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Chapter 1

Introduction - Audiovisual
Translation: An Overview
of its Potential

JORGE DIAZ CINTAS

Despite being a professional practice that can be traced back to the very
origins of cinema, audiovisual translation (AVT) has been a relatively
unknown field of research until very recently. Off to a sluggish and shaky
start in the late 1950s and early 1960s, research in this field only experi-
enced a remarkable boom at the close of the 20th century. However, over
the last 20 or so years the audiovisual industry has provided a fertile
ground for a burgeoning activity in academic studies with translation at
their core. Apart from growing as a professional activity, thanks primarily
to the digital revolution, AVT has now become a resolute and prominent
area of academic research.

A Bit of History

The first studies in the field were brief and scattered in a wide range of
publications going from cinema and translation journals to newspapers
and weekly magazines. Occasionally, papers and manuscripts were sim-
ply passed around among professionals and academics without ever being
published or reaching the general public. This unfortunate dispersal of
fundamental research material not only makes bibliographical search into
the beginnings of the discipline complicated for researchers in this area,
but it also means that for some time quite a few scholars carried out their
work without knowing what others had already done in the field. Even
though this situation belongs to the past, we still lack a proper historio-
graphy of audiovisual translation and its study today.
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Making abstraction of the research that never saw the ‘official” light of
day, Laks’s Le sous-titrage de films, dating from 1957, can be considered the
first volume ever to have been written on subtitling. Though rather short,
only 62 pages, it provides the reader with a very comprehensive overview
of this technique. However, its publication as livre d’auteur means that its
distribution too was very limited and very few scholars have had the
opportunity to lay their hands on this book. The decades of the 1960s
and 1970s were characterised by an acute lethargy regarding subtitling,
although some minor articles appeared on the subject of dubbing, with the
journal Babel publishing a special issue on cinema translation in 1960 which
contained contributions by Caillé (1960) and Cary (1960). Most of the works
written during this period adopted a distinctively professional perspec-
tive, focusing on the figure of the audiovisual translator, on the different
translational stages, as well as on the differences between dubbing and
subtitling, and the way in which audiences were seen to experience subti-
tling (Hesse-Quack, 1969; Myers, 1973; Reid, 1978, 1983).

One seminal article from the 1980s is Marleau’s ‘Le sous-titres ... un
mal nécessaire’, from 1982, in which the author classifies the different
challenges posed by subtitling in four categories: technological, psy-
chological, artistic-aesthetic and linguistic. He offers some orthotypo-
graphical recommendations on the presentation of the subtitles and
transcends the linguistic dimension of the practice, considering eco-
nomic factors, the influence of the film industry and the input of differ-
ent professionals that take part in the subtitling process. This very
same year, Titford (1982: 113) claims that the problems defining subti-
tling ‘derive essentially from the constraints imposed on the translator
by the medium itself’, introducing the concept of constrained translation
that will be later expanded to a myriad of (audiovisual) translation
practices by Mayoral Asensio et al. (1988).

In 1987, under the auspices of the European Broadcasting Union (EBU),
the first ever Conference on Dubbing and Subtitling was held in the city of
Stockholm. This event had the effect of triggering an unprecedented inter-
est in AVT that materialised in the exponential publication of new books
and articles in the field, among which Pommier (1988), Luyken et al. (1991)
and Ivarsson (1992) are perhaps the most important ones. The latter’s
work, the English translation of a Swedish original from 1986, benefits
from an exhaustive knowledge of the subtitling profession, a detailed his-
tory of the technical aspects of subtitling and an early overview of subti-
tling for the deaf and hard-of-hearing. In 1998, with the assistance of
Carroll, a revised, updated second edition was published, incorporating
the latest technical developments in digital technology at the time.
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Working from a markedly Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS) stand,
Delabastita (1989, 1990) was one of the first scholars to tackle the semiotic
nature of audiovisual productions by discussing the translational implica-
tions that the multiple signs and channels that make up a film have for
dubbing and subtitling. Although the focus of his contributions is primar-
ily cultural, in consonance with the new developments shaping transla-
tion theory at the time (i.e. the so called ‘cultural turn’), he never neglects
the analysis of translation as a process. Of special interest is his catalogue
of the questions that should guide the prying research-mind of AVT schol-
ars. Also in 1989, and with a very similar title to Delabastita’s but in French,
Lambert published a panoramic work entitled ‘La traduction, les langues
et la communication de masse” on the power that mass media have in our
society and the role played by language and translation. His main contri-
bution to the field is perhaps his ability to introduce a new angle to the
way in which we consider AVT, highlighting how susceptible audiovisual
productions can also be to manipulative and ideological forces.

The proper beginning of a real flurry of activity can be traced to the
1990s — AVT’s golden age. The field became the object of more systematic
research from a translational perspective in educational, scholarly and pro-
fessional circles and saw the publication of collective volumes (Gambier,
1995, 1996, 1998) and the works of prolific authors like Gottlieb (1997a,
2000). Since then, and this is no exaggeration, we have been flooded with
contributions on AVT and the true scholarly emergence of the field. Given
the numerous conferences and other events regularly organised on the
topic, AVT seems to have finally come of age academically (Diaz Cintas,
2008a); PhD dissertations and publications on the subject are a frequent
occurrence these days and some universities and higher education centres
have started to offer courses on dubbing, subtitling, voiceover, and acces-
sibility to the audiovisual media, that is, subtitling for the deaf and the
hard-of-hearing (SDH), and audio description for the blind and the par-
tially sighted (AD). From being considered a minor area of specialisation
within Translation Studies, the position of AVT is now rapidly changing,
growing in significance and visibility thanks, amongst others, to the efforts
of many young, novel scholars who have decided to direct their academic
interests to the analysis of audiovisual programmes.

Gone are the days when scholars needed to start their papers with a
reference to the limited amount of research carried out in this field,
followed by a detailed explanation of the terminology used and the few
publications available in this area before moving on to the real focus of
their study. The hackneyed debate on the merits or otherwise of a particular
AVT mode as opposed to another has meanwhile been successfully settled
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as well. Scholarly approaches have now moved well beyond value-laden
comparisons, discussing whether one mode — particularly subtitling or
dubbing — is better than the other to studies where the emphasis is placed
on understanding these modes as different translational practices deser-
ving of in-depth critical attention. It has become accepted that different
genres and audiences call for different translational approaches, that they
all have their pros and cons, and that they all have their place in the boom-
ing audiovisual industry.

Audiovisual Translation Modes

Even for those with an adequate command of the foreign language,
audiovisual productions bring with them a whole range of obstacles for
the unsuspecting viewer. Indeed, while attempting to recreate a real live
situation on screen, they may hamper comprehension of a given scene due
to fast paced dialogue exchanges among characters, the use of unknown
dialectal and sociolectal variations, instances of overlapping speech and
interfering diegetic noises and music, to name but a few. All these factors
contribute to making the translation of the audiovisual programme a
necessity for the vast majority of viewers.

In the main, there are two overarching, basic approaches to dealing
with the transfer into another language of the spoken dialogue of the origi-
nal programme. Either oral output remains oral output, as in the original
production, or it is transformed into written output. If the first option is
favoured, the original soundtrack is replaced by a new one in the target
language, a process which is generally known as ‘revoicing’. The replace-
ment may be total, whereby the target viewer can no longer hear the orig-
inal exchanges, as in dubbing (also known as lip sync), or partial, that is,
when the original spoken dialogue is still (faintly) audible in the back-
ground, as in the case of voiceover.

Although it is true that habit, cultural disposition and financial consid-
erations have made of dubbing, subtitling and voiceover the three most
common translation modes of AVT, this does not mean that they are the
only language transfer options available in the industry. The typologies put
forward by authors like Luyken et al. (1991), Gambier (1996) and Diaz
Cintas (1999) distinguish over 10 different types of multilingual transfer in
the field of audiovisual communication. For the sake of this volume, a brief
definition of each of the modes discussed in the forthcoming pages — that
is, dubbing, subtitling and voiceover — follows.

Dubbing involves replacing the original soundtrack containing the
actors” dialogue with a target language recording that reproduces the
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original message, ensuring that the target language sounds and the actors’
lip movements are synchronised, in such a way that target viewers are
led to believe that the actors on screen are actually speaking their lan-
guage. Subtitling involves presenting a written text, usually along the
bottom of the screen, which gives an account of the original dialogue
exchanges of the speakers as well as other linguistic elements which form
part of the visual image (inserts, letters, graffiti, banners and the like) or
of the soundtrack (songs, voices off). Voiceover involves reducing the vol-
ume of the original soundtrack to a minimal auditory level, in order to
ensure that the translation, which is orally overlapped on to the original
soundtrack, can be heard by the target audience. It is common practice to
allow viewers to hear a few seconds of the original foreign speech before
reducing the volume and superimposing the translation. The recording
of the translation finishes a couple of seconds before the end of the origi-
nal speech, allowing the audience to listen to the voice of the person on
the screen at a normal volume once again.

The Potential and Pitfalls of AVT

Romero Fresco (2006) points out that when ‘looking back at what has
been written so far, it seems that the most fruitful studies on AVT include
or assume to some extent two basic notions: the independence of AVT as
an autonomous discipline and its dependence on other related disciplines’.
Although this assertion could be read as a contradiction in terms, the
author aptly argues how these two ways of understanding AVT are
perfectly compatible. Let us therefore investigate both sides of this coin in
some greater detail.

As an autonomous field within the broader domain of Translation
Studies, AVT is indeed an entity in its own right rather than a subgroup
within, say, literary translation, as posited by influential Translation
Studies scholars such as Bassnett (2002: 17) and Snell-Hornby (1995: 32).
Both scholars place dubbing and subtitling within the larger area of literary
translation, equating them with ‘cinema translation” and ‘film translation’.

However, as discussed also by Chaume Varela (2004: 118-22), one of the
main and recurrent misconceptions that has permeated the literature writ-
ten on translation more generally seeking to ‘place” audiovisual transla-
tion, is precisely that AVT is understood to be a ‘genre” when in fact it
should be considered a ‘text type’ that subsumes many and different
genres, an idea already latent in Reiss’s (1977: 111) proposed superstruc-
ture known as the ‘audio-medial text type’. It seems rather limiting to liken
‘audiovisual translation” with ‘film translation” when films are only a
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small fraction of a wider variety of audiovisual programmes — including
corporate videos, documentaries, TV series, reality shows or video
games — that are routinely translated. Likewise, to talk about ‘film and TV
translation” (Delabastita, 1989) as if they were synonymous terms again
leads to fuzzy terminology, mixing the genre (film) with the medium
(TV, as opposed to cinema or DVD). It is my contention that AVT practices
like dubbing, subtitling or voiceover are not merely variants of literary,
drama or poetry translation, but rather that they are translational modes
belonging to a superordinate text type — the audiovisual one — that oper-
ates in contradistinction to the written-only and the spoken-only types.
This approach encompasses the potential situation of, for instance, a TV
programme calling for the subtitling of a poem or the dubbing of a play
for their release as part of an audiovisual production.

Skewed, traditional perceptions of AVT have somehow also led to the
idea that the only cultural artefacts within AVT worthy of analysis and
research — and for that matter, worthy of inclusion in publications for
training purposes and in educational curricula — are fiction films. However,
we only need to watch a bit of television, surf the internet, or peruse the
DVD shelves of megastores to ascertain that there are many more genres
and programmes that are also subtitled, dubbed or voicedover, and that
these too deserve to be the object of scholarly analyses. Examples are
sitcoms, cartoons, documentaries, corporate videos, commercials, educa-
tional and edutainment productions, video games, cookery and property
programmes, interviews and fly-on-the-wall docudramas, to name but a
few. It is evident that the way in which we interact has changed and is
constantly changing still, the main move being that from the page to the
screen as text carrier, and these changes in their turn create new commu-
nication needs. In this sense, the impressive development of technology
has played a crucial role. In brief, we must view translation, and especially
audiovisual translation as a more flexible, more heterogeneous pheno-
menon, one that is able to accommodate a broader range of empirical
realities, to subsume new and potential translation activities within its
boundaries and that therefore also calls for adapted research methods.

The seemingly ever-changing nature of translation and the difficulty of
coping with it have also resulted in a certain amount of indecision regard-
ing terminology. The first studies in our field tended to resort to terms like
cinema translation and film translation (cf. supra) to name their research but
as the field extended to include additional televised productions and those
released on video, the term audiovisual translation was introduced. Another
term that has enjoyed and is still enjoying a certain currency in the field is
screen translation, designed to encompass all those programmes that are
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distributed via a screen, be it a television, cinema, computer or mobile
screen. Although this terminological instability is yet another corroboration
of the changeability of the field, it should by no means be considered a
communication hurdle. On the contrary, it can just as well be considered a
clear sign that many academics and scholars have maintained the open
and accommodating stance that our changing times require, with a view
to assimilating and acknowledging new developments in translation
praxis, rather than squeezing them into old, respectable straightjackets.

What is more, the study of AVT has by now developed its very own
theoretical and methodological approaches, allowing it to claim the status
of a scholarly area of research in its own right. This new-found autonomy
of AVT is evident in the fact that specific research frameworks have been
developed for the study of dubbing and subtitling, for instance (Chaume
Varela, 2004; Diaz Cintas, 2003a). In addition, and as I pointed out above,
AVT has become the main topic of books, postgraduate courses and inter-
national conferences focusing on the specificity of this field. And yet, there
also is this other side of the coin.

Despite this apparent independence, AVT is by nature heterogeneous
and interdisciplinary, which is, in fact, one of the field’s greatest assets. As
Romero Fresco (2006) puts it: ‘if the autonomy of AVT is the starting point
for research, its interdisciplinarity is the way forward, as it is drawing on
other disciplines that AVT finds new and fruitful avenues of research’.
There is no point in isolating AVT. There are substantial fields of research
and theoretical reflection that can productively and systematically contrib-
ute to the study and understanding of translation in general, and AVT in
particular, as will be corroborated by the different chapters of this volume.

Let us consider a few examples. There isno doubt that the ever-increasing
prominence of audiovisual media in our society has had a positive
knock-on effect on the social and cultural visibility of AVT, attracting
enormous interest in this form of communication. The United States is the
first largest exporter of audiovisual productions in the world dominating,
not exclusively but mostly, the film industries of many other countries.
With English being the all-dominant language, and audiences in the United
States and the UK rarely being interested in foreign-language productions,
whether dubbed or subtitled, the metaphor of translation as a bridge
between cultures looks increasingly shaky. From the standpoint of the target
culture, the situation is certainly worthy of comment. Since a large percent-
age of films and television programmes consumed by viewers worldwide
are originally produced in the United States it seems legitimate to expect
that they will exert a certain degree of influence both in the language —
usually via translation — and in the attitudes of millions of people across the
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globe. Whilst aiming to mirror society, audiovisual productions invite their
audiences to find resemblances in the characters they see on screen in a pro-
cess of identification, which, in turn, triggers a mimetic attitude in some
viewers. Hence, the immense power that the media are accredited to wield
over viewers, a power that is well worth further investigation.

In my brief historical survey I showed that AVT has often been studied
from a professional point of view in the (recent) past, with research focus-
ing mainly on its mechanics, on technical issues such as time and space
constraints, lip synchronisation, spotting or cueing of subtitles, and so on.
However, topics of research too are widening in scope, departing from the
technical and linguistic approaches to encompass the sociocultural dimen-
sion of AVT. Thanks to the seminal works of scholars like Bassnett and
Lefevere (1998), increased awareness of the cultural embeddedness of
translation, of any kind, has drawn the fields of Translation Studies and
Cultural Studies together. And, slowly but surely, this ‘cultural turn’ is
starting to have a clear impact on the research conducted in AVT, as
witness some of the chapters to come.

Recently, AVT has been addressed from a perspective centred on how
the language used in the (translated) dialogue exchanges affects or is
affected by social constructs such as race, class, gender and economic
status, besides censorship and the manipulation and control of meaning
by various institutions. The project Translation in Global News, led by the
University of Warwick in the UK, is one such new development investi-
gating the multifaceted nature of global news as well as the politics and
economics of translation in global media (Bassnett, 2006; Bassnett &
Bielsa, 2008).

While mirroring reality, cinema also distorts it by constructing certain
images and clichés that grip the audience and mould their perception of
the world. Given the power exerted by the media, it is not an exaggeration
to state that AVT is the means through which not only information but
also the assumptions and values of a society are filtered and transferred to
other cultures. Films and other audiovisual productions now represent one
of the primary means through which commonplaces, stereotypes and
manipulated views about social categories (women, blacks, Arabs, homo-
sexuals, religious minorities) are conveyed: dubbing, voiceover and subti-
tling enable such views to be made accessible to wider audiences unfamiliar
with the language of the original production.

How does AVT go about this? The task of the translator is particularly
slippery when dealing with the translation of identities and stereotypes
since there is always the risk of the target language not rendering pre-
cisely the locations and dislocations of identity that are present, whether
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explicitly or implicitly, in the source language. When translating, the
danger of a potential mismatch between cultural identity and the very
specific way in which it is linguistically mapped through two (or more)
different languages is always real. Whereas in other closely related areas
like drama translation or film remakes, some productions resort to strate-
gies of geographical relocation or new models of cultural hybridity in
order to bridge the cultural gap and engage the collaboration of their new
audiences, AVT is always constrained by the presence of the original pro-
duction, which lives on semiotically through images (and sound) in the
adoptive culture. Dialogue exchanges do not just happen in a vacuum
but they always take place in a given context, which, in the case of AVT,
is a concrete situation in time, captured and frozen by the camera. The
fact that target viewers have the same access as source viewers to the
visuals of the programme, and in the case of subtitling and voiceover
even to the same soundtrack, has vast implications for the way the trans-
lation can be carried out. Obviously, studying the linguistic dimension of
this process only will not yield satisfactory results.

Still, from a linguistic point of view, the first, obvious step is the
translation of the programmes into various domestic languages if the
contents are to be intelligible to the target audience. But the semiotic
complexity of the audiovisual productions will determine the nature of
the strategies implemented and the solutions reached. Translating only
the linguistic component without taking into account the value of the
other semiotic dimensions of film (cf. supra) would certainly be a recipe
for disaster. Culture, cultural identity and pragmatic functioning in
their more or less explicitly localised forms ooze from all the film or
programme’s semiotic systems and pragmatic. The translation of humour,
dialect, compliments, swearing or taboo language must be considered
within this context and they are only a few examples of the areas
discussed in the present volume posing formidable challenges. Not only
for their very localised meaning, both in time and space, but also for being
always embedded in the source audiovisual text with a pragmatic and
semiotic significance that goes well beyond the purely linguistic dimen-
sion. In brief, as is the case in other translation fields, translators must
pay intricate attention to language in the first instance, however, in
order to ensure a successful triangular marriage between words, acous-
tic and kinetic information, they must undertake a very precise exami-
nation of the audiovisual situation, of the relationships established
between images, character interaction and individual verbal strategies.
In short, they must be fully aware of the semiotic complexity of the
audiovisual production.
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In addition to the above mentioned cultural hegemony, the role
of English as the main working language in all the stages of the AVT
industry — that is, production, distribution and exhibition — raises other
very important questions for investigation as well. From a professional
perspective, AVT is closely linked to technology and recent technical
developments, which, in the fields of subtitling and dubbing, have had a
direct impact on working practices. Routines that were standard a decade
ago are becoming obsolete and new ways of operating in a global world,
minimising efforts and maximising benefits, are constantly sought. Los
Angeles and London are not only the main powerhouses of the audio-
visual production industry; they are also becoming the nerve centres of
AVT, especially in the case of subtitling (and increasingly so in voiceover).
Films in minorised and lesser-used languages are rarely translated directly
from the source language. Instead, they tend to be translated first into
English, which is used as a pivot language, then into other languages,
with decisions on translation issues being taken in English-speaking cities
rather than in the ‘territories” as they are called in the DVD industry jar-
gon. “Templates’, ‘master (sub)titles” and ‘genesis files’ are becoming more
frequent in the industry and are having a great impact on the new ways
that subtitles are produced (Georgakopoulou, 2008). The jargon used in the
industry is reminiscent of a colonial past and a far cry from the gendered
and sexualised metaphors of translation discussed by Chamberlain (1988),
among which the notorious les belles infideles is probably the best known.

From a technological perspective, old historical certainties and dominant
technical parameters are being increasingly challenged as new ideas and
possibilities sweep in, hand in hand with advances interrogating in very
different ways the meaning of audiovisual translation, examining how
ingrained codes of behaviour and sets of assumptions shape translation
practices in this field. The potential offered by digital technology is colossal
both for the production and consumption of AVT. New formats like DVD,
Blu-ray and internet have also changed our perception of audiovisual
products, giving viewers an unusual degree of control over the linguistic
combination(s) in which they wish to watch a programme. We are now
dealing with an (inter)active rather than passive viewer, who is increasingly
more deeply immersed in the world of the image and has greater familiarity
with new technologies. In years to come, innovations such as on-the-go and
mobile technology and amateur practices like fansubs have the power to
change the field and the way we study it even more.

For instance, in the case of subtitling and thanks to the internet, digital
subtitling programmes have become a much more common occurrence,
with many of them available free on the net: Subtitle Workshop, Media
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Subtitler, Virtual Dub and Aegisub are just a few examples. The produc-
tion of subtitles is relatively easy these days and has popularised
translating practices like fansubbing (www.fansubs.net, www.fansubs.
org), whose main philosophy is the free distribution over the internet of
audiovisual programmes with subtitles done by fans. Free from market
imperatives, this new form of subtitling ‘by fans for fans’ can afford to be
much more creative and idiosyncratic than traditional (professional)
subtitling. Indeed, some aficionados prefer to use the term (fan)subbing,
instead of subtitling, in an attempt to emphasise its unique nature.
Although the usefulness of some of the subtitling conventions and strate-
gies fansubbers apply is still to be critically assessed, it is undeniable that
some of their groundbreaking innovations, such as the use of translator’s
notes on the screen, have already started to filter the profession, cropping
up in some commercialised films and other audiovisual programmes
(Diaz Cintas, 2007). As posited by Pérez Gonzélez (2006), in an analogy to
the butterfly effect discussed in chaos theory, the future of audiovisual
translation modes and conventions is certainly being challenged, if not
threatened, by these alternative practices. As the power of consumers in
audiovisual media is bound to increase in the near future it is hoped that
these new developments will also be prime candidates for further schol-
arly attention.

To conclude this section, it is worthwhile mentioning the vast potential
opened by AVT from a pedagogical and didactic perspective. Given the
fact that until very recently, and with very few exceptions, the profession
was learned in situ, away from educational establishments, very little has
been researched on the best way to train audiovisual translators, not just
in subtitling but in all the different translation modes normally used in the
world of audiovisual programming. Although, traditionally, the primary
role of AVT has been to act as a means for viewers to understand a pro-
gramme originally shot in another language, the possibilities of AVT have
expanded beyond this prima facie role in recent years. Language instruc-
tors round the world are increasingly realising the benefits of AVT for for-
eign language teaching and learning. The European Commission funded
project Learning Via Subtitling (http://levis.cti.gr) has as its main remit the
development of educational material for active foreign language learning
based on film subtitling. It aims to cover the exigency for active learning
where cultural elements are involved effectively through real-life (simu-
lated) activities and the need for productive use of multimedia not as a
nice add-on but rather as the core element of an activity. From a scholarly
standpoint, the use of subtitles, both intralingual and interlingual, as a
tool in the teaching and learning of foreign languages has been mentioned
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in passing by numerous authors and discussed in more detail by others
(Caimi, 2002; Danan, 1992, 2004; Diaz Cintas, 2008b; Gambier, 2007) but it
can still benefit from more empirical experiments and systematic analysis.
To date, virtually nothing has been written or researched relating to the
value of dubbing or voiceover, for instance, in the learning of foreign
languages, and despite the success of literacy projects like BookBox
(www.bookbox.com), which resorts to same language subtitling of audio-
visual programmes to enhance children’s reading experience (Kothari
et al., 2004), the field of AVT and language learning/acquisition remains
vastly unexplored.

About the Content of this Book

Audiovisual translation is a powerful activity, a highly significant form
of intercultural communication, and one of the main objectives of this
volume is to stimulate the exchange of ideas from a broad perspective,
including both cultural and linguistic approaches, and to place emphasis
on the exploration of different languages and traditions. As the table of
contents shows, the various chapters that make up this volume have been
grouped under three main themes. The first part, Crossing Cultural Borders,
contains papers that share the common thread of looking at AVT from a
cultural perspective, with a strong focus on the semiotic dimension. Henrik
Gottlieb opens this section with a contribution entitled ‘Subtitling against
the current: Danish concepts, English minds’. The fact that audiences in the
United States and Britain do not often enjoy foreign-language productions,
whether dubbed or subtitled, allows him to posit the hypothesis that those
non-English films that make it into Anglo-Saxon territory are prone to have
a substantial part of their verbal localisms deleted or domesticated — that is,
explicitated — in an attempt to make them more palatable to a predomi-
nantly monolingual Anglophone audience. To test the validity of this
hypothesis, he carries out a thorough analysis of the strategies used in the
subtitling of extra-linguistic culture-specific references when translating
several art films from Danish into English and compares these results with
the strategies implemented in the subtitling of Anglo-American localisms
in the Danish subtitles of two American films. Although on the whole fewer
localisms tend to be preserved when subtitling into English, the picture
that comes out of his study is much more complex than anticipated in the
author’s hypothesis, as the genre of the film rather than the language direc-
tion seems to play a part in some cases.

It is commonly accepted that translators mediate between two linguistic
and cultural systems. In our field, audiovisual translators have to engage
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with elaborate multisemiotic texts, where the interrelation between lan-
guage and culture takes on a special significance. Audiences of foreign
films encounter sociocultural systems which might be similar in some
cases, but differ substantially from their own experience in others.
Audiovisual translators must decipher and filter meaning on different
levels (aural, visual, verbal, nonverbal) before deciding on an appropriate
rendering that will hopefully make sense to their target audience. In her
contribution, ‘Connecting cultures: cultural transfer in subtitling and
dubbing’, Zoé Pettit delves into the problems related to specific cultural
features embedded within the audiovisual text. From a pragmatic and
semiotic perspective, she considers how the interplay between image,
sound and target text affects the translation strategies in operation, with
particular reference to a selection of English-French subtitled and dubbed
versions, and she examines how the cultural transfer is carried out in the
two AVT modes.

The traditional emphasis accorded to the linguistic component of the
audiovisual programme when subtitling has meant that the nonverbal
dimension of films is often neglected in the translation under the pretext
that it can hardly be reproduced as written text. In her contribution, “The
codification of nonverbal information in subtitled texts’, Elisa Perego crit-
icises the marginal attention given so far to nonverbal elements when
studying subtitles, and advocates an approach that takes into account para-
language, silences, kinesics and proxemics as decisive communicative
parameters. The marginalisation of paralinguistic features can greatly
affect comprehension since not only do they transmit information nonver-
bally but they also complement and complete the verbal message. Drawing
on examples from subtitled films (Hungarian-Italian, English-Italian), the
author sheds light on the possible causes that require nonverbal informa-
tion to be verbalised. The analysis offered by the author is predominantly
qualitative, although some attention is given to the quantitative dimen-
sion of the results.

Isabel Hurtado de Mendoza Azaola’s contribution, entitled “Translating
proper names into Spanish: the case of Forrest Gump’, aims to illustrate the
kind of problems that dubbers and subtitlers face when they have to trans-
fer highly marked sociocultural references, like proper names, into another
language. After discussing the merits of a good audience design and the
technical constraints imposed by the media, she argues that dubbing has
greater leeway than subtitling, thus allowing for a more suitable adapta-
tion of the original film to the new audience. Conversely, the subtitled
version is subject to more technical constraints, which can result in an
undermining of the general tone of the original film as well as some loss
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of meaning. Drawing on Skopos Theory, the author then puts forward the
hypothesis that dubbing rather than subtitling does often a better job
when the original text is heavily loaded with culture-specific allusions.

In Canada, all English language feature films released in Quebec must
be available in French within weeks, which means a flurry of film transla-
tion activity that normally occurs six to eight months before the same film
is released in France. Despite the fact that Quebec-dubbed films cannot be
distributed in France because of protective measures imposed by the
French industry and government, the translation policies and practices of
the Quebec companies produce ‘international” or ‘mid-Atlantic” French
language in these films, excising anything Québecois from the text, such
as intonation, lexis, and syntax. The chapter by Luise von Flotow, entitled
‘Frenching the feature film, twice: Or le synchronien au débat’, examines this
situation, focusing on the issue of ‘international” French on which studios
and distributors continue to insist. Questions asked include: What exactly
drives dubbing policy in Quebec? Are there any links between the Quebec
and the French dubbing industries that may be behind these policies?
What, if any, is the effect of academic work in the field?

The concept of translation tends to conjure up the rather erroneous
idea that two cultures signify two languages and, hence, two different
countries, a perception that is obviously wrong since there are many
nations where two or more languages are spoken within their frontiers
and translation is needed between those languages. The reality may even
require that in some cases even dialects need to be translated for the
benefit of the rest of countrymen, a rather common occurrence in Flanders
(Remael et al., 2008). This is what also happens in Italy, where since the
early 1990s, the need for Italian-Italian subtitles has characterised the work
of a group of filmmakers from the south of the country, who use the local
dialect as the predominant language in their films. In contradistinction
with the chapter by von Flotow, the study by Abele Longo, ‘Subtitling
the Italian south’, looks into the cinematic meaning and value that
diatopic language variations have within the same country: Italy. Focusing
on two films by Cipri and Maresco’s — Toto che visse due volte, set in
Palermo, and Piva’s LaCapaGira, set in Bari — the author sets to find out
what is the diegetic value of the intralingual subtitles that are needed in
the original version. It is shown that the Italian language used in the
captions requires active participation on the part of the viewers in order
to grasp the special features and idiomatic expressions of the dialects;
how and why Italian itself as a language is mocked in both films; how the
effectiveness of subtitling is determined by keeping translation to a
‘minimum’; how humour characterises and influences the subtitling of
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both films and, finally, how and why strong language appears to be lost
in translation.

Whereas dubbing and subtitling have been widely discussed in aca-
demic exchanges, voiceover has traditionally been given little attention in
AVT studies. Anna Matamala’s chapter, ‘Main challenges in the translation
of documentaries’, deals primarily with this translation mode. She presents
the reader with the main hurdles audiovisual translators have to overcome
when dealing with documentary programmes. First of all, a brief overview
of voiceover translation is given, focusing on the main characteristics of the
documentary genre. Then the author offers a classification in two groups of
the main problems faced by translators in this field: working conditions, on
the one hand, and more specific problems such as terminology, types of
speakers and translation modes, on the other. In her opinion, translators
must master not only voiceover and narration techniques, but also subti-
tling, since in the English-Catalan combination different translation modes
are used when dealing with documentaries. A corpus of real examples
drawn from her vast professional experience as a translator from English
into Catalan is used for illustrative purposes and, finally, some conclusions
regarding the translation of documentaries are posited.

The second series of texts, grouped under the title Juggling with Humour,
is devoted to the interaction of two flourishing and challenging research
areas: humour studies and AVT studies. If verbally expressed humour is, at
best, difficult to translate, the task becomes even trickier when other semi-
otic dimensions have to be taken into account before deciding on a satisfac-
tory solution, whether in dubbing or subtitling. Wordplay which relies on
visual representation can certainly be an ordeal for the screen translator.
The cohesion of the information supplied simultaneously by the two chan-
nels, audio and visual, must be hypothetically maintained in the target text
and, since the visuals cannot be manipulated, the degree of translation
manoeuvring required will be higher in order to achieve a humorous effect,
equivalent to that of the source text. In “Translation strategies for the dub-
bing of puns with one visual semantic layer’, John D. Sanderson seeks to
develop a partial taxonomy of audiovisual puns through the analysis of
excerpts of comedy films which range from parodies such as Spaceballs and
Life of Brian to Jim Carrey’s Ace Ventura, Pet Detective, Bruce Almighty, and
Friends, all strongly reliant on visual humour.

There are many factors influencing the kind of humour with which
audiovisual translators have to deal. Given the nature of the material to be
translated, it is no surprise that some of these aspects go beyond the
linguistic dimension. In her contribution entitled “Translating humour: the
dubbing of Bridget Jones’s Diary into Spanish’, Nieves Jiménez Carra
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discusses the relationship of humour to cultural aspects including the tra-
ditional/modern roles assigned to women and the use of taboo language
in comical phrases and expressions. The author discusses the English and
Spanish versions of the film, paying special attention to strategies like
adaptation, which is mostly used when dealing with the translation of
phraseology.

The next contribution in this section, ‘Dubbing The Simpsons in Spain: a
case study’, broaches the subject of the translation of humour in animation
productions, through an analysis of the Spanish version of the popular US
cartoon series The Simpsons, which has been on the air in Spain for over 15
years. The programme is rich in characters, with the occasional presence
of celebrities, and intertextual references to movies, historic events and
current affairs. Taking into account the scarce subordination to lip syn-
chronisation that characterises the dubbing of animation programmes,
Marta Muifioz Gil’s discussion focuses on the translation of: (a) proper
names, (b) intertextual references, (c) cultural referents, (d) humorous
elements, and (e) national and social identity features. In the analysis of
these elements, the Mexican version of the series is also referred to and
compared with the translation commercialised in Spain.

Further examples of the problems involved in the translation of
humour, this time in the case of subtitling into Portuguese, are provided
by Maria José Veiga in her chapter ‘The translation of audiovisual humour
in just a few words’. One of the main purposes of this contribution is to
investigate the various strategies implemented by translators when dealing
with humour on the screen. After discussing the main constraints inher-
ent to subtitling — synchronisation between sound, image and content,
size of subtitles, time exposure, and readability, among others — the author
argues that the task of the subtitler dealing with the transfer of humour is
aggravated by the problems of: recognising and understanding humour
in the source language/culture as well as (re)producing the same or
similar meaning the screenwriter originally intended to convey, thus
producing the same or similar effect on the target audience.

The last chapter in this section, ‘Gender portrayal in dubbed and subti-
tled comedies’, is written by Marcella De Marco. The purpose of her con-
tribution is to link AVT to an issue of growing importance in film studies:
the portrayal of gender. Cinema forms part of a wider sociocultural context
and, as a medium of representation, it portrays values, myths and clichés
that mirror and strengthen common assumptions about what it means to
be a man or a woman. Cinematic language in general and dubbing/subti-
tling in particular play, therefore, a fundamental role in the transmission of
stereotypes from one culture to another. In this contribution, the author
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analyses a number of Anglo-American films such as Working Girl, Erin
Brockovich, Sister Act and Mrs Doubtfire, focusing on how gender stereotypes
are portrayed visually; how these stereotypes are linguistically transferred
in the Spanish and Italian dubbed/subtitled versions; whether they adopt
similar or different verbal images and, if so, what these differences suggest
about the recipient culture.

Despite having gained a certain degree of autonomy, Translation Studies
in general remains a multidisciplinary area, drawing most notably on the
insights of linguistics. Indeed, language is the primary working tool of the
(audiovisual) translator and it is the core of the third and last part of this
book, entitled Dealing with Linguistic Variation. Whilst research on the lin-
guistic aspects of dubbing has mainly focused on general aspects such as
lip synchronisation and the translation of social and geographic variation
as well as transfer errors, systematic quantitative analyses of spoken lan-
guage are rarely available. As a result, little is known about the degree to
which spoken language filters into translated film scripts. Investigations
so far do in fact suggest that dubbed language varieties are likely to be
placed closer to a ‘neutral’, uniform written standard, thus failing to por-
tray sociolinguistic variation. Maria Pavesi’s chapter, ‘Dubbing English
into Italian: A closer look at the translation of spoken language’, presents
a quantitative account of selected syntactic and lexico-syntactic features of
spoken Italian, typically associated with the constraints and situational
factors of face-to-face communication, as reflected in five Italian transla-
tions of widely known British and American films, including Secrets and
Lies, Sliding Doors, Notting Hill, Dead Man Walking and Finding Forrester.
The results are then compared and contrasted with the data from corpora
of spoken Italian and a corpus of Italian films.

The contribution by Maria Jestis Ferndndez Fernandez, ‘The translation
of swearing in the dubbing of the film South Park into Spanish’, focuses on
the role of coarse language and expletives in film translation. After taking
alook at how swearing works in English and Spanish, the author examines
the way in which swearing has been handled when dubbing US films into
Peninsular Spanish. From a diachronic perspective, taboo expressions con-
tained in many American films were often toned down in Spanish by using
artificial expressions that suffered from a lack of authenticity. The trend
nowadays seems to point in a different direction as translators resort to
expressions more in tune with the linguistic and cultural contexts of the
target language in order to maintain the pragmatic intention of the origi-
nal. To illustrate this point, some examples of the translation of strong
language are presented and discussed in a contrastive analysis of the US
animated film South Park and its dubbed Spanish counterpart.
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Silvia Bruti’s contribution, “The translation of compliments in subtitles’,
aims to investigate to what extent linguistic simplification in subtitling
affects the domain of politeness phenomena, focusing on compliments and
compliment responses, which are culturally-restrained speech acts. As
shown by sociopragmatic studies, it is clear that speech acts are subject to
cultural and sociolinguistic variation and interesting changes may also be
observed across age and gender. After discussing the value of compliments
in the negotiation of social identities and relations, the author seeks to inves-
tigate how the original speech act is translated in the subtitled versions,
bearing in mind that information can also be conveyed extra-linguistically.
The analysis of compliments and compliment responses is applied to vari-
ous British/ American films and their Italian subtitled versions including
Shallow Hal, Sliding Doors, There’s Something About Mary and Philadelphia.

