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Audio description as a type of intersemiotic translation

Abstract. With the adoption of a law obliging film producers to supply films
receiving state support with audio description, the issue of training specialists in
this field arose. However, the existing terminological barrier between the Russian
and international practice of audio description (typho commentary) in many ways
complicates the exchange of experience between specialists. The article briefly
discusses the stages of the development of audio description and the terms that
were used to denote the process of verbal description of audiovisual works. The
analysis of audio description as a type of intersemiotic translation is given. The
evolution of the Russian term “typho commentary” and its convergence with
international analogues is shown.
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Introduction

With the adoption of Law on state support of cinematography national films that receive
state support for production or distribution are subject to mandatory subtitling and audio
description. In this regard, the issue of training specialists in this field is acute. At the same time,
there is a discrepancy between international terminology in this area, which does not allow
specialists to get acquainted with world experience. In foreign literature, the process of verbal
description is called “audio description”, “video with a description” (described video) or simply
“description”. The term “tiflo commentary” is adopted, which, according to its inventor, means
“a concise description of an object, space or action that is incomprehensible to the blind (visually
impaired) without special verbal explanations”. This word is derived from the Greek typhlos —
“blind” and Latin commentarius — “notes, interpretation”.

Translation, in the broadest sense of the word, means the ability to interpret the signs of one
semiotic system with the signs of another.

“Translation always involves the operation of certain sign systems, i.e. it has a sign, semiotic
essence”. Thus, we can talk not just about the usual translation from one natural language to
another, but also about the translation from a verbal language to a non-verbal one and vice versa.
For the first time, the problem of translation was raised in such a broad, family-wide, plan by
R.O. Jacobson.

R. Jacobson distinguished three ways of interpreting a verbal sign: it can be translated into
other signs of the same language, into another language, or into a different, non-verbal symbol
system. Accordingly, we can talk about three types of translation:
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1. Intra-language translation or renaming — interpretation of verbal signs using other signs
of the same language.

2. Interlanguage translation, or translation itself — interpretation of verbal signs by means of
any other language;

3. Intersemiotic translation, or transmutation — interpretation of verbal signs by means of
nonverbal sign systems [1].

Literature review

These ideas of Jacobson formed the basis for the definition of translation given by O.S.
Akhmanova in 1966 in the Dictionary of Linguistic Terms, where intersemiotic translation is
interpreted as follows: “Intersemiotic translation is the transmission of a given content not by
means of the same or other natural (verbal)means by means of any non-verbal semiotic system,
such as choreography, music, cinema, etc., on the one hand, and information-logical languages
— on the other”.

Intersemiotic translation, or transmutation, is the interpretation of verbal signs through
nonverbal sign systems, and audio description, in turn, includes a verbal interpretation of visual
elements —i.e., it is the interpretation of signs that is the opposite of what Jacobson wrote about.
However, it is obvious that this classification requires revision, since it needs to include new
information-audio-visual, as in our case.

In modern conditions, taking into account the development of audiovisual translation
(AVP) and, in particular, audio description (AD), it should be added that the creation of an audio
description should also be attributed to “intersiometric translation”.

Materials and methods

Currently, the audio description is considered mainly as one of the forms of audiovisual
translation. In the academic tradition, audiovisual translation is reduced to for movie / video
translation. This is due to the name of Yu.M. Lotman, who spoke about film translation back
in 1973 and in a series of lectures by Yu. Tynyanova for students of the State Institute of
Cinematography in 1978.

Audiovisual translation is a special type of translation activity that cannot be attributed
to either oral or written translation. This is a separate type of translation. One of the objects of
audio-visual translation is a film text, which is fundamentally different from a literary text. When
creating a movie text, not one, but several authors are involved. The translator must convey the
point of view of this collective author [2].

Researchers from different countries have noted that ... audiovisual texts are polysemantic.
Recipients of audiovisual materials are both viewers, listeners, and readers. They process
information at several decoding levels at once. The activity of perceiving an audiovisual work is
most often carried out in a semi-automatic mode of continuous semantic synthesis.” [3].

