character, as in Slumdog Millionaire ( (Boyle & Tandan, 

2008), physical information about all these enactors should be given to allow the audience to form a distinct image 

of all of them.  
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For the second scene (and all the next scenes), the basic selection and prioritisation 

principles are the same, with one—crucial—addition. Again the describer will first determine 

the actions and/or events that take place and prioritize them. But as of the second scene, he will 

then have to determine if and how the contextual frame in which these actions and/or events 

take place, has changed compared to the one from the previous scene. This will allow him to 

quickly determine some of the information that has to be included in the description and some 

of the information that can be left out. In the case of a frame modification, priority has to be 

given to contextual information relating to the characters, i.e. the description has to make clear 

what characters have left the frame and what characters have entered it. In the case of a frame 

switch, priority has to be given to contextual information relating to the location, i.e. the 

description has to give the global spatial and temporal information of the new frame. Finally, 

in the case of a frame recall, the describer does not have to mention all the constituents of the 

frame that will be re-primed, but has to mention only one, as discussed in section 3.4 of the 

present section. Whether this will be a reference to a character or a location will depend on the 

situation. After this contextual change has been analysed and included in the description, the 

selection and prioritisation process as described with regard to the first scene, is resumed. In 

the following section, a practical example of the analysis and selection/prioritisation principles 

set forth in the previous and the present chapters will be discussed, in order to concretize the 

theoretical approach presented so far. 

5. An example: a possible description of the opening of Ransom (Howard, 1996)  

In section 1.4.1 of chapter 1I identified film and television as the medium for which most 

AD is created. Therefore, the approach presented in the present work will be tested on a short 

sample of this medium, namely the opening scene of the film Ransom (Howard, 1996), already 

briefly discussed in sections 3.2.1.2 and 3.2.3 of chapter 3. On the one hand, this film can be 

categorized as a mainstream narrative Hollywood product with a clear series of actions—

developing as a chain of cause-and-effect—caused and undergone by readily identifiable 

characters in recognizable settings, making it a perfect test case for a narratological approach 

to content selection in audio description. On the other hand, it contains various elements that 

could potentially complicate the selection process and the audio description, and that could 

potentially expose some of the limits of the approach: the film combines elements that are 

typical of action films, thrillers, dramas and crime stories (Remael & Vercauteren, 2007, p. 82) 

and as such creates multiple (and possibly diverging) expectations in the audience when it 

comes to story development (suspense and surprise), characterization (more inner life in drama, 



340 

 

more event-oriented in action films), film style, etc. More in particular, the opening scene—as 

any film opening—presents some of the main difficulties a describer can be confronted with. 

First of all there is a lot of information that has to be described: most of the main characters are 

introduced and various settings are presented. In short, everything is new and, ideally, has to be 

included in the description. In the case of Ransom (Howard, 1996) the opening contains both 

long stretches without any dialogue giving the describer ample time to describe the visuals and 

parts where there is hardly any time to describe. The opening also makes very distinct stylistic 

choices to emphasize narratively important information, to link characters and locations to each 

other, etc. so the describer will have to determine to what extent and how he will include this 

style in the description. 

5.1. The scene 

Ransom (Howard, 1996) tells the story of rich airline owner Tom Mullen who lives in an 

exclusive penthouse in uptown Manhattan with his wife Kate and his young son, Sean. When 

the latter is kidnapped and the kidnappers ask a two million dollar ransom, Tom Mullen first 

cooperates with the police to get his son back. However, when the drop goes awry he decides 

to take matters in his own hands and uses the ransom money as a bounty on the head of the 

kidnappers. In the opening scene, we meet the Mullens in their apartment where a party is going 

on. The main character is presented by means of a promotional video that shows how he made 

his fortune and in which he says that the most important thing for him is his family. This 

importance is emphasized throughout the opening scene as Tom playfully kisses his wife and 

regularly exchanges affectionate looks with his son Sean. However, both the title ‘Ransom’ and 

cuts from the warm and loving environment in which Tom and his family live to a scene in a 

basement, where soundproofing material is being fixed to the walls and a bed with handcuffs 

at the foot end, suggest that this peaceful family life will soon be disrupted. This suggestion is 

underlined throughout by various stylistic devices that will become apparent from the analysis 

below. 

The opening scene of Ransom (Howard, 1996) has been analysed before by Remael & 

Vercauteren (2007) in an article the aim of which was “to show how a better insight into film 

narration and a better perception of the many visual cues used by the filmmaker might help 

audio describers decide on what information to prioritize” (Remael & Vercauteren, 2007, p. 

73). Although similar in nature, the case study presented by Remael & Vercauteren (2007) and 

the example presented in this section, are different in a few fundamental respects. The former 

started from a limited number of specific principles that are typical of good film openings 
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(Schellhardt, 2003) for its source text analysis and used the findings from this analysis to study 

and adapt the existing description. The latter however, uses a far more elaborate, three stage 

approach:  

- in a first phase the entire model for source text analysis presented in chapters 3 and 4, 

is used to analyse the source text, 

- in a second phase, the flow chart presented in section 4 of this chapter is used to 

prioritize the information that was identified in the previous step as eligible for 

description; 

- in a third phase, an audio description of the opening scene will be suggested. 

5.2. Source text analysis 

The following table presents a detailed source text analysis of the first four minutes of the 

film120. The first column indicates the time codes of the different sections. The second column 

contains a description of all the visual and aural information presented in the video, the third 

details the narrative information presented and the fourth column gives an overview of the 

different film techniques used to present the narrative information121. 

Time code Description of the visual and 

aural information in the 

source text 

Narrative information Stylistic information 

SCENE 0 

 

00:00:00 

 

 

Text on screen: 

In white, the logo of 

Touchstone pictures on a 

black background. 

 

Text on screen in red and 

white letters:  

Touchstone pictures presents 

A Brian Grazer/Scott Rudin 

production 

 

An ominous soundscape is 

mixed with the sound of a 

siren 

 

 

[Name of the distributor] 

 

 

 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

Colours + way in which the 

logo is presented 

 

Ominous music [leave time 

for the music in the AD]  

 

 

Colours of the text on screen: 

names in white, rest in red 

SCENE 1 

 

 

00:00:24 

 

 

Text on screen: 

A Ron Howard film 

 

The sound of the siren 

becomes more prominent 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
120 For a detailed description of the scene, see Remael & Vercauteren, 2007, pp. 86-88. 
121 In bold, I indicate when there is dialogue or voice-over and no AD is possible, and when there are other sound 

effects that have to be taken into account, i.e. have to remain (partly) audible, when creating the AD. 
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In black and white: 

An extreme high-angle shot of 

an ambulance passing-by 

other vehicles on a four-lane 

street bordering on Central 

Park in uptown Manhattan. 

Cars move out of the 

ambulance’s way as it 

continues its way. 

 

Text on screen 

Mel Gibson 

Rene Russo 

Gary Sinise 

Delroy Lindo 

 

Written on the street are the 

words “Fire Lane”. 

 

Slow, rather ominous music 

becomes more prominent as 

the camera zooms out, 

showing the skyline of New 

York and one of the lakes in 

Central Park. 

 

Text on screen: 

Bit by bit, the title of the film, 

Ransom, appears on screen 

like pieces of a jagged puzzle. 

 

 

 

An ambulance driving through 

a four-lane street bordering on 

Central Park in uptown 

Manhattan, passing-by other 

cars. 

Cars moving out of the way as 

the ambulance continues its 

way. 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

Letters written on the street 

 

 

Skyline of New York and one 

of the lakes in Central Park. 

 

 

 

 

 

[Title of the film] 

Extreme high-angle shot; 

 

Filmed in black-and-white  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zoom-out 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appearance of the title of the 

film 

SCENE 2 

 

00:00:53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:01:07 

 

 

The title is still on screen. 

 

The film now turns to full 

colour: 

 

The camera keeps zooming 

out and shows the back of a 

bespectacled man in a suit and 

a woman in a party dress 

holding a cocktail. They are 

standing on a terrace 

overlooking Central Park as 

evening falls. 

 

Footsteps and voices suggest 

there are more people present, 

which is confirmed as the 

camera tracks back. Two 

people walk in front of the 

camera, holding glasses of 

champagne and other drinks.  

 

An unidentified voice calls: 

[no AD possible] 

- “Ok everyone, I found his 

commercial. Come on in!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A bespectacled man in a suit 

and a woman in a party dress, 

talking and drinking a cocktail 

on a terrace overlooking 

Central Park. 

 

Evening falls. 

 

More people are present on the 

terrace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Full colour 

 

 

Continuation of zoom-out 
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- “Oh, I can’t wait to see it” 

- “Oh, he can’t weasel out of 

this one.”  

 

All the guests on the terrace 

turn towards the camera and 

start walking towards it. 

 

 

 

 

People walking towards the 

interior of the apartment 

 

SCENE 3 

 

00:01:12 

 

 

Close-up: 

A hand puts a videotape into a 

video recorder. The label on 

the tape reads “Endeavor 

Airlines – Tom Mullen – Final 

for Air” 

The time on the recorder reads 

8:37 

 

From behind a curtain, a 

young, blond boy wearing a 

black-and-red sweater, looks 

into the room where the video 

is playing. 

 

 

The video: [no AD possible in 

the rest of this scene] 
A man, identified by a text on 

screen in the video as “Tom 

Mullen – Chairman – 

Endeavor Airlines”, tells the 

story of the airline. 

 

The man on the video keeps 

talking while the camera 

zooms out and shows some 

thirty guests sitting and 

standing in front of a big flat 

screen television. On a low 

table in front of the couch, 

stands a vase with white 

flowers, next to the couch 

stands a little, white lamp. On 

the walls, there are various 

paintings and pictures. The 

guests are all dressed in smart 

suits and dresses in darker 

colours. The only person 

standing out—in the centre of 

the image—is a woman with 

long blond hair, wearing a 

white dress. It is Tom 

Mullen’s wife Kate. 

 

The film alternates between 

the video and the “real life” 

and shows a close-up of Tom 

Mullen, smiling. Tom notices 

his son Sean, holding a yellow 

bag of crisps. Through a few 

 

 

 

Someone puts a videotape into 

a video recorder. The label on 

the tape reads “Endeavour 

Airlines – Tom Mullen – Final 

for Air” 

The time on the recorder reads 

8:37. 

 

From behind a curtain, a 

young, blond boy wearing a 

black-and-red sweater, looks 

into the room where the video 

is playing. 

 

 

[Voice-over of the video] 

 

Tom Mullen, a dark-haired 

man in his forties.  

 

 

 

 

 

Around thirty guests sitting 

and standing in front of a big 

flat screen television. On a low 

table in front of the couch, 

stands a vase with white 

flowers, next to the couch 

stands a little, white lamp. On 

the walls, there are various 

paintings and pictures. The 

guests are all dressed in smart 

suits and dresses in darker 

colours. One woman with long 

blond hair is wearing a white 

dress. It is Tom Mullen’s wife 

Kate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tom Mullen smiles. He 

notices his son Sean who is 

holding a yellow bag of crisps. 

They exchange looks and 

smile at each other. Tom 

 

Close-up 

 

 

 

Zoom-out 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Central framing of Kate + 

light colours of her dress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Close-up of Tom Mullen 

 

Shot – reverse-shot sequence 

reflecting the affective 
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shot-reverse shot sequences, 

they exchange looks and smile 

at each other. Tom Mullen 

pretends he should not be 

laughing and pulls a serious 

face.  

 

Through a combination of 

images and voice-over 

narration, the video tells the 

story of Tom Mullen’s 

success. As the video 

continues, some of the guests 

make remarks which make the 

others laugh, as do images in 

the video such as a close-up of 

a bulldog or Tom Mullen 

chasing chickens that escaped 

from their cage. 

 

During the video: 

close-up of Kate and Sean, just 

as the voice-over on the tape 

says: “the most important 

thing these days, family”. Kate 

smiles. 

 

Mullen pretends he should not 

be laughing and pulls a serious 

face. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Images in the video such as a 

close-up of a bulldog or Tom 

Mullen chasing chickens that 

escaped from their cage. 

 

 

 

 

Kate and Sean 

watching the video; Kate 

smiling. 

relationship between father 

and son. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Close-up of mother and son 

SCENE 4 

 

00:02:20 

 

 

Applause as the video ends 

with the word ‘Endeavor’ 

written on the screen of the 

television. 

 

Text on screen:  

Lili Taylor 

Live Schreiber 

Evan Handler 

 

The guests start looking 

around for Tom, who 

suddenly appears from behind 

a curtain and points with both 

his hands to his shoulders, 

joking with some of his guests 

[no AD possible]. 

 

One of the guests pats Tom on 

the shoulder. Tom however, 

exchanges looks with Sean 

again and his wife moves into 

the screen.  

Tom: “I was contemplating 

suicide before it aired.” 

Kate: “… oh yes of course, 

because he’s so shy. Next 

month he’s doing the 

underwear billboard in Times 

Square.” [no AD possible] 

 

 

The video ends with the word 

‘Endeavor’ written on the 

screen of the television 

 

 

[Text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

The guests start looking 

around. 

Tom Mullen appears from 

behind a curtain, pointing with 

both his hands to his 

shoulders. 

 

 

A guest pats Tom on the 

shoulder. 

 

Tom exchanges looks with 

Sean. 
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Tom pinches her, takes her 

into his arms, swings her 

around and kisses her in front 

of all the guests.  

Kate teases Tom. He pinches 

her, takes her into his arms, 

swings her around and kisses 

her in front of all the guests. 

 

 

SCENE 5 

 

(00:02:45) 

From outside the apartment, 

the camera follows one of the 

waitresses at the party, 

carrying a platter of snacks 

across the room. 

She is framed through one of 

the windows and guests start 

moving towards her, making 

her the centre of attention. 

 

Text on screen: 

Donnie Wahlberg 

A waitress at the party serves 

snacks. 

Some of the guests walk 

towards the waitress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[text on screen] 

Framing of the waitress in the 

middle of the screen, yet from 

outside the apartment. 

SCENE 6 

 

00:02:50 

 

 

Abrupt cut to a dark, cluttered 

staircase leading down to a 

basement. 

 

Text on screen: 

Brawley Nolte 

 

The images are accompanied 

by ominous, extradiegetic 

sound.  

 

The camera pans past an old 

refrigerator, showing the 

interior of the basement. 

A cold, white strip light is 

switched on and reveals a 

room with a bed with a bare 

mattress, handcuffs fixed to 

the foot end, and a radiator at 

the left. 

The camera rapidly zooms in 

on the handcuffs, showing 

them in close-up. 

 

An equally abrupt cut to a drill 

bit drilling a hole through a 

wooden wall. 

 

 

Text on screen: 

Paul Guilfoyle 

Michael Gaston 

José Zuniga 

Nancy Ticotin 

 

Again an abrupt cut to another 

room, where a man switches 

on an electrical heater that 

lights up with a cold, reddish 

glow. 

 

 

A cluttered staircase leading 

down to a basement. 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interior of the basement. 

 

A cold light reveals a room 

with a bed with a bare 

mattress, handcuffs fixed to 

the foot end, and a radiator at 

the left. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A drill bit drilling a hole 

through a wooden wall. 

 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

 

In another room in the 

basement, a man switches on 

an electrical heater. 

 

 

 

 

Abrupt cut 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ominous music 

accompanying the dark 

images. [leave time for the 

music in the AD] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rapid zoom-in to a close-up of 

the handcuffs. 

 

 

Abrupt cut to the drill bit. 

[leave time for the sound of 

the drill bit in the AD] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abrupt cut to another room in 

the basement. 
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Text on screen 

Casting by: 

Jane Jenkins, c.s.a. and 

Janet Hirshenson, c.s.a. 

 

 

Text on screen 

 

Harsh, cold colours 

SCENE 7 

 

00:03:18 

 

 

Another abrupt cut to a close-

up of the flames in an open 

fireplace. 

 

The ominous sound is 

replaced by jazzy music. 

 

Sean, playing on a handheld 

videogame, walks into the 

image. He exchanges another 

look with his father, who is 

carrying boxes with drinks 

into the kitchen where various 

people are at work. He asks 

Sean if he already had 

something to eat. The boy 

nods and replies. 

 

Tom walks up to two guests 

who are small talking and 

joins their conversation. 

 

Text on screen: 

Associate producers 

Aldric La’auli Porter 

Louisa Velis 

 

The camera pans to the 

waitress, who is standing in 

the open plan kitchen, behind 

a row of bottles. She is young, 

has black hair tied in a 

ponytail and wears a white 

shirt, a black blazer and a 

black bow tie. As she turns her 

head, a tattoo in her neck is 

revealed. One of the guests 

walks in front of the camera 

and in the next shot, the tattoo 

is shown in a lengthy close-up. 

 

With a serious look on her 

face, she looks past the 

camera, who cuts to Sean who 

is wiggling his nose and 

mouth. 

Again, a guest, wearing a 

tweed jacket, walks in front of 

the camera. 

 

 

 

Flames in an open fireplace 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sean plays on a videogame. 

He exchanges another look 

with Tom, who is carrying 

boxes with drinks into the 

kitchen where various people 

are at work. 

 

Sean nods at Tom’s question. 

 

 

 

Tom walks up to two guests 

who are small talking and 

joins their conversation. 

 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

The waitress at work in the 

open plan kitchen, behind a 

row of bottles. 

The waitress is young, has 

black hair tied in a ponytail 

and wears a white shirt, a 

black blazer and a black bow 

tie. As she turns her head, a 

tattoo in her neck is revealed. 

 

 

 

 

 

The waitress looks at Sean, 

who is wiggling his nose and 

mouth. 

 

Guests walking through the 

apartment. 

 

 

Abrupt cut 

Warm colours of the open 

fireplace. 

 

Change in music [leave time 

for this change in music in 

the AD] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Long close-up of the waitress’ 

tattoo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guests “blocking” the image, 

preparing for the cut.  

SCENE 8 
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00:03:39 Abrupt cut to the basement, 

where a young man with a 

shaved head moves a mattress 

from a room, drags it along the 

floor and heaves it onto the 

bed. 

 

Again the ominous sound, this 

time combined with heavy 

metal music. 

 

Text on screen:  

Co-producers 

Adam Schroeder 

Susan Merzbach 

Executive producer 

Todd Hallowell 

 

Close-up: 

A hand with tattoos on the 

knuckles and a golden watch 

tacks up foam soundproofing. 

A man wearing glasses, a 

cigarette loosely hanging from 

his mouth, hammers plywood. 

In the basement, a young man 

with a shaved head moves a 

mattress from a room, drags it 

along the floor and heaves it 

onto the bed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[text on screen] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A man with tattoos on his 

knuckles and a golden watch 

tacks up foam soundproofing.  

 

The same man (?) wearing 

glasses, a cigarette loosely 

hanging from his mouth, 

hammers plywood. 

Abrupt cut. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ominous sounds combined 

with heavy metal music. 

[leave time for the music in 

the AD] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Close-up of the tattoos on the 

knuckles. 

 

 

 

5.3. Content selection and prioritisation 

The analysis above shows that the opening scene of Ransom (Howard, 1996) presents a 

lot of aural and visual information to which visually impaired audiences have no access. And 

although the different scenes that were analysed generally contain little dialogue, there are 

various sound effects that cannot be ignored and there is the entire commercial video during 

which Tom Mullen verbally presents his company, leaving no time for description. In the 

present section therefore, the content that is presented in the film will be categorized per scene, 

according to the diagram presented in section 4 of this chapter in order to prioritise and select 

the most relevant information. 

