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1. Introduction 

In this creative research project I will be exploring the aesthetic relationship between 

visual and verbal perception in the arts and, in particular, how this relationship can 

be rendered in such a way as to provide a meaningful experience for visually 

impaired people. A core objective of this study will be to evaluate an ‘intersensorial’ 

approach (i.e. between or among the senses) in translating art and its potential to 

improve the artistic experiences of visually impaired people. Indications are that 

research remains sparse on the subject. Reference will also be made to the 

relevance of semiotics and the theorising which underpins inter-semiotic translation 

and the role of ekphrasis in contemporary culture. Although ekphrasis has been 

defined in various ways according to theoretical orientation, in its simplest form it can 

be defined as the ‘verbal representation of visual works of art’ (paraphrased from 

Heffernan, 1991: 299).  The question raised here is whether written or spoken 

responses to visual works can effectively translate an individual’s intuitive and 

emotional perception of a work of art which is ordinarily experienced through the 

sense of sight. As Neves (2012: 277) points out: “one may query whether words 

alone are enough to convey the subtleties of art and to transport the emotional 

charge such works offer”. Nevertheless, the field of audio description (AD) is, 

according to Braun (2008) a ‘growing arts and media service’, aimed at improving 

the accessibility of the arts for visually impaired people.  

Even the term ‘audio description’, however, has several layers of application within 

the arts.  For the purpose of this study, therefore, it will be relevant to define and 

present a brief overview of the role of audio description. The interpretation of the 

verbal/visual relationship has implications for the approach adopted by the audio 

describer.  Research by organisations, such as the Royal National Institute of Blind 

people (RNIB), Mindseye, Vocaleyes and Audio Description Scotland will be used 

here to create a basis for the exploration of current practices and provide information 

on the role of AD. Further insight will be achieved through qualitative analysis of 

discussions held with audio describers and curators working within the arts. The 

examination of the translation processes of art institutions such as the Irish Museum 

of Modern Art and their Altered Images exhibition, alongside the analysis of audio 

descriptions from the Royal Academy of Art, will assist in providing an overview of 
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current trends and practices in AD and how effectively they support the needs of 

visually impaired visitors. This will be discussed in terms of their semantic and poetic 

use of descriptive language and how it relates to ‘fitness for purpose’. From the 

discussion, conclusions will be drawn about the role of AD, the aesthetic quality of 

verbal translations in terms of the verbal/visual relationship with the art works, the 

effectiveness of current gallery practices when using AD, and the overall implications 

of this for improving the effectiveness of AD for visually impaired visitors.  
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2. Intersemiotic Translation and Ekphrasis 

The translation of one art form into another is a complex area causing much debate 

amongst theorists. Research interests in semiotics and the image/ word relationship 

covers a range of dynamic art forms including film, theatre, opera, and dance. This 

study, however, will focus upon art within the field of inter-semiotic translation and 

ekphrasis. Theorists have presented diverse opinions on the relationship between 

word and image. Inter-semiotic translation, for example, is defined by Versejunkies, 

an online translation studies journal, as:  

… the interpretation of concepts and intentions across and between unrelated 

coding systems. A similar incarnation of this sort of enterprise, though 

somewhat more restrictive in its definition, is ekphrasis - the template or 

archetype of an idea form in one medium explored and described through 

another. (VerseJunkies: n.d.)        

This process is described by Benjamin (Benjamin and Arendt 1992: 259) as creating 

an interaction between the original and the translation. He argues that: “Moving from 

a source to a target, the acts of translation and transgression cross boundaries in the 

attempt to create ‘mutually beneficial co-definition and mutual illumination”. 

According to Benjamin the translation should converse with the image, with the 

potential to add to and enhance the image itself. The verbal and visual, therefore, 

have the potential to complement and enhance one another: “[In] placing the image 

into context, and in relation to one another, the different parts are able to retain a 

balanced relationship, allowing for both narrative and interpretation in the viewer” 

(Benjamin and Arendt 1992: 260) But what happens when there is ambiguity or 

different layers of meaning? Michael Clarke comments on the ambiguity of image to 

word translation and illustrates his point with respect to Magritte’s ‘Ceci n’est pas une 

pipe’: " 

“Both the representation of the pipe and its textual denial are suspended in an 

unidentifiable context, inviting multiple speculation on the relation between the 

component parts: physical painted canvas, pictorial and verbal elements, possible 

interpretations and meanings. Anyone seriously involved in translating the visual into 

the verbal must keep all these problematic issues in mind.”  (Clarke: 2007: 19).   
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The complexity involved in the act of interpreting and communicating subjective and 

emotional aspects of the visual-verbal relationship is further explored by Nina Shiel 

who highlights “…the three-way communication between the visual, its verbal 

representation and the eventual reader/listener, who (re-) creates in his/her mind’s 

eye the original visual based on his/her own mental schemata”. She goes on to note 

that verbal representation “seeks to evoke not only the forms and colours of the 

visual, but to transfer a subjective set of emotions and associations in the ekphrasis 

to be experienced by the reader/listener.” (Shiel: 2012). 

According to Clarke and Sheil (2012), the issues and challenges emerging in the 

verbal/visual relationship concern levels of ambiguity and the interpretation of 

emotional and subjective associations. Mieke Bal further examines the divisions 

between word and image, focussing upon what lies between the two, drawing our 

attention towards “the space between verbal and visual expression.” (Bal: 2008: 93) 

He proposes that instead of replacing the original, the descriptive elements have the 

potential to bring meaning into more structured, formal aspects of the image. Whilst 

Figure 1: Magritte, R. (1929) La trahison des images (Ceci n’est pas une pipe). 

Oil on Canvas. 3/4 x 31 15/16 x 1 inches."
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the text, alongside the original, frames the translation and the narrative into which it 

is placed providing the context for interpretation.  

Whereas Bal sees the potential for a harmonious relationship between word and 

image, there still remains the undeniable fact that they are entirely different forms of 

representation. It can be argued that the difference is so great that there is no point 

in attempting to place them together or make them ‘speak’ to each other (see below). 

This issue is particularly prominent when we consider the problems that the blind or 

partially sighted have in accessing works of art. As Neves (2012) comments: 

… what happens when the beholder cannot access the work of art for the 

simple fact that s/he is blind or has low vision? Does this mean that the art 

experiencer is off boundaries for people with visual impairment? Why would a 

blind person want to visit an art gallery, or a museum of any sort, in a time 

when museums are mainly visual experiences? Neves (2012: 279-280). 

Nevertheless, word and image have a long history in the visual arts and the 

contemporary use of video and audio means that this relationship has been 

reinvented in a postmodern world. For the blind or partially sighted to access visual 

works there has to be some form of equivalence and this is currently debated in 

terms such as translation, ekphrasis, and inter-semiotics. All of these approaches 

revolve around the ability to transform one mode of communication or representation 

into another completely different mode of form. Thus, ‘translation’ from one language 

to another can stand as a simile for the process which takes place when we attempt 

to ‘translate’ image into text or the spoken word; ekphrasis, understood as a literary 

description or commentary on a visual work of art, can be understood in either 

textual or speech terms or both; and inter-semiotics refers, in more complex terms, 

to the inter-relationships between two formally separate sign systems. Following 

Jakobson “the meaning of a sign is its translation into another sign or sequence of 

signs in the same language, in another language or in another semiotic (e.g. visual) 

language” (Jakobson: 1959, cited in Weissbrod, 2006: 42). For present purposes, it 

is the latter meaning which is most important as in terms of the blind and partially 

sighted it is only through access to another semiotic that they will have access to 

visual works of art.  
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Even so, as noted above, there are still those “who believe the word can never be 

translated into a format that would place it as an equal to the image” (Scott: 2005: 

245). Scott refers to this as ‘the murderous substitution of writing for drawing’ (op cit). 

