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1. Introduction

The present paper aims to investigate the translation of the speech act of complimenting
(Wolfson 1981, 1984; Manes and Wolfson 1980; Pomerantz 1978: Wolfson and Manes
1980; Herbert 1991; Holmes 1986, 1988; Golato 2004) in audiovisual translation, i.c.
interlingual subtitling and dubbing. It is actually part of a wider research project that
aims to pin down the translation of sociolinguistic and pragmatic values and to further
explore essential translation strategies such as simplification and explicitation (Baker
1996; Laviosa-Braithwaite 1998; Pavesi 2002; Perego 2003).

2. Complexity and audiovisual translation

The connection with complexity, the theme of this volume, is therefore manitold: it
involves the complex nature of translating a polysemiotic text, the complexity of
transposing linguistic and cultural routines and, finally, the specific constraints of
the two main types of film translation.

2.1. The first source of complexity depends on the polysemiotic nature of films
(Gambier 1994), i.e. the fact that various codes and channels of communication con-
stantly intersect. Even though the non verbal codes undeniably play a fundamental
role in audiovisual texts, dialogues are not only the main focal point of film trans-
lation studies as they are the only element that can actually be adapted and mould-
ed in the translating process (Pavesi 2005), but they are also the pivot around which
the construction of the narrative universe revolves.

2.2. In film translation, where contextualised communicative events have to be
transposed, the sociolinguistic and pragmatic aspects of face-to-face interaction
depict lifelike cultural scenarios and are meant to represent a wide range of situa-
tional variables. Hence, when turning from a language (and a culture) into a differ-
ent one, perfect correspondences (i.e. equivalent linguistic signs — comparable
socio-cultural meaning) rarely occur. The constraints due to the polysemiotic nature
of film texts on the one hand and the ordinary difficulties of mediating between
source- and target language and culture on the other often cause inevitable clashes
on the level of social and cultural meanings, if not their complete deletion.
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Compliments are controversial speech acts in themselves, in that even though it
is umversally accepted that they are primarily aimed at maintaining, enhancing, or
supporting the addressee’s facc (Goffman 1967) and are usually employed to
express admiration or approval of someone’s work/appearance/taste, these conver-
sational routines pose the addressee a severe problem, i.e. how to reconcile the need
to be supportive with the speaker and to avoid self-praise (Pomerantz 1978). In fact,
although they are predominantly recognised as polite speech acts or “face flattering
acts” (cf. Manno 2005), they can make complimentees feel uneasy or embarrassed,
thereby creating a threat for their negative face. Furthermore, language-specific
sociolinguistic and cultural variations (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) have a direct bear-
ing on the giving and accepting of compliments across languages and contribute o
make the picture even more confused. It follows that certain cultures are consider-
ably more prone to complimenting than others, or may prefer more indirect means
of expressing praise. This is supposedly the case of English (at least in the British
varicty), a language where negative face work plays a crucial role and that has been
described as an excellent vehicle for mitigation and understatement.

Other equally relevant and serious constraints that increase the complexity of the
translating task depend on the specific requirements and limitations of subtitling and
dubbing.

2.3.1. Subtitling

Interlingual subtitles' reduce the original text of at least 40% of its length by sim-
plifying it (Pavesi 2002), due to the rigid space and time constraints that this trans-
lation medium imposes (e.g. viewing time, good readability, synchronisation, but
also the audience’s reading skills, which in turn depend on its age and on its lin-
guistic and cultural background, and the balance between length and informative
load, cf. Caimi and Perego 2002). In addition, the transformation from the oral script
to the written subtitles also contributes to the quality of the language, which
becomes more formal and neat, almost devoid of the many sociolinguistic and prag-
matic markers that give spoken language its natural flavour (Bussi Parmiggiani
2002: 180). Given these limitations, it has been observed that some elements are
bound to be deleted more than others. Reduction strategies mainly apply to redun-
dancies in the spoken text, but also to modulating and pragmatic markers, which are
considered less essential in conveying the conceptual meaning of the original, at the
risk of manipulating — more or less severely — the interpersonal dynamics intended
by the author (Hatim and Mason 2000: 438). Blini and Matte Bon (1996) have thor-
oughly demonstrated that modifying or eliminating such markers in the written sub-
titles is tantamount to corrupting the sociolinguistic and pragmatic meanings of the
original. In fact, the expression of connotative, affective and stylistic meaning is
entrusted to the images and the auditive codes only. If these codes do not provide
adequate evidence of these aspects, the original semiotic frame will turn out to be
completely distorted (Pavesi 2002: 134). A compromise should therefore be aimed