As has frequently been observed, strong language and nonstandard
forms tend to be eliminated or, at least, toned down in subtitling. The
most obvious reason for this is that swearing and taboo language have a
stronger effect when written than when spoken, and in many countries
this is an area subject to censorship. Working within the politeness theory
framework, this joint contribution from Olga Gartzonika and Adriana
Serban, entitled ‘Greek soldiers on the screen: politeness, fluency and
audience design in subtitling’, investigates the ways in which the spoken
interaction between characters in the Greek film Loafing and Camouflage
has been represented in the English subtitles. The characters are soldiers
doing their compulsory military service in Greece, and the language they
use is frequently nonstandard. While the subtitler was found to have sys-
tematically toned down the language for the benefit of the film audience,
in some cases offensive language has, more unexpectedly, been added, as
a result of the subtitler’s concern to achieve a fluent sounding text.

Drawing on the work of some of the most prominent scholars in AVT,
this volume covers a few of the central areas of concern in this dynamic
field of research. A wide range of themes and issues are discussed from a
variety of angles, dealing with various cultures and language pairs. These
different perspectives and views represent some of the many facets in
which AVT manifests itself in our society and are a testimony to the power
of AVT in cultural transformation and change. Just as importantly, as the
authors discuss AVT in its various manifestations (dubbing, subtitling and
voiceover), supplying answers to some crucial questions, they also open
up new debates by asking further questions. I hope this volume will
engage the reader’s imagination and encourage continued research into a
field that many have started to see as the new translation discipline of the
21st century.
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Chapter 2

Subtitling Against the Current:
Danish Concepts, English Minds

HENRIK GOTTLIEB

Translation indicates a willingness to appreciate other cultures.
Yifeng, 2003: 34

Localisms on Foreign Screens

The international exchange of films and TV productions is becoming
increasingly asymmetrical. Onscreen, English is the all-dominant foreign
language, and even major speech communities are turned minors in the
process. In Europe, only France, Denmark and Sweden have a domestic
film production able to keep the United States and other imports below a
market share of 80%.! Meanwhile, audiences in the United States and the
UK are rarely bothered with foreign-language productions. Like people
almost all over the planet, they enjoy Anglophone productions. But unlike
all others, they do not often enjoy foreign-language productions, whether
dubbed or subtitled:

In Britain, for example, acquiring foreign languages has never been
accorded high cultural significance and there is the somewhat
arrogant assumption that the majority of life’s activities — including
broadcasting — can be safely conducted in English. [...] In Britain this
characteristically insular mind-set has not only affected our readiness
to learn foreign languages, it also has had an impact on audiences’
response to foreign language material. (Kilborn, 1993: 649)

As opposed to the cosmopolitan, albeit anglophile, situation found in
most subtitling countries (Gottlieb, 2004b), the very small market shares of
foreign films in Britain and the United States reflect the fact that general
Anglo-American audiences avoid non-Anglophone productions, no matter

2]



22 Part 1: Crossing Cultural Borders

their genre or cinematographic qualities. It remains to be determined
what role the original language of the film plays in this context. However, it
makes sense to believe that — aided by the oft-mentioned time-and-space
constraints of subtitling” — those non-English films that make it into Anglo-
Saxon territory are prone to have a substantial part of their verbal localisms
deleted or domesticated, fitting with the general condensation strategies
in subtitling and with the critical views of foreignisation advocated by
Venuti (2000: 335): ‘Subtitling [...] necessarily offers a partial communication
of foreign meanings, which are not simply incomplete, but re-established
according to target concepts of coherence.” In this process, foreign films —
with their outlandish expressions, alien allusions and foreign settings —
would end up being more palatable to a predominantly monolingual
anglophone audience.

On the other hand, in translating from “exotic” languages, conscientious
translators may take pride in preserving such localisms (while incompe-
tent translators often transfer them as a matter of course), with the result
that sometimes the natural flow of the dialogue is lost in translation.

In subtitling ‘upstream’, against the English current, should we then
expect to encounter the latter trend toward source-text fidelity, or are sub-
titlers more prone to localise, that is, to skip or convert culture-related
items in the name of reader-friendliness? In other words, does the fear of
alienating the viewer, paired with the need for condensation in subtitling,
win over subtitlers” professional ambitions to get localisms across to their
English-speaking audiences?®

In trying to answer this question, five Danish films (Dogme and after)
were analysed, and the fate of their localisms in the English subtitles was
compared with that of Anglo-American localisms in the Danish subtitles
of two American films.

Films Across Cultures: Translatability or Remakes?

The underlying notion of translation — whether we deal with printed
literature, feature films or nonfictional texts — is based on the assumption
that ‘it is possible to map aspects of one language onto aspects of the other’
(Malmkjeer, 1999: 17). In this interlingual ‘mapping” process, one would
tend to consider culture-based and other verbal obstacles in source texts
nothing but minor hurdles easily overcome on the road toward the target
text —no matter the semiotic structure of the text in question.*

Much along these lines, when talking about film translation, Whitman
(2001: 144) states that ‘there is no such thing as “untranslatability”, a term
I hear all too often when collaborating with directors and translators
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working on dubbed versions of American movies’. In her view, the way to
secure success in translation is through linking the message of the original
dialogue to the minds of the foreign audience: “Translation means being
aware of the intent of the original as well as the target audience’s common
pool of allusions” (Whitman, 2001: 147).

However, if intended target audiences have little knowledge or inter-
est in the foreign setting of an otherwise interesting film, there is still a
way out. Instead of dubbing or subtitling the foreign production — neither
method seems to go down well with US audiences® — one may ‘translate’
the entire work; that is, produce an English-language remake of the
original film. Especially with French films, this method has been resorted
to frequently (Wehn, 2001; Weissbrod, 2004). Even Danish films are some-
times remade for the American market, like Ole Bornedal’s Nattevagten
(1994) — remade in the United States as Nightwatch (1997) — and Susanne
Bier’s Den eneste ene (1999), which was remade in 2002 in the UK, titled
The One and Only. Both Danish films won critical and public acclaim in
Denmark and abroad, whereas both remakes were flops in the English-
speaking world, artistically as well as commercially (Internet Movie
Database).®

The problems of preserving the original spirit and appeal in remakes
bring us back to the issue of fidelity.

Fidelity in Screen Translation

The Macmillan English Dictionary (Rundell, 2002), lists the three
following senses of ‘fidelity”:

(1) the attitude or behaviour of someone who is willing to have sex only
with their husband, wife or partner;

(2) loyalty to a person, organisation or principle;

(3) the degree to which something is an accurate copy or translation of
something else.

Fidelity —in the third sense — is not a notion that immediately springs to
mind when discussing screen translation. In dubbing and subtitling, what
counts more than anything else is the transfer of speech acts, not necessar-
ily the exact elements that make up the original speech acts: “We should
remember that the audience reaction to a funny line is far more important
than any literal fidelity to the original sense” (Whitman, 2001: 149). Still,
with drama and similar genres, fidelity in translation is often considered
worth striving at — provided that speech acts are successfully recreated in
the process.
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In comparison with feature films, whether dubbed or subtitled, documen-
taries stand out by typically retaining their culture-specific references in
translation. Referring to the fate of Brazilian documentaries in Europe, Franco
(2001: 177) observes that ‘a greater degree of exoticism or foreignization is
almost inevitable in translated documentaries’.

However, the most ‘exotic” elements in a film up for translation may not
be those that establish the foreign universe in which many (Anglo-
American) productions are set. In discussing the Italian translation of
internationally popular Disney cartoons, Di Giovanni concludes that:

difficulty in translation does not generally lie in the rendering of
cultural otherness [e.g. the ‘exotic” setting of Aladdin] but rather in
adapting those American expressions, idioms and references which
are designed to act as balancing elements but whose primary role is to
ensure a smooth and pleasant reception by the American and English-
speaking viewers. (Di Giovanni, 2003: 217)

In most polysemiotic media only the verbal content may be altered in
translation. The continual presence of the other semiotic channels (the
image and the international music and effects track) in the translation
means that on the axis ranging from strictly verbatim rendition of the
original (verbal) text to free, target-culture recreation of the text, for
example, so-called localisation, translations of commercial film and TV
productions would be expected to stay near the source-oriented pole. This
source-orientation should be especially pronounced in subtitling, as no
part of the original work is replaced, and subtitles are added to the
original and presented in sync with the dialogue.

We will now have a closer look at some conflicting factors that influence
the degree of fidelity in subtitling.

Fidelity trigger #1: Audience knowledge of the source language

Especially in societal contexts in which large segments of target audi-
ences know enough of the original language on screen (which most often
is English) to second-guess the subtitler, this parallel and simultaneous
viewing of the original and the translated dialogue will inevitably draw
the subtitler toward the loyal end of the axis outlined above.

Fidelity trigger #2: Status of the source language

When dealing with the reception of Anglo-American screen produc-
tions overseas, a second factor comes into play: the undeniable prestige of
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the English language means that, all things being equal, translations from
English will be closer to the source text than those from less-dominant and
low-prestige languages.” However, as subtitling often presents itself as an
ultimately target-oriented translation method, two counter-factors must
be entered into the equation as well.

Anti-fidelity factor #1: Intersemiotic redundancy

As films and television programmes are usually seen as less sacrosanct
than printed literature, and — even more importantly — screen productions
are polysemiotic by nature, the information conveyed through the non-
verbal channels will often help get the message across to target audiences
if the subtitles do not render ‘everything’ in the original dialogue. Little
wonder, this means that subtitlers tend to rely on intersemiotic support for
their translated lines, also in situations where elements are simply omitted
in translation.

Anti-fidelity factor #2: Noiseless communication

As subtitling is still a one-size-fits-all operation, subtitlers tend to go for
the common denominator in the expected audience, which is often very
mixed. For this reason, smooth communication via recognisable entities is
sometimes preferred to loyal representation of strange localisms.

The issue at hand: The tug-of-war between fidelity
and audience concerns

In the terms of natural science, how strong a pull will there be between
original and translation if the two fidelity triggers are left out of the equa-
tion? In our subtitling context, how loyal to the original dialogue — and,
thus, the source culture — will translators be if (1) the target audience does
not understand the language spoken, and (2) the language spoken has no
privileged status in the target culture?

As these preconditions are both met in subtitling from Danish into
English, the stage is now set for this investigation.

Aims and Films of this Study

With the aim of measuring the strength of the above-mentioned anti-
fidelity target-oriented counter-effect in subtitling, I have looked at the
strategies used by English subtitlers when encountering Danish localisms
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Table 2.1 Films used in the study

Title; Director; Subtitler® Actors Awards Box office figures®

Danish films DK USA
Mifune (TV version) Iben Hjejle, AFI European, Amanda, | 351K | $0.6M
Mifunes sidste sang (1999) Anders W. Berthelsen, | Berlin (3), Liibeck,
Dir.: Seren Kragh-Jacobsen Jesper Asholt 2 Roberts,
Subtitles: *Jonathan Sydenham 1 Bodil
Shake It All About (DVD) Mads Mikkelsen, 4 Roberts 823K | No data
En kort en lang (2001) Troels Lyby, available
Dir.: Hella Joof Charlotte Munck
Subtitles: *Jonathan Sydenham
Open Hearts (DVD) Mads Mikkelsen, Lubeck, Toronto, 506K | $0.1M
Elsker dig for evigt (2002) Sonja Richter, 5 Roberts,
Dir.: Susanne Bier Nikolaj Lie Kaas, 3 Bodils
Subtitles: *Jonathan Sydenham | Paprika Steen
Inheritance (DVD) Ulrich Thomsen, Lubeck, Norwegian 374K | $0.07M
Arven (2002) Ghita Nerby, International,
Dir.: Per Fly Lisa Werlinder, San Sebastian,
Subtitles: Nicholas Hawtin Peter Steen 7 Roberts,

2 Bodils, 1 Zulu
Count to 100 (film) Frederik Paarup, (None) 23K Never
Teel til 100 (2004) Julie Carlsen, released
Dir.: Linda K. Holmberg Troels Lyby,
Subtitles: Allan Hilton Andersen | Anders W. Berthelsen
American films

High Fidelity (2000) (DVD) John Cusack, Blockbuster, 94K $27M
Dir.: Stephen Frears Iben Hjejle Motion Picture Sound
Danish subtitles: Lasse Schmidt
Spider-Man (2002) (DVD) Tobey Maguire, Saturn, BMI Film Music, | 424K | $404M
Dir.: Sam Raimi Willem Dafoe, Bogey, Empire, MTV
Danish subtitles: *Aage Brock | Kirsten Dunst Movie; People’s Choice

in the dialogue of five Danish feature films. Most of these are box-office
hits, and two of them (Mifune and Open Hearts) are Dogme 95 films. For
comparison, I studied the treatment of Anglo-American localisms in the
Danish subtitles for two successful American films (see Table 2.1).

Lower Fidelity Upstream?

As stated above, this study focuses on the strategies used in the subti-
tling of localisms. Phrased more accurately, the focus of this investigation
is extra-linguistic culture-specific references (Pedersen, 2003) in original
and subtitled film dialogue. These items —hereinafter ECRs — can be defined
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as lexical items, typically nouns and names, designating phenomena
specific to the culture in which they are used. In films and other artefacts
from nondominant cultures, almost all such items will be known only to
their original audiences. With subtitled productions from such minor
speech communities, foreign audiences have to rely almost entirely on the
informational content in the subtitles. In films from major speech commu-
nities, however, many ECRs will be recognised abroad. Thus, the bridge-
building efforts in translation ought to be smaller in downstream subtitling
than upstream as more ECRs could be retained or otherwise represented.
Accordingly, downstream subtitling should express a high degree of fide-
lity toward the original dialogue, while subtitling ‘against the current’ — as
when Danish films meet English-speaking audiences — would be expected
to display more explicatory, adaptive and deletive strategies.

Existing Downstream and Upstream Studies

When discussing the nature of ECR’s, a crucial issue is the ‘C” in the
acronym: how culture-specific are these items? Especially when translating
works from a dominant culture, it may be difficult to determine whether a
certain element is specific to that culture, or whether it is well-known in the
target community, may be even disseminated internationally. As stated in an
analysis of the translation of the American animated comedy series The
Simpsons, ‘there are a large number of cultural references that do not consti-
tute a translation problem because both the source and target cultures belong
to the same cultural macrosystem (the West)” (Lorenzo et al., 2003: 289).

However, even within the Anglophone microsystem, certain cultural
references, particular to one geographical region or demographic segment,
may be incomprehensible to large parts of the (English-speaking) audience,
as has been pointed out in a study comparing the Spanish subtitling and
dubbing of the Marx Brothers’ film Duck Soup (Fuentes Luque, 2003).

While usually only one translated version of a film exists in the dub-
bing countries, it is very common to find two or more subtitled versions of
the same film in subtitling communities.” This provides the translation
scholar with some excellent material for comparing translational strate-
gies (see e.g. Diaz Cintas, 2001b, discussed below). Of course, any such
comparison of two or more translations into the same target language will,
to a certain extent, reveal the personal talents, preferences and idiosyncra-
sies of the translator. Yet, when the media of distribution and/or the geo-
graphical region differ, other aspects than personal choice may come into
play. This is often the case whenever European films are subtitled for the
English-speaking market(s).
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In his study on the fate of La flor de mi secreto, a film by Pedro Almodévar,
Diaz Cintas (2001b) compared two subtitled versions of the film available
in Britain: a video version originally made in the United States, for an
American market, and an all-British version, made and broadcast by
Channel 4 in the UK. Unlike what is usually the case when cinema or
video subtitles are compared to TV subtitles with regard to their treatment
of offensive language and other colorful elements in the dialogue, it was
found that:

the video version resorts to a rather systematic and excessive sanitizing
of the sexual expressions, whereas the TV version, that in principle
should be more cautious because it must cater for a more heterogeneous
audience, follows the original a lot closer. (Diaz Cintas, 2001b: 64)

Summing up, the author (Diaz Cintas, 2001b: 65) adds: ‘If translations
should [...] reflect the plurality of choice, cultural expression and lin-
guistic transgression of the original, the US video version, unfortunately,
does not.” In this case, the quest for stylistic fidelity usually represented in
cinema and video subtitling seems to have been overruled by the prudish
concerns so often encountered in American mass media.

Translating fromm Danish: Minor but Not Marginal

Far from being the world’s number one native language, English has
some 350 million native speakers, against 5.3 million Danish speakers.
However, when it comes to translation into and from Danish, that
language is not as marginal as one might expect when judging from the
number of speakers.

Dividing the world’s more than 6000 languages into central, semiperi-
pheral and peripheral languages — in terms of (book) translation output — it
has been found that while English, French, German and Russian belong to
the ‘central’ category, Danish —along with Spanish, Italian, Swedish, Polish
and Czech - could be placed in the semiperipheral group, each with 1-3%
shares of the total number of translated titles (Wallerstein, 1991; quoted in
Heilbron, 2000: 14). Major languages such as Mandarin Chinese, Arabic,
Bengali, Hindi, Portuguese, Japanese, Wu Chinese, Javanese, Korean,
Turkish, Vietnamese, Telugu, Yue Chinese (Cantonese), Marathi, Tamil
and Urdu - all with more than 50 million native speakers (Coutsoukis,
2005) — may thus be considered peripheral when it comes to published
translations.

In relation to their number of native speakers, the Scandinavian
speech communities hold a world record in translational activities. As a
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case in point, while the UK and the United States together published
2167 translated book titles annually in the 1980s, Denmark published
1758 titles. Per million speakers, this amounted to an import of 351 titles
in Denmark, against 21 in Britain, and only four in the United States.
More relevant, perhaps, is that while 29,401 English-language titles were
translated annually, a total of 532 Danish titles were translated — some
100 titles per million inhabitants in both speech communities (Gottlieb,
1997a: 17-18).

Today, Danish films on DVD help maintaining the relatively high inter-
national profile of Danish fictional works, thanks to the success of the
Dogme 95 project, including films by renowned directors Lars von Trier
and Thomas Vinterberg.

In translation studies, very few authors have discussed the fate of
Danish fictional works abroad. Those who have typically focus on general
or pragmatic issues in the works of internationally recognised authors like
Karen Blixen and Hans Christian Andersen (Anderson, 1997; Hjernager
Pedersen, 2004; Malmkjeer, 1999). Studies on the translation of Danish
films for foreign audiences are even more scarce, and only few of these are
ever published (Hilwerda, 2000 vs. Zilberdik, 2004). For my own part,
subtitling into Danish has been a central topic in my production so far
(Gottlieb, 1992, 1994, 1997b, 1997¢, 2001a, 2001b, 2004a), whereas only one
title (Grigaraviciaté & Gottlieb, 1999) deals with screen translation — in
casu voiceover — from Danish.

As implied above, very little has been published on the specific
problems encountered in subtitling productions from a minor speech
community. One of these rare studies (Zilberdik, 2004) deals with trans-
lation from Danish into Hebrew — or, to be exact, from Danish into
Hebrew via English. In her study, Zilberdik analyses the relay translation
of the Danish Dogme film Festen (The Celebration), directed by Thomas
Vinterberg in 1998. In her discussion on what she terms ‘culture-specific
phenomena’, she embraces both language-internal and -external entities,
the latter category comprising:

(1) strictly Danish entities: Sydhavnen [run-down neighbourhood in
Copenhagen], toastmaster [presenting party guests with speeches and
songs for the occasion], franskbred [Danish white bread], pejsestuen
[large sitting room with a fireplace], Gammel Dansk [spicy Danish-
made bitters], VS and SF [Danish political parties];

(2) international phenomena also found in Denmark: Rip, Rap og Rup
[Disney’s Huey, Dewey and Louie], and Frimurerlogen [the Free
Masons]; and finally
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(3) references to cultures well-known in Denmark but more exotic to the
(Israeli) target audience: the Ruhr district in Germany (Zilberdik, 2004:
39-46).

Zilberdik’s (2004: 53) study shows that in the Hebrew version of Festen
there are ‘several features, notably swearing and culture-bound phenom-
ena (here indicating class) that are particularly liable to mistranslation and
condensation’. Having acknowledged that the polysemiotic nature of
film means that ‘isolated errors in translation may not be crucial to the
understanding of the character (or the film)’, Zilberdik (2004: 53) concludes:
‘I still find that the humans portrayed tend to become more mainstream’.

This testimony of mainstreaming the original verbal content fits with
another study of (relay) screen translation (Grigaravic¢itte & Gottlieb,
1999), in which ‘eccentric” dialogue features and cultural references were
standardised in a centripetal motion.

Taxonomies of ECR Translation Strategies

In recent years, the scholarly literature has presented us with several
attempts at describing what happens to culture-related elements in
translation. In this section, we will look at some models which may help
understand the workings of subtitlers confronted with localisms in the
original dialogue.

In her study of the translation of allusions, which she aptly terms
‘culture bumps’, Leppihalme (1997: 3-ff.) distinguishes between key-
phrase allusions — which are by definition intra-linguistic and thus of little
interest to us here — and proper-name allusions. As an extra-linguistic
entity, the latter category yields an important part of the phenomena under
scrutiny here, the ECRs.

As semiotic, semantic and contextual circumstances vary from one
film to another — and, more importantly, throughout any film — this study
has been conducted based on the presumption, shared with Leppihalme
(1997: 78), that ‘considering a wide range of strategies is more likely to
lead to successful translations than routine use of one strategy only’.

Inspired by, among others, Nedergaard-Larsen (1993), Leppihalme
(1997) and Pedersen (2003), I have established what I believe to be an
exhaustive taxonomy of strategies available to the subtitler when con-
fronted with ECRs in the original dialogue. On a scale from maximum
to minimum fidelity to the original, Table 2.2 below seeks to present a
‘taxonomy of taxonomies’, which also illustrates the difficulties of agree-
ing on terminological practices in translation studies, not to mention the
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challenges found in actual case-by-case categorisation of individual ECR
candidates, an issue I will not elaborate on here.

Table 2.2 juxtaposes four taxonomies of strategies for dealing with
ECRs — the taxonomy used in this study (in the far right column) and the
ones that inspired it. Within each taxonomy, strategies are ranked
according to their degree of source-text fidelity as interpreted by the
individual authors.

Although there seems to be at least some foundation for terminological
consensus here, we encounter the usual Janus-faced ‘double trouble’ in
terminology: different terms may denote the same thing, and the same
term may denote different things. A case of the latter is found with
the term ‘explicitation’. Whereas Nedergaard-Larsen places this strategy
halfway between the poles of foreignisation and domestication, both
Leppihalme and Pedersen point to something more loyal. Because of this
dichotomy, I have avoided the term altogether. Instead, I suggest the term

Table 2.2 Strategies for translating culture-specific items

Nedergaard- | Leppihalme,
Larsen, 1993 1997 Pedersen, 2003 Gottlieb
Maximum | Identity Retention Non-translation | Retention
fidelity 3 ; R
Retention with | Explicitation
explicitation
High Imitation Literal Literal
fidelity - translation translation
Direct
translation
Low Explicitation | Replacement Generalisation | Specification
fidelity by SL element —
Generalisation
Paraphrase
Situational
adaptation
Cultural Replacement Cultural
adaptation by TL element | substitution Substitution
Minimum | Omission Omission with
fidelity sense transfer
Total omission | Omission Omission
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‘specification’, a low fidelity translational strategy aimed at disambiguat-
ing ECRs in the dialogue.

As always in the arts and humanities, classification is bound to be
somewhat arbitrary, but three major concerns when establishing ways to
discern patterns in one’s data must be that:

(1) categories are established to accommodate all findings,

(2) different categories reflect significant differences in one’s findings,
and

(3) the number of categories reflect the number of findings: a small set of
data does not tally with a great number of categories.

In the context of this study, in which numbers are indeed rather small, the
latter point has made me limit my taxonomy to six categories — which
I believe cover all potential ECR translational strategies. However, with a
larger material, some of these categories may deserve being subdivided
(¢f. Nedergaard-Larsen’s taxonomy). Especially, substitution would qualify
for such an operation as it covers three types of replacement of a foreign
element unknown to the target audience:

(1) replacement by a foreign element known to the target audience
(English Adirondack National Park > Danish Yellowstone National Park),"

(2) replacement by a foreign element shared with the target culture, that is,
an international element (English White Palace > Danish McDonald’s),

(3) replacement by a domestic element (English Fourth of July > Danish
Nydrsaften [new year’s eve]; shared feature: fireworks).

However, as shown in Table 2.3, substitution only comes in fourth
among my six categories; hence the amalgamation of the three potential
subcategories.

Findings: Conflicting Choices in ECR Translation

Based on direct comparison of soundtrack and subtitles in each film,
the following data were collected. The tables offer further details on the
ECRs found and their fate in translation, including the categorisation
practices used in this study.

Table 2.3 allows a comparison of the degree of localism — measured by
the total number of extra-linguistic culture-specific references — of each
film studied. Within the main corpus (the Danish films) and the reference
corpus (the American films), films are ranked according to ECR frequency,
which vary considerably (from 20 to 105) in the main corpus, with Shake It
All About displaying more than four times as many ECRs as Open Hearts,
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Table 2.3 Distribution of ECR subtitling strategies

English title and ECR | Reten- Literal Specifi- | Generali- | Substi-
original title total tion translation | cation sation tution | Omission
Danish films
Open Hearts 20 1 4 2 8 4 1
Elsker dig for evigt (5%) (20%) (10%) (40%) (20%) (5%)
Inheritance 22 7 3 1 7 2 2
Arven (32%) (14%) (5%) (32%) (9%) (9%)
Count to 100 25 12 4 2 3 4 0
Teel til 100 (48%) (16%) (8%) (12%) (16%) (0%)
Mifune 59 19 14 0 11 7 8
Mifunes sidste sang (32%) (24%) (0%) (19%) (12%) (14%)
Shake It All About 105 3 29 17 15 31 10
En kort en lang (3%) (28%) (16%) (14%) (30%) (10%)
Average share 24% 20% 8% 23% 17% 8%
Maximum variance 16.0 2.0 >3.2 3.3 3.3 >2.8
American films
High Fidelity 5 5 1 9 1
(12%) (12%) (2%) (22%) (2%)
Spider-Man 5 2 3 5 4
(11%) (4%) (6%) (11%) (9%)
Average share 55% 12% 8% 4% 17% 6%
Maximum variance 1.2 11 3.0 3.0 2.0 4.5

Inheritance and Count to 100. Mifune takes a middle position, much in line
with the two American films: these three films contain roughly half as
many ECRs as Shake It All About.

Yet more relevant in a translational context, Table 2.3 shows how sub-
titlers have tackled the various types of ECRs in the seven films," giving
both the absolute (numerical) and the relative distribution of the six avail-
able strategies. A direct numerical comparison is made difficult by the
substantial variation in the number of ECRs found in the different films.
For this reason, percentages are given for each strategy in each film. This
makes it possible to discern a certain pattern in the material:

(1) For Danish as well as American films, retention has a dominant posi-
tion and is found in five of the nine instances where one strategy is
applied more than 25% of the time (cells highlighted in grey). In addi-
tion, all three instances where one strategy has a share of more than
40% (cells in dark grey) are cases of retention.
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(2) Running counter to this predominant pattern, generalisation scores
just as high as retention in one film (Inheritance), and, more strikingly,
two of the Danish films have very low retention shares. Only 3% of
the ECRs in Shake It All About and a mere 5% of the ECRs in Open
Hearts have been retained in the English subtitles. Thus, the gap
between high and low shares is nowhere greater than when looking
at the strategy of retention; the probability of an ECR being retained
in Count to 100 is 16 times as high (maximum variance: factor 16)" as
that found in Shake It All About. As can be seen in the two maximum
variance rows in the table, in the Danish material no other strategy
shows such gaps in usage; the maximum variance is factor 3.3 (dis-
carding the specification void in Mifune and the lack of omission in
Count to 100).1

(3) The American films, constituting a small reference corpus and
chosen for their differences in genre, are strikingly similar — yet not
translated by the same person — when it comes to distribution of
translational strategies. Maximum variances range from 1.1 to 4.5,
the same range found in the main corpus — except of course when
looking at retention. No surprise, American culture-specific references
are considered more familiar to Danish audiences than vice versa — at
least twice as familar, judging from the retention shares. While 55% of
all American localisms were retained in the Danish subtitles, only 24%
of Danish localisms survived in translation.

In Tables 2.4-2.6, readers will find the data sheets of three of the seven
films investigated (space does not allow printing them all). ECRs with
geographical reference are highlighted in grey, while personal and brand
names are underscored. Numbers in brackets are total figures, including
repeated items.

ECRs and Genres

When trying to explain the different ECR frequencies in the material
investigated, two factors must be taken into consideration:

(1) Thematically, some film (and TV) genres are more local than others
and may not lend themselves to translation. As a case in point, British
satirical TV programmes, although having acquired something of a
cult following abroad, have become popular in spite of rather than
because of the points which the subtitles manage to pass on to audi-
ences abroad (Gottlieb, 1997c) — many of whom are quite familiar with
English, anyway.
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Table 2.4 Mifune
Specifi-
Data sheet 1 Mifune Retention Literal translation | cation Generalisation Substitution Omission
Original title: Lolland (x9) | Kebenhavn (x7) [None |en frednings- Katrinebaek
Mifunes sidste sang (Copenhagen) found] | proprieteergérd myndighederne
(a big farm) (the planning
officer)
Screenplay:
Anders Thomas Jensen | 1 Nakskov Mogenstrup Kro en Frikadeller Keobenhavn
Seren Kragh-Jacobsen | €ller (Mogenstrup Inn) proprietergard (meatballs)
Sakskebing (a farm)
Director: (In Nakska
Seren Kragh-Jacobsen | OF Saxkebing)
Logtofte en by der hedder i Tivoli bryggerset Gonge
Main actors: H&mms (E'l Fown (to the fair) (the utility room) hevdingen
b . called inhibition)
en Hjejle,
Anders W. Berthelsen, Seren kongen af Nakskov udsigt over Otterup Kastager
Jesper Asholt Pilmark (the King of Sundet (there)
Nakskov) (sea view)
Released in 1999 Otterup Kastbakvej pa 100 kilo Lille Peter Lolland (x3)
(Kastaek Road) [sic] (overweight) Edderkop
(Incy wincy spider)
Duration: 98 minutes | Mini Golf Fede Flemming medisterpolse Arne Melchior inde i
[cigar] (Fat Flemming) (sausage) (Donald Duck) Maribo
(Minigolf)
Katrinebaek oakim von And fiskefilet oakim von
(Scrooge McDuck) (fried fish) Henseand
(Scrooge
McChicken)
Ebbe Sand Tosse-Rud merbradbef
(x2) (Rud the Nut) (pork)
Nakskov (x2) inde i Kebenhavn
(in the city)
en Tivolitur
(an outing to the
fair)
Langelinie (the
harbor)
ECR total: 41 (59) 9 (19 8 (14| — 11 7 6 8)
ECRs/hour: 5.51 (11.63) 4.90 (8.57) _— 6.73 4.29 3.67 (4.90)
25.10 (36.12)
Fidelity index: Sum: 17 (33) Sum: 24 (26)
20.20 Share: 41.46% (55.93%) Share: 58.54 % (44.07%)

(2) Having thus made allowance for

ECRs — the number of localisms per

differences in the density of

sentence, so to speak — the fact

remains that certain genres are much more verbose than others; while
a 100-minute long American action movie broadcast on Danish TV may
contain some 600 subtitles, the dialogue in a Woody Allen-type comedy
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Table 2.5 Open Hearts

Data sheet 2 Literal Specifi-
Open Hearts Retention translation cation Generalisation Substitution | Omission
Original title: Rigshospitalet | Randersgade studie en naesten ny Christian IV | Ungdoms-
Elsker dig for evigt | (Rigshospitalet) | (Randers St.) (M.Sc.) Volvo (Henry VIII) | huset
(anew car)
D_irector: Susanne med dejlig skole 100 kroner Panodiler
Bier chokolade og (high (money) (Aspirin)
kager til school)
Screenplay: (With lovely
Anders Thomas hot chocolate
Jensen and birthday
cake...)
ng‘sﬁ‘:&lgeﬂl Zg ndr hun par tusind i prisen | Choco-Pops
g jem fra (price) (cocoa pops)
Sonja Richter, (And when
Nikolaj Lie Kaas, she...)
Paprika Steen o
Fiskedamsga Lotto oachim
. de 16 (the lottery) Detersen
Released in 2002 (16, Fish (Joachim
Pond Street) Peterson)
Duration: 113 Iso eller hvad det
minutes er, det hedder
(a supermarket)
Dankortet
(the card)
hamburgerryg
(pork)
lagkage (cake)
ECR total: 20 1 4 2 8 4 1
ECRs/hour: 10.62 0.53 212 1.06 4.25 212 0.53
Fidelity index: Sum: 5 Sum: 15
2.66 Share: 25.00% Share: 75.00 %

of the same runtime may generate more than 1000 subtitles. In our
material, the talkative comedy Shake It All About contains 64 ECRs per
hour (Table 2.7 below), while the melodrama Open Hearts and the more
epic Inheritance, both much more slow-paced, display no more than 11
ECRs per hour. Without having made an exact count of the number of
words per minute in these films, it remains a fact that one cannot estab-
lish a localism score of films like Shake It All About just by looking at
their overwhelming number of ECRs. What counts is the ECR/verbos-
ity rate — and that calculation is beyond the scope of this study.
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Table 2.6  Spider-Man
Data sheet 3 Generali-
Spider-Man Retention Literal translation Specification sation Substitution Omission
Original title: Woodhaven Science Department Big Apple College Midtown High | public school
Spider-Man Boulevard (fysikafdeling) (New York) (studierne) | seniors kids
(elever fra
Director: Midtown High)
Sam Raimi
Moondance Eastern Seaboard soap opera trust fund | meatloaf downtown
Screenplay: coffee (Dstkysten) (billig tv-serie) | (formue) (farsbred) library
Stan Lee, (Moondance- (biblioteket)
Steve Ditko, kaffe)
David Koepp Columbia The Flying Dutchman College the subway the paramedics
University; (Den Flyvende (skole) (S-toget)
Main actors: Columbia; Holleender)
Tobey Maguire | Broadway; " - - - -
Willem Dafoe New York (x2); | science fair the itsy bitsy Unity Day
Kirsten Dunst Fifth Avenue | (kemi-konkurrence) Spider went up | Festival
- - the water
Released in 2002 World Unity Eestival spouts (x2)
(Verdensfreds- (Lille Peter
festivalen) Edderkop
kravled’ op ad
muren)
Duration:
121 minutes Bone Saw (x6)
Macy’s
Conway
3000 $ (x4);
NYWL
Stormin’
Norman
200 $
300
Daily Bugle
7 dollars, 84
cents (7.84 $)
Thanksgiving
Dete
ECR total: 37 19 (28) 5 2 3 4 (5) 4
(47)
ECRs/hour: 9.42 (13.88) 248 0.99 1.49 1.98 (2.48) 1.98
18.35 (23.31)
Fidelity index: Sum: 24 (33) Sum: 13 (14)
16.37 Share: 64.86% (70.21%) Share: 35.14% (29.79%)

Summing up, and taking heed of all the above points, a few statements

seem reasonably sound (Table 2.3):

(1) The taxonomy of strategies chosen seems to serve its purpose well;
five out of seven films show instances of all six strategies, and the two
remaining films display instances of five categories each.
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(2) In subtitling from English, more than half of all localisms are rendered
in their original form: the strategy of retention has a share of 55%, with
number two, substitution, reaching only 17%.

(3) In subtitling from Danish, a more varied pattern emerges: generali-
sation is almost as common as retention (23% against 24%), while
literal translation and substitution obtain shares of 20% and 17%,
respectively.

In the next section, we will group the six strategies according to their
degree of faithfulness to the original dialogue and see what patterns may
then emerge.

Measuring Fidelity in Subtitling

So far, we have looked at the subtitling strategies one by one. We will
now make a major distinction between source-oriented strategies and
more target-oriented ones.

As should be obvious from Tables 2.4, 2.5, and 2.6, subtitles represent-
ing the strategies of retention and literal translation communicate the
original localisms as localisms. Hence, these two strategies express fidelity
toward the original ECRs. Low-fidelity strategies, that is, specification,
generalisation and substitution, are seen as exponents of adaptation.
Finally, the minimum-fidelity strategy of omission is, of course, a strictly
deletive measure.

In Table 2.7 below, the fidelity-related data on all seven films are juxta-
posed. While the ECR total and the ECRs/hour are self-explicatory entities,
the three right-hand columns need some interpretation:

(1) The fidelity share — as calculated on the data sheets — is the added
percentages of retention and literal translation items of the total
number of ECRs.

