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Abstract 

Audio description (AD) is a commentary narration service that attempts to describe to people 

who are blind, have low vision, or are visually impaired, the images of theatre, television, 

movies, art and other visual forms and cultural products. This paper aims to gain a deeper 

understanding of the technology of AD in cinema. It compares the reception of the movie 

iBoy on two different types of audiences: the control group has watched the movie with 

images and audio, while the experimental group has simulated the cinematic experience of 

visually impaired people, listening to iBoy commentary narration. The discussion will 

analyze the results of this experiment, especially focusing on the relation between sounds and 

images. The paper tries to demonstrate that, according to the theoretical framework of 

medium theory, especially of Marshall McLuhan, “the medium is the message” and that AD 

is the extension of the sense of sight for those who, actually, cannot see.  
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On March 22nd 1895, with the projection of Workers leaving the lumière factory 

(Lumiere), cinema was born. Although the origins of cinema are rooted way earlier in time 

and defined by constant experimentation of materials and technologies, Workers leaving the 

lumière factory is conventionally appointed as the first movie in the story of cinema. The 

one-shot obtained through the eye-level stationary camera, shows, as the self-explanatory 

name of the movie points out, the two French brothers’ employees crossing the gate of the 

industrial building; once everyone has left, the door closes, and the film ends (Pearson, 1996). 

During the many transitional years that have passed since 1895, especially through the 

increasing use to edit films and the ‘invention’ of the mise-en-scene, cinema has evolved into 

one of most iconic media among the visual arts. 

 Yet, the about-285-million people estimated worldwide to be visually impaired can 

resort to the technology of audio description to get access to the visual and performing arts, 

including cinema (World Health Organization, 2014). Audio description (AD) is a 

commentary narration service that attempts to describe to people who are blind, have low 

vision, or are visually impaired, the images of theatre, television, movies, art and other visual 

forms and cultural products. Considering the technology of AD within the context of cinema, 

it is possible to argue that originally movies were silent and image-based but today they are 

also available in their most oxymoronic form: without images and based only on auditory 

stimuli. 

With the following words, Marshall McLuhan elegantly describes: “The movie, by 

which we roll up the real world on a spool in order to unroll it as magic carpet of fantasy is a 

spectacular wedding of the old mechanical technology and the new electronic world” 

(McLuhan, 1973, p. 303). Then, what is more new than cinema without images? Of course, 

this is a provocative statement that people can easily get upset by or laugh at. However, as 
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bizarre as it sounds, this is the only way in which those who have visual imparities can access 

and experience cinema. 

Curious to discover more about AD, I have conducted a little experiment by asking 

two groups of four people to respectively watch or listen to a movie, iBoy. In this paper, I will 

discuss the results of this experiment, especially focusing on the relation between sounds and 

images and arguing that, in ADs, the narrating voice replaces the cinematic gaze. 

Theoretical Framework and Literary Review 

For the purpose of this paper, I have addressed the AD technology through the 

theoretical lenses of subjectivity in a both “radical humanist” and “interpretative” analysis 

(McQuail, 2010). Despite the “media-centric” nature of this study, I have adopted a 

“critical-cultural” approach in order to have a deeper understanding of the audience reception 

of AD, especially in relation to the context of the modern hyper-visual environment we live 

in (McQuail, 2010). 

The theoretical framework of this project is constructed on the notions of 

technological determinism and medium theory, especially those of Marshall McLuhan. 

Specifically, his books Understanding media: The extensions of man (1973) and The medium 

is the massage (1967) provide most of the ideas and assumptions upon which I have built the 

argument of this paper. Indeed, the Canadian theorist claims that any medium is an extension 

of the human senses, and eventually of the human nervous system (McLuhan, 1967, 1973). 

By arguing that “the medium is the message”, McLuhan means that the content of every 

medium is its impact on human behavior, for the scale of the provoked change is inherent and 

determined by the technological nature of the medium itself (McLuhan, 1973, pp. 15-17). 