The audio-visual translator (as well as the viewer) processes, analyzes and re-synthesizes
data received simultaneously via 4 channels that are equally significant and compete within the
cognitive process:

- non-verbal visual flow (image series, frames);

- non-verbal sound series (noise and music accompaniment that significantly affects the
emotional perception of the viewer);

- verbal sound sequence (dialogues, voiceover — what text-centricists are trying to reduce
audio-visual translation to);

- verbal visual flow (subtitles, meaningful captions in the frame).

Summarizing the above, an audiovisual translator should be able to recreate a work in their
native language without losing its meaning, as well as the dynamic equivalence of the work.

Within the framework of audiovisual translation, the following terms appear: Film language
is a means of expressing a certain artistic reality, creating an emotionally and ideologically rich
author’s space-time unity.
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Also, the objects of pre-translation analysis and components of audiovisual discourse are:

A frame is a minimal object of pre-translation analysis.

Movie event —i.e. a scene. Cinema discourse —i.e. the film as a whole.

The frame, scene, and film are analyzed as polysemantic integral contexts. And the verbal
component may or may not be present in them, but without understanding their structure as
integral units, the translation of the verbal component is impossible.

A movie event is polysemiotic, i.e. elements of different sign systems are used to create it. It
follows that in a film event, nonverbal units carry a much greater load than verbal ones, and their
ratio directly depends on the genre of the film event (feature, documentary, thriller, or fantasy).

In modern society, the audiovisual principle of obtaining information should be considered
a priority, especially if we mean people with special cognitive needs. S.N. Vanshin writes that
“with the onset of blindness, a person loses 70-90% of information from the surrounding world”.
“Vision loss becomes a tangible information barrier for visually impaired people when they visit
museums and exhibition halls, theaters and cinemas, sports and other cultural events, and does
not allow them to fully perceive the beauty of works of art, architecture, literature, and what is
cultural and historical heritage.”

Results and Discussion

The audiovisual principle of obtaining information is the basis for obtaining education.
Modern research has shown that only combining audio and visual teaching methods contributes
to the rapid perception of information, its memorization and reproduction. Audiovisual practices
are also used for entertainment purposes. All this means that people who have certain problems
on the audiovisual spectrum (the audience of the blind and visually impaired) are at an increased
risk of being excluded from the socio - cultural context.

According to Jorge Diaz-Cintas, media accessibility is a form of audiovisual translation, or
vice versa-audiovisual translation can be considered as a form of accessibility of information,
since the goal of the translator in both cases is to facilitate access to the source of information [4].
Thus, we come to the idea that the audio description refers directly to the audiovisual translation.
There are several ways to explain the term “audio description”. Here are some of them:

1. Audio description - an audio recording of a description of an object, space, or action.
As noted by one of the largest experts in this field, ].R.R. Tolkien. According to J. Snyder, this
description is used not only by people with visual impairments, but also by those who prefer to
perceive information by ear.

2. Audio description — a verbal description of significant visual components of a work of art
or audiovisual works in such a way that a blind or visually impaired person can fully understand
the form and content of the submitted work.

3. Audio description — an auxiliary service that has a set of special equipment, the purpose
of which is to compensate for insufficient perception when viewing any audiovisual work by
providing the necessary information in the audio version. This can be a translation or explanation
written in such a way that a blind or visually impaired person can perceive the work in harmony
as a sighted person does.

Translation and its types Although, according to the dictionary definition, translation is
basically “the transmission of information contained in a given work of speech by means of
another language”, linguists distinguish several of its varieties. The outstanding Soviet (and
later American) linguist Roman Osipovich Yakobson proposed the following classification: “We
distinguish three ways of interpreting a verbal sign: it can be translated into other signs of the
same language, into another language, or into a different, non-verbal symbol system. These three
types of translation can be given the following names:

1) Intra-language translation or renaming — interpretation of verbal signs using other signs
of the same language.

2) Interlanguage translation, or translation proper, is the interpretation of verbal signs by
means of some other language.
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3) Intersemiotic translation, or transmutation, is the interpretation of verbal signs by means
of nonverbal sign systems.”

Recently, the definition of the third type of translation (intersemiotic or intersemiotic)
has expanded somewhat and it is understood not only as the translation of verbal signs into
nonverbal ones, but also as the reverse process. It is the intersemiotic type of translation that also
includes audio description, and some authors believe that an audio descriptor (tiflokommenter)
can better cope with the task if it takes this fact into account in its work.