Along similar lines Neves (2012: 290) refers to the fact that Da Vinci wrote in his 

notebook that ‘words are never as strong as images’. He goes on to suggest that 

painting is superior to words even in poetry because although “ poetry is able to 

describe forms, actions and places in words, the painter deals with the actual 

similitude in the forms, in order to represent them” (Richter 1880 cited in Neves 

2012: 290). Opinion therefore seems to be polarised on the degree to which effective 

and meaningful translation can be achieved between word and image. This has been 

a common debate in the past concerning, for example, whether a literary translation 

from one language to another should aim at a precise linguistic or a more expressive 

‘translation’ of a text. To what extent, in other words is a translator entitled to take, or 

perhaps, is required to take ‘poetic licence’? Similar debates take place with respect 

to AD and similar issues are hotly contested. To what extent, for example, should the 

translation of image into word seek to become an identical statement to the original 

or, conversely, provide an equivalent but different experience? These complex 

relationships between word and image, and between image and other media, will be 

explored in relation to contemporary art practice in section 5.  
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3. Artists and critics – on the word/image relationship 

In order to understand some of the thinking, which underpins the ekphrastic role of 

the word/image relationship in contemporary art, it is important to make reference to 

the theoretical approach of practising artist/writers with an interest in the field. In his 

controversial article, ‘The semiotic anti-subject’, Donald Kuspit (2001) coins the term 

‘semiotic psychosis’ to express the gathering critique of postmodernism and post-

structuralism in art. With reference to the classic semiotic theorists, Peirce, 

Saussure, and more specifically Barthes, he comments that “without its emotional 

context, the sign … loses its fundamental human meaning - broadly speaking, its 

function as an expression of human nature”. This view is significant when 

considering aspects of subjectivity and objectivity and their practical relevance to 

translation (see discussion in section 5). Kuspit claims that the Pop Art movement, in 

fact postmodern art in 

general, is devoid of 

emotion. He illustrates his 

viewpoint through the Pop 

Art of Andy Warhol, 

describing it as “well-

adapted, fundamentally 

boring and bored 

uncreative art”. He argues 

that theory has, in effect, 

taken over art: “The 

supposedly objective -- 

certainly objectifying -- 

language of theory has 

had to come to the rescue 

of art because of its 

emotional failings, that is, 

its impoverished 

postmodern language.”  

Figure 2: Warhol, A. (1965) Brillo Box. Screen print on 
wood, 17 x 17 x 14 inches. 
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Interest in semiotics and the use of text as an artistic statement flourished in the 

1960s. Joseph Kusoth, for example, produced a series of"photostat reproductions of 

dictionary definitions of words, such as ‘Art as an Idea’, 1966’, Art as Idea as 

Idea,1967’ and ‘Art as Idea as Idea 1945’ (see Figure 3). 

 

 

Nancy Spector, curator of the Guggenheim Museum (New York) suggest that: 

Kosuth used this linguistic approach to explore the social, political, cultural, 

and economic contexts through which art is presented and thus defined. To 

demonstrate this discursive aspect of art, Kosuth employed language itself as 

his medium. What resulted was a rigorously conceptual art devoid of all 

morphological presence; intellectual provocation replaced perception as 

words displaced images and objects. (Spector: 2014).  
 

Kosuth could, therefore, be said to have adopted a ‘deconstructive’ approach to art 

in which the production of meaning takes precedence over the communication of 

meaning (op cit). In his article, ‘Art After Philosophy’ (1969), Kosuth discredits the 

notion that ‘there exists a conceptual connection between art and aesthetics’. He 

defines the historical point, when art was given its own ‘identity,’ with Duchamp’s 

‘First ‘Unassisted Readymades’ being presented as art. The importance of this event 

Figure 3: Kosuth, J. (1945) Art as Idea as Idea. Photostat mounted on board, 48 
x 48 inches (each)."
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is signified in his metaphor, ‘the end of philosophy and the beginning of art’ (Kosuth: 

1969, cited in Spector:2014). 

 

Kosuth discusses how the nature of 

art has changed from a question of 

morphology to that of function: “This 

change – one from ‘appearance’ to 

‘conception’ – was the beginning of 

‘modern’ art and the beginning of 

conceptual art. All art (after 

Duchamp) is conceptual (in nature) 

because art only exists conceptually”  

(Kosuth: 1969, cited in Spector: 

2014). Robert Hopkins also 

recognises this division: “There is 

thought to be a tension, if not 

downright contradiction, between the 

notion of art that seemed viable 

before the turn to the conceptual, 

and the works to which that 

development gave birth”. (Hopkins: 

2007).   

 

Whilst debate on the contribution of 

Pop Art, conceptual art and the study 

of postmodern aesthetics are outside 

the focus of this study, their 

relevance is in assisting a broader understanding of the role of aesthetics in the 

relationship between image and its verbal translation. A distinction has been drawn 

between formalised and conceptual art; and issues of a lack of emotional association 

have emerged. Kuspit argues strongly that ‘Art has had to think of itself as theory in 

disguise, which is the way Kosuth thinks of it, because it has lost its expressive 

creativity” (Kuspit: 2001). Kosuth and Kuspit, in sum, illustrate how polarised opinion 

Figure 4: Duchamp, M. (1913) Bicycle Wheel 

(authorised reproduction 1951, original lost). 

Metal wheel mounted on painted wood stool, 51 

x 25 x 16 ½ inches."



14"
"

is on the matter. The significance to this study is, summarised most succinctly by 

Hopkins who believes that “conceptual art is distinctive in not speaking to the 

senses” (Hopkins: 2007). This view is echoed by researchers into audio description 

such as De Coster and Mulheis who comment on the difficulties in terms of creating 

audio descriptions: “Conceptual works of art, like the standardised ‘Brillo Boxes’ 

created by pop artist Andy Warhol, require an approach which differs from, for 

example, the sensual paintings created by the impressionist Claude Monet’ (De 

Coster, Mulheis: 2007: 192).  

 

The above views indicate a division in the aesthetical perception and attitudes 

towards conceptual and non-conceptual art work. If we accept the view of Kuspit 

(2001) et al that all conceptual art is devoid of ‘emotional expression’, then it could 

be argued that an objective approach providing a literal translation of visual art would 

be appropriate. Audio describer Anne Hornsby, for example, commented that 

‘conceptual art was often easier to get your head around’ and offered the following 

example: “… this is a vacuum cleaner in a display case - it's new, it's shiny, it's blue, 

it's an upright model; it's positioned at ... height etc.  Everyone can then visualise that 

and then move on tackle why it's there and what the artist is trying to say.” (Hornsby: 

2014). On the other hand, the issue may lie in confused interpretations of what 

constitutes ‘conceptual art’. Kusoth’s view that ‘all art, (after Duchamp), is 

conceptual’, and that conceptual art cannot be considered aesthetically, can be 

challenged. Conceptual art has broadened its horizons from the ‘ready-mades’.  It 

could be argued, then, that, contrary to Hopkins’ view, there are many conceptual 

artworks that have an aesthetic attraction, and command engagement on an 

emotional level. ‘The Palace’, for instance, is an example of ‘conceptual art’ that 

does ‘speak to the senses’. (see also section 6). 

 

"

"

"

"
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4. Blue – from transcreation to soundpainting 

 “In the pandemonium of image, I present you with the universal Blue.”  