Visual media, for instance, are conceived as the extension of the eye. Also, believing that 

new media result from technological evolution, every new medium contains in itself an 
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‘older’ medium. Thus, the intensity with which media shape the pattern of the human senses 

is determined by the power of its content, which is always another medium. For example, a 

book comprehends the medium of the printing press, which itself consists of written 

communication, which is based on the phonetic alphabet and derives from oral 

communication. In this context, AD technology, of which content is the already existing 

medium of cinema, becomes the extension of the sense of vision for those who, actually, 

cannot see. 

Another fundamental work to my research is Orality and literacy (2002) by Walter J. 

Ong, whose observations on oral and written communication helped me understand the 

degree and intensity with which the medium of AD extends not only vision, but also shapes 

the other senses. Specifically, Ong argues that harmony characterizes the “auditory ideal”, 

allowing oneself to isolate and immerse in sound (Ong, 2002). On the other hand, clarity and 

distinctness are typical of the visual image, by situating the viewer in a binary principle of 

opposition in relation to what he/she observes. Indeed, those who live in an oral culture 

cannot think of words as images but only as sounds, for words have no visual presence to 

them, even when what they refer to visual matter. Ong applies such impossibility of 

transcending language from its acoustic essence to primary oral cultures, but one could argue 

that it also corresponds to the way in which visually impaired people, especially those who 

are born blind, relate to their surrounding reality. Furthermore, Ong argues that it is exactly 

this typical clarity and distinctness of the visual image that prevents harmony between the 

human senses. But again, audio unifies the senses, allowing one to immerse him/herself in 

sound. For example, one can hear and understand what happens outside the room where she 

is, but cannot look through the walls of the room; instead, she needs to stand up to allow her 

eyes to move and see beyond the wall. This concept is fundamental in understanding how AD 
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audience orient themselves through the movie even if there are no images to guide them. 

Previous Studies on Film Sound and Audio Description Practices 

This section focuses on the academic sources that deal with the translation of a media 

text from its original visual form to its AD, but it includes also a few studies that digress from 

this specific issue. However, this review does not include psychological and neuroscientific 

studies related to the process of encoding and decoding visual and auditory stimuli. The 

practice of AD has just started to capture the interests of media study scholars, but there is 

still a scarce availability of academic sources on this topic. 

“The relative effectiveness of audio, video, and static visual computer-mediated 

presentations” (1999), written by LeeSing and Miles, investigates the way in which 

processing-information is affected by the media type through which the content is conveyed. 

The research focuses on the effectiveness, rather than the efficiency, on learners’ memory 

retention of information given through computer-mediated presentation, challenging the 

belief that “computer applications generally assist in the improvement of learning”, which 

“depends on the learner’s ability to interpret symbols presented within the media” (LeeSing 

& Miles, 1999, p. 213). The study proves that the difference between the computer-mediated 

presentations did not affect the effectiveness of the learning process; rather, the medium 

determines the efficiency of information-processing. In relation to my research, this article is 

important for it argues that information acquired through visual stimuli are not categorically 

encoded better than those that exclude visuals. Not only, the study includes a fundamental 

consideration of theories regarding the question of single-channel or bi-sensory perception of 

audio and visual stimuli, and, eventually, whether verbal or visual information enter the 

channel first. 

The article “Lights, cameras, pencils! Using descriptive video to enhance writing” by 
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H. Hoffner, E. Baker, K. B. Quinn (2008) promotes the technology of AD outside its primary 

function of supporting those with visual imparities. In this case, the benefits for elementary 

school students of integrating AD to the conventional movie screening to improve their 

writing skills is undiscussable. I found very interesting how some children preferred watching 

movies with AD as they enjoyed “having a personal story teller” (Hoffner, Baker, & Quinn, 

2008, p. 577). 

“Audio description in the theatre and the visual arts: Images into words” by Holland 