Audio description as a type of intersemiotic translation According to the definition given
by Pujol, referring to the work of R. Jacobson, audio description is “a form of narration based on
the principles of intersemiotic translation with phatic and poetic elements”, since, firstly, audio
description performs “the function of maintaining contact (phatic function, instilling the blind
viewer is sure that he does not miss anything important)”, and also “expresses the beauty of the
image in words (a poetic function that allows words to compensate for the aesthetic pleasure
of contemplating the image)”. An audiovisual work is a polysemiotic product consisting of
both visual and audio elements. When compiling an audio description, all this diversity must
be translated into a monosemiotic text. Thus, the number of semiotic systems in the “source
language” and “translation language” differs significantly, which allows some authors to call
the audio description “hyposemiotic translation”. In addition, audio description does not allow
us to translate with absolute accuracy from the “source language” (images) to the “translation
language” (words), so some experts also call it the term “inspirational translation”. The exact
equivalent of this term does not yet exist: it can be conditionally called “translation under
inspiration”, in which the translation result conveys the original “in a somewhat free form and
less predictably than in a normal translation”. Thus, an audio description is a type of translation
for a special category of viewers (target audience — people with visual impairments, the blind
and visually impaired - with a special purpose-to convey the content of an audiovisual work
that would otherwise be inaccessible to this category of viewers [5]. Like any translation, the
audio description should be as clear as possible for the target audience. At the same time, as
a kind of audiovisual translation, audio transcription should follow the “theory of Skopos”.
If the audio descriptor describes absolutely everything that it sees without highlighting the
main thing, then the description will turn out to be accurate (since it describes all the elements),
but incomprehensible and unacceptable from the point of view of the end user. Too detailed
description “blurs” the scene and confuses the audience [6]. At the same time, too brief
description can lead to the same result. Therefore, the audio descriptor should focus on the
significance of the information, helping the viewer to follow the plot. It should also be taken
into account that if the film was originally shot in another country, the audio descriptor serves
as an “intermediary” not only between visual images and people who do not see them, but also
between the two cultures. From a practical point of view, the audio descriptor should know
“what information needs to be added, changed, or removed during the translation process”.
However, the fundamental difference between the concept of tiflo commentory and audio
description is that its author does not consider tiflo commentary to be a type of translation. In
this regard, some experts enter into a scientific controversy with Russian tiflo commentators. For
example, M. Motsazh, referring to the classification of R. Jacobson, writes: “In the framework of
intersemiotic translation, an audio descriptive translation is considered, in which the narrator-
audio descriptor describes in words what the viewer sees on the screen. Thus, the audio
description becomes a visual-verbal translation. Therefore, it is considered appropriate to also
use the term “typhloper translation”, or audio-descriptive film translation. In addition, the term
“tiflo comments” itself causes complaints. First, one of the main principles of audio description
is an unbiased verbal description without personal interpretations and explanations. At the same
time, the word “commentary” contains an element of interpretation, often critical observations”.
Secondly, according to recent data, more and more people without visual disabilities prefer to
watch movies with audio descriptions. Thus, a verbal description prepared for this audience can
hardly be called a “tiflo comment” (after all, the Greek root “tiflo - ” means “blind”).
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Conclusion

Thus, we observe a discrepancy with world practice, which is compounded by the deliberate
displacement of the word “audio description” from the Russian-language scientific literature and
media space. This has led to the fact that some experts do not know what a similar process is called
in other countries of the world. Translated articles use artificial English words typhlo commentary,
typhlo commentator. This does not allow Russian-speaking specialists to get acquainted with
world experience, and also does not allow foreign colleagues to learn the rich history of adapting
audiovisual works for the blind in our country. In 2017, state standard “Tiflokommentation and
tiflokommentary. Terms and definitions” was developed. The preface establishes a link between
the Russian terms and their English equivalent: “The terms “Typhlo commentary” as a process
and “Typhlo comments” as a result of this process are the result of translating the basic concept
of “Audio description” from English. The definition of audio description given in this document
and approved as a standard differs from the “canonical” one [5]. According to state standard,
this is “a creative process of speech description of visual information, taking into account the
psychological characteristics and needs of visually impaired people, allowing them to perceive
visual information that is not available to them”. In this definition, the word “creative” appears,
which brings it closer to the term “inspirational translation”, which we discussed above. This
evolution in the definition allows us to hope that over time the existing terminological barrier
in the field of audio description and typhlo commentary will be eliminated, which will improve
the quality of the finished work.
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Ayanoaeckpuniys MHTepCeMIOTHKAABIK aydapMa TYpi peTiHae