Figure 5: Jarman, D. (1993) Blue. 35mm film transferred to digital file, colour and sound, 
75 mins."
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As noted above, experimenting with the links between different semiotic systems – 

inter-semiotics – is not new within the visual arts. Modernism was marked by a great 

deal of experimentation with the relationship between, for example, words, found 

materials (collage), photography and, within Dada, sound. More recently, 

contemporary artists have experimented with sound art which bridges the divisions 

between music and fine art (Cox: 2011). It also raises the issue of whether art of this 

type provides an alternative to the translation of one semiotic form into another 

through the creation of art works which are immediately accessible to the blind and 

sight impaired. At the same time, works like Derek Jarman’s Blue, which utilises both 

image and sound, offer the possibility of multi-sensory artworks which are accessible 

in different ways and at different levels. The models discussed above rely 

fundamentally on the idea of translation from one medium or form to another but it is 

recognised within AD that multi-sensory texts may be the best way to communicate 

the emotional as well as the informational aspects of art works. Neves comments 

that: 

 

… if the blind person cannot have direct access to the work itself, might it not 

be better to be given an ‘alternative work of art’ to look at through the other 

senses? People who cannot see the work of art will not be able to relate to it 

as sighted people would do unless they gain access to the explicit and implicit 

meanings the piece conveys. … If only explicit signs can be expressed 

through words, then ways must be found to convey the feelings and 

sensations that are only invoked or raised through feelings. Soundpainting 

does that by bringing together multiple sound ‘textures’. (Neves: 2012: 290). 

 

It is significant that Derek Jarman was going blind at the time of the release of his 

‘film’ Blue through complications associated with his contraction of the disease AIDs. 

It was Jarman’s final film and consisted of a single shot of saturated blue 

accompanied by a soundtrack of Jarman and actors who he had been associated 

with during his career as a film-maker reflecting on his life and work. As a ‘film’ it 

could be considered as an example of what Wilford describes as ‘reverse ekphrasis’ 

(Wilford: 2012) where word is presented as image. But the role of Blue image is hard 

to define. Jarman’s original 35mm film, Blue, has been transferred  by the Tate, to 

digital file. The 75 minute presentation is currently being shown throughout the day 
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during the Tate’s opening hours. In this ‘film’ there are no moving images, the 

constant blue screen focusses the eyes while the ears become the main receptive 

channel for this work. In this piece, moreover, the aural channel dominates the visual 

in terms of processing meaning. The intense blue image is obviously significant but 

how is it possible to verbalise the emotional response to this particular ‘blueness’? 

Wymer and others, suggest Blue was inspired by the monochrome ‘blue’ paintings, 

by French artist, Yves Klein, such as IKB 79 exhibited at the Tate in 1974 (Figure 6).  

 

According to the Tate, ‘the single frame used in the film was initially a photograph of 

Klein’s work. Klein used an ultramarine pigment solution that he patented as 

International Klein Blue. He saw the colour as embodying his idea of art as a rarefied 

sensorial experience, transcending reality to reach an immaterial, 

Figure 6: Klein, Y. (1959) IKB 79’. Paint on canvas on plywood, 55 x 47 x 
1 inches."

"
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‘spiritual beyond’.  (Tate: 2013).  Whether Blue is a tribute to Klein or his his colour, 

(Klein’s blue) is not clear. However verbal references to ‘blueness’ are intertwined 

with the spoken ‘stream of consciousness throughout the film. Within the 

commentary, morphological and semantic associations of the word ‘blue’ are merged 

with passionate and emotional catharsis.  His descriptive, and largely symbolic, use 

of language has the potential to create vivid imagery in the mind of the ‘viewer’. 

Evocative visual metaphors, such as ‘blue skies yield to howling gale’, draw upon 

natural imagery to create a powerful and stirring mental image. Whilst the colour blue 

is called upon as a metaphor for hope, both visually and aurally, Jarman refers to 

what he calls his “blue funk” (Pencak: 2002: 158). This ‘funk’ is a term used in his 

diary to describe his depressed mood on certain days. A sense of morbidity, in 

sections of the commentary, brings to the foreground the nature of Jarman’s 

condition and the effects it has on his emotional well-being. In an interview Jarman 

explained: 

 

I wanted to convey some of what I’d seen and the disaster which I’ve been 

living through for the last few years … that’s all happening and people don’t 

see it and they don’t think about it very often and I hope the film sort of makes 

people think about that just for a moment. (Stashpuppets: 2013). 

 

In ‘Blue’, the unusual dominance of the aural, as the stronger channel of 

communication, questions the verbal/visual conventions of ‘film’, leaving their 

relationship ambiguous. The visual image presents intense colour without image or 

narrative to inform meaning. It absorbs the eyes, commanding an emotional 

response to the visual intensity of its colour. This in turn, frees the ears to perceive 

the auditory content. The effect for the listener/viewer is an overwhelmingly 

emotional experience, which is hard to objectify. According to Pencak, Jarman 

himself considered Blue ‘magnificent’ - the first feature to embrace the intellectual 

imperative of abstraction’ (Pencak, 2002: 166). As such, this work could be deemed 

easily accessible for visually impaired people. Blue, as exhibited at the Tate, doesn’t 

require an audio soundtrack because it already has one but the relationship between 

the single blue image and the sound track nevertheless remains to be ‘explained’ for 

the blind if not for the partially sighted. It is not, therefore, a wholly ‘accessible’ 

artwork but one that perhaps points the way to works which rather than being 
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‘translated’ for people with disabilities. A Braille transcript, for example, and 

additional audio overview providing the wider context might promote a deeper 

understanding and engagement with the artist’s intention. Whatever the solution, it is 

clear that the way forward may not be solely in terms of making visual artworks 

‘speak’ for the blind and visually impaired but that this might be combined with 

artworks specifically designed for people with disabilities as well as others and 

artworks that operate on a number of levels, like ‘soundpaintings’, and provide 

alternative texts for different ‘viewers’. This is very different to to what Bateman 

(2010, cited in Neves, 2012: 290) describes as ‘transcreation’, i.e. where the “target 

text is the same as the source text in every aspect: the message it conveys, style, 

the images and emotions it evokes and its cultural background. You could say that 

transcreation is to translation what copyrighting is to writing”.    
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5. The Art of Audio Description 
    
This section focuses more narrowly on audio-description. A broad overview of the 

role of AD in translating the visual perception of an artwork into spoken language 

descriptions will be sought through the detailed examination of three specific art-

works. In order to establish the broader context several methods of research have 

been employed. In addition to library and gallery based research qualitative 

information has been sought through discursive communications with a number of 

people working in the field of AD or gallery access. What follows is based on these 

personal communications as well as relevant secondary and ‘grey literature’ sources.  

 

According to the Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB) statistics, there are 

around two million people in the UK with some sort of visual impairment, with only 

4% being without sight. The majority of visually impaired people will, therefore, have 

image memory, i.e. they are able to retrieve from memory images stored from past 

experience (RNIB: 2009). The activities of pressure groups such as the RNIB and 

government policies on ‘inclusiveness’, have led recently to galleries and museums 

expanding their interest in and provision for visually impaired visitors. The RNIB and 

VocalEyes (an AD charity), in particular, collaborated on an extensive study of 

existing AD practice in museums and galleries aimed at raising the standards of 

audio-guides, improving their quality, and influencing the practices of ‘key 

stakeholders’ such as museums, galleries and heritage sites (RNIB/VocalEyes: 

2003). One of the key areas of focus for the Talking Images study was the listener’s 

response to the verbal translations of images. A focus group of 270 visually impaired 

participants gave feedback on 63 audio guides. The results were used to inform 

guidelines on the content and structure of audio description. A distinction needs to 

be established, however, between audio described tours (which may be created for a 

sighted audience and may or may not be guide led) and audio description, which is 

created specifically for visually impaired people. VocalEyes, explain the difference in 

the following terms: 
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The standard audio guide combines contextual and curatorial information 

about exhibits for the benefit of sighted visitors, but it rarely includes the 

necessary degree of descriptive detail that blind and partially sighted visitors 

require.  An audio descriptive guide begins with basic information, such as the 

size of an exhibit, the materials it is made from, how it is labelled and 

displayed, before going to provide a vivid verbal picture of the exhibit itself. 