SCENE 0 (00:00:00 – 00:00:23) 

In this ‘scene’, only text on screen122 has to be described, more particularly, the logo of 

Touchstone Pictures and “Touchstone Pictures presents, A Brian Grazer/Scott Rudin 

                                                 
122 Text on screen can take on various forms, such as logos and credits, inserts or superimposed titles, 

intradiegetic text such as a name on a passport or the title on the videotape in the case of Ransom (Howard, 1996), 

subtitles, etc. (see Matamala, 2014 for a comprehensive overview) and it would be beyond the scope of this work 

to discuss the description of these various forms at length. The present section briefly discusses existing research 

on what to describe, but the equally fundamental questions of how and when to describe text on screen, will not 
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production”. Sometimes there may be contractual obligations to read text on screen, such as 

logos or credits (Matamala, 2014, p. 104), but even if no such obligations exist, it is generally 

advised to include text on screen in the description. However, not all text on screen, particularly 

credits, will (have to) be described if there is no obligation. Although visually impaired people 

seem to feel they miss out when the credits are not read, others are not interested in less 

important credits such as the names of costume designers, technical teams or the production 

crew (Matamala, 2014, p. 104). As such, the describer will have to decide what credits to 

include and what credits to leave out: one criterion in this decision making process could be the 

importance of the name (e.g. main actor vs. caterer), another could be the presence of other—

narratively more important—visual information on screen. In the first 24 seconds of Ransom 

there are no images, so the describer has ample time to read the credits (even when taking into 

consideration the presence of the ominous music and the increasing sound of the siren); later, 

when the actual narrative action begins, the describer may give the credits a lower priority and 

only include them if no other, narrative information has to be described. 

SCENE 1 (00:00:24 – 00:00:52) 

S C E N E 1 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 An ambulance speeding along a street (satellite) 

 Cars moving out of the way (kernel) 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

(No actual ‘monitoring’ needed as this is the first frame) 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 None 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 A four-lane street 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Day  

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 None 

SPACE 

 Bordering on Central Park 

 Uptown Manhattan 

 The letters “fire lane” written on 

the asphalt 

TIME 

 Not Clear 

 

                                                 
be explored here. Matamala’s (2014) article on audio describing text on screen, presents a good overview of the 

current state of the art. 
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This scene presents two actions, one of which is clearly more important than the other. In 

the opening seconds, we can hear the rising sound of a siren, and in scene 1 the source of the 

siren is identified as an ambulance driving along a street. The fact that cars are moving out of 

the way could be included if time allows, but is less important for the narrative, if only because 

they cannot be heard. As far as the contextual frame in which this action takes place, is 

concerned, only limited information is available. We can see that the event takes place during 

the day and that the ambulance drives on a street. On the level of the location representations, 

the temporal aspect is not very clear and also relatively unimportant compared to the detailed 

spatial information we get from this scene: the ambulance drives along a street in Upper 

Manhattan, near Central Park. If the audio describer recognises the location as such (cf. section 

xx of chapter 3) he can include this in his description as it is not just a background to the action, 

but serves a clear function: it “serves as a visual metaphor for whoever lives here is rich” 

(Remael & Vercauteren, 2007, p. 83). Although this metaphor may not be clear to people who 

did not grow up with American television, including it does not seem to have any disadvantages: 

it will still tell people we are on a street and it will indicate to those who know, that the event 

is set in a rich neighbourhood. Finally and if time allows, a reference can be included to the fire 

lane. As this information is less relevant for the narrative development, the describer can also 

decide to leave it out in order not to overburden the audience with details during an opening 

scene in which a lot of other new information has to be given and processed. 

SCENE 2 (00:00:52 – 00:01:11) 

S C E N E 2 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 A man and a woman shaking hands and talking to each other and drinking champagne 

 More people walking and talking 

 Someone calling people into an apartment 

 People walking into the apartment 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Frame Switch123: from a street in Upper Manhattan to a penthouse terrace overlooking Central Park 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 One individual man 

 One individual woman 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 A terrace overlooking Central 

Park 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Day  

                                                 
123 This could actually be categorized as a partial frame switch: the camera, which filmed the first scene 

from a high angle, zooms out to reveal the people on the terrace. In other words, the ‘Upper Manhattan’ frame is 

not replaced by another one, but rather by a more specific part of it. 
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 More people (party guests) 

  

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 None 

SPACE 

 A beautiful balustrade 

TIME 

 Evening 

 Sunset (i.e. not raining) 

 

In this scene, the actions seem to be most important for the narrative at this point, 

particularly the fact that a group of people are meeting (on a terrace of an Upper Manhattan 

apartment) for some kind of party (which can be inferred from the suits/dresses they are wearing 

and the fact that some of them are drinking champagne). Given the various sounds that can be 

heard during the scene (people talking and laughing) there may not be enough time to describe 

the detailed actions of the man and the woman and others greeting each other and drinking 

champagne. The describer may choose to describe what these actions represent, i.e. that various 

people are at a party. 

 The contextual frame the audience needs to situate these events/actions, partly coincides 

with the one from the first scene, as is signalled by the zoom of the camera (rather than a cut). 

In other words, the fact that we are in Manhattan does not have to be repeated—the audience 

will assume things stay the same unless told otherwise—but the specific location that becomes 

apparent as the camera retracts, i.e. the terrace, has to be included in the frame. As the film has 

switched to full colour, it is clear that it is evening. Finally, the contextual frame can include a 

reference to the man and the woman who are shown at the beginning of the scene, as well as to 

the other guests. As none of these will individually play any further role in the film, the frame 

can also just include a reference to ‘people’. In the latter case, no character representations have 

to be created, in the former a representation of ‘a man in his forties wearing a suit’ and ‘a woman 

in a dress holding a glass of champagne’ can be created124. With regard to the location 

representations, information can be included on the beautiful balustrade of the terrace, 

confirming that we are in a wealthy neighbourhood, and on the fact that the scene is taking 

place around sunset. This could be included in the location representation and in the description, 

                                                 
124 In theory, these character representations could also include references to these people’s age, hair style 

and colour, etc. But as there is no time to describe this anyway and as these are what Mazur (2014) calls background 

characters or extras (p. 11) this detailed information is not included here. 
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although it is less crucial, and may even be inferred by the audience: people go to parties at 

night and will only be outside when it is not raining, i.e. when you can see the sun set. 

SCENE 3 (00:01:12 – 00:02:20) 

S C E N E 3 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 Someone putting a videotape in a video recorder 

 Young boy, Sean, looking into the room from behind a curtain 

 (A man in the video, Tom Mullen, telling the story of his airline ‘Endeavor’)125 

 Guests sitting in the apartment’s living room and watching the video 

 Tom and Sean exchanging various looks 

 Kate and Sean watching the video, Kate smiling at Tom’s remark that family is the most important thing 

in his life. 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Frame Switch126: from the outside of the apartment to the inside of it 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 Tom Mullen 

 Sean Mullen 

 Kate Mullen 

 Party guests 

 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 Sitting room of the Mullen’s 

apartment 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Day 

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 Tom Mullen 

 In his forties; 

 Short dark hair; 

 Wearing a suit in the sitting 

room; 

 Various enactors in the video 

wearing different types of 

clothes 

 Sean Mullen 

 Young boy, around ten 

 Blonde hair 

 Wearing a red and black sweater 

 Kate Mullen 

 Shoulder length blonde hair 

 Wearing a white evening dress 

SPACE 

 Stylish, large sitting room 

 Pictures and paintings on the 

walls 

 Various seats and sofas 

 A low coffee table 

 On the low table stands a vase 

with white flowers 

 On a small table next to one of 

the sofas stands a little, white 

lamp 

TIME 

 Evening 

 Sunset (i.e. not raining) 

 

                                                 
125 Verbal actions are included in brackets as they are part of the narrative but cannot (and do not have to) 

be described  
126 Again, this is a partial frame switch: while we are still on the same location, i.e. Tom Mullen’s penthouse, 

we move from the outside of it to the inside. Unlike the previous scene, this gradual, partial switch is not signalled 

by means of a visual camera technique: rather than a zoom, the camera now cuts to the inside. However, the cut is 

signalled beforehand by means of a line of dialogue, namely an off-screen character calling the guests in. 
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In this scene, a lot of information is presented. We get to know the three protagonists of 

the story, we see the interior of their luxurious apartment and we learn where Tom Mullen got 

his money, i.e. the video tells the story of Tom’s airline. However, the story of Endeavor airlines 

is told by means of a voice-over that talks throughout the entire scene, leaving no time 

whatsoever for audio description. Only at the very beginning are there one or two seconds to 

introduce the video featuring Tom Mullen. This means that the visually impaired audience 

misses out on a lot of information in this scene: there is neither time to describe the physical 

appearance of the main characters, nor to describe relevant actions such as the looks that Tom 

and Sean share and that indicate their bond, or Kate’s smile when Tom says that family is the 

most important to him. Time does not necessarily have to be described: the story continues 

chronologically without any gaps, so the audience will automatically assume there has been no 

change in time. Moreover, the interior of the apartment, announced in the previous scene (“They 

found his commercial. Come on in), cannot be described and the describer will have to see if 

he can include this information later in the description. 

SCENE 4 (00:02:21 – 00:02:44) 

S C E N E 4 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 (Applause as the video ends with the word ‘Endeavor’ written on the TV screen) 

 Guests looking for Tom Mullen 

 Tom appearing from behind a curtain 

 Tom pointing with his hands to his shoulders (‘bring it on me’) 

 A guest patting Tom on the shoulder (‘well done’ 

 Tom exchanging looks with Sean 

 (Kate teasing Tom (verbally)) 

 Tom pinching Kate and kissing her 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Same frame: interior of the Mullen apartment 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 Tom Mullen 

 Sean Mullen 

 Kate Mullen 

 Party guests 

 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 Sitting room of the Mullen’s 

apartment 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Day  

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 



353 

 

CHARACTERS 

 Same as in previous scene, as there 

has been no time to describe yet 

 Guest with glasses (patting Tom on 

the shoulder) 

 Wearing a striped suit 

 Dark hair 

 Late forties (?) 

SPACE 

 Same as in previous scene, as 

there has been no time to 

describe yet 

 Sitting room separated from 

other room by means of a 

curtain 

TIME 

 Same as in previous scene, as 

there has been no time to 

describe yet 

 

Just like in the previous scene, there is very little time to describe here, as Tom and Kate are 

talking most of the time. After the applause ends, there is some time to explain the line of 

dialogue that can be heard (‘where is he?’), i.e. to describe that guests are looking for Tom 

Mullen, or the describer can decide that the audience will infer from the line of dialogue that 

no one can see Tom, and hence describe that he appears from behind a curtain. At the end of 

the scene, there is again some time to describe that Tom kisses Kate (to underline that they are 

a happy family). Ideally, the describer should also try to include that he pinches her, as she 

screams before he kisses her, and the visually impaired audience may not understand why. 

SCENE 5 (00:02:45 – 00:02:49) 

S C E N E 5 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 Waitress serving drinks/snacks on a tray 

 Guests walking towards the waitress 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Same frame: interior of the Mullen apartment 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 Waitress 

 Guests 

  

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 Sitting room of the Mullen’s 

apartment 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Day  

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 Waitress wearing a white shirt, 

black trousers and a black 

blazer 

 Guests wearing suits 

SPACE 

 Same as in previous scene 

 Grand piano (a man is playing)  

TIME 

 Evening 

 It is dark outside now 

 

Technically this is still the same scene as the previous one. However, I chose to include 

it as a separate scene because of the stylistic devices that were used. The fact that the waitress 

is framed through one of the large windows, indicates that it is her we should focus on. But the 
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action is not presented from inside the apartment; it is shot from the outside, possibly 

symbolising that the waitress does not belong there. As the scene is very short, there is little 

time to describe anything more than the main action, i.e. the waitress carrying a tray and serving 

snacks. Additional spatial and temporal information do not have to be given anyway: from the 

reference to a waitress carrying drinks/snacks into the sitting room, the audience will infer that 

we are still in the same location. The only information that will get lost, because there is not 

enough time to describe, is the fact that the piano music that can be heard in the scene is not 

extradiegetic, but comes from a grand piano in the Mullens’ sitting room. 

SCENE 6 (00:02:50 – 00:03:17) 

S C E N E 6 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 A cold, white light being switched on 

 A drill bit boring a hole through a wooden wall 

 A man switching on an electrical heater 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Frame Switch: from the apartment to a basement 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 A man127 

 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 A basement 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 unknown 

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 No information as it is 

impossible to distinguish the 

people who perform the 

actions 

SPACE 

 A cluttered staircase 

 A room with a bed with a bare 

mattress, handcuffs fixed to the 

foot end, and with a radiator on 

one of the walls 

  Another room where an 

electrical fire is switched on 

TIME 

 unknown 

 

In this scene, we switch to a new location and the main focus seems to be the presentation 

of this new location, rather than the actions, that are performed by characters that can only 

partially or not at all be distinguished. However, all the actions are accompanied by distinct 

sounds and should as such be described if time allows, so that the visually impaired audience 

understands what the sounds mean. As there is no dialogue in this scene, there is ample time to 

describe the actions and give the necessary contextual information. As explained in section 4 

                                                 
127 Namely the one turning on the electrical heater 
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of the present chapter, spatial information is essential to signal frame switches, and as there are 

no real characters in this scene, the description can focus on the location of this new setting. 

From the table above, it is clear that there is no character or temporal information to be given 

(except maybe for ‘a man’ who switches on the electrical fire), so the spatial description can 

include information from the location representation. The most important elements are the 

cluttered staircase (opposite of the neat apartment of the Mullens), the cold light in the basement 

(opposite of the warm light and colours at the Mullens) and the handcuffs on the bed (a direct 

link to the title of the film). If there is more time, details about the bedroom—the only room 

that is presented in more detail—can be added to the description too. 

SCENE 7 (00:03:18 – 00:03:38) 

S C E N E 7 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 Sean playing a videogame 

 Tom carrying boxes into the kitchen, exchanging another look with Sean 

 (Tom asking Sean if had something to eat) 

 Sean nodding (and replying that he did) 

 Tom walking up to two guests and joining their conversation 

 The waitress working in the open plan kitchen 

 The waitress looking at Sean 

 Sean wiggling his nose and mouth 

C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Frame recall: back in the Mullens’ apartment 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 Tom  

 Sean  

 The waitress 

 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 The Mullens’ apartment 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 Not explicitly indicated (but 

still during the party) 

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 information on Tom and Sean 

coming from their actions; 

 Waitress: 

 Dark hair in a ponytail 

 In her twenties 

 Wearing a white shirt, 

black blazer and black bow 

tie 

 Has a tattoo in her neck 

SPACE 

 The open fire place 

 Open plan kitchen of the 

apartment 

 Bottles of liquor standing on a 

counter  

TIME 

 not explicitly specified 
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In this scene we return to the party, in other words, a previous frame is re-primed. This 

means that not all the contextual information has to be given and a reference to one of the 

contextual elements in that frame is enough to re-prime it. What is more significant here, is the 

way in which the return to the apartment is signalled: the shot of the hand switching on the 

electrical heater is replaced by a shot of a warm, welcoming open fire place. In other words, it 

is not just a return to the previous scene: the succession of these two shots underlines the 

contrast between the two locations symbolically. The describer therefore has to decide how he 

will signal the frame recall: “back at the party” will immediately make clear that we are back 

at the Mullens’ apartment and is undoubtedly the easiest way to describe the recall. However, 

the opposition between the two locations and the symbolic dimension of the succession of shots 

will get lost. A description such as “an open fireplace” will be harder for the visually impaired 

audience to interpret as it does not explicitly signal the recall, but it conveys the symbolic 

dimension aimed at by the film maker. Moreover, the fact that we are back at the party, will 

become clear from the aural channel (piano music playing again as the fireplace is shown) and 

from the following description of Sean playing a game or Tom calling his son. Indeed, from the 

table above, it is clear that this scene contains a lot of actions that ideally should be described 

as they link characters to each other: there is another exchange between Tom and Sean and the 

waitress is linked to Sean by means of a look in his direction. By referring to one of these 

characters, the frame will be re-primed and no additional spatio-temporal information has to be 

given. The most important new information in this scene, is the physical appearance of the 

waitress and her look at Sean. Particularly the tattoo in her neck, which is shown in a lengthy 

close-up to underline its importance, is relevant here as it links her to the man in the basement 

in the next scene (see table in section 5.25.2 of the present chapter). As such, this should get 

priority in the description too. 

SCENE 8 (00:03:39 – 00:03:50) 

S C E N E 8 

Action(s) / Event(s): 

 A man dragging a mattress along the floor and heaving it onto a bed 

 A man (only the hand is visible) tacking up foam soundproofing 

 A man128 hammering plywood 

                                                 
128 It is unclear from the scene whether or not it is the same man performing all the actions. The man 

dragging along the mattress is bald but does not wear glasses, whereas the man hammering plywood is also bald 

but does wear glasses. Finally, the person tacking up soundproofing is not shown, only his/her hand is visible.  
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C O N T E X T U A L M O N I T O R I N G 

Frame Recall: from the apartment back to the basement 

CHARACTERS 
SETTING 

 Actual  

 

 A man 

 

SPATIAL DIMENSION 

 The basement 

TEMPORAL DIMENSION 

 unknown 

E N T I T Y R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S 

CHARACTERS 

 The man dragging the mattress 

 Bald 

 Young, in his twenties 

 The person tacking up 

soundproofing 

 Tattoos on the knuckles 

 Wearing a golden watch 

 The man hammering plywood 

 Bald 

 Wearing glasses 

 A cigarette hanging from 

his mouth 

SPACE 

 No new information 

TIME 

 unknown 

 

Just like scene 6, this final scene does not contain any dialogue and provides ample time 

to audio describe the visual information presented on screen. While scene 6 introduced the new 

location and focused on spatial information, this scene focuses on actions: preparations of some 

kind (presumably for a kidnapping) are underway, all accompanied by clearly audible sounds 

that may however be hard to interpret by the visually impaired without any explanation. The 

actions should therefore get priority in the description. As is clear from the table above, the 

characters performing these actions seem less important: they are not focused on by the film 

and therefore do not require much description. It is not clear whether the man dragging the 

mattress along the floor and the man hammering plywood are the same: both are bald, but the 

former does not wear glasses while the latter does. When it comes to deciding what to describe, 

this is less relevant as both can be referred to as ‘a man’ (+ some of the physical features that 

are shown on screen). When it comes to deciding how to describe, this question becomes more 

relevant: if it can be determined that the same man performs both the actions, he will first have 

to be referred to as ‘a man’, but in the second description he will become ‘the man’). If they 

appear to be two different people, the description will refer to both of them as ‘a man’. Finally, 

the person tacking up soundproofing cannot be seen, only his hand is presented in close-up. The 

most relevant aspect of this close-up, is that the knuckles of the hand are tattooed; in other 

words, this creates a link with the waitress in the apartment and should therefore be included in 

the description. 
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5.4. A possible audio description of the opening of Ransom (Howard, 1996) 

Based on the source text analysis of section 5.2 and the selection and prioritisation of 

information made in section 5.3, the present section will present one possible audio description 

of the opening of Ransom (Howard, 1996). Parts of this description will be similar to the ones 

suggested by Remael & Vercauteren (2007), while others will include information that did not 

figure in the originally suggested AD but that turned out to be narratively (or stylistically) 

relevant according to the approach detailed in the two previous sections. 

 

Time code Visual and aural information 

in the source text 

Time code AD AD 

SCENE 0 

 

00:00:00 

 

 

Text on screen: 

In white, the logo of 

Touchstone pictures on a 

black background. 