(2009) constitutes the thirteenth chapter of Audiovisual translation, an extremely insightful 

book about the various issues related to linguistic and formal translation, such as dubbing, 

subtitling, and AD. This specific chapter focuses on the issues raised by the practice of AD, 

especially regarding theatre plays and works of art. Indeed, it investigates the fundamental, 

although apparently irrelevant, question of how visual details that immediately signify the 

quality of a person or an object should be conveyed in AD. Holland references to his previous 

experiences as theatre audio describer to underline the impossibility for such ADs to be 

absolutely impartial and objective. Thus, the ability - and challenge - of an audio describer to 

faithfully transform visual into audio is to avoid a tedious narration and to let the audience 

engage with the stage as if they could see it. The AD needs to “reflect the technical or literal 

truth as well as the imaginative truth” (Holland, 2009, p. 175). Thus, the audio describer must 

understand the creative intentions of the directors and producers and, eventually, the “internal 

motivations of the characters” (Holland, 2009, p. 177). Then the author explains the 

importance of a non-judgmental, rather than objective, approach toward the play. Describers 

need to become aware of the natural process of decoding visual clues and their subjective 

perception of reality; in fact, they do take artistic decisions when deciding what details 

include and omit in the audio description. Thus, the basic narrative description is integrated 



 AUDIO DESCRIPTION: FROM SILENT CINEMA TO MOVIES WITHOUT IMAGES 8 

with the interpretative one. Holland notices that describing textures of few scenographic 

details creates a more vivid mental image of the ambience rather than minutely listing all the 

elements of the set of the stage. It works similarly with describing visual art. Thus, when 

experiencing reality, there is an obvious independence of the senses to such an extent that it 

allows the human brain to make up for the lack of sight, if the other senses are properly 

stimulated. To conclude, Holland (2009) states that a successful AD does not remind its 

audience of experiencing “something else” (p. 184), emphasizing the describer’s difficulties 

of translating the play from visual to audio. Although focusing on few details of the 

representation can be helpful, the audio describer must approach what happens on the stage 

“as a whole” to fully understand and successfully describe it (Holland, 2009, p. 184). This 

chapter is very helpful in studying how the AD can affect the audience perception of the 

visual images as a satisfactory or frustrating experience. 

On a different topic, in “Audio-visual: Disembodied voices in theory,” Le 

Fèvre-Berthelot (2013) asserts that the visual bias and emphasis of Western culture 

contributed to the lack of academic and critical discourse regarding the aural elements of 

audio-visual media. To prove so, the author offers a historical comment of the theories that 

concerned the analysis of cinematic sounds. From the skepticism of film critics in 1920s of 

having synchronized sound in cinema, to the modern Michel Chion’s belief in “(in)equality 

between sound and image”, the author stresses the stubborn tendency to resist the study of 

audio exclusively. Eventually, all the cinematographic elements gain importance as “the film 

is not longer to be considered as a text but as an event” (Le Fèvre-Berthelot, 2013). Similarly, 

the voice-over has been often rejected by the critics who considered it either superfluous to 

the images, or as symptom of a weak visual narrative. Yet, audio and voice-over can be 

interpreted as more than a mere technical component of a movie. The author affirms that 
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psychoanalysis and feminist theory can be applied to the analysis of the audio narration in 

cinema as much as images, making the example of the notions of “birth of the subject” by 

Lacan, the “voyeuristic male gaze” by Mulvey, and the “acoustic mirror” by Rosolato and by 

Silverman. This article helps to understand the underrated importance of audio on the 

cinematic audience. Hence, a parallel can be drawn between the voice-over, or the 

“disembodied voice” as the author calls it, and the narrating voice of the AD. 

Written by Rameal, Reviers, and Vercauteren (2014), Pictures painted in words: 

ADLAB audio description guidelines consists of a detailed outline of how to write ADs of 

television and cinematic products, theatre performances, and artworks and cultural sites. The 

introduction to the guidelines underlines the urgency of further research in this field. 

Anyway, the work successfully establish itself as a reference of remarkable support to those 

who approach the study of AD for the first time. 

Similarly, the book Audio description: New perspectives illustrated by Maszerowska, 

Matamala, and Orero (2014), examines the various issues related to the practice of AD. 

Precisely, it addresses the problematic question of how to and whether decide to include 

descriptions in the narration. Focusing on the cinematic AD, the authors analyze one singular 

movie, Inglourious basterds by Quentin Tarantino (2009), with a bottom-up approach, 

considering every specific issue of AD such as textual cohesion, spatio-temporal setting, film 

language, and character description. Starting from discussing ‘micro’ issues, the authors 

demonstrate the various possible strategies to writing a successful AD. Hence, this book is 

helpful not only to fully understand how ADs are designed, but it also offers extremely useful 

approaches, methodologies, and vocabulary for the purpose of this paper. 

