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Another technique which I used to layer onto and add nuance to the vocal gazes in the 

photographs was the intentional use of blur. I achieved blur in some of the images I made 

by purposefully moving the frame out of focus, to varying degrees (figs. 2.12 and 2.13). 

Blurring in this way can be a very interesting tool in photographic storytelling. It’s a blunt 

tool, certainly, but it presents possibilities to the photographer of undermining indexicality 

without necessarily rendering identification impossible. In this case, I found that blurring 

helped insinuate notions of destabilisation and moral upheaval to the story being told by 

the images. It also helped further underline the problematics of the outside observer (and 

authorship) in such a production context: 

 
Figs. 2.12 and 2.13: Images J and A (respectively) in the Voluntary Exile exhibition 
sequence. Examples of use of blur as a vocal tool. 
 

I built on the realisations made and techniques developed around the ‘internal gaze’ during 

the production of Voluntary Exile and applied them to subsequent narratives and story 

formats I worked on. In A Sign, a short narrative fiction film I directed and co-wrote over 

2013 and 2014 while a mature student at the Belgian state film school, I made significant 

use of vocal gaze. This was a scripted drama and unlike the photojournalistic (i.e.: 

observational, non-interventionist, spontaneous) capture of Voluntary Exile, the vocal gazes 

of A Sign were premeditated, rehearsed and performed. In production terms, they were 

fabricated yet had to be performed as natural and spontaneous. To a certain degree, A Sign 
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is fundamentally about inadequacies of the spoken word. The film commences with an 

extremely declarative, verbal scene showing actor Sophia Leboutte (playing the protagonist, 

Rosaline) in a church confession box, yelling at the listening, off-screen priest, and berating 

God for forsaking her by not responding to her prayers (i.e.: her verbal voice). She storms 

out of the confessional box thereby ending her and the film’s investment in the spoken 

word as the ultimate conveyor of truth and meaning. From that moment on, I chose to 

communicate Rosaline’s growth, fate and salvation chiefly through non-verbal voices that 

include vocal gazes; vocal ambient sound (water); and hummed melodies.  

 

As part of my desire in A Sign to broaden out from verbal voice, a major narrative ambition 

of the film was to find non-verbal ways through which to express the private pain and 

deliverances from pain experienced by Rosaline after her devastating loss of religious faith 

at the beginning of the film. I applied the same narrative ambition to actor Simon André’s 

character, Georges, whose pain relates to a debilitating romantic loss in his past. While 

workshopping and rehearsing the film, I built on many of the techniques involving vocal 

gazes which I had initially developed while making Voluntary Exile. With actress Sophia 

Leboutte (playing Rosaline), we devised a system of ‘internal gazes’ and ‘external gazes,’ 

which we would use as vocal devices throughout the film. In scenes where Rosaline is out on 

the nocturnal Brussels streets working as a sex worker, the vocal ‘external gaze’ formed part 

of the public-facing, performative aspects of client recruitment in her sex work. It was also 

used as a different kind of vocal ‘utterance,’ when directed at other, rival prostitutes 

competing on the same street. When creating and developing the internal gazes that the 

actors of A Sign would perform, I drew on my work on the internal gazes of Voluntary Exile, 

which often tended to lack a specific, empirical point of external focus and frequently 
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occurred as closeups. In rehearsal, I encouraged Sophia Leboutte to focus her attention on 

something introspective or nostalgic while she delivered internal gazes. When shooting, 

while I covered scenes by filming them from multiple focal lengths, I knew that the closeups 

would be key in the final edit to ensure the clearest vocalisation of the internal gazes in the 

scene in question. In addition, I found that situating the private and intimate internal gaze of 

a given character within larger, multi-character, social scenes helped to intensify it, vocally. 

To do this, I drew on some of the sequencing strategies I used in Voluntary Exile, such as 

following a group image with a close-up, internal gaze image clearly from the same context, 

followed again by another group image. I used the same sequencing logic in A Sign and 

employed the aforementioned ‘shot-reverse shot’ editing approach of Ceylan, to crystallise 

the expression of the inner pain and turmoil which Rosaline’s ‘internal gazes’ sought to 

communicate; pain and turmoil that she herself was unable or unwilling to verbalise: 
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Fig. 2.14: Initial group image (wide shot; external gazes)  
in a ‘shot-reverse shot’ sequence in A Sign. 
 

 
Fig. 2.15: Close up ‘internal gaze’ image in a ‘shot-reverse shot’ 
sequence in A Sign. 
 