(2) The fidelity index (FIX) is a measure of how many localisms get
through to the secondary audience without being adapted or deleted
in the subtitling process. It is calculated simply by multiplying the
number of ECRs per hour by the fidelity share. The formula used is this:

‘Number of extralinguistic cultural references per hour’ (localism
density) times ‘Percentage of source-oriented translation strategies
used’ (fidelity share):

Number of ECRs x 60  Number of retentions plus literal translations
Runtime in minutes Number of ECRs
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Table 2.7 Fidelity in subtitling

ECR | ECRs/ | Fidelity | Fidelity | Localism
Title Genre total | hour share index index
Danish films A B C BxC B +100C
Open Hearts | Melodrama 20 10.62 [ 25.00 % |2.66 35.62
(Dogme 95)
Inheritance Tragedy 22 11.48 |45.55% |5.23 57.03
Count to 100 | Teenage love |25 1829 [64.00% |11.71 82.29
story
Mifune Drama 59 36.16 | 55.93 % |20.22 92.09
(Dogme 95)
Shake It All | Gay comedy- | 105 |64.29 |30.48% |19.60 94.77
About drama
Average 46 2817 | 44.19% | 12.45 72.36
figures
American
films
High Comedy- 41 21.77 | 60.98 % |13.28 82.75
Fidelity®™ drama
Spider-Man | Action drama | 47 2331 |7021% |16.37 93.52
Average 44 2254 | 65.60% |14.79 88.14
figures

However, this formula can be reduced (by multiplying both factors by the

number of ECRs), as follows:

FIX

_ 60 x (Number of retentions plus literal translations)

Runtime in minutes

This means that the number of ECRs in a film is discarded in the fidelity

index.

(3) The localism index (LOX), however, takes the original ECR volume
into account. This index is an indication of the joint impact on
secondary audiences of the ECRs and their translations. It is designed
in much the same way as the fidelity index — yet in order to allow for the
subliminal presence of adapted or deleted ECRs, localism densities
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and fidelity shares are added, not multiplied, and the fidelity share is
multiplied by 100:

Number of retentions plus literal
Number of ECRs x 60 N translations x 100

Runtime in minutes Number of ECRs

LOX =

To illustrate how these indexes can be calculated, let us look at Open
Hearts. Using the formulas above, we obtain the following values:

60 x (1 +4)

Fidelity Index (FIX): 113 =2.66
Localism Index (LOX): 201T360 G, 42)0>< 100 _ 10.62 +25.00 = 35.62

Upstream Subtitling: Contrasting Fidelity Patterns

In Table 2.7, fidelity scores are calculated for all films and in both
sub-corpora (the Danish films and the American films, respectively) the
highest scores are highlighted in grey. As is clearly seen when comparing
the two right-hand columns, the extreme variance in FIX scores is reduced
considerably in the LOX figures, as non-fidelity ECRs are represented in
the LOX formula.

With average fidelity shares of approximately 66% in downstream
(English-Danish) subtitling, against upstream (Danish-English) figures
ranging from 25% to 64%, it takes little guesswork to decipher whether
Nedergaard-Larsen (1993: 238), in her conclusion in an early study of
ECRs in subtitling, looked at upstream or downstream translation: “The
analysis of specific examples showed a tendency, possibly norm-governed,
to retain the local colour of the film and to remain faithful to the source
language when this did not cause problems of comprehension.” The paper
discussed subtitling from French into Danish and Swedish, that is, down-
stream subtitling, although the current may not be as strong as in the case
of subtitling from English.

Interestingly, my data concerning the American films in this investi-
gation correspond nicely with Nedergaard-Larsen’s findings. As can be
seen with regard to the Danish films, fewer localisms tend to be preserved
in translation. Still, the films — and the subtitling strategies applied — are so
different that a more complex pattern is found:

(1) Open Hearts and Inheritance are global films addressing general psy-
chological issues (love, suffering, duty, power, loss). They contain very
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few localisms, and less than half of these are preserved in translation.
This means that these films obtain the lowest FIX and LOX scores of
all seven films.

(2) Count to 100 also deals with everyday human issues (boy meets girl,
Dad beats Mom), contains few localisms, but — translated by a Dane
—displays a much higher fidelity index, and, for that reason, produces
medium FIX and LOX scores.

(38) High Fidelity and Spider-Man are more dependent on their local setting
than the films just discussed. With their moderate ECR densities and
high fidelity shares, they come out very American — with high FIX and
LOX scores.

(4) Mifune and Shake It All About are very much rooted in Danish culture
and geography, and teem with localisms. So many, in fact, that despite
moderate fidelity shares, they produce record FIX and LOX scores;
that is, they remain very Danish even in translation.

Summing up, the picture is much more complex than expected in the
hypothesis, with the American films taking up a middle position between
two Danish poles: one constituted by the local comedy Shake It All About
and the Dogme drama Mifune, set in rural Denmark, and the other pole
represented by less exotic works: Open Hearts, with its international theme
of love and betrayal, and Inheritance, with its Shakespearean qualities.

The fact that the subtitled Mifune, with its markedly high fidelity scores,
was able to sell six times as many tickets in the United States as Open Hearts,
the more global English version of Elsker dig for evigt (Table 2.1), is good
news for film producers and subtitlers.’ In selling films ‘up the river’, one
need not domesticate the dialogue; upstream subtitling may indeed express
a high degree of fidelity toward the original lines. Still, we are talking art
films here. Whether this statement applies to movies and TV productions
aimed at a broader (Anglo-Saxon) audience remains to be seen.

Notes

1. According to the Danish Film Institute (www.dfi.dk), in the five-year period
1998-2002 the average market shares for domestic films in selected European
countries were as follows: France (31%), Denmark (23.7%), Sweden (20.3%),
Great Britain (14.6%), Germany (11.3%), Norway (11.1%) and Holland (7.3%).
In 2000, 2001 and 2003, six of the annual top-20 box-office hits in Denmark
were Danish. In 2002, that figure was eight. All other films (54 titles in all) —
plus a few of the Danish productions — were in English. In the period 1996-
2001, the market share of American films in the EU oscillated between 65%
and 77%, approximately five times the share of national films (European
Audiovisual Observatory — www.obs.coe.int/db/index.html).
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. In the extensive literature on subtitling — as documented in Gottlieb (2002a) —

hardly anyone avoids mentioning the need to condense the original dialogue.
However, with young audiences being increasingly used to fast-edited movies
and messages flashing on and off screens, it is little wonder that commercial
TV and Hollywood-commissioned DVD productions have accelerated home
audience reading speeds from the traditional European TV norm of 10 charac-
ters per second to today’s — somewhat optimistic — tempo of 16 characters per
second on DVD: a 60% increase in potential text volume, and hence a way to
avoid time-consuming condensation strategies in subtitle editing.

. To be exact, the immediate target audience of Danish films with English

subtitles are not native speakers of English. As the way to export (Danish)
films goes via success at international film festivals (cf. the awards listed in
Table 2.1), English subtitles serve as global sugar on local pills, so to speak.
Only later, when Danish films are released or broadcast in Anglophone
markets, the English ‘festival jury’ subtitles — sometimes with only slight
modifications, if any — will reach ‘normal” audiences. In recent years, a third
target group has entered the picture: Scandinavian programme buyers and
translators. The last decades have witnessed a major increase in the know-
ledge of English — paired with deteriorating mutual comprehension among
speakers of Scandinavian languages. For this reason, Danish TV productions
not only have to be subtitled in neighbouring countries; according to creative
director Allan Hilton Andersen at Dansk Videotekst, TV stations in Sweden,
Finland and Norway now often receive English subtitle files as an aid to
subtitlers working from Danish into the other Scandinavian vernaculars.

. Monosemiotic works — printed fiction, and so forth — present the translator with

conditions for transfer of source text ‘obstacles’ that differ considerably from
those of polysemiotic texts, for example, film and TV productions. See Gottlieb
(2003) for a comprehensive, semiotically defined taxonomy of translation.

. Much in line with the spectator sport of spotting translation errors, so popular

with European subtitling audiences, (young) Americans excel in ridiculing
ludicrous dubbing in imported productions. This national passtime is even
documented on film: in American Pie, one of the protagonists speaks out of
sync, mocking the typical imported Asian martial arts movie. In June 2004,
mock-presidential campaign posters on New York billboards, with a large pic-
ture of candidate Haymish Fuse, announced: Mandatory Death Penalty For Lip
Synching. These posters were part of a marketing campaign for the American
MTYV rival Fuse TV, and the slogan pointed to the widespread practice of
(intralingual) post-synchronisation of music videos.

. According to subtitler Jonathan Sydenham, his English subtitles for the well-

received Den eneste ene served as the basis for the script of the British remake.
Language, then, was not the deciding factor for the failure of the remake.

. Very little research has been made as to the influence of non-English source

dialogue on dubbed or subtitled productions, but it would be very hard to
match the number of morpho-syntactic calques and other Anglicisms pres-
ently found in dubbing and subtitling (Gottlieb, 2001b; Herbst, 1997).

. Unbilled subtitlers are marked by an asterisk. The fact that one subtitler turned

out having translated three of the five films only goes to show that upstream
subtitling is a small niche in the Danish subtitling industry, with only a handful
of translators, against a corps of more than 150 active English-Danish subtitlers.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Danish admission figures (1K =1000 tickets sold): the Danish Film Institute
(www.dfi.dk); US gross sales figures ($ 1M =1 million dollars): Internet Movie
Database (www.imdb.com) and The Numbers (www.the-numbers.com/movies).
Rain Man (1988) exists in at least four Danish versions: the video version (1990)
with subtitles based on the cinema version, an internationally distributed
DVD version (1998) with subtitles based on a USA-originated DVD subtitling
template, and two Danish public service TV versions, one by TV2 (2000) and
one by Danmarks Radio (2001). Between these four versions, hardly two sets
of subtitles are identical, although the film content and runtime stay exactly
the same (Gottlieb, 2002b).

This ‘cultural equivalence’ (Ripoll, 2005: 88) may be what Santamaria (2001:
163) has in mind when saying that ‘reference to the foreign culture has to be
carried out in such a way that it builds up new knowledge on the basis of the
previous information the audience of the target text may have of the foreign
culture’. An example of such intra-cultural substitution is the replacement Ritz
Brothers > Marx Brothers found in the Spanish dubbed version of Garry
Marshall’s 1990 love story Pretty Woman (Ripoll, 2005: 81).

I have not analysed the semantic and pragmatic functions of the individual
ECRs, although to some extent ‘the choice of translation strategy seems to
hinge upon how central the ECR is to the text” (Pedersen, 2003).

For each strategy, the maximum variance factor is based on the percentage
share for individual films. Thus, the shares of the two extremes Shake It All
About (3%) and Count To 100 (48%) constitute a factor 16 variance.

If one had expected larger conformity in the material, the typical factor 3 span
found in the material may look dramatic — three times as many is a lot when
comparing large sets of data, for example, the average income of subtitlers in
two different countries. However, when comparing phenomena as relatively
scarce as ECRs in these films, very small numerical changes would alter the vari-
ance figures considerably. If, for instance, one case of generalisation in Inheritance
was replaced — or redefined — as substitution, the share of that strategy would go
up from 9% to 14%, and the maximum variance would then fall from factor 3.3
to factor 2.5, with Mifune now displaying the lowest substitution share.

This film is set in and around a record store, and nearly all characters in the
movie excel in dropping names of rock bands, song titles, and so on. These
names and titles are considered internationalisms and, accordingly, are not
included in this count.

To be fair, a Dogme 95 film like Open Hearts does not need “exotic” dialogue to
be sensed as foreign to American audiences; its cinematography is a challenge
in itself. Still, this film has won impressive critical acclaim in the United States
(cf. the external reviews at www.metacritic.com). One reviewer even praises
the film for distancing itself from Hollywood acting: ‘this is the movie’s naked
moment of truth, in which we see that grace under pressure, that pretty little
Hollywood fiction, has next to nothing to do with life” (Taylor, 2003: online).



Chapter 3

Connecting Cultures: Cultural
Transfer in Subtitling and Dubbing

ZOE PETTIT

Introduction

Language is an expression of culture and culture is expressed through
language. An audiovisual text offers a cultural representation of the world,
both through language and the image. It is commonly accepted that trans-
lators mediate between two linguistic and cultural systems and need ‘not
only a bilingual ability but also a bi-cultural vision. Translators mediate
between cultures (including ideologies, moral systems and sociocultural
structures), seeking to overcome those incompatibilities which stand in the
way of transfer of meaning’ (Hatim & Mason, 1990: 223). The audiovisual
translator deals with a complex semiotic text, a film or television programme,
which is composed of signs: verbal/nonverbal, intentional /unintentional,
implicit/explicit, all of which combine to form a network of codes, creating
the message to be received by the viewer (Delabastita, 1989; Gottlieb, 1994).
The image can show that which words cannot express. It can illustrate and
support the verbal message or indeed contradict what is being said, perhaps
to comic or ironic effect. A cultural sign is a sign which contains culture-
specific information, verbal or nonverbal, transmitted aurally or visually.
In this paper reference is made primarily to verbal and visual signs in a
selection of subtitled and dubbed texts. The terms subtitler and dubber will
stand for translator in a general way, referring to and encompassing those
responsible for transposing the texts from English to French.

In a subtitled version, the viewer has access to the original soundtrack
and hence two linguistic systems operate simultaneously. It is clear the orig-
inal is rooted in a foreign cultural reality. In a dubbed version the aim is to
ensure that the dubbed dialogues feel as authentic as possible, yet the image
betrays specific features of the source culture. A selection of English-French

44
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extracts will be analysed, taken from three feature films — The Piano (Jane
Campion, 1992); Smoke (Wayne Wang, 1995); Blue in the Face (Paul Auster,
1995) — and a television series — NYPD Blue: A Death in the Family (Steven
Bocho, 1996). Different cultural realities are present: British colonialists in
19th century New Zealand, Maoris, New York city dwellers and residents of
downtown Brooklyn.

This paper will explore the translation strategies employed when a
culture-specific term is used in the dialogue, moving on to a discussion
centred on the potential cultural particularities embedded in the image
and their impact, if any, on the translations. Although a large number of
examples have been studied prior to the findings presented here, space
limitations prescribe a selection only of the most pertinent.

Translation Strategies and Method of Analysis

Tomaszkiewicz (1993: 223-227) offers a brief discussion of the strategies
in operation in film subtitling, noting that some culture-specific terms are
untranslatable. These strategies will be drawn upon and developed fur-
ther in the analysis which follows. It is also possible to use them to describe
the processes which occur in the dubbed versions, showing the extent to
which one strategy is preferred over another according to the audiovisual
mode of translation. The strategies are:

(1) Omission, whereby the cultural reference is omitted altogether.

(2) Literal Translation, where the solution in the target text matches the
original as closely as possible.

(3) Borrowing, where original terms from the source text are used in the
target text.

(4) Equivalence, where translation has a similar meaning and function in
the target culture.

(5) Adaptation, where the translation is adjusted to the target language
and culture in an attempt to evoke similar connotations to the original.
Strictly speaking this can be considered a form of equivalence.

(6) Replacement of the cultural term with deictics, particularly when sup-
ported by an on-screen gesture or a visual clue. This strategy was not
observed in the selected audiovisual texts and will not be discussed
here.

(7) Generalisation, which might also be referred to as neutralisation of the
original.

(8) Explication, which usually involves a paraphrase to explain the
cultural term.
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Finally, it should be noted that more than one strategy might operate
concurrently.

Analysis of Verbal Cultural Signs in Subtitled
and Dubbed Versions

In Example 1, taken from Smoke, both translators opt for the strategy of
adaptation:

Example 1: Adaptation of the cultural sign

English original Subtitled French Dubbed French
version version version

Paul: The slumber
party is over.

La partie de ronflette

La partie de ronflette est finie. -
est termineée.

Slumber parties are part of Anglophone rather than Francophone
cultures and an alternative strategy to equivalence needs to be found. Paul
uses this expression ironically to wake up Rashid, a nuance that is picked
up in the adaptation la partie de ronflette [the snoring session].

The subtitler and dubber sometimes resort to a brief paraphrase of
the culture-specific term as in Example 2 from Blue in the Face:

Example 2: Explication and paraphrase of the cultural sign

English original Subtitled French Dubbed French
version version version

Auggie: It’s a hangout, Ca crée des liens. Puis c’est
and it helps to keep the Ca resserre les liens. | un moyen de maintenir la
neighbourhood together. vie du quartier.

Auggie tries to convince the shop owner, who wants to close the shop
down, that it fulfils an important societal function within the area. It is a
‘hangout’, a slang American term which is explained in the translations as
tightening or creating links between Brooklyn inhabitants: Ca resserre les
liens, Ca crée des liens. In this example, omission is also used in the subtitled
version. However, sometimes, culture-specific allusions are removed in
both versions as in Example 3 from Smoke.

Paul recounts how Bakhtine smoked his book while in prison by resort-
ing to a phrase that alludes to the well-known children’s story The Three
Little Pigs: ‘So he huffed and he puffed and he blew their house down’.
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This cultural allusion disappears in French and the translations corre-
spond to the context of Paul’s story, that is, smoking.

Example 3: Omission of the cultural sign

English original Subtitled French Dubbed French
version version version

Paul: And so he huffed Etil fuma, fuma. Donc il fuma, refuma.
and he puffed.

Up until this point, examples where both the subtitler and dubber opt
for the same strategy have been studied. However, they also differ as illus-
trated in the following example from Smoke, where the subtitler chooses
an Anglicism for ‘freelance’ — which becomes free-lance — and the dubber
prefers a more French alternative with indépendant; a strategy frequently
preferred in the dubbed version of this film, as in Example 4:

Example 4: Borrowing (subtitled version) and equivalence (dubbed version)

English original Subtitled French Dubbed French
version version version
Rashid: And is there a Il y a des avantages qui
benefits package, or are Il y a des avantages completent le salaire ou
you hiring me on a ou c’est en free-lance? | je travaille ici. ..
freelance basis? comme indépendant ?

In NYPD Blue, the subtitler and dubber often differ in their choice of
strategy. This series contributes to a popular theme in American televi-
sion, offering yet another dramatisation of police work in New York. The
programme combines the professional and personal lives of the detectives
as they try to solve crimes, hunt down suspects and capture guilty offend-
ers. Behind the fiction, the viewer is given a glimpse of a certain reality of
New York. The colloquial language, slang and jargon used are indicative
of this subculture as can be seen in Example 5.

The characters use terms specific to police work. For ‘Robbery” (Example
5.1), the subtitler uses an equivalent French expression la Répression des vols,
the capital letter indicating that reference is being made to a specific section
or branch of the police. The dubber prefers a more general, jargon-free
translation where the strategy of generalisation/neutralisation is in opera-
tion: On épluche les cas de tous les bars qui se sont faits braqués [We are going
through all the cases where bars have been held up].
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Example 5: NYPD Blue

English original
version

Subtitled French
version

Dubbed French
version

(1) Lieutenant: Robbery’s
checkin’ patterns on
bar stick-ups.

La Répression des vols
compare avec d’autres cas.

On épluche les cas de
tous les bars qui se
sont faits braqués.

(2) Lieutenant: Narcotics
already got money
on the street.

Les Stup’ ont mis de I'argent
dans la rue.

Les Narcotiques ont
déja prévenu leurs
indiques.

(3) Detective Diane:
BCI's gettin” back on
Freddy Keyes.

Le central nous rappelle,
pour Keyes.

On se renseigne
toujours sur Freddy
Keyes.

(4) Detective Simone:
... you're in felonious
possession of a
deadly weapon here.

T’es en possession illégale
d’une arme mortelle.

Vous déteniez une
arme qui a servi a
tuer.

(5) Marty: Next time you
and me talks, gonna
be for police brutality
in court over money
damages!

Quand je vous parlerai,

ce sera au tribunal,
pour coups et blessures !

La prochaine fois
qu’on se parlera tous
les deux, ce sera au
tribunal o1 vous serez
jugé pour brutalité.

In Example 5.2, the dubber chooses a literal translation presumably to
attain lip synchronisation and ‘Narcotics’ becomes Les Narcotiques. This
term is not used in the same way in the target culture but the dubber
does compensate with the use of police slang: indiques is an abbreviation
of indicateurs [informers]. On the other hand, the subtitler finds an equiv-
alent turn of phrase to replace ‘Narcotics’” with Les Stup’ (la brigade des
stupéfiants). Equivalence is acquired on a semantic and stylistic level.

In Example 5.3, a potential suspect is being investigated by the BCI,
Bureau of Criminal Information. The subtitler adapts this to Le central, the
bureau where criminal information is stored, whereas the dubbed version
is once again more general: On se renseigne toujours sur Freddy Keyes [We
are still checking out Freddy Keyes].

In Examples 5.4 and 5.5, the subtitler finds equally conventional expres-
sions in the target language and culture. “You're in felonious possession” in
Example 5.4 becomes T’es en possession illégale in the subtitled version.
However, this is not retained in the dubbed version with the more neutral
Vous déteniez une arme [You had a weapon in your possession]. The respec-
tive use of tu and vous also constitutes an important difference. As the
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policeman tries to draw a confession from the suspect, he puts himself on
the same level, talking in the same way and addressing him with the informal
pronoun. Tu, together with the familiar contraction t’es, corresponds to this
context. However, in the dubbed translation, the opposite effect is created
through the use of the formal vous which raises a, perhaps unnecessary,
barrier between policeman and detainee.

In Example 5.3, Simone goes to the hospital to question another suspect
whose skull he fractured whilst being arrested. The suspect announces his
intention to sue Simone: ‘police brutality in court over money damages!” is
subtitled with an expression used in French legal circles, pour coups et bles-
sures [assault and grievous bodily harm]. Once again the subtitler finds an
expression which suits the target culture and context in contrast with the
dubbed version, which offers a general paraphrase of the original: oil vous
serez jugé pour brutalité [where you’'ll be judged for brutality]. It is also inter-
esting to note the expansion which takes place — La prochaine fois qu’on se
parlera tous les deux — where tous les deux [the two of us] is redundant.
However, it would seem to appear that more words are needed in the French
version in order for the translation to fit with the lip movements and angry
gestures of the suspect as he accuses the detective. In Table 3.1 we can see a
summary of the different strategies used in the previous examples.

Generally, the subtitler of NYPD Blue tends to opt for semantic and sty-
listic equivalence in the target culture, whereas the dubber prefers para-
phrase, omission and generalisation which in turn give rise to simplified
dialogue, accessible to a wider audience. The need for lip sync is a contrib-
uting factor, but not always, as this is dependent on whether the speaker
is facing the camera and camera proximity (Fodor, 1969). Furthermore,

Table 3.1 Strategies used in the extracts

Strategies used in subtitled Strategies used in dubbed
Example French version French version
(1) Equivalence Generalisation/neutralisation
2) Equivalence Literal translation and
Adaptation
3) Adaptation Generalisation/neutralisation

and Omission

4) Equivalence Generalisation/neutralisation
and Omission

(5) Equivalence and Literal translation | Generalisation/neutralisation
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the majority of films are dubbed in French television and cinemas, and
subtitled copies tend to be restricted to specialised cinemas in the larger
cities; a situation that increases the potential number of viewers of dubbed
versions and is likely to be a contributing factor for the simplification of
the dubbed dialogue. Let us now consider some visual cultural signs.

Analysis of Audio and Visual Cultural Signs in Subtitled
and Dubbed Versions

The image situates the narrative within a specific geographical, histori-
cal, temporal and cultural context. Although cross-cultural codes might be
present in the image, there will also be culture-specific visual signs which
do not exist in the target culture. As Shochat and Stam propose:

Linguistic communication is multi-track; every language carries with
it a constellation of corollary features having to do with oral articula-
tion, facial expression and bodily movement. Certain locutions are
regularly accompanied, often without the speaker’s awareness, by
codified gestures and automatic motions. The norms of physical
expressiveness, moreover, sharply vary from culture to culture[...] To
graft one language, with its own system of linking sound and gesture,
onto the visible behaviour associated with another, then, is to foster a
kind of cultural violence and dislocation. Relatively slight when lan-
guages and cultures closely neighbour, this dislocation becomes major
when they are more distant, resulting in a clash of cultural repertoires.
(Shochat & Stam, 1985: 51-52)

The way in which an image is perceived depends, amongst other things,
on the viewer’s native language and culture. Do visual cultural signs
impact upon the translated text in the subtitled version and the new
soundtrack of the dubbed version? In The Piano, two substantially differ-
ent cultures come into contact with one another: nineteenth century British
colonialists and Maoris. George Baines is the only foreigner who is fully
integrated. Maoris and Britons do not understand each other’s language
or culture as reflected in the following exchange in Example 7, where the
Maori speaks his own language and his intervention appears subtitled in
English in the original film print.

In both subtitled and dubbed versions, the Maori exchanges are trans-
lated and subtitled into French, their content revealing Maoris” attachment
to their own traditions and the land. The dubbed version copies the for-
mat of the original in order to retain the tension created by placing the
viewer in a privileged position. The viewer understands the dialogue
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Example 7: Translation of the Maori dialogue
Subtitled dialogue in the Subtitles in the dubbed

original English version

Subtitled French version

French version

CHIEF NIHE:
The rivers and the burial
caves of our ancestors

Les rivieres

Les rivieres

et les tombes de nos ancétres

et les tombes de nos ancétres

lie within these lands.

se trouvent sur ces terres.

se trouvent sur ces terres.

Baines, tell that to him.

Baines,

Baines,

dis-le-luis.

dis-le-lui.

STEWART: What do they
say? Are they selling?

Alors ? Ils vendent ?

Alors ? Que disent-ils ?
Est-ce qu’ils vendent ?

between the Maoris and Baines, while Stewart remains isolated, grasping
nothing. It would not have made sense to dub the Maori dialogue since it
is important that Stewart, the outsider, is set apart. The addition of Alors?
in the dubbed version provides partial synchrony with the visible lip
movements for “‘What’.

In the films by Wang and Auster, an excerpt of Brooklyn reality is
revealed, showing the multicultural diversity of this New York borough.
The characters are all defined by their culture, by their physical appear-
ance, their actions and their accents. In Blue in the Face, a selection of
Brooklyn inhabitants belonging to different ethnic groups read statistics
pertaining to the cultural diversity of Brooklyn. In the dubbed version, the
different accents are erased. However the image embeds the verbal text
within a cultural reality which compensates for the standard pronuncia-
tion of the dubbing actors. In other words, the image compensates for the
culturally determined aspects of speech which have been removed in the
dubbed version. Visual signs denote the different cultures.

In Smoke, we are shown one of the more violent sides to New York.
Two hoodlums threaten one of the protagonists, which is reflected not
only through the dialogue and the register used, but also through their
kinesics, gestures, physical appearance and other visual signs. All are
related to and influenced by the hoodlum subculture to which they
belong, guiding the translators in their transposition of the original
soundtrack (see Example 8).

Both subtitler and dubber choose translations that reflect the general
atmosphere. The latter does this through repetition (Oui, oublie pas hein.
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Example 8: Hoodlum subculture in Smoke

Mr Benjamin, yo!

Original English Subtitled French Dubbed French
version version version
Goodwin: Monsieur B ... yo !

Clemm: Mr Benjamin,
I presume?

M. Benjamin, je présume ?

Monsieur Benjamin,
je suppose.

Goodwin: You got a
security problem in

Y a un probléme de sécurité ici.

Dis-donc y a un
sérieux probléme de

idea in these troubled
times.

par les temps qui courent.

this building, you sécurité ici.

know that?

The lock on that door La serrure de la porte d’entrée | La serrure de la porte

downstairs is busted. est naze. d’entrée, elle est naze.

Clemm: Not a good C’est dangereux en
Dangereux,

ces temps si troublés,
hein Monsieur ?

You never know what
kind of trash might
just wander in off the
streets.

Qui sait quels vauriens
pourraient entrer ?

On sait jamais quels
vauriens pourraient
venir trainer dans la
maison.

Paul: I'll er, have the
landlord look into it
tomorrow morning.

J'en parlerai au propriétaire
demain.

J'en parlerai au
propriétaire demain.

Goodwin: Yeah, you
do that, ‘cos you
don’t want any
unpleasant surprises
now, do you?

Oublie pas. T’as pas envie d’avoir
de mauvaise surprise, hein ?

Oui, oublie pas hein.
T’as pas envie d’avoir
de mauvaise surprise,
hein ?

Paul: Who do I have
the pleasure of
talking to now?

A qui ai-je le plaisir de parler ?

Je peux savoir a qui j'ai
le plaisir de parler ?

Clemm: Pleasure?

Le plaisir ?

Le plaisir ? Oh le
plaisir, non ...

No it’s not a pleasure,
I'wouldn’t exactly
call this pleasure,
funny man.

Je ne parlerais pas vraiment
de plaisir, rigolo.

J'irais pas jusqu’a dire
que c’est un plaisir,
petit marrant.

This is more in the
nature of business.

C’est plutdt de l'ordre des affaires.

Ce serait de l'ordre des
affaires plutét, tu suis ?
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T’as pas envie d’avoir de mauvaise surprise, hein ?, Le plaisir ? Oh le plaisir,
non ...), slang (naze) and grammatically incorrect spoken forms of lan-
guage. This includes the omission of ne in negative constructions (oublie
pas instead of n’oublie pas) and contractions (T"as pas envie ... instead of Tu
n’aspasenvie...and Y aun problemeinstead of Ily a un probleme). Interestingly
enough, these features are also included in the subtitles.

A cultural allusion which is likely to escape the attention of the target
viewer is the implied reference to the famous greeting ‘Dr Livingstone,
I presume’, uttered by Henry Stanley when he met Dr David Livingstone.
As the hoodlums break into Paul’s apartment, Clemm says: ‘Mr Benjamin,
I presume’. Althoug the irony is present in the subtitled and dubbed ver-
sions, the double meaning is only hinted at in the subtitles where a literal
translation, je présume, helps to point towards this. In the dubbed transla-
tion, on the other hand, je suppose has been chosen.

In NYPD Blue, typical oral features such as colloquial forms are also
preferred in the translation. This is perhaps less surprising in the dubbed
version, as the dialogue continues to be transmitted aurally. Subtitling,
however, is characterised by a change in medium, from spoken to written,
and one might expect oral features to be less prevalent or disappear
altogether in the subtitles. Yet, in spite of this change in medium, oral
features are frequently retained in the subtitled extracts studied.
Furthermore, in a number of instances, it could be argued that the subtitles
fit closer to the characters we see in the image than the dubbed translation
(see Example 9).

In this episode of NYPD Blue, three suspects are questioned. They all
belong to the lower echelons of society, evident through the way they
express themselves and their physical appearance. Verbal signs include
the use of the double negative (‘No, I didn’t hold up no bar’), grammati-
cally incorrect expressions (‘He or Marty coulda done a murder easy’),
and slang (‘I was in the system’). Nonverbal signs include an aggressive
tone of voice, a rough accent and a dishevelled physical appearance.

The subtitles include French oral features reflecting not only what is
said, but also complementing the visual signs specific to these characters,
who belong to the New York hoodlum subculture. The dubber, however,
prefers to opt for a more standard translation and the links between verbal
and visual cultural signs, between language and physical representation
are lessened somewhat. Omissions and contractions, slang, and colloquial
expressions are used in the subtitled version: t'as, t'es (Examples 9.1, 9.2
and 9.5); cradingue [filthy, Example 9.5]; flingues [pieces or guns, Examples
9.1 and 9.6]; c’est dans ses cordes [it’s right up his street, Example 9.3]; and
raconter des bobards [to tell fibs, Example 9.1]. The subtitler even goes so far
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Example 9: Hoodlum subculture in NYPD Blue

Original English version Subtitled French version Dubbed French version

(1) Detective Simone: Your Si ton histoire est
story’s wrong, Mike, Si t’as raconté des bobards, fausse Mike, je vais
and I'm comin’ back on te ratera pas. repasser ici pour
for your ass. m’occuper de toi.

(2) Detective Simone: ... ... que tu as tué
that you killed today ... que t'as tué aujourd’hui Mike.
Mike!

(3) Mike: Y’know, the, the Ce type c’est pas un
guy’s a bad ass too. C’est un vrai dur. rigolo. Vous savez.
You know, guns, glue. Il se drogue a tout.
He or Marty coulda Les flingues, la colle ... Et lui et Marty, ils sont
done a murder easy. Un meurtre, c’est dans ses cordes. | trés capables de tuer

quelqu’un.

(4) Mike: No, I didn’t hold J'ai pas braqué de bar. Non, j’ai attaqué
up no bar. aucun bar.

(5) Detective Simone: Your Votre apparence n’est
appearance is all messy T’es cradingue. pas trés soignée
the way they said ... comme ils 'ont dit ...

(6) Bernat: I don’t even J’ai horreur des
like guns, but I thought , . . .. flingues vous savez.

. J’aime pas les flingues, mais je o .
I could get fifty bucks . . Mais je pensais que
. pensais en tirer 50%. o N
for it. j'arriverais a le

revendre.

(7) Bernat: Look, I, I don’t
do well in institutions

E...écoutez. Jejure...

Ecoutez. Les institutions, . . ., .
je vous jure que je n’ai

Ga me réussit pas.

rien fait.
(8) Marty: You fractured Vous m’avez fracturé le crane, Vous m’avez fracturé
my skull pal. merde ! le crane, mon vieux !

(9) Mike: Ah for Gods Au pour I'amour du
sake, I was in jail. I ciel. J'étais au trou,
mean [ was in the , . . . . c’est vrai ! ]ai passé

. J'ai passé la nuit au violon ! .
system all night. toute la nuit au poste !

J'étais en taule !

as to insert merde [shit, Example 9.8], the equivalent of which does not
appear in the original dialogue. However, this translational licence serves
to highlight the suspect’s anger and the type of background he comes
from. In all these examples, the dubber prefers a rendering of the original
that resorts less to informal expressions.
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Slang is used to a certain extent in the dubbed version (e.g. flingues), but
for the most part the French exchanges are standardised and more neutral.
The omission of a translation for ‘guns’ in the second example, which
becomes Il se drogue a tout [He is addicted to everything], is due to the need
for lip sync, where tout coincides with ‘glue’. Lip movements are clearly
visible during this exchange and the dubber’s choice is therefore steered
by the position (frontal) and proximity (mid-shot) of the camera.

At times, the dubbed dialogue becomes more general, often changing
the original substantially as in Example 9.6: ‘I don’t even like guns but I
thought I could get fifty bucks for it” becomes Jai horreur des flingues vous
savez. Mais je pensais que j'arriverais a le revendre [I hate guns, you know. But
I thought I could resell it]. The cultural reference ‘bucks’ is not translated,
which could be in part due to the visibility of the actor’s lip movements.
Partial synchrony is gained through ‘fifty’ /j’arriverais and ‘for it’ / revendre.
However, ‘I don’t do well in institutions’ becomes E . .. écoutez. Jejure...je
vous jure que je n'ai rien fait [L ... listen. I swear ... I swear to you that I
didn’t do anything], and, although the lip movements are not clear on this
occasion, yet the translation moves away from the original. To avoid any
possible confusion, the dubber offers a simplified rendering that fits within
the context as the suspect pleads his case saying that he cannot cope with
‘institutions’, in other words, prison.

The final Example 9.9 shows how both the subtitler and dubber use
slang and informal expressions which complement the visual cultural
signs specific to each of the characters. The expressions étre au trou or en
taule could be translated as ‘to be in the nick’ or “in clink’. There is a dif-
ference between the original and the translations though. ‘Jail’ is not col-
loquial usage, unlike the translations offered by the subtitler and dubber,
which are in keeping with the visual signs and reinforce the fact that the
character is a repeat offender, a reprobate who is familiar with prison
slang.

It will be noted that the subtitler usually reflects the oral features and
style of the soundtrack to a greater extent than the dubber in the extracts
analysed. Of course, dubbing actors can also make use of intonation,
volume, and vocal pitch to compensate for changes. But at the level of the
translation, the differences are significant. A certain dissonance between the
dubbed dialogue and what we see occurs in the dubbed version, where
the exchanges do not seem to fit as well with the visual characterisation of
the suspect being interviewed by the detectives. His unshaven, unkempt
appearance, baggy, oversized clothes are just as important as the way he
speaks. The dubbed translation tends to be a standardised version of the
original, somewhat contradicting the physical depiction of the character.
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Conclusion

This paper illustrates the translation strategies used by subtitlers and
dubbers when dealing with cultural transfer in a selection of scenes from
English-spoken films into French. The omission of culture-specific terms
allows the subtitler to reduce the text. It also simplifies the dubbed dia-
logue exchanges, making them easier to understand whilst becoming at
the same time more general, often neutral and less expressive. There were
few examples of literal translation in the examples studied. Where present
in the dubbed version, this is generally due to the constraints of lip sync;
phonetic equivalence is attained often at the expense of semantic equiva-
lence. As for the use of loan words or borrowing, one cannot forget that in
a subtitled version the viewer can also hear, and in some cases follow, the
original soundtrack. If it is possible to use the same term in the target
language, this eliminates the need to search for an alternative. Although
this strategy could help the lip sync of the dubbed dialogue with the
actor’s lip movements, it does not seem to be used very frequently. There
seems to be a tendency to place the target text as close as possible to the
target culture. Equivalence, which allows the meaning and function of the
original to be retained, is preferred by the subtitler but has not been as
widely used in the dubbed versions of the examples studied. Adaptation
brings the subtitles firmly to the target culture, and it is frequently used to
render the dubbed dialogue exchanges more French. Generalisation allows
the subtitler to reduce the text and simplifies the dubbed dialogue to
improve audience understanding. Explication is less prevalent in the
examples studied but, when employed, it helps to explain cultural terms
and to clarify the meaning of some words.