' Interlingual subtitles translate the soundtrack into a target language, and intralingual subtitles
reproduce graphically what is heard. In this case they are addressed to the deaf or hard of hearing or to
language learners (cf. Caimi and Perego 2002).
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at, in which “the illocutionary aspect of the text should therefore be privileged by
trying to reproduce the same speech acts in the target language on the basis of a
careful analysis of the pragmalinguistic elements” (Blini and Matte Bon 1996: 328:;
translated in Bruti and Perego 2005: 30).

[ have so far investigated the translation of some instances of socio-linguistic and
pragmatic meaning in Italian subtitles for British/American films. More specifical-
ly, I have concentrated on the speech act of complimenting and on vocatives and
terms of address (Bruti 2006, forthcoming; Bruti and Perego 2005), but for the pur-
poses of the present paper I would like to extend my analysis to dubbing as well.

2.3.2. Dubbing

Dubbing is a complex process of which translation proper is but a moment. A first,
sketchy literal translation of the original seript is followed by an adaptation or better
a rewriting of the dialogues to adapl them to the prerequisites of the different codes
of the audiovisual text, followed in turn by the acting of the script under the direc-
tion of a dubbing director (Pavesi 2005: 12; Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 2005: 2-3,
81). The aim of dubbing is therefore not only to transpose the verbal information as
detached from that from the other channels but to recreate a text where all the facets
of meaning arc compatible with one another and do not distort the ori ginal message.

Among the constraints of dubbing there are several types of synchronism: lip-,
linear-, gestural-, and rhythmic synchronism (cf. Pavesi 2005: 13-16; Paolinelli and
Di Fortunato 2005: 67-68). Lip synch, probably the most well-known, is the match
between the articulatory movements determined by the utterance of the original
words and those presupposed by the utterance of the dubbed words. Special care is
needed for bilabial consonants like [m], [b] and [p], or labio-dentals like [f] and [v],
but many other factors such as the degree of closure of the mouth and the rounding
of the lips in the production of vowels are also relevant. If lip synch is mainly qual-
itative, linear synch is quantitative: it refers to the length of the utterance, demar-
cated by the opening and closing of the actor’s lips, or better, by the beginning and
end of the movements of his/her articulatory organs.

Gestural synch is the matching of words, gestures and actions. Gestures are signs
that should in fact go along with verbal signs, often specifying or reinforcing their
meaning. On the other hand, words and the way in which they are uttered should be
compatible with the actions that are performed (e.g. one cannot deliver a speech
while running fast). While lip synch is a priority in first and medium shots, gestur-
al synch is required also in long shots (Pavesi 2005: 15).

Finally, rhythmic synch involves various factors at the same time and must be
complied with also when the actor is off screen. It includes the syntactic rhythm of
the original language, the speed of acting, the pitch the actor uses, which is in tumn
motivated by the sctting where the scene takes place:

Stmilarly to subtitling, in dubbing as well universal strategies of levelling out
(Laviosa-Braithwaite 1998) have bcen repeatedly observed, especially in transpos-
ing sociolinguistically marked (e.g. diatopically, diastratically, diaphasically) or
substandard varieties. The ensuing result is a dull portrait where the characters
speak a standardised language, devoid of any geographical and social colouring (cf.
Pernigoni 2005).




3. Lexical complexity across languages

Although the main focus of this paper is the translation of compliment routines, a few
comments on the complexity of the lexicon and its translation? are in order. As quite
a few studies have shown (Bertuccclli Papi 2003; Masi 2003: 130-131), lexical com-
plexity derives from several factors such as systematic (i.e. depending on categorial
distinctions) and unsystematic ambiguity, presuppositions of use inscribed in lexemes
themselves, selection restrictions and so on, but these features, although they enrich
the informative load of a lexeme do not necessarily entail psychological complexity,
Le. difficulty. When translating from one language to another the texture of meaning
associated to certain lexical items (the result of semantic, syntactic and morphologi-
cal complexity) must be matched with the resources available in the target language,
as cach language has its own ways of organising conceptual material in its lexical
inventory. Complexity is then further increased on a textual dimension, because tex-
tual meaning is not compositional and follows non linear paths that intersect several
layers. This is where the complexity of language systems may turn into difficulty for
the translator, who has to search for structural and functional correspondences.