 
Fig. 2.16: Concluding group image (wide shot; 
external gazes) in a ‘shot-reverse shot’ sequence in 
A Sign. 
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As I worked on A Sign, it became clear to me that the intended vocal meaning of internal 

gazes is fragile and can be easily overturned. When Rosaline agrees to pose for Georges as 

he fashions a new puppet based on her likeness, a complex dialogue of vocal gazes occurs 

between them. Co-writer Solenn Le Priol and I wanted the rapport that develops between 

them to be safe, mutually healing, and spiritual – a counterpoint to the harsh streets that 

Rosaline works on (where she both performs and is subjected to heavy, transactional gazes) 

or the anxious moments she passes alone at home, in front of her makeup mirror. Screen 

tests undertaken during casting for the film, however, revealed that these vocal gazes were 

very easily overpowered and rendered almost exclusively amorous whenever an actor 

auditioning for the part of Georges was close in age to Sophia Leboutte (who had already 

been cast as Rosaline at that stage). I perceived a risk. The potential for a projection of 

sexual politics by viewers onto emotionally delicate, largely non-verbal scenes would ruin 

the non-sexual narrative intention I had for these scenes. This perception of that risk was 

based on a ‘male gaze’ understanding of how mainstream Hollywood conventions around 

heterosexual gender politics often shape audience expectations (Mulvey 2009a, 21). In a bid 

to lower this risk and thereby help protect the vocal gazes that the story needed for it to 

work as I intended, I made three distinct changes in tack. Firstly, I altered Georges’s age, 

casting him not as a contemporary of Rosaline but as an older man – a change that I felt 

might not totally preclude a sexualised reading of the gazes shared by Georges and Rosaline 

but would at least attenuate such a reading. Secondly, I introduced more verbal voice in the 

form of brief lines of dialogue in the posing scenes and used them as discreet ‘guide ropes,’ 

helping to keep the interpretation of the vocal gazes between Rosaline and Georges away 

from the sexual. Finally, I worked further with the actors to produce a number of ‘registers’ 

of gaze that would help express their characters’ inner lives more clearly and thereby help 
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keep the delicate interchanges in the posing scenes from becoming merely or mostly about 

flirtation or sexual stakes.  

 

On completing the film and then hearing post-Q&A testimony of many audiences at various 

festivals around the world, I revised my ideas concerning audience expectations. While 

considerations of audience and its potential understanding of a work is a perennial factor of 

scripting, rehearsing, filming and editing; it is also important to revisit one’s own 

understanding of who the audience actually is. The ‘male gaze’ notion of audience 

expectation has been problematised and revised by critics since Mulvey brought it to 

prominence in the 1970s. Artists and theorists like Trinh T. Minh-ha began to ‘displace the 

voyeuristic gaze of the traditional Western viewer’ and re-theorise the new relationship 

such displacements occasion between spectator, filmmaker, and performer (Foster & Minh-

ha 1997, 89). Irene Gustafson’s practice-based work is another example of a revision of 

Mulvey’s seminal gaze theory. In her 2016 work, Facing the Subject (On Observation), she 

widens considerations of the gaze beyond the human, to include in-frame gazes from non-

human animals. Gustafson expands considerations of the gaze to notions of observation, 

encounter and embodiment (2016). Mulvey herself later stated that the ‘male third person’ 

of the male gaze theory ‘closed off avenues of inquiry’ (2009b, 39). These ‘closed off 

avenues’ were open in many audience members’ readings of A Sign which they shared with 

me during the aforementioned post-screening Q&A sessions. As the landscape of 

practitioners and practice evolves, audience expectations are accordingly reshaped and 

changed and this has led to an expansion in the nature and possibilities of both the 

spectator’s gaze and of the gazes of those people within narrative outputs. 
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2.1.b Vocal melodies 

Building on the economy of vocal gazes developed in A Sign as part of its meaning-making, I 

added melody and humming as another non-verbal voice. At about halfway through A Sign, 

the silence of the posing session is broken into by a melody which Georges spontaneously 

hums to the puppet he is making. From that initial hum, the melody transposes from 

Georges to Rosaline who hums it to herself later at home, in front of her makeup mirror. 

Later still, she hums it again but this time in defiance of Samira, a fellow sex worker and 

Rosaline’s nemesis. The purpose of using hummed melody as voice was to achieve two 

outcomes in the film: firstly, to create an extremely intimate, non-sexual (vocal) 

communication directly from Georges to Rosaline; and secondly, to provide a vocal vector of 

change for Rosaline, one that could help narrate her ascension; her disillusionment with 

