Editor’s Note

While it is true that film has been historically considered
an image-centred medium, the fact that hearing plays as
much a role in perceiving the motion picture as seeing
does, transcends it beyond a mere visual art. Furthermore,
as noted sound theorist Michel Chion asserts in 7he Voice
in Cinema, “the presence of a human voice structures the
sonic space that contains it.” Therefore, studying parts of
the cinema in which the voice gains particular significance
is not only justified, but necessary. This issue of Cinephile
revolves around diverse applications and functions of the
voices in fiction films, whose sources are absent from the
image frame.

Theoretical approaches to the filmic voice were only
developed in the 1980s, and as the works cited in the ar-
ticles here indicate, at least in the case of off-screen voices
and voice-over, they have not been properly updated. One
goal of this collection has been to explore various demon-
strations of voice-over both in a more contemporary scope
and on a more international scale. The main concern of
each of the following five articles is the voice-over, showing
how concentrating on this under-appreciated technique
can lead to bigger conclusions about films and filmmak-
ers.

Expanding upon her own highly influential works on
the cinematic voice, Sarah Kozloff renders an analytical rea-
soning for the rarity of voice-over in classical Hollywood
romantic comedies, and its emergence as a “staple element”
in contemporary representatives of the genre. Through an
insightful historiography and some “delicious” examples,
Kozloff provides an inclusive contextual and structural
schema to explain some of the implications and conse-
quences of a crucial shift in this paradigm.

Carl Laamanen points out some major differences in
Terrence Malick’'s employment of the voice-over through-
out his career. Moving away from a single, narrative-centred
voice-over to multiple character-driven voice-overs that
speak from a “timeless present,” Malick’s voices in 7he Tree
of Life, according to Laamanen, place us in God’s auditory
position, emphasized by a disjointed structure.

In her culturally-focused examination of voice-overs
in Chris Eyre’s Skins (2002), Laura Beadling argues that the
film’s various voice-overs reject not only the existence of a
singular authoritative voice, but the possibility of such a
conclusive vantage point in the American representations
of Native people and stories, both in the cinema and the
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culture. The self-revealing act of voice-over narration, then,
is considered a politically radical act.

Dismissing the claim that voice-over is incompatible
with Asian cinemas, Stephen Teo studies the relationship
between words and images in the Far-Eastern cinematic
modes. Using an ancient Chinese theoretical framework
of poetic values, Teo analyzes the voice-over narration in
Spring in a Small City (Fei Mu, 1948), “as a classic example
of a generic fusion between the cinemas of the West and the
East.”

Finally, Alexander Fisher compares the tradition of
oral performances in West Africa to the deeper levels of
voice-over in cinema. Giving the example of Ousmane
Sembene’s Borom Sarrer (1969), Fisher suggests that some
similarities exist in the work of traditional African griots
and the third-person cinematic narrator behind the voice of
the film’s unreliable first-person narrator.

The limited space and scope of this study prevented
us from including more of the excellent articles submitted.
I want to thank all the academics who sent us their essays,
and hope that this critical attention can initiate a further
round of scholarship on the topic of voice-over soon. I
would like to express my deepest gratitude to the contribu-
tors, editors, and the artist Soroosh Roohbakhsh for their
everlasting commitment and hard work. The kind words of
encouragement from such distinguished scholars as David
Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, Edward Branigan, and Clau-
dia Gorbman, along with the helpful suggestions of advisor
Lisa Coulthard and Ernest Mathijs, should also be noted.
Lastly, I am especially thankful to my brilliant colleague
and Cinephile’s previous editor-in-chief, Shaun Inouye, to
whom this issue owes immensely.

Throughout the history of cinema, the voice-over has
been denigrated by some theorists, critics, and screenwrit-
ing gurus. In actuality, though, not only has its presence
and popularity 7oz diminished, but it has acquired new ap-
preciation and found more significance in various cinematic
cultures. As the instances in the following essays show, from
the generic conventions of Hollywood to the independent
works of many film auteurs, and from the poetic films of
East Asia to the politically aware cinema of West Africa,
voice-over rules!

—Babak Tabarraee
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