AHpaTia. Kunonpogiocepaepai MEMAEKEeTTiK Koaaay a/aTBIH puarmaepai
ayaMoAeCKpUIIIVIMEH KaMTaMachl3 eTyre MiHAeTTeNTiH 3aHHBIH KaOblaJaHYbIMEH OCHI caJalarbl
MaMaHJap4bl Jaspaay Maceaeci TyblHAaAbl. /JereHMeH, peceiidiK >KoHe XaAblKapaablK ayauo
cunatTay Taxipubeci (TudpaoxoMmmenTapuiiep Oepy) apachiHAarel 6ap TePMUHOAOTMUSABIK Keaepri
KOIITereH >KOAJapMeH MaMaHJAap apachlHAArbkl ToXKipmOe aamacyabl KUBIHAaTaAbl. Makadada
ayAMOAeCKPUIILIVIHBIH AaMy Ke3eHJAepi >KoHe ayAMOBU3yaaAbl TYBIHABLAAPABI aybI3Ila CHUIIATTay
Imporecin Oearizey VIIiH KOAJaHBIAFaH TepMMHAEP KbICKallla KapacThIpblAadbl. /BIOBICTHIK
CcuIlaTTaMaHbl MHTePCeMUOTMKAABIK, aydapMaHbH Oip Typi peringe Taagay keatipiaren. Opszic
TiziHAeTi «TM(PAOKOMMEHTUpOBaHNE» TEePMUHIHIH DBOAIOIIMACH >KoHE OHBIH XaABIKapaablk,
aHaAO0TTapMeH YHAeCYi KopceTiareH.

Tyi1iH ce3aep: ayAM0AeCKpUIIIINs, MHTePCEMUOTUKAALIK aydapMa, aybI3Ila aydapMa, aydapma,
T} A0KOMMEHTaPUIA
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AYZI,I/IOOHI/IcaHI/Ie KakK Bl MHTepCeMMNOTUYIECKOIO I1epesoja

AnnoTarms. C npuHATHEM 3aKOHa, 005I3BIBAIOIIET0 KMHOIIPOU3BOAUTe A€l CHaOKaTh (PUABMBI,
I1oAydJaloIe rocyJapCTBeHHYIO IIOAAEPIKKY, ayAMOAeCKpUIIIINel, BCTald BOIIPOC O IIOATOTOBKE
CIenmnaAncTos B 9Toil o6aactu. OgHaKO CyIIECTBYIONINII TePMMHOAOTMYECKUII Oaphep MeXKAy
POCCUIICKOIT M MEXAYHAaPOAHON IPAKTUKON ayAuoAecKpununum (TudA0KOMMEeHTapus) BO MHOTOM
3aTpyAHsAeT OOMeH OIIBITOM MeXAy CIenyaaucramMu. B craTbe KpaTKO paccMaTpmBaiOTCs DTaIlbl
PasBUTHA ayAMOAECKPUIIIIUN ¥ TePMUHEI, KOTOPBIE MCI0Ab30BaANCh A4 O0O3HaUeHMs IIpoliecca
BepOaAbHOTO OIMCAaHMs ayAMOBM3YaAbHBIX IpomsBedeHNnit. Jaercs aHaAM3 ayAMOAeCKPUIILINI
KaK BMJa MHTepCeMMOTMYEeCKOro mepepoja. Ilokazama ®Boaonus pyccKOTO — TepMUHa
«Tn(pA0KOMMEHTapUii» U eTo COAMKeHIe C Me>KAYHapOAHBIMI aHaA0TaMI.

KaroueBble caoBa: ayAMOAeCKPUIIINS, MeXCeMUOTHYECKMII IIepeBod, MHTepIIpeTals,
repesog, TU(PA0KOMMEHTaPUIL.
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