Georges; and her ultimate moment of semiotic understanding and self-actualisation in the 

film’s final scene. Initially, when hummed by Georges, the melody has tender, even 

melancholic vocal qualities but it transforms when Rosaline appropriates it. As she begins 

her ascent in the story, the accompanying hummed melody becomes a voice of growth, 

hope, and defiance. Once the melody’s alignment with Rosaline’s ascent is clearly 

established in the story, I decided that this voice should be echoed and supported by further 

voices, layered onto her humming: extra-diegetic piano and church organ playing variations 

of the fundamental melody she is humming. By doing this, I sought to embolden and 

validate her voice much like how the arrival of a choir mid-solo can embolden and validate 

the soloist’s voice. The extra-diegetic use of the church organ had additional vocal 

properties in that it was also intended as a subtle reference back to the life of faith which 

Rosaline had turned away from, and as part of the larger system of non-verbal vocal signs 

surrounding her throughout the film, which she only fully understands at the very end of it.  
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I used this multi-faceted, vocal capacity of melodic humming again later in All That Is Solid, a 

narrative project operating in a different story format: an experimental hybrid of live, 

spoken word; playback of pre-produced audio; and live, physical theatre on stage. I was 

needing to ‘combine and/or customise approaches from other disciplines or create new 

ones in response to the demands of the situation’ at hand (Candy, Edmonds & Vear 2022a, 

311). The piece’s research objectives were two-fold. Firstly, I sought to explore how verbal 

and non-verbal (including gestural) voices can be used to resurrect, reinhabit and re-

understand my experience as a gay child and teen in rural Ireland in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Secondly, I wanted to see how verbal and non-verbal voice could be used to express and 

navigate the shifts in identity that have occurred on the island of Ireland since my 

childhood; shifts that are today enabling new possibilities for empathy and understanding 

between communities that have been historically plagued by mutual distrust and/or 

hostility. In All That Is Solid, much like in A Sign, verbal voice is the engine which starts off 

and propels the work’s various questions about the possible use of non-verbal voice. In All 

That Is Solid, I specifically explore how non-verbal expressions of queerness operated in a 

conservative historical moment where verbal expressions were silenced or erased. I also 

explore ways to non-verbally express commonality – in spite of sectarianism – between 

Catholic nationalists and Protestant unionists. As in A Sign, there is one single recurring 

melody hummed multiple times by different people in All That Is Solid, an air derived from 

the well-known traditional Irish song, An Mhaighdean Mhara (‘The Mermaid’). I placed the 

first instance of the melody relatively early in All That Is Solid as a non-prominent layer in 

the larger audio mix played out live on stage. I also occasionally hummed it myself, live on 

stage, between improvised narrations. At this early point in the performance, I was mindful 

not to draw explicit, verbal attention to the melody through my on-stage narration. By so 



 49 

doing, I ‘planted’ the melody, like a vocal, sonic ‘seed’ – a soundmark – that could later be 

resonated with, subliminally, when the melody and its vocal intention was returned to more 

explicitly.  

 

The song of An Mhaighdean Mhara tells the story of a woman standing on the Atlantic coast 

of Ireland, lamenting the departure of her mother, a selkie unable to persist among humans 

on dry land and unable to resist the draw back to the ocean. The story the song relates is 

well known to people in Ireland, the primary imagined audience of the work while I was 

making it. For this reason, when I used this melody without its lyrics in the piece, I did so as 

a way to co-opt the ideas of otherness and incompatibility that the melody generally 

connotes and use those ideas to undergird more specific notions and themes of queerness 

which I was weaving through the larger story of All That Is Solid. As a way to build on and 

bolster this meaning which I intended the melody to connote, I added treated sounds of 

seal barks at varying depths in the mix – to suggest the presence and/or potential of magic, 

mythology and alternate worlds that we associate with the selkie figure. I also layered the 

sound of tides and waves into the edit, periodically, to echo the melancholic vocal 

properties of the melody and the otherness the sea represents in the song. The melody, its 

maritime story connotations, and the maritime sounds I layered onto or close to it in All 

That Is Solid, also helped me construct and develop another theme in the piece: that of 

commonality despite difference. The melody of An Mhaigdean Mhara is hummed in All That 

Is Solid by myself (a Catholic nationalist) and by Mairin Hurndall (a Protestant unionist). As a 

song, An Mhaigdean Mhara originates in the gaeltacht (Irish speaking) area of county 

Donegal in the north-west of the Republic of Ireland, adjacent to Northern Ireland. It’s a 

place where many Northern Irish Protestant and unionist learners of Irish go to improve 
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their speaking skills in the language due to its relative geographic proximity, but it’s also a 

place where many nationalist Catholics go due to the relative linguistic purity of the Irish 

that is spoken there. I built on this fact in All That Is Solid and positioned the Irish language 

and Irish language culture – as they exist in this north-western corner of Ireland – as 

signifiers of commonality, shared touchstones through which I could explore possibilities for 

exchange and meaningful co-existence between nationalists and unionists on the island of 

Ireland.  

