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The Implications of Speaking Too Much, Too Soon and Too Loudly


The act of speaking, for yourself or others, is neither simple or straight forward. Although a child might speak her first words before the age of two, it is not unlikely that sixteen some years later she’ll find herself in the university setting, still learning how to improve and expand her tools of verbal expression. The long and continuos nature of this learning process indicates the difficulty inherent in expressing oneself through words. And while speaking for yourself is difficult, using your own words to explain the thoughts and actions of someone who is not yourself is even more so. This action, “speaking for” someone, is often imprecise and unintentionally misleading. For example, in the movie Moulin Rouge, the narrator and protagonist, Christian, speaks for himself. His emotion, tone and word choice explain the story line to the audience, while implicating his own take on the events which unfold. Although arguments can be made for the validity of the protagonist’s narration, I propose a new sound script, in which the movie is narrated by a person completely alien to the film. Because this narrator is not part of the story line, she will essentially speak “for” the characters in the film. As speaking for others is often a regrettable endeavor, I chose to write a sound-script which is minimal in affect and emotion, verbalizing only those sentences which are critical to understanding the film’s plot. This minimal sound script will allow me to explore how emotion and affect are portrayed through visual signals in the film, without the interference of an industrial strength soundtrack. Additionally, my analysis of voice-over narration in film maps  onto the problematics of speaking for others in a more general, and will allow me to delve into the issues inherent to speaking for others outside the realm of film.



Moulin Rouge is set at the beginning of the the 20th century in Paris, France. The film is a musical, directed by Baz Luhrmann. Centered around the relationship of the young English writer Christian, and the love of his young life, the courtesan Satine, the film is a visual and auditory assault on the senses. A rich soundtrack, narrated by Christian, and vivid cinematography immerse the audience in the chaos and heartbreak of the bohemian revolution. Christian’s narration effectively conveys to the audience his side of the story, complete with his emotion, agony and heartbreak. As a voice-over narrator, Christian’s explanations are inherently subjective . Looking back on his personal experience at the Moulin Rouge, Christian conveys to the audience the pain and suffering which his time in Paris inflicted on him, as well as the wisdom which he gained from his experiences in Paris. While Christian’s voice-over makes for an enjoyable watch, the narration leaves the audience with very little room to interpret and implicate the film for themselves. Much the same occurs in the world outside the realm of fiction film; it is difficult for a person to assess a situation when they are being spoon fed what they should feel on the matter. Instead of seeing the social injustice through their own eyes, they see it through the lens of the middle man, essentially the “narrator” who is speaking for a group or population of people.  Because a voice-over narrator is crucial to understanding the winding story line of Moulin Rouge, a narrator is necessary, much the same as for an underrepresented group in society, whose voices are not being heard in their current community. Throughout this paper, I will draw comparisons between the role of a voice-over narrator in film and the effects of speaking for others in real life situations. Though the implications of these two actions register on different spectra, their underlying principals are fundamentally the same. Most importantly, both a voice-over narrator and a mediator for a group of people carry the burden of speaking for people, and by acting as a mediating voice, the narrator risks unintended implications.


In this paper, I will explore how the filmmaker of the movie, Moulin Rouge, portrays emotion and dimension to the film’s audience within the first scenes of his movie without the use of sound. The new sound script, which I propose for minutes 3:00 to 6:30 of the movie, is a product of this research. My sound script is narrated by a female narrator, who has no emotional or physical connection to the story line or characters in the movie. Instead of using words with strong emotional connotations, our new narrator’s vocabulary consists of concise, straight forward words and phrases. This word choice minimizes the amount of implication the audience gains from the soundtrack, while maximizing the amount which is taken away from the cinematography.  Our narrator avoids speaking for characters whenever possible, leaving their actions to speak for themselves. This prevents misrepresentation of their opinions and emotions, while allowing the audience to form their own opinions in an environment which is freer of bias. 