Audio and visual cultural signs are an integral part of the audiovisual
message. The source culture infiltrates the subtitled version through the
image and the soundtrack. In the case of the dubbed version this process
takes place normally through the image but also through the translations
when terms from the source culture are borrowed. Physical appearance
and behaviour imply a specific form or verbal expression which ought to
be matched in the translations. This is particularly important in dubbed
versions where the original soundtrack has been replaced. The Bronx
demeanour of the hoodlums and suspects analysed in the extracts needs
to be represented at some level in the linguistic renderings chosen by the
translators.

Although specific constraints operate for both subtitling and dubbing,
this does not always explain the choice of one strategy over another.
Certainly, some differences are attributed to the need for reduction in
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subtitling, or lip synchronisation in dubbing, but these are not the only
guiding principles in the choice of strategy (Luyken et al., 1991). Other
factors which might affect the resulting translation are: (1) the type of
audiovisual text as in television series, feature films, documentaries and
news broadcasts; (2) the intended target audience whether young or old
or with specialised or limited knowledge; (3) the format chosen for the
distribution of the programme, be it DVD, video, television or cinema;
and (4) specific requirements imposed by the content of the programme
itself, for example, comedies, dramas, musicals, westerns or thrillers. This
is by no means a definitive list, but serves to emphasise the complexity of
the audiovisual translator’s tasks and to suggest potencial avenues for
further research.



Chapter 4

The Codification of Nonverbal
Information in Subtitled Texts

ELISA PEREGO

Preliminary Remarks

This article focuses on the semiotic nature of film texts and their trans-
lation. A film represents a multichannel and multicode system of com-
munication, a polysemiotic text (Gottlieb, 1998: 245) requiring translators
to consider the overall text structure. It necessarily shapes the way
they decide to recodify the target text (ITT), a text whose chief channel
of communication (written) is different from that of the original
(oral). Hence the description of subtitling as a diasemiotic translation
(Gottlieb, 1998: 245): what is oral in the original version becomes writ-
ten in the translation, and it is this written text that takes on the seman-
tic load. At times, the semantic load of nonverbal signs accompanying
speech is much more significant than that of the spoken text itself.
In such cases the subtitler should make those signs available to the
foreign-language audience. Three films have been analysed in order to
illustrate how nonverbal information can be restored in subtitles:
Szerelem [Love], by Karoly Makk (1970), Hungary (VHS version);
Szerelmesfilm [A Film about Love], by Istvan Szabé (1970), Hungary (VHS
version); The Talented Mr Ripley, by Anthony Minghella (1999), USA-Italy
(DVD version).

Triggering Issues

When subtitling, translators are obliged to work within the space and
time constraints of this translation process. At the same time, they have to
transpose an oral source text (ST) into a written one; translate into a foreign
language, reducing the ST when necessary; and take into account the
semiotic texture of the film — at all times remaining as informative as

58
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possible. In other words, given the semiotic composition of the film, the
subtitler has to deal with:

(1) A shift from the paralinguistic to the verbal dimension.

(2) A diamesic shift, that is, the switch from the spoken to the written
language.

(3) A shift from the image or film frame to verbal language.

(4) A shift from sound effects to verbal language.

Such semiotic shifts inevitably influence the translators” choices and can
make the translation more explicit and lead to the codification of nonver-
bal messages. Intersemiotic explicitation in subtitling (Perego, 2003a,
2003b), the main topic of this chapter, is triggered by the semiotic composi-
tion of the film or by any of the above semiotic shifts.

Explicitation is a linguistic phenomenon whereby a ST’s covert, implicit,
unsaid and implied information is expressed overtly and verbally in the
translated text, without altering the source message, but making it clearer
and more informative, more complete and unambiguous (Bertuccelli Papi,
2000; Blum-Kulka, 1986; Klaudy, 1993a, 1993b, 1999; Nida, 1964), enrich-
ing, developing and reconstructing it for the sake of the target viewer. The
restoration of nonverbal elements in subtitling represents a significant
type of explicitation that allows the subtitler to foreground unsaid but
important pieces of information.

There are three forms of explicitation that actively participate in the
codification of nonverbal information: addition, that is, the insertion of
linguistic elements absent in the original; specification, which operates at
the lexical level of language and involves substituting a lexical unit in the
ST with a different one in the TT that is more precise and specific in nature;
and reformulation, which operates at the textual level and involves substi-
tuting a sentence or phrase (in the loose sense of any part of a sentence)
with a more informative sentence or phrase.

Even though the polysemiotic nature of a film text is clear to any spe-
cialist, linguistic analyses of the different aspects of subtitling do not
appear to accord equal importance to all the semiotic channels involved
in film communication. Works on subtitling tend to give prominence to
the impact of the paralinguistic dimension — or rather, to that of the prag-
matic value of intonation (Assis Rosa, 2001; Blini & Matte Bon, 1996;
Hatim & Mason, 2000) — partly or entirely neglecting the effect of other
communicative signals. However, there is more than just intonation to be
investigated. Indeed, all the signals that complement verbal discourse
deserve equal attention, since it is often nonverbal signals, whether pho-
nic or nonphonic, that complete the message, or even constitute the only
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means of conveying it (Canepari, 1985; Chaume Varela, 1997; Poyatos,
1997a, 1997b; Zabalbeascoa, 1997).

The analysis of various films demonstrates how explicitation is triggered
by a variety of semiotic signals — ranging from intonation, kinesics and
proxemics to film images and sounds — and also by a change of medium
from oral to written.

From Paralanguage to Verbal Language

Paralanguage is a term for both the auditory, nonverbal elements and
the nonauditory, nonverbal elements which make human verbal communi-
cation complete, natural and nonartificial (Canepari, 1985: 87). It includes
prosody and intonation, as well as kinesics and proxemics (Table 4.1),
essential elements in communication, given their pragmatic and emotive
functions and their power in conveying the speaker’s communicative
intentions (Bazzanella, 1994, 2002; Bertinetto, 1996: 395-396; Canepari,
1985: 87).

Given that codes that are secondary to the spoken language reinforce or
clarify its illocutionary force, they often cannot be ignored. In subtitling,
paralanguage helps guide the translator’s semantic choices and when it is
the only vehicle conveying important messages, the information it carries
is foregrounded and verbalised by means of additions, specifications and
reformulations.

Addition

Most nuances in the oral discourse can be restored in the subtitles by
means of addition. There are various types of linguistic elements that can
be added, ranging from interjections and politeness markers to adverbs
and adjectives; from discourse modifiers to circumstantial adjuncts and
connectors; from noun phrases to adjectives and deictic elements (Perego,

Table 4.1 Paralanguage: Relevant features

Paralanguage
phonic nonphonic
nonverbal nonverbal
2 \:
prosody; intonation kinesics; proxemics
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2003b). We shall take a closer look at some of these by commenting on
excerpts taken from the material analysed.

In Example 1, it is not only the voice quality, the distinctively loud and
peremptory pronunciation given to ‘I'll’, that plays a major role; equally,
the kinesics of the speaker —heading to where Dickie has gone and looking
askance at her interlocutor — also call for the reinforcing negative adverb
no before the assertion.

Example 1: Minghella

Tom: I'll go and see what’s the matter.
Marge: I'll go.

Subtitles in Italian Back translation
-Vado a vedere. [-I'll go and see.
-No. Vado io. -No. I'll go myself.]

The adverb definitively quashes any option for Tom to go and see what
the matter is. It stresses the emphasis Marge puts on the personal pro-
noun ‘I’, opposed to an unsaid but implied ‘you’, thus making it clear that
she is going to see how Dickie is because she is his girlfriend. It is through
the adding of the adverb no that the subtitler manages to restore the illo-
cutionary force of Marge’s linguistic act. Moreover, Marge’s communica-
tive intention is explicitated in Italian by the right-marked word order of
her linguistic act Vado io rather than the unmarked (Io) vado (especially
with no pronoun at all), where the dislocation of the subject to the right of
the sentence ‘recalls to attention something regarded as “given” or
“understood” in the preceding part of the sentence’ (Maiden & Robustelli,
2000: 363). Hence, the ST and the TT share the same propositional content
but use different devices to explicitate it, with the subtitle opting for its
verbalisation.

It is not only intonation and proxemics that can be transliterated into a
linguistic item: pauses are eloquent paralinguistic devices, which also need
to be codified at times. When they are meaningful, pauses can be lexica-
lised, that is, explicitated. In Example 2, the use of ellipsis in the original
dialogue is very suggestive: it reflects a specific and deliberate rhetorical
device employed by the speaker, who emphasises the message by choosing
not to state it verbally. As subtitles tend not to be elliptical, ST ellipsis is
filled in, resulting in an explicit TT which does not require cognitive elabo-
ration on the part of the viewer.
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Example 2: Minghella

Mr Greenleaf: Marge, what a man may say to his sweetheart and what he’ll
admit to another fellow ... (Pause).
Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Marge, quello che un uomo [Marge, what a man
dice alla sua bella ... tells to his sweetheart ...
... e diverso da quanto ... 1is different from what
confessa ad un amico ... he confesses to a friend . ..]

Specification

Sometimes the paralinguistic information accompanying the situational
context is more meaningful than the purely verbal information. In such
cases, the translator tends to be, whether deliberately or unconsciously,
more precise in the TT, transferring the connotative meaning — when it is
uttered with a particular intonational or gestural emphasis — to a normally
neutral term, therefore deneutralising it.

This tendency has been observed mainly in the Hungarian-Italian mate-
rial, where, in order to reflect the speaker’s attitude in a given communi-
cative situation, general words are given a more precise semantic load in
the subtitles. Example 3 is representative of how the stress given to the
Hungarian word ndket and the increase of its first syllable’s duration high-
light the word’s connotative meaning:

Example 3: Szabé

Kata: Miért kovetel6dzol? Kérlek ... En sem kovetelem t6led megtudni a néket.
[Kata: Why are you insisting? Please ... I don’t expect to know from you about
all your women either.]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation

[Why are you so demanding?
I don’t expect to know about your
(love) affairs.]

Perche sei tanto esigente?
Io non esigo di conoscere le tue avventure.

Reformulation

Besides leading to the addition of linguistic elements and to the specifi-
cation of lexical units, the shift from nonverbal to verbal language can also
prompt the subtitler to reproduce ‘the matter without the manner, [...] the
content without the form of the original” (Newmark, 1988: 46). A free
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translation can be more explicit and better transmit paralinguistic traits.
Example 4 is an instance illustrating how the important subtitling require-
ment for conciseness can be overruled by the need for explicitness and
textual dilution. Since the speaker’s tone and attitude are particularly
meaningful, the subtitle codifies verbally what is merely implied in the
original, where the speaker is being eloquently vague. Again, similarly
to what happens in Example 2, it is possible to observe the tendency — or
rather, the need - for subtitles to be self-contained and autonomous, as if
they were the only information carrier for the viewers and the latter did not
have access to other communicative channels.

Example 4: Minghella

Marge: When you have his attention you feel like you're the only person in the
world. That’s why everybody loves him. It’s always the same whenever
someone new comes into his life — Freddie, Fausto, Peter Smith-Kingsley — he’s
wonderful - did you meet him? ... Especially you ... And that’s just the boys ...
Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Le sue attenzioni [His attentions
ti fanno sentire unico al mondo. make you feel unique in the world.
Per questo lo amano tutti. That’s why everybody loves him.
Va sempre cosi. It’s always the same.
Quando c¢’é una persona nuova ... Whenever there’s a new person ...
... Freddie, Fausto, ... Freddie, Fausto,
Peter Smith-Kingsley ... Peter Smith-Kingsley ...
Lo hai conosciuto? E meraviglioso. Did you meet him? He’s wonderful.
E con te, poi! And you!
Per non parlare delle donne. Not to mention women.]

The Diamesic Shift

The second factor to consider is the impact on subtitles of the shift from
the oral code, a language written to be spoken and different to the natural
spoken language — what Chaume Varela (2001: 78) calls ‘oralidad prefab-
ricada’ [prefabricated orality] — to the written code.

Subtitles are subject to the rules of written language and although they
often have to maintain a certain degree of brevity they are usually very
precise and cohesive (Bussi Parmiggiani, 2002: 195). Subtitles show many
features typical of written language, including: conciseness; lack of
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redundancy, or at least notably less than in spoken language (Example 7);
high degree of textual organisation and accurate information planning; high
informativity; explicitness in developing argumentations; excellent chaining
of sentences; meaningful use of punctuation; high degree of cohesion and
coherence, thanks to the extensive use of deictic and anaphoric referential
elements; disambiguation of pronominal forms; specification of referents;
specific and accurate lexical choices; and reconstruction of elliptical forms.

Addition

Written language is far less elliptical than spoken language, which
explains the need for written sentences to be as complete and as unequiv-
ocal as possible, where nothing is left unsaid and where subtitlers explic-
itly rely on their knowledge of the overall plot of the film. This is the case
in Example 5, where the addition also has a stylistic dimension: the mes-
sage can still be understood without it, but it allows the subtitler to offer
the viewer a complete and cohesive text, as opposed to the succinct and
context-related ST. Hence, lo vengo pitt tardi [I'll come later], as opposed to
simply ‘later’, where the viewer’s attention is not loaded with extra cogni-
tive work (Grillo & Kawin, 1981):

Example 5: Minghella

Peter: I'm freezing. Coming down?
Tom: Later. I want to catch the sunset.

Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Sto gelando. Andiamo dentro? [I'm freezing. Coming in?
Io vengo pit tardi. I'll come later.
Voglio vedere il tramonto. I want to catch the sunset.]

Specification

In cases when the trigger for the verbal codification of nonverbal infor-
mation is a diamesic shift, the translator can also rely on specification or
substitution strategies:

Example 6: Szabo

Kata: Jovdre fiird6ruhakat csinalok. . .
[Kata: Next year I'll make bathing suits ...]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation

L’anno prossimo ideerd costumi da bagno ... |[Next year I'll design bathing suits .. .]
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In Example 6, the Hungarian csindl [to make] is far more neutral than
the Italian ideare [to design, to create], which implies the character’s cre-
ativity and search for originality and belongs to the semantic field of fash-
ion, as does the lexical unit costumi da bagno [bathing suits]. The semantic
relation of solidarity that links the Italian ideare and costumi da bagno,
together with the speaker’s job that is implied (she is a fashion designer)
represents an important cohesive factor for the subtitled text.

Reformulation

Finally, reformulation allows subtitles to be phrased in a form more
appropriate to the written medium, for instance by avoiding a repetition
which, though perfectly suitable and perhaps essential in the oral text,
would sound redundant in the written form as can be seen in Example 7:

Example 7: Szabé

Masik korcsolyazoé fit: Mikor sziiletik a kiskrapek? Hallod? Mikor lesz gyerek?
[Other ice-skater: When will the kid be born? Are you listening to me? When
is the baby coming?]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Quando sarai papa? [When will you be a father?
Viene il bebe? Is the baby coming?]

From Image to Verbal Language

Besides paralanguage and code related shifts, images represent another
trigger for explicitation by means of additions and specifications. They
have a great impact on the formulation of the text, where the translator
‘verbalises images” whenever space and time constraints allow for it.

Addition

Translators can decide to add a piece of information that derives from
the image, thus foregrounding what they consider more relevant for the
target viewers, who have to split their attention between watching,
hearing and reading, and so risk missing important details carried by the
images. Example 8 verbally codifies what the nurse is talking about and
dealing with. Even though the photography is not particularly clear,
we can tell from the subtitles that it is pasticche [pills] that the nurse is
actually handing over to the person who is to look after the patient
overnight.
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Example 8: Makk

temperature doesn’t come back down.]

Apoléné: Holnap is meg kell katétereznem, ebbsl haromszor harmat, ebbél
mara haromszor harmat, ha a 1dz nem csokken négyet.

[Nurse: I'll have to put the catheter on her again tomorrow; of these, three for
three times; of these, (as for) today, three for three times. Four if need be, if her

Subtitles in Italian

Back translation

Domani le applichero il catetere.

Tre pasticche di questo,
e di questo tre volte tre,

[Tomorrow I'll put the catheter on her.

Three of these pills,
and three of these, three times,

eventualmente quattro. four if need be.]

Specification

Additions can be complemented by instances of specification. This hap-
pens whenever pronominal forms used in the ST to stand in for a noun or
a noun phrase, or to make reference to participants in the discourse, are
reinforced in the written version through nominalisation. The written text
takes into account what is visible and makes it more informative and tar-
get oriented. Thus in Example 9, the referent is made visually clear only to
those who can understand the source language and do not need to read
the subtitles, or to fast readers who manage to consider all the semiotic
channels of the subtitled film. Failing this, a complete, explicit subtitle can
be a helpful strategy for viewers who may miss the image.

Example 9: Szabé

Jutka: Az piszkos, biztos.

Jancsi: Nem nagyon.

[Jutka: That one is certainly dirty.
Jancsi: Not so much.]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation

E sporca la carrozza?
Beh...

[Is the coach dirty?
Well .. ]
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From Sounds to Verbal Language

Let us now take a look at how the acoustic channel affects whether
and how nonverbal information is codified. It would appear that in the
multicode context of a film, the need for explicitness and autonomy is at
times dictated by the soundtrack, which plays just as much of a role as
other semiotic variables in calling for additions (Example 10) and specifi-
cations (Example 11). In Example 10 below, sound effects provide the
grounds for the insertion of the new element.

Example 10: Szabé

Jancsi anyja: Bombaznak. Ide valahova becsapott. Bombaznak ...
[Jancsi’s mother: They're bombing. (One) has fallen somewhere round here.
They’re bombing ...]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Bombardano. [They’re bombing.
Una bomba é caduta qui vicino. A bomb has fallen nearby.
Bombardano ... They’re bombing ...]

The fact that Budapest is being bombed is represented visually and
above all aurally. Una bomba e caduta qui vicino is a nonelliptical subtitle,
ensuring cohesion thanks to the insertion of the noun phrase una bomba
[a bomb] — a partial recurrence in the Italian with bombardano [(they) are
bombing]. Evidently, this insertion meets the requirements of written
language too. As a general principle, noise, music and meaningful
sounds can influence and determine the choices made by the translator,
especially if — as in this case — other semiotic shifts are involved. The
subtitle is thereby self-contained and easier for the viewers to read, thus
reducing their dependence on the other semiotic channels. Similarly,
Example 11 specifies what the Hungarian demonstrative pronoun ezt [ez
‘this’+ -t (accusative suffix)] stands in for, that is, i colpi [the bangs]. The
one-liner Senti i colpi? [Can you hear the bangs?] gives the audience more
complete information and reinforces the viewer’s awareness of what is
going on.
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Example 11: Szabé

Jancsi: Hallottad, Kata? Hallottad ezt? Kérlek maradjon otthon, odamegyek.
Maradj otthon, kérlek Kata, mindjart ott leszek egy csak maradj otthon kérlek.
[Jancsi: Have you heard? Have you heard that? Please, stay at home, I'll be there
(soon). Stay at home, please Kata, I'll be there straightaway, but please stay at
home.]

Subtitles in Italian Back translation
Senti i colpi? [Can you hear the bangs?
Resta a casa, ti prego. Stay at home, please.
Io vengo subito, non muoverti! I'll come straightaway, don’t move.]

Concluding Remarks

Though relatively few examples have been presented and commented
upon here, Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of the triggers for explicitation,
and helps us understand how significant semiotic shifts can be. Overall, the
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Figure 4.1 Intersemiotic explicitation: The quantitative dimension
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most frequently represented shift is the paralinguistic-to-verbal one, though
the spoken-to-written shift would also appear to be highly significant.
Although less common, the image-to-verbal shift is nonetheless active and
productive throughout the material analysed. Even the sound-to-verbal
shift, present only in one Hungarian-Italian film, should not be underesti-
mated as another potentially significant variable. Of course, these frequen-
cies remain tentative pending corroboration by larger scale analyses.

Nevertheless, whatever semiotic shift is involved, the codification of
nonverbal information in subtitling is undeniably a reality. It represents a
very important facilitating and target oriented device which deserves to
be taken into account when subtitling so as to assist the audience who are
simultaneously watching, listening and reading, and often have to rely
predominantly on the written channel.



Chapter 5

Translating Proper Names info
Spanish: The Case of Forrest Gump

ISABEL HURTADO DE MENDOZA AZAOLA

Introduction

Social and cultural allusions have always presented translators with
challenges. However, translation theory has only relatively recently started
to attend to the different issues brought about by these references. For
decades, theoreticians struggled with dichotomies such as free versus
literal translation, to move later to the search for correspondence and
equivalence (Catford, 1965, Newmark, 1981; Nida, 1964). Recently,
however, certain scholarly groups within Translation Studies have focused
on culture and conceptualised translation as a cross-cultural exchange
(Bassnett & Lefevere, 1990; Toury, 1980). The approach to translation has
become functional and sociocultural, and the emphasis has been put on
the target text (TT) as well as in its reception by an audience of different
characteristics and background.

The translation of sociocultural allusions usually poses severe chal-
lenges because in the process of transferring a cultural reference into a
new text in a different language translators have to help the new audience
retrieve as many nuances as possible from those present in the source text
(ST). This difficulty is magnified when the mode of translation already
limits the strategies available to translators, as in the case of audiovisual
translation (AVT).

About the Film

Forrest Gump (Robert Zemeckis, 1994) could probably be considered an
exceptional film in the sense that not that many films are so explicit in
their collage of cultural references. Forrest Gump (FG) is highly intertextual
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and rich in cultural allusions, making it a suitable case study to test the
ideas put forward in this paper.

When watching the English original version of FG, it is immediately
clear that this film is full of underlying meanings, some of which would
probably not be retrieved by some members of the audience, including
some US viewers. When watching the dubbed and subtitled versions into
Spanish, it becomes evident at once that the new audience is often expected
to be familiar with many of the cultural and social associations of the film.
The TT works on assumptions of understanding, and this sometimes pre-
vents a full appreciation of the film’s allusions.

The reason why the audience might not retrieve the film’s intended
meaning is because FG is a semiotically rich film, one in which the refer-
ences present are given special formal attention. The film’s eponymous
protagonist takes the audience through 30 years of the history of the
United States; their successes and failures and the positive and negative
aspects of this nation. Forrest is the embodiment of the American myth:
anybody can become anything they want in the land of dreams.

But how are all these ideas conveyed in the film? And why is it that
non-American viewers may not always understand them immediately
whilst allegedly the original spectators do? As stated below, when dis-
cussing the skopos theory, the new audience is always of key importance
when translating a text. A Spaniard will never understand all the implica-
tions of FG as an American would, because comprehension is deeply
rooted in culture and varies according to the different societies people
belong to and to the way they have been raised individually.

Culture and Semiotics

Semioticians like Peirce (Hartshorne & Weiss, 1960) or Barthes
(1957/1970) understand culture mainly as the way in which we
give meaning to the world surrounding us. Our comprehension of the
world — and, consequently, our comprehension of a word, a text or a
film — depends on our cultural baggage. Meanings do not pre-exist in the
world; we are the ones who create them according to codes and conven-
tions, which are culture-specific. Saussure (1971: 33) coined the term
‘semiology’ to describe a new discipline that would study ‘the life of
signs at the heart of social life’. Semiotics — a term more widespread in
English-speaking countries and used to refer to what French semiolo-
gists called ‘semiology’ — suggests that we live in a world of signs and
that we understand our reality with the aid of these signs and the codes
in which they are organised. Our gestures, the words we use and even



72 Part 1: Crossing Cultural Borders

the objects in our world are signs, which have an agreed meaning and
are combined according to the rules and conventions agreed upon by the
members of a given community. Through these shared conventions —
called ‘codes’ by semioticians like Saussure — we are able to make sense
of the world surrounding us. In the processes of codification and decod-
ification, we incorporate the values of our culture, and this is how
cultural references are created.

For this reason, signs can be interpreted in many different ways by dif-
ferent individuals. Most people may agree on the obvious meaning of a
sign, but it is possible that they will see different connotations in it.
Connotations are the personal or culture-specific associations of a sign,
whilst the obvious or primary meaning is called denotation. This twofold
nature of signs is what makes them open to different interpretations.
Furthermore, it may also be argued that the connotations of a set of signs
in context can reveal a certain culture-specific ideology on which the
worldview of a particular society is based — a ‘myth’ in Barthes’s words
(1957/1970).

This common background knowledge always affects us when we
approach a text. In the case of audiovisual programmes, it is nearly impos-
sible to see a famous film without being conscious of other contexts in
which it has been used, quoted, alluded to or reproduced. All these con-
texts create expectations, which the audience of the film cannot ignore
when interpreting the text. This is what we call intertextuality, a concept
which helps us realise that the frontiers of a text are never fixed, because a
text is always tangled in a web of references not only to other texts, but
also to other cultural and social codes. No text exists in isolation, nor is it
hermetic, and it is virtually impossible to approach a text without any
expectations.

Moreover, intertextuality also refers to the internal characteristics of a
text, and it is an especially complex issue in the case of audiovisual pro-
grammes, in which several intermingling codes are involved: text, images
and soundtrack. All of these can draw on intertextuality and, since it is the
interaction among them which generates meaning, there is a need to inter-
pret all the references and allusions in order to grasp the meaning of the
film in its entirety.

Given that different communities codify the world according to differ-
ent rules and conventions, in cases where there is an abundance of socio-
cultural references in the ST, trying to achieve the same ‘equivalence’ in
the TT seldom works. Under such circumstances, translation cannot be
but a functional approximation, which is why skopos theory has been
chosen as the framework for this study.
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Skopos Theory

It has been previously argued that signs are polysemic because their con-
notations depend on the reception process. Particularly, it is the receiver/
interpreter’s knowledge and situation that makes a difference. This section
deals with skopos theory since it is believed to be one of the translation
theories that best explains the reasons why a translator sometimes has to
adapt the ST according to the context and situation of the TT audience.

Translators have the very important task of bridging the gap between
two cultural systems present in a translation process, a rather difficult task
since different communities see the world in different ways, and reality is
loaded with culture-specific meanings. The strategy of adaptation is often
necessary when translators are dealing with the transfer of cultural refer-
ences, which can become even more challenging if they also have to comply
with the media limitations of dubbing and subtitling.

Skopos theory - first proposed by Vermeer in the late 1970s and further
explained in a book co-written with Reiss (Reiss & Vermeer, 1984) —argues
that the shape of the TT must be determined by the function that this text
is meant to perform in the target context, the addressees being the main
factor determining the TT’s purpose. Usually, a ST is produced for a given
situation in order to perform a certain function. In addition, it is usually
oriented towards a source culture, because its author had a specific kind of
audience in mind when producing it. But a new target audience may lack
the awareness of the source culture that is necessary to fully comprehend
the text, and this is why the TT must be oriented towards the assumed
knowledge that the target community has. Thus, the role of the translator
is not only to transpose a text into another text in a different language, but
also to act as a mediator in a process of intercultural communication.

In the case of the film subject of this study, FG, there are multiple ideas
latent under the surface of the text. All these underlying meanings based
on culture-specific connotations create what Barthes (1957/1970) calls a
myth: the projection of a particular society’s ideology. This is not easy to
convey in a text for viewers that belong to a culture different to that of the
ST audience. Thus, the translator of this film should follow Vermeer’s idea
(1996: 15) that ‘it is not the source-text and/or its surface-structure which
determines the target-text and/or its surface-structure, but the skopos’,
and realise that the situation of the target audience sometimes calls for a
certain degree of adaptation.

Forrest Gump was a very successful film in Spain in that it was a box-
office hit. This is probably due to the fact that Spanish and American
cultures are no exceptions to the general trend of globalisation. Thanks to
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global communications, cultures come closer together and share more and
more references with every passing day. This phenomenon considerably
facilitates the translators’ task since there is a decreasing number of refer-
ences that need to be adapted.

Translators have to gauge how relevant a given ST item is for the end
product and whether it is appropriate to deviate from it. Skopos theory
accounts for this departure from the ST by accepting that ‘a translation
need not necessarily be retrospectively “equivalent” to a source-text inter-
pretation, but should be prospectively “adequate” to a target-text skopos’
(Vermeer, 1996: 77).

A translator working within a skopos-based framework renders the
information contained in the ST according to the requirements of the
target audience, instead of merely passing on all the components of
the original text to the new receivers. Given that the skopos of a transla-
tion is what determines the strategies used for reaching the intended goal,
translators can move away from the original text. They have more free-
dom in the design of the new text and can consider how best to convey the
deeper meanings of the text, its semiotic significance. They can produce a
more idiomatic text, adjusted to what they believe are the needs of the
target audience. However, as will be explained later on, this may not be
the case in all modes of translation, for example, subtitling.

Despite the fact that the transposition of the sociocultural allusions within
a ST into a new TT is very challenging for translators, this is by no means
their only obstacle. In fact, the translation mode is also a determinant, and it
can bring about many difficulties to the translation process, which is espe-
cially significant in the case of AVT because of the media constraints.

Dubbing and Subtitling

Different translation modes make different demands on translators.
Subtitling, for instance, has a number of limitations related to time and
space. Luyken et al. (1991) and Diaz Cintas and Remael (2007) offer a
detailed account of these constraints, which include the screen space that
can be used for the written subtitles, the time available for and between
subtitle exposures, the timing of subtitles and the format of the subtitles.
When writing subtitles, factors like the quantity and complexity of the
information, the action taking place on screen, and the viewers’ average
reading speed must be taken into account. Dubbing is not an altogether
easy task either. The dubbing writer has to mould the TT in order to make
it match the lip movements of the actors on the screen. Moreover, for the
target product to seem real, other factors such as intonation, gestures and
postures have to be considered too.
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Audiovisual translation, thus, imposes special requirements upon
translators. Instead of preserving the form of the original text, the aim, as
advocated by skopos theory, is to achieve the same effect as the original
work in an audience with a different cultural background. With this in
mind, AVT inevitably has to become more flexible; the translator — be it
dubber or subtitler — becomes a mediator, who participates in the act of
communication in order to make the new audience get the most out of a
film or audiovisual programme while trying to preserve the essence of the
ST and comply with specific constraints.

Data Analysis

For the following analysis, some cultural features of the film Forrest Gump
have been chosen according to how specific they are to the source American
audience, and they have been compared to their correlatives in both the
Spanish dubbed and subtitled versions of the film. It is worth mentioning
that the dubbed version was produced for Spain and distributed by
Paramount Home Entertainment Spain, whereas the subtitled version was
only meant to be distributed in the United States and Puerto Rico.

The aim of this section is to discuss the motivation that might have
guided the translation solutions offered in the TTs. Due to the physical
limitations of this paper I will only concentrate on one specific area: the
translation of proper names, regardless of whether they are names of real
people or fictional characters. These specific allusions have been chosen
because the way the translators dealt with them highlights the importance
of an adequate audience design.

FG is a formal enactment of the multiple layers of a culture and presents
many references to famous US people, events and places. Sometimes these
cultural and social associations may pass unnoticed to a Spanish audience
that is not as familiar with those references as the original US audience
might be. This would make some of the intended meanings of the ST
impossible to retrieve, which would certainly prevent, if not the whole act
of communication, at least full comprehension and understanding of what
the original author meant to convey at specific moments during the film.

In order to prevent this from happening, semiotic considerations should
be taken into account. As stated previously, FG is a semiotically rich film,
which draws heavily on intertextuality as a key compositional feature. In
order to be able to interpret intertextuality, one needs to read the signs in
all the codes involved, which is especially difficult if the signs belong to a
culture which is not one’s own, and this is where the need for a mediator
arises. On occasions, translators have to untangle a convoluted network of
codes that exist in a text, make sense out of them and then try to help the
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new audience understand as much of the original text as possible by mak-
ing the cultural cues given in the ST more visible or approachable. This
task is especially arduous when it comes to films as meaning is generated
by the interaction of text, images and sound.

FG was a very popular film in the United States because of its casual but
informative depiction of three turbulent decades of American history, in a
mixture of romantic comedy and drama. The aim of both the dubbed and
the subtitled versions should not only be that of reaching as wide a foreing
audience as possible, in order to attain the same box-office records that the
film achieved in the United States, but also to make the new viewers cry,
laugh and learn as much as the original audience did. Once the skopos is
established, the question is how to fulfil it. The procedure to do this is to
start by establishing who the target culture addressees and their circum-
stances are, paying special attention to how much their culture differs
from that of the source addressees.

In the case of the dubbed version, the target addressees are the general
Spanish public. It is not an audience with a particular in-depth knowledge
of US history and culture, nor an especially educated audience. Spanish
viewers do not share the same culture as the original viewers who saw the
film in the United States, although they might share some common icons
like the Vietnam War or the civil rights movement. This makes it necessary
for the translator to adapt the original source text in certain instances, so
that the target audience does not feel excluded and can appreciate the
content of the film.

In the case of the subtitled version, though, the target addressees are
basically Latin Americans living in the United States and Puerto Ricans.
It is safe to assume that these communities have a fair knowledge of
American culture, sharing many cultural references with the original
viewers and thus making the translator’s task somewhat easier.

In both cases, it is the translators who are in control of the communica-
tion process and their undertaking is quite challenging. They have to pay
attention to each individual cultural allusion of the ST and decide whether
the audience is going to understand them or not. Bearing in mind that the
dubbed and subtitled versions were produced for very different commu-
nities, it is not striking that the translation solutions used were found to be
quite different too.

The Translation of Proper Names

The translation of names of people and places is rather controversial, as
Newmark (1981), Franco Aixela (2000) and Moya (2002) have pointed out.
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The debate can be approached using Venuti’s (1995) two key concepts of
domestication and foreignisation. Should the translator simply calque
names from the ST into the TT, or should he adapt them to the TT culture
or even substitute the original names by others that would sound familiar
to the target addressees, for the sake of creating the same effect in the audi-
ence as the original text did?

Sometimes, the visibility of the translator can be minimised by the use
of certain strategies that enhance comprehension but do also curtail the
reader’s enjoyment of the text, like the use of explanatory notes or glosses
in certain types of writing. However, this procedure is not normally avail-
able to audiovisual translators and, although some subtitling practices —
that is, fansubs — do resort to the inclusion of translators’ notes (Diaz
Cintas, 2005), this can be considered a very marginal activity. Dubbing
translators and subtitlers have only a limited range of translation strate-
gies available, and this is particularly evident in those parts of a text which
are most problematic. People and place names are especially challenging
for translators because rather than being universal they are usually deeply
embedded in a particular culture.

Each community shares a culture, which is determined by factors such
as their past history, their common experiences and a relatively similar
point of view regarding the reality that surrounds them, as opposed to
that of other communities. Yet, this reality is not only made up of real
facts, historical people and true events. In fact, the shape of different cul-
tures is strongly determined by other fictional factors that also play an
important role in a particular community’s reality and include two main
categories: literature and the media.

As a film that “performs’ cultural references, FG also makes use of these
two important dimensions of a culture by resorting to allusions to books,
TV shows, films and other kinds of entertainment particular to US culture.
These references can pose a problem for the translators because many of
them escape an audience that is not familiar with the US culture. This hap-
pens, for instance, when the protagonist, Forrest, decides to buy a shrimp
boat and become a captain, and his friend Dan tells him: ‘I tell you what,
Gilligan, the day that you are a shrimp boat captain, I will come and be
your first mate.” The dubbed version (Dub) left out the allusion, using a
more general word (Admiral):

Dub | Vale, escucha, Almirante, el | [OK, listen, Admiral, the day
dia que ti seas Almirante de | you become an Admiral of a
barco, yo me apuntaré como | boat, I will enlist as a First
Primer Oficial. Official.]
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The original allusion would have probably left most of the Spanish
audience startled: Who is this Gilligan? So the translator decided to obvi-
ate this word, using a common name instead for the sake of comprehen-
sion. On the other hand, the subtitled version (Sub) substituted the allusion
by another cultural reference:

Sub | Mira, Robinson Crusoe, [Look, Robinson Crusoe,
cuando tu seas Capitan, when you become Captain,
yo seré tu Piloto. I'll be your Pilot.]

In this instance, the new allusion is retrievable by most of the Spanish
speaking population in the United States. Whilst they might not know
that Gilligan is the character in the TV show Gilligan’s Island — a popular
series broadcasted in the United States since 1964, in which Captain
Gilligan was stranded on an island — they would most likely recognise
Robinson Crusoe as the character in the homonymous book written in
1719 by Daniel Defoe.

This example shows that both the dubbed and the subtitled versions of
the film accounted for the fact that their new audiences might not be able
to retrieve the referent behind the original allusion. The translators realised
that the strategy of leaving the allusion unchanged would have prevented
communication, and this is why they decided to change it in the TT. Both
strategies seem to work fine as regards comprehension, yet the strategy
adopted by the subtitler is arguably better in the sense that it helps the
audience understand the allusion, whilst retaining the flavour of the origi-
nal. The ST allusion has been substituted by another one which can easily
be retrieved by the TT audience, making the irony still perceptible.

Something similar happens in other instances, but the strategies fol-
lowed in the subtitles are not always the same. One is left to wonder
whether this is because of the restrictions of the medium or because the
cultural references present in the ST did not pose a big challenge to the
translator, since the new audience is habitually exposed to US culture.