 

2.1.c Vocalising ambient sound  

Ambient sound – in the mould of Toop’s ‘biotic voices’ (2004, 60) or Watson’s ‘geophony’ 

(Street 2015, 98) – is used as a distinct vocal device in the larger efforts to convey queerness 

in All That Is Solid, specifically in the context of my childhood and adolescence in the 1980s 

and early 1990s in rural Ireland. I used sounds from bogs and forests to reconstruct – and 

subsequently give a vocal quality to – the sounds of my sense of childhood alienation. Boots 

squelching through waterlogged, boggy earth (42:00 – 43:27); the calm, vegetal sounds of 

the forest (45:17 – 45:40); and the sudden snapping twigs (45:35) are all non-verbal sounds 

that were given a certain vocal force by both the explicit, contextual information delivered 

via my live, spoken word narration on stage and by my accompanying physical 

reconstruction, live on stage, of the scenes that the audio playback was relating.  

 

It was at such multi-layered and multi-vocal moments in the performance – when live 

spoken word, live gestural communication and live playback of pre-produced, non-verbal 

audio co-existed – that I felt closest to achieving the research objectives of the work. A good 

example of this multi-layered, multi-vocal quality is when I reconstructed the scene from my 
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early teens, where I sought to communicate – through a prolonged hug to a tree in the 

forest – my private, unspeakable queerness (40:17 – 47:20). To achieve the desired 

narrative effect, I began with a live, retrospective narration establishing the specific 

moment in history in question by recounting my situation, feelings and difficulties at that 

time. I then shifted, within the live narration, to verbally ‘inhabit’ that reconstructed past 

moment, a direct engagement with the temporal moment being described. This was the 

optimal point to initiate, via QLab (a media file playback cuing software)1, the pre-produced, 

mixed audio of the bog and forest. Once the scene had been set up and engaged with by the 

retrospective narration, I was then free to physically ‘inhabit’ that moment through 

gestural/physical theatre on stage and thereby physically re-enact that teenage tree hug: 

 
Fig. 2.17: All That Is Solid (Limerick performance, April 2019). 
The ‘tree hugging’ scene. 

 
1 QLab is a cue-based, multimedia playback software for macOS, intended for use in theatre and live 
entertainment. It can handle multiple sources of live and pre-produced media (audio, video, MIDI) as well as 
pre-programmed cues including fades, layering of media, and lighting configurations. For my purposes, QLab 
was a very useful tool for managing pre-produced media elements (audio and video) that needed to start and 
stop at very specific moments in a largely improvised, spoken word, on-stage performance. As the spoken word 
components of All That Is Solid were not tightly scripted, assigning cuing responsibilities to an off-stage 
technician would not have worked. The software enabled me to fully focus on my performance and to maintain 
both spontaneity and control all through it. 
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At this specific moment of the performance, non-verbal voice is being expressed on the 

gestural level of my physical reconstruction on stage (approaching and hugging an on-stage 

tree) but also through the pre-produced, mixed audio playing out through QLab, an audio 

mix containing the by-now personified, vocal sounds of the benign forest space but also the 

close-mic’d sounds of my breathing as I hug the tree in that pre-produced sonic 

reconstruction.  

 

This kind of vocalisation of non-human sounds is also a key vocal tool in A Sign, where the 

sound of water and of a water plumbing system are given sustained vocal power. The film 

opens with a shot on Rosaline’s hands as she scoops up water from a holy water font in a 

church. The sound of the trickling and splashing water is the intentional dominant 

characteristic in the soundtrack at that moment. From that point on, I wanted the sounds of 

water (and of the water in the crumbling plumbing system in Rosaline’s apartment building) 

to be a recurrent and increasingly insistent voice which she fails to interpret until the 

exploding pipe and water leak of the final, climactic scene of the film. This specific non-

verbal voice required considerable plotting work when I was writing the script and editing 

the film. I had to progressively increase the vocal clarity of the water-related sounds as the 

film progressed, moving from initial, mild suggestion (lowly creaking pipes; 1:36 – 1:56) to a 

more insistent declaration (an irregular, sudden water surge from her kitchen sink; 9:37 – 

9:46), to the climax with the overpowering aqueous ‘statement’ of the finale (pipe loudly 

bursting; 14:06 – 14:43), and ending with the soft, restorative sounds of dripping water in 

the film’s denouement.  
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Whereas non-verbal voice enabled me to introduce a subtleness, depth and nuance that I 

feel spoken word is less capable of attaining, working with non-verbal voice did come with 

its own perils. The open, suggestive, non-deterministic quality of non-verbal voice can be 

wonderful to work with, especially when it leads to the possibility of a variety of feasible 

understandings and interpretations of the work, but it can also easily lead to confusion and 

obscurity on the part of the listener or viewer. My experiences of working with non-verbal 

voice in audio, audio-visual and hybrid formats led me to re-evaluate verbal voice once 

again, this time prizing its unique ability to anchor and contextualise non-verbal voice 

thereby helping maximise the latter’s vocal potential by mitigating the risk of audience 

confusion due to its use. The next section of this chapter will examine the methods I used in 

my work to achieve this. 