The book Researching audio description (2016), edited by A. Matamala and P. Orero, 

gives a panoramic account of the practical and philosophical analysis of the technology of 
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AD and its social and cultural implications. The book is divided in three sections: 

“Re-thinking accessibility”, “From theory to practice: researching audio description”, and 

“Audio description projects”. The most relevant chapters of this book are, inherently to my 

purpose, “Impairment and disabilities: challenging concepts of ‘normality’”, inspiring my 

curiosity in the apparent oxymoronic possibility for blind people to watch cinema; “Should 

audio description reflect the way sighted viewers look at films? Combining eye-tracking and 

reception study data”, which brings attention on the issue of visual clues of locations that I 

will further discuss in this paper; and “<<What should I say?>> Tentative criteria to prioritize 

information in the AD of film characters”, an article that offers interesting points of 

discussion to analyze some of the findings of my research. 

These sources confirm the problematic nature and implications of AD. As of today, 

the studies available relate mostly to the formal discrepancy between the visual source text 

and its correlative audio description. Surprisingly enough, no research has yet been conducted 

to understand the cinematic reception through AD of a visually impaired audience and their 

identification with the movie characters, which is the fundamental mechanism that lies at the 

basis of the relationship between spectator and film. 

Methodology 

In order to discover new information regarding the audience movie reception through 

AD, I decided to conduct a little experiment. As procedural model, I have amply referred to 

Professor Bardini’s “Audio description and film experience: design of a reception study” 

(2015), for it is extremely helpful in approaching the analysis of audience film experience 

through AD and obtaining an insightful evaluation of the research results. This document 

describes the analytic structure employed by the Advanced research seminar on audio 

description (ARSAD) at the University of Catalonia to examine how visually impaired 
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audience interpret cinema. Specifically, the study is constructed with the purpose of 

comparing the audience’s reception according to three different audio description styles that 

differently privilege descriptive and narrative approaches. The methodological process 

designed by ARSAD identifies and tests the variables of functional micro and macro strategic 

decisions, formal characteristics and cinematic elements of the source text. For the evaluation 

of the audience reception, the researchers conduct both quantitative and qualitative analysis 

through surveys and focus groups. 

In addition, I have integrated the above-mentioned guidelines with the techniques 

explained in Media and communication research methods (2014) into my procedure. The 

final methodology used in this paper results in a combination of medium analysis and 

semiotics, further investigated through an experimental design based, according also to the 

paradigms chosen to frame the topic of this research, on a mix of interpretative, qualitative, 

and quantitative approaches (Berger, 2014). 

The participants: the control and the experimental group 

The methodology implemented in this project is designed to include also audience 

research, drawing from the approach of cultural studies, in order to understand not only in 

theory, but also in practical terms the scope of participation of the audience of AD in movies. 

Due to logistic reasons, unfortunately, I could not interview visually impaired people; 

therefore, I selected eight - sighted - cinema lovers and communications experts of different 

degrees (students, professors, staff) and different nationalities among the varied John Cabot 

University population and divided them into two equal groups. 

Among the four subjects of each group there are two representatives of each sex, one 

cinema professor, one junior-standing communications student, one non-communications 

senior student, and one librarian. Both groups had to complete a similar questionnaire on their 
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cinematic reception of the same film; but, while the control group actually watched the 

movie, the experimental group listened to its AD, deprived of any visual content. 

The movie: iBoy (2017) 

The selection of the movie has been much imposed by the scarce availability of and 

accessibility to free AD in English language, besides being myself an Italian sighted person. 

Luckily, Netflix offers a moderate range of movies, documentaries and tv shows provided 

with the option of English AD despite the country from which one streams the movie library. 

At the time I had to decide which movie to pick for this small experiment, in February 2017, 

among the dozen of films with AD assorted by Netflix, I thought that Birdman: the 

unexpected virtue of ignorance (2014) would have been the perfect choice for its surrealistic 

mood, intriguing plot, and colorful characters. Yet, it was too perfect and, indeed, I found no 

one who had not seen the movie, already. 