There is a scene in the film when Forrest and Lieutenant Dan are with
two prostitutes and Ripley’s Believe It or Not is mentioned. One of the pros-
titutes gets angry because Forrest acts strangely when she tries to kiss
him. The other girl starts laughing at Dan because he is now disabled
after having fought in the Vietnam War. Eventually, both girls start shout-
ing and making a big fuss. They call Dan ‘cripple’ and Forrest ‘stupid’,
adding: “You belong in Ripley’s Believe it or Not’” and “You should be in a
side show’.
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In the dubbed version, these two sentences are omitted, most likely
because of audience design considerations. For most Americans, Ripley is
well-known and although they may not know that he started as a cartoon-
ist for a newspaper, they probably know that in order to gather ideas for
the cartoon he travelled throughout the world collecting exotic stories,
weird exhibits and unusual artefacts, which are now on exhibition in dif-
ferent museums. Spanish viewers have most certainly never heard of him
and would not associate Dan and Forrest with these museums or a circus
show, and would never make much sense of what is being said.

The subtitle opts for a foreignising strategy and instead of just omitting
the cultural reference as the dubber does, the subtitler prefers to resort to
a literal translation:

Sub | Ustedes son un caso de Ripley. | [You are a Ripley’s case.]

Had it been used in the dubbed version, this strategy would have failed
to help the TT audience understand what was going on in the scene. It
would have been detrimental to communication, because it would have
possibly alienated the target viewer with this referent that is too obscure
for most Spaniards. However, the subtitler seemed to think that the Latin
American audience would be familiar with this referent.

Another instance in which the strategies chosen by the dubber and the
subtitler differ is when Captain Kangaroo is alluded to. This is likely to be
the longest running children’s TV show of all time, and it has marked the
lives of American children during its 30-odd years on air. However, a
Spanish audience would probably not know who the character Captain
Kangaroo is, and, in order not to hinder communication, the dubber had
to resort to some kind of strategy. When talking about himself, Forrest
says that he was: ‘Famouser even than Captain Kangaroo’. The translator
realised that the allusion would be meaningless to Spaniards and decides
on the strategy of substitution:

Dub | Mads famoso incluso | [More famous even than Pinocchio.]
que Pinocho.

The figure of Pinocho [Pinocchio] seems a good choice since it is also a
fictional character that belongs to the world of children, and the humour
of Forrest comparing his fame to that of a children’s character is not lost.
But the translator avoided using the original allusion so that the audi-
ence would not be left wondering who Forrest is talking about. One of
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the reasons why the dubber probably used Pinocho is that he knew this
was a cultural allusion that the TT audience would have no problem
understanding, since it is part of their cultural background. In the sub-
titled version, however, the strategy of adaptation is found:

Sub Mas famoso [More famous
que el Capitdan Canguro dela TV. | than the Captain Kangaroo of the TV.]

Even though the translator added an explanation, de la TV, this would
have definitely not been enough for the majority of Spaniards, had it been
used in the dubbed version. Translating the allusion by adapting it rather
literally would have not helped the audience of the dubbed version. On
hearing Capitin Canguro, they would not know what the referent is, and
they would have been left astounded. ‘Captain Kangaroo’ is a cultural
allusion which has little significance outside US culture, and the great
majority of Spaniards would miss the humour in this comment, since they
cannot see the sign behind the allusion. However, it would be reasonable
to think that Puerto Rican and Latin American children living in the United
States did watch this TV programme, and this is possibly the reason why
the subtitler used this adaptation technique. By choosing this strategy, the
subtitler would also be overcoming the problem of using a different refer-
ent than the one being uttered in the original soundtrack and being heard
by the viewers.

Another example in which it is clear that the dubbed and subtitled ver-
sions were produced with a different audience design in mind is a scene in
which the TV show characters Bert and Ernie are mentioned. Bearing in
mind that the original soundtrack can be heard in the subtitled version, it is
understandable that the translator decided to leave this reference as Bert y
Ernie. As in the previous example, the viewers of the subtitled version were
probably used to watching the US show where these characters appear,
making it possible for the subtitler to use a referent that would fit the sound-
track without hindering communication. However, this solution would
have made no sense to a Spanish audience and would not have been the
best possible strategy for the dubbed version. Fortunately, the dubber rea-
lised that this programme has got an equivalent in Spanish. ‘Bert and Ernie’
are the well-known characters in Sesame Street, a children’s programme also
very popular in Spain under the title Barrio Sésamo. The Spanish version also
featured these two characters with the only difference that the puppets had
other names: Epi y Blas. Thus, the translation works by simply substituting
the names in English for their equivalents in Spanish.
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Conclusion

From the examples chosen, it emerges that the dubbed and subtitled
versions share some common problems, and both suffer from losses of
meaning in specific scenes. This is mainly due to the fact that audiovisual
translators have to face certain constraints. However, medium constraints
in dubbing do not seem to be as problematic as those in subtitling, in which
the text has to be adapted and limited to more stringent requirements,
making the task of subtitlers extremely challenging. The translator has
limited options when having to deal with a difficult term especially due to
the co-presence of the original text and the translation in the final product.
The limitations of AVT always affect the overall translation process, but
they are more significant in those cases where translation is especially chal-
lenging. This happens, for example, when dealing with sociocultural allu-
sions, because they are linked to the semiotic codes particular to each
culture and language. They require a good understanding of the ST signs
and a good adaptation of both the denotative and connotative meanings of
the signs to comply with the needs of the TT audience.

The analysis of the translation of proper names in the two Spanish ver-
sions of FG suggests that the dubbed version generally tends towards
ease, fluidity and acculturation, whilst the subtitled version favours for-
eignisation, maintaining the referents from the ST. The dubbed version
shows what seems to be a good end result for a standard Spanish audi-
ence. Some elements of US culture portrayed in FG are not widely known
by the majority of Spaniards, and this calls for a certain degree of adapta-
tion if the original skopos of the film is to be maintained. Since dubbing
seems to be less restricted than subtitling, most cultural references did not
seem to have been problematic when producing the dubbed version.

On the other hand, the subtitles seemed to assume that the new audi-
ence had a fair knowledge of US culture. Even though the constraints of
the medium - mainly the concurrent presence of both the English and the
Spanish language in the end product — had an important role to play in
this, one of the main reasons why some of the strategies used in the
subtitled version are so different from those used in the dubbed one is
probably due to the fact that Puerto Rican and Spanish speaking commu-
nities in the United States share many cultural referents with Americans,
which means that adaptation was rarely needed.

This analysis shows that two fairly different approaches to the transla-
tion of the same proper names in the same ST can be adopted. This can be
as a result of various factors: time availability, medium constraints,
co-presence of the two languages, skopos and so on. In any case, even
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though this is one case study and general conclusions should not be drawn
from it, the data analysis seems to suggest that audience design is an
important factor in AVT.

The dubbed and subtitled versions are possibly very different because
the strategies implemented in them were coherent with the context of
different audiences. Apart from the impact of the medium constraints,
the subtitler probably left many cultural referents unchanged because of
the fact that the communities the subtitles were designed for are familiar
with the US culture. On the other hand, the dubber seems to have realised
that some adaptation was necessary in order to be more accommodating
to the new audience’s background. Nonetheless, thanks to the popularisa-
tion of new technologies, the generalised use of internet, DVDs, CDs and
other means to access foreign culture, Spanish society is rapidly becoming
more familiar with some of America’s cultural referents. This is why,
nowadays, many cultural allusions present in US films are not adapted to
a Spanish audience anymore.



Chapter 6

Frenching the Feature Film Twice:
Or le synchronien au débat

LUISE VON FLOTOW

Introduction

At a synchronisation session in a Montreal dubbing studio, the
Hollywood film in question was Ginger Snaps (John Fawcett, 2000) and
had something to do with young drug addicts being held in an institution.
In the scene being dubbed, a boy taunts a relatively strung-out girl with
drugs that he has and that she wants, and offers her some in exchange for
sex. Her response in English is an angry, hissed ‘Fuck you!” The Québecois
actor dubbing the girl’s voice uttered a genteel va au diable [go to the devil],
and then collapsed in hoots of laughter, off-mike. Indeed, throughout the
preceding bits of dialogue, the actors had taken refuge — off-mike — in all
kinds of local street language and local accents, amusing themselves with
the alternatives that their language offers to the synchronien [synchronian]
they had to produce for the mike. In this case too, they came up with sev-
eral gritty alternatives to va au diable, the first being a vicious “fuck you’
spoken in English but with a strong Quebec accent. Earlier in the session,
they had swerved from street slang, to exaggerated Quebec dialects, to
English with the strong vocal shifts that come with Quebec intonation and
pronunciation — anything to relieve the tension of the frangais international
that is required professionally. And together with the dubbing director
they kept addressing this issue — the censorship they are forced to impose
upon their own language.

My work with this Quebec studio was first due to a lead that had sug-
gested that dubbers in France might be pirating Quebec texts, especially
for the difficult translation of songs, and that the film Chicago (Rob
Marshall, 2002) was a case in point. This seemed not improbable since
many Hollywood films are dubbed twice into French — once in Quebec
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and once again in France, with the Quebec version coming out almost
simultaneously with the English North American version, and the
European release often occurring four to six months later (Paquin, 2000).
The real question that has come out of this research, however, is not
about piracy; it revolves instead around the dubbing languages, the differ-
ently standardised versions of French, or synchronien. This is the term dub-
bing actors in both France and Quebec give to the artificial version of
spoken language that they talk in film, and which the translators assemble
under the direction of the studios and with clear instructions from the
distributors. And it is as much a question of tradition as it is of competing
business practices, ideologies, and state-sponsored language policies (Betz,
2001) — a complex, complicated issue that, in Quebec, leaves no one cold.

Background

For many Majors’ films the first dubbing into French occurs in Quebec,
to comply with a government requirement that all foreign films shown in
the province (of which approximately 90% are US ‘majors’) be available
in French within 45 days of their release in English. The film is dubbed a
second time in France, often several months later, and in compliance with
another government decree (dating from 1961) that all foreign films shown
in French in France must be translated on French territory. Lampron (1998: 4),
the author of a Quebec government funded report on the dubbing situa-
tion in the province, writes that this is ‘the only measure adopted by a
dominant country to protect itself from a smaller one” (my translation).
While this comment may be somewhat anachronistic since the protectionist
French decree of 1961 predates the establishment of the Quebec dubbing
industry, it expresses some of the emotion and ire that is found in most of
the discourse on this topic.

The French government decree is more powerful and absolute than any
Quebec legislation on this issue. It makes it impossible for any Quebec
dubbed feature film, except dubbed versions of English-Canadian films,
to be shown in France. The products of the Quebec dubbing industry are
thereby restricted to Quebec and other Francophone countries. The power
of the French dubbing industry is, however, strongly felt throughout
Quebec: almost all TV series imported from the United States are dubbed
in France, and more and more DVD releases use the French dubbed version
(Lampron, 1998). Quebec has no protectionist legislation in this domain.
Recent figures show that the Majors have revenues of about $100 million
dollars from film, video and DVD in Quebec, while the entire local dubbing
industry is worth only about $20 million. In other words, the relationship
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between the Majors’ income from Quebec and the part shared with the
dubbing industry appears to be rather off-balance.

Given this situation of exclusion from the large French market, and
hence the small market share of profits, the question of the method and
language used for film translation becomes interesting. It would seem that
for such a small audience - the total French-speaking population of Quebec
is less than 6 million — subtitling, at a cost of less than $10,000 per film,
would be a likely option. Quebec’s geographical proximity to English-
speaking cultures, its américanité, would doubtless allow much of the
filmic material to be understood without translation, and subtitles could
cover the rest. Alternatively, given the restricted local market, dubbing
into a version of local spoken French would be a definite possibility, a plus
even, enhancing the ‘proximity effect’ that Lampron (1998) cites in his
report as being vital to film translation and film appreciation. The fact that
English-language films are neither subtitled, nor translated into local
forms of French, but are dubbed into so-called frangais international or fran-
¢ais standard which differs from the francais standard of the Franco-French
versions, is what concerns me here. Why dub into a language that is not
definably Québecois, that, in fact, seeks to eradicate most traces of Quebec,
its dialects and accents? What are the pressures on the industry, and the
actors, and what are the results of this policy?

For it is policy. The UDA (Union des artistes) website on dubbing
(www.doublage.qc.ca) categorically states that dubbing is necessary in
Quebec because on veut s’entendre [we want to hear ourselves]. However,
at the same time it asserts that the language used for this activity must be
free of regionalisms and any other form of dialect; it is frangais interna-
tional. Local self-styled and voluble critics of the practice, notably Le
Blanc (2002, 2003) and Roy-Décarie (1997), call this form of French cette
langue batarde et artificielle [this bastard and artificial language] and cette
langue de nulle part [this language from nowhere].

In the following, I will examine and describe some of the features of this
standardised French in Quebec film dubbing, juxtapose them to the Franco-
French versions of the same source text for purposes of comparison, and
explore the controversy around this issue. I will focus primarily on a num-
ber of songs in Chicago, since this was originally my starting point.

Working with Chicago

The film, a recently revamped version of a musical that ran in 1975 and
was based on a play written in 1926, tells the unlikely and camped up
story of an unsuccessful chorus girl, Roxie Hart, who kills her lover and
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with the help of a wily lawyer, avoids prison, and makes a career for her-
self in a duo of murderous showgirls. It features emaciated dancers, a
crimped and stiff Renee Zellweger, one big-bodied black female prison
warden, and other Hollywood types. As one anonymous critic (www.
movieeye.com) has put it, ‘none of these characters possess depth and
the performances are hardly subtle, but then Chicago is a musical — flat
characters are a staple of the genre’. This ‘flatness’ is evident throughout
the film, though the dance sequences, enhanced by special effects, work to
counteract it.

When You’re Good to Mama: Dubbed in Quebec,
Subtitled in France

The question of piracy that I raised briefly at the start and that is a pos-
sibility, given the timelines, was quickly resolved. The translations are
very different. The Franco-French version subtitles all the songs and main-
tains the original soundtrack, while the Quebec version dubs the entire
thing. This creates interesting disjunctions that highlight the problematic
of dubbing in general and the differences between the two Frenches in
particular. In terms of technical aspects alone, it is even more difficult than
usual to achieve the illusion of lip sync when the camera is focused on the
wide open mouth of a singer; and second, since intonation and prosody of
translated songs need to go with the rhyme and rhythm of the original
soundtrack/music, translated songs are a particularly fragile commodity
(Kaindl, 1991). Some of the translation effects relating to these two moments
are readily apparent in When You're Good to Mama,' a song that occurs early
in the film.

This piece introduces Mama Morton, the warden who looks after the
women in the wing of Cook County Jail that is reserved for murderesses.
She sings about her job as a prison warden describing it as a good situation
where she threatens and cajoles her charges, making deals and extorting
money from them. A voluptuous, full-bodied matron, in 1920s nightclub
gear (played by Queen Latifah), she sings out her philosophy of life, full of
sexual innuendo, leaning forward into the camera, and engaging in elabo-
rate scarf routines straight from the repertoire of striptease; she preens and
struts her way through the club emphasising the sexual overtones of the
piece. The song is interspersed here and there with scenes from her role as a
warden, in which she wears a grey overall, and is clipped and business-like.

This is a piece charged with sexual overtones, in both language and
performance, reminding us that film is a holistic medium, where language
(actual dialogue/words), performance (body language, facial expression,
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timbre of voice), music and atmosphere come together in a polysemiotic
whole. To look at the language alone is to study only one of many compo-
nents. In this case we know from the way the piece is performed that
‘Mama is good to you” is not an innocent refrain about motherhood or a
relatively kind-hearted prison warden. The language enhances this with
its overtones of the use of ‘mama’ in Black vernacular and in thousands of
blues songs, where ‘Mama’ refers to a sexually available and desirable
woman. This topos runs throughout the song, with references to ‘favours’
that Mama will do, how she will “get hot” or “put out’ for you, evocations
of ‘her gravy’ and the reciprocal stroking (masturbation?) as well as the
‘boosting you up yours’ that she promises. While the tone in the opening
stanza about her relationship with the women in the penitentiary could be
construed as somewhat motherly (‘mother hen’, “They love me and I love
them”), this theme quickly abates and changes into a predictable type of
crowd-pleasing sexiness. In terms of rhythm and intonation, the English
fits neatly into the simple 4/4 beat, with no wrenching of syllables or false
stress. The translations into Franco-French subtitles and Québecois dub-
bing are shown in Table 6.1.

Looking first at the sexual overtones, those raunchy aspects that pre-
dominate in the English, the Franco-French subtitled version can obvi-
ously stay closer to the original text in meaning. It makes no concessions
to lip sync. Thus Maman s’ra bonne avec toi and Maman sera chaude pour toi
includes mild sexual innuendo while the Québecois Maman est bonne pour
toi or s'ra a vous occludes sex. The first makes Mama sound like a medical
treatment, the second makes her available to a plural or formal vous in
order to lip sync with the ‘00’ of ‘you’ in English. While the ‘gravy’ meta-
phor is maintained in both, there is a curious nonsense in the Quebec ver-
sion that has the supposedly desiring Other peppering Mama’s sauce so
that she can enjoy it herself.

On the topic of register, the first stanza, which sets the scene in the
penitentiary and establishes Mama’s relationship with the inmates, uses
two different levels of language —not only in terms of semantic choices but
also in syntax and structure. Take the terms for ‘jail’, for example; taule in
Franco-French is slang, akin to crowbar hotel, slammer, clink, while pen in
Québecois is a short form of pénitencier that is necessary for line-length;
referring to the proper term, it has a higher register, and moreover, is very
close to the English “‘pen’ for penitentiary. This difference in register will
recur throughout the film, and is very obvious in the Le tango de la taule vs
Le tango du pénitencier translation of “The Cell-Block Tango’, one of the next
pieces. Further, Mama is referred to as mere-poule in Franco-French — a
direct translation of ‘mother hen” while in Québecois she becomes both a



88

Part 1: Crossing Cultural Borders

Table 6.1

‘“When You're Good to Mama’, from Chicago (2002)

Franco-French — subtitled

Quebec — dubbed

Demande a n’importe qui dans ma taule
J’suis une mere-poule, c’est mon role
Je les aime et elles m’adorent, ¢’est un fait
Preuve qu’il fonctionne, le systeme nommé
Réciprocité.

Interrogez toutes les filles dans mon pen
Elles me traiteront de putain, de mé-céne
Je les aime toutes et elles sont mes amies

Parce que le systéme veut, le systeme c’est la...
Réciprocité.

J’ai une devise dans la vie
Elle m’a toujours servie
T’es bon avec Maman
Mama s’ra bonne avec toi.

J’ai un sacré modele
Un joli gobe-sous
Vous étes bons pour Mama
Mama est bonne pour vous

Y’a plein de services
Que je suis préte a rendre
T’en rends 8 Maman
Maman t’en fera autant.

Y’a une tonne de faveurs
Que j'prépare pour vous
Z’en faites une pour Mama
L'en fait une pour vous

La vie, c’est donnant, donnant
C’est ma philosophie en tout
Et je mérite un traitement de choix
Vu ce que j’ai comme répondant

Si ’argent ne fait pas 'bonheur
Le fric ¢’est un d'mes vices
Alors jm’attends a ¢’qu’ya d'meilleur
En échange d'mes services

La main gauche se fout

De ce que fait la droite

T’es bon avec Maman
Maman s’ra bonne avec toi.

Une main vide ne donne rien
Une main pleine fait tout
Vous étes bonnes pour Mama
Mama est bonn’ pour vous

Si tu veux de ma sauce
Reléve mon ragofit
Force sur I'épice
Maman s’ra chaude pour toi.

Tu veux gofiter ma sauce
Prépare mon ragott
Poivre le pour Mama
Elle t'aimera beaucoup

Quand passera I'récipient
Surtout n’hésite pas
Mets des sous pour Maman
Elle piochera pour toi.

Quand on passe le panier
Faut qu’on trouve de tout
Si t’en mets pour Mama
Tu pass’ra partout

Tout en haut de 1’échelle
Ils connaissent les honneurs
Envoie-moi au ciel
Je renverrai I’ascenseur.

Les gens au top de 1’échelle
Sont ceux que le monde adore
Pousse-moi plus haut mon beau trésor
J'te promets ton passeport

C’est un truc d’équipe
Comme le sport a Oxford
Tu rames pour Maman
Maman ramera pour toi.

Pas de coups malhonnétes
Pas de complots jaloux
Quand vous trompez Mama
Mama vous rend fous

La conclusion de cette chanson
T’es bon avec Maman
Maman s’ra bonne avec toi.

Quelle est donc la conclusion
Simple et facile comme tout
Si vous étes a Mama, Mama s’ra a vous
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putain and a mécéne —a whore and a rich philanthropist/patron of the arts.
Again, a nonsense of sorts is created in the name of lip sync. The transla-
tion mécene is doubtless an attempt to handle the bilabial ‘m” of “‘mother
hen’ —a full frontal camera shot — and the relatively open-mouthed ending
‘hen’. Whether it makes sense, or fits here, is another matter, especially as
we come to see that Mama is anything but a philanthropist in her dealings
with the women, whom she bullies, blackmails and bribes.

In terms of syntax and structure, the Québecois version is more proper,
more ‘correct’, less spoken, and often very close to English, as will be the
case throughout the film. Again the first stanza shows this:

Ask any of the chickies in my pen
They’ll tell you I'm the biggest mother hen
I'love ‘em all and all of them love me

The English is slangy with words like ‘chickies’, ‘biggest mother hen’, and
the easy use of ‘love’. When the Franco-French has Mama sing:

Demande a n’importe qui dans ma taule [Ask anybody in my clink
J’suis une mere-poule, c’est mon role I'm a mother-hen, that’s my role
Je les aime et elles m’adorent, ¢’est un fait I'love them and they adore me, it’s a fact]

It, too, is relaxed: demande a n'importe qui and elles m’adorent are expres-
sions from the daily lexicon, in informal spoken language. The Québecois
looks like this:

Interrogez toutes les filles dans mon pen [Ask all the girls in my pen
Elles me traiteront de putain, mécene They will treat me as a de whore, a patron
Je les aime toutes et elles sont mes amies I'love them all and they are my friends]

This is more awkward, harsher, addressing itself to a plural or formal
‘you/vous” who are/is asked to interroger rather than demander, while the
girls traiteront the warden — a formal future tense.

I have already addressed mécéne as a semantic choice, but it also pre-
sents interesting complications as an element of prosody. In English, Mama
hesitates and draws out the ‘mother’ (pause) ‘hen’ here, for ironic effect,
since her appearance as a 1920s nightclub singer hardly fits. The music
pauses briefly as well, and this forces the Quebec singer of the dubbed
version to stress and hold the first syllable m¢é much longer than would be
usual in a language that normally puts the tonic accent on the last syllable.
The result is that céne, the second part, which is stressed in French, peters
out and fades away. A similar problem occurs in the enunciation of modeéle,
in j’ai un sacré modele in the next verse where it is pronounced mo — déle,
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or in the simpering line tu veux gofiter ma sauce where, very strangely, the
possessive pronoun ma is stressed rather than sauce, the final word of the
phrase. The tonic stress should fall on the last syllable or last word, yet has
to be sung on the first, or on an unimportant element of the phrase. This
results in a strangely bumpy rendition of the words within the flow of the
music as the dubbing artist seeks to fit the new words into the existing
musical form.

While this is in no way an exhaustive look at the translations, we see
that both reduce or obscure the sexual innuendo of the English. This is
more complete in the proprette Quebec version, where Mama goes through
her strip club routine of heaving flesh and scarf manoeuvres in a language
that is formal, polite, dry, and often beside the point. As in much dubbing
there is some lack of congruence between her performance and her lan-
guage; and predictably, in song, there are problems with the tonic accent
and intonation. These have of course been noted and commented upon by
local viewers. Le Blanc (2003) writes: ‘the operation [of dubbing a singer]
turns into almost constant a-synchronicity both for the lip movement and
the text. The result is always mediocre, and often ridiculous. The Quebec
version of Chicago is an example’ (my translation).

Le Synchronien

The language known to French and Quebec dubbing artists alike as
le synchronien is the construct which is supposed to supply as close as
possible a version of the ‘langue de proximité’ [language of proximity]
(Lampron, 1998) that film audiences apparently want to hear. Clearly a
target-oriented construct designed to recreate something close to the lan-
guage that the local population speaks, since market studies claim to have
shown that this has a direct influence on commercial success ‘people pre-
fer films that are dubbed into the language they speak, which has a direct
influence on business’ (Lampron, 1998: 4; my translation), it however has
little to do with actual speech rhythms, intonations, prosody or semantics,
a fact that seems to hold true in much European dubbing:

In Italy, where most of the populace and, indeed, the actors speak dia-
lect rather than the official Tuscan (a cultural levelling that began with
unification in the 1860s and became official national policy during the
Fascist regime) dubbing forges a ‘synthetic unity’ of a shared national
language. Intranational dialects and the specificities of social and
cultural differences are ironed out in the process. (Betz, 2001: 34)
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It is created and used for one main purpose — film dubbing, and the
sociocultural agenda of this industry. A study of a whole group of dubbed
films would doubtless show that this language has a rather limited range
of vocabulary, recurrent syntactic and grammatical structures, regularly
repeated, limited figures of speech, as well as syntactic and semantic
Anglicisms. In Quebec, this language also has a very particular pronuncia-
tion: it is the Québecois version of frangais international or standard or
normatif, a version that has been a bone of contention for some time,
between the government and the government-subsidised dubbing com-
panies, self-appointed cinephiles who object to it, as well as the few aca-
demics who get involved. And the discussion, as any discussion about
language in Quebec, can be very public and acrid.

The arguments are approximately as follows: when the UDA website
asserts that on veut s’entendre [we want to hear ourselves], it means that
‘we’ do not want to hear English, and therefore subtitles are out of the
question, and ‘we’ do not want to hear a French we do not speak either,
a foreign version of our language. The focus is officially on the language
of Quebec for the people of Quebec. Further, the website asserts that
Quebec’s proximity to the source culture of most films (the United
States), its américanité, gives it special access to the ‘spirit of the American
language and the mores of its people’. This special access and under-
standing allows Quebec dubbers to show greater respect for the original
work, and provide a stronger, more real intellectual and emotional
impact for the North American Francophone viewer through the trans-
lation. Finally, the Quebec dubbing industry provides valuable work
and fine-tuning for the media artists of the province, and its interna-
tional French opens markets in other Francophone countries. These
arguments can be summed up as nationalist, protectionist, aesthetic and
economic.

Yet, there are numerous contradictions. For example, the FAQ section of
the website states that productions dubbed in Quebec are done in a French
that must be free of any local accent for a local accent from Abitibi or Gaspé
or Montreal would irritate viewers not from those regions. On a page that
describes the differences between French and Quebec dubbing, it asserts,
‘In Quebec, we use a correct French, close to international French, that
allows the viewer to concentrate on the film and forget the translation’
(my translation). Rather than reflect the power or specificity of the
film’s actual dialogue, this approach seeks, even assumes, transparency in
translation where the dubbing text, operating much like subtitles, tries
to pass unnoticed. In other words, normative, international, standard
French — and not what we hear in the street — is imposed, and although
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there is no mention of the pedagogical purpose of this norm, this is clearly
a concern — which researchers on the history of Quebec’s obsession with
language would confirm (Bouchard, 1998).

The distributors, and the studios, are heavily funded by the Quebec
government, through refundable tax credits for personnel and other costs
as well as special funds for technical expertise and equipment, up to about
50% of their total expenses,” and they participate in this standardisation of
dubbing language in a number of ways: first and foremost by censoring the
language used. Alliance Atlantis, one of the major distributors, for instance,
circulates a list of words and expressions to be avoided in all dubbing to
their translators, a list that consists largely of Franco-French expressions
(see Appendix), many of them outdated, certain Anglicisms (such as the
word job), and some Quebec slang, most of which has already been elimi-
nated by self-censorship. Limited alternatives are offered. The argument,
much like that of the government, is that translation that avoids these terms
will allow the dubbed film to travel to other parts of la Francophonie.

But there are other pressures, largely connected with contracts. These
seem never to be a sure thing, and more and more are slipping out of the
grasp of the Quebec studios. In 1999 the Artists’ Union, for example, set
itself the goal of getting Warner to return to dubbing in Quebec and to
persuade Universal to have more work done in the province. In 2000
Sony/Columbia/Tristar ended their dubbing contracts in Quebec, and
those that are signed are completed under enormous time pressure, three
to four days (Bossé-Pelchat, 2001: 17), which must affect quality.

On the other side are the self-appointed critics whose opinion pieces
published in diverse local dailies and culture journals provoke numerous
responses from readers (and those employed by dubbing studios). The
battle here is over the perceived poverty of the synchronien in Quebec, the
increasingly poor quality of the work, as films are dubbed in a matter of
days, and the lack of choice — which has cinephiles suffering through ‘this
language from nowhere ... that is a denial of our own identity” (Le Blanc,
2002; my translation), systematically ruining their filmic experience, since
they do not have access to either the Franco-French version, or the English
originals if their English is weak or nonexistent.

Finally, the few academic studies in this area seem to confirm many of
the weaknesses that Le Blanc and other critics address, and highlight oth-
ers: Plourde’s (1999) study of The Simpsons TV series, which was extraor-
dinarily dubbed with some Quebec language and accent, shows that these
Quebec features are reserved for the poor, the working class, the unedu-
cated characters in the series, while figures of authority or status were
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systematically assigned international French. Garnier’s (2003) work on
The Shipping News (Lasse Hallstrom, 2001), the film version of a novel by
Annie Proulx set in Newfoundland, came up with the surprising results
that the Canadian dubbed version (from Quebec) erased Canadian speci-
ficities; geographical, architectural, cultural, even botanical specificities
disappeared, presumably in the name of international French while the
Franco-French version maintained many of these. A piece by Caron (2003)
on Patrouille du Cosmos, the Quebec-dubbed Star Trek series (done from
1971 to 1972) also addresses the neutralisation of language in the series,
which saps actors’ verbal power and has the crew of the Enterprise speak
‘in a manner that implies an extensive education, some degree of refine-
ment, great psychological strength in the face of danger and an underly-
ing uniformity of social provenance” (Caron, 2003: 343). While
acknowledging the difficulties of dubbing, Caron (2003: 342) cites a study
by Luyken et al. (1991) which ascribes this standardisation to French
dubbing tradition ‘that always significantly alters spoken dialogue [since]
French-speaking audiences as a whole insist on linguistically and stylisti-
cally correct dialogue’. While this tradition of standardisation of language
in film translation may apply generally to dubbing in both Frenches,
the Quebec tradition seems to go one better, as we shall see in my final
example.

But there is one more point to make here: Caron takes her descriptive
academic work a step further. Given the time gap of 30+ years since the
dubbing of Star Trek, she is able to trace the ‘effect’ of this cultural politics of
dubbing, and show how le synchronien, and the disjuncture it causes between
language, image, characters and story line has entered Quebec creative
work — for laughs. Space explorers, devised in Quebec, routinely speak in
‘pathos-filled, longwinded speeches [where] accent and vocabulary are in
perfect International French’ (Caron, 2003: 348), and the lack of coherence
between audio and visual elements, specifically ‘the exaggerated linguistic
characteristics and uninspired acting inherent in most dubbing perfor-
mances’ (Caron, 2003: 347) — where the prototypes were first encountered —
are exploited for comic effect. In other words, a generation later, le synchronien
has entered the creative realm of the generation of young filmmakers and
artists that grew up aware of and laughing at this language.

Tango Chants, ‘Double-Dubbed’

In a final example from Chicago, where both the French and Quebec
versions are dubbed since they are recited, chanted texts, the disjuncture



94 Part 1: Crossing Cultural Borders

between the raw, oral English, the relatively colloquial Franco-French, and
the Quebec French is, I think, even more obvious than in the Mama song.
The Quebec text is proper, unostentatiously (even mousily) literary. It is
largely devoid of the features of spoken language: sentence fragments,
repetitions, grammatical errors, syntax errors or colourful (Quebec or
French) expressions that might place it in some definable region — or North
American city.

In English, the piece is entitled Cell Block Tango. It is introduced by a
series of individual sounds and words that are hissed and whispered as
the tango opens, and that punctuate the women’s angry confessions. These
are rhythmic devices, with some semantic content: ‘pop’, ‘six’, ‘squish’,
‘ah! ah!’, “Cicero’ (the name of the hotel where one of the murderesses was
arrested), and ‘Lipschitz’ (the name of a murder victim). The song contin-
ues with brief spoken (and danced) accounts of the murderesses’ frustrat-
ing experiences with the men they killed. The English is highly vernacular,
aggressive, with sentence fragments that are spit out in anger. The body
language of the dancers echoes and expresses this anger. Here are Liz and
June, telling the stories of how they could not help but murder their
husbands Bernie and Wilbur:

Cell Block Tango — Liz

Liz: You know how people have these little habits that get you
down? Like Bernie. Bernie liked to chew gum. No, not chew. POP.
I came home one day and I'm really irritated, and lookin’ for a little
sympathy and there’s Bernie layin” on the couch, drinkin” a beer
and chewin’ ...

Le tango de la taule
(Franco-French)

Le tango du pénitencier
(Quebec)

Les gens ont parfois de ces p’tites
habitudes qui vous fichent en
rogne. Comme... Bernie. Bernie,
qui aimait macher du chewing
gum. Non, pas macher, faire
‘plop’. J'rentre a la maison ce
soir-1a, les nerfs franchement en
p’lote. En manque de gentillesse
et de compassion, et je trouve
Bernie vautré sur 1'divan qui se
tape une biere et qui mache...

Beaucoup de gens, autour de vous,
ont des petites habitudes qui vous
tapent sur les nerfs. Moi, c’était
Bernie. Bernie adorait macher des
chewing gums. Mais il fait des
‘pop’! Ce jour-la, je suis rentrée a
la maison. ]’étais vraiment tres
énervée et jespérais trouver un
peu de réconfort et j’ai découvert
Bernie étalé sur le canapé, en train
de méacher un chewing gum...
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Cell Block Tango — June

June: Now I'm standin’ in the kitchen carvin’ up the chicken for din-
ner, minding my own business, and in storms my husband Wilbur in
ajealous rage. You been screwin’ the milkman, he says. He was crazy
and he kep’ screamin’, you been screwin’ the milkman. And then he
ran into my knife. He ran into my knife ten times.

Le tango de la taule
(Franco-French)

Le tango du pénitencier

(Quebec)

J'étais peinarde a la cuisine,
j'découpais le poulet pour le
diner, bien tranquille dans mon
coin. D'un coup mon mari
Wilbur débarque fou de rage.
Tu te fais sauter par le laitier. Il
se déchaine, il gueule, il éructe.
Tu te fais sauter par le laitier. Et
la il s’jette sur mon couteau. Il
s’jette sur mon couteau dix fois.

Je suis debout dans un coin de
ma cuisine. Je découpe le poulet
pour le diner. Je ne demande rien
a personne. D'un coup mon mari
Wilbur débouche dans la cuisine
en hurlant. Je sais que tu te tapes
le laitier. Il est devenu fou. Et il
continuait a hurler: je sais que tu
te tapes le laitier. Et ensuite, il a
couru vers mon couteau, il a

couru vers mon couteau dix fois.

In both excerpts, the English text to some extent reflects spoken idiom:
dropping syllables (standin’, carvin’, layin’); changing verb tense in
midphrase (‘I came home one day and I'm really irritated’, ‘Now I'm
standing in the kitchen ... he was crazy and he kep’ screaming’); incorrect
grammar (‘there’s Bernie layin’ on the couch’); sentence fragments (‘Like
Bernie. No, not chew. POP’); repetitions (‘Like Bernie. Bernie liked to
chew gum’), and strong or colourful language (in storms my husband
Wilbur).

The Franco-French version seems to follow this pattern: dropping
syllables (p'tites, p’lote); including colloquial language (les nerfs en p’lote,
Bernie qui se tape une biere); sentence fragments (Comme ... Bernie. Non, pas
mdcher, faire plop). Further, this version uses forms typical for spoken
language (Les gens ont parfois de ces p’tites habitudes); colourful expressions
(les nerfs franchement en p’lote [tied in knots]; alors, je lui dis comme ¢a tu fais
péter ton chewing gum ne serait-ce qu'une seule fois). While there are a few
curious literary moments: the verb éructer for the expression of Wilbur’s
jealous rage is an example, the Franco-French seems readily colloquial.

The Quebec version, on the other hand, is noteworthy for its reluctance
to participate in the language of the tangoing murderesses: they speak
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‘literary” — complete sentences, proper formulations, no tense switching,
or syllable dropping. Where the French story about Bernie popping his
gum breaks into short broken utterances of frustration and rage (Non, pas
macher, faire ‘plop’), the Quebec version softens the anger considerably in a
complete sentence, with a proper introductory adverb (Mais il fait des
‘pop’). And Liz comes home from work trés énervée hoping to find a bit of
comfort ... soft dialogue that hardly expresses the capacity for violent rage
that moments later will be unfurled against Bernie. The question of
Anglicisms, or simply poor, imprecise French, comes up in the Quebec
version too: June est debout dans sa cuisine — a typical calque from English
(would she be lying in her kitchen?), while Wilbur a couru vers mon couteau
... dix fois [ran toward my knife ... ten times]. The Franco-French gets it
righter with Il s’jette sur mon couteau dix fois.

But the title alone gives away a certain translation politics of dubbing: Le
tango de la taule achieves a certain poeticity with the alliteration of tango and
taule, and the slang term taule seems more appropriate to the look and tone
of the film than the pedantically pedestrian or perhaps purist tango du péni-
tencier which is wholly denotative and has nothing illocutionary about it.