 

Text on screen in red and 

white letters:  

Touchstone pictures presents 

A Brian Grazer/Scott Rudin 

production 

 

An ominous soundscape is 

mixed with the sound of a 

siren 

 

 

00:00:04 

 

 

 

 

 

00:00:10  

[Ominous music] 

 

The logo of Touchstone Pictures. 

Touchstone Pictures presents. 

 

 

 

 

A Brian Grazer/ Scott Rudin production 

A Ron Howard film 

 

 

 

[sound of a siren] 

 

 

 

SCENE 1 

 

 

00:00:24 

 

 

Text on screen: 

A Ron Howard film 

 

The sound of the siren 

becomes more prominent 

 

In black and white: 

An extreme high-angle shot of 

an ambulance passing-by 

other vehicles on a four-lane 

street bordering on Central 

Park in uptown Manhattan. 

Cars move out of the 

ambulance’s way as it 

continues its way. 

 

Text on screen 

Mel Gibson 

Rene Russo 

Gary Sinise 

Delroy Lindo 

 

 

 

00:00:28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:00:39 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An ambulance speeds along an Uptown 

Manhattan street near Central Park. 

Cars move out of the way as it continues 

its way on the fire lane. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[sound of the siren] 

 

 

 

 

 

Mel Gibson 

Rene Russo 

Gary Sinise 
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Written on the street are the 

words “Fire Lane”. 

 

Slow, rather ominous music 

becomes more prominent as 

the camera zooms out, 

showing the skyline of New 

York and one of the lakes in 

Central Park. 

 

Text on screen: 

Bit by bit, the title of the film, 

Ransom, appears on screen 

like pieces of a jagged puzzle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:00:44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like a jagged puzzle, the film title 

gradually appears…  

 

[ominous piano sound] 

 

Ransom 

 

SCENE 2 

 

00:00:53 

 

 

The title is still on screen. 

 

The film now turns to full 

colour: 

 

The camera keeps zooming 

out and shows the back of a 

bespectacled man in a suit and 

a woman in a party dress 

holding a cocktail. They are 

standing on a terrace 

overlooking Central Park as 

evening falls. 

 

Footsteps and voices suggest 

there are more people present, 

which is confirmed as the 

camera tracks back. Two 

people walk in front of the 

camera, holding glasses of 

champagne and other drinks.  

 

An unidentified voice calls: 

- “Ok everyone, I found his 

commercial. Come on in!” 

- “Oh, I can’t wait to see it” 

- “Oh, he can’t weasel out of 

this one 

 

All the guests on the terrace 

turn towards the camera and 

start walking towards it. 

 

 

00:00:52 

(anticipate 

slightly) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:01:03 

 

 

 

 

Evening falls. On a terrace overlooking 

Central Park, party guests meet. 

 

[- Hi Peter, I’m so happy to see you. 

- Hi, how are you?] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The guests are called into the apartment. 

 

[Ok everyone, I found his commercial. 

Come on in! 

- Oh, I can’t wait to see it 

- Oh, he can’t weasel out of this one.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SCENE 3 

 

00:01:12 

 

 

Close-up: 

A hand puts a videotape into a 

video recorder. The label on 

the tape reads “Endeavor 

Airlines – Tom Mullen – Final 

for Air” 

 

 

00:01:11 

(anticipate slightly 

+ go over the 

voices) 

 

 

They watch a video featuring their host, 

Tom Mullen. 

 

[voice-over of the video] 
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The time on the recorder reads 

8:37 

 

From behind a curtain, a 

young, blond boy wearing a 

black-and-red sweater, looks 

into the room where the video 

is playing. 

 

 

The video: 

A man, identified by a text on 

screen in the video as “Tom 

Mullen – Chairman – 

Endeavor Airlines”, tells the 

story of the airline. 

 

The man on the video keeps 

talking while the camera 

zooms out and shows some 

thirty guests sitting and 

standing in front of a big flat 

screen television. On a low 

table in front of the couch, 

stands a vase with white 

flowers, next to the couch 

stands a little, white lamp. On 

the walls, there are various 

paintings and pictures. The 

guests are all dressed in smart 

suits and dresses in darker 

colours. The only person 

standing out—in the centre of 

the image—is a woman with 

long blond hair, wearing a 

white dress. It is Tom 

Mullen’s wife Kate. 

 

The film alternates between 

the video and the “real life” 

and shows a close-up of Tom 

Mullen, smiling. Tom notices 

his son Sean, holding a yellow 

bag of crisps. Through a few 

shot-reverse shot sequences, 

they exchange looks and smile 

at each other. Tom Mullen 

pretends he should not be 

laughing and pulls a serious 

face.  

 

Through a combination of 

images and voice-over 

narration, the video tells the 

story of Tom Mullen’s 

success. As the video 

continues, some of the guests 

make remarks which make the 

others laugh, as do images in 

the video such as a close-up of 
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a bulldog or Tom Mullen 

chasing chickens that escaped 

from their cage. 

 

During the video: 

close-up of Kate and Sean, just 

as the voice-over on the tape 

says: “the most important 

thing these days, family”. Kate 

smiles. 

 

SCENE 4 

 

00:02:20 

 

 

Applause as the video ends 

with the word ‘Endeavor’ 

written on the screen of the 

television. 

 

Text on screen:  

Lili Taylor 

Live Schreiber 

Evan Handler 

 

The guests start looking 

around for Tom, who 

suddenly appears from behind 

a curtain and points with both 

his hands to his shoulders, 

saying “get it over with”. 

 

One of the guests pats Tom on 

the shoulder. Tom however, 

exchanges looks with Sean 

again and his wife moves into 

the screen.  

 

She teases him, he pinches 

her, takes her into his arms, 

swings her around and kisses 

her in front of all the guests.  

 

 

00:02:22 

(go over the voice 

saying “where did 

he go?”) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:02:42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The guests start looking around for Tom, 

who suddenly appears from behind a 

curtain. 

His young son watches, smiling. 

 

[- Ok, get it over with] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[…I was contemplating suicide before it 

aired. 

“… oh yes of course, because he’s so shy. 

Next month he’s doing the underwear 

billboard in Times Square.  

 

[following Kate’s scream] 

 

Tom pinches his attractive blond wife and 

kisses her. 

SCENE 5 

 

(00:02:45) 

From outside the apartment, 

the camera follows one of the 

waitresses at the party, 

carrying a platter of snacks 

across the room. 

She is framed through one of 

the windows and guests start 

moving towards her, making 

her the centre of attention. 

 

Text on screen: 

Donnie Wahlberg 

 

00:02:45 

 

A waitress carries a plate across the 

luxurious, brightly-lit room. 

SCENE 6 

 

00:02:50 

 

 

Abrupt cut to a dark, cluttered 

staircase leading down to a 

basement. 

 

 

 

00:02:52 

 

 

 

 

 

A cluttered staircase leading down to an 

ill-lit basement. 
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Text on screen: 

Brawley Nolte 

 

The images are accompanied 

by ominous, extradiegetic 

sound.  

 

The camera pans past an old 

refrigerator, showing the 

interior of the basement. 

A cold, white tube light is 

switched on and reveals a 

room with a bed with a bare 

mattress, handcuffs fixed to 

the foot end, and a radiator at 

the left. 

The camera rapidly zooms in 

on the handcuffs, showing 

them in close-up. 

 

An equally abrupt cut to a drill 

bit drilling a hole through a 

wooden wall. 

 

 

Text on screen: 

Paul Guilfoyle 

Michael Gaston 

José Zuniga 

Nancy Ticotin 

 

Again an abrupt cut to another 

room, where a man switches 

on an electrical heater that 

lights up with a cold, reddish 

glow. 

 

Text on screen 

Casting by: 

Jane Jenkins, c.s.a. and 

Janet Hirshenson, c.s.a. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:02:56 

 

 

 

00:02:59 

 

 

 

 

 

00:03:07 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:03:13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A tube light is switched on. 

 

[sound of the light] 

 

A bleak room with a metal bed, 

handcuffs. 

 

[sudden ominous sound right after 

‘handcuffs’]  

 

A drill bit bores a hole through a wooden 

wall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A man switches on an electrical fire. 

SCENE 7 

 

00:03:18 

 

 

Another abrupt cut to a close-

up of the flames in an open 

fireplace. 

 

The ominous sound is 

replaced by jazzy music. 

 

Sean, playing on a handheld 

videogame, walks into the 

image. He exchanges another 

look with his father, who is 

carrying boxes with drinks 

into the kitchen where various 

people are at work. He asks 

Sean if he already had 

 

 

00:03:18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:03:20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back at the party.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tom speaks to his son, who is playing a 

handheld computer game near an open 

fire place. 

 

 

[Hey Sean, did you eat something?] 
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something to eat. The boy 

nods and replies. 

 

Tom walks up to two guests 

who are small talking and 

joins their conversation. 

 

Text on screen: 

Associate producers 

Aldric La’auli Porter 

Louisa Velis 

 

The camera pans to the 

waitress, who is standing in 

the open plan kitchen, behind 

a row of bottles. She is young, 

has black hair tied in a 

ponytail and wears a white 

shirt, a black blazer and a 

black bow tie. As she turns her 

head, a tattoo in her neck is 

revealed. One of the guests 

walks in front of the camera 

and in the next shot, the tattoo 

is shown in a lengthy close-up. 

 

With a serious look on her 

face, she looks past the 

camera, who cuts to Sean who 

is wiggling his nose and 

mouth. 

Again, a guest, wearing a 

tweed jacket, walks in front of 

the camera. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:03:32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the open plan kitchen, the dark-

haired young waitress, a large tattoo 

showing in her neck, glances across at the 

boy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SCENE 8    
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00:03:39 

 

Abrupt cut to the basement, 

where a young man with a 

shaved head moves a mattress 

from a room, drags it along the 

floor and heaves it onto the 

bed. 

 

Again the ominous sound, this 

time combined with heavy 

metal music. 

 

Text on screen:  

Co-producers 

Adam Schroeder 

Susan Merzbach 

Executive producer 

Todd Hallowell 

 

Close-up: 

A hand with tattoos on the 

knuckles and a golden watch 

tacks up foam soundproofing. 

A man wearing glasses, a 

cigarette loosely hanging from 

his mouth, hammers plywood. 

 

00:03:40 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:03:47 

 

In the gloomy basement a man with a 

shaven head heaves a mattress onto the 

metal bedstead. 

 

 

 

 

A hand with tattoos on the knuckles, tacks 

up foam soundproofing and hammers 

plywood. 

 

5.5. Conclusion 

The opening of Ransom (Howard, 1996) was chosen as a first test case for the approach 

developed in this work, for various reasons: it is a typical example of an exposition of a 

mainstream narrative film comprising various different situations and difficulties for the 

describer, that were detailed in the introduction of this section. In is an example in which both 

the narratological and stylistic dimension of the STA-approach can be tested, and in which 

selection and prioritisation of the most relevant content will be necessary. 

A first conclusion that can be drawn from the case, is that the approach developed in this 

work allows for a very detailed analysis of the source text. An audio describer who has sufficient 

knowledge of the narrative structure and development of stories and of the various film 

techniques that can be used to create the concrete narrative, will be able to gather a lot of 

narratively and stylistically relevant information and will be able to create and AD that allows 

the visually impaired audience to reconstruct the abstract story (and fabula) based on a 

combination of the AD and the other semiotic channels to which the audience has access.  

However, it is clear from the example that a lot of information that is identified in such a 

source text analysis gets lost. The AD presented in section 5.4 of the present chapter includes 
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most of the relevant actions identified in the different scenes in section 5.2 and prioritised in 

section 5.3. In addition, there was enough time to create the complete contextual frame for most 

scenes but this was particularly difficult in scene 3. The fact that there is a partial frame switch 

(from the terrace to the inside of the apartment) could not be included in the description and the 

visually impaired audience will have to infer the switch from other cues such as the voice asking 

the guests to come in and/or the fact that the guests are watching a video (which usually happens 

inside). More problematic is the fact that the characters that are present in the frame, particularly 

the three protagonists Tom Mullen, his wife Kate and his son Sean, cannot be introduced 

because of the voice-over on the promotional video129. Even in scene 4, where there is a little 

more time for audio description, the characters can only be introduced briefly (Tom Mullen as 

the party’s host, Kate as his attractive blond wife, and Sean as his young son). All the 

information from the source text analysis that was included on the level of the character 

representations, can still not be included here and the describer will have to take this into 

account when creating his descriptions of scenes later in the film, e.g. frame switches that can 

be introduced with one word, leaving more time for description of the protagonists’ physical 

features.  

Finally, in addition to information that can be stored in entity representations, a lot of 

stylistic information gets lost too. The change from black-and-white in scene 1 to full colour in 

scene 2 is not mentioned, favouring spatio-temporal information (‘Evening falls.’) that enables 

the audience to create the scene’s contextual frame/location representation. More generally, 

most of the shot – reverse shot sequences linking characters to each other get lost (especially 

the ones in scene 3); only the one linking the waitress to Sean is mentioned in the description 

(as is the reference to the tattoos linking the waitress to the people in the basement). 

Unexpectedly, it was another stylistic device, namely the use of close-ups that raised most 

questions, particularly with regard to how to describe. According to the narratological approach 

set forth in the present work, close-ups will not be mentioned explicitly in the AD. Instead, the 

description will reflect the narrative function they serve, i.e. denotative focus on a narratively 

relevant detail, expression of intradiegetic emotions, etc. The fact that these are presented in 

close-up, can be inferred from the content of the description, which will mention a detail rather 

than a larger, more general object, location, character or landscape. This worked fine when the 

                                                 
129 Tom Mullen’s enactor in the video is presented by means of the voice-over, or at least his profession 

and the development of his career. However, the enactor of the main narrative (i.e. the party at the apartment) can 

only be identified in the AD as the party’s host, without any further information.  
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close-up showed (details of) objects such as ‘a metal bed’ or ‘handcuffs’, but proved to be less 

straightforward when close-ups of actions had to be described, particularly in the cases of a) 

the hole being bored through the wall, b) the electrical fire being switched on and c) the plywood 

being hammered/soundproofing being tacked. Two different description strategies seem to be 

possible here: 1) the describer can decide to reflect the film technique (i.e. the close-up) by 

describing the specific detail shown on screen (‘a drill bit bores a hole’ / ‘a hand turns on an 

electrical fire’ / ‘a hand hammers plywood) or 2) he can decide to refer to the people performing 

the actions (‘a man bores a hole’, ‘a man turns on an electrical fire’ / ‘a man hammers plywood’) 

which seems more logical but loses the stylistic dimension that is visually present in the film. 

A closer look at the description in section 5.4 shows that I used both strategies. First, I chose to 

include the close-up in the shot of the hole being bored (‘a drill bit bores a hole’) because the 

sound of the action is very prominent and as such the description renders the immediacy 

(Ronen, 1986, p. 423; cf. section 3.2.1.1 of chapter 3) of the action. Moreover, no person 

whatsoever can be seen in the image. In the second case, i.e. the electrical fire being switched 

on, I decided to use ‘a man switches on an electrical fire’, even though only his hand (and part 

of his back) are visible. On the one hand, the sound is less prominent in this shot, on the other, 

the person performing the action can be seen and it seemed more logical to refer to the person 

rather than to one particular bodypart130. The reason why I did not use the same (more logical) 

approach in the final shot, namely the hammering of the plywood, is that the close-up clearly 

shows the knuckles on the person’s hand, which links him to the waitress in the apartment; 

hence the description ‘a hand with tattoos on the knuckles…’. 

Although this first example indicates that the approach suggested in the present work can 

be a of help for describers, much more research is needed to confirm its validity and usefulness, 

both in educational and in professional contexts. The final chapter will present a short overview 

of what—in my opinion—are the most relevant avenues for further research. 

 

 

  

                                                 
130 This is a personal preference—based on my assumption that some people in the audience may find it 

slightly odd that ‘a hand turns on an electrical fire’ rather than ‘a man’. However, both strategies are equally valid 

and it will depend on the description brief (i.e. include film style, keep the description as clear and simple as 

possible, etc.) what strategy will be chosen. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

In the final chapter of this work, two issues will be addressed. In the first part I will answer 

the research questions that were formulated in chapter 2. In the second part, the answers to these 

questions will be discussed to identify the limitations of this study together with avenues for 

further research. 

1. Answer to the research questions 

In section 1.4.4 of chapter 2 I identified content selection as one of the main issues in 

audio description to which no satisfactory answers have been provided yet. Given their usually 

limited visual literacy, (beginning) audio describers often find it difficult to determine the full 

meaning of visual images131. And as research (Yeung, 2007) demonstrated, when describers do 

determine what information is contained in an image, choosing what information to include in 

their description and what information to leave out, seems problematic as well. This problem is 

addressed in existing guidelines, but the answers presented there have various drawbacks. First 

of all they are largely intuitive: they were drawn up by practitioners and lack any theoretical 

underpinning. Second, the answers are fragmentary and very limited in scope: because the 

question is not treated in a complete and systematic way, no comprehensive and structured 

answer to the question what to describe and how to prioritize relevant information, is given by 

the guidelines. Finally, the guidelines almost exclusively focus on the ‘content’ side and less or 

not at all on the ‘selection’ side. The literature review presented in section 1.4 of chapter 2 

showed that academic research in the discipline of audio description is still rather anecdotic too 

and suffers from the same drawbacks as the ones pinpointed with regard to the AD guidelines. 

With the aim to overcome these drawbacks and to develop a more systematic and 

comprehensive method to select and prioritise relevant information in audio description, a two-

tier approach was put forward. First, and on a more general level, audio description was 

presented as a type of (audiovisual) translation and framed within the functionalist paradigm in 

translation. Particularly relevant on this level was the requirement posited by the functionalists 

that any translation has to start with a thorough analysis of the source text (Nord, 1991, p. 19) 

to identify in the offer of information that is the source text, all the possible meaning-making 

                                                 
131 The examples presented in the introductions to sections 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3 of chapter 4 showed that audio 

describers are usually able to determine the denotative meaning of the images relatively accurately, but that the 

more implicit connotations are often overlooked, or at least often not included in the description. 
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elements that can be included in the translation to guarantee that the relationship between ST 

and TT, “specified according to the… function of the target text” (Nord, 1991, p. 32) is 

maintained. Therefore, the first aim of the present work was to develop an approach that allows 

audio describers to analyse a variable audiovisual input in a systematic way to determine all the 

meaning-making elements in this input that are eligible for audio description.  

In sections 1.2.2 and 1.3 of chapter 3 however, I explained that audio description will 

often be a partial translation. Given the omnipresent time constraints—the descriptions cannot 

go over dialogues or other relevant sound effects—it will most often not be possible to include 

all the meaning-making elements that were identified in the analysis and choices will have to 

be made. In the functionalist paradigm the choices that are made during the creation of the audio 

described target text are—as in any other translation process—based on well-founded strategies 

that provide describers with “good arguments to defend their products against unjustified 

criticism” (Nord, 1997, pp. 2-3). It was therefore the second aim of this work to develop an 

approach that allows audio describers to prioritize these meaning-making elements so that an 

optimally relevant output can be created, even in cases when there is no time to describe all 

those elements. 

Based on the fact that the films that constitute the source texts in this study132 are all aimed 

at telling stories, the theoretical framework chosen to develop the approach mentioned in the 

previous paragraphs, was narratology, more specifically concepts from structuralist narratology 

for the content-side of the model and cognitive narratology for the selection-side of the model. 

