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FOREWORD
by William Rowland, Ph.D., former president, World Blind Union

In our day and age, pioneers of any kind are a rare species. I therefore count it an ex-
traordinary privilege to have as a professional associate and personal friend an actual
member of this exclusive club! Dr. Joel Snyder of the United States has, over a life-
time of service, perfected an exquisite technique to the point where audio description
(AD) becomes an artistic endeavor capable of bringing vividly to the unseeing imag-
ination the sadness and beauty of the world.

I first encountered Joel in 2005 at an international conference in London. Work-
ing my way through a program of over-familiar topics, I lighted upon an unexpected
novelty: a presentation by Joel on AD. I entered the lecture room that afternoon with
a sense of curiosity. I left an hour later an awakened advocate for the right of access
to the visual media. An indelible memory of that event is an excerpt played to us
from the Iranian movie The Color of Paradise. First Joel let us listen to a two-minute
snippet in which all that could be heard was the rustling of leaves and a bird chirping.
It was impossible to tell what was happening. Then Joel added the audio description
and with growing amazement we followed a little blind boy climbing a tree to steal
an egg from a bird’s nest and slip it into his pocket. “The visual made verbal,” as Joel
says.

At that time, I had recently been elected President of the World Blind Union. And
so, I came up with the idea of introducing an innovation at our next General As-
sembly—to have Joel provide audio description during our plenary sessions. In this
way, blind delegates to the 2008 Assembly in Geneva were given fuller awareness of
their surroundings and alerted to activities on stage and elsewhere in the hall which
they would otherwise have missed. Joel also offered walking tours of the city with
audio description. After that we kept in touch, with a niggling question as a recurring
theme: What about audio description in my country, South Africa?

Enter Shakila Maharaj, a blind organizational psychologist from Durban. Shakila
and I had forged a business partnership to research the functioning of disability units
at our universities and gone on to design a voting template for our 2009 general elec-
tion. Joel’s prompting and our confidence in each other became the catalyst for our
next and biggest venture, the founding of AudioDescribe (Pty) Ltd and the launching
of our first AD project.

It began in October 2012 with AD training workshops presented by Joel in Durban,
Cape Town, and Johannesburg. These events were enthusiastically attended by pro-
fessionals from public and private media including filmmakers, parks and museums,
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the Writers’ Guild of South Africa, and private individuals. As I write, our first pro-
posal for the introduction of AD at local museums and galleries is being formulated,
while audio-described tours in the Kruger National Park—one of Africa’s largest wild-
life sanctuaries—are about to become a reality.

Joel has been our inspiration and a generous contributor of skills and advice. It is
an honor for me to commend his work to a global audience via his long-awaited book
and to acknowledge with gratitude his pioneering work carried out over three decades
in many settings around the world. With Joel as guide, blind people have crossed
seemingly impenetrable frontiers to new realms of knowledge and enjoyment.



PREFACE

Quality Access to Culture
Kim Charlson, President, American Council of the Blind

“What’s happening now?” is the proverbial question whispered by a blind or visually
impaired person at a cultural event. Enjoying the experience while being compelled
to rely on the description of a friend or family member has made attending cultural
events less than a satisfying experience. The ultimate hope may be that the plot be
understandable and heavy on the dialogue.

Cultural activities are an important element of our society, often expressing val-
ues, trends, fads, historical perspectives, or future directions. People who are blind
or visually impaired want and need to be a part of society in all its aspects. Audio
description provides the means for blind or visually impaired people to have full
and equal participation in cultural life, accessibility to an event, and the right to be
first-class citizens. In short, the ability to contribute to, participate in, and enjoy the
treasures that society offers.

Hopefully, the description is a vividly written, detailed explanation of what is hap-
pening so that interpretation can be left up to the blind audience member, just as it is
left up to a sighted person. It provides a fully accessible performance and places the
blind audience member in an equal position to discuss the event, how it ended, and
what happened in its various parts.

