4.10 Line and Caption Breaks

Line breaks and caption breaks should reflect the natural flow of the sentence and its punctuation. 

4.10.1 Caption Breaks

Ideally, each sentence should be on a separate caption, unless the sen​tences are very short. Of course, some sentences are too long to fit onto one caption. But if a sentence runs over more than about four captions, for the sake of readability it may be best to break the sentence up into two or more shorter sentences.

It may be appropriate to combine two or three short sentences onto one caption. Each sentence should be kept on a line of its own where possible, however having three sentences on the one caption if it means the middle sen​tence breaks over two lines is very confusing to read.

Examples:

incorrect:
That’s right, good. Just put it


over there. Careful, careful!

An incomplete part of a sentence must never be put on the same caption as another sentence, whether complete or incomplete.

Incorrect caption break

Caption 1
The room was crowded.


I saw the old man

Caption 2
who sold the lady a flower.

Correct caption break

Caption 1
The room was crowded.

Caption 2
I saw the old man


who sold the lady a flower.

4.10.2 Double-text captions
Usually each speaker in a dialogue speaks on a separate caption. However, it is sometimes appropriate to put two speakers on the same caption – if, for example, one asks a question and the other answers. If two speakers speak on the same caption, their sentences must be on separate lines. A sound effect caption can also be put on the same caption as a line of dialogue (but on a separate line).  On quiz/game shows it is the answer should appear as a separate caption.


Hello. What’s your name?





Madge.

4.10.3 Line Breaks
One disadvantage of captions is that they appear and disappear quite rapidly, providing little time for reading and comprehension. Line breaks form a kind of punctuation that can aid the viewer in catching the meaning as quickly as possible. Wherever possible, line breaks should reflect the sen​tence’s syn​tax and meaning. A good line break removes potential ambi​guity and sometimes obviates the need for other punctuation at that point in the sentence.

Captions should never be more than three lines in length.  The preference is for one- or two-line cap​tions to be used.

If possible, all text of a caption should be kept on a single line rather than splitting into two. It’s also better to if all text is kept on two lines rather than splitting into three. Where possible, caption lines should also be similar in length because this makes them much easier to read.

4.10.4 Three-line captions

Three-line captions can be used in programs that contain a lot of information, such as a documentary, where it helps the readability of the sentence by keeping relevant in​formation together; if it reflects the flow of the sentence, especially if splitting into two cap​tions would obscure the meaning.

Example:

But surely you realise

it would've been better

if you'd come to me first.

When must a three-line caption not be used?

· if the text can all be fitted onto two lines;

· if it would result in inappropriate line breaks, and the meaning would be better represented by splitting into two captions;

· if there’s important onscreen information that a three-line caption would obscure;

· if the caption needs to be raised.

Three-line captions should be avoided in drama programs of any kind. Three-line captions should not be used for captions containing more than one person’s speech, but sometimes a very short, rapid response may need to be added to the bottom of a two-line speech. Don’t do this unless timing makes it strictly necessary.


Has anybody ever told you

you have the most beautiful eyes?






Yes.

It is important for readability that all three lines be approximately the same length. A three-line caption should not be used if one line, especially the middle line, would be much shorter or longer than the other two.

4.10.5 Appropriate line breaks

Appropriate places for line breaks include:

Examples:

after a punctuation mark, especially a full stop;


'The Cook, the Thief,

His Wife and Her Lover'


So I heard.

I wasn't actually there, of course.

before and, but, because or a similar conjunction;


The spirit is willing

but the flesh is weak.

after the subject but before the predicate of a sentence;


The principal of the school

wishes to address you all.

before a prepositional phrase;


You should find the file

in the bottom drawer.

after words like think, know, remember when the content of the think​ing, etc. follows.


But I remember

I put it in the bottom drawer.

4.10.6 Poor line breaks
Inappropriate places for line breaks include:

Examples:

interrupting a noun phrase (adjective + noun, article + noun);

incorrect:
Did the shop assistant steal all the


pens?

correct:
Did the shop assistant 


steal all the pens?

interrupting a prepositional phrase;

incorrect:
the slings and arrows of


outrageous fortune

correct:
the slings and arrows


of outrageous fortune

separating a verb + adverb combination (don’t confuse with pre​vious);

incorrect:
a noise that would wake


up the dead

correct:
a noise that would wake up


the dead

if the last word on the top line would be a very short one.

incorrect:
She was annoyed because I


didn't ask her to come with us.

correct:
She was annoyed because


I didn't ask her to come with us.

Sometimes it is necessary to contravene the rules in order to fit all the words of a caption onto two lines. For instance, in the last example above, there is no room to put because on the bot​tom line.