  

2.2 Verbal voice as vocal material in my work 

As well as having the general ability to deliver precision and clarity, verbal voice can 

undertake various other narrative functions – as outlined in the previous chapter – such as 

being the provider of a macro-level overview; as a tool to set up other voices (verbal and 

non-verbal) and, in the case of factual animation, as a generator of worlds and bodies (or 

‘vocalic bodies’/’vocalic spaces,’ as per Steven Connor’s phraseology) in those animated 

worlds (2000, 35). While the primary focus of this section is on verbal voice in my own work, 

the section acknowledges that verbal and non-verbal voice often co-exist in practice work, 

overlapping and bleeding into each other. Therefore, in addition to its primary focus on 

verbal voice, this section will also draw on some examples of non-verbal voice co-existing 

and dialoguing with verbal voice. In this section, I will specifically consider: (a) the ability of 

verbal voice to occasion narrative temporal fluidity in All That Is Solid, ‘Democracy Derailed,’ 
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Gail, Irish Language Renaissance NI, Rohingya, and Tunisian Women Politicians; (b) the 

potential for audience criticality to occur due to the layering of vocal material in All That Is 

Solid and ‘Libya Curriculum Reform’; and (c) the problems, solutions and reflections arising 

from the engagement with non-English language voices in ‘Democracy Derailed,’ Gail, Irish 

Language Renaissance NI, ‘Libya Curriculum Reform,’ and Tunisian Women Politicians.  

 

2.2.a Verbal voice and temporal fluidity 

Verbal voice has a potent ability to shift a story about in time, a temporal dexterity that 

non-verbal voice also has but to a far less articulate degree. There is this temporal fluidity – 

steered mostly by verbal voice – in all of my work. In the interest of maintaining a clarity of 

temporal orientation within factual media narrative outputs, it is extremely useful to 

establish a clear ‘present moment’ in the story. This is typically a moment in time that 

serves as an anchor for the storyteller and the story they tell. Establishing a clear ‘present 

moment’ facilitates temporal fluidity and enables the storyteller to bring the audience to 

periods in the past or in the speculative future without causing confusion in the 

listener/viewer. There are certain ‘anchoring’ devices, which one can use, that operate as a 

kind of compass, pointing to the established ‘present moment’ in the story and thereby 

helping orient the listener/viewer.  

 

The ‘piece-to-camera’ (PTC) convention of broadcast journalism is a solid example of such 

an application of verbal voice’s ability to temporally anchor (Marr 2004). When working 

with colleague Charles Levinson on ‘Democracy Derailed’ for The Wall Street Journal, we 

had to be mindful to write and draft many pieces-to-camera as we worked our way through 

the complex story of the unravelling of the initial gains made by the Egyptian revolution. 
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When editing the film, I ultimately did not use all the PTCs that I had written and shot in 

Cairo. However, the ones I did use clearly and efficiently returned the story (and by 

extension, the viewer) to the ‘present’ of the documentary. I also appropriated the PTC 

convention – typical of broadcast newsgathering – for use in animation, in Gail. After the 

story moves into Gail’s inner imaginary life, having begun in the physical world of East 

Belfast, it was important to return the story back to the physical, present moment of the 

animation; an animated present that is purposefully indexical to the real-world East Belfast 

which the target audience actually lives in. Doing this helped me bring the discursive point 

of the story home for that target audience. ‘Host Intros,’ where the host in the radio or TV 

station reads out live a prepared introduction to the pre-produced package about to be 

aired; and ‘Standard Out Cues’ (or SOCs), where the journalist signs off, at the end of the 

package, with her/his name and location, have similar anchoring properties as the ‘Piece-to-

Camera’ (Marr 2004). I made use of ‘Host Intros’ and ‘Standard Out Cues’ to perform this 

temporal anchoring role in ‘Democracy Derailed,’ ‘Libya Curriculum Reform,’ Irish Language 

Renaissance NI, Rohingya, and Tunisian Women Politicians.  