(VocalEyes, n.d.) 

An ‘objective approach’ has been established as the desirable model for translating 

from the image to the word. As a model, this approach is now widely adopted 

amongst museums and galleries, and audio-descriptors but the issue of ‘objectivity’ 

in describing art has caused some of the same tensions as described earlier. In 

academic research, AD has emerged in recent years as separate field of interest. 

Researchers such as Neves, Braun, De Coster and Mulheis are concerned with 

intersemiotic translation from visual to verbal information to facilitate the engagement 

of visually impaired people with artworks of various kinds. This applies as much to 

moving images (e.g. film) as it does to dramatic performances such as plays and 

opera. These researchers have explicitly raised the issue of the opposition between 

objectivity and subjectivity with respect to AD. Braun (2008), for example, comments 

on how the audio-description which is produced by an audio-describer is influenced 

by the latter’s subjective judgements: 

 

Just as the production of any translation (i.e. target text) is based on the 

translator’s interpretation of the source text (rather than on ‘the source text’), 

so is the creation of an AD script based on the audiodescriber’s interpretation 

of the audiovisual source. Likewise, the reception of the descriptions is 

shaped by the target recipient’s interpretation of the audiodecribed product. 

(Braun: 2008: 3-4) 

 

This issue of ‘inter-subjectivity’ is recurrent throughout advanced discussions of AD.  

Earlier, more naïve discussions, have given way to a more sophisticated exploration 

of, for example, the complex process that begins with the audiodescripter’s 

interpretation of the audio-visual source and ends with the reception of the AD by the 

‘audience’ (Braun: 2008). Much of this debate revolves, however, around the 
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relationship between objectivity and subjectivity in the description and perception of 

the artwork. For some subjectivity is inherent to art - it is this that makes art breathe, 

its poesis. This then raises the question: how effective is an objective description of a 

subjective medium? It is not a question, however, which is solely addressed by 

researchers and theorists. The RNIB also address the issue:  

 

Audio description usually seeks to be objective so that a blind or partially 

sighted person can receive the same factual information as a sighted person 

(or as near as possible). But does art really work on our senses objectively? Is 

it appropriate to stay neutral? How can we bring in subjective viewpoints when 

these viewpoints are provided by the describer not the blind or partially 

sighted person? (RNIB: 2009) 

 

In line with the commonly accepted format, De Coster and Muhleis (cited in Neves, 

2012) propose a 2-tier, intersensorial approach to audio description. They 

recommend that ‘clear signs’ be tackled before ambivalent ones, dividing visual 

messages into ‘objective tangible elements and subjective intangible elements’ 

(Neves: 2012: 289).  They also comment that ‘visual ambiguity, which is believed to 

be untranslatable through words’ should be acknowledged (op cit). De Coster and 

Mulheis illustrate their model by comparing their approaches to describing two works 

of art with differing levels of ‘visual intensity’. The authors provide a detailed analysis 

of Rene Magritte’s ‘more conceptual’ painting ‘The Region of Arnheim’ (1962) and 

Rik Wouter’s ‘more impressionistic’ painting ‘Lady in Blue in Front of the Mirror’ 

(1914). (See Appendix 1 for author’s full description).  
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Within their analysis, De Coster and Mulheis consider the problems presented in 

translating paintings in which, they believe, there is ambivalence, such as ‘Lady in 

Blue in Front of the Mirror’. The authors suggest that it is easier to create a verbal 

translation for Magritte’s painting, because of the clarity of his ‘signs’. An extract from 

their description illustrates their point: “Magritte’s painting is based on really clear 

geometric shape: at the bottom of the picture, not much higher than 20 cm up from 

the frame – a small perfectly horizontal wall of stones is shown. On the wall, exactly 

in the middle of the picture, is a nest containing three eggs….” (De Coster and 

Muhleis: 2007: 193). The authors’ choice of language is business-like, punctuated 

with mathematical terminology, leaving the listener emotionally unattached; 

engagement is with the idea rather than the image itself.   

In ‘Lady in Blue’, the signs, according to De Coster and Mulheis, are not clear and 

the image therefore communicates different levels of meaning. Response is more 

subjective: ‘The painting is a visual reflection of the ambiguous character of colour 

and lines. This representation is not about an idea of reality, like Magritte’s painting, 

it’s about the reality of the visual impression.” (op cit, p. 194). The authors discuss 

how the ‘lines’ suggest form rather than translate cognitive information about the 

image. Although the description conveys aspects of the impressionistic style of this 

painting, the authors feel that they fail to engage the listener on an emotional level in 

their description of this art work. There was an opportunity to apply more poetic 

 Figure 7: Magritte, R. (1962) 
The Domain of Arnheim. 
Gouache on paper, 13 x 10 
inches."

Figure 8: Wouters, R. (1914) Lady in 
Blue in front of a Mirror. Oil on canvas."
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language with the potential to inspire an emotional response and evoke meaningful 

mental images for the visually impaired viewer.  

While most describers adhere to AD guidelines, discussions with describers have 

shown differing levels of commitment to approaching notions of subjectivity in art as 

this extract from a personal communication with the researcher demonstrates:   

 

“We are conscious that, as describers, we are providing the service user with a pair 

of eyes  - or even a camera – and then writing a faithful description of what we see 

without imbuing it with our own opinions. This would be the same whether the work 

of art were representational, abstract or conceptual. Our job is always to say exactly 

what we see in a non-judgmental manner with no expurgation.” (MacKenzie: 2014) 

 

Anne Hornsby from Mindseye, however, indicates a preference for a more subjective 

approach: ‘It should include ‘factual details such as the size, format, shapes, genre, 

materials etc.  In addition you need a description of the subject of the work of art, the 

colours, the composition, the dynamics, the energy, the emotion, the style, 

perspective, orientation.’ (Hornsby: 2014). 

 

In preparing an audio description she works with curators, education staff, and at 

times, the artist; who will ‘also have an input into the recorded or delivered 

description’: 

 

Description of works of art can never be totally objective - every describer is 

working through the filters of their own personality, gender, age, background, 

education, culture etc., but we try to be as true to the work as possible to 

enable the listener to have some sense of what the sighted viewer is seeing 

and to enable them to engage with the work. (Hornsby: 2014) 
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She also provides an example of how more poetic use of language can be used 

effectively to forge an aesthetic link in the mind of the listener. In her audio 

description for ‘Palace’, a ‘conceptual’ 3D work by Gina Czarnecki, Hornsby 

challenges the boundaries of ‘objectivity’ in AD, in order to make a ‘leap from one 

imagination to another’:  

Standing on a black plinth, around a metre high is a glistening fairy-tale palace.  It 

takes the breath away with its magical, fantastical glowing appearance. At its tallest 

point it measures around a metre and a half and it is 2M WIDE.  It seems to have 

been lifted from the page of an illustrated children’s book of fairy tales, particularly 

bringing to mind a palace fit for a Snow Queen.  Its delicate structure, although made 

of resin, appears to be made of ice or crystal, which sparkles under the soft rosy pink 

and moonlight blue lighting.  It has a highly creative and extraordinary building – 

perhaps like the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona.   