One major type of difficulty which applies to translation in general, and thus to
both modes of audiovisual translation to the same extent, is represented by lexicat
and cultural gaps across languages. A lexical gap occurs whenever there is no cor-
responding word for a well-defined concept; so, for example, in English there is no
everyday term for members of the animal kingdom (cf. béte in French, beastie in
Scottish) because creature belongs to a more formal register and animal is mainly
used in technical registers (cf. Cruse 2000: 183). Lexical gaps can be observed with
frequency in meronymic taxonomies across languages: for instance, in French pom-
mette designates the rounded part of the cheek over the cheekbone. English has no
such term, so [or instance the English cheekbone cannot be regarded as an equiva-
lent. In fact Elle a les pommettes rouges cannot be rendered with She has red cheek-
bones. As Cruse rightly points out, it is not always easy to keep lexical and concep-
tual gaps distinct. Sometimes concepts are accessible and easy enough for speakers
of a language to grasp but “they are not fclt to be salient enough to merit lexical
recognition” (2000: 188). So Cruse ascribes the case of pommette to this category.
A more transparent example is represented by the American English term pudding,
a type of everyday dessert made of milk, sugar, flour and different flavourin gs, fre-
quently mixed from pudding powder, which finds its nearest counterpart in British
blancmange, which, however, does not contain eggs, has no flavourings such as
chocolate, strawberry, caramel and so on, as the French adjective blanc suggests.
The situation is complicated by the fact the term pudding might bc applied to
savoury dishes in the British Isles (Gramley 2001: 72), e.g. steak and kidney pud-
ding, Yorkshire pudding. Here pudding applies to combinations of either sweet or
savoury food that are kept together in a container, a bowl or a cloth, and cooked by
boiling or steaming.

* The majority of studies on dubbing are devoted to the lexicon and to the various forms of mismatch
between the languages at stake (e.g. from the casc of incorrect translations, 1o stylistic shifts and conse-
quently cohesive discrepancies, to the use of structural and semantic calques, cf. Pavesi 2005: 42-44),
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Similar cases can be observed in the following examples from the film Bend it

like Beckham?.

(1

SOUNDTRACK

PINKY: My fiancé don’t
like dyed hair. Can’t stand
here all day. I got to go to
Ealing for my facial.
Laters!

2)

ORIGINAL
SOUNDTRACK

JESS: Nah, it just looks

- awful. I was eight. My

- mum was working over-
timc at Heathrow and [
was trying to cook beans
on toast. When I jumped
up to the grill to get the
toast, my trouscrs caught
alight, so my sister put me
in the bath, pourcd cold
watcr over me and pulled
them off but half my skin
came off, too.

3

ORIGINAL
SOUNDTRACK

JESS: Anyone can cook
aloo gobi, but who can
bend a ball like Beckham?

SUBTITLING

Il mio fidanzato

odia i capelli tinti. /
Scusate, ma devo andare
A fare la prova trucco.
Ciao!

SUBTITLING

No, & solo brutta da
vedere. /

Avevo otto anni, mia
madre lavorava

e 10 stavo preparando un
toast. /

Mi sonoe avvicinata al for-
nello e i pantaloni hanno
preso fuoco, /

mia sorella ci ha versato
sopra I’acqua fresca e me
lj ha told. /

E venuta via anche la
pelle. /

SUBTITLING

'Tutle possono cucinare un
“aloo_gohi”, ma quante

segnano come Beckham? /

DUBEING

Gia. Il mio fidanzato odia

i capelli tinti. Scusatle non
posso reslare a chiacchie-

rare. Sto andando a fare la
prova trucco. Ciao, ciao.