Indeed, the hypothesis formulated in section 3.3 of chapter 2 was that narratology could provide 

the necessary input for the approach because a) it looks for general constituents of stories and 

story-telling principles/techniques rather than for individual phenomena; b) it studies both 

audiovisual and verbal media, and c) it studies both the construction process by the author (i.e. 

what building blocks and principles/techniques can and does the author use and to what ends) 

and the reconstruction process by the audience (i.e. what cues does the audience use and need 

to re-create and interpret the story).  

This led to the two research questions this work aimed to answer. The first one focused 

on source text analysis and was: what are the different building blocks of a story and according 

                                                 
132 In sections 1.2 and 1.4 of chapter 1 I discussed the various products for which audio descriptions are 

created and identified cinema and television as the two media for which most AD was created. This inspired the 

decision to take films as the source texts at which the approach developed in this work, will be aimed. 
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to what principles can they be used and combined to generate particular narrative effects? The 

second one focused on prioritisation of relevant content and was: what cues and techniques do 

audiences use to process, interpret and re-create the story told by the author? 

The research carried out in chapters 3 and 4 shows that a narratological approach to 

content selection in AD offers various advantages over the existing guidelines and literature. 

More specifically it allows the audio describer to carry out a structured and systematic analysis 

of any filmic source text because it offers—in an answer to the first research question—a 

complete and detailed inventory of all meaning-making elements that can be encountered in a 

narrative. In the following paragraphs a brief comparison will be made with the existing 

guidelines that say the 4 Ws (who did what, where and when) have to be described. 

First of all, existing guidelines say you should describe what is happening, i.e. the events 

or actions taking place in the film. The narratological approach to audio describing actions and 

events developed in section 3.1 of chapter 3, primarily based on the theory by Genette 

(1972/1980) goes much further: 

1) Not only does it look at the actions or events themselves, but it also analyses the 

various possibilities to organise their presentation. Diagram 5 presented in section 

3.1.3 offers an approach to analyse these presentation principles (order, frequency and 

duration) of actions and events, together with the various lower level organisational 

possibilities; 

2) The discussion in section 3.1.1 of these various organisational possibilities allows the 

audio describer to analyse the functions these principles can serve and the effects the 

author wants to achieve by using them; 

3) Finally, in addition to enabling an analysis of all the actions and events, their 

organisation and the various functions/effects these organisational techniques serve, 

the narratological analysis put forward in section 3.1 also allows the audio describer 

to make some first decision concerning the selection of content to be included in the 

AD, as explained with reference to diagrams 6, 7 and 8. 

The second element to be included in audio descriptions according to the guidelines, is 

when and where the actions and events take place, i.e. the setting of the narrative. In section 3.2 

it was explained that on the one hand, narrative settings were often considered of secondary 

importance in early narratological literature and thus received less attention, and that on the 
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other hand it is much more difficult to generalize the structuring principles of settings and the 

effects they can create because narrative space can remain implicit. The recognition of a setting 

is to a certain extent determined by personal knowledge and the immense variety of possible 

settings and object in them, makes it impossible to accommodate them all in a single, all-

encompassing descriptive model. However, as the research described in section 3.2 of chapter 

3 shows, by combining various narratological theories about settings it is possible to develop a 

structured and systematic approach to analysing narrative space. Again, this approach offers 

various advantages compared to the current state of the art: 

1) In addition to just looking at the spatial and temporal dimension of the setting, the 

narratological approach presented in section 3.2 also analyses whether a given setting 

is global or local, whether it is real or counterfactual and whether it is just a 

background or serves a symbolic function. The discussion presented in section 3.2.1.1 

moreover makes it possible to analyse the various effects these different alternatives 

can generate; 

2) The discussion of Bal’s (1997) theory of narrative space in section 3.2.1.2 of chapter 

3 moreover made it clear that narrative settings are evolving constituents. As the 

narrative progresses, known information can be repeated, new information about the 

setting can be added and settings can change. A final crucial element that emerged 

from the discussion in section 3.2.1.2 of chapter 3 is that any analysis of narrative 

space always has to look for the relations between a setting and the other settings in 

the narrative as well as between a setting and the other narrative constituents such as 

actions and characters; 

3) A third advantage, as demonstrated by diagram 9, is that the narratological approach 

put forward in section 3.2 of chapter 3 again allows the audio describer to make some 

first selection and prioritisation decisions. 

Finally, the last of the Ws that should be included in descriptions according to the 

guidelines, is who causes and undergoes the actions and events. In the introduction to section 

3.3.1 of chapter 3 it was pointed out that the study of narrative character has received very little 

attention compared to that of actions and events. One possible explanation that was given, was 

that all characters in narrative have to be unique to be recognizable, which makes it harder to 

distil general structuring principles that explain what defines those characters. But again, like 

in the case of narrative settings, it proved possible—through a combination of two models—to 

develop a narratological approach that allows audio describers to analyse narrative characters 
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with the aim to audio describing them and that provides various advantages over the current 

guidelines: 

1) First of all, the part of the analytical approach based on the theory of Margolin (2007) 

makes sure that all the dimensions of the characters are analysed. While existing 

guidelines predominantly (or solely) focus on a character’s physical appearance, the 

narratological approach takes into account three different dimensions, namely the 

physical, the behavioural and the psychological dimension. In addition, the part of the 

approach based on the theory of Rimmon-Kenan (1983) allows the describer to 

analyse the development, complexity and access to inner life of the characters. This 

enables him to a) decide what to describe and b) to decide how much to describe; 

2) Another advantage that became apparent from section 3.3.1.2 of chapter 3 is that 

characters develop along the same lines as settings. As such describers can use the 

same criteria to analyse the development of characters as they did for the development 

of settings, i.e. repetition, accumulation, change and relations; 

3) Just like in the case of actions/events and settings, the narratological approach 

developed to analyse characters, allows the describer to make a first selection of 

information to include in the description, as explained with reference to diagram 10. 

While structuralist narratology predominantly focused on written narrative, the examples 

presented in sections 3.1.1, 3.2.1 and 3.3.1 of chapter 3 showed that the principles developed 

by the structuralists are equally applicable to film. The research described in sections 3.1.2, 

3.2.2 and 3.3.2 of that chapter however, revealed that audio describers have to take into account 

a few additional organisational principles when analysing filmic source texts for audio 

description. Two of those principles are particularly relevant with a view to content selection 

in AD: 

1) Unlike verbal narrative, film has the possibility to present various meaning-making 

elements simultaneously; 

2) In addition to only showing (enacting) narrative information, film also has the 

possibility to tell it (recounting) and to tell and show it at the same time (enacted 

recounting); 

Both principles contribute to the answer to the first research question and are essential in 

any source text analysis. Within the framework of content selection in audio description, 
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specifically the second principle is highly relevant. By analysing what information is recounted, 

the audio describer gets a first idea of what elements the visually impaired audience has access 

to, i.e. what elements do not have to be included—or at least get a lower priority—in the 

description. By applying the selection principles put forward in chapters 4 and 5 (see also 

below), he can then select and prioritise the (sequentially or simultaneously presented) enacted 

information. 

 From the research carried out in chapter 3 it becomes apparent that narratology offers a 

clear answer to the first research question and thus provides a systematic, well-structured and 

all-encompassing approach to source text analysis in AD, which was so far missing in the 

existing guidelines and academic literature. The second central question in this work was how 

audio describers can select and prioritise the most relevant information from all the meaning-

making elements discovered in the source text analysis. The idea put forward to answer that 

question, was that audiences use specific cues in the narrative to reconstruct the abstract story 

the author wants to tell. Once the audio describer knows what cues the audience needs, he can 

then select and prioritise the necessary information from the source text analysis. 

Before being able to answer that question, the audio describer has to know how these cues 

are represented concretely in the actual film. It was the aim of chapter 4 to provide an overview 

of the different principles and techniques filmmakers use to represent the narrative in a concrete 

way and to again translate this information into a model that audio describers can use to analyse 

the concrete filmic text and determine the various narrative cues it contains. By doing this, 

chapter 4 of the present work fills a clear gap in the existing guidelines and academic literature, 

where film techniques and the various functions they can serve received little to no attention, 

as discussed in the introduction to chapter 4. The approach presented in chapter 4 offers audio 

describers a tool to get a complete overview of all the concrete narrative cues in the film and as 

such provides the necessary input to answer the second research question of this work: 

1) First, the different principles and techniques were accommodated in three broad 

categories that were then further subdivided, namely mise en scène, cinematography 

and editing. From diagrams 11, 12 and 13 and the accompanying explanation, it is 

clear that this enables audio describers to determine and analyse the different cues 

that determine what is presented in a shot, how it is presented and what the different 

relations between successive shots are; 
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2) Second, I looked at the different functions these principles and techniques can serve. 

Most relevant for source text analysis in audio description is that most of these 

principles and techniques serve a denotative function and clearly signal what the 

filmmaker wants the audience to see. In other words, they tell the describer what 

information is most important in the image and thus can get priority in the audio 

description. The approach presented includes three additional functions: the 

expressive, symbolic and aesthetic function. Although it was argued in section 4 of 

chapter 5 that these were less relevant in the process of content selection in AD 

because they do not signal what is narratively most relevant, this does not mean they 

have no use in source text analysis: they help the audio describer characterize the 

film’s style and can therefore provide valuable input for the question of how to 

describe (see also section 2 of this chapter). 

Finally, chapter 5 wanted to provide an approach to content selection and prioritisation 

of information in audio description by looking into the cues and principles audiences need and 

use to reconstruct stories from concrete narratives. This was a critical issue because the existing 

literature offers next to no help to audio describers who are looking for guidance on selecting 

(the most) relevant content for their descriptions. Based on mental modelling theory, and 

particularly its application by Emmott (1997), the three-tier model presented in diagram 15 

chapter 5 provides a clear answer to the second research question and enables the audio 

describer to select and prioritise information along clear, structured and generally applicable 

lines: 

1) The first selection and prioritisation principle put forward, was that actions form the 

backbone of any narrative and are essential for reconstructing, interpreting and 

understanding the abstract story underlying the narrative. As a general rule, they 

should get first priority in the description if they are present in a scene. If a scene 

presents more than one action/events, a distinction can be made between essential 

actions/events or kernels, and peripheral actions/events or satellites; 

2) The second selection and prioritisation principle put forward, was that audiences 

always frame the actions/events that are presented in contextual frames, containing 

general information about characters and the setting in which the actions/events are 

set. Therefore, if time allows, audio descriptions should include information that 

allows audiences to fill in these frames. As explained in section 4 of chapter 5, which 

of the two elements—characters or settings—should get priority, depends on the 
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specific narrative situation but as a general rule it was established that characters get 

priority unless there is a clear need to prioritise settings; 

3) The third selection and prioritisation principle put forward, was that audiences 

complement the information stored in contextual frames with lower-level, context-

independent details about the characters and settings in so-called entity 

representations. This detailed information will only be given if there is still time after 

the actions/events and their contextual frame have been mentioned, and again 

characters—as the driving forces behind the narrative chain of cause and effect—will 

get priority over settings (it was shown that a lot of detailed information about settings 

is forgotten anyway). Within those character representations another prioritisation 

principle can be applied: the behavioural dimension refers to the actions and will 

therefore automatically get priority; as the psychological dimension explains the 

actions it can get priority over the physical dimension a) once the latter is known 

(because it allows for easy identification) and b) because it is less stable than the 

physical dimension (of which the audience will assume it remains unaltered unless 

otherwise specified); 

4) The fourth selection and prioritisation principle put forward, was that audiences 

monitor the context from one scene to the next and therefore need information that 

tells them, where appropriate, a) that there has been a modification in the context, i.e. 

characters have left and/or entered; b) that there has been a context switch, i.e. the 

narrative has moved to a different setting, or c) that an earlier frame has been recalled. 

Based on the specific case, either character or setting information will be prioritised. 

The example from Ransom (Howard, 1996) discussed to illustrate the narratological 

approach to content selection in audio description, shows that the model put forward in this 

work a) allows audio describers to analyse a variable audiovisual input in a systematic way to 

determine all the meaning-making elements in this input that are eligible for audio description 

and b) enables them to prioritize these meaning-making elements so that an optimally relevant 

output can be created, even in cases when there is no time to describe all those elements. In 

other words, by answering the research questions that were formulated, the two aims of the 

present work have been achieved. This does not mean however that the approach is without its 

limits. In the following section, the main limitations of the present study will be discussed, 

together with the possible avenues for further research they hint at. 
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2. Strengths and limitations of the present study and avenues for further research 

 In section 1.4.4 of chapter 2 I wrote that the approach I wanted to develop in this work 

is intended a) as a tool that audio describers can use in practice and b) as a didactic aid for the 

training of students or professional describers. It does indeed seem safe to say that AD trainings 

(both in companies and in academia) are still relatively intuitive and that there still is a clear 

need for a well-founded didactic tool. One of the strengths of the present work is that insights 

gained from the research can be used to develop courses and (interdisciplinary) curricula that 

could be adapted to the specific situation of students with different backgrounds. Currently AD 

description is most commonly taught as a module within a translation course, but it is clear that 

students from film studies, students in cultural management and/or people working at 

broadcasters, theatres or other companies can benefit from a structural approach to content 

selection in AD too. This does require some adaptations of the approach presented in this work 

though. To enable audio describers to carry out a fine-grained analysis, the approach: 

a) presupposes a lot of prior knowledge from various disciplines such as narratology, 

film studies and cognitive sciences, that in this form may be too complex to use in 

practice; and  

b) comprises various steps that have to be completed in succession. These steps however, 

may take too much time to complete in a professional context where time is a much 

sought after commodity.  

The approach will therefore have to be translated into a simplified model in which this 

prior knowledge is operationalized and in which the time needed to carry out the various steps 

in the analysis and content selection process is optimised. This simplified model can then be 

used to determine whether audio describers a) find it easier to make content-related decisions, 

b) can still motivate their decisions (despite the simplification) and c) can work just as fast when 

using the model than when not using it133.  

A second strength of the approach presented here, is that it enables audio describers to 

carry out a well-structured and systematic analysis of all the visual content of the source text. 

But it is clear that this approach has to be supplemented by a second one that is not discussed 

in this work: in section 1.2.1 of chapter 2 I wrote that films can be considered as texts consisting 

                                                 
133 The approach developed in the present work has been used in different AD conference workshops, where 

participants stated that the model did indeed help them to select relevant content in a systematic way and to 

motivate the decisions they made.  
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of four different meaning-making channels, two of them being a) dialogues and other forms of 

spoken text and b) music and other sound effects. It is true that the visually impaired audience 

has access to (most of) the information coming from these last two channels, but that does not 

mean that they have no influence on audio description in general and on content selection in 

particular. As explained in section 3.3.1 of chapter 3, dialogues are part of the characters’ 

behavioural and communicative dimension and as such contribute to characterization. The 

information that is explicitly mentioned in the dialogues does not have to be mentioned anymore 

in the description, but there may be other information that has to be included, such as the facial 

expression (emotional dimension) accompanying the dialogue or the inferences that some may 

and others may not draw from the dialogue (e.g. social background of the character). In some 

instances it may be also be necessary to indicate who is speaking. All these elements that are 

possible candidates for inclusion in the description, obviously influence the content selection 

process. The same goes for sound effects: while some are clear and do not have to be described, 

others may be unknown or ambiguous and may have to be included in the description. In other 

words, aural information in films includes meaning-making elements that have to be taken into 

account in the source text analysis and have an effect on the ensuing content selection and 

prioritisation process. Further research could therefore look into the question of how dialogues 

and other aural information influence content selection. Another, more specific line of research, 

could study how and when sound effects (or dialogues) can best be described, i.e. what are the 

consequences of introducing aural information beforehand and of explaining it afterwards. 

Another insight that can be gained from the present research, particularly from chapter 4, 

is that content and form in AD are intrinsically linked. The present study looked at how 

narratology can help audio describers in their decisions on what to describe, and although this 

selection step always precedes the formulation step, it can in practice never be fully dissociated 

from it. First of all, the time available for description will often dictate how you have to 

formulate the description to make it fit between the dialogues and/or sound effects. The fact 

that the description has to form a coherent whole with the dialogues and/or sound effects 

preceding or following it, will also influence the decision of what to describe and how to 

formulate it (cf. previous paragraph). But this issue particularly became clear in the discussion 

of film techniques and their functions: the examples from chapter 4 that illustrated other 

functions than the denotative one showed that it will generally be difficult or even impossible 

to separate the decision of what to describe from the decision of how to describe. When a 

technique serves an expressive / symbolic / aesthetic function, the information it wants to render 
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or the emotion it wants to elicit, will have to be translated (if included) in the form of the audio 

description. While the research by Fryer (2012) and Fryer & Freeman (2012a, 2012b) showed 

that some members of visually impaired audiences like learning about filmic techniques, this 

option does not seem compatible with a narratological approach to AD, because inserting 

technical terminology could expel the viewers from the narrative, as discussed in the 

introduction of chapter 4. It is therefore particularly on this level that a whole line of further 

research can be identified, in addition to the research already undertaken by Jimenez-Hurtado 

(2007a, 2007b) and Reviers (2013), who look into the language of AD. With reference to the 

examples from The Brave One (Jordan, 2007) or Contagion (Soderbergh, 2011) described in 

section 2.2 of chapter 4 a possible research is that of investigating what different options exist 

to render intradiegetic emotions that are presented by cinematographic techniques such as 

extreme angles or slow motion. Such research could focus on how extradiegetic emotions and 

moods can be generated and maintained. Does the audio description have to take them into 

account (and how), or can the effect be achieved by exclusively relying on extradiegetic music 

and sound effects from the film? At least two different parameters can be studied, namely a) 

word choice and b) voicing of the AD.  

It will be understood that this line of research requires an area of study that has been 

largely absent in AD research to date, namely reception research. Cabeza-Cáceres (2013) found 

that intonation influences the audience’s enjoyment, and related research could look into how 

wording and voicing can contribute to shaping the audience’s mood, to eliciting emotions, etc. 

Reception research could further study if and how different ways of rendering symbolic 

meanings are perceived by the audience. But reception research can be used for other, more 

basic questions related to the present work too. One of the main lines of thought underlying this 

study is that a narratological approach to content selection in AD is primarily aimed at 

improving the audience’s understanding of the story by presenting the narratively most relevant 

information in the AD. Reception research could therefore be used to actually test the model 

developed in this work and study if it really promotes understanding. 

Finally, the fact that the approach presented here is so fine-grained, makes it a lot less 

likely that narratively relevant information is not picked up in the source text analysis and hence 

is not included in the description. However, collecting that much information is again not 

without any risk. When an audio describer analyses a filmic source text, makes an inventory of 

all the different meaning-making elements that can possibly be included in the AD and then 

prioritises them so they fit in the available AD slots, he may end up including more information 
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than the visually impaired audience can process. Indeed, in section 1.2.1 of chapter 2 I wrote 

that not every gap in between dialogues or other relevant sound effects should be entirely filled 

with audio description as this might lead to too high a cognitive load on the visually impaired 

audience. Similarly I wrote in section 1.4.1 of chapter 2 and section 3.3.3 of chapter 3 that 

descriptions that are too complicated, particularly so-called objective descriptions of facial 

expressions, may result in unwanted cognitive loads that can compromise both comprehension 

and enjoyment. However none of these claims have been tested so, again, a whole line of further 

study—specifically in the cognitive domain—can be envisaged here. With regard to the amount 

of description that should ideally be provided, one approach would be to try and establish the 

average number of words of AD per minute that would lead to an optimal understanding (and 

enjoyment) of the description. Similar research has been carried it out in the field of subtitling 

and subtitling for the deaf and hard of hearing, and although there will be differences that have 

to be taken into account (particularly the fact that the spoken AD is processed in combination 

with spoken dialogues), it seems reasonable to believe that average word per minutes rates 

could be established for audio description too. Cognitive reception research could also study 

how visually impaired audiences process different approaches to describing facial expressions, 

emotions, events, etc. and if and how they perceive additional (expressive / symbolic / aesthetic) 

layers that are added to the denotative description of what is presented in the images. 