The Palace has an almost symmetrical structure with a tall central spire or tower, with 

two lower spires to either side and then two lower and the two lowest to the outside 

edges. Each spire is different with twists and turns within it, tiny turrets and crevices.  

 Figure 9: Czarnecki, G. (2011) Palaces. Clear crystal resin and human milk teeth, 78 inches."
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Atop one spire is a ball , almost like a floating planet, atop others are twirling tendril- 

like shapes.  It calls to mind organic forms, such as coral, stalactites and stalagmites, 

Some of the spires appear like wax which has been melted and re-formed. 

Transparent tendrils loop across linking the spires, hanging like curved rods of ice or 

glass. 

On closer inspection we discover that hundreds and hundreds of teeth form part of 

this structure.  They are embedded in its surface, tucked away in crevices, or they 

stand proudly on top of turrets and spires.  Some form ridges along the tendrils, 

others cling on and tumble down the glistening, glittering surface.  The teeth will be 

encased in resin which will capture them forever as part of the Palace’s structure – it 

is as if a spell has been cast upon them -  they will never grow old, never discolour, 

never grow brittle. (Hornsby: 2011). 

The role of AD, and the challenge for the audio describer, according to Hornsby is to 

‘create for the listener a close approximation of the experience of the sighted viewer’. 

The process of translating the visual perception of an artwork into spoken language, 

Figure 10: Czarnecki, G. (2011) Palaces (detail). Clear crystal resin and human 
milk teeth, 78 inches."
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therefore, has a defined structure but undefined boundaries with the style and 

personality of the describer present.  Descriptions of the three artworks discussed, 

show that effective intersensory interpretation may require poetic licence to achieve 

its goal of making the visual be heard. After all, what is the point of striving to be 

wholly objective and impartial in describing art, if the recipient remains disengaged. 

As one consumer of AD has testified: “I am afraid I got rather bored during the 

descriptions…the descriptions were meticulous but ultimately un-engaging” 

(Participant, Talking Images; RNIB 2003).   
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6. Galleries: the viewpoint of the curators and audio describers 

 

In this section attitudes to audio description and intersensorial practices will be 

explored through experimental projects from three art institutions that agreed to 

support this research: The Tate (London), The Royal Academy (London), and the 

Irish Museum of Modern Art. All three galleries have an interest in multi-sensory 

approaches to encouraging and enhancing the experience of visually impaired 

visitors in their engagement with the arts.  

The Tate London: Matisse –The Snail on i-map 

Attempting to introduce new dimensions to visual translation, the Tate launched an 

experimental project in 2002 entitled i-Map. Initially based upon artworks by Henri 

Matisse and Pablo Picasso, the online programme was intended as an interactive 

digital resource for those with a visual impairment interested in learning more about 

the visual arts. The Everyday Transformed iMap project now includes works from six 

other artists. Layering elements of written text with audio descriptions, image 

enhancement and deconstruction, animation and printable raised images, the project 

focuses on re-creating the physical and visual elements of the artwork. By separating 

the tangible attributes and re-introducing each of the key aesthetic qualities of the 

image in detail, iMap builds a clearer mental image of the artwork as a whole, with a 

more refined understanding of its physical composition.  
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iMap’s digital animation of Matisse’s Snail (see figures 11 and 12) for example, is 

impressive, but perhaps at the expense of its original aesthetic. The ‘de-humanising’ 

nature of a digital resource could come into conflict for those seeking to generate a 

more personal bond with the artwork and its creator. The objectivity behind iMap’s 

interpretation of Matisse’s Snail however, is very much in line with the overall views 

of the current audio describing community, providing the factual information behind 

an image as opposed to injecting an individual’s interpretation into the translation. 

The new description remains ‘faithful’ to the original. In comparison to the Tate’s text 

version of the Snail, which was written to be used in conjunction with iMap’s raised 

drawings, the text appears to make more of an attempt to describe the more 

intangible elements of the piece. Whilst the objective structures of the artwork are 

initially presented the script later progresses to a more dynamic style:  

  

“Matisse's great skill was in achieving a perfect orchestration between colours so 

that they sing before our eyes. Like a conductor he also controls the rhythm and 

pace of the work. So, despite its hot, bold colours and spiral shape, The Snail is 

Figure 11: Matisse, H. (1953) The Snail 
(digital animation still frame). Gouache 
on paper, cut and pasted on canvas."

Figure 12: Matisse, H. (1953) The Snail 
(digital animation still frame). Gouache on 
paper, cut and pasted on canvas."
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prevented from becoming hectic and running out of control by the use of a single 

block of black at the top of the painting and the white background”. (Tate, n.d.) 

  

This almost poetic use of language attempts to address more of the ‘feeling’ and 

energy behind Matisse’s work and, in doing so, conveys a deeper level of meaning in 

the piece. 

 

 

The Royal Academy: Degas – a handling session 

 
The RA combines both audio described and handling tours for their exhibitions. In 

terms of their audio descriptions, the RA contracted trained describers and artist 

educators to deliver these sessions. Molly Bretton, Access Officer at the RA, 

commented upon how the varying styles of translation are taken into account when 

selecting describers in terms of how this is “…based on their experience and 

individual approach” but also “related to the changing content of our temporary 

exhibitions.” (Bretton: 2014). This offers flexibility in deciding the approach, language 

and style of description appropriate to the artist or artwork.  

 

In the RA’s audio description of Degas, they conform to the established AD format, 

beginning with an objective statement placing the artwork in its environment. This is 

followed by an overview of the content of the image: 

 

The Ballet Rehearsal, 1878: 

…Now we’re looking at the corner of this studio, which has pale, scrubby 

looking walls and a large mirror on the wall facing us and on the right hand 

side is a grand piano. Now there’s a bunch of girls gathered around the piano, 

waiting for their turn to dance, including two girls standing on the piano. This 

is what makes this picture sort of chaotic looking and you think surely he 

wouldn’t have allowed that. (Horsby: 2011) 
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Composition, as a significant element to many of Degas’ works is looked at in great 

detail as the figures are sensitively and accurately described. This largely objective 

approach to the portrayal of Degas’ dancers allows the viewer to journey through the 

painting as the description works its way through the scene creating a detailed 

overall image. Narrative is also addressed as a point for discussion as some 

ambiguities in the piece are highlighted and discussed. However, whilst this adds 

interest and creates a context for the work, much of the aesthetic content, such as 

Degas’ expressionistic style, is not examined in the description. This would raise the 

question as to whether such impressionist works, can be effectively described in 

terms of their contextual compositions and narrative alone.  

 

The attempt to translate some of the more painterly aspects to the works is, 

however, addressed in the Royal Academy’s multi-sensory handling sessions. Led 

by artist educator Harry Baxter, Degas’ materials and tools are recreated and 

introduced once the audio tour has ended. In the artist’s pastel and palette 

recreation, the tour group handle the pastels and explore Degas’ way of working, 

using the pastels to show the way he used strokes to “hatch and scratch” (Baxter: 

2011) into the surface whilst examining the building of layers, seen in Degas’ work: 

“a lot of them are very broken, the strokes are broken up and they’re made of pretty 

Figure 13: Degas, E. (c. 1878-79) The Ballet Rehearsal. Pastel on Paper, 21 x 28 

inches."
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much all horizontal and diagonal strokes…he overlays the strokes.” (Baxter: 2011). 