DUBBING

No, & solo brutta da
vedere, Avevo otto anni,
mamma faceva gli straor-
dinari all’aeroporto e io
decisi di farmi un toast.
Scavalcai il fornello per
prendere il toast e i pan-
taloni mi presero fuoco,
cosi mia sorella mi ficco
nella vasca da bagno ¢ mi
sfild i pantaloni. E venne
via anche meta della pelle.

DUBBING

Tutte possono cucinare
aloo gobi, ma chi tira in
porta come Beckham®?

¥ In the examples the symbol / indicates the border between two diflerent subtitles, whereas cues
preceded by the symbol - represent two dilferent lines belonging to the same subtitle. For more details
about the films see the filmography at the end of the paper.




In example (1) the critical term is represented by facial, 4 term that designates a
beauty treatment in which one’s face is massaged and various creams are rubbed
into 1it. In Italian there is no primary lexicalisation (Bertuccelli Papi 2003) and we
need to use a periphrasis to explain the idea. In both subtitling and dubbing, how-
ever, the choice fell on a different concept, perhaps rcferring to what is most typi-
cally done in the wedding script by bndes to-be the day before the wedding cere-
mony at a beauty saloon*.

Examples (2) and (3) are instances of conceptual gaps motivated by cultural dif-
ferences and traditions. In Britain it is common to eat toasted bread with butter,
eggs, beans, sausages, tomatocs, jam etc., whereas in Italy the word toast only refers
to a snack consisting of two slices of bread with cheese and ham. In both modes of
translation normalisation is at work and the translating choice is something more
typical in the target culture.

Example (3) presents a typical phenomenon in Great Britain, where immigrants
from different parts of the world have kept their traditions in religion, food, family
relations etc. Here the protagonist is complaining about the narrow-mindedness of
her parents, who would like her to be a traditional Punjabi girl and certainly not to
play football in a semi-professional team. She therefore refers to aloo gobi®, a typ-
ical dish that her mother judges as an essential part of a woman’s background
knowledge and that she will learn to cook later on in the film. This term cannot of
course be translated into any language.

In the same utlerance there is another interesting term, the verb ro bend (‘piegare,
curvare’)®, which also occurs in the film title. The verb ro bend has undergone a
process of semantic specialisation in the field of football: it has begun to be used to
refer to a typical way of ‘touching’ the ball which makes it swerve. In this tech-
nique’ swerve is produced by kicking the ball off centre on the opposite sidc to the
side you want the ball to swerve. This skill is important in many areas of football,
such as shots at goal around detenders that are obscured from the goalkeeper’s view,
corner kicks, crosses into the box, and passing the ball around opponents especial-

# Notice how dubbing definitely neutralises the agrammatical register used by Pinky: “my fiancé
don’t like”, “@ can’t stand here”. In addition, “laters” is translated with a typical ‘dubbese’ solution; in
fact, the translation of the informal greeting bye-bye with ciao cico is by now established and through
dubbing has been adopted in spoken interactions.

* A traditional Indian dish. The word aloo means potato, and the word gobi canliflower, the two
main ingredients in this recipe. Ingredicnts also include onions, green chillies, ginger, coriander, toma-
toes and spices (cumin seeds, tamarind, papriky, ginger, garlic). As the director of the film Gurinder
Chadha explains in one of the exiras available on the DVD, this dish looks and tastes like curry.

¢ Aquery in the BNC yiclded only 3 results for fo bend, of which only the last is referred to football:

L. older Portsmouth valve, adjust by carefully bending the ball arm. Never hold

2. the ball while Land with your legs together, knees hent, on the balls of your feet, with your

3. fell for almost four hours. Though Akram bent the ball around like a frisbee and Waqar.

" There is an impressive amount of information available on the net. The following sites seem to
be the most interesting: “Football kicking skills — swerving or bending the ball” (http:/www.master-
sport.co.uk/swerve.htm); “So I do I'bend it like Beckham?’— The site of the US national soccer players
(www.ussoccerplayers.com/resource_ center/for_players/380912.html); “Bend it like Beckham - Here’s
how to... bend the ball” (http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/skills/4189002.stm); “The Soccer
Clinics - Where players come to learn” (http://www.soccerclinics.com/[PAHomeworkBentPass.htm).

3
-l