 

As stated, once the ‘present moment’ of a story has been established, significant temporal 

migration, via the verbal voice, is possible with low risk of confusion to the audience. In 

Rohingya, a journalistic radio report with no ambient sound or soundbites, this capacity 

enabled me to use my narrating voice alone to pitch back and forward in time. This same 

function of temporal fluidity can be achieved also by non-scripted verbal voice in stories, 

such as happens in the factual animation Gail, where the verbal voice of the real-life Gail 

McCune moves the story to a physical, remembered moment in the past (first day of Irish 

language class) and then proceeds to move the story into a more internal, subjective 
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temporality (her cerebral experience of acquiring language). In All That Is Solid, I used this 

capacity for temporal fluidity inherent in verbal voice to help reconstruct moments in the 

past such the altar boy/bell ringing scene (25:50 – 28:25) and the scene of lonely solace in 

the bogs/forest of my teens (40:17 – 47:20). Once the audience’s sense of the temporality in 

the story has been secured by using such anchoring devices as those mentioned above, 

producers can then layer information in the story and build a more complex narrative 

texture. 

 

2.2.b Vocal layering and triggering criticality 

By adding layers containing other vocal information – both verbal and non-verbal – to the 

primary verbal voice, additional potency and meaning can be achieved. Layering in this way 

can help facilitate the occurrence of dialogue between co-positioned vocal layers thus 

creating a ‘dialectical distance’ (Bruzzi 2006, 59) in the work. This dialogue between layers in 

a story and its attendant dialectical distance can be used by producers to help trigger 

audience criticality from within the story’s fabric. Through this kind of use of verbal voice in 

my work, I have come to appreciate its particular value for the creation and amplification of 

audience criticality relating to narratives I have created. For example, in the altar 

boy/church bell ringing scene in All That Is Solid, I initiated the return to the past through an 

overview narration, spoken live on stage from my present-day perspective. Once that past 

moment was established retrospectively, I played out the pre-produced ambient sound of 

children playing in a belfry (non-verbal voice) thus creating two layers of voice. This co-

positioning of vocal layers with their differing temporalities and points of view created the 

possibility for dialogue between them and thereby the opportunity for criticality in the 

audience vis-à-vis the ideas emerging from that dialogue. Once the non-verbal voice of the 
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ambient sound was sufficiently installed in the performance, I recommenced live, spoken 

word narration but this time I was speaking from within the scene, inhabiting that past 

moment; a further example and use of the porousness of verbal and non-verbal voice. Onto 

this, I layered physical performance: climbing up a small step ladder that was on stage (to 

represent the actual, far longer ladder in the church belfry of my home village) and then 

jumping off it – when the right cue came in the ambient sound playing out through QLab – 

to feign the grabbing of a bell rope and the plunging down in time with the giggles and bell 

peals emerging from the ambient sound playback.  

 

 
Fig. 2.18: All That Is Solid (Belfast performance, August 2019). 
Standing atop a stepladder, narrating live and about to jump when the right cue came in the pre-produced 
audio which was simultaneously playing out via QLab. 
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It’s useful to break down the vocal layers at play at this moment in the story (the same 

moment captured in the photograph above): 

1. Present day, live narration from me on stage;  

2. Pre-produced ambient sound mix (with activated vocal capacities) being played out 

on the sound system and which helps reconstruct the past moment in question;  

3. Narration delivered live on stage but temporally pitched to be located within the 

past moment; and 

4. Physical movement on stage, inhabiting and animating the reconstructed past 

moment. [In my work up to this point, I had worked only with audio or video-based 

voice (verbal and non-verbal). With All That Is Solid, as mentioned at the beginning 

of this chapter, I added a new voice to the repertoire: ‘gestural voice’].   

 

When I had these four simultaneous layers of voice at my disposal in the live, on-stage 

delivery context of All That Is Solid, I found the storytelling even more exhilarating. With this 

set-up, I could apply these layers varyingly and give them different degrees of dominance in 

the overall combination, according to the specific energy and dynamic I was feeling from the 

audience at that point of the story in any given performance of the piece. This exhilaration 

was certainly due, in part, to the inherent thrill of live performance, but it was also due to 

the control and spontaneity that QLab’s multi-layering capacity afforded me as I performed. 

It was a significant departure from my previous experiences of creating criticality through 

layering, which had been entirely limited to pre-produced and edited media work.  

 

Layering of voice (verbal and non-verbal) does not need to be this multi-layered or complex 

to be effective. Simple layering manoeuvres in editing of video storytelling can trigger 
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criticality. In TV journalism, it is often called ‘coverage’ or ‘cutaways’ (Stewart & Alexander 

2016, 364). Good coverage involves ‘b-roll’ footage which contains or shows more 

information than is delivered by the speaking voice (be that of the scripted narrator or the 

non-scripted social actor) and can thereby inflect that verbal voice with the additional 

information it contains (Stewart & Alexander 2016, 315). There is an informational 

differential here, between verbal and non-verbal voice, and that differential can facilitate 

the triggering of criticality in the viewer. I frequently use this tool in my video work. At the 

