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Volunteers record audio descriptions to enrich theatergoers’ experience

Tiny Tokyo movie house
caters to visually impaired

SAYO SASAKI
KYODO

Listening without watching — that is what
Chihoko Hiratsuka describes as essential for
understanding the concept of her tiny movie
house in Tokyo.

The theater, Cinema Chupki Tabata,
opened last September near JR Tabata Sta-
tion in Kita Ward as a “universally accessible
theater,” allowing people with visual disabil-
ities and all others the opportunity to enjoy
cinema by providing audio descriptions of
scenes with the help of volunteers.

Customers can listen to the recorded
descriptions of the characters on screen
using headsets placed at each of the roughly
20 seats inside the forest-themed venue.

“Chupki” is a term that refers to natural
light, such as moonlight or sunshine, from
the language of the Ainu, the indigenous eth-
nic minority of Japan.

“I wanted to create a place where every-
one can return under a single light,” said
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annoying if we explain too much,” she said.
“Moviegoers can imagine what is going on
through sound changes in the background,
for example, so we should instead provide
otherinformation in such cases.”

Shehas first-time volunteers simply listen
to thesounds of movies to make them realize
how much the imagination can cover, and
whatit cannot.

“This is a good theater,” Kazuo Terai, a
70-year-old blind man, said late last month
after leaving the theater in tears, clearly
moved by the screening of “Yu wo Wakasu-
hodo no Atsui ai” (“Her Love Boils Bathwa-
ter”), directed by Ryota Nakano.

having them described helps.”

All movies at Cinema Chupki Tabata are
captioned for people with hearing loss.
There is also a small sound-proof screening
room, if people feel the need to take their
crying babies or misbehaving young chil-
dren there.

The theater is a permanent version of a
City Lights project that started in 2001, in
which the organization would hold “bar-
rier-free movie screenings” for the visually
impaired. Volunteers would sit next to visu-
ally impaired people and describe movie
scenes, much like a personal language inter-
preter offering a translation.

Having been repeatedly hospitalized for
illness and being isolated from his peersasa
young boy, Sato said films were like his own
voice, expressing his anger or pent-up frus-
tration at times when he could not, and they
also served as a guide to life as he grew up.
“I wanted to do something for people
when they are at a low pointin their lives,
and since 1 only had movies, I thought [
wanted to deliver movies,” he said, adding
it has been a driving force for him even after
he joined Cinema Chupki as the manager.
Sato has worked on writing audio
descriptions for some 20 films so far, while
the theater has been holding lessons for

However, they worried their voices might
interfere with the other moviegoers and
i ed a radio ission system to

Popular voice actor Daisuke Ono took
part in narrating audio descriptions for an
i movie, while director Naomi

allow asingle person to give audio descrip-
tions to a group through headsets.

Hiratsuka then thought of building a the-
ater of her own, although finding the right
building under the legal framework for a the-
ater took months of searching, and raising
the ¥15 million needed to pull off the project
was not easy.

But through crowdfunding she managed
to gather some ¥18 million from more than
500 people in just three months. The names
of the contributors are written on the leaves

Kawase has visited the theater to create a
film on audio description guides and actor
Masatoshi Nagase has become a member of
City Lights.

Hiratsuka recalled the time when director
Yoji Yamada, known for his popular series
“Otoko wa Tsurai yo” (“It's Tough Being a
Man"), told her he respects the organiza-
tion's work.

“He said, a good movie is made by a good
audience, and you are creating that good
audience,” she said.
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