Audio description allows for the ultimate decision as to whether they liked the
event to be made by the blind person. Audio description is truly the key to provid-
ing accessible experiences for blind or visually impaired individuals. The blindness
community has experienced access and is certainly ready for more cultural access
opportunities with audio description in the future. It can be done!

Equal access should not be considered a luxury but rather an opportunity to broad-
en and reach out to a new audience who wants to attend events and will return time
and time again. Audio description gives blind audience members the freedom to
attend an event and not rely on others to tell them “what’s happening.”

Finally, I believe that it is critical for experts in the field to work closely with
knowledgeable users of description to establish training opportunities and guidelines/
best practices for audio description as it occurs in a broad range of formats: televi-
sion/film/DVDs/downloads, performing arts, visual art and other areas.

Consequently, ACB is proud to offer this publication, and the wealth of informa-
tion it contains, for the broader development of the audio description field into the
future.
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Audio Description Logos

AD))

The “audio description” logo, above, was developed in the United States by the
Graphic Artists Guild and the National Endowment for the Arts. The logo is freely
available for download at:
https://www.graphicartistsguild.org/resources/disability-access-symbols/

Others used include:

D)) CI) p)))

Audio Description
TV narration for people
with sight problems

.

AUDIO DESCRIPTION (« Audio )]

Description



TESTIMONIALS

“I do not know how I would do without it again.”

— an anonymous audio description enthusiast quoted in Jaclyn Packer’s
and Corinne Kirchner’s Who’s Watching: A Profile of the Blind and Visually
Impaired Audience for Television and Video

“I’m totally blind and I would just like to write to you and your hard-working staff.
From the bottom of my heart thank you for making description possible. I have heard
some of the wonderful work you guys have done, and it’s very well done. I've been
explaining to my mom about your service and ... she wanted me to thank you for
opening up the world of movies to her blind son. Again, thank you for really pushing
description and making the mainstream media aware of it and how much it is needed
for us as blind movie-goers.”

— Brandon Armstrong, Texas

“I am a blind parent of a sighted child. We watch Sesame Street almost every day and
especially enjoy the programming on the days when Sesame Street contains the audio
description. The descriptive component gives me an opportunity to discuss with my
child the silent action that is occurring on the screen. I always enjoyed Sesame Street
as a child myself, but I really find the production even more fun now that I can par-
ticipate fully in the programming.

“I thought that I should write and express the importance that the audio descrip-
tion feature is playing in the lives of the blind. I want you to know that viewers are
benefiting from such an excellent service. My daughter and I can watch Sesame
Street and I am never left wondering about the action of the characters. We can both
laugh along together when Big Bird is searching for Ernie and Big Bird keeps bump-
ing into a hay stack.

With the description, I can view the show with the same information that the
sighted world is receiving.”

— Karla Hudson



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

In some ways, for an access technique/form of audiovisual translation that is over 30
years old as a formal practice or area of inquiry, a great deal of progress has been
made. Most notably in the UK, where a mandate exists (albeit relatively modest) for
description on broadcast television, significant strides have been made in developing
the state of this art, for media, in performance (including sporting engagements), and
for exhibitions.

But as far as the actual practice of audio description, other countries fall far behind,
including my own United States, the birthplace of the technique. It is noteworthy too
that practically all research in this field originates in Europe where description is con-
sidered a form of translation and studied as such. An informal survey of American
graduate programs reveals no “homes” for advance study of audio description.

There is currently no comprehensive, publicly available training manual for the
practice of audio description in the range of genres or formats for which description
can be effective—or a guide for the training of trainers. This relates directly to re-
search I have been conducting on description standards as they currently exist (what
constitutes quality description and how can it best be taught). In addition, little ex-
ists that accurately describes the history of audio description’s development. Further,
I have a special interest in certain areas: can description affect literacy? What does
audio description for dance performance have in common with movement analysis?

Bernd Benecke (2004: 78) notes that audio description is “as old as sighted people
telling visually impaired people about visual events happening in the world around
them.” Pujol and Orero (2007: 49-60) add an interesting twist on that perspective:

While it is true that research in the field has just started, with no PhD to
date, we believe we should take into consideration the many studies and
range of experience which already exists, since this may shed some light
on the topic and further the insight of new research.