2:50 point in ‘Libya Curriculum Reform,’ for example, Hatem Mhenni, a science expert at 

Libya’s National Curriculum Reform Office speaks on camera about his office’s work 

changing scientific symbols in Libyan schoolbooks, from Ghaddafi-mandated Arabic letter 

symbols to international-standard Latin letter symbols (‘cm’ for centimetre; ‘mm’ for 

millimetre; etc.). Over his voice is layered a shot of an example of an old, Ghaddafi-era 

Libyan schoolbook with handwritten annotations signifying what exact changes needed to 

be made. This layered-on shot does not merely show what Mhenni is talking about it; it is 

another (non-verbal) voice which dialogues with Mhenni’s verbal voice and provides an 

insight into the process of the syllabus reform. The particular scrawl of the handwritten 

annotations and their irregular placement on the page as seen in the layered-on b-roll, 

when combined with Mhenni’s verbal voice, provide the possibility for spectator criticality 

concerning the process of the revision; the people doing it; the effort involved, etc. This 

layering and resultant facilitation of criticality is of course not restricted to the video format. 

In audio packages in the portfolio (Irish Language Renaissance NI, Rohingya and Tunisian 

Women Politicians) similar criticality emerges from layering of verbal and non-verbal voices. 
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2.2.c New voices/other tongues 

This chapter began with a move beyond journalism practice in search of what I considered 

more reliable ways to represent experience and approach truth. I was about a year into 

covering the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions when that shift happened and I had noticed that the 

nature of speech in journalistic interviews I was undertaking was changing. During 

interviews I did in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya; and later in Syria, I noticed a new, uncensored, 

fearless verbosity and an urgency of speech that seemed to me to be not only about the 

interview at hand but also about the larger job of building a multifaceted, multi-vocal 

democratic society based on human rights, equality and mutual respect (Tufte 2013). The 

revolutions and wars that unleashed my explorations of other, non-verbal vocal strategies 

as better ways through which to convey experience and approach truth also unleashed – at 

least during the heady, initial post-revolutionary period I was covering – many ‘new’ voices 

into the public sphere, voices that had hitherto been silenced, censored, repressed, or 

persecuted (Sadiqi 2018). Women; movements of political Islam; Salafists and other ultra-

conservative Muslims; LGBTQI+ people; secularists; liberals; poor people; and certain 

ethnicities/races were – for a period of time before backlash came from reactionary political 

and/or military forces – able to speak more freely than before and with less fear of state 

retribution. These voices spoke about who they were, what they had experienced, and what 

they wanted for the future. 

 

While working on projects like ‘Democracy Derailed,’ Tunisian Women Politicians and ‘Libya 

Curriculum Reform,’ the representation of the diverse, vocal plurality emerging through the 

revolutionary movements – and in the resultant post-revolutionary public discourse in each 

country – became a sharp priority for me. This concern with the representation of new 
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voices and vocal diversity has serious ethical dimensions. Therefore, in pre-production, 

when shaping the stories for these projects, I was mindful to include a broader range of 

voices than the urban, middle class, anglophone, liberal voices that were getting 

disproportionately more airtime than others on Western TV media outlets such as the BBC 

and CNN. The video stories I was producing were for video desks supplying the websites of 

legacy print outlets (such as Time Magazine and The Wall Street Journal) and because the 

editorial hierarchy of those relatively new video desks was far smaller and had more 

autonomy of action than editors at the aforementioned TV networks had, I possessed 

significant power and agency to include a range of ‘new’ voices that I might not have had if I 

were a reporter at one of those TV networks.  

It was important, I felt, to include the voices of those who could not speak English. While 

the privileging of English-speaking interviewees saves producers of English language news 

precious time in a newsgathering production context that is always time critical, the 

repeated and widespread instance of English language bias meant that – in English language 

Western media at least – the story of the revolutions was being told from an 

overwhelmingly urban and middle-class perspective, as those are the niches of society with 

access to English medium education. Working with non-English language speaking 

participants threw up interesting questions and dilemmas for me when it came to verbal 

voice and equity of voices. While it is commendable to avoid English language bias when it 

comes to whose voices are included in a piece of journalism, the current nature of linear 

media formats means that some sort of translation-related technical intervention is 

required on such voices. In my own journalistic work, I most often wrote the English 

language translation of non-English language soundbites in the script and sent that with the 

edited media file to the broadcaster. Prior to airing it, they would then have the file dubbed 
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in-house. This approach is evident in ‘Democracy Derailed’ and ‘Libya Curriculum Reform.’ 

Foreign languages are interesting to consider as vocal material in the context of this thesis. 