Finally, the list of repeated rhythm words that opens this piece intro-
duces another important difference between the two Frenches, a differ-
ence that has become virtually traditional: the Quebec version always
pronounces English proper nouns, and onomatopeic utterances in English,
usually with a strong North American inflection: here, Cicero has a strong,
rolled American ‘r’, much like the ‘r’ in Mama Morton, Roxie Hart, Amos
Hart, and so on. The Franco-French version always domesticates the
proper nouns, which are produced with French pronunciation, in a more
desirable franglais, as critic Le Blanc (2003: 23) notes: ‘names [...] repeat-
edly pronounced in American English are like knife wounds in the magic
of dubbing; there is nothing quite as effective as this despicable practice to
remind us that the language of the film is not French’ (my translation).

There may be no immediate conclusions to draw from this demonstra-
tion of acute differences in excerpts from two French versions of one par-
ticular film. However, the anxiety over language in Quebec, which is
regularly demonstrated and discussed in the press, in education and in
government (Meney, 2004), along with the need to assert a clean version of
Quebec French in the face of the more colloquial Franco-French dubbings
are doubtless important motivators behind a practice that seems to pro-
duce aesthetically dubious results. More work is doubtless in order in this
area as well as on the Franco-French materials and discourses if we wish
to understand the motives, practices and results of these competing trans-
lation practices.
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Notes

1.

The lyrics of the song cannot be reproduced in print here but the entire clip of
Mama Morton singing this piece can be viewed at: http://uk.youtube.com/
watch?v = ikz9fLI1BYQ. For a transcription of the lyrics, please visit any of the
following websites:
www.stlyrics.com/lyrics/chicago/whenyouregoodtomama.htm
www.stlyrics.com/songs/c/chicago801/whenyouregoodtomama232459.html
www.metrolyrics.com/when-youre-good-to-mama-lyrics-chicago-the-
musical.html
www.lyricsdownload.com/queen-latifah-when-youre-good-to-mama-lyrics.
html
www.sweetslyrics.com/527343.QUEEN%20LATIFAH%20-%20When%20
You're%20Good%20To%20Mama.html
www.actionext.com/names_q/queen_latifah_lyrics/when_youre_good_to_
mama.html
www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/chicago/whenyouregoodtomama.htm
www.6blyrics.com/music/queen_latifah/lyrics/when_you_re_good_to_
mama.aspx

2. Bulletin d'information Gouvernement du Québec, 18 December 1997, and Quebec
Tax News Flash, 11 March 2003.
Appendix

Robert Paquin, dubbing translator and teacher, made this list available

to me.

Alliance Atlantis Vivafilm (Montréal 2003)
Expressions prohibited for use in adaptation. (Replace wherever

possible with the suggestions given in brackets.)

Prohibited expressions

social)

(anglicisme/rendre un
service)

Ala con Envoie la sauce Paluches (pattes, mains)
Balancer (lancer, jeter) Faire la peau (tuer) Paumé
Bien-étre social (aide Faire une faveur Pinailleur

Billets (dollars) Faux-cul Planque, planquer (ranger,
cacher)
Bosser (travailler) Flemmard Pognon (magot, argent,

butin)

Burnes (couilles)

Flingue, flinguer
(revolver, fusil, arme)

Pote (type, gars, ami,
vieux)

Cabinets (toilettes)

Fourguer (rendre,
donner, se débarrasser)

Putain, putain de ... - en
tant
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Cacahuetes (arachides)

Foutre une trempe

qu’exclamation

Caisse (voiture, bagnole)

Fric (argent, magot,
butin)

Rien dans le citron (dans la
téte)

Camé (drogue)

Gonlflé (du culot)

S’envoyer une poule

Car wash (lave-auto) Graillons (graisse) Saqué (drogué)
C’est vraiment vache! Grue —dans le sens de | Stone (gelé)
pute, prostituée
Clébard (chien) Je temmerde (va te Taré
faire voir/foutre)
Coffrer (quelqu’un) Job (travail) Tripot (bar)
Creche (dormir, vivre) Lardons (enfants) Tu t’en tapes (tu t’en fous)
De mes deux Mec (type, gars, amis, | Un gay (gay, pédé,
vieux) homosexuel)

De mes fesses

Mettre une dégelée
(flanquer une raclée)

Vachement (drdlement)

Enflé

Nana, nénette (fille,
femme)

Vieux (parents)

Enflé de connard

Use sparingly
Came Fais chier Pardi
Cool Fait gaffe Piquer
Connard Flics (policiers) | Sniffer

Enculé (salaud, vermine, | Gelé Tapette (gay, pédé, homosexuel)
pourri, crétin)
Enfoiré Parbleu Tu fais chier




Chapter 7
Subtitling the Italian South

ABELE LONGO

Introduction

Since the early 1990s subtitling Italian dialects into standard Italian has
become an established practice with a new generation of independent
filmmakers based in the south of the country. The precursor of this new
wave of films, mostly set in urban environments and focusing on people
living on the margins of society, is Antonio Capuano’s Vito e Gli altri (Vito
and the Others) directed in 1991. What this film displays, particularly
through its controversial depiction of Neapolitan children, is a critical
approach to its environment which can also be found in the filmmakers
discussed here: Daniele Cipri and Franco Maresco from Palermo and
Alessandro Piva from Bari. It is an approach which can be summarised in
what Cassano (1999) suggests is a new way for the south to see itself, to
become the subject of its own way of thinking as opposed to continuing to
be determined and constructed by others.

In this process of self-discovery, in antithesis with a tradition which
views the south as Other or else a ‘Place of the Mind’, an important role
is attributed to the local dialect which becomes the predominant language
in the films. How this predominance of the local dialect emerges, enhanced
by the way subtitles are used, is one of the issues addressed in this essay
by focusing on two films: Toto che visse due volte (Toto Who Lived Twice;
Cipriand Maresco, 1998) and LaCapaGira (My Head'’s Spinning; Piva, 2000).
These two films employ dialect almost exclusively throughout; Italian is
used only in particular situations and by a limited number of characters.
Furthermore, the dialects used are not domesticated and are new, each in
a particular way, to the screen. Before Piva’s film, the dialect of Bari was
unknown to the screen. Even though Palermo — together with Naples —is
the most commonly represented southern Italian city in cinema, its
dialect has often been domesticated or even replaced by that of Catania,
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which, as a result, has become the standardised Sicilian found in many
mainstream films.

For the Italian audience, the use of dialects in a film often brings with
it connotations of the film being an art house movie due in part to the
influence of Neorealism which is associated with the representation of
dialects. The use of subtitles augments the perception of these films being
‘heavy and boring’, reflecting the way in which much art cinema is
regarded nowadays.

From the very early days of sound, Italy adopted dubbing in preference
to subtitling. The official Fascist policy allowed only dubbed versions of
foreign films with the key aim of implementing Italian as the standard
language in a country where dialects were still spoken by the majority
(Sorlin, 1998: 10). In any event, subtitling would not have been welcomed
in 1930s Italy in view of the still high percentage of illiteracy. Things did
not change in post-war Italy when the dubbing tradition was consoli-
dated through skilful practitioners who often kept the business strictly
within the family, managing to control the market well into the 1970s. Things
changed when, with the boom of private television, an increasing number
of dubbing companies established themselves in Rome and Milan.

Whether the subtitling of Toto che visse due volte (henceforth Toto) and
LaCapaGira helped or hindered their box office performance is therefore
hard to assess. Cipri and Maresco’s first film Lo zio di Brooklyn (The Uncle
from Brooklyn, 1995), where they make their most uncompromising use of
dialect, was not subtitled and, despite a certain critical success, the film
did not do well at the box office. Their subtitled second film, Toto, due also
to its problems with censorship, did even worse. Things only improved
with their third film, II ritorno di Cagliostro (The Return of Cagliostro, 2003)
which, although still subtitled, makes much more use of Italian.

Piva’s film, LaCapaGira, was a huge local box office success when it was
released, with no subtitles, in Bari, the city where the film is set. With his
second film Mio cognato (My Brother in Law, 2003), again set in Bari, Piva
moved more towards mainstream cinema and arguably it is no coinci-
dence that there is no use of subtitling, although this choice can in part be
explained by the fact that this time the main characters are more middle
class and therefore more likely to speak Italian or an Italianised dialect.

In these two films, subtitles combine with the visuals and the sound-
track to create different layers of signification. Subtitling has provided
these directors with the possibility of opening up their films to audiences
either partly or entirely unable to understand the dialects spoken; in such
a way, however, that audiences are asked to concentrate, without switch-
ing off, on the language spoken on the screen. This establishes a kind of
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dialogism new for Italian cinema, since, prior to these films, the assump-
tion was that the viewer could not follow the source language. This differs
from some Northern European countries which often subtitle foreign films
working on the assumption that the viewer can understand the source
language to some extent.

As we will see, humour is an important element in both films. The way
in which Italian is mocked constitutes part of this humour, confirming the
cultural predominance of the source language. This can also be seen in the
way Italian is used in the captions — as a key to understand dialect rather
than a tool to transpose it. Humour is combined in both films with strong
language and revolves around the themes of sex and food in Toto while
LaCapaGira is more satirical in style focusing on consumerist society.

These directors show an awareness of language which seemed almost
lost in Italian cinema of the last few decades — evidenced by the personal
interest which each of them took in the subtitling process. It should also be
noted that both films were conceived from the outset in dialect and shot
with this in mind. Cipri and Maresco worked without a detailed script
with their nonprofessional actors, directing them to improvise and speak
in palermitano. Piva co-wrote the script with his brother, conceiving it as a
sort of parallel text with the dialogue exchanges in dialect translated into
Italian. This way of presenting the screenplay was not favourably received
by potential producers and led to Piva finally deciding to produce the film
himself. Piva is actually from Salerno, near Naples, but spent his forma-
tive years in Bari and hence was very familiar with the people and places
in his film. Cipri and Maresco were born in Palermo and have always
lived there.

Dialect vs ltalian

Dialects have always constituted a “problem’ in a cinema where linguis-
tic connotations have often been reduced to mere conventions. As already
noted, the Sicilian dialect almost exclusively used in Italian cinema is that
of Catania, notwithstanding that the majority of the films are set in
Palermo. Similarly, all the rich and varied dialects of Puglia, which vary
greatly from the south to the north of the region, have been reduced to the
parody made by a famous comedian, Lino Banfi, who characterises the
Apulian dialect as a misspoken form of Italian, a sort of made-up
language which bears no relation to the dialect spoken in LaCapaGira.

The only notable case of an Italian film subtitling an Italian dialect before
the 1990s is Ermanno Olmi’s L'albero degli zoccoli (The Tree of the Wooden
Clogs, 1978), a film set in the north of Italy, in the Bergamasco area, which
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deals with the everyday life of a peasant family. Luchino Visconti, however,
chose not to use subtitles in his film La terra trema (The Earth Trembles, 1948),
using instead a voiceover to explain the life of the poor Sicilian fishermen
who speak in their dialect throughout the film. Not even Pier Paolo Pasolini
opted to use subtitles in his first two films, Accattone (1961) and Mamma
Roma (1962), set in the borgate, the downtown areas of Rome. While Pasolini
wrote his first two novels, Ragazzi di vita (1955) and Una vita violenta (1959),
religiously using the Roman dialect, with his films he opted instead to
render the dialect more comprehensible.

In Capuano’s Vito e gli altri, the Neapolitan dialect is the language spo-
ken by the main characters: children and young boys who are the victims
and at the same time perpetrators of violence. Italian, on the other hand, is
the language imposed by the establishment, as is clearly laid out at the
beginning of the film when we hear a teacher reading from Dante’s Divine
Comedy and we see one of the boys walking nervously backwards and
forwards, unable to bear the reading. This conflictual relationship between
dialect and Italian also pervades the two films under analysis, where the
use of dialect and Italian generates particular meanings and connotations,
with subtitles playing an important role in this interaction.

Toto comprises three loosely connected episodes set in a world called
‘Palermo’: a bleak black and white cinematic text inhabited only by men
and men dressed up as women, where the geography of the ‘real” Palermo
is transformed and time itself is indeterminate. The first episode is the
story of Paletta, a penniless drifter who steals a medallion from a sacred
shrine in order to go with a prostitute, unaware that the medallion was the
property of a Mafia boss. The second is the turbulent gay love story of the
aged Pitrinu and Fefe, told in flashback during the wake for Pitrinu’s
death. The last follows the arbitrary miracle working of a Christ-like
figure, Toto, and a cruel Mafia boss with the same name and played by the
same actor.

LaCapaGira is set in Bari, represented as a nocturnal city which leads a
double life, where the continuous movement of ‘merchandise’ from the
outskirts to the centre includes the trafficking of illegal immigrants as well
as packages of drugs. Mafia henchmen Pasquale and Minuicchio wait for
a consignment of drugs by the side of a railway line but fail to retrieve the
goods, angering their boss who needs to supply the merchandise to a local
games hall. Pasquale and Minuicchio finally manage to get hold of the
package of drugs and deliver it to its destination only for it to be stolen by
a pair of delinquents.

In Toto, dialect predominates and relegates Italian to the language of the
Other, at the same time mocking and ridiculing it. Only a prostitute and
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a gay couple speak Italian. With her affectionate expressions of caring for
her clients, the prostitute, a man dressed up as woman, represents an
escapist world. Her saccharine Italian is in sharp contrast with the crude
dialect of the community of males only interested in sex and food. Italian
is also spoken between Pitrinu and Fefe, a gay couple who express their
love in a mannered Italian very reminiscent of Italian 1950s popular
fiction. Italian comes to represent the feminine, the language of ‘love’,
remaining strongly stereotyped and limited in its use.

Dialect, on the other hand, is spoken by the older generations. It strongly
connotes this all-male world and is deployed with all its idiosyncrasies
and idiomatic expressions throughout the film. Much of the time it is hard
to follow and is only grasped thanks to the effective use of the subtitles,
which are not a detailed translation of the dialect but rather provide view-
ers with the minimum of information to follow the plot. The assumption
remains that it is still a dialect and as such, that is, as a variety of speech
from the standard language, it can still be understood.

Clearly not all viewers are able to understand the dialect but by demand-
ing a more active role of the spectators, they are enabled to enter the world
represented in the film. Influenced by Brecht’s theatre, Cipri and Maresco’s
cinema shapes its own spectators as active interpretants, inducing them to
follow a ‘formative’ itinerary, a journey in Cipri and Maresco’s Palermo,
but also, by revealing the principles of their own construction, constantly
reminding them that it is a film: we see characters looking into the camera,
at times even addressing the audience. Contrary to what usually happens
in the case of dubbed foreign films in Italian, where the invisibility of the
translator’s work is based on the illusion that viewers can completely
ignore the language of the source text, Toto asks the spectator not only not
to abandon the source language but also to have a critical approach to it.

In Toto, the concept of the invisibility of the translation should instead
be taken literally, as subtitling is very minimal and essential. There is never
an attempt to render idiomatic expressions in an equivalent Italian and
Italian is often foreignised in order to retain the sense of the dialect as
much as possible. There is for example a scene in a brothel where robbers
ask the men to esci li picciuli [bring out the money] and the subtitles trans-
late into Italian as esci i soldi which is a very literal translation from the
dialect, where the verb esci does not mean ‘bring out’, but ‘go out’.

Symbolically, LaCapaGira starts with a taxi driver ferrying Albanian
illegal immigrants, just arrived on the shores of Puglia, and watching a
badly dubbed soap opera on a mini-screen in his car in which the
characters use a typical “television” standard Italian. The inexpressive
stiltedness of this standard Italian is highlighted by its juxtaposition with
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the lively and vibrant dialect used by the actual characters of the film.
The predominance of dialect is affirmed right from the opening credits
when we hear the Mafia boss giving directions to one of his mates and,
annoyed at not being understood, asks ‘don’t you understand Italian?’,
when he is, in fact, speaking dialect.

In LaCapaGira too subtitles do not provide an equivalent in Italian of
dialectal idiomatic expressions, which are often translated very literally or
not translated at all. We hear the expression fare tum e tum, reported in the
captions as it is said. We understand from the context that fare tum e tum
could mean ‘being noisy” and/or ‘not being able to keep silent’, but even
though the sentence could have easily been translated in various ways in
Italian the dialect is kept and reported in the captions. Fare means ‘to
make” and tum e tum is purely onomatopoeic and works very well untrans-
lated, its puerility complementing the characters of the film who seem like
grown up children.

The main difference with Toto is that the dialect in LaCapaGira, although
difficult to grasp, has more influences from Italian and, in particular, youth
slang. The film appeals to a young audience and can be seen as a ‘game’,
whose aim is to overcome a series of obstacles and deliver the package of
drugs to its destination (an interpretation underscored by the soundtrack,
which seems inspired by videogame music, and the editing, which is
structured around the various movements from one place to another by
car and motorbike). In other words, Piva deals with postmodernity, pro-
posing a kind of cinema with which audiences are more familiar, a ‘trip” in
his Bari where the spectator is asked to enjoy the dialect with its piquant
and colourful expressions.

Humour and Swearing

Toto and LaCapaGira are both comedies, albeit of a very different kind.
The first one proposes a postmodern carnival which can be seen as hom-
age to and a parody of the work of directors such as Pasolini and Bufiuel,
a highly provocative and irreverent cinema imbued with philosophical
and religious concerns. Piva’s cinema, on the other hand, although stylis-
tically postmodern, follows the best tradition of the so called commedia
all’italiana, a comic genre which established itself in 1960s with Dino Risi’s
Il sorpasso (The Easy Life, 1962). It is a satirical style of cinema looking
mainly, and often with a certain indulgence, at Italian society, some of the
excesses of which Piva manages successfully to restrain.

Comedy is an essential element of other films by directors from the
south of Italy like Libera (1993) and I buchi neri (The Black Holes, 1995) by the
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Neapolitan Pappi Corsicato, as well as Tano da morire (To Die for Tano, 1997)
and Sud Side Stori (2000) by the Palermo based Roberta Torre, in which
dialect is used almost exclusively in its comic register. As Diaz Cintas
(2003a: 53) points out, humour represents a challenging task for subtitlers,
forcing them to activate creative solutions, which at times, in order to
achieve the desired effect, are some way detached from the original. This
is not the case in the films considered here. As already noted, subtitles in
Toto and LaCapaGira do not try to recreate an equivalent in Italian of what
is said in the source language, but rather provide the audience with a key
to the source language, so that it is not only dialect which retains its pre-
dominance but also the culture, and more specifically a certain kind of
popular humour composed of salacious expressions and swearwords.

In some ways, Toto does not pose many difficulties to the subtitler as its
humour is essentially visual. Paletta, the first episode’s protagonist, never
speaks, and moves and acts as if in a silent film. That he likes sex is obvi-
ous from his facial expressions, which clarify the action through kinesic
exaggeration. Many scenes are a sort of tableau vivant and have little or no
dialogue at all. An example is the beginning of the film, where the cinema
audience, after watching a film where a man performs sex with a donkey,
is seen in synchronised masturbation in the cinema’s toilet.

The carnivalesque in Cipri and Maresco is rendered with bodies seen in
their overflowing enormity, in ‘all that seeks to go out beyond the body’s
confines’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 317). Their carnival is not as joyful as the one com-
mented on by Bakhtin, but is still reminiscent, although in hybrid forms, of
a peasant culture where corporeal sounds, farts and belches provoke laugh-
ter. It is a self-explanatory kind of humour, present in the tradition of many
cultures. What often accompanies these tableaux is a refrain of swearwords,
most of which, although in dialect, are known everywhere in Italy, but
there is also a number of picturesque expressions which are hard to grasp
and get lost in the subtitles or are deleted. Humour in LaCapaGira is more
verbal but this does not make the film wordy, as there are some humorous
scenes with no dialogue at all. However, humour is mostly based on
dialogue, involving at times lengthy discussions on futile topics.

While the subtitling manages to give a glimpse of what is said in these
dialogue exchanges, at the same time keeping the flavour of the dialect, it
fails, as in Toto, to translate strong language or some salacious expressions.
There are references to genitals, sexual practices and family relations
which reach only the audience familiar with the dialect. It can be argued
that these expressions do not add to the general sense of the film, but still,
failing to translate them diminishes the role of some characters in terms of
interpersonal dominance.
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Both films, with their essential use of subtitles, seem to confirm the
teleological aspect of subtitling with its capacity to streamline and
strengthen the core message or theme of a film. However, a consequence
of this process, as pointed out by Remael (2003: 225), is that often voices of
dissent are cut (or deliberately left out) in the process, as the fact that
strong language is often completely ignored demonstrates. The impres-
sion is that some of these expressions might be considered too strong to be
rendered in Italian. The cantankerous Christ-like character in Toto in
particular, who swears all the time, seems to become more gentle in the
subtitling since, when he loses his temper, very little of what he says is
translated. It is important to remember, however, that the film had prob-
lems with censorship and the directors were firstly promised funds by the
state, which were then withdrawn after the completion of the film as it
was judged to be blasphemous. The absence of subtitles has perhaps given
the films more freedom at the expense of the average viewer unfamiliar
with the dialect, and created, at the same time, a layer of intimacy in the
film to which only the initiated are admitted.

Conclusion

What we now call dialects were once considered languages in their
own right, with their own written tradition. Toto and LaCapaGira have
re-evaluated these languages and, as a consequence, overturned the old
habit of Italian cinema of domesticating dialects. The directors were freed
from the need to rely on Italian to represent a culture which is inseparable
from its language and is often in clear counter-position to the official cul-
ture. Since the unification of Italy in 1861, southern dialects have been
discriminated against. While words from northern dialects were included
in the dictionaries of the newly formed country, words from southern dia-
lects were more often excluded.

As discussed, it is difficult to assess whether subtitling has helped these
films to reach a wider audience, given the resistance in Italy to this prac-
tice. It has certainly helped those interested in a new and independent
cinema to realise that although difficult to grasp and very different from
one another, these dialects are part of a common cultural heritage. These
differences bear witness to the rich and varied linguistic and cultural tra-
ditions of the south which, as the subtitling of these films show, can also
be understood by the rest of the country. What must be borne in mind is
that the history of the Italian south, with all its dramatic contradictions, is
also part of the history of contemporary Western civilisation and that both
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the south and the north of the country find their roots in the same peasant
culture. In Cipri and Maresco this culture is resurrected in hybrid forms
and at the same time mourned, while in Piva’s Bari it has been replaced by
the void of postmodernity.

The subtitling of these films, therefore, goes beyond what can merely be
seen as a practical exercise. They have been conceived, above all, as a way
of rendering the source language without losing its characteristics. This
has meant reducing captions to a minimum and opting for a literal trans-
lation that helps viewers to penetrate the dialect and its culture. However,
this minimum cannot be defined as the necessary minimum, since as is
common in subtitling, in an attempt not to overload the verbal, in what is
fundamentally a visual medium, something is inevitably lost.

The loss in both films concerns mainly strong language expressions,
which have not been subtitled even though they are of critical importance
in terms of establishing interpersonal dominance. It has been noted how
this approach has softened the irascible Christ-like character in Toto, and
the same can also be said of his alter ego, the cruel mafioso with the same
name played by the same actor. Sometimes, however, the assumption that
the audience can follow the narrative without the support of the captions
holds true when, for instance, Italian is used or the visuals and the sound-
track help.

To summarise, we can say that the subtitling of Toto and LaCapaGira is
not a question, as Eco (2003: 1) would put it, of ‘the version from a text A
in a verbal language Alpha into a text B in a verbal language Beta’; but of
a text A, mostly in dialect, supported by a text B, the subtitles in Italian.
The subtitles of these films imply that viewers are to different degrees able
to follow text A and in some cases very little or nothing is done to help
them to grasp text A. Moreover, text B translates text A very literally and
does not attempt to render idiomatic expressions of text A into an equiva-
lent in language B. It even occurs that language B is foreignised in order to
better explain text A. In other words, we experience a dialectisation of
Italian, aimed to help the audience to understand certain expressions
which otherwise may be lost in translation.

Subtitling may alter a film’s signification through omission of words
and expressions which are part of the subtleties and nuances of the source
language. It is nevertheless preferable to the Italianisation of Italian dia-
lects which has commonly characterised Italian cinema, and in this sense,
although imperfect, subtitling is here the best possible solution. As with
other translation types, it is always a case of compromise and, as Eco
(2003: 6) would say, negotiation, defining translation as ‘a process by virtue
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of which in order to get something, each party renounces something else’.
These are some of the negotiations which determined the adoption of
subtitles in these films and influenced their use:

* Subtitling adopted as a negotiation between the possibility of using
unadulterated dialects, which are often hard to follow, and the pos-
sibility of reaching a wider audience.

¢ Avery essential and literal use of Italian in the subtitles as a negotia-
tion between helping the average viewer to follow the film and the
need, at the same time, not to lose or domesticate linguistic and cul-
tural characteristics.

* A partial or complete lack of subtitling in Italian of particularly sala-
cious words and expressions in dialect, as a negotiation between the
possibility of using the dialect in all its richness and the concern about
a possible negative reaction from some viewers not at ease with dia-
lect’s salaciousness.

Although much has been written on the representation of the south in
contemporary Italian cinema, subtitling has virtually never been addressed
as part of the discussion. The impression remains that despite the growing
interest shown in subtitling by some independent directors, the practice
itself is still very much undervalued in Italy and its full potential has yet
to be explored.



Chapter 8

Main Challenges in the Translation
of Documentaries

ANNA MATAMALA

Translating Documentaries

Defining the term documentary is not an easy task, although from a
professional standpoint the difference is clear-cut: when a dubbing studio
calls a professional to offer him/her a translation, the product manager
clearly states whether it is a documentary, a film, an episode of a TV series
or a cartoon. Nonetheless, from a theoretical point of view, the term docu-
mentary has been given different definitions, as discussed by Ledén (1999:
59-64) and Espasa (2004). One of the distinctive features of documenta-
ries, as opposed to fictional products, is that they deal with reality, but
separating fiction and reality is not always easy and documentaries,
although based upon reality, usually offer a subjective vision:

It is not easy, therefore, to define exactly the concept of documentary
on the basis of its differences with respect to other categories of audio-
visual statements based on real facts. Moreover, in certain cases, it is
not even easy to establish whether a work belongs to the domain of
fiction or can be considered ‘non-fiction” or informative. How, for
instance, should works with actors who reproduce real situations be
classified? For some authors documentary makers create nothing but
a fictitious statement, even if using material from reality. (Le6n, 1999:
62; my translation)

Theoretical discussions about this concept aside, and taking for granted
that translators know what a documentary is, I will try to underline the
specificities of this type of audiovisual translation and emphasise the main
difficulties it presents for the professional. As Chaume Varela (2003a: 189)
points out, the distinction between genres is only relevant if it entails differ-
ent translation strategies, which are the key matters for the professional.

109
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The discussion is based on my personal experience as a freelance trans-
lator for Televisié de Catalunya (TVC). In order to work for the public
Catalan television, translators have to take an exam and, once passed, the
corporation authorises them to work for TVC and includes them on a list
which is sent to dubbing studios working into Catalan. The job of transla-
tors and copy-editors — who are mostly freelance professionals — is super-
vised by a group of linguists who are permanent members of the television
staff and who take care of the quality of the final product, asking for
retakes when it is not of the required standard. All these mechanisms are
geared to guarantee a high degree of quality.

My own practice will serve as a source for the statements presented in
this paper, but an additional corpus will also be used, consisting of the
documentaries broadcast by TVC during the first week of September 2003
on both their channels (TV3 and C33). A detailed list of these documenta-
ries is included in the Appendix. Apart from my personal experience and
the extra corpus, a short informal questionnaire about documentary trans-
lation was sent to colleagues in order to know their opinions.

Main Challenges when Translating Documentaries

Even though all documentaries are different — depending mainly on
the target audience they address and their skopos — and present their own
particular difficulties, the aim of this contribution is to offer some generali-
sations as well as a classification of the main problems found in documen-
tary translation, according to working conditions, on the one hand, and
more specific problems such as terminology, types of speakers and trans-
lation modes, on the other.

Working Conditions

The fact that translators have to work against the clock is not a specific
characteristic of this genre, but it is especially relevant since documentary
translation usually demands more time. Although admittedly some of the
so-called fictional programmes require great effort in searching for infor-
mation, the translation of documentaries tends to put higher demands on
the translator as it requires a documentation process longer than that of a
TV episode or a cartoon. This is why deadlines are one of its main con-
straints. According to Chaume Varela (2003a: 149), the translator normally
has between five and seven days to deliver the translation of a 90-minute
programme. In my personal experience, dubbing studios usually give
translators a week to translate a documentary, but in order to earn a decent
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salary translators have to deliver it in a much shorter period. With regard
to the deadlines imposed by the Catalan television on the dubbing stu-
dios, as far as documentaries are concerned, they can be quite generous
and exceed even a month. Whatever the deadline, the studio might want
to deliver the final programme to the client sooner in order to have all
recording studios operative, which means that the product manager
allows less time to translators to fulfil their task. Sometimes it is the broad-
casting channel which imposes a tight deadline, especially when working
with certain types of documentaries discussing the latest news. A case in
point here was the translation and revoicing of a documentary about
Cirque du Soleil in just one day because the Cirque started performing in
Barcelona the following day.

Another serious hurdle is the lack of a postproduction script and, when
this is available, the poor quality of the transcription. Dries (1995: 22)
states that a “post-production script is absolutely essential to all people
involved in the dubbing of a foreign production’, adding that ‘Latin
names of all flora and fauna appearing in the film script should be given’
(Dries, 1995: 23). Very often this is not the case. In fact, most times transla-
tors do not have a script at hand and the main difficulties encountered, as
opposed to fictional programmes, is the abundance of terminological
units and very specific proper names. Even when the translator is given a
transcript its accuracy is not guaranteed, and many offer proper nouns
followed by a question mark, indicating that it might be erroneous. But
it is even more common to find the wrong transcription of a general term
or specific proper noun with no indications at all. Laine (1996: 202)
highlights this problem and offers some examples of erroneous transcrip-
tions: Jungle Reinhard instead of Django Reinhart, Jorn Asten instead of
Jane Austen and Magnus Axle instead of Aldous Huxley. The following
examples are in the same vein, followed by the correct transcription in
square brackets:

We were just discussing the name for a while at what we should call
our little collective. I really had a fascination with the name
Medullamagada [medulla oblongata], which is the brain stem. But
everyone said how is anyone gonna find the web page, no one knows
how to spell Medullamagada, so we kicked around a couple of ideas
and we were watching the movie Metropolis, and the guard [god] in
the movie Metropolis is named Moloch. (From Hackers)

Grant listens with interest to Professor Didier Raoult, director of the
French National Defence [Reference] Centre for rickettsial disease.
(From Red Storm)
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One of Hildebrand’s suspects was on the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico.
There, the State Oil Company, Petrolinus Mexicana [Petréleos Mexicanos],
had detected a strange circular anomaly in the earth’s gravity field.
(From Crater of Death)

All these examples show that translators should not trust the written text.
They should be critical and use scripts as a reference tool, since they are
translating an audiovisual programme and not a written text. Apart from
misspellings, translators might also come across inaccuracies or mistakes.
On these occasions, they have to decide whether to amend them or to
maintain them in the target text, as in the following example:

In the South Eastern part of the country, Merv was one of the most
prestigious of the ancient cities of Central Asia. This urban centre
contains the secrets of five great eras. The archaeologists can continu-
ally gain insight into the populations” movements, their way of life as
well as their extinction ... The first city dates back to 16 Bc. (From
World Discoveries, 57)

According to sources like the Global Heritage Fund (www.globalheri
tagefund.org/sites/EMEA /middle_east/mervhtml) and the British
Museum (www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/ane/anereexmerv.html), the first
city dates back to 6 Bc. What should be done in these cases? In theory, the
translator should not be held responsible for the errors contained in the
original and should not have to verify the actual content, but the reality is
quite different and errors contained in the revoiced product can be ascribed
to the translator’s incompetence.

In the above example, the documentary was shot originally in French
but the translator was given an English translation of low quality to
work from, with French transcriptions of Arabic names and historical
inconsistencies. In the final Catalan programme all wrong information
was corrected. In this sense, documentaries are different from other audio-
visual programmes in so far as the core element is information, whereas in
fiction films inaccuracies and mistakes are not so important, since the
audience generally assumes they are not watching a real story.

Specific Genre Difficulties: Terminology, Speakers
and Translation Modes

Audiovisual nonfictional programmes cover a vast array of topics, on
various levels of specialisation, presented by different speakers, who use
varying discourses and are revoiced using different techniques. First, I
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will focus on problems related to the subject matter, since all translators
consulted for this contribution highlighted this as a key problem.

Terminology in documentary translation

Documentaries deal with a wide range of subjects, forcing audiovisual
translators to do research and undertake terminological searches in very
specialised areas. Usually, translators are not specialists in a specific field
and they must be resourceful enough to get in a very short time all the
information necessary about any specific area to understand the docu-
mentary and to be able to translate it. The list of documentaries analysed
in this chapter illustrate the great variety of issues dealt with: Les princeses
de Guizhou (anthropology), Pinta i dibuixa (drawing techniques), City Folk
(current issues), El viatge huma (human evolution), La meva ciutat estimada
(tourism), Punt Omega (medicine), Segle XX (history), Els campions de la
natura, El cacador de cocodrils (wildlife), La guia definitiva (preservation of
mummies) and El catabatic (winds). In the wildlife group, for instance,
the thematic diversity is enormous: Cuban crocodiles, hunting dogs,
Tasmanian devils, white-headed eagles or elephants, to name but a few.

The extent of specialisation in these documentaries varies according to
their skopos and their target audience (general public, children, learners),
but they all include terminological units, albeit in a lesser degree than spe-
cialised texts. As shown by Leén (1999: 104), specialised texts and docu-
mentaries differ considerably, and the latter do not generally present a
high degree of specialisation due to the characteristics of their target audi-
ence. Nevertheless, they usually contain terms which pose real challenges
to translators and scientific nomenclature in wildlife documentaries is a
prototypical example. The documentary Beetles, Record Breakers makes use
of 15 different terms to refer to beetles in less than 30 minutes (longhorn
beetle, cellar beetle, stag beetle, burying beetle or gravediggers, sexton
beetle, tiger beetle, bloody nose beetle, tortoise beetle, diving beetle, dev-
il’s coach horse, weevil, click beetle, malachite beetle, oil beetle, cockcha-
fer), apart from mentioning other animals such as horseshoe bats or
meadow brown butterflies.

According to Cabré (1999: 193-195), terms are multidimensional lexi-
cal units which acquire specialised value according to discourse condi-
tions. The translator must understand all the values associated with each
unit and render them in the target language. This means that, when trans-
lating nonfictional programmes, translators must undertake specific ter-
minological searches. The first step is to extract the maximum amount of
information from the audiovisual programme itself, without isolating
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units from their context. For example, in a wildlife documentary they can
refer to a specific animal while at the same time showing images of it or
describing its characteristics. All these clues are essential when finding
the equivalent in the target language, especially when the narrator uses a
generic name which has to be rendered by a more specific name in the
target language. For example, a ‘heron’ can be translated in Catalan as
agro, bernat o martinet, depending on the type of heron it refers to. If trans-
lators decide it is better to use a specific name and not a family name
(ardeids), the audiovisual context—image and spoken text —will help
decide which species the documentary refers to and, hence, they will be
able to use the best equivalent. In case translators need help from a spe-
cialist, video processing applications can be used to capture images of the
bird and send them to an expert.

Besides the image, the spoken discourse can also contain information,
in the form of rewording, which might help the translator better under-
stand the text. Scientific documentaries targeted to a general public usu-
ally include specialised terms which are then reworded in plainer words,
so that the viewers can understand them.

The next step is to consult all kinds of specialised reference works, ter-
minological databases, internet resources, parallel corpora, and so on, and
to ask specialists. Once the translator has understood the meaning of the
term, an adequate equivalent must be found. As claimed by Cabré (1999:
85), within the Communicative Theory of Terminology, variation exists
and different denominative variants can sometimes be found, forcing the
translator to choose the most adequate one to the context.

When working into minorised languages, some terms might not exist,
especially in new fields in which English has become the lingua franca. In
Catalonia, the terminology centre Termcat compiles and creates new termi-
nology when necessary, and it is an essential source of information.
Nevertheless, when specialists have to be consulted and solutions have to
be discussed, answers might arrive too late for the tight deadlines of audio-
visual translators, who therefore have to create their own new terminology.

Another common problem arises from the differences between the
terms proposed by official terminological bodies, such as Termcat, the
ones found in other dictionaries and databases, and those really used by
most specialists. This is what Cabré (1999: 80) calls the difference between
terminology in vivo (spontaneous, natural) and terminology in vitro (stan-
dardised, agreed by consensus). Which terms should audiovisual transla-
tors use? In a context of linguistic standardisation, should translators use
the terms proposed by terminological bodies, although specialists do not
use them, or should they use real terminology full of loanwords? Should
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translators combine terms by using terminology in vivo when a specialist
talks and by resorting to terminology in vitro for the narrator? The answer
is not easy but, in my opinion, the choice depends on the client’s wishes as
well as on the type, style, function and intended target audience of the
documentary.

Speakers and translation modes

Apart from terminological challenges, difficulties also arise from the
type of speakers and from the different techniques used. In what follows,
I define the main elements that documentaries usually contain, based on
the types of speakers, their relationship to the addressee and the degree of
spontaneity in their discourse:

(1) Narration in third person: usually — not always — with a planned and
formal script read by the speaker. The narrator is normally off-screen,
although some famous narrators might appear on screen at the begin-
ning and at the end of the documentary and they might talk in the first
person. The narrator addresses a general audience and, therefore,
adapts the language when needed, rewording what the specialist
might have said in an interview with a more simple explanation.