In order to avoid any pre-existing visual bias responsible of altering the perception of 

the cinematic experience, especially of the experimental group, I needed a movie that none of 

the participants had seen before. They had to be completely unaware of the plot, too. One of 

the only movies that seemed to satisfy these requirements was iBoy (2017), a Netflix original 

production. Despite my initial frustrating aversion to the movie’s slow pace; predictable but 

somehow disconnected plot; abundance of secondary, inoperative characters; and drab 

settings, I realized that what I considered the flaws were actually the appropriate qualities that 

I wanted to investigate and could make my research potentially more interesting. Hence, even 

if iBoy is not the perfect movie, it is the best one, among the ones found, for the aim of this 

project. Indeed, once I had to actually ‘test’ iBoy for the purpose of this experiment, I did not 

know whether I should have watched the movie or listened to it. In order to avoid as much as 

possible to be biased and gain myself an empirical insight of the AD service, my first 
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experience of the movie was ‘blind’. 

iBoy is the story of Tom, an English teenager who has the ability of hacking into 

electronic devices with the power of his mind. Indeed, one day, once Tom arrives to Lucy’s 

house to study with her, as Tom has a crush on the girl, he finds that four people, whose 

identities are covered, are raping Lucy and video recording the event on their phones. Scared, 

Tom runs away and tries to call the police, but he is chased by one gang member, who tries to 

shoot Tom in the head. Tom wakes up at the hospital, but due to a sliver of his own 

smartphone left into his brain during the surgery, he finds out that he can hear phone 

transmissions and can visualize digital data. Later, he will discover that he can also interfere 

with the electromagnetic field of basically any electronic device. Thus, Tom, under the alias 

of ‘iBoy’, will take advantage of his powers to revenge the rape of Lucy. 

The reception: screenings and collecting data 

Curious to see people’s reaction while watching and listening to the movie, I 

originally planned to organize collective screenings, respectively for the control and 

experimental group, in order to perform participant observation as well as limit the possible 

contextual variables in the reception of the movie. However, again due to logistic 

complications, each participant watched or listened to the movie on his/her own. All the 

subjects, especially those of the experimental group, were asked to follow the same 

procedure: 1) avoid researching any information on iBoy until having completed the 

cinematic experience and answered the questionnaire, 2) watch or listen to the movie in 

complete darkness and in seated position, recreating as much as possible the atmosphere of a 

movie theater. 

The surveys consisted of nine questions, finally selected from a wider range, 

according to my hypothesis of understanding the differences between the conventional visual 
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consumption of a movie and its aural reception through AD, and also their effect on the final 

cinematic experience of a non-blind audience. Following, I have presented a copy of a 

questionnaire. (Image 1) I also asked further questions to some of the subjects to furtherly 

delve into some of their answers. 

Results analysis and discussion 

The narrator’s voice 

To the questions “From whose point of view is the story being told? Who is the 

narrator?” the two groups answered in opposite ways. The subjects of the control group 

  

From whose point of view is the story told? Who is the narrator? 

 

Was there something you did not understand about the movie? What was it? 

 

How did you feel while listening to the movie? 

 

What genre do you believe this movie belongs to? (please, pick no more than two options) 

Action          Comedy          Drama          Gangster        Romantic          Sci-Fi          Thriller 
 

How was the pace of the story? 

Too slow          Slow        Appropriate          Fast         Too fast 
 

Where was the story set? What time of the day is the story mostly set? 

 

Briefly describe Tom and Lucy. 

 

Do you think the sound and music emphasized the tone of the movie and its narration? Why / why 
not? 

 
. 

1          2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 
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How much effort did listening to the movie required you? 

 
Passive                                                                                                  Active 

1          2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 
 

 Image 1 

 unanimously reported that the story was told from Tom’s point of view (POV), whereas the 

experimental group diverged whether the narration was omniscient or tuned according to 

Tom’s perspective. Nevertheless, all the subjects of the experimental group agreed on the 

non-diegetic nature of the narration, whose voice they identified with the one of the female 

audio describer. AD appears to push to the limits the agreement between the illusory quality 

of the cinematic medium and the audience, who must accept the compromise of the “mock 

reader” (Gibson, 1950, pp. 1-6). 