The conclusions of this work demonstrated that the research questions were duly 

answered and that narratology can make a valuable contribution to content selection and 

prioritisation in audio description. They also made it clear however that this work barely 

scratches the surface and that audio description is a field teeming with further avenues of 

research.  
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List of Abbreviations 

 

AD: Audio Description 

ADI: Audio Description International 

ADLAB: Audio Description Lifelong Access for the Blind 

AENOR: Asociation Española de Normalización y Certificación 

AI: Audio Introduction 

AMD: Age-related Macula Degeneration 

ASL: Average Shot Length 

Audetel: Audio Described Television 

AVT: Audiovisual Translation 

AVTS: Audiovisual Translation Studies 

BR: Bayerischer Rundfunk 

DCMS: Department for Culture, Media and Sports 

FD: Duration (of an event) in the Fabula 

ICD: International Classification of Diseases 

ITC: Independent Television Commission 

MT: Machine Translation 

ND: Duration (of an event) in the Narrative text 

ONCE: Organización Nacional de Ciegos Españoles 



380 

 

ONS: Office for National Statistics 

PREDIF: Plataforma Representativa Estatal de Discapacitados Físicos 

RNIB: Royal National Institute of Blind People 

ST: Source Text 

STA: Source Text Analysis 

TAP: Think-Aloud Protocol 

TIWO: Television in Words 

TS: Translation Studies 

TT: Target Text 

UNE: Una Norma Española 

WHO: World Health Organization 

ZDF: Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen 
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Glossary 

 

Captioning  

any interaction between writing and image, such as conventional subtitling, same language 

subtitling, transcription, video annotations and comments (www.clipflair.codeplex.com) 

 

Eye-tracking 

Research process used in various disciplines to study the visual system. In AD it can be used in 

particular to study where on the screen people look and how long their gaze remains fixed on a 

certain point of interest. 

 

Fandubbing  

Unofficial dubbing of the dialogues of an audiovisual programme by fans.  

 

Fansubbing  

Unofficial subtitling of the dialogues of an audiovisual programme by fans. 

 

HbbTV  

Hybrid Broadcast Broadband TV, an industry standard for digital television, aimed at 

harmonising the delivery of digital content from various channels, such as traditional broadcast, 

IPTV and broadband, to connected television sets and set-top boxes in the home. 

 

IPTV:  

Internet Protocol TV, a system for the delivery of television services through the internet 

protocol, rather than through traditional systems such as terrestrial, cable or satellite signals.  

 

Key logging 

Research process used to monitor and study the keystrokes made by the person using a 

keyboard. In translation, the process can be used to see e.g. what corrections translators make, 

what words they look up, where they hesitate, etc. in order to try and reconstruct their thought 

processes. 

 

http://www.clipflair.codeplex.com/
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Post-editing 

The activity in which human translators edit translations created by means of machine 

translation technology. 

 

Revoicing 

Any interaction between speech and image, such as dubbing, audio description, karaoke singing 

and reciting (www.clipflair.codeplex.com). 

 

Speech recognition 

Technology used to recognize and translate a person’s speech into a verbal text. 

 

Statistical Machine Translation 

Automated translation process in which a computer engine uses statistical models to generate 

translations that are subsequently post-edited by human translators. 

 

Template 

Master file with fixed time codes that is used for subtitling a dialogue list into different 

languages. 

 

Terminology extraction 

Process by means of which possible terminology candidates are automatically distilled from (a 

corpus of) texts. From the results of the extraction process, the terminologist subsequently 

draws up a final terminology list. 

 

Think-Aloud protocol 

Research method in which participants (e.g. translators) are encouraged to say out loud 

everything they are thinking when they are performing a certain task. This method is used to 

gain insight in the cognitive processes involved in completing the task at hand. 

 

  

http://www.clipflair.codeplex.com/


383 

 

Bibliography 

Abbott, P. H. (2002). The Cambridge introduction to narrative. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

AENOR. (2005). Audiodescripción para personas con discapacidad visual. Requisitos para la 

audiodescripción y elaboración de audioguias. Madrid: AENOR. 

Bal, M. (1997). Narratology: an introduction to the theory of narrative. (2nd ed.). Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press. 

Barsam, R., & Monahan, D. (2010). Looking at movies. New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 

Basiro, D., Katz, J., & McLanahan, H. (2008). A Global View. In H. McLannahan, Visual 

impairment: a global view (pp. 1-10). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Benecke, B. (2014). Character fixation and character description: The naming and describing 

of characters in Inglourious Basterds. In A. Maszerowska, A. Matamala, & P. Orero, Audio 

description: New perspectives illustrated (pp. 141-158). Amsterdam: John Benjamins 

Publishing Company. 

Benecke, B., & Dosch, E. (1997). Wenn aus Bildern Worte Werden. Ein Handbuch für 

Filmbeschreiber. München: Bayerischen Rundfunk. 

Benecke, B., & Dosch, E. (2004). Wenn aus Bildern Worte Werden. Durch Audio-Description 

zum Hörfilm (3rd ed.). München: Baeyerischer Rundfunk. 

Boggs, J. M., & Petrie, D. W. (2008). The art of watching films. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Bogucki, Ł. (2004). A relevance framework for constraints on cinema subtitling. Łodz: 

Wydawnicto Uniwersytetu. 

Bordwell, D. (1985). Narration in the fiction film. Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press. 

Bordwell, D. (2005). Figures traced in light. On cinematic staging. Berkeley & Los Angeles: 

University of California Press. 

Bordwell, D. (2006). The way Hollywood tells it. Story and style in modern movies. 

Berkeley/Los Angeles: University of California Press. 



384 

 

Bordwell, D., & Thompson, K. (2008). Film Art. An Introduction (8th ed.). New York: 

McGraw-Hill. 

Bordwell, D., Staiger, J., & Thompson, K. (1985). The classical Hollywood cinema. Film style 

and mode of production to 1960. London: Routledge. 

Bourne, J., & Jiménez Hurtado, C. (2007). From the visual to the verbal in two languages: a 

contrastive analysis of the audio description of The Hours in English and Spanish. In J. Díaz 

Cintas, P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio description and 

sign language (pp. 175-187). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Branigan, E. (1992). Narrative comprehension and film. London: Routledge. 

Braun, S. (2008). Audio description research: state of the art and beyond. Translation Studies 

in the New Millennium, 14-30. 

Braun, S. (2011). Creating coherence in audio description. Meta, Vol. 56 (3), 645-662. 

Braun, S., & Orero, P. (2010). Audio description with audio subtitling - an emergent modality 

of audiovisual localisation. Perspectives, Vol. 18, No. 3, 173-188. 

Brooks, J. L. (1997). As Good as it Gets. 

Buckland, W. (1999). Film Semiotics. In T. Miller, & R. Stam, A Companion to Film Theory 

(pp. 84-104). Oxford - Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers Inc. 

Burch, N. (1969/1973). The theory of film practice. (H. R. Lane, Trans.) Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 

Cabeza-Cáceres, C. (2010). Opera audio description at Barcelona's Liceu theatre. In J. Díaz 

Cintas, A. Matamala, & J. Neves, New insights into audiovisual translation and media 

accessibility (pp. 227-237). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Cabeza-Cáceres, C. (2013). Audiodescripció i recepció. Efecte de la velocitat de narració, 

l'entonació i l'explicitació en la comprensió fílmica. Barcelona: unpublished PhD thesis. 

Cabeza-Cáceres, C., & Matamala, A. (2008). La audiodescripcion de opera: la nueva propuesta 

del Liceo. Ulises y la Comunidad Sorda, 195-208. 



385 

 

Carroll, N. (1999). Film, emotion, and genre. In C. Plantinga, & G. M. Smith, Passionate views. 

Film, cognition and emotion (pp. 21-47). Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press. 

Chatman, S. (1978). Story and discourse. Narrative structure in fiction and film. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press. 

Chaume, F. (2004). Film Studies and Translation Studies: Two Disciplines at Stake in 

Audiovisual Translation. Meta, XLIX, 1, 12-24. 

Chiaro, D., Heiss, C., & Bucaria, C. (2008). Between text and image: updating research in 

screen translation. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Chmiel, A., & Mazur, I. (2011). Overcoming barriers - the pioneering years of audio description 

in Poland. In A. Serban, A. Matamala, & J.-M. Lavaur, Audiovisual translation in close-up (pp. 

279-296). Bern: Peter Lang. 

Chmiel, A., & Mazur, I. (2011, 28 June - 1 July). Taking stock of AD preferences in Poland: a 

reception study. Paper presented at the 4th Media for All Conference. London. 

Currie, G. (1999). Cognitivism. In T. Miller, & R. Stam, A Companion to Film Theory (pp. 

105-122). Massachusetts - Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 

Danan, M. (2004). Captioning and subtitling: undervalued language learning strategies. Meta, 

49, 1, 67-77. 

Dancyger, K. (2011). The technique of film & video editing: History, theory and practice (5th 

ed.). Burlington, MA: Focal Press. 

Dannenberg, H. (2008). Coincidence and counterfactuality: Plotting time and space in 

narrative fiction. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 

De Coster, K., & Mülheis, V. (2007). Intersensorial translation: visual art made up by words. 

In J. Díaz Cintas, P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio 

description, and sign language (pp. 189-200). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Delabastita, D. (1989). Translation and mass-communication: film and tv translation as 

evidence of cultural dynamics. Babel, 193-218. 



386 

 

Delisle, J., Lee-Jahnke, H., & Cormier, M. C. (1999). Terminologie de la 

traduction/Translation Terminology/Terminología de la traduccion/Terminologie der 

Übersetzung. Benjamins. 

Dennerlein, K. (2009). Narratologie des Raumes. Berlin: De Gruyter. 

Department for culture, m. a. (2011). The e-accessibility action plan: making digital content 

accessible by everyone. Retrieved from www.culture.gov.uk: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77984/e-

Accessibility-Action-Plan_June2011.pdf 

Deschepper, S. (2012). Televisie voor iedereen. Ontwikkelingen in verband met programma's 

voor en de programmavoorschriften in functie van personen met een visuele of auditieve 

handicap. Unpublished Master thesis. 

Díaz Cintas, J. (2007). Traducción audiovisual y accesibilidad. In C. Jiménez Hurtado, 

Traducción y accesibilidad. Subtitulación para sordos y audiodescripción para ciegos: nuevas 

modalidades de traducción audivisual (pp. 9-23). Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Díaz Cintas, J. (2008). Audiovisual translation comes of age. In D. Chaira, C. Heiss, & C. 

Bucaria, Between text and image. Updating research in screen translation (p. 292). Amsterdam: 

John Benjamins Publishing Co. 

Díaz Cintas, J. (2009). Introduction - audiovisual translation: an overview of its potential. In J. 

Díaz Cintas, New trends in audiovisual translation (pp. 1-18). Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Díaz Cintas, J. (2009). New trends in audiovisual translation. Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Díaz Cintas, J., & Remael, A. (2007). Translation practices explained. Audiovisual translation: 

subtitling. Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing. 

Díaz Cintas, J., Orero, P., & Remael, A. (2007). Media for all: a global challenge. In J. Díaz 

Cintas, P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio description, and 

sign language (p. 255). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Díaz-Cintas, J. (2007). Por una preparación de calidad en accesibilidad audiovisual. Trans(11), 

45-60. 



387 

 

Ekman, P., & Friesen, W. V. (2003). Unmasking the face. Cambridge, MA: Malor Books. 

Emmott, C. (1997). Narrative comprehension: A discourse perspective. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Emmott, C., & Alexander, M. (2012, November 29). Schemata. Retrieved from The living 

handbook of narratology: http://hup.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Schemata 

Fix, U. (2005). Hörfilm. Bildkompensation durch Sprach. Berlin: Erich Schmidt. 

Fix, U., & Morgner, H. (2005). Narration im Hörfilm - Theorie und Analyse. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. 

Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 117-152). Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Fludernik, M. (1996). Towards a 'natural' narratology. London: Routledge. 

Forster, E. M. (1927/1972). Aspects of the Novel. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Fresno, N. (2012). Experimenting with characters: an empirical approach to the audio 

description of fictional characters. In M. Carroll, P. Orero, & A. Remael, Audiovisual 

translation and media accessibility at the crossroads (pp. 147-172). Amsterdam: Benjamins. 

Fryer, L. (2010a). Audio description as audio drama - a practicioner's point of view. 

Perspectives: studies in translatology, 205-213. 

Fryer, L. (2010b). Directing in reverse. In I. Kemble, The changing face of translation: 

proceedings of the 9th annual Portsmouth translation conference (pp. 63-72). Portsmouth: 

University of Portsmouth. 

Fryer, L., & Freeman, J. (2012a). Cinematic language and the description of film: Keeping AD 

users in the frame. Perspectives: Studies in translatology, 21 (3), 412-426. 

Fryer, L., & Freeman, J. (2012b). Presence in those with and without sight: Implications for 

virtual reality and audio description. Journal of Cybertherapy and Rehabilitation, 5 (1), 15-23. 

Fryer, L., & Romero-Fresco, P. (2014). Audiointroductions. In A. Maszerowska, A. Matamala, 

& P. Orero, Audio description: New perspectives illustrated (pp. 11-28). Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company. 



388 

 

Gambier, Y. (2003). Screen transadaptation: perception and reception. The Translator, Vol. 

9(N°. 2), 171-189. 

Gambier, Y. (2008). Recent developments and challenges in audiovisual translation research. 

In D. Chiaro, C. Heiss, & C. Bucaria, Between text and image: updating research in screen 

translation (pp. 11-33). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Gambier, Y., & Gottlieb, H. (2001). Multimedia, multilingua: multiple challenges. In Y. 

Gambier, & H. Gottlieb, (Multi)media translation: concepts, practices and research (pp. viii-

xx). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Genette, G. ([1972] 1980). Narrative discourse. (J. E. Lewin, Vert.) Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press. 

Genette, G. (1982). Figures of literary discourse. (M.-R. Logan, Vert.) New York: Columbia 

University Press. 

Ghia, E. (2012). Subtitling matters. New perspectives on subtitling and foreign language 

learning. Oxford: Peter Lang. 

Göpferich, S. (2009). Towards a Model of Translation Competence and its Acquisition: the 

longitudinal study TransComp. In S. Göpferich, A. L. Jakobsen, & I. M. Mees, Behind the mind. 

Methods, models and results in translation process research (pp. 11-38). Copenhagen: 

Samsfundlitteratur Press. 

Government of the French Community (2011). Arrêté du Gouvernement de la 

Communauté française portant approbation du règlement du Collège d’avis relatif à 

l’accessibilité des programmes aux personnes à déficience sensorielle. Belgian Law Gazette. 

Greening, J., & Rolph, D. (2007). Accessibilty: rainsing awareness of audio description in the 

UK. In J. Díaz Cintas, P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for All: Subtitling for the Deaf, Audio 

Description, and Sign Language (pp. 127-138). Amsterdam - New York: Rodopi. 

Greening, J., Petré, L., & Rai, S. (2010). A Comparative Study of Audio Description Guidelines 

Prevalent in Different Countries. London: RNIB. 

Greimas, A. J. (1966). Sémantique structurale. Paris: Presse universitaire de France. 



389 

 

Hämmer, K. (2005). Personenkennzeichnungen in Audiodeskriptionen. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. 

Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 87-98). Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Harle, J., & McLannahan, H. (2008). Correcting focusing defects. In H. McLannahan, Visual 

impairment: a global overview (pp. 48-58). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Harvey, W. J. (1965). Character and the Novel. London: Chatto & Windus. 

Herman, D. (2001). Spatial reference in narrative domains. Text, 515-541. 

Herman, D. (2002). Story logic: problems and possibilities of narrative. Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press. 

Herman, D. (2009). Basic elements of narrative. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Herman, D. (2012, September 4). Cognitive Narratology. Retrieved from The Living Handbook 

of Narratology: hup.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php?title=Cognitive Narratology

&oldid=1541 

Herman, L., & Vervaeck, B. (2005). Handbook of Narrative Analysis. Lincoln - London: 

University of Nebraska Press. 

Hermans, T. (2013). What is (not) translation. In F. Bartrina, & C. Milán, The Roudlegde 

handbook of translation studies (pp. 75-87). Abingdon: Routledge. 

Hertog, E., Van Gucht, J., & de Bontridder, L. (2006). Musings on Methodology. Linguistica 

Antverpiensia New Series, 121-132. 

Holland, A. (2009). Audio description in the theatre and the visual arts: images into words. In 

J. Díaz Cintas, & G. Anderman, Audiovisual translation. Language transfer on screen. (pp. 

170-185). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Holmes, J. S. (1988). Translated! Papers on literary translation and translation studies. 

Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Hühn, P. e. (2010). The Living Handbook of Narratology. Retrieved from: hup.sub.uni-

hamburg.de/lhn 



390 

 

Hyks, V. (2005). Audio description and translation: two related but different skills. Translating 

Today, 6-8. 

Igareda, P. (2011). The audio description of emotions and gestures in Spanish-spoken films. In 

A. Serban, A. Matamala, & J.-M. Lavaur, Audiovisual translation in close-up: practical and 

theoretical approaches (pp.223-238). Bern: Peter Lang. 

Independent Television Commission (ITC). (2000). ITC guidance on standards for audio 

description.  

Jakobson, R. (1959). On linguistic aspects of translation. In R. Brower, On translation (pp. 232-

239). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Jankowska, A. (2013). Tłumaczenie skryptów audiodeskrypcji z języka angielskiego, jako 

alternatywna metoda tworzenia skryptów audiodeskrypcji. Kraków: Uniwersytet Jagielloński. 

Jímenez Hurtado, C. (2007a). La Audiodescripción desde la representación del conocimiento 

general. Configuración semántica de una gramática local del text auiodescrito. Linguistica 

Antverpiensia New Series(2007/6), 345-356. 

Jímenez Hurtado, C. (2007b). Una gramática local del guión audiodescrito. Desde la semántica 

a la pragmática de un nuevo tipo de traducción. In C. Jímenez Hurtado, Traducción e 

accesibilidad. Subtitulación para sordos y audiodescripcion para ciegos: nuevas modalidades 

de Traducción Audiovisual (pp. 55-80). Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Johnson-Laird, P. N. (1983). Mental models: Toward a cognitive science of language, inference 

and consciousness. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Jüngst, H. E. (2005). Das Bild des Fremden hörbar machen - Vorschläge zur Behandlung von 

Kulturspezifika im Hörfilm. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 153-170). 

Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Kaindl, K. (2013). Multimodality and translation. In F. Bartrina, & C. Milán, The Routledge 

handbook of translation studies (pp. 257-269). Abingdon: Routlegde. 

Keates, S., & Clarkson, J. (2004). Countering design exclusion. An introduction to exclusive 

design. Londen: Springer. 



391 

 

Kenny, D. (1998). Equivalence. In M. Baker, Routledge encyclopedia of translation studies 

(pp. 77-80). Abingdon: Routledge. 

Kluckhohn, K. (2005). Informationsstrukturierung als Kompensationsstrategie - 

Audiodeskription und Syntax. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 49-66). 

Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Krejtz, I., Szarkowska, A., Krejtz, K., Walczak, A., & Duchowski, A. (2012). Audio description 

as an aural guide of children’s visual attention: evidence from an eye-tracking study. 

Proceedings of the ACM Symposium on Eye Tracking Research and Applications Conference 

(pp. 99-106). New York: ACM. 

Krejtz, K., Krejtz, I., Duchowski, A., Szarkowska, A., & Walczak, A. (2012). Multimodal 

learning with audio description: an eye tracking study of children's gaze during a visual 

recognition task. Proceedings of the ACM Symposium on Applied Perception (pp. 83-90). New 

York: ACM. 

Kress, G. (2003). Literacy in the New Media Age. London: Routlegde. 

Kress, G., & Van Leeuwen, T. (2001). Multimodal discourse: the modes and media of 

contemporary communication. London: Hodder Arnold. 

Kress, G., & Van Leeuwen, T. (2006). Reading Images. The Grammar of Visual Design. (2nd 

ed.). Abingdon: Routledge. 

Kruger, J.-L. (2009). The translation of narrative fiction: impostulating the narrative origo. 

Perspectives: Studies in Translatology, 17/1, 15-32. 

Kruger, J.-L. (2010). Audio narration: re-narrativising film. Perspectives: Studies in 

Translatology(18/3), 231-249. 

Kruger, J.-L., & Mazur, I. (2012). Pear stories and audio description: language, perception and 

cognition across cultures. Perspectives: studies in translatology, 1-3. 

Kuhn, M. (2009). Film narratology: Who tells? Who Shows? Who Focalizes? Narrative 

mediation in self-reflexive fiction films. In P. e. Hühn, Point of view, perspective and 

focalization: Modeling mediacy in narrative (pp. 259-278). Berlin: de Gruyter. 



392 

 

Lakritz, J., & Salway, A. (2006). The semi-automatic generation of audio description from 

screenplays. Retrieved from www.bbrel.co.uk: http://www.bbrel.co.uk/pdfs/CS-06-05.pdf 

Landau, B., & Jackendoff, R. (1993). 'What' and 'where' in spatiale language and cognition. 

Behavioural and Brain Sciences, 217-265. 

Lapsley, R., & Westlake, M. (1988). Film Theory: an Introduction. Manchester: Manchester 

University Press. 

Malmkjær, K. (2005). Linguistics and the language of translation. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press. 

Malmkjær, K. (2013). Where are we? (From Holmes' map until now). In F. Bartrina, & C. 

Milán, The Routledge Handbook of Translation Studies (pp. 31-44). Abingdon: Routledge. 

Margolin, U. (1986). The doer and deed: action as a basis for characterization in narrative. 

Poetics Today, 7:2, 205-225. 

Margolin, U. (1990). Individuals in narrative worlds: an ontological perspective. Poetics Today, 

11:4, 843-871. 

Margolin, U. (2007). Character. In D. Herman, The Cambridge Companion to Narrative (pp. 

66-79). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Marzà Ibañez, A. (2010). Evaluation criteria and film narrative. A frame to teaching relevance 

in audio description. Perspectives: studies in translatology, 18:3, 143-153. 

Maszerowska, A. (2012). Casting the light on cinema - how luminance and light patterns create 

meaning. MonTI, 65-85. 

Matamala, A. (2005). Live audio description in Catalonia. Translating Today, 9-11. 

Matamala, A. (2007). La audiodescripción en directo. In C. Jiménez Hurtado, Traducción y 

accesibilidad. Subtitulación para sordos y audiodescripción para ciegos: nuevas modalidades 

de traducción audiovisual (pp. 121-132). Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Matamala, A. (2014). Audio describing text on screen. In A. Maszerowska, A. Matamala, & P. 

Orero, Audio description. New perspectives illustrated (pp. 103-120). Amsterdam/Philadelphia: 

John Benjamins Publishing Company. 



393 

 

Matamala, A., & Orero, P. (2007a). Accessible opera in Catalan: opera for all. In J. Díaz Cintas, 

P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio description and sign 

language (pp. 201-214). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Matamala, A., & Orero, P. (2007b). Designing a Course on Audio Description. Linguistica 

Antverpiensia New Series(6/2007), 329-344. 

Mazur, I. (2014). Gestures and facial expressions in audio description. In A. Maszerowska, A. 

Matamala, & P. Orero, Audio description: New perspectives illustrated (pp. 179-197). 

Amsterdam: Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Mazur, I. (in press). Character and action. In A. Remael, N. Reviers, & G. Vercauteren, Pictures 

painted in words: ADLAB audio description guidelines.  

Mazur, I., & Chmiel, A. (2012). Audio description made to measure: reflections on 

interpretation in AD based on the Pear Tree project data. In A. Remael, P. Orero, & M. Carroll, 

Audiovisual translation and media accessibility at the crossroads (pp. 173-188). Amsterdam: 

Rodopi. 

Mazur, I., & Chmiel, A. (2014). ADLAB report on Work Package 3 (Testing).  

Mazur, I., Chmiel, A., Vilaró, A., Di Giovanni, E., Chmiel, P., & Orero, P. (2011). How audio 

description influences perception. A work-in-progress report on an international eye-tracking 

study. Barcelona. 

McLannahan, H. (2008). Visual impairment: A global view. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

McLannahan, H., & Hilary, M. (2008). Chronic conditions that cause sight loss. In H. 

McLannahan, Visual impairment: a global overview (pp. 71-94). Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Metz, C. (1974). Film language. A semiotics of the cinema. (M. Taylor, Vert.) Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press. 

Monaco, J. (2009). How to Read a Film. Movies, Media and Beyond (4th ed.). Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 



394 

 

Munday, J. (2012). Introducing Translation Studies. Theories and Applications (3rd ed.). 

London - New York: Roudlegde. 

Neves, J. (2011). Imagens que se Ouvem. Guia de Audiodescrição. Leiria: Instituto Nacional 

para a Reabilitação/Instituto Politécnico de Leiria - Unidade de Investigação Inclusão e 

Acessibilidade em Acção. 

Niederhoff, B. (2011). Focalization. In P. e. Hühn, The living handbook of narratology. 

Hamburg: Hamburg University. 

Nord, C. (1991). Text analysis in translation: theory, methodology and didactic application of 

a model for translation-oriented text analysis. Amsterdam - Atlanta: Rodopi. 

Nord, C. (1997). Translating as a purposeful activity. Functionalist approaches explained. 

Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing. 

Nord, C. (2013). Functionalism in translation studies. In F. Bartrina, & C. Millán, The 

Routledge handbook of translation studies (pp. 201-210). Abingdon: Routledge. 

Onega, S., & Landa, J. A. (1996). Narratology: an introduction. London: Longman. 

Orero, P. (2005). Audio Description: Professional Recognition, Practice and Standards in 

Spain. Translation Watch Quarterly, 7-18. 

Orero, P. (2007). Sampling audio description in Europe. In J. Díaz Cintas, P. Orero, & A. 

Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio description, and sign language (pp. 111-

125). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Palomo López, A. (2010). The benefits of audio description for blind children. In J. Díaz Cintas, 

A. Matamala, & J. Neves, New insights into audiovisual translation and media accessibility. 

Media for all 2 (pp. 213-226). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

Pasolini, D., & Mariotti, S. P. (2011). Global Estimates of Visual Impairment 2010. British 

journal of ophtalmology online. 

Paulus, T., & Adriaensens, V. (2015). Geschiedenis van de Film 2: Stijl en Techniek (T. Paulus 

& V. Adriaensens), UA 2015. UA. 



395 

 

Perego, E. (2014). Chapter 5: Film language and tools. In A. Maszerowska, A. Matamala, & P. 

Orero, Audio description: new perspectives illustrated (pp. 81-101). Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Pérez Payá, M. (2007). La audiodescripción: traduciendo el lenguaje de las cámaras. In C. 

Jiménez Hurtado, Traducción e accesibilidad. Subtitulación para sordos y audiodescripción 

para ciegos: nuevas modalidades de traducción audiovisual (pp. 81-91). Frankfurt am Main: 

Peter Lang. 

Piety, P. J. (2004). The language system of audio description: an investigation as a discursive 

process. Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness, 453-468. 

Pitkänen, K. K. (2003). The spatio-temporal setting in written narrative fiction. Helsinki: 

University of Helsinki. 

Plantinga, C., & Smith, G. M. (1999). Introduction. In C. Plantinga, & G. M. Smith, Passionate 

views: film, cognition and emotion (pp. 1-17). Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press. 

Poethe, H. (2005). Audiodeskription - Entstehung und Wesen einer Textsorte. In U. Fix, 

Hörfilm. Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 33-48). 2005: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Posadas Rodríguez, G. (2010). Audio description as a complex translation process: a protocol. 

In J. Díaz Cintas, A. Matamala, & J. Neves, New insights into audiovisual translation and 

media accessibility (pp. 195-212). Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

PREDIF. (2010). Monumentos, museos y puntos de interés turístico accesibles para todos. 

Madrid: PREDIF. 

Prince, G. (1982). Narratology: the form and functioning of narrative. Berlin: Mouton. 

Prince, S. (1993). The discourse of pictures: inconicity in film studies. Film Quarterly, 47:1, 

16-28. 

Pujol, J. (2008). El tiempo y la audiodescripcion en "Amelie". In A. Perez-Ugena, & R. 

Vizcaino-Laorga, Ulises y la Comunidad Sorda. Madrid: Observatorio de las Realidades 

Sociales y de la Comunicacion. 



396 

 

Pujol, J., & Orero, P. (2007). Audio description precursors: Ekphrasis, film narrators and radio 

journalists. Translation Watch Quarterly(3/2), 49-60. 

Pym, A. (1998). Method in translation history. Manchester: St Jerome. 

Pym, A. (2009). Natural and directional equivalence in theories of translation. In Y. Gambier, 

& L. van Doorslaer, The metalanguage of translation (pp. 81-104). Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins Publishing Co. 

Quico, C. (2005). Acessibilidade e televisão digital e interactiva: o caso particular do serviço 

de áudio-descrição destinado a pessoas invisuais ou com deficiências visuais graves. In C. 

Quico, New Media Authoring and Production: iTV and Mobile. Lisbon: COFAC. 

Rai, S. (2011). RNIB international AD exchange study: observations from a focus group study. 

London: RNIB. 

Reiss, K., & Vermeer, H. (1984). Grundlegung einer allgemeinen Translationstheorie. 

Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag. 

Reiss, K., & Vermeer, H. (2013). Towards a general theory of translational action. Skopos 

theory explained. Manchester: St Jerome. 

Remael, A. (2001). Some thoughts on the study of multimodal and multimedia translation. In 

Y. Gambier, & H. Gottlieb, (Multi)media translation: concepts, practices and research (pp. 13-

22). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Remael, A. (2007). 'Audiodescriptie' of de grenzen van de audiovisuele vertaling. Filter, 31-

37. 

Remael, A. (2010). Audiovisual translation. In Y. Gambier, & v. D. Luc, Handbook of 

translation studies (pp. 12-17). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Remael, A. (2012a). Audio description with audio subtitling for Dutch multilingual films: 

Manipulating textual cohesion on different levels. Meta, 57 (2), 385-407. 

Remael, A., & Vercauteren, G. (2007). Audio describing the exposition phase of films. 

Teaching students what to choose. Trans, 73-93. 



397 

 

Remael, A., & Vercauteren, G. (2010). The translation of recorded audio description from 

English into Dutch. Perspectives: Studies in Translatology, 18 (3), 155-171. 

Reviers, N., & Vercauteren, G. (2013, February 23). The basics of audio description: an 

introductory workshop. Berlin. 

Reviers, N., Remael, A., & Daelemans, W. (2013). The language of Audio Description in 

Dutch: Results of a corpus study. 

Rimmon-Kenan, S. (1983). Narrative Fiction. London: Routledge. 

RNIB. (2013). Audio description on TV. Retrieved from RNIB: 

http://www.rnib.org.uk/livingwithsightloss/tvradiofilm/television/adtv/Pages/audio_descriptio

n_tv.aspx 

Rodríguez, A. (2007). Consideraciones acerca del lenguaje literario. In C. Jímenez Hurtado, 

Traducción y accesibilidad (pp. 153-164). Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Romero-Fresco, P., & Fryer, L. (2013). Could audio described films benefit from audio 

introductions? An audience response study. Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness, 107 

(4), 287-295. 

Ronen, R. (1986). Space in fiction. Poetics Today, Vol. 7, No. 3, 421-438. 

Ryan, M., & Lenos, M. (2012). An introduction to film analysis. Technique and meaning in 

narrative film. New York: The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc. 

Ryan, M.-L. (1991). Possible worlds, artificial intelligence and narrative theory. Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press. 

Ryan, M.-L. (2003). Cognitive maps and the construction of narrative space. In D. Herman, 

Narrative theory and the cognitive sciences (pp. 214-242). Stanford, CA: CSLI Publication. 

Ryan, M.-L. (2007). Toward a definition of narrative. In D. Herman, The Cambridge 

companion to narrative (pp. 22-35). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Ryan, M.-L. (2012a, November 7). Narration in various media. Retrieved from The living 

handbook of narratology: http://hup.sub.uni-

hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Narration_in_Various_Media 



398 

 

Ryan, M.-L. (2012b, January 13). Space. Retrieved from The living handbook of narratology: 

http://hup.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Space 

Salway, A. (2007). A corpus-based analysis of audio description. In J. Díaz Cintas, P. Orero, & 

A. Remael, Media for All. Subtitling for the Deaf, Audio Description, and Sign Language (pp. 

151-174). Amsterdam - New York: Rododpi. 

Scheffel, M. (2012, October 18). Narrative constitution. Retrieved from The living handbook 

of narratology: http://hup.sub.uni-

hamburg.de/lhn/index.php?title=Narrative_Constitution&oldid=827 

Schellhardt, L. (2003). Screenwriting for dummies. New York: Wiley Publishing. 

Schlickers, S. (2009). Focalization, ocularization and auricularization in film and literature. In 

P. Hühn, & e. al., Point of view, perspective, and focalization: Modeling mediacy in narrative 

(pp. 243-258). Berlin: de Gruyter. 

Schmeidler, E., & Kirchner, C. (2001). Adding audio description: does it make a difference. 

Journal of visual impairment and blindness, 197-212. 

Schmid, W. (2005). Elemente der Narratologie. Berlin: De Gruyter. 

Schmidt, J. N. (2010, October 24). Narration in Film. Retrieved from The living handbook of 

narratology: http://hup.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Narration_in_Film 

Schneider, R. (2001). Toward a cognitive theory of literary character: The dynamics of mental 

model construction. Style, 35 (4), 607-640. 

Seger, L. (1990). Creating unforgettable characters. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 

LLC. 

Seibel, C. (2007). La audiodescripcion en Alemania. In C. Jiménez Hurtado, Traduccion y 

accesibilidad. Subtitulacion para sordos y audiodescripcion para ciegos: nuevas modalidades 

de traduccion audiovisual (pp. 167-178). Frankfurt: Peter Lang. 

Seiffert, A. (2005). Räumliches hören. Eine schemaorientierte Analyse der audiodeskriptiven 

Darstellung der Handlungsräume. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. Bildkomenspation durch Sprache (pp. 67-

86). Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 



399 

 

Shuttleworth, M., & Cowie, M. (1997). Dictionary of translation studies. Manchester: St. 

Jerome . 

Smith, G. M. (1999). Local emotions, global moods, and film structure. In P. Carl, & G. M. 

Smith, Passionate views. Film, cognition, and emotion (pp. 103-126). Baltimore: The John 

Hopkins University Press. 

Snell-Hornby, M. (1988). Translation studies. An integrated approach. Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins Publishing Co. 

Snyder, J. (2005). Audio description. The visual made verbal across arts disciplines - across the 

globe. Translating Today, 15-17. 

Snyder, J. (2014). The visual made verbal: a comprehensive training manual and guide to the 

history and applications of audio description. Arlington, VA: American Council of the Blind. 

Stam, R., Burgoyne, R., & Flitterman-Lewis, S. (1992). New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics. 

Structuralism, Post-Structuralism and Beyond. London - New York: Routledge. 

Steinfeld, E., & Maisel, J. L. (2012). Universal design. Creating inclusive environments. 

Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Szarkowska, A. (2011). Text-to-speech audio description: towards wider availability of AD. 

The journal of specialised translation, 142-162. 

Szarkowska, A., & Jankowska, A. (2015). AD to foreign films. JosTrans. 

Taylor, C. (2013). Report on user needs analysis. Retrieved from http://www.adlabproject.eu 

Television in Words. TIWO round table project launch meeting. (2001, December 17). 

Retrieved from PowerShow.com: http://www.powershow.com/view1/23e578-

ZDc1Z/Television_in_Words_TIWO_Round_Table_Project_Launch_Meeting_EPSRC_GRR

6719401_powerpoint_ppt_presentation 

Theunisz, M. (2002). Audio subtitling: a new service in the Netherlands making subtitled 

programmes accessible. SB Belang. 

Thompson, K. (1999). Storytelling in the .ew Hollywood: Understanding classical narrative 

technique. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 



400 

 

Titford, C. (1982). Sub-titling: constrained translation. Lebende Sprachen, 27(3), 113-116. 

Toury, G. (1995). Descriptive translation studies and beyond. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Utray, F., Pereira, A. M., & Orero, P. (2009). The present and future of audio description and 

subtitling for the deaf and hard of hearing in Spain. Meta, Vol. 54 (2), 248-263. 

Valentini, C. (2006). A multimedia database for the training of audiovisual translators. Jostrans, 

68-84. 

van Bork, G., Delabastita, D., van Gorp, H., Verkruijsse, P., & Vis, G. (2012). Digitale 

Bibliotheek voor de Nederlandse Letteren. Retrieved from Algemeen Letterkundig Lexicon: 

http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/dela012alge01_01/ 

Van Dale woordenboeken. (2013, November 29). Retrieved from Van Dale: www.vandale.nl 

Van der Heijden, M. (2007). Making film and television accessible to the blind and visually 

impaired. Research into the function of sound in audio description. Hilversum: Hogeschool 

voor de Kunsten Utrect, Faculteit Kunst, Media en Technologie. 

Van Leuven-Zwart, K. (1992). Vertaalwetenschap. Ontwikkelingen en perspectieven. 

Muiderberg: Coutinho. 

Van Sijll, J. (2005). Cinematic Storytelling. Studio City, CA: Michael Wiese Productions. 

Vercauteren, G. (2007). Towards a European guideline for audio description. In J. Díaz Cintas, 

P. Orero, Remael, & Aline, Media for All. Subtitling for the Deaf, Audio Description, and Sign 

Language (pp. 139-149). Amsterdam - New York: Rodopi. 

Vercauteren, G. (2012). A Narratological Approach to Content Selection in Audio Description. 

Towards a Strategy for the Description of Narratological Time. MonTI, 207-231. 

Vercauteren, G., & Orero, P. (2013). Describing facial expressions: much more than meets the 

eye. Quaderns, Vol. 20, 187-199. 

Vercauteren, G., & Remael, A. (2014). Spatio-temporal setting. In A. Maszerowska, A. 

Matamala, & P. Orero, Audio description: New perspectives illustrated (pp. 61-80). 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 



401 

 

World Health Organization (WHO), (2013). Change the definition of blindness. Retrieved from 

http://www.who.int/blindness/en/: 

http://www.who.int/blindness/Change%20the%20Definition%20of%20Blindness.pdf 

Yeung, J. (2007). Audio description in the Chinese World. In J. Díaz Cintas, P. Orero, & A. 

