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Moving Words

- Moving Through Audio Description, a Journey from Dance to Description

Emma-Jane McHenry Audio Description is the means of making the arts or performance accessible

) ) through words to blind or partially sighted people. It has long been my belief
Dance Audio Describer ) i o
that Dance, and Theatre should be accessible to all and Audio Description is
one element in providing barrier free performance experiences. | see myself
as part of the process and in the middle of the relationship between the

Artistic team and the visually impaired audience.

In the UK, trials and experiments in Audio Describing live theatre happened
throughout the 1980s, it had been present in America before that. In 1998
my home Ballet Company, Scottish Ballet, became the first major ballet
company to Audio Describe a live Ballet. This is where my journey as an
Audio Describer started.

| trained as a dancer and have worked for over 20 years in Dance Education.
| have worked mostly within the styles of Modern or Contemporary Dance
and Ballet. For independent Choreographers, for Ballet and Modern Dance
Company’s and for the past 10 years as a Describer for the Edinburgh
International Festival.

It was through working with Scottish Ballet as an Education Officer that
| discovered Audio Description and trained as an Audio Describer. This
was a general training delivered in my home country of Scotland by Audio
Description Association Scotland. Since then | have developed my own
practice and specialism as a Describer of Dance in all its forms and creative
processes.

On observing dance: when we think about how we receive information, if
we have all our senses, we do so in a very short space of time. We receive
an incredible amount of information of any given situation through our ears,
our eyes, our touch and our smell. If any one of these senses is taken away,
we can still create a picture in our minds, but it is not a complete picture. It
is my job as an Audio Describer to fill in the gaps. My challenge as an Audio
Describer is to verbally describe information about what is happening in a

10 ZH HEXY

Moving Words - Moving Through Audio Description, a Journey from Dance to Description

very short space of time, perhaps a second or two
before the action has moved on. How much, how little
is always the question. It is my role to honor the work |
am describing, to highlight moments, to fill in the gaps
while leaving space for the other senses to act as well.

In any given performance there are layers of activity
going on in any given moment, | have to weave my
way through them, guiding the Visually Impaired
audience on a journey through the performance.
Where possible | try and fill the gaps in a Visually
Impaired audience members experience, aiming for
them to have as much of an enriched experience as a
sighted member of the audience.

Moving Words - Moving through Audio
Description, a journey from dance to
description.

There are many words to describe the body in motion.
Many elements to include physicality, dynamics,
space, relationship to other performers, story and
emotional content. These are just some of the areas to
consider when Audio Describing Dance.

The visually impaired audience may hold memories of
movement, imagery of bodies in space and snap shots
of past performances. Their only experiences of dance
may be as a non-sighted person, they may have a
physical sense, or an aural sense of what dance is.
Everyone is receiving the information and language
| am conveying to them through their own personal
lens, as a result of their own personal experiences and
make up.

My descriptions are built up from a lifetime of dance; of
ballet and modern dance classes and choreographies,
of creative exploration, teaching bodies and facilitating
creativity in others.

| come to you, to share with you my practice and
transferable skills. My journey as a dance describer

from the studio to the microphone.

| would like to share my experiences as a describer
based in the United Kingdom (Scotland), To share
the wonderful opportunities | have and continue to
develop in your beautiful country of South Korea.

My journey and relationship with South Korea
started when | was commissioned in 2018 as an
Audio Describer by a long-term collaborator and
Choreographer Marc Brew. Marc was working with
the choreographer Bora Kim at the time. They were
collaborating and created the choreography Zero:
Restriction, Body and Time as part of the closing
programme of the yearlong UK/Korea 2017-2018
Creative Future, Festival of the Arts and Disabilities:
Beautiful Differences.

| delivered a live Audio Description (in English) which
was simultaneously translated into Korean by Jaeyong
Park.

As a result of this | have been supremely fortunate
enough to develop relationships with Kyu Choi, Asia
Now and the Dancer’s Career Development Centre.
Kyu Choi invited me back in 2019 to present and be
part of the Arts and Disability International workshop
and conference — Developing an inclusive approach. A
project to train and develop Audio Describers of Dance
in South Korea has grown out of this and through
Zoom, we began delivery of this in July 2020.

Exciting times and fruitful collaborations, allowing
me to further develop my work, foster ideas and
helping other describers and artists to grow. As well
as assisting the development of the provision of
an accessible service and a creative process that
bridges the gap between the performance and visually
impaired audience.

A journey from Dance to Description...... Moving
through Audio Description.

Dance Audio Description 11
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