The “mock reader”, in literature, is the negotiated audience position that creates the 

artificial and controlled sensation to be able to “experience the language” of the medium 

(Gibson, 1950, pp. 1-6). One could argue that in order for cinema to be a source of pleasure 

and entertainment, its audience must accept as authentic the illusory and mediated 

representation of reality on the screen. Thus, when experiencing cinema through AD, the 

relation between the audience and the movie is transformed into one between the listeners 

and the “fictitious speaker” - i.e. the AD narrator - whose voice, though, does not correspond 

to one’s own, as it happens inside the reader’s head (Gibson, 1950, pp. 1-6). Often, the ‘mock 

watcher’ of a movie is less intrusive, especially if there are no intentional meta-cinematic 

moments that break the conventional ‘fourth wall’. With the technology of audio description, 

we can talk about a ‘mock listener’, who inevitably identifies the voice of the audio describer 

with the one of the narrator. 

The only way to avoid the audience in becoming ‘mock listeners’ is, if in line with the 
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original story plot and narration, to have the AD narrated by the voice of the same character 

from whose POV the story is told. In Wes Anderson’s Grand Budapest Hotel (2014), for 

example, the different first-person narrators of the characters of the writer, Zero and Mr. 

Mustafa are maintained as such in the movie AD, too. 

Understanding the movie narrative 

With no much of a surprise, while the control group admitted of not having found 

difficulties in their understanding of the movie in its wholeness, the subjects of the 

experimental group were hindered by their unusual reception of the movie. 

There was little comprehension regarding Lucy’s rape and the gangster narrative, 

especially of the hanging of Cass, whose AD pronunciation of the name “Cass” was almost 

identical to that of “Cutz”, another character, very active toward the ending, whose death 

could not have been logically possible. 

Also, a few questions raised concerning the abilities encompassed within Tom’s 

power. One subject from the experimental group said: “I did not fully understand all the 

different things that Tom can do other than read messages, hack bank accounts, the 

GPS-thing when he follows Cutz in the car, and that he can hack pretty much everything”. 

Personally, I was surprised by the fact that no one from the control group noticed the same 

inconsistency among Tom’s power - which, honestly, was one of the elements of this movie 

that probably bothered me the most. The question of whether Tom, whose ‘super powers’ 

derive from a piece of smartphone left into his brain after the shooting, can automatically 

manipulate the electromagnetic field of any electronic device, including the school digital 

projector and the car radio set, did not raise at all among the subjects from the control group. 

Notwithstanding, since iBoy belongs to the genre of science fiction, of which 

fundamental and ultimate intention relies in futuristic fantasies becoming reality, there is no 



 AUDIO DESCRIPTION: FROM SILENT CINEMA TO MOVIES WITHOUT IMAGES 17 

point in discussing the validity of the scope of Tom’s power. The point is, however, that my 

personal, twofold bewilderment regarding firstly, as iBoy spectator, Tom’s hacking abilities 

and, secondly, as data analyzer, that such observation was made only by the experimental 

group might suggest that a sighted person, once deprived of the visual content, must 

unconsciously resort to logic in order to make sense of such extravagant, almost paradoxical, 

cinematic experience. 

Therefore, while AD is a fairly recent technology that attempts to describe visual 

cultural products, through a commentary narration service, to those who are blind or have low 

vision; to those who have no visual impairment, AD is a new unique medium of which its 

effects are still hard to understand, for our - instinctive but legit - rigidity toward an idea of 

cinema without images. As Marshall McLuhan (1967)  described, “the interplay between the 

old and new environments creates many problems and confusions” (p. 68), being AD the 

most innovative evolution of the traditional notion of cinema. 

Spatio-temporal (dis)orientation 

Despite the narrative misunderstandings, which can be attributed to the movie 

screenplay and cannot be considered solely inherent to the AD technology, the experimental 

group felt overall “disoriented”, an adjective that they used a lot in their questionnaires and 

interviews. 

Specifically, being deprived of the visual referents, none of them identified London as 

the setting of the story. Yet, the iBoy AD never specifies such ‘detail’ and always generically 

refers to London as “city”. It is true, however, that the fact that the story is set in London is 

not exceptionally emphasized by the visuals of the movie, either. In fact, one of the subjects 

of the control group who has never been to London and did not know “The Gherkin”, the 

so-called preeminent building by Norman Foster, recognized the English capital through the 
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city map, signified by the Thames, hacked by Tom during the final chasing. Similarly, only 

one subject from the experimental group correctly answered that the movie was set in 

London, but he admitted to have guessed from the characters’ strong accent since he is 

passionate about English-produced television series and has become an ‘unofficial expert of 

British dialects’. 