(2) Talking heads: that is, people who are being interviewed and explain
their own experiences and opinions on screen. The only editing done
by journalists and technicians consists in selecting the relevant frag-
ments and including them in the film. Although interviewees are
aware that they are being recorded for a documentary and they adapt
the degree of formality of their speech, they normally make use of a
more spontaneous register which includes hesitations, false starts,
repetitions, anacoluthon and other oral features not generally found
in the narration. The degree of formality and the density of terminol-
ogy depend on the subject matter and on the speaker.

(3) Dialogue and spontaneous interventions: the language tends to be
informal and even vulgar since they are not addressing the audience
but talking among themselves.

(4) Some documentaries might contain footage from historical archives
or, in a specific type of nonfictional programme (making-of), there
might be actual scenes from a movie, mixing fiction and reality.

The narration soundtrack is usually substituted by the target language
version and, although isochrony is not so strict, the interaction between
text and image is essential as the translation has to follow the image: ‘Even
if the narrator is off-screen, the revoiced narration must agree with the
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visual information being presented” (Luyken et al., 1991: 80). Narrators do
not normally pose big problems with regard to the mode and tenor
of discourse, since it is usually a planned script and the language register
is formal.

Talking heads are generally revoiced using a voiceover technique, which
is applied in order to transmit authenticity and maintain the illusion that
an interpreter is translating the original speech. The original voice is heard
and, simultaneously, a revoicing actor or television presenter reads the
translation without expressing emotions. In theory, the target language
version starts after hearing a few words of the source language and then
the volume of the original soundtrack is reduced to a minimum — or even
muted — until the end, when the original speaker is generally heard again.
The initial and final period in which the original is heard lasts a few sec-
onds, normally between two and four. This reduction in time forces the
translator to control the length of the translated version and although there
is not lip synchrony, the translator must take into account the synchrony
between text and image (gestures, descriptions, inserts on screen, etc.).

Interviewee’s dialogue differs from that of narrators in that it is usually
full of hesitations and oral features and has to be reworded in order to
offer a more coherent and cohesive speech, unless these elements are par-
ticularly significant. As Luyken et al. (1991: 141) point out, ‘fluffs, hesita-
tions, grammatical errors made during the interview must be ignored’.
This is one of the difficulties highlighted by most translators who answered
the questionnaire. When the interviewee does not speak good English and
makes mistakes, these are corrected in the translated version, since what
really matters is the content and not the form. In fiction films, however,
these elements might be important in order to define the character and
create a credible oral language. Can we imagine Woody Allen acting with
a free-flowing discourse, without hesitations? But, could we stand a voice-
over actor hesitating a lot when revoicing an interview with Allen?

Dialogue exchanges and spontaneous interventions are generally
revoiced, but when someone speaks a different language they might be
subtitled. In fact, on Catalan television subtitling is reduced to a minimum
since it is not a widespread technique. Subtitles are only used when some-
one speaks in a different language, when archive footage is used or when
scenes of a film are included in the documentaries. Captions identifying
speakers are also translated by means of subtitles. However, there are a
few factors which can alter these norms:

* When technical constraints prevent technicians to substitute the
narrator’s track with the translated track, the programme is revoiced
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using a voiceover technique and leaving the original narrator’s voice
underneath.

* When the speaker is someone known or who acts emphatically, a
voiceover is used rather than subtitles in order to perceive the
emotional characteristics of the discourse.

¢ When a documentary is programmed on prime-time and a wide
audience is expected, voiceover is preferred to subtitling, whereas
quality documentaries broadcast on a more cultural and innovative
channel such as Canal 33 might be subtitled.

Corpus Analysis

In what follows, the techniques used in the corpus will be described
and complemented with the information provided by professional trans-
lators, to check if they are actually followed.

(1) Narration: most documentaries in the corpus, such as Les princeses
de Ghizou and Idees per crear, substitute the original narrator with the
target language version. Gender parity in the speakers is maintained
and even in a particular case — La meva ciutat estimada — in which the
speakers are children, the dubbing actor imitates a childish voice.

(2) Voiceover: is generally used when the speaker appears on screen
(La magnificencia de Tasmania), but sometimes voiceover is used in all
circumstances (De viatge per Franga). Two documentaries use voiceover
to revoice an unseen narrator (Pinta i dibuixa, Dibuixem amb en Blitz).
These documentaries are translated from Italian, and a few words are
heard at the beginning and at the end of each statement. Given the
topic they deal with — teaching of drawing techniques — the interplay
between image and text is crucial.

As far as interviewees are concerned, voiceover is generally used when
they talk on screen as well as when they are off screen and have a more
narrative discourse (Ocre i aigua). However, do revoicing actors leave a
few seconds at the beginning and at the end of each turn? Do translators
take it into account? Do programmers think this is an important feature to
maintain? In the documentary Mons apart no seconds are left at the begin-
ning or at the end; in some cases a few seconds are left at the beginning but
not at the end (La magnificencia de Tasmania, Punt Omega), and there are
documentaries in which a few seconds are left at the beginning and at the
end (Dibuixem amb en Blitz).

According to the questionnaire, some translators consider that length
constraints should be taken into account and, since there is not another
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professional who does it, they assume this task as their own. They sum-
marise the speech of talking heads mostly by eliminating the hesitations
and repetitions typical of oral language and then check the isochrony by
reading the text aloud. Some translators, however, admit not taking
these constraints into account, since neither the dubbing studio nor
the television controllers have asked them to do so and, moreover, they
do not get paid for it. In fact, some prefer to leave these technical
considerations to the discretion of the dubbing director and, in some
cases, they think that this shortening can be an obstacle to conveying all
the information.

Although voiceover constraints are not as strict as dubbing con-
straints and lip sync, someone should take care of the length of the
translations. Traditionally, a professional called adapter was in charge
of this task, but this does not seem to be the case any longer. In my opin-
ion, translators are the perfect candidates to perform this task and
should be paid accordingly.

(3) Subtitling: is used for spontaneous interventions (La guia definitiva),
songs (De viatge per Franga) and archive footage (Segle XX). Captions
are also used to identify the speaker and to translate certain signs
which appear on screen. A unique case among the corpus is City Folk,
a European co-production entirely subtitled.

(4) Special cases: A very special case is Els campions de la natura, which
uses a technique quite uncommon when revoicing talking heads. The
original soundtrack is completely erased and a type of revoicing tech-
nique is used in which isochrony is maintained, but not lip sync; it is
like a dubbed programme without lip sync.

Table 8.1 presents the distribution of techniques used in our corpus when
revoicing narrators and interviewees.

Table 8.1 Translation techniques

Technique Percentage
Narrator (off) + voiceover (on) 58%
Only narrator (off) 15%
Narrator (off) + Isochronous voiceover (on) 13%
Only voiceover (on and off) 11%
Only subtitling 3%
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Conclusion

This paper wants to contribute to the description of a neglected audio-
visual translation field by focusing on the main challenges presented by
documentary translation. Two crucial ideas must be taken into account.
On the one hand, documentaries are audiovisual programmes and, there-
fore, sound and image are key elements; it is not important what it is writ-
ten on the script, but what it is heard and seen. On the other, each original
presents particular features which the translator has to perceive and
render in the target language. Given the various different techniques used
when translating documentaries, it can be concluded that documentary
translators must master voiceover and narration techniques, as well
as subtitling.

Appendix

I have not taken into account neither the documentaries created by the
Catalan television nor those produced in cooperation with other Spanish
channels such as the Basque Euskal Televista or the Galician TVG, although
they contain passages in foreign languages which have been revoiced or
subtitled. However, foreign documentaries broadcast as part of a Catalan
production have been included in the corpus.

(a) List of documentaries translated by the author of this paper:
Beetles Record Breakers, Wildlife on One, BBC Natural History Unit
Crater of Death. BBC, 1997
Hackers. World of Wonder. Channel 4, 2001
Philosophy: A Guide to Happiness. (Nietzsche on Hardship; Schopenhauer
in Love). Channel 4, 2000
Red Storm. National Geographic, 2000
World Discoveries, 57. Hemisphere Productions, 2001
Walk Naked Singing. Elan Productions, 2002.
(b) Corpus of documentaries broadcast on TV3 and C33, 1-7 September
2003:

TV3: Els asmat; Els iiltims paradisos: El Kalahari; Els iiltims paradisos:
Malawi; L'anguila electrica de I’Amazones; La familia mundial; La guia
definitiva; La quia definitiva de les momies; La guia definitiva dels gats; La
meva ciutat estimada: Londres; La meva ciutat estimada: Mexic; La meva
ciutat estimada: San Francisco; Natura fantastica (La meravella del
moviment); Tresors de la humanitat, patrimoni de la humanitat (Raboseria);
Vida salvatge.
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C33: Aventures al mon salvatge (Al Brasil amb les llidries gegants i els
guacamais jacints); Campions de la natura (L'aguila americana de cap blanc);
Campions de la natura (Els cocodrils de Cuba); Campions de la natura (Els
jaguars); Campions de la natura (Els licaons); City Folk (Irlanda); Dibuixem
amb en Blitz; El cagador de cocodrils (El pais dels diables); El katabatic; EI
viatge huma (A la recerca dels origens); Horitzons estiu. Dibuixem amb en
Blitz; Horitzons estiu. Idees per crear (Cartonatge); Horitzons estiu. Pinta i
dibuixa. (Pastel. La figura ambientada); La Xina de les minories (Les princ-
eses de Ghizou); Mons apart. (Després del foc: ha arribat I'hora d’una nova
Irlanda del Nord); Mons apart (On el riu es troba amb el mar); Mons apart.
(Secrets del sud. La magnificencia de Tasmania); National Geographic
Specials (Els goril-les de Lossi: viure entre goril-les); National Geographic
Specials (La for¢a dels elefants); Pinta i dibuixa (Llapis, carbonet, el nu);
Planeta Terra (Ocre i aigua); Punt Omega; Segle XX. Una forca més poderosa
(Un segle de confrontacié no violenta); Sorres ardents (El mén implacable);
Viatgers.doc. De viatge per ... Franga.
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Chapter 9

Strategies for the Dubbing of Puns
with One Visual Semantic Layer

JOHN D. SANDERSON

Introduction

When Mel Brooks produced Spaceballs (1986), a parody of the Star Wars
saga, he could safely rely on the pragmatic presupposition that most inter-
textual references to the George Lucas trilogy — Star Wars (1977), The Empire
Strikes Back (1980), and Return of the Jedi (1983) — would be easily recog-
nised not only by the American audience, but also in other parts of the
world where it had been a great box-office success. Spain can be counted
among those many countries where the US film industry is predominant,
so the viewers at the Spanish movie houses, where it was released that
same year, could enjoy the adventures of Lone Starr, Princess Vespa, Dark
Helmet and Barf, easily decoded caricatures of the well-known characters
Hans Solo, Princess Leia, Darth Vader and Chewbacca.

In one scene, the heroic Lone Starr and his hairy best friend Barf are
descending with their spaceship into Dark Helmet's territory to try to res-
cue Princess Leia. Barf’s pointed ears express his concern that ‘the minute
we move in there, they spot us on their radar’. In order to prevent this, he
looks through his periscope, locates the radar, presses a button to activate
the weapons of the spaceship and says: jRadar a punto de ser intervenido!
[Radar about to be taken over!]. Then we see a jar of jam smash against the
radar and spread its content all over it. One can imagine the bafflement of
the Spanish audience, since there had been no reference to food in the
whole sequence and, therefore, the use of a jar of jam as ammunition is
unintelligible. But Brooks had not made a convoluted joke which was
difficult to understand. The audience was actually watching the Spanish
dubbed version of the film and could not listen to the original soundtrack,
where Barf says: ‘Radar about to be jammed!’". They consequently missed
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the verbal polysemic allusion in the source text (ST) to both fruit preserve
and obstruction, semes which were humorously brought together visually
in that single shot.

However, the previous line which Barf had uttered in the dubbed ver-
sion, jAbajo el perriscopio! [Down perriscope!], may have raised a smile
among the Spanish audience, something which would not have happened
in any other part of the world; definitely not in English speaking coun-
tries, where the original line was: ‘Down scope!’. But the Spanish transla-
tor of this dubbed version had produced a paronymic effect by establishing
a false etymology between the prefix of Greek origin peri- (near, around)
found in periscopio and uttered with a deviant pronunciation, and the
lexeme perr from the Spanish word perro [dog] which made reference to
Barf’s physical appearance.

Perhaps the hypothetical need to compensate for the loss of the humor-
ous effect in the following line prompted the translator to make up a joke
which was nonexistent in the original version. But the visual presence of a
periscope in a spaceship is semiotically coherent, and therefore would
need no specific verbal allusion to it, whereas the use of a jar of jam as
ammunition would definitely require some justification that was lacking
in the immediate co-text and context of the scene. Intervenir [to take over],
a rather uncommon term to be used here in any case, does not relate to the
unexpected presence of the jar on screen, so it impairs the cohesion of the
audiovisual fragment and leads to a semiotic opacity which would have
discouraged the receptive effort being made by the target audience. In the
subtitling of the DVD edition, however, we find the use of the verb pringar
[to get something sticky, but also hurt or dishonour], whose polysemy
renders more suitably the two semantic layers of the original utterance.

The main objective of this chapter is to make an attempt at developing a
taxonomy of wordplay in audiovisual productions where at least one of its
semantic layers is visually present on screen. I will perform a descriptive
analysis of segments taken from English-speaking comedies, a genre prone
to this humorous resource, where the play on words uttered by the charac-
ters relies on visual representation. The criteria for my choice is based on
the traditional verbal classification, but I also bring in other elements such
as culture specific items and interlingual wordplay which are relevant from
a translational perspective, since I will also analyse the dubbed target texts
(TT) in Spanish. After enumerating the different translation strategies
applied to dub the humorous illocutionary effect produced by these puns,
the final aim of this chapter is to open up the search for a hypothetical
translation norm in these cases which will obviously need further research
and a much bigger corpus than this paper provides.
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Epistemology

Leech (1974: 209) describes a pun as ‘a foregrounded lexical ambiguity
which may have its origin either in homonymy or polysemy’. The stan-
dard communicative function of language is deliberately disrupted, since
in the stable relationship between signifier and signified a new semantic
layer is added. However, the context of the utterance would normally help
the listeners to re-orientate their perception, and with a recurrence of this
humorous resource, the theoretically surprising textual device would
eventually come to be expected by the listener.

Due to interlingual asymmetry, puns present the most frequent cases of
inequivalence in translation because both the formal similarity between
words which are neither etymologically nor semantically linked and the
multiplicity of meanings within the same word will not usually coincide
between languages. Therefore, they will require a wider range of linguis-
tic manoeuvring than with other translation problems, and its acceptabil-
ity will depend on the standards established by the polysystem, because if
‘the translator wants his/her TT to become an integral part of the receiv-
ing system, s/he will have to adjust the text to these standards’ (Delabastita,
1993: 293). Puns and other humorous resources related to comedy are not
highly considered in the standards of what we could call textual respect-
ability in the receiving polysystem, which would allow the translator to go
far beyond the word for word rendition required in other kinds of texts.

In an audiovisual production the duplicity of channels, visual and
audio, only increases the complexity in the translation of puns since the
most effective humorous resource, as I hope to prove with the examples in
this paper, normally consists of rendering visually the unexpected seman-
tic layer in order to produce a humorous illocutionary effect. What Gottlieb
(1997c: 209) refers to as vertical wordplay — "the listener or reader has both
meanings exposed in one glimpse” — would apply here to the simultane-
ous appearance in both channels of the differing layers of meaning linked
to one pun. Since there is a tendency not to modify or erase the visual
seme of the original, translators will find their task restricted by the repre-
sentation on screen and, therefore, would seemingly have to prioritise it
and manipulate the verbal content in an attempt to establish a certain
degree of cohesion between both channels which would prevent the
impairment observed, for instance, in the example mentioned above.

Dubbing is still the most favoured convention for audiovisual transla-
tion in Spain, whose main advantage for translators, when compared to
subtitling, is the absence of what Tornqvist (1995: 49) calls ‘gossiping effect’,
that is, the simultaneous reception of the source dialogue soundtrack with
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the printed translation on screen. The fact that the original voices are erased
in the dubbing process enables the translator, or dubbing director, to
manipulate the text to a higher degree, an important aspect in this field
now that a basic general knowledge of the English language is spreading
among the younger generations in Spain.

As an epistemological basis for this paper I would like to refer briefly to
the theory of relevance put forward by Sperber and Wilson (1986) and based
on Grice’s (1975) maxims of conversational cooperation. One of the key
issues of this theory is that, in order to encourage the receiver to make an
effort to decode an utterance, speakers will make their communicative
intention explicit through what Sperber and Wilson (1986: 50) call ostensive
behaviour or gesture, since ‘an act of ostension carries a guarantee of rele-
vance, and that this fact — which we will call the principle of relevance — makes
manifest the intention behind the ostension’. In films or television comedies,
which make a profit through box office, audience rates and DVD sales, the
moving image is the distinctive feature which differentiates them from other
forms of entertainment. So here, the ostensive gesture Sperber and Wilson
refer to, encouraging the audience not only to listen and watch but also to
pay, would be expected to take the form of a visual prompt that would
become a key semiotic element in this act of communication, therefore
becoming as well a communicative priority for the audiovisual translator.

In his seminal work Translation and Relevance, Gutt (1991: 116) goes fur-
ther by stating that: ‘Since the stream of speech flows on, the audience can-
not be expected to sit and ponder difficult renderings — otherwise it will lose
the subsequent utterance; hence it needs to be able to recover the intended
meaning instantly’. In the case of puns, the audience would be prepared to
make a decoding effort if they obtained a reward in the form of a humorous
effect. We can, therefore, expect from a commercial film director a tendency
to foreground the pun visually in order to facilitate its reception and, conse-
quently, draw larger crowds to watch the audiovisual production (the Naked
Gun saga, full of visual puns, has been far more successful worldwide at the
box office than any Woody Allen film, for instance). The distributors in for-
eign countries would probably require the translator to act accordingly as
far as explicitness is concerned. What we could call in dubbing the seme in
praesentia (as the original dialogue has been erased, only the visual content
remains) becomes the translator’s top priority in order to transfer the humor-
ous illocutionary effect produced by the original puns to the TT.

Analysis

Besides polysemy, illustrated above in the segment from Spaceballs, the
other major source of puns, according to Leech (1974), is homonymy.
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However, within the field of audiovisual productions it should be more
specifically labelled as homophony, that is, a pun produced by words that
are different in writing but identical in pronunciation, since the verbal
utterance will be normally apprehended through the acoustic channel.
As far as comedy is concerned, US television sitcoms tend to be based
on an attempt to establish a regularity of humorous illocutionary effects
emphasised by the subsequent emission of canned laughter, and it is quite
common to come across the use of this punning resource when watching
an episode. Friends is one of the most popular American sitcoms ever, hav-
ing run for 10 seasons and propelled most of its actors to star in cinematic
productions, and I would like to use a segment from episode 22 of the fifth
season to illustrate homophony with two examples (for a more detailed
analysis of this season see Sanderson, 2002). At the very beginning of this
episode, before the credits come on, its main characters have got together
at the usual café Central Perk. Rachel is complaining about her itchy eye,
but she refuses to visit the ‘eye doctor’ that Monica is recommending. Her
friends start making fun of her, poking at their own eyes and saying:

Monica:  Hey Rach, remember that great song, Me, Myself, and I?

Rachel: =~ Monica! Come on!

Ross: Hey, does anybody want to get some lunch? All those in
favour say I!

Rachel:  Ross! Stop it! Come on!

The humorous illocutionary effect is essentially based on the kinetic
synchrony of Monica and Ross poking at their own eyes as they utter the
pronoun ‘I’, hence the resulting homophonies. In the first case we find that
the pun involves as well a culture specific item, a well known US song
which would be immediately recognised by the source audience but might
pose a translation problem in other cultural contexts. This is how Darryl
Clark, translator of most Friends episodes into Spanish, transferred this
segment in the dubbed version:

Example 1: Friends

Monica: jHey, Rach! ;Conoces | [Monica: Hey, Rach. Do you know
esa cancion tan genial “Td, yo | that great song “You, Me and My
y mis ojos”? Eyes”?

Rachel: jMoénica, vamos! Rachel: Monica, come on!

Ross: ;Alguien quiere salir a | Ross: Does anybody want to go
cenar? jLos que estén a favor | out for dinner? Those in favour
que levanten el ojo? raise your eye!

Rachel: {Ross, basta! jPor favor! | Rachel: Ross, stop it! Please!]
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The semiotic priority would be the physical referents the two characters
are pointing at rather than what they are actually saying, and the kinetic
synchrony between channels has been achieved by the translator with
a nonhomophonic rendering of the segment since, as mentioned above,
interlingual asymmetry makes it highly unlikely to find a perfect
homophony match between languages. The end result is that the word-
play has been lost, but the coherence between the information supplied
by both channels is preserved and a comic illocutionary effect has been
produced. However, it is relevant to remark how the original culture
specific item has been replaced by a nonexistent song when there are
other songs, recognisable in the target culture, whose titles end with the
required word. The translation strategy known as limited neutralisation,
whereby an obscure reference is replaced by another reference also
belonging to the source language culture but closer to the target viewers
(Franco Aixeld, 1996: 63), could have been applied here by using an
American song known in Spain such as, for instance, Smoke Gets in Your
Eyes, with the advantage of it having been translated and sung in Spanish
as El humo ciega tus ojos, and the disadvantage of being rather old-
fashioned for Monica to actually like a Frank Sinatra song. As for the
second homophony, I would like to suggest the idiom jAndaos con ojo!
[literally ‘walk with an eye’, but whose English equivalent is ‘keep an
eye’] as a solution, taking advantage of the componential nature of
idiomatic expressions to create a pun. It is, in any case, easier to supply
alternative answers when you have not got the pressure of a deadline to
deliver your work. As for manipulation of the ST, it is very important to
evaluate how relevant the item is if replacement is being considered. It
would have been a far more difficult translation task if the song had
actually been played or sung by Monica, because then the translator
might have had to preserve the reference, which is the case in the two
following examples.

Life of Brian (Terry Jones, 1979), a parody of the Bible concerning the life
of Jesus Christ, was very popular when it was released in Spain, a country
with a long-tradition of religious upbringing. As a consequence, most
spectators at the time, shortly after Franco’s death, could identify the
references to the New Testament even more easily than, for instance, the
references to Star Wars a few years later in Spaceballs, since the shared
cognitive environment was actually embedded in the roots of the Spanish
culture. In one sequence of Life of Brian we can see his followers waiting
outside his house to worship him, but it is Brian’s mother (played by one
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of the Monty Python actors in drag) who opens the window and urges
them to leave her son alone. This is the response she gets:

Example 2: Life of Brian

Crowd: The Messiah! The Messiah! Show us the Messiah!

Mother: The who?

Crowd: The Messiah

Mother: There’s no Messiah in here. There’s a mess all right, but no
Messiah. Now, go away.

The wordplay has been achieved by having Brian’s mother establish a false
etymology between ‘mess” and ‘Messiah’ because of the identical initial
phonemic sequence. Even though the visual seme is not so ostensive, since
we cannot see Brian himself while this dialogue is taking place, the
punning makes an essential reference to the main character using a term
which is recurrent throughout the film. The translator would have had to
take a macro-textual approach to the whole text if s/he had considered
replacing the term, since the Messiah, the savior announced by the pro-
phets to Israel, is a well-known historical and social subject in both cultural
contexts. But the term was preserved in the TT, and a remarkable transla-
tion strategy was applied to transfer the humorous illocutionary effect to
the new context:

Example 3: Life of Brian

Crowd: jEl Mesias! {El Mesias! | [Crowd: The Messiah! The

iMuéstranos al Mesias! Messiah! Show us the Messiah!
Mother: ;A quién? Mother: The who?
Crowd: ;Al Mesias! Crowd: The Messiah!

Mother: Aqui no hay ningin | Mother: There’s no Monsieur
Monsieur,lo que hay es demasié | here, just too many people, so
personal, asi que jfuera! go away!]

The paronymy has been achieved in the TT by means of a Spanish-French
interlingual pun rendered by the phonological similarity between Mesias
and Monsieur. In addition to this, we can also find another paronymy formed
by the latter term and demasié, a stable back-clipping in Spanish of demasiado
[too many/much] based on the analogy with the French form and, there-
fore, identical in the final phonemic sequence. The anachronistic use of
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French in that period would only contribute to the absurd humour that
impregnates the whole film so, in this specific segment, the original illocu-
tionary comical effect might have even been enhanced by the translation
into Spanish.

Interlingual puns in STs pose an extremely difficult translation problem,
since bringing a third party into a coincidental phonological similarity
between two languages requires great effort ... and luck. In the following
segment, taken from Ace Ventura: Pet Detective (Tom Shadyac, 1994), we find
one of these interlingual puns in a culture specific item that requires blatant
synchronisation and that can be seen as a summary of most issues dealt
with in this paper. Here we can see detective Ace Ventura bend over, fully
dressed, at the police station and use his hands to manipulate his buttocks
The paronymic effect produced by the phonological similarity with the
lyrics of the immortal ballad sung by Enrico Caruso maintains a level of
cohesion not only semantically with the full presence of his bottom on
screen but also with the lip sync of the performance. In the Spanish dubbed

This non-punning rendition in the TT does produce, however, a comi-
cal illocutionary effect. The translator has preserved the culture specific
item (well-known in Spain) and has prioritised the visual seme by using
culo [bottom], a bisyllable term which allows synchronisation with song
and performance. The fact that the target audience recognises the song
and finds it unexpectedly associated with the taboo presence on screen
can be found comical even if the wordplay is lost.

I would like to end this analysis with an example which allows us to
expand wordplay to idiomatic expressions, understanding as such the
stable combinations of words which have a transferred or metaphorical
meaning. It is a very common humorous resource in audiovisual comedy
to include an image which represents one or more words isolated from the
idiom and, therefore, interpreted in a literal, non-metaphorical sense. The
idiom is not manipulated verbally, but the duplicity of channels involved
in the communicative act produces a vertical wordplay by means of what
we see on screen.

In Bruce Almighty (Tom Shadyac, 2003), the main character is a tele-
vision reporter covering a news item about a family of confectioners who
have made a giant cookie. He always closes his reports making use of the
idiom “And that’s the way the cookie crumbles!” The fact that one word
of this common idiomatic expression is rendered visually and, therefore,
literally, transforms it semantically, therefore producing the pun and the
subsequent humorous effect. The theme of the giant cookie is recurrent
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throughout the film and relevant to the plot. From the point of view of the
translator, it would require a strenuous macrotextual approach to consider
the disposal of the whole referential framework. On the other hand, there
are no idioms in Spanish that include the word galleta [cookie]; it is only
used metaphorically as ‘slap’, but isolated, not as part of an idiomatic
expression and, in any case, no violence is related to the giant cookie sub-
plot. So, it is remarkable how the translator has skillfully overcome all
these potential restrictions with the following translation: ;Y a falta de pan,
buenas son galletas! [If there is no bread, cookies will do fine!].

What has taken place is a structural transformation of the stable Spanish
idiom A falta de pan, buenas son tortas, whose transferred meaning would
be ‘One will just have to make do’, with the final word forta [a flat mass of
flour] here replaced by galleta in order to establish a semiotic cohesion
with the visual seme and the plot. The translator could count on the shared
knowledge of this idiom, deeply embedded in the Spanish culture, to
arouse expectations which are disrupted at the very end by this word,
producing, consequently, the humorous effect. Also worth emphasising is
the fact that the metaphorical meaning of this transformed idiom is rela-
tively close to the one in the ST, proving that, somehow, a way can be
found to perform successfully the difficult task of transferring the humor-
ous illocutionary effect produced by puns to a new TT.

Conclusion

In this paper several audiovisual comical segments have been presented
in which wordplay relied on the presence of a visual seme. They can be
classified as follows:

Spaceballs Polysemy

Friends Two homophonies (one in a culture specific item)
Life of Brian False etymology

Ace Ventura Interlingual pun in a culture specific item

Bruce Almighty ldiomatic expression with visual presence of iso-
lated element

This is obviously a partial taxonomy, but it can give us an idea of how the
traditional classification of wordplay can be expanded with the inclusion
of the visual seme on screen and, from a translational perspective, it could
help the professional translator to identify the punning resource used to
produce a humorous illocutionary effect in the ST before trying to transfer
it to the TT by applying the most suitable translation strategy.
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In this paper I have analysed a few of these strategies, some as convo-
luted as a compensation with a paronym produced by deviant pronuncia-
tion, an interlingual pun via a back-clipping paronym or the structural
transformation of a stable idiom. But if there is a norm that can be deduced
from this analysis, it is that not once has the original punning strategy
been used in the TT. So the first conclusion that can be reached would be
that it is perfectly acceptable, even recommendable, to apply a different
punning device in dubbing when a coincidence between languages can-
not be found, or even a non-punning rendition, as long as cohesion is
maintained between both channels. If the translator could mentally enu-
merate the wide range of strategies which can be applied when dealing
with wordplay, it might contribute to solving many translation problems.

A different matter is to question whether translation is an appropriate
term to be used when we are describing how a culture specific item is
erased from the TT or a foreign language is replaced by another, with no
connection with the original plot, in order to produce an interlingual pun
in the new context. It is fair to point out that if a pun could not be made
in the original with the reference to Me, Myself and I or Oh, Sole Mio!, the
scriptwriters would not have included these popular songs in the texts to
begin with. Perhaps even the world’s biggest cookie would not have been
a key issue in the subplot of Bruce Almighty had it not allowed Jim Carrey
to repeat the idiom again and again. So if these songs and idiom were
introduced mainly as phonological devices to produce a pun, and not
because of their relevance to the development of the plot, it is under-
standable that translators would prioritise the illocutionary effect instead
of the literal rendering, trying to manipulate the verbal element within
the limits imposed by the target culture in order to establish cohesion
with the visual seme.

Translation is usually performed to serve the target context. Members
at both ends of the scale, whether film distributors or viewers, will almost
certainly appreciate that a breakdown in the cohesion between channels,
such as the one seen in the first example of this paper, is prevented even if
a certain degree of manoeuvering is required. Otherwise, it can be dis-
couraging for the spectator, who is making a decoding effort, to perceive
that the illusion of nonlinguistic interference in the dubbed version has
been destroyed. As we have seen, screen translators into Spanish have
proven that they are capable of maintaining that illusion with their skilful
manipulation of the ST even in the most restrictive visual conditions.



Chapter 10

Translating Humour: The Dubbing
of Bridget Jones’s Diary info Spanish

NIEVES JIMENEZ CARRA

Anyone who has ever tried to translate an English joke into another
language will know that it is no easy task. [...] Similarly, when a joke in
a foreign language is translated into English, results tend to be
disastrous. Jokes, it would seem, travel badly.

Chiaro, 1992: 77

Humour in Translation

The translatability of humour has been widely questioned for a long
time. A number of studies have been carried out so as to determine to
which point and degree can a text with humorous features be adequately
translated, and if, once translated, the result can be acceptable as a ‘good”
or appropriate translation. Mateo (1999) argues that the success of a
humorous act depends on the existence of shared knowledge between
sender and recipient, a factor that determines the translation strategies to
be implemented. The perception of the quality of a translation will also
have a direct correspondence with the attitude of the reader/viewer. For
Zabalbeascoa (1996: 236), ‘one reason translations are so often seen as
being “bad” could be that their consumers expect too much of them, or
different consumers expect different things — therefore someone is bound
to be unhappy with the result’. Castro Roig (2002: online) states that: ‘We
translators do not hear anymore, we listen; we translators do not read
anymore, we scrutinise; we translators do not see anymore, we observe;
we translators do not write anymore, we compose’ (my translation), con-
firming what we already knew, that translators tend to be the most fierce
translation critics. In fact, Castro Roig (2002: online) also asserts that: ‘From
the moment you decide to become a translator and to make language your
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work tool, you have — sweetly — condemned yourself to change your
perception of the environment” (my translation).

When discussing the translation of humorous situations, it is necessary
to bear in mind the general translation problems that translators often face
such as the existence in the source text (ST) of puns, wordplay, or cultural
references. The so-called realia, that is, cultural realities that do not have an
exact equivalent in the target culture, tend to be very difficult to translate.

The concept of equivalence in translation may prove useful here.
Hurtado Albir (2001: 209) accepts the use of this term when it refers to the
relationship established between the translation and the ST, as long as we
do not only use it when referring to linguistic approaches. What she
proposes is a dynamic and flexible conception of the term which takes
into account both the communicative situation and the social and histori-
cal context in which the translation takes place. On the other hand, Reiss
and Vermeer (quoted in Shveitser, 1993: 48), state that ‘the term equiva-
lence embraces relationships not just between separate units but also
between whole texts [...] Besides, the equivalence of texts goes beyond
their linguistic manifestation into the cultural dimension’. We are thus
made aware that total and perfect equivalence is not possible, since not
only linguistic factors are involved in the text. Although the reaction
produced in the target reader/viewer may be similar or even identical to
the source audience’s reaction, how can we be sure that they are triggered
by the same kind of linguistic, cultural or social factors? For Hatim and
Mason (1990: 8), the term equivalence makes us believe that ‘complete
equivalence is an achievable goal, as if there were such a thing as a for-
mally or dynamically equivalent target-language (TL) version of a source-
language (SL) text’. The sense that the term equivalence acquires for them
is ‘that of the closest possible approximation to ST meaning’ (Hatim &
Mason, 1990: 8).

The perception of humour varies depending on every culture, person
and situation. It is widely acknowledged that a joke may make some peo-
ple laugh while it goes unnoticed for others. Considering that this takes
place in communication settings within the same culture, it is not difficult
to imagine that these factors will be differently perceived when dealing
with dissimilar cultural backgrounds. As Chiaro points out:

to suggest that a common linguistic code is all that is needed in order
to appreciate jokes and wordplay would be extremely naive. One only
has to consider the numerous American situation comedies which
have had little or no success in Britain, and vice versa, to see that a
shared code is only half the story. Language and culture seem to be
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indivisible and, without shared sociocultural knowledge between
sender and recipient, a common linguistic code will be of little help.
(Chairo, 1992: 77)

However, the media we are dealing with provides the translator with an
invaluable help insofar as it is multilayered and composed of visual and
audio elements. In most cases, the solutions reached at the linguistic level
will be supported by the image that we see on screen, by the gestures of
the original actors, and by the intonation of the dubbing actors. This does
not, of course, happen with a written text, for obvious reasons.

The Translation of Humour in the Dubbing of Bridget
Jones’s Diary

In order to carry out this analysis, I have taken as my object of study the
film Bridget Jones’s Diary (Sharon Maguire, 2001), which is based on the
homonymous book written by Helen Fielding and first published in the UK
in 1996. The novel was in turn the continuation to the success of the weekly
articles that Fielding had published in the British newspaper The Independent.
I first examine the original English dialogue in order to determine the main
factors that cause humorous situations in the original, and then comment on
some of the translation solutions reached in the Spanish dubbed version of
the film that was distributed on DVD.

One of the recurrent humorous features consists in building a situation
in which what is said contradicts what can be seen or what is actually
being done. Dialogue and images interact in a conflicting way, breaking
the viewer’s expectations. In one of the first scenes of the film the dialogue
is as follows:

Example 1

Bridget’s Mum: Mark? (We can see the back of a man)
Bridget (voiceover): Maybe this was the mysterious Mr Right I'd
been waiting my whole life to meet.

Dubbed version Back translation

iMark! [Mark!

Tal vez aquél era el misterioso | Maybe that was the mysterious
hombre perfecto que habia | perfect man that I had wanted to
querido conocer toda mi vida. meet all my life.]

‘Mr Right” has been translated into ‘the perfect man’, which can be seen as
a Spanish equivalent. In the last sentence it is mostly the intonation of both
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the original and the dubbing actresses which is humorous. The same scene
continues:

Example 2

Bridget’s Mum to Mark Darcy: You remember Bridget? (Mark Darcy
turns to face them. He is wearing a reindeer jumper.)

Bridget (voiceover): Maybe not.

Dubbed version Back translation

¢Te acuerdas de Bridget?
O tal vez no.

[Do you remember Bridget?
Or maybe not.]

She has judged the man before seeing the front of his jumper. But the
moment she does, she immediately changes her mind.

In the next example, Bridget’s comment is again accompanied by an action
that completely contradicts what she is actually saying. We can perceive,
on the one hand, the intention of the character to make us believe that
something is real or true when it really is not, and, on the other hand, a sense
of irony, which is not intended by her but which results from the speech:

Example 3

Bridget (voiceover): Atleast now that I'm in my 30s, I can hold my drink.
(And we see her drunk and falling down when she gets out of a taxi.)

Dubbed version Back translation

Ahora que tengo mas de 30 afios
puedo aguantar més la bebida.

[Now that I am over 30 years
I can hold my drink more.]

The following instance is pronounced by Bridget when, wearing a head-
scarf, she is travelling in a convertible car with her boyfriend:

Example 4

Bridget (voiceover): Suddenly feel like screen goddess in manner
of Grace Kelly. (And now, we can see the headscarf blowing off
her head) Though, perhaps, ever so slightly less elegant under
pressure.