This introduction to handling Degas’ materials and exploration of the way he worked 

through surface texture together with the opportunity to physically make these 

strokes and build up layers, creates a more tactile and ‘hands on’ experience of 

Degas. The ability to touch a surface like that of the artist’s work, is an example of 

using other mediums and senses as another method of translating the visual image. 

 

Molly Bretton reinforces this view: 

 

…handling objects and the idea of touch is an interesting element to progress 

in this area.  At the RA I commission artist educators to create handling boxes 

with multisensory objects that relate and respond to themes and content of 

exhibitions – these are used with a range of groups including blind and 

visually impaired, to deepen and further engagement with works of art. 

(Bretton: 2014) 

 

Whilst the audio description did not attempt to address in detail Degas’ laying and 

hatching of pastels, the issue is addressed in the later handling session in which a 

visitor can feel the surface, feel the strokes of Degas. AD, in combination with 

handling sessions can focus upon different elements of an artwork more effectively 

than the other, and when brought together can generate a deeper understanding of 

content and working method for an overall impression of the piece.  

 

To create a more immersive artistic experience for the visually impaired, multi-

sensory art sessions are starting to explore other sensory experiences, such as 

smell, to enhance intersensorial interpretations. In Baxter’s handling sessions, the 

sense of smell, is used to connote a particular environment, or place in time, relevant 

to the piece being discussed: “this might take you straight back there” (Baxter: 2011).  

This creates a new dimension to the original and a new connection to the piece. The 

sense of smell is an experience individual to each person who will therefore react 

and interpret this differently. The new sensory connection could be shared on equal 

terms with a sighted viewer. Whilst the audio description did not attempt to address 

in detail Degas’ laying and hatching of pastels, the issue is then addressed in the 

later handling session in which a visitor can feel the surface and feel the strokes of 
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Degas. This suggests that audio description, in combination with handling sessions 

can focus upon different elements of an artwork more effectively than the other, and 

when brought together can generate a deeper understanding of content and working 

method for an overall impression of the piece.  

 

The visual arts are complex and, in most cases, words are not always the only 

solution. Tri-dimensional pieces and traditional sculpture can be touched in a way 

that allows the visitor to create a more accurate visual image of the work itself; to the 

extent perhaps that words are thought of as merely complimentary. Bi-dimensional 

works do, however, create a more demanding challenge as visual elements (colour, 

perspective, technique, and so forth) convene to make the original piece unique in its 

piecing of these visual components. The verbal description is essential for touch to 

become meaningful. The brain pieces together the different senses, including touch, 

and the sensation of feeling an artwork usually requires another to clarify it.  

 

  

Irish Museum of Modern Art: Altered Images – multi-sensory experience 

 
Altered Images, a touring exhibition developed in 2009 by Mayo County Council, 

South Tipperary Arts and the Irish Museum of Modern Art was an initiative 

developed with the aim to create a visual arts event that was accessible to all. 

Geared towards inclusivity, specialist designers, such as sculptor Loz Simpson of 

Topografik, (a company specialising in the creation of interactive installations for 

people with disabilities), produced a series of tactile raised drawings - three-

dimensional relief models - for each artwork, using a variety of materials including 

marble, metal and marmoleum. The contemporary pieces reference a classical 

subject matter whilst engaging in multi-sensory elements. Each art work is 

accompanied by an audio description, braille descriptions, three-dimensional tactile 

models of the work and a filmed, sign language interpretation of the exhibition by 

artist Amanda Coogan. 
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We had quite a few people who have sight impairments around the 

exhibition and they were delighted because they really got a sense of 

the works. The combination of the audio descriptions and the tactile 

models really built up a picture for them. (Coogan, A: 2010). 

 

The original two-dimensional works by Thomas Brezing, Alice Maher, David 

Creedon, Daphne Wright, Caroline McCarthy and Abigail O'Brien, were translated 

into new formats of sound and touch for the exhibition: 

 

The process of translating the original artworks into another media created a 

comparable sensory experience through touch and sound, deepening levels of 

engagement, not only for the visually impaired visitor but for sighed visitors too.  

As part of the exhibition Daphne Wright’s film Plura combines visual, tactile and 

sound elements to redefine an 18th Century classical marble sculpture of men and 

women. Interestingly the sculpture itself is not present in the exhibition nor revealed 

in its entirety in Wright’s film, so one can never really generate a genuinely full 

Figure 14: Simpson, L. (2010) Altered Images (exhibition space)."
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mental image of the original. The artist admits to leaving her work “open, ambiguous 

and suggestive” (Wright: 2009). Moving images are accompanied by raised sections 

of marble replicating the original sculpture, It could be argued that this translation of 

a two-dimensional screen displaying a three-dimensional object is arguably a more 

genuine and true to life experience of the original than its portrayal in that of a flat 

image. The senses of sight and touch are complemented by a soundscape, edited 

by the artist, of an elderly couple exploring phonetics. To create “an emotional 

context” (Wright: 2009) for her work the couple were asked to go through specific 

phonemes and were told to produce emotional ‘trolls’ for each, which were then 

edited down and overlain onto the representations of visual images. The combination 

of sound and image in this film does create an unusual juxtaposition of multiple art 

forms as the phonetic soundscape competes for your attention against the moving 

images: “ it might be very visual and specific about the imagery, but then this 

imagery is often contradicted by the sound or undermined by the sound or filled by 

the sound or expanded by the sound.” (Wright: 2009) 

   

Plura is an example of an artwork that has embraced the opportunity to explore other 

senses creatively. Similar to the Royal Academy’s exploration of smell as an aid to 

simulate the experience of a visual image in a non –visual way, Altered Images 

creates an environment in which a visually impaired viewer has the freedom and 

ability to independently interpret an artwork themselves. This concept is 

acknowledged by Loz Simpson of Altered Images: 

 

One of the exhibition's main achievements was its ability to enable visually-impaired 

and deaf people to formulate their own understanding of the artwork without having 

to rely on someone else’s description – a process which he described as 

empowering. (The Western People: 2009)" 
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These innovative ideas address the challenge of making the visual arts a meaningful 

and unique experience. These approaches are fresh and innovative and uphold the 

artistic experience through the process of translation. The art does not seek to 

simulate an originator and therefore can stand alone, accessible to all. In each of 

these cases the artist is clearly stimulated rather than inhibited by the challenge of at 

least attempting to find a language that is not dependent on any one of the human 

senses. It would be claiming too much to say that they (or anyone else) can ever 

transcend specific sensual experiences but the idea of looking for a universal 

language that can communicate to everyone, regardless of disability, is as 

aesthetically provocative as it is socially decent. When the visual and verbal arts 

must equalise in the form of an audio description, a number of systems are put into 

place to ensure the two experiences, the aesthetic and the auditory, work 

harmoniously together to create equally enriching experiences for those with 

impaired vision and touch tours are an example of this. However, the individual’s 

priorities, in terms of the experience they are seeking can largely affect each 

person’s reaction to handling events. 

