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Abstract. The soundtrack of the TV spot Village tells a story of its own. Some of the 
sounds communicate meaning very close to the visuals for example by creating an African 
soundscape. But the soundtrack also supplies narrative elements of its own, which is most 
remarkable when it adds a happy ending to the sombre message of the spot. The article 
describes what may be recognized from the sonic, communicative elements of the spot and 
elaborates on the main narrative functions of the soundtrack. 
 

Communicative and Narrative Sound in Village 
Iben Have 
 

Communicative elements of the soundtrack  

When you listen to the soundtrack of the 60 second TV spot Village (Goodall, 2009) about the AIDS 

problem in Africa, the sounds tell a story of their own – maybe not as precise as in the combined 

audiovisual experience, but still a story of African people and nature, of agitation and fear, of tension, 

hesitation and joy. In the following article I will first describe what we hear and may recognize from 

the soundtrack in relation to the images. In the second part of the article I will analyze and interpret the 

main narrative functions of the soundtrack and elaborate on the interplay and synchronization between 

the visuals and the soundtrack in the general audiovisual experience. 

The opening sequence of the spot show a black boy sitting in a dry African landscape drawing 

circles with a stick in the soil (shot 1), while the ambient sounds establish a soundscape of birds and 

hissing cicadas. A short sequence of women’s voices – a few notes that sound like a kind of working 

song – develops from the initial soundscape. Both the singing and the nature sounds are in a natural 

tempo but with a slight distortion.  

In the following sequence (shot 2) the boy raises his head, notices something, stands up and 

starts to run. At the same time the soundtrack also gets a direction with the musical tonality and action 

of a marimba playing some fast dominant tones together with the sound of the percussion instrument 

cabasa, which reinforces the sound of cicadas and rattling snakes. Some human voices can be 

discerned in the background of the soundtrack. 

The boy is next seen joining a group of fellows (shot 3-4) and we hear some shouting, which 

becomes louder and denser as the group begins running towards the village (shot 5-6). This crescendo 

of excited, distorted voices is suddenly interrupted by an artificial reverse sound, when the group 
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reaches the village and the chattering villagers (shot 7). This sound (which is described thoroughly by 

Jacob Smith in this volume) morphs into a new flow of tones, which sound as if they come from a 

primitive string instrument. The shouting then grows again and percussion speeds up the energy as the 

villagers dash to their huts (shot 8-14). The villagers sit frightened together in the dark huts while the 

ambient sounds of shouting and birds, as well as the “stringed” instrument, die out (shot 15-17).  

A new deep and foreboding bass sound – sounding like slap bass, where you hit the strings hard 

in a percussive manner – takes over in the foreground as we see the old man, leaning on his walking 

stick, hobble into the village (shot 18) accompanied by the sound of some rattles and short sequences of 

African work-singing similar to the opening sequence. The auditive energy loosens up, while the 

camera zooms in on the face of the old black man and the written words ‘Today the life expectancy of 

Africans is 47 years. Soon they won’t know what an old man looks like’ appear on the screen (shot 

19a-19b). Then suddenly, and seemingly without a reason, while we still see the words and the face of 

the old man in close-up, the sound energy rises again in volume and tempo as a kind of death agony. 

But after a short break the sounds totally change the somber mood to joy and happiness with marimba, 

rhythmic handclapping, cheering, laughter and singing. This coincides with the French relief 

organization AIDES’ logo of white and red on black taking over the screen together with the sentence: 

‘Let’s not abandon Africa to aids’ (shot 20).  

 

Narrative functions of the soundtrack 

The soundtrack of the spot Village serves different kinds of narrative functions. The sounds are 

synchronized with the visuals in the overall narrative structure, and change character together with the 

shifts of the visual narrative. The sounds are also able to accentuate some specific visual motives when, 

for example, we recognize a child’s crying while we briefly see a child sitting on the ground in the 

village (shot 11), or when we hear a crowds’ shouting as the young men run, agitated, towards the 

village (shot 5-6). The general soundscape of natural voices and nature in Village also helps us to 

establish Africa as the place of action. In all these examples the sound has a referential function, 

referring to sounds we recognize from the real world (or from mediated representations of it).  

Besides the structural and referential functions the soundtrack also has a more abstract 

emotional function by communicating moods, feelings, energies and inner emotional states. The 

collage of raw, sharp, dark, enquiring and trembling sounds dominate the production and create a tense 
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and sombre mood throughout the whole spot, except for the last few joyful seconds. In these very last 

seconds the tense atmosphere of the whole spot is released into joy and hope, leaving it up to the 

recipient to imagine the dancing and maybe the celebration of the old man. This auditive happy ending 

suggests a wider perspective than the visuals alone: It is almost too late, but it is possible to change the 

spreading of aids in Africa – by helping AIDES.  

Some of the moods and emotions in Village we recognize and maybe even feel ourselves and 

some we ascribe to the people we see in the spot. In the latter case the general mood of the sounds is 

focused by the concrete scenes of the visuals, for example when we see the villagers desperately hiding 

in their huts and experience them as anxious. I have elsewhere elaborated thoroughly on how abstract 

musical expressivity and sound structures are closely related to the dynamic bodily experience of 

emotional structures (Have, 2008a; Have 2008b). The argument is in short that the experience of both 

sounds and emotions share the same forms of movement and intensity, which we experience as 

tensions and relaxations, as flowing, exploding, fading, bursting, energetic, etc. Thus the musical sound 

structures inevitable communicate a dynamic flow of feelings, which neuropsychologist Antonio 

Damasio names ‘background feelings’ (Damasio, 1994). And when the musically communicated 

background feelings of tension and energetic roughness are combined with moving images as in the 

example with the anxious villagers, more focused experiences of more recognizable emotions like fear 

and anxiousness can arise: The concrete images enables us to understand the abstract structures in rela-

tion to a crowd of people or a situation (Langkjær, 2000; Have, 2008a).  

 I have now pointed at three main narrative functions of the soundtrack: 1) the structural (which 

synchronizes the audiovisual experience); 2) the referential and 3) the emotional (which both 

communicate meaning). Together they reflect a general characteristic of the audiovisual experience of 

the spot Village, namely the constant tension between realism and aesthetic manipulation. Even though 

we may recognize the sound of voices (singing and shouting) and nature (birds and cicadas) the sounds 

are manipulated and edited so that they primarily serve an abstract aesthetic and emotional function 

while maintaining their referential function. The production’s aesthetic play with this borderline 

challenges the viewer’s narrative orientation and perception and places the spot between realism and 

constructed artwork. This seeking for meaning between realism and artwork is further ‘stretched’ since 

it takes 50 seconds of the 60 seconds spot, before the message is revealed and the narration unified by 

the screen-text (shot 19b). Thereby the spot engages and holds the attention of the viewer at a cognitive 
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as well as emotional level, auditively as well as visually, and hopefully leaves an impression, which is 

difficult to escape. 
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