
	  

	  

	  

	  

After years of struggling with failing sight, John Hull lost his last 

remaining vision in 1980, mid-way through his career a professor of 
religious education at Birmingham University, with a wife and two 

young children, after 45 years of sighted life. “Just as the 
disappearance of the final speck of light means that I have to find new 

ways of orientating myself in space, so it also means that I must find 



	  
new ways of orientating myself within my lifespan. I am now in blind 
time, not sighted time.” he wrote in “Touching the Rock: An 

Experience of Blindness,” the book he penned in the first few years 
following. “Notes on Blindness” is the film that attempts to describe 

this experience: Hull grappling with these reorientations, beginning 
from the moment he was told his vision was gone and there was 
nothing more that surgery could do.  
 

It was “Touching the Rock” that lead young directors Peter Middleton 
and James Spinney to Hull, eventually recording interviews with him 

and his wife, Marilyn, which they added to the already numerous 
hours of recordings he had amassed over the years. They’re kind of 

like audio scrapbooks. Hull, who passed away last year, thought of 
them like photo albums, recording Christmas mornings, his daughter 
Imogen reading the weather, or playing with his children (who 

eventually numbered four). And there were his audio diaries, too—
about 16 hours of solitary recordings where he painstakingly details 

the emotional, as well as physical ramifications of losing sight. How 
rain creates an acoustic environment for a blind person, allowing an 
understanding of the surrounding space from the sound of raindrops 

falling on different forms; or what it’s like to smile, for example. From 
this collection, Middleton and Spinney began to fashion a film, using 

those real voices captured over the years—Hull’s own and that of his 
wife and family—mimed by the actors playing the roles. 

 



	  
The first iteration of this work was a short that garnered critical 
praise after screenings in 2014 at the Sundance Film Festival and 

SXSW, and which won an Emmy in 2015. This feature length version 
is a continuation of what audiences loved so much in the early one. 

The achievement is in what the directors did not do: that is, they did 
not make a film—by its very invention, a medium that preferences 
sight as the foremost storytelling device—through which the visual on 

the screen is paramount in understanding the narrative unfolding in 
front of us. Rather, the directors provide something like visual similes 

for the things that Hull experienced. Never showing the eyes of his 
children or of the supporting characters mirrors his account of the 
effect of losing eye contact. The extremely close crops parallel a 

shrinking field of vision, and the dark shots followed by extreme 
brights that send your pupils into rapid constriction have the simple, 

but measurable effect of making you aware of your eyes simply 
functioning. But the real emphasis is on sound. This is a film that can 

be almost entirely understood through its aural components, and 
that’s part of what makes hearing the real voices of the people whose 
lives this experienced touched, so powerful throughout. You never 

stop being astounded by the fact that the emotion you’re hearing is 
real. 

 
An audio-described version of the soundtrack with a spoken 

description relating what’s happening outside of the dialogue is 
available at most cinemas or on the app MovieReading, which is a 



	  
free download (and also includes hard-of-hearing subtitles). The clear 
effort that has gone into making this film one that serves the visually 

impaired, as well as one where sighted audiences are afforded a 
glimpse—however much that is possible—into the experience of being 

blind, are its dual triumphs. For these attempts to lessen the chasm of 
difference, helping us to understand each other better, Middleton and 
Spinney deserve resounding applause. 

 
Currently showing in New York City at Film Forum, “Notes on 

Blindness” opens in L.A. at the Laemmle Monica Film Center on 
November 25, and will be screening in other U.S. cities throughout 
November and December. 

 
URL: http://www.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/1711114/relating-

perception-in-notes-on-blindness 

	  

	  