By way of contrast, one subject from the experimental group said that he found 

challenging to orient himself through the narration, for he did not “understand the ‘look’ of 

the places where the story was taking place. All locations felt equivalent.” Interestingly 

enough, the before-mentioned “watcher” of iBoy who has never been to London felt the same 

way; likewise, I would personally argue, the movie was basically shot in one, undefined and 

indefinable, major location. 

It is even more interesting to juxtapose the statement on the conformity and lack of 

identity among the movie locations with another comment by the same person. To the 

question “Where was the story set? What time of the day is the story mostly set?” he 

answered “Mostly at night. School moments in the day” interpreting, in a fashionably 

postmodern manner, the school environment more as signifier of time rather than of space 

(Jones, 2007). Indeed, in her essay “Politics and space/time”, the geographer Doreen Massey 

(1994) argues that the dichotomy between the notions of ‘time’ and ‘space’ are of 

“ideological/mythological” nature and the often predominance of the spatiality over 

temporality is formed upon political and gender discourses. 

Furthermore, the disorientation of the experimental group challenges the argument of 

the French semiologist Metz (2009) according to which the internal narrative of the movie 

can be analyzed “independently from the vehicles carrying it (the film, the book, etc.)” (p. 

85). Given that, the iBoy AD did not put emphasis on the locations, faithful to the movie 
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screenplay and visuals, but it made the experimental group, differently from the control 

group, feel confused regarding the time and space in which the story unfolds. Thus, the 

internal narrative “spatio-temporal relations” proved to be not so independent from the 

medium it broadcasts to them (Buckland, 2000, pp. 68-72). Consequently, even if it is true 

that “the film’s own space-time relations constitute an imaginary elsewhere and remain an 

imaginary elsewhere each time and place in which it is projected”, whether it is “projected” 

through voice or images makes a massive difference, for each medium extends the senses 

differently (Buckland, 2000, pp. 68-72; McLuhan, 1967, 1973). 

The importance of cinematic sounds 

The question “Do you think the sound and music emphasized the tone of the movie 

and its narration?”, to be answered through a rating from 1 to 10, produced opposite answers 

between and within the two groups. Before discussing the answers of the experimental group, 

I would like examine first the ones of the control group, for they point out, even if it is not an 

issue strictly related to AD, the importance of the soundtrack in cinema. 

The answers given by the subjects of the control group can be located on the opposite 

extremes of the spectrum: two people believed that sounds emphasized the mood of the 

movie, giving a score of 9/10, while the other two did not particularly appreciated the sounds, 

giving a score of 5/10. Similarly, the two pairs respectively gave a score of 9/10 and 4/10 to 

indicate their level of engagement in watching the movie. These results cannot be a mere 

coincidence, but they actually demonstrate that music and sound effects have an extreme 

influence upon the overall reception of a movie, despite their importance is often 

subordinated to that of images (Goldmark, Leppert, & Kramer, 2007). 

Different stances have been taken by the subjects of the experimental group, whom, 

however, have all agreed on the importance of the sounds. Specifically, three of them gave a 
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high score, stressing that the sounds helped to “understand the movie genre and follow the 

plot” and successfully rendered the “cyberpunk idea” through the “fast-paced, electronic 

music.” One subject stressed that not only music, but also sound effects, such as shotguns and 

rain, were meaningful to the comprehension of the movie, improving the “understanding [of] 

the scene’s context”, highlighting sound’s unique narrative function. Actually, one can confer 

the same imaginative power of typical of visuals also to sounds, which ought to be considered 

“an agent, a force, and an object engaged in ongoing negotiations with image, narrative, and 

context” of the movie and the cinematic medium, generally (Goldmark, Leppert, & Kramer, 

2007, p. 3). 