Remael, Media for All. Subtitling for the Deaf, Audio Description, and Sign Language (pp. 231-

244). Amsterdam - New York: Rodopi. 

York, G. (2007). Verdi made visible: audio introduction for opera and ballet. In J. Díaz Cintas, 

P. Orero, & A. Remael, Media for all. Subtitling for the deaf, audio description and sign 

language (pp. 215-229). Amsterdam - New York: Rodopi. 

Yos, G. (2005). Verknüpfungen von Audiodeskription und Filmdialog. In U. Fix, Hörfilm. 

Bildkompensation durch Sprach (pp. 99-116). Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag. 

Zabalbeascoa, P. (2008). The nature of the audiovisual text and its parameters. In J. Díaz Cintas, 

The didactics of audiovisual translation (pp. 21-37). Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing 

Company. 

Zoran, G. (1984). Towards a theory of space in narrative. Poetics Today, 5:2, 309-335. 

  



402 

 

Filmography 

 

Allen, W. (2014). Magic in the Moonlight. UK/USA 

Baier, J. (2003). Schwabenkinder. Germany  

Bendelack, S. (2007). Mr. Bean’s Holiday. UK/France/Germany 

 Boone, J. (2014). The Fault in our Stars. USA 

Boyle, D., & Tandan, L. (Regisseurs). (2008). Slumdog Millionaire. UK/USA 

Burton, T. (2005). Charlie and the chocolate factory. UK/USA/Australia 

Cadiff, A. (2004). Chasing Liberty. 

Cochran, R., & Surnow, J. (2001 -). 24. USA 

Coghe, L., & Goris, T. (2012). Witse, seizoen 9. Belgium 

Coppens, M. (2004-). Aspe. Belgium 

Coppola, S. (2006). Marie Antoinette. France/Japan/USA 

Cukor, G. (1940). The Philadelphia Story. USA 

Daldry, S. (2002). The Hours. UK/USA 

De Palma, B. (2000). Mission to Mars. USA 

Desmyter, S., & Daniëls, R. (2012). Wolven, seizoen 1. Belgium 

Donahue, A., Mendelsohn, C., & Zuiker, A. E. (Regisseurs). (2002-). CSI Miami. USA 

Dugan, D. (2008). You Don't Mess with the Zohan. USA 

Emmerich, R. (2000). The Patriot. Germany/USA 

Fincher, D. (2002). Panic Room. USA 



403 

 

Fincher, D. (2008). The curious case of Benjamin Button. USA 

Gibson, M. (2004). The Passion of the Christ. USA 

Goris, T., & Goeyvaerts, L. (2013). De Ridder, seizoen 1. Belgium 

Goris, T., & Goeyvaerts, L. (2015). De Ridder, seizoen 2. Belgium 

Håfström, M. (2005). Derailed. UK/USA 

Håfström, M. (2013). Escape Plan. USA 

Harris, J. (2009). The Descent : Part 2. UK 

Herbots, H. (2006). Windkracht 10. Belgium 

Hirschbiegel, O. (2004). Der Untergang. Austria/Germany/Italy 

Howard, R. (1996). Ransom. USA 

Howard, R. (2009). Angels & Demons. Italy/USA 

Howitt, P. (1998). Sliding Doors. UK/USA 

Jeunet, J.-P. (2001). Le fabuleux destin d'Amélie Poulain. France/Germany 

Jordan, N. (2007). The Brave One. Australia/USA 

Kubrick, S. (1971). A Clockwork Orange. UK/USA 

Kurosawa, A. (1950). Rashômon. Japan 

Lee, A. (2005). Brokeback Mountain. Canada/USA 

Linklater, R. (2014). Boyhood. USA 

Luhrmann, B. (2013). The Great Gatsby. Australia/USA 

Luketic, R. (2008). 21. USA 

Madden, J. (2005). Proof. USA 



404 

 

Marshall, R. (2005). Memoirs of a Geisha. USA 

Matthys, J. (2014). In Vlaamse Velden. Belgium 

McTiernan, J. (1995). Die Hard: With a Vengeance. USA 

Medeiros, J. (2002). Gente Feliz com Lágrimas. Portugal 

Meyers, N. (2009). It's Complicated. Japan/USA 

Mielants, T., Polspoel, G & Siera, I. (2015). Professor T, seizoen 1. Belgium 

Mitchell, J. C. (2010). Rabbit Hole. USA 

Newell, M. (2005). Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. UK/USA 

Niccol, A. (2011). In Time. USA 

Nolan, C. (2000). Memento. USA 

Nolan, C. (2002). Insomnia. Canada/USA 

Nolan, C. (2010). Inception. UK/USA 

Polley, S. (2006). Away from Her. Canada/UK/USA 

Ruben, J. (2004). The Forgotten. USA 

Scorsese, M. (2010). Shutter Island. USA 

Scott, R. (2006). A Good Year. UK/USA 

Scott, T. (2006). Déjà Vu. UK/USA 

Sena, D. (2000). Gone in sixty seconds. USA 

Shadyac, T. (2003). Bruce Almighty. USA 

Singer, B. (1995). The Usual Suspects. Germany/USA 

Soderbergh, S. (2011). Contagion. UAE/USA 



405 

 

Sombogaart, B. (2009). De Storm.  

Tarantino, Q. (2009). Inglourious Basterds. Germany/USA 

Tykwer, T. (2009). The International. Germany/UK/USA 

van den Berg, R. (2010). Tirza. Netherlands 

van den Berg, R. (2012). Süskind. Netherlands 

van den Dop, T. (2007). Blind. Belgium/Bulgaria/Netherlands 

Van Diem, M. (1997). Karakter. Belgium/Netherlands 

Verhoeven, P. (2006). Zwartboek. Belgium/Germany/Netherlands/UK 

Vervaeren, K. (2012). Vigilante. Aspe, Season 8, episode 97. Belgium 

Wachowski, A., & Wachowski, L. (Regisseurs). (1999). The Matrix. Austriala/USA 

Webber, P. (2003). Girl with a Pearl Earring. Luxemburg/UK 

Wolfe, G. C. (2008). Nights in Rodanthe. Australia/USA 

Yapo, M. (2007). Premonition. 

Zemeckis, R. (2000). Cast Away. USA 

  



406 

 

Samenvatting 

  

Audiodescriptie (AD) voor film en televisie werd voor het eerst toegepast in het begin 

van de jaren ’80 van de vorige eeuw. Aangezien het een nieuwe service betrof, bestonden er 

geen opleidingen AD en leerden audiobeschrijvers al doende het vak. Sindsdien is het aanbod 

sterk gegroeid en neemt ook de vraag naar officieel geschoolde beschrijvers toe. Hoewel er 

ondertussen in vele landen—zowel aan universiteiten als in bedrijven—opleidingen 

audiodescriptie gegeven worden, kunnen we stellen dat deze opleidingen tot op zekere hoogte 

nog steeds intuïtief zijn en dat op een aantal (basis)problemen nog steeds geen structureel en 

academisch onderbouwd antwoord is gegeven. 

Een van die problemen is de vraag wat er nu precies beschreven moet worden. Het gaat 

hier in feite om een tweeledig probleem. Enerzijds wijst onderzoek (bijv. Yeung, 2007) uit dat 

beginnende beschrijvers het moeilijk vinden om te beslissen welke informatie ze in hun 

beschrijving moeten opnemen en welke informatie bijkomstig is en dus kan worden 

weggelaten. Anderzijds geldt binnen audiodescriptie de regel dat een beschrijving niet over 

dialogen en andere relevante geluiden—waartoe blinden en slechtzienden wel toegang 

hebben—heen mag gaan. Dit betekent dat beschrijvers dus vaak onvoldoende tijd zullen hebben 

om alles wat ze zouden willen beschrijven, ook daadwerkelijk in hun beschrijving op te nemen 

en dat ze dus zullen moeten bepalen welke informatie het meest relevant is en dus prioriteit 

moet krijgen. Dit probleem werd reeds behandeld in bestaande AD-richtlijnen, maar er blijven 

toch een aantal tekortkomingen bestaan. Eerst en vooral zijn de meeste van die richtlijnen 

opgesteld door mensen uit de praktijk en ontbreekt elke theoretische/methodologische 

onderbouwing. Verder zijn deze richtlijnen vaak anekdotisch en worden de moeilijkheden—

waaronder het probleem ‘wat te beschrijven’—niet op een systematische en structurele manier 

behandeld. Tot slot geven bestaande richtlijnen wel een heel algemeen antwoord op de vraag 

wat moet beschreven worden, maar wordt nergens aangegeven hoe de beschrijver kan bepalen 

welke informatie prioritair is. Dit werk heeft dan ook tot doel om die lacune in de huidige 

literatuur op te vullen en audiobeschrijvers een methodologische benadering aan te reiken die 

hen in staat stelt om voor een variabele audiovisuele input op een gestructureerde en 

systematische manier te bepalen a) welke informatie in aanmerking komt om te worden 

beschreven en b) welke informatie daarbij prioritair is. 

Alvorens met de eigenlijke uitwerking van de benadering wordt begonnen, wordt het 

ruimere kader van het onderzoek geschetst. Zo wordt in hoofdstuk 1 de sociale context van 
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audiodescriptie als access service geschetst. Naast een historisch overzicht dat ingaat op het 

ontstaan van AD en bespreekt hoe de verschillende modaliteiten van de dienst in de loop der 

jaren zijn geëvolueerd, worden in dit hoofdstuk twee elementaire vragen beantwoord die elk 

een eerste algemene bijdrage leveren tot de algemene vraag ‘wat moet beschreven worden’. 

Eerst wordt aan de hand van bestaande definities een omschrijving geformuleerd van wat 

audiodescriptie nu precies inhoudt. Beschrijvers die een duidelijk beeld hebben van wat het 

uiteindelijke doel van hun beschrijving moet zijn, zullen ook beter weten welke informatie ze 

in die beschrijving moeten opnemen om dat doel te bereiken. Ten tweede wordt nagegaan wie 

het doelpubliek van AD vormt, opnieuw omdat beschrijvers die weten voor wie ze precies 

beschrijven, ook beter zullen weten welke informatie hun doelpubliek nodig heeft. Dit blijkt 

gelijk ook een eerste complicerende factor te zijn voor dit onderzoek, aangezien dit publiek heel 

divers is en verschillende behoeften heeft: enerzijds zijn er de blinden, een groep die verder kan 

worden opgedeeld in mensen die blind zijn geboren en mensen die op latere leeftijd blind zijn 

geworden; anderzijds is er de groep slechtzienden waartoe mensen met erg uiteenlopende 

oogaandoeningen behoren. Naast dit primaire publiek is er ook nog een secundair publiek dat 

in hoofdzaak bestaat uit een steeds groter wordende groep ouderen. Hoewel AD voor al deze 

groepen een meerwaarde kan bieden, hebben ze niet allemaal dezelfde informatie nodig. Het 

zal dus a priori onmogelijk zijn om één ‘ideale’ AD te creëren en er zal dus moeten worden 

gezocht naar een gulden middenweg die nooit echt voor iedereen ‘gulden’ zal zijn.  

 

In hoofdstuk 2 wordt dan de academische context van audiodescriptie als 

onderzoeksdomein geschetst. Van bij zijn ontstaan werd AD beschouwd als een vorm van 

(audiovisuele) vertaling en dus bijna automatisch opgenomen binnen het domein van de 

vertaalwetenschap. De vraag is echter of dit automatisme wel zo eenvoudig is als het lijkt. Eerst 

en vooral kan de multisemiotische brontekst van een audiodescriptie niet zomaar gelijkgesteld 

worden aan de bronteksten die gewoonlijk als uitgangspunt van vertaalwetenschappelijk 

onderzoek worden gebruikt. Daarnaast is ook het vertaalproces—beelden in woorden—

fundamenteel anders dan het interlinguale vertaalproces dat in het meeste onderzoek de norm 

is. In het eerste deel van hoofdstuk 2 wordt daarom ingegaan op de concepten ‘tekst’ en 

‘vertaling’, en wordt aan de hand van de bestaande literatuur gekeken hoe audiodescriptie 

daarbinnen past. Verder wordt in dit deel ook stilgestaan bij het in de vertaalwetenschap nog 

steeds gangbare maar omstreden begrip ‘equivalentie’. Na de bespreking van deze 

terminologische kwesties, wordt aan de hand van een literatuurstudie een overzicht gegeven 

van het onderzoek dat op het vlak van audiodescriptie reeds werd gevoerd. Aangezien dit 
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onderzoek nog zeer pril is en het beschikbare werk dus beperkt, wordt een algemeen beeld 

gegeven van de verschillende vormen van onderzoek die worden gevoerd, weliswaar met een 

bijzondere nadruk op onderzoek naar wat moet worden beschreven.  

Aan de hand van de vaststellingen van deze literatuurstudie worden in het tweede deel 

van hoofdstuk 2 twee onderwerpen besproken. Eerst wordt ingegaan op een vraag die in de 

huidige literatuur nog onvoldoende diepgaand en systematisch werd beantwoord, namelijk wat 

nu precies de reden is waarom beschrijvers soms moeilijkheden ondervinden om te bepalen wat 

ze wel en niet in hun beschrijving moeten opnemen. Daarbij wordt gekeken naar twee nauw 

verwante zaken: het multisemiotische karakter van de brontekst en de verschillende manieren 

waarop visuele en verbale communicatie betekenis genereren. Zodra duidelijk is wat de 

onderliggende oorzaak (of één van de mogelijke onderliggende oorzaken) van het probleem is, 

kan worden getracht om oplossingen uit te werken. De oplossing die in de volgende 

hoofdstukken van dit werk wordt ontwikkeld, gaat uit van het principe dat films algemeen 

genomen een verhaal willen vertellen en dat beschrijvers die een goed inzicht hebben in hoe 

die verhalen door de auteur, c.q. filmmaker worden verteld en hoe ze door het publiek worden 

verwerkt, eenvoudiger zullen kunnen bepalen welke informatie ze in hun beschrijving 

kunnen/moeten opnemen. Als theoretisch kader voor het uitwerken van de hierboven reeds 

genoemde AD-benadering, wordt dan ook gewerkt met narratologie. Dit biedt een aantal 

voordelen ten opzichte van de benaderingen die tot nu toe werden gehanteerd in de literatuur: 

- Eerst en vooral biedt de vroege formalistische en structuralistische narratologie een 

duidelijk en volledig beeld van de algemene bouwstenen van verhalen en de 

onderliggende structuren en principes die worden gehanteerd om die verhalen te 

vertellen; dit kan de beschrijver dus een goede basis bieden om zijn brontekst te 

analyseren en te kijken welke elementen mogelijk in zijn beschrijving kunnen worden 

opgenomen; 

- Daarnaast worden in de narratologie zowel verbale als visuele verhalen bestudeerd; 

dit kan dus enerzijds input bieden voor de selectie van inhoud uit de brontekst en 

anderzijds principes aanreiken voor het creëren van een gepaste doeltekst; 

- Tot slot bestudeert de narratologie niet enkel hoe de auteur verhalen creëert, maar ook 

hoe het publiek die verwerkt; wanneer we weten welke informatie het publiek 

gebruikt en nodig heeft om het vertelde verhaal te reconstrueren, weten we ook beter 

welke informatie relevant is voor de beschrijving. 
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Deze drie elementen vormen samen de basis voor de benadering die in de volgende 

hoofdstukken wordt uitgewerkt en waarmee wordt getracht een antwoord te bieden op de vraag 

‘wat moet worden beschreven’. 

 

In de theorie van de vertaling wordt gesteld dat elke vertaalopdracht moet beginnen met 

een analyse van de brontekst. Als we dit doortrekken naar AD, betekent dit dus dat aan elke 

beschrijving een grondige analyse van de brontekst moet voorafgaan: voordat een beschrijver 

zijn beschrijving maakt (en dus gaat selecteren wat hij wel en niet opneemt), moet hij nagaan 

wat de verschillende betekeniselementen in zijn brontekst zijn die mogelijk in de beschrijving 

kunnen worden opgenomen. In hoofdstukken 3 en 4 van dit werk wordt een benadering 

ontwikkeld aan de hand waarvan beschrijvers hun brontekst op een grondige en systematische 

manier kunnen gaan analyseren om na te gaan wat de verschillende betekenisdragende 

elementen erin zijn. In deze benadering wordt het creëren van verhalen beschouwd als een 

proces dat in twee fases verloopt.  

In de eerste fase bepaalt de auteur hoe zijn verhaal eruit zal zien. Hij kiest welke 

acties/evenementen er plaatsvinden en in welke volgorde die zullen worden verteld; hij bepaalt 

welke personages die acties veroorzaken en ondergaan en welke karaktertrekken de 

handelingen van de personages motiveren; en hij beslist in welke setting in ruimte en tijd deze 

acties en evenementen zich situeren. Dit is een louter organisatorische stap die zich op een 

abstract niveau afspeelt en die de basis vormt voor hoofdstuk 3. In dit hoofdstuk worden de drie 

elementaire bouwstenen (acties, personages en setting) vanuit structuralistisch perspectief 

geanalyseerd. Voor elke bouwsteen worden drie basisvragen beantwoord: a) welke 

verschillende betekenisdragende elementen omvat de betrokken bouwsteen en hoe worden ze 

georganiseerd om narratieve betekenis en effecten te creëren; b) beschikt film over specifieke 

organisatorische principes die in andere (zuiver verbale) media niet bestaan? En c) hoe kunnen 

de (verbale) principes uit a) en de specifiek visuele principes uit b) worden vertaald in een 

model dat audiobeschrijvers de mogelijkheid biedt om hun brontekst op een systematische en 

gestructureerde manier te analyseren en te bepalen welke inhoudelijke elementen in aanmerking 

komen voor beschrijving.  

 

In de tweede fase van het creatieproces wordt het abstracte verhaal geconcretiseerd in een 

specifiek medium, in dit geval film. Het is die concrete weergave van het verhaal die 

beschrijvers gebruiken als uitgangspunt voor hun analyse. Ze moeten dan ook een goed begrip 

hebben van de technieken en principes die in film worden gebruikt om verhalen te vertellen, 
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om aan te geven wat belangrijke informatie is en om allerlei andere effecten te genereren. Het 

zijn die principes en technieken, alsook de functies die ze hebben, die het onderwerp vormen 

van hoofdstuk 4. Opnieuw is de opbouw drieledig. In een eerste stap worden de verschillende 

bestaande filmtechnieken besproken. Gezien het enorme aantal technieken, worden ze 

onderverdeeld in drie categorieën, met name technieken die bepalen wat wordt getoond, 

technieken die bepalen hoe iets wordt getoond en technieken die de onderlinge relaties tussen 

opeenvolgende shots bepalen. In een tweede fase wordt gekeken naar de verschillende functies 

die deze technieken kunnen hebben. Ze hebben in eerste instantie nagenoeg allemaal een 

denotatieve functie, maar daarnaast kunnen ze ook een expressieve, symbolische en/of 

esthetische functie hebben. Hoewel die laatste minder essentieel zijn om te bepalen ‘wat’ moet 

worden beschreven (ze bepalen namelijk eerder het ‘hoe’), moeten beschrijvers ze toch kunnen 

herkennen. Indien mogelijk kunnen die technieken namelijk ook in de beschrijving worden 

opgenomen als weerspiegeling van de stijl van de filmmaker of om een bepaalde emotie in het 

publiek op te wekken of aan te wakkeren. Tot slot wordt ook in dit hoofdstuk weer gekeken hoe 

de bevindingen uit de eerste twee delen kunnen worden vertaald in een model dat beschrijvers 

kunnen gebruiken om een concrete film te analyseren, te bepalen welke betekeniselementen in 

aanmerking komen om te worden beschreven en—indien mogelijk—al eerste prioriteiten te 

stellen. 