They cite “ekphrasis” (or “ecphrasis”), “a literary figure that provides the graphic
and often dramatic description of a painting, a relief or other work of art. This rhetor-
ical phenomenon is common in the epic poems of Ancient Greece.” In Washington



THE VISUAL MADE VERBAL

Post review of Leonard Barkan’s Mute Poetry, Speaking Pictures, Michael Dirda pres-
ents Barkan’s definition of ekphrasis as “the verbal presentation of an object of a visu-
al object inside a literary work.” Indeed, Dirda notes that Barkan’s title derives “from
an ancient saying credited to Simonides of Ceos: ‘Painting is mute poetry, poetry
a speaking picture.”” Dirda continues: “Think of Homer’s description of the elaborate-
ly tooled shield of Achilles in The Iliad.” A portion of Homer’s work follows:

Then first he form’d the immense and solid shield;
Rich various artifice emblazed the field;

Its utmost verge a threefold circle bound;

A silver chain suspends the massy round;

Five ample plates the broad expanse compose,
And godlike labours on the surface rose.

There shone the image of the master-mind:

There earth, there heaven, there ocean he design’d;
The unwearied sun, the moon completely round;
The starry lights that heaven’s high convex crown’d;
The Pleiads, Hyads, with the northern team;

And great Orion’s more refulgent beam;

To which, around the axle of the sky,

The Bear, revolving, points his golden eye,

Still shines exalted on the ethereal plain,

Nor bathes his blazing forehead in the main.

I have noted that audio description as a formal process of translation and accessibili-
ty is just over 30 years old—if one counts as its genesis in the literature as the landmark
1978 Master’s thesis by Gregory T. Frazier, The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman:
An All-audio Adaptation of the Teleplay for the Blind and Visually Handicapped.

Since that time, the vast bulk of serious study of audio description has been in Eu-
rope as a form of “audio-visual translation.” The field of study derives from/relates to
a focus on subtitles for video and film. With the majority of commercial media originat-
ing in the United States of America, in English, access to this work for speakers of other
languages happens via subtitling or dubbing. Audio description represents another kind
of translation in media—from visual images to words for the benefit of those who have
no access to the visual image. Unlike most “light dependent” people, people who are
blind or have low vision speak a language that is not dependent on the visual. Conse-
quently, audio description has been embraced as a new field of study in academic pro-
grams that encourage the exploration of audio-visual translation. (See Bibliography.)

Audio description can therefore no longer be considered in its infancy—perhaps
it is in its adolescence, with new techniques on the horizon, aesthetic innovations
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incorporating description within the material it supports, and broadened access to
new media and varied settings for increased numbers of people who are blind or have
low vision.

Attitudes Are The Real Disabilities

Who are “The Blind”? They are not “the blind.” They are individuals: housewives,
scientists, artists, business people. They are you—or me—at some point in our lives.

The American Foundation for the Blind reports that 21.2 million Americans have
vision loss; in 2007, Nigeria’s Minister of Health reported that the number of people
who are blind worldwide is likely to increase to 75 million by the year 2020. While
description was developed for people who are blind or visually impaired, many others
may also benefit from description’s concise, objective translation of the key visual
components of various art genres and social settings. Audio description is an “assistive
technology”; it is meant to enhance, not replace the user’s own powers of observation.

Disability is indiscriminate and universal—and the responsibility of us all. It de-
mands attention from us regardless of race, age, size, gender. “The blind” do not
exist. They are unique individuals living with some degree of vision loss as the result
of a wide range of causes. Most users of description are not totally blind; indeed, only
1-2% of the legally blind are congenitally blind (blind from birth); others are adven-
titiously blind or developed total blindness later in life. Most at one point had all or
some of their sight and now they may have only peripheral vision, they may see only
shapes, light and dark, colors, movement, shadows, blurs, or blobs—or have tunnel
vision. Only 10% know Braille.

The following images will provide a glimpse at the effect of various low vision
conditions (definitions from Wikipedia):

National Eye Institute, National Institute of Health