Dubbed version Back translation

De repente me siento como una
gran leyenda de la pantalla al estilo
de Grace Kelly. Aunque tal vez me
muestre un poquito menos ele-
gante cuando estoy bajo presion.

[All of a sudden I feel like a great
legend from the screen in the style
of Grace Kelly. Although perhaps
I behave a little bit less elegantly
when I'm under pressure.]
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The minor change introduced by the translator occurs in the translation
of the word ‘goddess’, which is rendered as leyenda [legend]. However,
this does not provoke a different perception of the humorous situation.
In this case, the use of the voiceover mode allows the translation to be
considerably longer than the original version, helping the translator to
keep the humour. As can be seen in all these examples, the presentation of
information through voiceover is one of the ST strategies producing
humorous situations within the film.

Bridget Jones’s way of referring to people can sometimes also serve as
a way to create humour. In the following examples, she defines her mother
and her line manager’s boss in the following way:

Example 5

Bridget (voiceover): My Mom, a strange creature from the time
when a gherkin was still the height of sophistication.

Dubbed version Back translation

Mi madre, extrafio ser de un | [My mother, a strange being from
universo donde el pepinillo es | a universe where the gherkin is
la cumbre de la sofisticacién. | the height of sophistication.]

Example 6

Bridget (voiceover): Mr Fitzherbert. ‘Titspervert’, more like. Daniel’s
boss stares freely at my breasts with no idea who I am or what I do.

Dubbed version Back translation

Fitzherbert. Mas bien ‘Titispervert’. | [Fitzherbet. More  likely
Es el jefe de Daniel. Me mira des- | “Titispervert’. He is Daniel’s
caradamente las tetas y no sabe ni | boss. He stares cheekily at my
cémo me llamo ni lo que hago. tits and doesn’t even know
what my name is or what I do.]

The difficulty in Example 6 lies in the nickname “Titspervert’, a wordplay
based on his surname. The combination of the words ‘tits” and ‘pervert’
shows Bridget Jones’s negative opinion of the boss: a pervert man, who
usually stares at her breasts. The translator opted for changing only the
first part of the name, which also altered the meaning of the wordplay in
Spanish. Titis is nowadays an old fashioned Spanish term for ‘girls” or
‘chicks’, but it is also phonetically close to the colloquial tetas [tits]. The
second part, ‘pervert’, is left intact in the Spanish translation, possibly
because pervertido [pervert] can be easily inferred from the English word.
In addition, an English sounding surname is kept in Spanish and the



138 Part 2: Juggling with Humour

similarity between the character’s real surname, ‘Fitzherbert’, and the
nickname is also kept in the translation.

Another recurrent way to create humour in the film is by referring to
what Chiaro (1992: 79) calls a universal of humour: sex. There are several
scenes in which Bridget Jones and her boss, Daniel Cleaver, exchange
emails loaded with sexual innuendo:

Example 7

Computer screen: New mail! Read now. You have a new message.
From: Daniel Cleaver. Subject: Serious problem. You appear to have
forgotten your skirt. Is skirt off sick?

Bridget (voiceover): Message Mr Cleaver. Am appalled by message.
Skirt is demonstrably neither sick nor absent. Appalled by manage-
ment’s blatantly size-ist attitude to skirt. Suggest management sick,
not skirt!

Bridget (voiceover): Very bad start to the year. Have been seduced
by informality of messaging medium into flirting with office scoun-
drel. Will persevere with resolution of finding a nice, sensible man.

Will put a stop to flirting. First thing tomorrow. Good plan.

Dubbed version

Back translation

Correo nuevo. Daniel Cleaver.
Parece que has olvidado la falda.
¢Acaso la falda esta enferma?

Mensaje para el sefior Cleaver.
Estoy consternada por su men-
saje. La falda no estd enferma,
ni ausente, y puedo demostrarlo.
Estoy sorprendida por la actitud
descaradamente abusiva de la ger-
encia con respecto al tamafio de la
falda y opino que es la gerencia la
que estd enferma, no mi falda.

Es un comienzo de ano muy malo.
La informalidad de los mensajes
internos me ha hecho caer en la
tentaciéon de ligar con el sin-
vergiienza de mi jefe. Continuaré
con mi propésito hasta encontrar a
un hombre agradable y sensato.
Mafiana a primera hora pondré fin
a los coqueteos. Buen plan.

[New mail. Daniel Cleaver. It
seems that you have forgotten your
skirt. Perhaps the skirt is sick?

Message for Mr Cleaver. I'm
appalled by your message. The
skirt is neither sick nor absent,
and I can prove it. I'm shocked
by the blatantly abusive attitude
of the management with respect
to the size of my skirt and I think
that it is management who is
sick, not my skirt.

It’s a very bad start to the year.
The informality of the internal
mails has made me fall in the
temptation of flirting with my
cheeky boss. I'll continue with
my resolution until I find a nice,
sensible man. Early tomorrow
I'll put an end to flirting. Good
plan.]
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In this example, the translation once again takes advantage of the voiceover
mode to offer a considerably longer version than the original text. The
linguistic register used in the email interaction between both characters is
clearly more formal in Spanish than it is in English, where some lexical
items are omitted. Among the strategies implemented, the translation
adds articles and adjectives (‘office scoundrel” becomes el sinvergiienza de
mi jefe) and merges short sentences into longer ones (‘"Will put a stop to
flirting. First thing tomorrow’ becomes Mafiana a primera hora pondré fin a
los coqueteos), producing a final passage that loses part of the irony of the
original and is far more articulated than the English text.

I have already mentioned the importance that the presence of cul-
tural references in the original may have when making translation deci-
sions. The choice of one solution over another will be determined after
having taken into consideration many factors which do not always have
to do with the translation act as has been traditionally understood.
In the audiovisual arena, new media constraints come into play, such
as time and space restrictions, impossibility to resort to footnotes or
glosses and the like (Diaz Cintas & Remael, 2007). The following
example shows how different translation strategies have to be imple-
mented when confronted with jokes embedded in cultural references
since, otherwise, the risk is run of not transmitting the right message to
the audience:

Example 8

Bridget: How’s it look?

Mark Darcy: Great. It’s ... blue.

Bridget: Blue?

Mark Darcy: No, but blue is good. If you ask me, there isn’t enough
blue food.

Bridget: Oh, shit. It must have been the string.

Mark Darcy: Oh, it’s string soup.

Dubbed version Back translation

¢Como estd quedando? [How is it coming?

Oh, muy bien. Es ... azul. Oh, very well. It’s ... blue.

(Azul? Blue?

El azul estd muy bien. Hay muy poca | Blue is very nice. There is

comida azul, de verdad. little blue food, really blue.

Oh, cono. Habré sido el cordel. Oh, cunt. It must have
been the string.

Oh, es sopa de cordel. Oh, it’s string soup.]




140 Part 2: Juggling with Humour

In this scene, Bridget is cooking a birthday dinner with the help of Mark
Darcy. When they take the lid off, they find that the soup has turned blue
because she has used a blue string to tie the leek and the celery together.
The problem here lies in the sentence ‘it’s string soup’, which makes them
both smile. But the literal Spanish translation, es sopa de cordel, is every-
thing but funny to the Spanish audience. It does not make sense at all and
the target viewer may think that there has been some kind of mistake in
the translation. The joke is based on a cultural referent which is not shared
by British and Spanish audiences, and it comes from the TV show The
Clangers, broadcast by the BBC in the 1970’s, where one of the characters,
the Soup Dragon, cooked the ‘Blue String Soup’.

Throughout the film, there are some other humorous instances mainly
based on the use of taboo language and phraseology units. In fact, the
penultimate sentence in the previous example shows how ‘shit’ becomes
in Spanish the much stronger swearword cofio [cunt]. There is no apparent
reason for this change, unless it is understood as a case of compensation,
since the literal Spanish translation of ‘shit’, mierda, could have also been
used here without any loss of meaning. Shazzer, one of Bridget’s friends,
shows a tendency to overuse swearwords whenever she appears on screen.
The problem arises with the continuous use of the word “fuck’ (and its
variations) since such repetition has to be avoided if the final text is to
sound natural in Spanish, a language less prone to the repetition of lexical
items. In the next sentence, the Spanish translator opted for using different
swearwords in the translation instead of resorting to the repetition of the
same expletive:

Example 9

Shazzer: Fuck’em. Fuck the lot of them. Tell them they can stick
fucking Leavis up their fucking arses.

Dubbed version Back translation

Que les follen. Que los follen a | [Fuck them. Fuck them all. Tell
todos. Diles que se metan al mierda | them to stick shitty Leavis up
de Leavis por el culo, cofio. their arses, cunt.]

This approach to recreate the target dialogue and enrich the nature of the
swearwords used in Spanish, by not limiting the target text to the same
Spanish word every time that ‘fuck’ is uttered in the original text, has to be
‘justified” at this point in the film:
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Example 10

Bridget (voiceover): [Shazzer] likes to say ‘fuck’ a lot.
Dubbed version Back translation
Le gusta soltar tacos. Muchos. | [She likes using swearwords. Lots.]

In order to preserve the coherence of the whole filmic text, the trans-
lation in Spanish avoids the reference to the ‘f” word and makes a more
general statement that defines Shazzer character: ‘She likes using swear-
words. Lots’.

Conclusion

After having carried out the description of certain humorous features
appearing in the original version of Bridget Jones’s Diary it can be con-
cluded that there are several ways in which humour has been generated
throughout the film. The first strategy is the creation of an expectation in
the audience that is not eventually fulfilled. The second is the use of the
voiceover technique to give account of the reading of the diary, the emails
on the computer screen, and Bridget’s inner thoughts that sharply con-
trast with the actual dialogue and/or the images. Other situations in
which humour can be observed derive from the behaviour of our heroine,
especially when she describes people, and blunders and flirts with her
boss by email.

From a translational perspective, cultural referents are the source of
some challenges even though this is not only a translation issue since,
within the same community, not all references are fully understood by all
its members. Nonetheless, it is important to point out that we live in a
global world where some of these references are likely to be known in
many countries. Humour can be translated and the best way of doing it
successfully seems to be by activating strategies that use terms and expres-
sions different to the ones employed in the source text. The translator has
to come up with another text that tries to recreate in the target audience
the same effect that was intended for the source audience.

As for the solutions reached in the Spanish dubbed version, they are
effective on the whole. The end result is a series of dialogue exchanges
that are agile, sound natural in Spanish and render the humorous impact
of the original script.



Chapter 11

Dubbing The Simpsons in Spain:
A Case Study

MARTA MUNOZ GIL

Introduction

The translation of TV series is one of the main areas of work in audio-
visual translation (AVT) in Spain. From a translational point of view, one
of their defining characteristics is that they are always broadcast dubbed,
as opposed to movies, which are sometimes broadcast in their original
version with subtitles.

The Simpsons, an icon of today’s TV culture, is one of the most popular
series in Spain, where it has been on air at the privately-owned TV channel
Antena 3 since December 1994, broadcasting a double bill every day at
lunchtime and one on Saturday evenings. The Simpsons is the most viewed
animated series on Spanish television and, in spite of all these years,
continues to be amongst the highest-rated programmes with an average
audience share over 24% (Noticias.com, 2007).

Although in Spain it is mainly watched by children and teenagers, it is
in actual fact a cartoon comedy intended for adults, depicting the daily life
of a five-member family in a small town in the United States. It is a parody
and a satire of American society, their way of living and their values.
According to Alvarez Berciano (1999: 149): “The Simpsons has been the only
comedy reinvention in recent years’ (my translation).

The Simpsons

In what follows, I would like to foreground some of the most important
characteristics of The Simpsons:

(1) It portrays a large number of characters, each one with its own
background and history. This is something that must be taken into
account in the translation, because as Agost (1999: 83) mentions, when
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a TV series makes use of the same characters in its episodes, the trans-
lator must be especially careful in order to always reflect the way they
speak and their idiolect in a consistent manner throughout the series.

(2) Features of the national, social and community identity of some of the
characters are sometimes reflected linguistically in the way they speak,
such as Mr Burns’ extremely formal speech or Fat Tony’s Italian accent.

(3) Intertextuality is highly important in The Simpsons and there are constant
references to movies, tales, stories, and historic and current events, with
the frequent starring of well-known celebrities.

(4) Because of it being a cartoon, lip synchronisation in the dubbing into
Spanish seems to be a low priority. Even in the original version, lip
movements do not always coincide with the actual voiceover. As
Chaume Varela (2003b: 262) explains, this lax approach to lip sync seems
to be a recurrent feature in the dubbing of cartoons. Given that cartoon
characters do not really speak, but instead move their mouths more or
less randomly without pronouncing words, an accurate phonetic adap-
tation is not required apart from those specific and rare cases where the
character simulates the pronunciation of an open vowel.

(5) Being a comedy, we find the recurrent presence of irony, sarcasm and
humorous elements, such as puns, jokes and plays on words.

The Simpsons is a complex audiovisual product with multiple layers of mean-
ing and its translation into other languages certainly involves a high degree
of complexity. In this chapter I shall focus on the translation strategies imple-
mented by the translators when dealing with some of the main difficulties
encountered when dubbing The Simpsons for its broadcast in Spain and
comparisons with the Latin American version will be only made when com-
menting on the translation of patronymics. I shall analyse several examples
from the episodes entitled Lisa the Vegetarian (season 7) and Mayored to the
Mob (season 10). In Lisa the Vegetarian, Homer is planning a barbecue that is
proving to be a serious problem because Lisa, inspired by a visit to Storytown
Village, has just decided to give up eating meat. In Mayored to the Mob, after
having saved the lives of Mark Hamill and Mayor Quimby at a sci-fi con-
vention, Homer decides to enrol on a course as a bodyguard. As a result, he
starts working for Mayor Quimby and has to save him from Fat Tony’s
attacks, furious because they have ruined his rats” milk business.

Translating and Dubbing The Simpsons in Spanish

Before discussing the main challenges in the translation of The Simpsons,
it is necessary to mention some details about the translation and dubbing
processes.
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As previously mentioned, there are two different dubbed versions of
The Simpsons in Spanish: one for distribution in Latin America and
another one for peninsular Spain. The former is translated by Francisco
Rubiales and dubbed in Mexico; the latter is translated by Maria José
Aguirre de Cércer and dubbed in Madrid. As far as time is concerned,
deadlines for the translation of the series are always tight and, on some
occasions, The Simpsons have been translated at a rate of one episode
per day.

The translator of the TV version for Spain, perhaps a bit surprisingly,
works totally independently, without any contact with the Mexican trans-
lator, or with Francisco Pérez Navarro, the Spanish translator of The
Simpsons’ books and comics. Once she has finished her (draft) translations,
the dubbing team is responsible for all the changes that they may deem
necessary when adapting the text for lip synchronisation or when rewrit-
ing jokes and changing cultural references. In order to make their work
easier, her translations come accompanied by a large number of explana-
tory notes. This is by no means a unique situation. As Zabalbeascoa (1996:
249) points out when talking about dubbing: ‘it is frequently the case that
translators do not have the last word on their work, unlike many other
professionals’.

Let us now take a look at some examples from Lisa the Vegetarian illus-
trating the type of changes that normally take place during the dubbing
sessions, when the raw translation is tweaked by dubbing directors and
actors for several reasons:

Example 1

Marge: What’s wrong, Lisa? Didn’t you get enough lamb chops?
(putting two more lamb chops in Lisa’s dish)

Dubbed version Back translation
¢Qué pasa, Lisa? Te tienes que [What’s wrong, Lisa? You must
comer dos mas. eat two more chops.]

Example 2
Homer: Lisa, get a hold of yourself. This is lamb, not a lamb.
Dubbed version Back translation
Lisa, no digas cosas. Esto es [Lisa, don’t say things. This is

cordero, no un cordero. lamb, not a lamb.]
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Example 3
Lisa: Uhh, Miss Hoover? I don’t think I can dissect an animal. I
think it’s wrong.
Miss Hoover: Okay Lisa, I respect your moral objection.
Dubbed version Back translation
Sita. Hoover, no creo que pueda [Miss Hoover, I don’t think I
diseccionar un animal. No me can dissect an animal. I don’t
parece bien. think it’s right.
De acuerdo, Lisa, All right, Lisa, I don’t mind
no me importa declararte to declare you a moral
objetora. objector.]

Aguirre de Carcer (personal communication) argues that her transla-
tions were quite close to the original text and that the final dialogue
exchanges were modified by the dubbing team. Her original translations
were: ; No tienes suficientes chuletas? [Didn’t you get enough lamb chops?];
Lisa, no te pongas asi [Lisa, get a hold of yourself] and Respeto tu objecion
moral [I respect your moral objection]. From the researcher’s point of
view, the introduction of these changes can seem odd because, even
if they are acceptable, there is no apparent linguistic reason for them.
The general reason given to justify these changes is the need to meet the
technical requirements of lip sync. The broadcast solution reached in the
first example (‘you must eat two more chops’) might be seen as an
attempt to synchronise image and sound because the dialogue is uttered
at the same time as Marge puts two more chops on Lisa’s plate. However,
this change modifies the discourse intentionality: in the original text,
Marge is concerned because she thinks her daughter is not getting as
much food as she needs, whereas in the dubbed version Marge comes
across as forcing her daughter to eat meat, food that Lisa has willingly
decided to give up.

The solutions chosen for the other two examples seem to strengthen
humour: Homer’s no digas cosas [don’t say things] reinforces this charac-
ter’s simple mind by showing that when dealing with food, he is not able
to build a coherent sentence; and Miss Hoover’s no me importa declararte
objetora [I don’t mind to declare you moral objector] introduces some
humour because of the absurdity of a teacher declaring an 8-year-old girl
moral objector for refusing to dissect a worm. More instances of decisions
made by the dubbing team can be found below.
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Main Problems in the Translation of The Simpsons

As it has been outlined earlier, The Simpsons is an audiovisual pro-
gramme whose translation poses several obstacles. In the following sec-
tions, it is my intention to take a look at some of the main challenges that
impinge on the dubbing of this particular series. I focus primarily on the
translation of patronymics, intertextual references, cultural referents,
humorous elements and national and social identity features.

Patronymics

The general strategy chosen to deal with proper names might be seen as
an indicator of the overall approach to any given translation, and it is
especially important in films and series where the names of some charac-
ters are loaded with meaning, as is the case in comedies such as The
Simpsons.

It should be noted that in the translation of proper names, the Spanish
and Latin American versions differ considerably. The first aspect that
must be pointed out is the different title used for the commercialisation of
the series itself in Spain and in Latin America. In Spain, the series is trans-
lated as Los Simpson, in accordance with the usual way of forming family
names in Spanish, that is, by placing the plural determinate article in
front of the family name which does not add an ‘s’ to its ending. In the
Latin American version, however, it is translated as Los Simpsons, mimick-
ing the English way of referring to a family by their surname in plural.

As for the proper names of the characters, they have not been translated
for the Spanish audience, keeping in line with the general strategy applied
in most films, TV series and books, in which only the names of kings
(Isabel 1I [Elizabeth II]), popes (Juan Pablo II [John Paul II]), and some
historical characters (Carlos Marx [Karl Marx]) are translated. However,
nicknames in the series have been translated, as well as the titles accompa-
nying the proper names. Thus, ‘Reverend Lovejoy’ becomes Reverendo
Lovejoy and ‘Krusty The Clown’ becomes Krusty el Payaso. In Latin America,
patronymics with an equivalent in Spanish have been translated, and
‘Homer Simpson’ becomes Homero Simpson.

Table 11.1 shows the most significant differences in the way the charac-
ters” names have been translated both in the Spanish and in the Latin
American versions. Of these, the names of six characters deserve special
consideration: Itchy, Scratchy, Miss Hoover, Miss Krabappel, Sideshow
Bob and Sideshow Mel.
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Table 11.1 Characters names

Original version

Spain

Latin America

The Simpsons

Los Simpson

Los Simpsons

Homer Simpson

Homer Simpson

Homero Simpson

Bart Simpson

Bart Simpson

Bartolomé Simpson

Maude Flanders

Maude Flanders

Magda Flanders

Reverend Lovejoy

Reverendo Lovejoy

Reverendo Alegria

Jebediah Springfield Jebediah Springfield Jeremias Springfield
Chief Wiggum Jefe Wiggum Jefe Gorgori
Sideshow Bob Actor Secundario Bob Bob Patifio
Sideshow Mel Actor Secundario Mel Mel Patifio

Itchy & Scratchy Rasca y Pica Tomy y Daly

Miss Krabappel Sita Krabappel Maestra Krabappel
Miss Hoover Sita Hoover Maestra Stritckter

The names of the cartoon characters ‘Itchy & Scratchy’ are quite different
on each side of the Atlantic. In Spain, the mouse and the cat are known
as Rasca y Pica, a literal translation of the original names, although curi-
ously enough, the order has been altered: Rasca (Scratchy) comes first
and Pica (Itchy) second. In Latin America, they are known as Tomy y
Daly, in reference, on the one hand, to the cat-and-mouse cartoon Tom &
Jerry, and on the other, to the Spanish expression toma y daca which,
according to the Diccionario de la lengua espafiola (2001: 2190), means a
simultaneous exchange of things or services or favour which expects
immediate reciprocity.

The strategies applied to the translation of the teachers’ names are also
interesting. Whereas the surname of Miss Krabappel is the same in Spain
and Latin America, the surname of Miss Hoover differs quite notably. In
Spain, the name remains unchanged and in Latin America she is known as
Miss Strickter, a pun that plays with the phonetic similarity with the
Spanish adjective estricto [strict]. Another difference in approach can be
seen in the way the title ‘Miss’ has been dealt with. In the Latin American
version, the children call both teachers maestra, whereas in the Spanish
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one they call them sita. This is a point that must be foregrounded because
this is not the most usual term for children in Spain to call their teachers;
the most common being maestra, sefiorita or even sefio, without the need to
add the surname. Sita is the short clipped form of sefiorita [miss], and it is
a rather old-fashioned and traditional term. So, there is a strange contrast
in the use of Sita Hoover or Sita Krabappel, since we are confronted with the
use of a very traditional word (sita) with a very foreign construction,
namely, the use of the surname when addressing a teacher at school.
Aguirre de Carcer mentions that in her translations she used sefiorita and
that the decision to use the clipping sita was taken by the dubbing team,
perhaps due to synchronisation requirements.

The names of Krusty’s colleagues, Sideshow Bob and Sideshow Mel,
also deserve some commentary. In the Spanish version, they are called
Actor Secundario Bob and Actor Secundario Mel [supporting actor], whereas
in Latin America they are called Bob Patifio and Mel Patifio. This can be
considered a case of a straight forward translation, since the term patifio
is a Mexican word meaning ‘sideshow’. However, the problem here is
that the term is not widely known in the rest of Latin American countries
and it could, therefore, lead to confusion and perplexity among some
audiences.

Intertextual References

The Simpsons is a TV show packed with references to movies, books,
historical and current events, songs, and so on. As Alvarez Berciano states,
this series:

is aimed at an attentive and cultured audience, able to quickly grasp
hidden references [...] Its comic impact is based, more than in any
other case, on complicity and relies on the viewer’s competence to
both understand private jokes and share the references and parodies
to the popular classics in a ‘learned” way. (Alvarez Berciano, 1999: 149;
my translation)

Thus, intertextuality is one of the fundamental strategies used to convey
most of the parody and the satirical content in The Simpsons. It is also a
source of many translation problems, because, as Lorenzo et al. (2003:
283) state, ‘the translator must spot the reference in the first place, and
then evaluate the likelihood of it being recognized by the target audi-
ence’. Intertextuality may be present either in implicit references to
films or other audiovisual programmes, or in references to past events,
just to mention a few possibilities. The following is a prime example from
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Mayored to the Mob of a witty reference to a very famous film that can be
read at several levels:

Example 4

Homer: Mr. Hamill! Mr. Mayor! Come on!
Mark Hamill: Who are you?
Homer: Homer Simpson: Nerd Buster! And I'm getting” you out of here.

Dubbed version Back translation

iSefior Hamill! jAlcalde! jVamonos! | [Mr Hamil! Mayor! Let’s go!
¢Quién es usted? Who are you?
Homer Simpson: Cazaempollones. | Homer Simpson: Nerdshunter.

Y Homer Simpson va a sacarles de | And Homer Simpson is going
aqui. to get you out of here.]

In a first approach, by using the expression ‘Nerd Buster’, Homer is both
verbalising a play on words and making an ironic reference to the movie
Ghost Buster (Ivan Reitman, 1984). The collocation of the term Buster as the
second item of the expression should make this reference reasonably easy
to spot by any viewer in the source culture. The film was translated in
Spain as Cazafantamas [Ghostbusters] and the Spanish translation of this
dialogue exchange also plays with the commercialised title of the film by
evoking it in the first term of the expression, caza. However, what is lost
in the translation is the humorous effect produced in the original by the
phonetic similarity that exists between the innocuous word ‘buster” and
the less than positive substantive ‘bastard’. The following example, also
from Mayored to the Mob, resorts to a different strategy:

Example 5

Homer: Oh, my God, I killed the mayor! All right, stay calm. I'll just
use the body to stage an elaborate farce, a la “Weekend at Bernie’s’.

Dubbed version Back translation

jAy, Dios! He matado al alcalde. | [My God! I have killed the
Tranquilo, coge el cuerpo y monta | Mayor. Calm, take the body and
una elaborada farsa como hacen | stage an elaborate farce as they
en las peliculas. do in the movies.]

In this instance, the decision has been to change the title of the original
movie for a general reference, como hacen en las peliculas [as they do in the
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movies], despite the fact that Weekend at Bernie’s — a 1989 film directed by
Ted Kotcheff — was translated into Spanish as Este muerto estd muy vivo.

In general, most of the original intertextual references have been detected
in both episodes and an attempt has been made to reflect them in the
Spanish version. There are, however, a few cases where the reference has
not been preserved in the target language. This is the case with the name of
one of the episodes under analysis, Mayored to the Mob, a reference to the
movie Married to the Mob (Jonathan Demme, 1988), which in Spain was
entitled Casada con todos. The Spanish translation of the episode’s title,
El alcalde y la mafia [The Mayor and the Mob], is not reminiscent of the movie
to which it refers. However, the extreme difficulty in finding a play on words
with ‘mayor’ and ‘married” in the target language should not be overlooked.
A felicitous solution has been found in the Italian version, where the epi-
sode is called Sindacato con(tro) la mafia. This solution is based on the similar-
ity of the words sindaco [mayor] and sindacato [syndicated] and the use of
the double preposition con(tro) [with/against] also contributes to creating
ambiguity and double interpretations not present in the original text.

Cultural Referents

In The Simpsons, the source culture is constantly present in the back-
ground and one way it manifests itself in the series is through the use of
references to units of measurement and to school systems as in the two
following extracts from Lisa the Vegetarian:

Example 6

Grampa: Well, I'm sorry but it was 150 degrees in the car.

Dubbed version Back translation

Naturalmente, porque hacia 47 | [Of course, because it was 47
grados en el coche. degrees in the car.]

Example 7

Jimmy: Wow, Mr McClure. | was a grade A moron to ever question
eating meat.

Dubbed version Back translation

iQué tonto soy, sefior McClure! [What a fool I am, Mr McClure!
Al hacerle esta pregunta he When I made that question
demostrado que soy un pardillo | I showed that I am a first-rate
de primera. moron.]
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In these two examples, and following Venuti’s (1995) terminology, it can
be said that the cultural elements have been domesticated. According to
Lopez Guix and Minett Wilkinson (2000: 281) this seems to be a com-
mon strategy when dealing with the translation of certain elements,
such as units of weight and measure, musical notes, titles of works
that already exist in translation and some aspects of the educational
system.

The translation of terms referring to food and drinks may also
involve some difficulty, given that they are lexical elements closely related
to the culture and customs of a given country (Rodriguez Espinosa,
2001: 107). Let us take a look at the following example from Mayored to
the Mob:

Example 8

Comic Book Girl: Pardon me, but I wish to tender a serious offer

for this stack of water-damaged Little Lulu’s.

Comic Book Guy: “A’ that is not water. That is Diet Mr Pibb. And

‘B’,1...00h...

Dubbed version Back translation

Perdona, deseo hacerte una [Excuse me, I wish to make an

importante oferta por esta important offer for this collec-

coleccién de La pequefia Lulii tion of water-damaged Little

pasada por agua. Lulu’s.

En primer lugar, no es agua. In the first place, that is not

Es Mr Pibb sin cafeina. Y en water. That is caffeine-free

segundo lugar ... My Pibb. And in the second
place ...]

‘Mr Pibb’ is a spicy cherry carbonated soda produced by the Coca-
Cola company that can be acquired in some states in the United States.
Since ‘Mr Pibb’ has never been sold in Spain chances are that the
target audience will not know what kind of drink the Comic Book Guy
is talking about. This may be the reason why the adjective ‘diet’ has
been translated as sin cafeina [caffeine-free] to convey to the audience
the idea that they are talking about a soft drink, especially targeted
at children.

The importance given to the identification of cultural references is
reflected in the following example from Lisa the Vegetarian, in which the
text had to be changed to avoid inconsistency:
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Example 9
Sherry /Terry: Look at Miss Potato Head! She has a head made out
of lettuce.
Dubbed version Back translation
Si es la sefiorita cabeza de [But it’s miss potato head. She has
patata. Tiene la barriga llena a tummy full up of lettuce.]
de lechuga.

‘Miss Potato Head’ is the name of a toy manufactured by Hasbro and
known in Spain as la sefiora Potato [Mrs Potato]. In the episode, however,
it has been literally translated as sefiorita cabeza de patata [Miss potato
head] departing from the coined commercial name given to the toy. The
translator is therefore forced to modify the second part of the sentence to
avoid inconsistency: if the head is made out of potato, it cannot be made
out of lettuce.

Humorous Elements

The translation of humorous elements is one of the most demanding
tasks that translators must face, since humour tends to resort to the use of
puns, plays on words, and sharp and witty comments that in many occa-
sions might have a visual counterpart (see Sanderson, this volume). This
challenging nature may explain its attraction to some academics who have
studied the translation of humour in The Simpsons (Lorenzo et al., 2003;
Martinez Sierra, 2003, 2008). According to Zabalbeascoa (2001: 256), TV
comedies have a high priority to produce humour, which means that
translators must do their best to keep in the target text as many humorous
elements as possible. The following, from Lisa the Vegetarian, are some
examples of humorous situations successfully transferred into Spanish:

Example 10

Bart: I think Lisa’s right, Dad. Eating meat is baaaaaaaaaaad.
(Imitating the English sound of a sheep.)

Dubbed version Back translation

Lisa lleva razén. Comer esto es | [Lisa is right. Eating this is of
de beeeeeeeestias. (Imitating the | beeeeeeeeeasts.]
Spanish sound of a sheep)
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Example 11

Homer: I understand, honey. I used to believe in things when I was
a kid. Come on, I'll give you a piggyback ... I mean a veggiback
ride home.

Dubbed version Back translation

Yo te entiendo, carifio, porque [I understand you, honey,
yo también crefa en esas cosas a | because I also used to believe in

tu edad. Hala, ;quieres que te those things when I was your
lleve a casa en caballito, digo age. Come on, do you want me
montada en una verdurita? to give you a piggyback ...

mean veggieback ride home?]

There are, however, instances in which part of the humour is lost in the
translation. This might be due to the polysemous nature of the word or
expression being used in the original or to the impossibility to find a suit-
able play on words in the target language, as can be seen in the example
below, also from Lisa the Vegetarian:

Example 12

Troy: Come on Jimmy, let’s take a peek at the killing floor.

Jimmy: Ohhh! (Scared.)

Troy: Don’t let the name throw you, Jimmy. It’s not really a floor,
it’s more of a steel grating that allows material to sluice through so
it can be collected and exported.

Dubbed version Back translation
Ven Jimmy, veamos el edificio del | [Come here Jimmy, let’s see
matadero. the abattoir building.
jOhhh! Ohhh!

Que no te engafie el nombre, Don’t let the name throw
Jimmy. No es un edificio, es mas | you, Jimmy. It’s not really
bien una cadena de despiece a building, it’s more of a
que permite que la materia cutting room that allows
carnica pueda ser seleccionada meat material to be selected
y exportada. and exported.]

‘Floor’, in this instance, can be understood either as a surface on which
one stands or as an area in a building where a lot of people carry out their
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work. Jimmy’s fear arises from the polysemy of the word and the use
of the modifier ‘killing’. In Spanish, edificio can only mean ‘building’, and
the target audience may not understand why Jimmy is panicking about
the idea of visiting a building. The exchange below comes from Mayored to
the Mob:

Example 13

Mark Hamill: Homer! Use the for ... (pointing out at a fork with his
finger)

Homer: The Force?

Mark Hamill: The forks! Use the forks!

Dubbed version Back translation
Homer, utilizaun ... [Homer, usea....
;Un dedo? A finger?

Un tenedor, utiliza un tenedor. A fork! Use a fork!]

In this example, Homer Simpson is fighting against mob member Fat Tony,
who wants to kill Mayor Quimby. Mark Hamill (Luke Skywalker in Stars
Wars) tries to help Homer and, in a tribute to the movie he starred in, he
tells Homer to use the forks instead of ‘the Force’, as anyone familiar with
the film would expect. Due to the impossibility of translating the play on
words, the translator decides to make the most of the visual clues and
chooses to turn a purely linguistic joke into one that rests on the visual
dimension, because when Hamill is telling Homer to use the forks, he is
pointing with his finger at the mentioned object.

National and Social Identity Features
According to Bravo:

Although linguists have proven that accents and dialects are not deco-
rative elements or a touch of exoticism, since they transmit a large
amount of information about the speaker and, if we know how to read
the different codes, they immediately reveal to us their geographical
origin, social class, education, etc., [...] translational practice has
traditionally chosen to level out any accent and dialect differences
present in the STs, replacing them with standard Spanish. (Bravo,
2003: 243; my translation)
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In the dubbed version of The Simpsons great effort has been made to repli-
cate in Spanish the different characters’ idiolects but without producing
an over-domesticating effect. According to Martinez Sierra (2003: 147),
this strategy might result in a somewhat artificial product for the target
audience. Homer Simpson’s ‘d’oh’ or ‘nuts’, Bart’s ‘eat my shorts’, or Ned
Flander’s ‘hidely-ho neighborino” are some of the characters’ linguistic
fingerprints. In the Spanish version, both the translator and the dubbing
director have coined the characters” favourite tags: Carlos Revilla, the
dubbing director, was the inventor of Homer’s famous moskis [Spanish
equivalent for d’oh and/or nuts], and Maria José Aguirre de Carcer, the
translator, was the creator of Bart’s multiplicate por cero [multiply yourself
by zero], the Spanish equivalent of ‘eat my shorts’, and also responsible
for Ned Flander’s idiolect full of diminutives.

Despite not being a member of the Simpsons family, Ned Flanders is
one of the most important characters in the series. He is the perfect neigh-
bour, he has the perfect family and the perfect house, and he never swears.
His way of speaking is very idiosyncratic and personalised, frequently
using old-fashioned words and expressions and adding the tag modifier
‘didly-do” to almost every single word. To try and convey this informa-
tion, Flanders always resorts to diminutive suffixes when dubbed into
Spanish. This decision was a personal choice made by Aguirre de Cércer,
who considers that the use of diminutive suffixes with most words is the
best way to reproduce Flander s affected speech, as in the following exam-
ple from Lisa the Vegetarian:

Example 14

Homer: Hey Flanders!

Flanders: Hidely-ho, neighborino!
Homer: Shut up!

Flanders: Okily-dokily!

Dubbed version Back translation

Eh, Flanders. [Hey, Flanders.

Hola, holita, vecinito. Hello, little hello, little neighbour.
iSilencio! Silence!

De acuerdito. Little alright.]

Idiolects may also act as an indication of a different national identity, such
as in the case of Fat Tony’s Italian accent in Mayored to the Mob:
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Example 15

Fat Tony: I want the mayor dead, I want his wife dead, I want his
cat and dog dead.

Lenny: Wait, wait, wait, who was before the cat?

Fat Tony: Just kill the mayor.

Dubbed version Back translation

Quiero al alcalde morto, quiero a la | [I want the mayor morto, I
sua moglie morta, quiero a suo cane | want la sua moglie morta, 1

morto e a suo gato morto. want suo cane morto e a suo
gato morto.

Un momento, un momento, ;qué Just a moment, a moment,

me dijo antes del gato? what did you say before
the cat?

Mata al alcalde. Kill the mayor.]

In the original version the mob members all speak English with a strong
Italian accent, thus reflecting the common stereotype of the mafioso being
Italian or of Italian descend, but without using a single Italian word. In
Spanish, the strategy being used reinforces the Italian origin both pho-
netically as well as lexically: not only do they have an Italian accent, but
they also use some Italian words. According to Lorenzo et al. (2003: 286),
this reinforcement of the characters” background may contribute to make
the dialogue more realistic and credible on some occasions. However, the
strategy of resorting to linguistic interference from Italian does not seem
to be consistent as Fat Tony does not always use Italian words every time
he speaks in the episode.

Concluding Remarks

After analysing the translation of two episodes of The Simpsons, it can
be safely concluded that most of the main problems faced by the translator
have been successfully solved. TV comedies have a high priority for
humour, and this seems to be the underlying reason why all the choices
that have been made and all the changes that have been introduced try
ultimately to preserve, and in some instances even stres