 

Inderdaad, de analyse die aan de hand van de modellen uit hoofdstukken 3 en 4 wordt 

uitgevoerd, levert een enorme hoeveelheid aan gegevens op en het zal zelden mogelijk noch 

wenselijk zijn om die allemaal in de AD op te nemen. Hoewel de beschrijver aan de hand van 

de analyse al wel een eerste algemeen idee zal kunnen krijgen van wat relevant is en wat minder 

essentieel is, is die analyse er in de eerste plaats op gericht om een ‘inventaris’ op te leveren 

van alle informatie die mogelijk in aanmerking komt om te worden beschreven, en niet om die 

informatie ook al te selecteren op relevantie. Om die selectie te kunnen maken, wordt in 

hoofdstuk 5 gekeken naar hoe het publiek verhalen verwerkt en interpreteert, met andere 

woorden welke informatie het publiek nodig heeft en gebruikt om het verhaal dat de filmmaker 

wil vertellen, te reconstrueren. De fundamentele idee waarvan in hoofdstuk 5 wordt uitgegaan 

om een mogelijk selectieproces uit te werken, is dat kijkers verhalen reconstrueren door ze 

onder te brengen in mentale modellen of storyworlds (Herman, 2002, p.9), i.e. “modellen van 

wie wat met wie deed, wanneer, waar, waarom en op welke manier (Herman, 202, p.9 [mijn 

vertaling]). Om die modellen te maken, werkt het publiek zowel bottom up, i.e. aan de hand 

van informatie uit de tekst, als top down, i.e. aan de hand van verschillende vormen van eigen 
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kennis. In het eerste deel van hoofdstuk 5 worden die verschillende vormen van eigen kennis 

besproken. Het basisprincipe daarbij is dat het publiek uitgaat van prototypische informatie of 

zogenaamde schemata om een algemeen skelet van het verhaal te maken en die informatie dan 

aanvult met idiosyncratische informatie over de verschillende acties, personages en settings om 

zo het unieke verhaal te reconstrueren. In eerste instantie wordt gekeken hoe dit proces werkt 

voor de drie narratieve bouwstenen afzonderlijk, maar aangezien die in de realiteit in film 

nagenoeg altijd samen zullen voorkomen, wordt daarna een model voorgesteld dat duidelijk 

maakt hoe het publiek die informatie gezamenlijk verwerkt en gebruikt om een mentaal model 

te creëren, aan te passen en actueel te houden. Dit model, gebaseerd op Emmott’s (1997) studie 

van hoe een publiek persoonlijke voornaamwoorden in verhalen interpreteert, biedt een 

hiërarchische benadering die beschrijvers kunnen gebruiken om te bepalen welke informatie op 

welk moment in de film het meest relevant is. Het model gaat uit van drie niveaus: de acties op 

het hoogste niveau, de algemene context (karakters, settings) op het tweede niveau en de meer 

gedetailleerde informatie over specifieke entiteiten op het derde niveau. Het model laat 

beschrijvers toe om voor elk shot in de film te bepalen welke informatie het publiek al kent en 

die dus niet (meer) moet worden beschreven, welke informatie het publiek nodig heeft om het 

verhaal te kunnen volgen en die dus wel moet worden beschreven en geeft daarbij aan wat het 

belangrijkste is en wat bijkomstig. Tot slot wordt dit model getest op een scène uit de film 

Ransom (Howard, 1996).  

 

In het laatste hoofdstuk wordt het model dat in hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5 werd ontwikkeld, 

geëvalueerd. Uit die evaluatie blijkt dat narratologie beschrijvers een duidelijk houvast biedt 

bij het beslissen welke informatie ze wel en welke informatie ze niet in hun beschrijving moeten 

opnemen. Het model dat in hoofdstuk 3 op basis van de structuralistische narratologie werd 

ontwikkeld om acties, personages en settings te analyseren, blijkt niet enkel een grondige, 

systematische en gedetailleerde analyse van die bouwstenen mogelijk te maken, het geeft ook 

al een eerste indicatie van welke informatie wel en welke niet relevant is op een bepaald punt 

in de film. Ook het model dat in hoofdstuk 4 werd ontwikkeld om filmtechnieken en hun 

functies te analyseren, bereikt zijn doel en gaat eveneens verder: beschrijvers die de principes 

van mise-en-scène, cinematografie en editing, en de functies die ze hebben, herkennen, kunnen 

in hun analyse al aangeven wat volgens de filmmaker belangrijk is en wat minder essentieel is. 

Op die manier kunnen ze ook al een verdere selectie doorvoeren. Uit de toepassing van het 

model dat in hoofdstuk 5 werd ontwikkeld, blijkt tot slot dat alle informatie die beschrijvers uit 

de narratieve en filmtechnische analyse hebben gehaald, op de drie niveaus kan worden 
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ingedeeld en dus op hiërarchische wijze naar prioriteit kan worden gerangschikt. Toch zijn er 

nog een aantal vragen die in vervolgonderzoek zullen moeten worden beantwoord. Het hier 

gevoerde onderzoek focuste in hoofdzaak op visuele informatie, maar er is gebleken dat ook 

aurale informatie (dialogen en geluiden) mee kunnen bepalen wat wel en wat niet in een 

beschrijving moet worden opgenomen. Verder onderzoek zal dus moeten uitwijzen hoe 

geluiden in het hier ontwikkelde model kunnen worden geïntegreerd. Verder is uit het 

onderzoek ook gebleken dat ‘wat’ moet worden beschreven nooit helemaal kan worden 

losgekoppeld van ‘hoe’ moet worden beschreven. Zo hebben de connotatieve betekenissen van 

filmtechnieken niet in de eerste plaats betrekking op de inhoud, maar wel op de stijl van de 

film. Door louter te beschrijven wat je ziet (denotatie) zonder de stilistische elementen in 

aanmerking te nemen, gaat dus een groot deel van de betekenis van de film verloren en verder 

onderzoek zal antwoorden moeten bieden op de vraag hoe al die stilistische elementen in een 

beschrijving kunnen worden opgenomen. Tot slot heeft het onderzoek ook geleid tot het 

duidelijke inzicht dat er nood is aan meer receptieonderzoek binnen AD. In de eerste plaats om 

de modellen die in dit werk werden ontwikkeld te testen, zowel bij beschrijvers (helpen ze hen 

daadwerkelijk bij het selectieproces) als bij het doelpubliek (kunnen ze het verhaal beter 

volgen). Maar meer algemeen ook om andere zaken te testen zoals voorkeur (bijv. van 

beschrijving van filmtechnieken) of cognitieve belasting (hoeveel AD is goed en hoeveel is te 

veel). 
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Summary 

  

Audio description for film and television started in the 1980s. Since it was a new service, 

there was no AD training and describers learned the tricks of the trade on the job. In the 

following years and decades, the number of countries providing AD and the number of films 

and television programmes that was audio described increased incessantly, resulting in a 

growing demand for professionally trained audio describers. It is certainly true that there are 

ever more universities and companies providing AD training, but it is equally true that many of 

these trainings are to a certain extent still intuitive and that there are still many problems to 

which no systematic and methodologically founded answer has been provided yet. 

One of those problems is that of content selection or what to describe. This is in fact a 

twofold problem. On the one hand, research (e.g. Yeung, 2007) shows that beginning describers 

often find it difficult to decide what information is relevant and has to be included in their 

description and what information is secondary and can be left out. On the other hand, there is 

the general rule that audio descriptions should not interfere with dialogues and other relevant 

sounds—to which visually impaired audiences do have access. This means that describers will 

often not have enough time to describe everything they would like to and will have to decide 

what information is most relevant and should get priority. This problem has been addressed in 

existing AD guidelines, but some shortcomings and/or drawbacks still remain. First of all these 

guidelines have been drawn up by practitioners, lacking any theoretical/methodological 

underpinning. Also, these guidelines are often fairly anecdotic and difficulties—such as the 

problem of content selection—are not treated in a structured an systematic way. Finally the 

existing guidelines do provide a very general answer to the question of what to describe, but 

the issue of how to prioritise the selected content is not addressed at all. It is therefore the aim 

of the present work to fill this gap by providing audio describers with a methodologically 

founded approach that allows them to recognize and select all the relevant meaning-making 

information in a variable audivisual input, c.q. film or television programme, and to prioritise 

this information in instances in which not all this information can be included in their 

description. 

In a first part of the work, the question of content selection in AD will be framed within 

its broader context. In chapter 1, the focus will be on the social context of audio description as 

an access service. In addition to an historical overview that sketches the history of AD and 

discusses how the different modalities of the service have evolved in recent years, this chapter 
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answers two basic questions that each contribute—in very general terms—to answering the 

question of content selection. First, by looking at looking at how audio description has been 

defined in the past, chapter 1 formulates a definition that elucidates what overall goal AD 

serves. Describers who have a good understanding of what goal their descriptions will 

ultimately serve, will normally find it easier to decide what information should be included in 

the description to reach that goal. Next, the chapter focuses on the target audience of audio 

descriptions, again because describers who know who they are writing for, will find it easier to 

decide what information their audience needs. This target audience turns out to be a first 

complicating element for the present research, because it is very diverse and has very different 

needs in terms of AD: on the one hand there are blind people, a group that can be further divided 

into people who were born blind and people who became blind later in life; on the other hand 

there is a large group of partially sighted people, a group that is very heterogeneous given the 

varying eye conditions they suffer from. In addition to this primary audience, there further is a 

secondary audience mainly consisting of an ever growing group of older people. Although 

audio description is an advantage for all these target groups, they do not all need the same 

information. It will therefore be impossible to create one ‘ideal’ AD and the describer will have 

to try and find a golden mean that will never be truly golden for everyone.  

 

Next, chapter 2 focuses on the academic context of audio description as a research 

discipline. When AD as an access service started to emerge, it was readily considered as a type 

of (audiovisual) translation and as such it was almost automatically incorporated within the 

field of translation studies. One could wonder however, whether this incorporation is as 

straightforward as it appears. First of all the multisemiotic source text of an audio description 

cannot simply be conflated with the source texts that usually are the starting point of more 

traditional translation research. Second, the intersemiotic translation process—images into 

words—is fundamentally different from the interlingual translation process that is the norm in 

most of the research in the field. The first part of chapter 2 therefore looks at the concepts of 

‘text’ and ‘translation’ and examines how audio description fits in existing definitions of these 

concepts. Furthermore this part briefly focuses on the still common but controversial concept 

of ‘equivalence’. Once these terminological issues have been addressed, chapter 2 will look at 

the research that has already been undertaken within the field of audio description. Although 

the predominant focus will be on research into what to describe, given the limited body of 

existing research other issues such has how to describe or the translation of audio description 

will be discussed too to present as complete a picture as possible.  
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Based on the findings of this literature review, the second part of chapter 2 will explore 

two issues in more detail. First a question that so far did not get any in-depth and/or systematic 

attention in the current AD research, will be addressed, namely: what are the reasons that 

describers sometimes find it difficult to decide what to include in their descriptions and what to 

leave out. Two issues that are closely related, will be discussed: the multisemiotic nature of the 

source text and the different ways in which visual and verbal communication create meaning. 

Only once it is clear what the root of the problem of content selection is, can one make a start 

with formulating solutions to that problem. The solution that will be presented in the present 

work, is based on the principle that the films that are the audio describers’ source texts usually 

want to tell a story and that audio describers who have sound insights into how these stories are 

told by the author, c.q. filmmaker and how they are processed by the audience, will find it easier 

to determine what information to include in their description. The theoretical framework that 

will be used to substantiate this basic principle is that of narratology. It offers various 

advantages compared to the approaches that have been presented so far: 

- First of all early formalist and structuralist narratology offers a clear and 

comprehensive overview of the general constituents of stories and the underlying 

structures and principles that are used to tell these stories; this offers the describer a 

solid basis to analyse his source text and determine what elements can possibly be 

included in the description; 

- In addition, narratology studies both visual and verbal stories, thus offering both input 

for content selection from the visual source text and for the creation of a suitable 

verbal source text; 

- Finally narratology does not only study how authors tell stories, but also how 

audiences process them; audio describers who know what information the audience 

uses and needs to recreate the story told by the author, will be better equipped to select 

the information that is most relevant for the description. 

Together, these three elements form the basis for the narratological approach to content 

selection that will be developed in the following chapters of this work. 

 

Any translation process should include a thorough analysis of the source text. In other 

words, before deciding what content to include in the description, the describer has to determine 

what the different meaning-making elements are that he can choose from, i.e. what the exact 

content of the source text and the meaning it wants to convey, are. Chapters 3 and 4 of this work 
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develop an approach describers can use to analyse their source text in a systematic and 

comprehensive way to determine what the different meaning-making elements in that text are.  

In this approach, story creation is considered as a process involving two stages. In the 

first stage, the author decides how he will organise his story. He chooses what actions/events 

take place and in what order they will be presented; he decides what characters cause and 

undergo the actions/events and what traits motivate the characters’ actions; and he decides in 

what spatio-temporal settings the actions and events will take place. This purely organisational 

step that takes places on an abstract, medium-independent level is the basis of chapter 3. In this 

chapter, the three basic narrative constituents mentioned above will be analysed from a 

structural perspective. For every constituent, three basic questions will be asked and answered: 

a) wat different meaning-making elements does the constituent concerned comprise and how 

are they organised to create narrative meaning and effects; b) does film have specific 

organisational possibilities that do not exist in other media? and c) how can the (verbal) 

principles from a) and the specifically filmic organisational principles from b) be translated into 

a model that allows audio describers to analyse their source text in a well-structured and 

systematic way to determine what content is eligible for description.  

 

In a second phase of the creation process, the abstract story is turned into a concrete, 

medium-specific (in this case filmic) narrative. It is this concrete rendering of the story that 

audio describers use as the starting point for their analysis. In other words, they need a solid 

understanding of the techniques and principles films use to tell stories, to indicate what 

information is important and to generate various other effects. These principles and techniques, 

together with the functions they can serve, are the focus of chapter 4. Again, a threefold 

approach will be taken. In a first step, the various existing film techniques are discussed. Given 

the virtually limitless number of techniques, they will be divided into three categories, namely 

techniques determining what is presented on screen, techniques determining how that 

information is presented on screen, and techniques determining how the various shots in which 

information is presented, can be related to each other. In a second phase the different functions 

these techniques can serve, are analysed. Nearly all the techniques first and foremost serve a 

denotative function, but in addition they can also serve an expressive, symbolic and/or aesthetic 

function. Although the latter are less relevant for audio describers deciding ‘what’ to describe, 

describers will have to be able to recognize them. These techniques reflect the style of the 

filmmaker and/or want to elicit certain emotions in the audience, and therefore describers may 

want to include them in their description if time allows. Finally this chapter also looks at how 
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the findings from the first two parts can be translated in a model describers can use to analyse 

the concrete filmic narrative they are presented with, to determine what meaning-making 

elements are eligible for description and—if possible—prioritise them. 

 

Indeed, the analysis carried out based on the models from chapters 3 and 4 results in an 

enormous amount of narrative elements, but very often it will not be possible nor desirable to 

include all of them in the description. Although the analysis will usually give the describer a 

first, very rough idea of what information is relevant and what is less so, this analysis is first 

and foremost aimed at generating an ‘inventory’ of all the information that can possibly be 

included in the description, not to prioritise that information. This prioritisation step will be 

elaborated in chapter 5, that looks at how audiences process and interpret stories, i.e. what 

information the audience uses and needs to recreate the story the filmmaker wants to tell. The 

backbone of the entire selection and prioritisation process is the fact that audiences process and 

interpret the narratives they are presented with by accomodating narrative information in so-

called mental models or storyworlds to use Herman’s term (2002, p. 9), i.e. models “of who did 

what to and with whom, when, where, why and in what fashion” (Herman D. , 2002, p. 9). To 

create these models the audience uses both information from the text (bottom-up processing) 

and various kinds of individual knowledge (top down processing). In the first part of chapter 5 

these different types of individual knowledge are discussed and divided into two categories. On 

the one hand, audiences use knowledge about general, prototypical instances of narrative 

constituents and structures, called schemata, to create the skeleton of the mental model. On the 

other hand they use text-specific information on the different actions, characters and settings 

that makes the narrative unique. First the three main narrative constituents will be discussed 

separately for explanatory purposes, but as they are virtually always combined in the filmic 

narratives that form the source texts of the present work an account will also be given of a 

model that explains how the various constituents are monitored and processed together in the 

creation and updating of a mental model of a certain narrative. Based on Emmott’s (1997) study 

of how audiences process personal pronouns in narratives, this model offers a three-tier 

hierarchical approach that audio describers can use to determine what information is most 

relevant and what moment in the film. Events are the most essential narrative constituent and 

form the first level of the hierarchy. On a second level, these events are framed within a general 

context, comprising general ‘labelling’ information on characters and settings, that is needed to 

monitor the sequence of events that is presented. On the lowest level, specific information about 

the characters and settings is stored in so-called entity representations (Emmott, 1997, p.37). 
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This model allows describers to determine, for every shot and scene in the film, what 

information the audience already know and therefore does not have to be described (again), 

what information the audience really needs to be able to reconstruct and understand the story 

and what information is less relevant for story comprehension. Finally, the opening scene from 

the film Ransom (Howard, 1996) will be used to test the model. 

 

In the final chapter, the model that was developed in chapters 3, 4 and 5 will be evaluated. 

This evaluation shows that narratology clearly offers describers a solid foundation to decide 

what information to include in their description and what information to leave out. Not only 

does the model that was developed in chapter 3 on the basis of structuralist narratology to 

analyse actions, characters and settings, allow describers to analyse the different constituents in 

a comprehensive, systematic and detailed way, it also offers a first indication of what 

information is relevant and what is not at a certain point in the film. Likewise, the model 

developed in chapter 4 to analyse film techniques and their functions, goes further than just an 

analysis: audio describers who are familiar with the principles of mise-en-scene, 

cinematography and editing, and the functions they serve, can derive from their analysis what 

information is most important in an image and what is less essential. Finally, the application of 

the model developed in chapter 5 shows that all the information that describers got from their 

analysis can be prioritised on three levels. In other words, it is a valid tool that describers can 

use to select content for their audio description.  

However, the research carried out in the present work also brought to light various 

avenues for further research. The present work predominantly focused on visual information, 

but from the materials that were analysed it became clear that aural information (dialogues and 

other sounds) can co-determine what to include in a description and what to leave out. Further 

research will have to reveal how the analysis of non-visual information can be integrated in the 

present approach. The research carried out in this work also showed that content selection (i.e. 

‘what’ to describe) can never be fully dissociated from the style of the description (i.e. ‘how’ 

to describe). Connotative meanings of film techniques for example, are concerned with the 

film’s style rather than with its content. By purely describing what you see (denotation) without 

taking into account these stylistic elements, a considerable part of the film’s meaning will get 

lost and further research will have to answer the question how these stylistic elements can be 

included in a description. Finally the present study also made it clear that there is a need for 

more reception research in AD. In the first place to test the model that was developed in this 

work, both with describers (does it really help them in the content selection process) and with 
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the target audience (do they get a better understanding of the story). But also to test other, more 

general issues such as preferences (e.g. in the description of film techniques) or cognitive load 

(how much AD is acceptable and how much is too much). 

 