   

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Simpson, L. (2010) Altered Images, 

Plura. Marble dust resin panels set in marble 

Figure 15: Wright, D. (2008-09) Plura. 
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7. CONCLUSION  

This research project set out to examine the aesthetic relationship of visual /verbal 

translations of image to word with the purpose of evaluating its role in conveying 

meaningful verbal descriptions of works of art for visually impaired people.  Opinions 

on this were formed through  an analysis of aesthetical judgements, based upon 

theories of intersemiotic translation and ekphrasis. The views of artist/ writers such 

as Joseph Kosuth, who suggested that ‘intellectual provocation replaced perception 

as words displaced images’ and Donald Kuspit, that conceptual art ‘ by its nature, 

lacked ‘expressive emotion’, were also taken into account, raising issues such as  

the conflict between conceptual art and aesthetics. This point of view does not 

represent personal opinion. The proposition here is that conceptual art can have 

aesthetic value. ‘The Palace’, by Gina Czarnecki, is just one example, of a 

conceptual piece that emotionally engages the viewer. The poetic use of language in 

the audio description of this piece, serves prove that the power of the written word 

can generate powerful visual images. This also contradicts Hopkins’ view that 

‘conceptual art does not speak to the senses’. 

Issues of objectivity and subjectivity emerged as causing ‘tension’ in both the theory 

and practice of translating images into words.  Although in the past an objective 

approach has been established amongst audiodescriptors as the preferred model for 

translating the image to word, research such as the Talking Images Project  

indicated that visually impaired people felt that an objective, literal description tended 

to be boring. Therefore a more subjective approach to interpreting and describing 

could be more appropriate. Descriptions comparing the paintings of Magritte and 

Wouters illustrate the shortcomings of an objective approach to describing art. Much 

more effective in creating an emotional association between the art work and the 

listener is Anne Hornsby’s description of Czarnecki’s ‘Palace’. Effective inter-sensory 

interpretation, therefore, may require ‘poetic licence’ to make that leap from one 

imagination to another.  

All three galleries investigated, showed considerable interest in adopting inclusive 

measures to facilitate and encourage visually impaired people to engage with art. 

The effectiveness of using high quality audio description, written in collaboration with 

artist and curators has been established as have purpose made ‘touch tours’ and 
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handling sessions. The Tate’s i-map deconstructs art works and allows visually 

impaired people to explore the different layers of construction. It has proven to be 

successful and has now been extended. Both the Tate and the Royal Academy have 

been experimenting with a range of aromas to improve inter-sensorial associations 

with artworks. The Irish Museum’s Altered Images Project, rose to the challenge of 

finding effective mediums to convey information through all the senses. A key feature 

of this project was not to create an exhibition for visually impaired, or disabled 

people, rather to have a ‘gallery for all’. The way forward is perhaps seen in the 

vision of Neves et al who argue that galleries “should be ‘inclusive’ rather than 

‘accessible. This means that the steps taken should be directed to all potential 

visitors, that nothing is done exclusively for people with disabilities and 

communication is based on multi-formatting … so that everybody can find a mode 

that is truly suitable to their specific need.” (Neves et al, n.d. ) 

The primary data sourced through informal email questionnaires to audio describers 

and gallery Access Officers, was not only informative but inspirational. The project 

has opened up areas which warrant further enquiry. Things have moved on since the 

‘Talking’ Images’ Project in 2003, and galleries are certainly more inclusive. 

Research into the changing interests and participation of visually impaired people in 

the arts - working closely with them - would be an interesting and rewarding area of 

study. Widening research into national and international ‘inclusive’ gallery practices 

would provide relevant comparative data as many of the ideas above are still at the 

leading edge or on the margins of current practice. As Neves (2012: 291) concludes: 

“Whichever the option taken towards making an art accessible to blind patrons – live 

descriptions, audio guides with conventional (neutral) audio description or expressive 

sound painting – a special effort must be made if one is to offer purely visual art 

through the sense of hearing and of touch. Providing equivalent effects through 

apparently opposite means of communication is a challenge that requires 

inventiveness and artistic competence that go well beyond the use of words.”  
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APPENDIX 
 

Email responses 

Re: Research audio description  

1      Response from Marcus Dickey Horley, Curator of Access and Special projects 
 at the Tate 

 

 Hello Emily 

  
thank you for contacting me, and I can certainly answere some of your questions. 
  
Tate provides audio descriptions for our regular programmed events on the third 
monday of each month, and for special tours for visually impaired visitors on request. 
  
The tours are provided by both external freelance guides and by tate staff. All guides 
attended training. 
We cannot provide audio description for an exhibition once it has moved on to a new 
location. 
Out guides do not work from scripts, the descriptions are live and responsive to the 
needs of the individual visitor. Certain structures are followed, though, for example 
they always follow a certain way of describing the composition of a painting. 
  
Blue by Derek Jarman has of course an audio soundtrack, and we also have a 
transcript of the soundtrack for hearing impaired visitors. That is the only additional 
access resource we currently supply for this particular artwork 
  
I hope this information is useful, 
  
with very best wishes 
  
Marcus Dickey Horley 
Curator of Access and Special projects 
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Sent: 21 February 2014 12:46 
 

Good afternoon Marcus, 

 
My name is Emily Beaney.  
 
I am trying to gather research information for my dissertation on the art of Audio 
description.  I made my original enquiry in November last year. On the advice of 
Gukulna Joshi, I am contacting you directly to ask for your assistance locating 
transcripts of audio descriptions  of works of art.  
I am particularly interested in examples of how audio describers tackle the more 
subjective challenges e.g. abstract and conceptual pieces, but would appreciate any 
transcripts you may have available on the subject of describing fine art. Do the Tate 
have their own audio describers or use outside agents? Do your  audio descriptions 
accompany touring exhibitions when they leave the Tate. Could you give me an idea 
of how the scripts are composed; who makes decisions about the content, choice of 
language etc. and if you follow any guidelines on aspects of how objective the 
description should be. 
 
I would also like to ask you about one of your current exhibitions -BLUE , Derek 
Jarman. Do you provide any additional resources or audio information for visually 
impaired visitors? 
                 . 
I would really appreciate any information or support you can give me.  
Best Wishes, 
Emily Beaney  
 
 
 
 
 
2        RESPONSE from Mary Plackett  Audio Description UK 

Re: audio description research 2 

Dear Emily 
  
I am attaching the latest issues of ADA’s e-bulletin Note Pad which goes free to 
anyone with an interest in AD – in case it is of use to you while you are doing your 
dissertation on AD.  
  
Let me know if you would like to go on the mailing-list for future issues. We only 
store your name and email address, which we don’t release to any non-ADA person 
or other organisation without your consent. 
  
All the best 
  
Mary 
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Sent: Wednesday, February 19, 2014 10:19 AM 
Dear Mary, 
  
My name is Emily Beaney, a final year student at Edinburgh University. I am carrying 
out research for my dissertation on the art of audio description. I am particularly 
interested in how works of art are interpreted and described. 
  
I have been in touch with Irene MacKenzie from AD Scotland. She very kindly sent 
me information on the describing work she does with ADS and suggested that you 
may be able to help me with regards to accessing transcripts and examples of audio 
descriptions for works of art.  
I am particularly interested in examples of how audio describers tackle the more 
subjective challenges e.g. abstract and conceptual pieces, but would appreciate any 
transcripts you may have available on the subject of describing fine art. 
                   
I would also grateful if you could give me an idea of how the scripts are composed; 
who makes decisions about the content, choice of language etc. and if you follow 
any guidelines on aspects of how objective the description should be. 
 