The original voice-over narration in the early scenes of the movie, Moulin Rouge, serves to both explain the story line of the film and further the audience’s understanding of Christian’s emotion and feelings. Often, the narration generates a certain redundancy. For example, the blue tint of the visual clip, accompanied by the site of a grieving man, portrays to the audience the heartbreak which Christian is suffering. It is unnecessary for him to explain the heartbreak to the audience; the sadness which his tone of voice conveys only augments information that the audience already understands. However, a certain amount of information needs to be expressed, hence the new narration, which, in place of detailing implication and affect, only lays out the facts of the matter, stating simply that, “Satine, the sparkling diamond of the Moulin Rouge, is dead” (Bourque).  This narration is concise and only includes information vital to the story. Later in the clip, Christian explains his arrival in Paris. Here, the voice-over narration eclipses the splendor of the cinematography. The misty, foggy quality of the film indicates that Christian arrived in a daze, naive to the travesty he was to suffer in the Bohemian revolution. In comparison to earlier clips, this part of the film is shot in a more cheerful light, and Christian holds himself in a way that shows he is yet naive to heartbreak and loss. This all can be determined through simply watching the film; Christian’s voice-over adds very little, except his own opinion on his arrival in Paris. Changing the narrator to a separate, understated person eliminates most of this subjectivity and redundancy. Hence, the ideal narration is a narration which only lays out the physical details of the plot, leaving the audience to pull information and implication from the cinematography of the film. 


The concept of speaking for yourself and others through voice-over narration, maps onto social issues outside of film. In her article, “The  Problem of Speaking for Others”, Linda Martin Alcoff states, “in both the practice of speaking for as well as the practice of speaking about others, I am engaging in the act of representing the other's needs, goals, situation, and in fact, who they are, based on my own situated interpretation" (5). In Moulin Rouge, both Christian and my proposed voice-over narrator are, with varying degrees of success, speaking for the emotions of the characters within the film. This can result in a misrepresentation of the character’s desires, while possibly portraying a biased version of history. Outside of film, the stakes involved with speaking for others are also high. When someone takes up the mantel of speaking for the oppressed, he assumes that he can represent their goals and ambitions to the world. Unfortunately, this “speaking for” could have detrimental effects on the population in question. Word choice factors heavily into the creation of bias, and in both the world of film and the realm of reality, words are a powerful, and potentially dangerous, tool to wield on behalf of a party. In Moulin Rouge, Christian demonstrates an obvious bias against the Moulin Rouge, describing it as, “"ruled over by Harold Zitler, a kingdom of nighttime pleasures, where the rich and the powerful came to play with the young and beautiful creatures of the underworld” (Moulin Rouge 3:42). These strong words prompt the audience to loath the Moulin Rouge establishment, perhaps unjustifiably. Similarly, should a good samaritan attempt to service a community by speaking for them, she risks the same thing. Explanations are inherently biased, and by using her words to verbalize their hopes and goals, she is risking misrepresenting them and endangering their interests.


 Not only does speaking for someone else carry a great burden, but speaking for yourself carries one as well. In her essay, Alcoff states, "Once we pose it as a problem of representation, we see that, not only are speaking for and speaking about analytically close, so too are the practices of speaking for others and speaking for myself. For, in speaking for myself, I am also representing my self in a certain way, as occupying a specific subject-position, having certain characteristics and not others, and so on" (5).  Essentially, Alcoff is laying out the burden which comes with explaining how you feel about something, however subconscious that explanation is. By explaining the story of his love for Satine with great emotion, Christian is telling the audience how they should see him, as a man who has recently suffered a heart-wrenching loss.  The sound script which I composed for the movie takes the burden of explanation away from Christian and allows the audience to judge him through his actions. This new sound script is much more concise and frees the viewer to see Christian in the visual context of the film. Instead of Christian’s perspective on events, the audience is allowed to engage the film from their own point of view. By removing Christian’s lack objectivity, the new sound script leads to less bias within the audience.


In order for a film to be productive and engaging, it must be narrated in a fashion such that room is left for the audience to take their own implications away from the film; the heavy, emotional voice-over narration in the film Moulin Rouge greatly restricts their ability to do so. In order for a mediator in society to be beneficial and not overpowering, he must take the same approach. Through its accurate and concise word choice, the sound script which I propose for Moulin Rouge succeeds in its mission to prevent misrepresentation of the characters in the film, while avoiding redundancy and eclipsing the power of the visual signals exhibited through the movie’s use of cinematography. The faults of an overpowering narration are similar to the faults inherent to speaking for others. By speaking for a group of people, a speaker risks eclipsing their voices, misrepresenting them, and marring his own image. Thus, mapping the type of narration I suggest onto other situation is beneficial to our understanding of the implications of speaking “for.” By letting actions, and people, speak for themselves in the future, we can  provide audiences, and society, with the opportunity to think for themselves.
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