They are technically verbal but, unless the listener/viewer understands them, their main 

vocal strength is their non-linguistic components (emotion, rhythm, accent, grain). Dubbing 

or subtitling over this vocal material creates a layering that facilitates audience criticality 

similar to that studied earlier in this chapter. That said, using dubbing as a default tool by 

which to include non-English language voices appears quite problematic to me. In the case 

of my work, the person dubbing these non-English language voices was often in an office in 

New York or London and had no meaningful connection to the location or context I was 

reporting from. This approach has led, in part, to a dubbing convention in broadcast 

journalism that is vocally flat, neutral, and emotionless. It also narrowed the scope of 

representation in my work with the dominant/domineering dub voice being nearly always 

one of a native English speaker and frequently one that was middle class, educated and in a 

‘preferred’ accent – ‘Received Pronunciation’ in the U.K.; ‘standard American’ in the 

U.S./Canada (Darwish & Orero 2014). The linguistic information of the original, foreign 

language utterance is mostly carried over – albeit via translation – but the extra-linguistic 

information: the emotion, rhythm and texture of the voice is reduced (through fading it 

down in the edit mix) and flattened by the dubbed voice that is layered over it.  

 

Occasionally, if time permitted, I took a different tack. Instead of having the foreign 

language voices in a story dubbed by a far-flung stranger (in New York or London), I would 

either narrate myself over the soundbites in question by paraphrasing their content, or I 

would find people and guide them as we recorded their dubs. This latter approach can be 

heard in Tunisian Women Politicians, which I reported in Tunis but edited in Brussels. I got 
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my housemates at the time in Brussels, all francophone, to provide the dub voices. Because 

of our close rapport, I could instruct them as to the kind of context the original utterance 

occurred in and the emotions that were at play in the moment of interview. This is a way of 

‘restoring’ – by transferring it to the dub voice – some of the emotion, rhythm and texture 

of the original utterance but it remains an interpretation of the original voice, which can be 

problematic in itself. It is important to also remember, from the previous chapter, that this 

original voice being dubbed is not ‘pure’ (Bruzzi 2006, 75) and has already been highly 

curated and vetted by the processes and negotiations that form part of the mechanics of 

the soundbite convention of mainstream media production. 

 

Other techniques I have used to give non-English language verbal voice more space and 

agency in media stories is to let the original voice play out longer before dipping down its 

volume for the dub voice to come in over it. This sustained burst of the original voice gives 

listeners and viewers more time to absorb the character of the original verbal voice, its 

cadences, emotions and textures. It also ‘validates the dignity of the person whose voice is 

part of the production’ (Martin 2017, 208).  This also heightens the sense of what is lost 

once dubbing is imposed. The verbal voice is reduced in the mix and flattened by the 

overlaid dubbing voice and thereby becomes, for the most part, a low-volume non-verbal 

voice of sorts; a kind of sound bed that signals other language verbality without undertaking 

the full function of verbal voice. There are examples of this technique in the Irish Language 

Renaissance NI radio report where I created space for the Irish language verbal voice to play 

out, unmediated by dubbing manoeuvrers. However, in that same report, there are two 

speakers – Liam Ó Flannagáin and Jake MacSiacais – who are Irish language activists and live 

their lives through the Irish language. We undertook all our pre-interview discussions 



 64 

through Irish but just before switching on the audio recorder, I asked them if they could do 

the interview through English. To my mind, at that moment, English was the preferred 

option as it would avoid the problems of dubbing and I knew both men were fluent in 

English. I now regret this decision. Language is political and speaking and living in Irish, for 

these men, is a serious act of political resistance to the legacies of British colonialism in 

Ireland. Compelling them to speak English – the ‘coloniser’s tongue’ as they see it – was an 

act of political violence on my part but then, so too would fading down their Irish language 

utterances and dubbing over them with English. I still have no neat solution to this language 

dilemma but new possibilities are now emerging from recent innovations in digital 

distribution and production technology such as smart audio and multi-track subtitling being 

introduced to on-demand platforms. 

 

When producing Gail, which is one of a series of similar animations that forms a social 

media-led communications campaign, subtitling was the translation method of choice from 

the beginning as that has now become, by and large, the de facto default method for video 

on social media. This meant that short instances of verbal voice in the Irish language could 

exist without intervention on the audio level. In addition to the concerns raised above, 

dubbing the Irish here would have badly disrupted the flow and intimacy of the monologue 

testimony of Gail McCune in Gail. I used subtitling for similar reasons in All That Is Solid, to 

maintain flow and audience understanding, much in the same way that it has been used for 

years in other live contexts, such as foreign language theatre productions. In my case, I 

imported any of the pre-produced audio files that included Irish and/or Portuguese 

language voices into Adobe Premiere and added subtitles, exporting it as a black-screened 

video file that would show up the white lettered subtitles whenever non-English language 