I would be sincerely grateful for any support or advice you can give me,  
 
With thanks and best wishes, 
Emily Beaney 
 
 
 
3        Response from Irene – Audio description Scotland 

FROM Irene MacKenzie TO You + 2 More  
CC 

• Sheena Guz    

Mary Plackett Dear Emily 
  
Sheena Guz has sent your request to me for some thoughts about  your questions. I 
have to admit that I have not done as much describing of visual art as Sheena gives 
me credit for but here goes: 
  
In writing any description, be it of a theatrical performance, where most 
audio  describers work, or of  a work of art , the decision of the words used, the tone 
and style of writing is the main describer’s  choice and responsibility. However, it is 
always best practice for describers to work in pairs to achieve  the best possible end 
description, on the principle that 4 eyes are better than 2. So, after a description of a 
work of art has been written, the describer would run it past a colleague for his/her 
input on accuracy, succinctness, appropriateness of words, scene sensitivity, 
impartiality and logical word sequence. So, as in all description, it is a team 
process.  We are conscious that, as describers, we are providing the service user 
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with a pair of eyes  - or even a camera – and then writing a faithful description of 
what we see without  imbuing it with our own opinions. 
  
This would be the same whether the work of art were representational, abstract or 
conceptual. Our job is always to say exactly what we see in a non judgemental 
manner with no expurgation.  I am sorry that I do not have any scripts of descriptions 
of abstract art. If you like to contact Mary Plackett of ADA, our sister organisation 
south of the border, I think you may find that she can put you on to some 
publications about describing  various types of works of art. Mary’s email is above. 
  
As for touring exhibitions,  I have absolutely no experience of providing AD for them 
– my paltry experience has been in stately homes  - but, as far as theatrical 
description goes, this is a very difficult matter to resolve. I always thought it would be 
a  good idea to share scripts of descriptions all over the country and we have 
certainly done this occasionally here.  However, it is quite difficult to work from 
another person's script – the use of words is a very personal thing and although, as I 
said above,  we work together in a team when preparing a script, to take on board 
someone else’s finished script and run with it, as it were, is another kettle of fish 
entirely.   I suppose the situation in an art gallery would be rather different as I 
assume a  first description would be recorded for visitors to listen to on a headset 
and so would travel with the exhibition so that there would  be no need for a new 
describer to produce a second description. In the theatre, a description is always 
broadcast live to patrons because of the intricacies of timing in a live show.  
  
I hope these thoughts are a little use to you but do let me now if I can help you 
further. 
  
All good wishes 
  
Irene MacKenzie     
 

 

4          Response from Molly Bretton at the Royal Academy London 

RE: aesthetics of audio description/ access vis impaired.  

Hello Emily,  

I’m sorry it’s taken me a while to get back to your email.  Our programme for blind 
and visually impaired visitors usually takes the form of an audio described tour in the 
galleries followed by a handling session.  I contract audio describers and artist 
educators to deliver these sessions based on their experience and individual 
approach related to the changing content of our temporary exhibitions.  The 
recordings you’ve found on our website are recordings of these tours.  

 We also have audio described elements of our portable audio guides so that outside 
of these tours people can have some access to audio description in the 
galleries.  These audio descriptions are written by different audio describers than 
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those delivering the tours in the galleries and their work selection and scripts are 
sent to me for comment and editing. 

 I also have trained volunteers in audio description so people can book a guide for 
the galleries on a more ad-hoc basis. 

 VocalEyes would be a good organisation for you to contact about your research 
(http://www.vocaleyes.co.uk/ ) 

 There are obvious difference between personal styles of audio description but you 
may find it an interesting compliment to your research to consider tactile 
guides/handling collections in galleries and museums – this is more where you’ll find 
difference and innovation.  Some organisations favour braille guides with tactile 
images (British Museum do a lot of this), others provide other handling objects and 
the idea of touch is an interesting element to progress in this area.  At the RA I 
commission artist educators to create handling boxes with multisensory objects that 
relate and respond to themes and content of exhibitions – these are used with a 
range of groups including blind a visually impaired, SEN students and people 
experiencing dementia to deepen and further engagement with works of art. 

 I think there is a growing need for provision for disabled audiences, our population is 
ageing and so provision for age related disabilities, including acquired visual 
impairments is key to any institution engaging with the public.   

  

I know I haven’t answered all of your questions but to answer all of them would be 
hard without writing an essay.  If you have any more focused questions then I’m 
happy to answer them or I’m happy to have a chat if you’d like to ring me. 

 Best wishes and luck with your research, 

  

Molly    

Molly Bretton 

Access Officer 
  
Learning Department 
Royal Academy of Arts 
Burlington House 
Piccadilly 
London 
W1J 0BD 
  
Email: molly.bretton@royalacademy.org.uk 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7300 8058 
Fax: +44 (0)20 7300 8013 
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Sent: 21 October 2013 17:51 
To: RA Access Officer 
Subject: aesthetics of audio description/ access vis impaired. 

 Good Afternoon, 

  
I am final year student at Edinburgh University,(Coll. of Art),  working on research 
into the aesthetics of audio description. 
 I have found your website really useful. 
 Part of my dissertation will be looking at access to the arts for visually impaired 
people. 
  
I was wondering if you have any information on the subject ?  
For example, who writes/ makes decisions about the style, content and aesthetic 
quality of the audio recordings? 
What changes/improvements can be noted in attitudes, access, provision? 
Innovative practices and your visions for the future?   
Any issues, such as funding, which impact upon your or visions for the future? 
  
Thank you, any advice or support will be greatly appreciated, 
Best Wishes, 
Emily Beaney  
mailto:- 
emilybeaney@rocketmail.com 
 
 

 
5 Anne Hornsby, MindsEye 
 
Anne On Wed, Feb 19, 2014 at 1:47 PM 
 
Hi Emily 
 
A few ideas for you - hope you managed to have a listen to a few pieces on the 
Altered Images site. 
 
Emily:  I am interested in examples of how audio describers tackle the more 
subjective challenges e.g. abstract and conceptual pieces, but would appreciate any 
transcripts you may have available on the subject of describing fine art. 
 
Anne:  The challenge is to create for the listener a close approximation of the 
experience of the sighted viewer.  This includes factual details such as the size, 
format, shapes, genre, materials etc.  In addition you need a description of the 
subject of the work of art, the colours, the composition,the dynamics, the energy, the 
emotion, the style, perspective, orientation.   
 
The ideal is to give the listener enough information for them to form their own 
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impression - there is a difference between saying a painting is sad, for example, and 
talking about the lack of light, the hunched body language of the characters, the 
tears running down their faces etc etc.  Similarly I try to avoid talking about art being 
"beautiful" - I try to give the listener the clues from what I see without telling them 
what to think. 
 
Abstract art can be a challenge but if you explain that it's about a combination of 
colours, shapes, harmonies, energies then the listener will have some idea even if 
they couldn't reproduce it. 
 
Conceptual art is often easier to get your head around - this is a vacuum cleaner in a 
display case - it's new, it's shiny, it's blue, it's an upright model; it's positioned at.. 
height etc.  Everyone can then visualise that and then move on tackle why it's there 
and what the artist is trying to say. 
 
 
                  
Emily:  I would also be grateful if you could give me an idea of how the scripts are 
composed; who makes decisions about the content, choice of language etc. and if 
you follow any guidelines on aspects of how objective the description should be. 
I would really appreciate any information or support you can give me.  
 
Anne: I tend to work with curators or education staff, so that I give the description 
and they give the context.  If I am recording a description, the script will get sent for 
approval before it is recorded.  Sometimes I work with the actual artists and they will 
also have an input into the recorded or delivered description. 
 
Description of works of art can never be totally objective - every describer is working 
through the filters of their own personality, gender, age, background, education, 
culture etc, but we try to be as true to the work as possible to enable the listener to 
have some sense of what the sighted viewer is seeing and to enable them to engage 
with the work. 
 
 
Hope this helps!  If you need more examples sending, let me know.   Other pieces 
are available on the Manchester Museum website. 
 
Best wishes 
 
Anne 
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