The fourth subject of the experimental group gave a score of 5/10 explaining his 

choice with the following words: “The soundtrack of the movie (ambient sounds, music, etc.) 

were very suggesting and set the tone for the story in a more articulated way than the 

narration. So in a sense they didn’t emphasize the narration but actually were themselves 

de-emphasized by the narration, which was flat and impersonal”. He specified that his 

comment should not be intended as a critical observation, almost asserting that such qualities 

reflect the nature of the AD medium. Indeed, the narrating voice of the audio description 

needs to be non-judgemental and as less intrusive as possible, in order to not pervert the 

original creative intentions of the movie directors and producers (Holland, 2009). The 

comment, once one recognizes that in cinema “the quest for sound was in the first instance a 

quest for music, not for voices”, points to the fact that music has a greater ability to create 

visual imagery than voice (Goldmark, Leppert, & Kramer, 2007, p. 2). 

Conclusion 

All the arguments and claims that I have expressed are not universal and must be 

understood in the context of the little experiment I have conducted. Having said this, the 
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differences in the reception of iBoy between the control and experimental groups have 

demonstrated the validity of the theoretical framework. Indeed, despite the equivalent 

content, for the experiment tested the reception of the same movie, most of the disparity 

between the two groups is related to the inherent characteristics of the technological medium 

used to communicate. This proves not only the validity, but also the actual meaning of “the 

medium is the message”, translating into empirical evidence the infamous sentence that 

sounds banal but cryptic to most of media students. Also, this experiment shows the 

evolutionary progress of media, being traditional cinema included and subverted by the new 

medium of AD.  

Furthermore, the comments made by the subjects of the experimental group confirm 

the internal unification of the senses described by Ong. However, this experiment shows that, 

regarding AD, harmony is attained through aurality, which is the reception of orality rather 

than orality itself. The narrating voice of the AD has been perceived, to a certain extent, 

intrusive and less evocative than music and sound effects. Yet, it must be kept in mind that 

this experiment has been conducted with sighted people who are used to experiencing cinema 

with a completely different sensorial approach. The narrating voice externalizes the cinematic 

gaze in order to ‘extend’ the vision of the blind, as McLuhan would say. Yet, on a sighted 

audience, AD breaks the fundamental suture upon which the illusion of cinema lies on. In 

fact, one of the subjects of the experimental group said that she felt that she was “observing 

from distance” the unfolding events of the movie. 

‘Suture’ is a medical term used to indicate the stitches sealing a surgical incision, but 

it has been appropriated firstly by psychoanalysis and then by cinema theory. The French 

psychiatrist and philosopher Jacques Lacan defined as ‘suture’ the ongoing discourse between 

conscious and unconscious that binds together the psyche of the individual. In cinema, 
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‘suture’ refers to the way in which the shot-reverse-shot and continuity editing intervenes in 

the movie spectators, whose perception of subjectivity is altered in order to hide the 

artificiality of cinema (Kuhn & Westwell, 2012). Then, for a sighted audience, whose 

enjoyment for cinema derives, for the most, exactly from its magical, illusionary power, 

having the images removed and substituted with a narrating voice might become an alienating 

experience. 

This is especially true if considering that the subjects of the experimental group have 

listened to the AD in total darkness. Recreating the Lacanian trauma of the born of the 

subject, who acknowledges the existence of ‘the Other’ hearing his/her mother speaking, the 

voice of the external commentary of the AD breaks the cinematic suture. Yet, this is exactly 

the ‘mock’ compromise required from those who experience cinema through AD. Indeed, 

“voice does not simply persist at a different level with regard to what we see, it rather points 

toward a gap in the field of the visible, toward the dimension of what eludes our gaze” (Žižek, 

1996, p. 93). 

To conclude, as one of my media professors once said in class, it is good to 

occasionally challenge the traditional models of communications. Also, despite the 

comprehensible concern of some of us regarding the rapidity, vastness of subjects, and ethical 

implications of contemporary technological development, progress must not be stopped. We 

have, especially as media students, the moral obligation and intellectual power to channel 

progress toward what is good for people rather than lucrative for privates. We live in an 

information society where media accessibility is a human right (Greco, 2016). Thus, more 

research must be done in order to let everyone access and experience media equally. As of 

today, people who are blind, have low vision, or are visually impaired still do not have 

enough, or any, immediate access to the many visual, especially electronic, media texts 
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produced by and within our hyper-visual modern culture. 
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